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To Jenny Colgan, with admiration, affection and scrambled eggs.




Prologue

Ruby threw her weight against the door. No use. She fell back into the chamber, watching as even the faint light from the corridor disappeared.

Soon she was in complete darkness.

She reached out to locate the wall, anchoring herself, running her fingertips quickly along it to find any sign of where the door had been. She found a faint vertical groove in the surface of the wall – was that the door?

Trying to stop the rising panic, she kept one hand pressed on the groove and stretched out, searching for a control panel, a wheel, a doorknob, a switch – anything that might turn on some lights or release her. Or was it voice operated?

‘Lights!’ she called. ‘Door! Open! Abracadabra! Anything!’

Faintly at first, and then distinctly, she heard a terrifying sound – a hiss, as if the air was being let out, or something else was being let in.

Stuck in the darkness, alone, and now very frightened, Ruby allowed herself a moment of panic. She hammered on the door, feeling herself growing woozier by the second, sliding down to the cold tiled floor.

‘Doctor!’ she cried out, with one last effort …




CHAPTER ONE

‘Are you staring at the stars again?’

Chirracharr, who had been doing exactly that, turned guiltily to look behind her. There was her brother, Sheekshirrip, eyes bright with merriment. He knew her far too well.

‘There’s nothing up there, you know,’ he said. ‘Everything is down here. Everything that matters.’

He always said this, mostly to annoy her, because he knew that Chirracharr didn’t believe that. It wasn’t that she was being awkward. She simply couldn’t believe it. There had to be something more than these peaceful, pleasant valleys where she and everyone she knew and had ever known had lived their whole lives.

‘You shouldn’t creep up on people, Sheek,’ she said, sternly. ‘It’s rude.’

‘I didn’t creep up! I made plenty of noise. You were distracted—’

‘I wasn’t that distracted.’

‘I even coughed. Several times.’ His expression turned mischievous. ‘All right, so I coughed silently …’

Chirracharr growled at him from the back of her throat. Of all her sibs, Sheekshirrip was definitely the most annoying. And yet he somehow managed to be everyone’s favourite – including hers. Of course, that only made him even more annoying …

He dropped down lazily beside her, warm and soft. A couple of rollers followed him, curving around each other in that little dance they did, before coming to rest. One came right up to Chirracharr; its little snout came out, and its small black eyes watched her. It stayed there for a while, and then curled up again and rolled away on its own business. Chirracharr and Sheekshirrip leaned together companionably, shoulder to shoulder, haunch to haunch. Chirracharr heard her brother give a gentle rumble of contentment. Was there anything nicer, she thought, than to sit outside like this on a summer night, knowing that you were safe and warm and loved? Knowing that everyone that mattered most was close by, and safe and warm and loved? Probably not, she thought, and yet …

Chirracharr looked up at the depths of dark sky and sighed. Nothing up there … No, there had to be something. She didn’t know what, and she didn’t know how she knew, and she couldn’t prove what she thought, but surely this couldn’t be everything? ‘Did you know there are patterns in the stars?’ she asked.

‘Are there?’ Sheekshirrip didn’t sound particularly interested. In fact, he’d closed his eyes and looked about ready to fall asleep. Not that this would stop Chirracharr from telling him more.

One of the nicer things about Sheek was that, even if he wasn’t particularly interested in everything that Chirracharr said, he didn’t mind sitting and listening to her talk. None of her other sibs would do that. None of the others would sit here in the darkness staring at … well, whatever was out there.

‘Oh yes!’ she said. ‘You can group them together and then there are patterns.’

‘Like with clouds?’ asked Sheekshirrip, one eye cracking open.

‘No, not like that! Clouds change by the moment. But the stars …’ Chirracharr looked up with something close to reverence. ‘There are patterns there.’ Shyly, she added, ‘I’ve given some of them names.’

Sheekshirrip opened his other eye. ‘Names?’

‘See that bright one, over there?’ She gestured up high in the sky, to the south, beyond the inky blackness of the mountain, further away than anyone had ever gone.

‘Uh-huh?’

‘There are four more stars trailing down from it. D’you see?’

‘Hang on a moment …’ He squinted up, his nose wrinkling. ‘Oh yes, I see …’

‘I call that one the Silver Stream.’

Sheek studied the stars for a moment, and then closed his eyes again. ‘That’s a pretty name, Chirry,’ he said. ‘But the patterns aren’t part of the stars, you know. They’re something you’ve put there yourself.’

She’d been ready to tell him about all the others she’d named – the High Peak, the Narrow Tunnel, the Four Rollers – but even though Sheekshirrip was the only one who ever really listened to her, the one who sometimes thought the same way as her, his curiosity was, in the end, as limited as that of the rest of them.

He was content with life here in the valley. He found everything he needed from these green hills and pretty streams, the familiar faces, the gentle bumps and intrigues of village life. Nothing much changed. Nothing ever would. And most of the people here didn’t mind.

‘Sheek,’ said Chirracharr, in a small voice, ‘do you think I’m …’

‘Do I think you’re what?’ The night was warm. He sounded sleepy again.

‘Do you think I’m … strange?’

He didn’t reply right away, which perhaps gave her all the answer that she needed. Chirracharr shivered. Her brother moved closer. ‘Chirry,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t have you any other way.’

Others would, though, Chirracharr knew.

Sometimes she saw her mother and father looking at her and giving each other worried looks. Sometimes, she knew, people made jokes behind her back. She sighed again. The stars seemed very distant now, and uncaring. Like she was unimportant. Like she didn’t even register, in the great scheme of things. Suddenly, she felt tired, and very alone.

‘Hey,’ said her irritating baby brother. ‘Remember that time we got caught eating those berries from Pirrishirrir’s store?’

‘I certainly do!’ She shuddered. There’d been some stern words then, but – Oh! How sweet those berries were! Worth all the trouble.

‘See those seven stars over there?’ he went on. ‘They’re exactly like Pirri’s face when he saw us with all that juice on our whiskers.’

‘What? How?’

‘Look – the two very bright ones are Pirri’s eyes. And the other five above them, that zigzag, see? Going down and up and down again. They’re Pirri’s frown.’

He wasn’t wrong. And Chirracharr couldn’t help laughing, exactly as Sheek intended. She’d always seen that group of stars as part of the river in their valley, leading to who knew where …

But Sheek had seen a different pattern, one distinctively his own. He really was very irritating, but nobody understood her better, and maybe that was what mattered most.

Home was a place where people knew you so well that they put up with all your foibles.

When they both finally stopped giggling, Sheek pulled himself up. ‘Time to go home. It’s late and people will be missing us.’

Chirracharr glanced up again at the sky. She hadn’t even told him about how busy it had been in recent weeks. Bright stars, shooting down and down towards their quiet, green home.

She hesitated, wondering what Sheek might say if she described what she’d seen. Patterns you’ve put there yourself …

Maybe he was right. Maybe it was all in her imagination. Maybe there were star showers from time to time, and there was nothing unusual about that. Maybe she thought it was important because …

Because things were sometimes very boring around here. Their little village, with a couple of dozen houses, and the other villages, almost fifty of them all told, spread along one bank of the big lazy river that ran through the quiet green plain. That couldn’t be the whole world, could it? That couldn’t be the whole universe? Chirracharr looked back at the stars. The sky was so big. There must be something else …

‘Chirry!’ Sheek sounded impatient. ‘It’s time to go home!’

So she followed him back down the hill, back into the maze of streets that made up the village, and into the big and busy house where her sibs and her cousins and her aunts and uncles and mamma and pappa all lived, under a low roof where lanterns hung, and – outside – the shooting stars began their nightly show, unseen by any other living eyes.

That was the night when everything changed.

Chirracharr woke with a sensation of extreme nausea, as if she had been spinning round and round and that had made her dizzy. She closed her eyes and swallowed until the feeling passed. Faintly, in the background, she heard a strange noise.

Ting!

She opened her eyes. She was lying on her stomach on a flat grey bed, and all around her were white walls. She peered closely at these. They seemed to be made of some hard material, laid out in squares. The light-headedness washed over her again. She shut her eyes and tried to piece together what had happened before she went to sleep. She’d gone to bed as usual, snuggling into the corner of the chamber with Sheek on one side, and a couple of littlies cuddled up on the other side …

Ting!

What was that? Chirracharr had never heard a sound like that before. She risked opening her eyes again. This was certainly not the warm nest where she had snuggled up at bedtime, settling the littlies with a story about the friend of a friend of a friend who went drifting down the river on a raft and had all sorts of adventures … No, this place was hard and cold, and nothing like how an adventure should be.

Ting!

Where was that noise coming from? Chirracharr peered round, cautiously, but froze when she heard something else. To her right, someone was murmuring, muffled like a voice might sound coming from behind a wall or underwater. She turned her head, and saw—

Eyes. Huge dark eyes like pools of jet-black water, staring down at her. She looked into them. They seemed very old, and very sad. Chirracharr, the product of a gentle world and way of life, was not immediately afraid. Her first instinct – her most natural instinct – was to make friends.

‘Hello,’ she said, to the eyes.

The eyes blinked. Their owner moved back slightly. Whoever it was, the light was behind them, so Chirracharr couldn’t get much of a sense of who or what they were, other than a shadow, a suggestion of a shape. A long wavy arm – much, much longer than her own stocky limbs – then another, then another.

Ting!

‘I’m Chirracharr,’ she said. ‘Who are you?’

That murmuring, muffled sound again. A voice? Were they trying to communicate?

‘I’d like us to be friends,’ said Chirracharr.

The creature – the person – did not reply. They moved closer. Chirracharr saw that they were holding out some kind of tool.

Chirracharr’s people were not guarded. Who was there to guard themselves from? The whole world was a few dozen villages inhabited by people who were exactly like them.

They had no reason to be afraid of anything.

They had no enemies. Family and friends, that’s all there was. Enemies could roll right in, if they wanted. Roll in, and do whatever they liked. Spirit them away, if they wanted …

Seeing that tool, at the end of that long alien arm, Chirracharr felt a sharp and unaccustomed fear. Did this person – this alien – really mean her harm? Why? The creature leaned over her, its eyes huge and black and unblinking in a formless face and a great domed head. Chirracharr tried to pull back, but something was keeping her held down on the bed. She felt a sharp prick in her shoulder and immediately felt woozy. She struggled to stay awake. Out loud, she said her sibs’ names, one after another, and then her cousins’ names, and her cousins’ cousins’, and then listed everyone in the village, all in an attempt to keep alert. But whatever they had done to her was too powerful. Her eyes drifted shut. She slept …

And woke, looking at the familiar pale-yellow walls of the bedroom she shared with the others. She looked round. None of her sibs was there. Had they been taken too? Gripped suddenly with fear for them, Chirracharr leapt out of bed and scurried down the corridor to the common room. She stood in the archway and looked round wildly, counting family members. They were all there, a jumble of familiar bodies and cheerful noise. Nobody was missing. Everyone was safe.

Chirracharr burst into tears. Her whole family looked round. ‘Oh!’ she cried. ‘You’re all here. You’re all here!’

‘Of course we’re here,’ said Mamma.

‘How long was I gone?’ she cried.

The room fell silent.

‘Chirry,’ said Pappa, ‘what are you talking about?’

‘I was gone,’ she said. ‘I was taken, in the night!’

One of her nieces gave a high nervous laugh. Chirracharr saw her mother frown. She knew she was scaring the littlies, but she had to make everyone understand.

‘I woke up in a white room. It was small and cold and hard. There was someone there, carrying something sharp, and they put it into me—’

One of the littlies began to cry.

‘Chirry!’ said her mother, sharply. ‘Stop!’

Chirracharr felt someone touch her arm. Sheekshirrip was moving her gently towards the back door. ‘Come on,’ he murmured in her ear. ‘Come and tell me what’s happened.’

By the end of the week, it was one big family joke. Remember that time Chirry went to bed and dreamed she’d been taken away but somehow still woke up in bed?

Yes, it was hilarious, and, when you put it like that, a little ridiculous.

Except to Chirracharr herself, who never stopped believing that something had happened to her – something scary, yes, but at the same time remarkable.

Something that proved that this world was not the whole of the universe.

That there was more to learn and more to know, and while that was frightening, it was also somehow … fantastic.

And Chirracharr swore to herself that she was going to learn everything.




CHAPTER TWO

Ruby Sunday, lying back on the grass, stared up in wonder at the night sky. Strange stars twinkled back. She didn’t have names for them, but she could still admire them.

When Ruby decided to go travelling with a mysterious stranger in his space-and-time machine, she hadn’t brought any expectations with her about what exactly space-and-time-travelling in a space-and-time machine might be like. She told herself to keep an open mind. This turned out to be a good decision, since her mind seemed to get opened further with every new place that they visited. Sometimes, if she took a moment to think about what was happening, she got the giggles. Help! I’ve been abducted by aliens! Okay, one alien, to be precise, but he was more than enough. The Doctor, she was coming to understand, was like a force of nature. You rolled with everything that happened and you kept on wanting more and more.

A shooting star sped across the sky, better and more brilliant than any fireworks. Ruby gasped in delight.

‘What is it?’ said the Doctor.

‘You don’t really see night skies like this, do you?’

He smiled. ‘I do. All the time.’

‘I mean, at home. On … on Earth.’ It still took her a moment to say things like that, but – Oh, she did like saying them.

She did like remembering that she was travelling in space and time.

‘I saw this thing online once,’ she said. ‘They’d filtered out the light pollution, so you could see what the sky must have looked like over London thousands of years ago.’ Like a fishing net spread out across a pool of deep blue water. She remembered wondering what the stars were named. ‘I don’t think I’d realised how vivid it was. How different it must have seemed, to our ancestors.’

‘All that pollution,’ he agreed. ‘Disconnects you from the cosmos.’

Another shooting star went past. She’d seen maybe one or two before, in her whole life. This one made thirteen, since they’d arrived here about half an hour earlier.

‘Nobody has ever seen these stars before,’ remarked the Doctor. ‘At least, from where we’re sitting.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘This world is uninhabited. Nobody lives here and – so far – nobody has ever lived here. There’s wildlife, yes, but nobody that could look up and say, “Look at those five stars over there. They remind me of that weird fish I saw in the river the other day.”’

Ruby laughed. ‘They don’t look anything like a fish. They look like a slipper.’

‘That’s something else that hasn’t happened before,’ said the Doctor.

‘What?’ said Ruby.

‘People arguing about what’s right in front of them. Next one of us will start a religion worshipping the Great Fish of the Stars and the other will declare themselves a follower of the Celestial Bedsock and, before we know it, the world’ll go to hell in a handbag.’

‘Or,’ said Ruby, ‘we could lie here in peace and admire this incredible, beautiful sky that nobody has ever seen before.’

‘Yeah,’ said the Doctor. ‘I guess we could do that instead.’

They managed about a minute more before the Doctor started twitching.

‘You don’t really do lying quietly, do you, Doctor?’

‘Not really, no,’ he said. ‘But only because there’s always something going on.’

‘Even on an uninhabited planet?’

The Doctor didn’t reply. He was staring, very intently, up at the sky. He sat up, abruptly. ‘Did you see that?’

‘What? The shooting star? I’ve seen fourteen since we arrived here.’

‘Wait,’ he said. ‘Keep looking.’ He rummaged around in his pocket and pulled out what looked to be a kitchen timer in the shape of a tomato. Ruby, remembering her decision to roll with things, watched a few more shooting stars fizz past.

Beside her, the Doctor seemed to be muttering, like he was counting. After maybe half a minute, the tomato went Ting!

‘Ah!’ he said. ‘Thirty-three seconds!’ He fiddled with the timer again.

‘Doctor—’

‘Wait!’ He jabbed his thumb up at the sky. ‘Watch!’

Ruby watched, counted along this time too. Thirty-two … Thirty-three …

Ting!

‘Ah!’ said the Doctor, triumphantly. ‘I knew it!’

‘What am I missing?’ said Ruby, then paused and focused. ‘The meteors!’

‘Right!’ The Doctor grinned. ‘They’re coming every thirty-three seconds. Actually, it’s every thirty-three point-oh-one-two seconds, as the tomato flies—’

Ting!

‘It flew again.’ Ruby frowned. ‘Meteors don’t come right on schedule, do they?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘And not in regular formation. So, what’s that going to be? Probes? Ships? There’s got to be some kind of intelligence behind them.’

Ting! agreed the tomato timer.

‘But why fire so many whatever-they-ares at an uninhabited planet?’ Ruby pondered.

‘Good question.’ From some pocket or other he pulled out a tweedy flat cap, placing it firmly on his head, like the lord of the manor. ‘Come on! Short walk.’

Ting!

‘Great job,’ he told the timer. ‘Keep that up.’

Ruby scrambled to her feet. ‘Where are we going?’

‘To find some of that meteor debris. I want a closer look.’

Ruby dashed after him. ‘When you say a short walk …?’

‘Maybe not very short,’ he admitted. ‘But on an alien planet.’

And that, Ruby thought, her excitement rising, more than made up for anything.

On an entirely different world, Tixlel (Head of Research) sat in their office, going through their most recent set of notes. Sitting here, doing this, was what made Tixlel happiest, alone with a set of observations and jottings and sketches, in a quiet room at the far end of the compound. Light from outside came through the turquoise panes of glass in the walls, giving Tixlel’s office the air of a comfortably appointed aquarium. Everything was peaceful here. Nothing ever changed, exactly how they liked it.

Tixlel was finalising a report to be added to the Repository on the latest subject that had been conveyed to the observation rooms. This particular subject had been chosen for closer observation after careful analysis of data retrieved from the observers on the ground. The subject’s behavioural patterns had suggested that they were demonstrating above the usual level of intelligence. That alone justified a conveyance, but the truth was that Tixlel liked seeing the subjects at first hand. There was something rather sweet about them: not that Tixlel would ever say anything like that to a colleague. These studies were objective and careful, based on close examination: brain scans and blood tests and so on. There was no room for subjective opinions on whether or not the subjects exhibited ‘sweetness’ or any such fuzzy concept.

Sadly, the subject had proven to be a disappointment. Every measurement that Tixlel took – length of limb and size of brain and toughness of tooth – fell within recognised parameters. So the subject was sent back, and Tixlel sat down to write up their notes. Without doubt, the most frustrating part of this research was that the subjects never did anything of note. All the data collected by the observers on the ground in the Laboratory, all the direct study done here in the compound over all those years, and there was nothing to suggest that they would ever evolve beyond their present, placid state. Yes, they used rudimentary tools, and they built snug nests, but they had never done anything greater, and certainly nothing that could be called culture or civilisation. When one considered what Tixlel’s own people had created! Millennia of heritage; great buildings; starships that breezed across the seven systems – and of course, the Experiment itself. The subjects had done nothing like that, and there was no sign that they ever would.

With a sigh, Tixlel reached out for one of the wheeled controls on their desk.

‘Start recording,’ they said. ‘Subject 9,070,224 has been returned …’

Carefully, Tixlel read out their latest report, adding the small bits of data obtained to the greater Repository. These tiny pieces of information seemed like nothing when you considered the whole, but who knew what they might add up to given time.

When the recording was finished, Tixlel sat for a while reading through some of the older reports on the subjects. Sometimes, looking through these parts of the Repository, Tixlel was almost persuaded that the subjects were speaking to each other – but, no. That was a flight of fancy, and one that did Tixlel no credit. There were no other people out there, no matter how much one longed for that to be true, and pretending that the subjects in the Laboratory could fill this hole was foolish and sentimental.

There was nobody else.

Tixlel’s people were alone. That was the way of things, and it would never change.

Putting aside this regret, and the sadness that reading about the subjects always induced, Tixlel turned instead to their favourite part of the Repository – the construction of the Experiment – and marvelled at its scope and its duration. Could their people create anything like that now, Tixlel wondered? Or had they reached their limits? Sometimes, these days, the seven systems seemed so small. Like nothing would ever change.

Tixlel turned the wheel and closed down the Repository. As they stood and stretched out all of their limbs, the comm went ting. Tixlel considered whether or not to reply. They’d left instructions not to be disturbed, but that was a couple of days ago now …

‘Head of Research,’ said Tixlel grudgingly.

Laxelil (Head of Security) appeared on screen, colours deep and agitated. ‘Tixlel! Where have you been hiding?’

‘I’ve been working,’ said Tixlel. ‘We’ve had a subject with us—’

‘Is it still there?’

‘No. Why?’

‘Why?’ Laxelil turned purple. ‘Tixlel, you need to come up here and see what’s going on.’

‘I’m busy—’

‘We’re all busy. Come and join me at the access chute,’ said Laxelil firmly. ‘You and I are going for a short flight.’

‘But I have work to do!’

‘Tixlel! You need to come, now!’

Before Tixlel could protest further, Laxelil ended the communication. Tixlel considered ignoring the request, but Tixlel liked Laxelil, and didn’t want to get on their wrong side. So, colours flickering away, Tixlel left their office and rolled up into the main part of the compound and across the walkway to the place where the flyers were kept.

Outside, everything was changing, and had been changing for some time now. But Tixlel, as usual, had been looking in entirely the wrong places for entirely the wrong things.




CHAPTER THREE

The moment Chirracharr realised that she had reached the foothills of the mountains was one of the most exciting of her life.

She’d been trekking for days across the grassy plains that lay beyond the valley and the river and the settlements, but at last the ground was beginning to climb. She was sure she would find answers here.

The only problem was that she had nobody with whom she could share her triumph. Everyone she had ever known, everyone she had ever loved, was so far away. So the moment passed, giving way to melancholy, and the terrible loneliness that had plagued her ever since she set out on her quest.

Her mother had begged her not to go. Her father had cried. The littlies, sensing that what was happening around them was uniquely scary, had cried too, inconsolably. Eventually Pirrishirrir, her mother’s cousin’s cousin, who wasn’t exactly their leader but was the one with the most ideas about how they should go about doing things, ground his teeth and said that it would be better for everyone if Chirracharr stopped threatening to leave and just left.

Once that decision was made, everyone was much more cheerful and even quite excited about the whole business. Except for a few – Pirrishirrir, Sheekshirrip, their quiet but wise cousin, Thittisharr, and of course Chirracharr herself – who knew that this was a serious business, an unprecedented journey.

Yes, people went away – to the next settlements, perhaps, or even beyond that – and sometimes they stayed away for a few seasons. Sometimes people decided that their home was in another settlement, and there was a big party to say goodbye and then, at the other place, a big party to say hello, and everyone enjoyed remembering the good times they’d had together or talking about the new good times they were going to have now this new person was here. But people didn’t go off on journeys to nowhere. They didn’t set out not knowing where they were going, or who they might meet at the other end. And they didn’t leave the valley. Why would they? There was no one to meet – not past the valley, not in the mountains. Everyone was this side of the river, in the three or four dozen villages that constituted the whole of their world.

And yet here Chirracharr was, far away from everyone, ready to climb mountains to take a closer look at the stars and – she hoped – bring back proof that what had happened to her was not a dream, or a story, but real. That there were other people out there, aliens, visitors, who – she was sure – had taken her somewhere else, somewhere that might not even be here on this world. Whatever people had said, however much they had laughed, Chirracharr knew that her experience was true. And once she accepted that …

Then there was no going back. All through her long and lonely journey, that was what had kept Chirracharr going. The knowledge that there was no way back for her, after what had happened, and that she simply had to keep going until she had answers. Still, she thought, as she found a place to huddle down and rest, she wished there was someone who wanted to find out those answers with her. She really wished that Sheek had come along. But even he was happy where he was. Even he had no need to find answers to these questions.

The sun set vividly. The sky darkened, and soon the stars came out. She greeted them like old friends, saying their names out loud, one by one. The Silver Stream and the High Peak. The Narrow Tunnel and the Four Rollers. That helped a little, but of course the stars never replied. She looked for Pirri’s Face, the frown that Sheek had pointed out to her, but she couldn’t find it, and that made her miss the family even more. A couple of rollers came past. At least they remained the same as ever. One of them came to a halt right next to Chirracharr’s paw, and she reached out to touch its hard shell, glad of the company.

Chirracharr looked up. She saw a shooting star plunge down like a diving bird into the river, hunting prey. Not long after that, another star fell from the sky, and after that another, and another … Without realising what she was doing, Chirracharr began to count how long the gap was between each star-fall. She tested this ten times, then twenty; at fifty, she knew she wasn’t going to sleep that night. Quivering with excitement, she left her makeshift nest and went on her way.

The ground was rough and broken, and inclined steadily upwards. The good green grass of the plains gave way to thick tufts of tougher grass and rough plants. Chirracharr, unused to heights, soon felt breathless, and had to pause every so often to rest. There were many more rollers here than down in the valley. She saw them bowling past in little groups of three and four. What would you call that? Packs? Herds? Families? She’d never thought about them having families before, but perhaps they did. Strange what you took for granted. She missed family now that they were far away. Thought what it might be like not to have one.

Chirracharr made slow but steady progress for the rest of the night. Behind her, dawn came, pink and gentle. She looked back out across the plain and saw the thin silver thread of the river in the distance, and the grassy fields of home. And then, from slightly up the slope, faintly, but absolutely distinctly, Chirracharr heard a sound.

Ting!

Memories came flooding back.

That unpleasant feeling of nausea.

The hard white walls tiled with squares.

The bright light and the shadowy shape moving towards her, its long arms waving about.

That sudden sharp sensation in her shoulder.

Chirracharr realised she was holding her breath. Was it the visitors? The aliens?

Had they really come back?

Had they been up here in the mountains, all along?

Slowly, keeping close to the ground and in the cover of the thick grass, Chirracharr inched forward. Her nose was quivering with excitement and anticipation. Would they talk to her this time? Tell her about themselves? She hoped that they would. She longed to know more about them. She longed to know who they were and why they had chosen her, out of all the people in the forty-nine villages, to be the one they had contacted.

Dawn was breaking by the time Ruby and the Doctor reached hillier ground. Ruby paused to look back out across the plains. A pale pink sun was rising in a golden sky. Little orange clouds scudded past. This world was lovely, Ruby thought. Its colours were like a paintbox, and the air was sweet and fresh and clean. She turned around to see the Doctor racing ahead, and smiled. But that sunrise – that had been worth a moment’s pause.

She ran to catch up with him. The sonic – screwdriver by name if not by shape – was out, and, once again, from his pocket, she heard the timer go ting.

‘Are the meteors still falling?’ she asked.

‘Yeah. Still. At the same rate.’

Ruby followed him up the slope. Every so often he would dart to one side, pick up a stone, check it with the sonic, and then either drop it back on the ground or pass it over to her. Her hands were soon pretty full.

‘Doctor,’ she said, ‘do you have a bag or something?’

‘Good idea.’ He rummaged around in his pockets and pulled out a canvas tote emblazoned with ‘Books Are My Bag’.

Good call, she thought. If you find yourself having to lug around a ton of alien rocks, this is the kind of bag you want.

‘Nice tote,’ she said.

‘Totes nice tote,’ he agreed.

‘But what do we want all these rocks for?’

‘They’re debris from the meteors.’ The Doctor was dancing light-footedly from stone to stone, sonic screwdriver aloft and buzzing. ‘I need to find out whether they’re natural or manufactured. If they’re manufactured, I want to know who made them, and where they’re coming from.’ Ting! ‘And when I know that …’

‘You can work out what they have planned for this place.’

‘Exactly!’ He gave her another grin. ‘So get stuck in, Ruby! I need rocks! Lots and lots of lovely, heavy rocks!’

‘Right,’ said Ruby, and looked round.

There was a small clump of greenery nearby and she went to see if anything was concealed there. The plants were wild and thorny, so she found a long stick and started poking around in the thick undergrowth.

Chirracharr crept silently up the slope. She came to a halt behind a clump of brambles that let her look down upon the creatures. There were two of them: one with dark fur on the top of its head; one with bright fur there instead. Chirracharr wrinkled her nose. So these were the visitors, the people who had taken her all those months ago. She watched them move around the hillside, gangly limbs flailing around, long and thin like the vines that dangled from the trees in the woods, not tough and sturdy like they should be. How could limbs like that be strong enough for them to walk around? And those strange, slender fingers – how did they hold tight on to things? Their teeth were healthy white but so small; they didn’t look like they’d be much use either. How did they get anything done?

The dark-furred one was moving around the hillside like a dancer, stooping every so often to pick up pieces of rock, dropping some back down on the ground, throwing others over to his friend to examine. That one was carrying a small sack and using a long stick to poke at clumps of grass. Now she could see the purpose of those long fingers.

But how clever! How precise!

Chirracharr would struggle to manipulate a stick like that, and in truth the idea would probably not have occurred to her. She would use her teeth and her claws to do whatever she needed.

But to be able to do that … Imagine what else you could do, with paws like that!

The visitors were making strange sounds – speech, Chirracharr assumed, but weirdly staccato, not the lilting chirrup with which she was familiar. She was not close enough to make out words.

Every so often came the faint Ting! that Chirracharr remembered so well, and with such uneasiness. It was this sound that held her back from going straight down to say hello. Caught between her natural curiosity and the fear that came from her strange and unnerving experience, Chirracharr couldn’t bring herself to move.

Instead, she sat and watched the strangers. The one with the bag and the stick wandered off into the thick grass, and, not long after, the other followed.

Chirracharr jumped up. Whatever was she doing? The visitors were here, right now, and she’d let them go. She scurried as quickly as she could after them.

Please, she thought. Don’t go! I have to talk to you! I have to say hello!

Stick in hand, Ruby carried on exploring the green brambles. At the corner of her eye, almost out of sight, something moved.

She turned, quickly, as something small and grey disappeared into the foliage. A rodent?

Ruby went over to try to catch another glimpse of whatever she’d seen. The plants thinned out, and she used the stick to push them apart.

Something moved again – and then a small round object, about the size of a football and gunmetal grey, shot out. Ruby yelped.

‘Doctor!’ she called, over her shoulder.

The ball seemed to react to the noise, rolling away. Not wanting to lose sight of the thing, Ruby followed.

‘Doctor!’ she called again. ‘There’s something here!’

The ball rolled on, but its way was blocked by a thick clump of the thorny plants. It stopped, and quivered from side to side, as if in search of an escape route.

‘It’s all right,’ said Ruby, gently. ‘I want to take a closer look at you, that’s all.’

She leaned forward. The ball was covered in grey overlapping plates, like armour. She reached out to touch it and the ball uncurled, revealing beady black eyes, a small snout, tough little claws and a scaly tail.

Ruby gave a high, nervous laugh of relief. She’d been starting to think that this thing was not an animal, but some kind of technology. Instead – of all things – it seemed she’d found an alien armadillo.

‘Hello,’ she said, crouching down to get a closer look. ‘You’re quite sweet, really, aren’t you? Sorry I made a scary noise. I was a bit frightened.’

The creature looked up. Inky black dots for eyes. It clearly didn’t understand a single word she was saying. It quivered a few more times and then, quick as a flash, curled round on itself again, darted past her, and rolled speedily away.

‘Hey!’ said Ruby. ‘Not so fast!’

It sped over the rough ground and down the slope. Ruby tripped and tumbled along in pursuit. It lurched to the left, around a curve in the hillside. She chased after it, and, when she came round the corner, she saw that the armadillo had stopped still. A strange noise was coming from it – almost a whine.

‘I promise,’ said Ruby, ‘I’m not going to hurt you.’

And then, from ahead, round the curve in the hillside, a dozen or so armadillos emerged. They raced towards Ruby.

‘Oh,’ she said, backing away. ‘I’m not so sure about this …’

She saw a dozen snouts poke out from their hard shells, already sniffing the air. Next came rows of claws like hooks. And then—

A flash of light. A hand on her shoulder. The Doctor, pulling her away and shouting.

‘Run!’

Ruby ran.

‘Nice find,’ said the Doctor, dashing with her up the hill. ‘Alien armadillos! What’s not to love?’

‘Not sure they’re as excited about us!’ said Ruby.

Suddenly, the Doctor came to halt.

‘Whoaaaa!’ he yelled, and Ruby braked millimetres before tumbling over the edge of a steep fall. The Doctor yanked her back.

‘Bit close!’ she said.

‘Yeah,’ he agreed, peering over the edge. ‘But we got away with it!’

Ruby looked back over her shoulder. ‘I’m not so sure about that.’

The armadillos were rolling towards them, blocking the path they’d taken. Ruby looked nervously behind her, and down. ‘Can we communicate? Does the TARDIS translate for animals?’

‘Everything talks,’ the Doctor said. ‘You just have to find the right language.’

The armadillos moved closer. Some of them rolled, keeping their armoured sides out; others were scampering forward on their little paws, showing wicked teeth and claws.

Uncowed as ever, the Doctor knelt down to greet them. ‘Hello!’ he said. ‘We come in peace. Did you come down with the meteors? Or are you locals?’

More teeth and claws appeared.

This is it, thought Ruby.

Something fast lunged towards them. Ruby got no more than an impression; a blur of fur and even huger teeth and claws. With one swift swipe of a big paw, the creature sent two of the armadillos flying over the cliff. The rest of the hard-shelled army scurried away and, for a moment, there was complete quiet.

‘Doctor?’ whispered Ruby.

The beast turned to face them and reared up on its hind legs.




CHAPTER FOUR

Laxelil was waiting by the access chute. Seeing Tixlel, they waved an arm, ushering them towards the nearest flyer. One of the plates lifted to let Tixlel slip into place on the passenger side.

‘When, exactly,’ said Laxelil, ‘did you last leave the compound?’

Tixlel felt their colours shift to a somewhat self-conscious violet. ‘I’ve been busy.’

‘Hmm,’ said Laxelil, easing into the pilot’s seat. ‘I know you’re always deep in your research—’

‘I am Head of Research.’

‘But perhaps you should keep a closer eye on things. Beyond the Laboratory, I mean.’

The embarrassing thing was that Laxelil was probably right. But all Tixlel ever wanted was to be in the Laboratory, carrying out their work. Everyone in the compound had their specialities. Laxelil here oversaw security, and Raxlil was Head of Resources … All of these distracting and dubious administrative roles – Tixlel was happy to leave them to other people. That left more time for work, for study, for observation.

‘Ready?’ said Laxelil.

‘Ready,’ said Tixlel.

The flyer lifted steadily and smoothly under Laxelil’s capable control. A huge sphere that could move surprisingly quietly and quickly, it rose steadily up through the access chute. Tixlel looked up in time to see the hatch unfold and the glass sky open up above. They glanced at Laxelil, whose colours were pulsing a steady and reliable green. Laxelil’s family had been part of the Experiment almost as long as Tixlel’s, brought onto the project after it was classified, to make sure that work continued undisturbed. Laxelil was devoted to security in the same way that Tixlel was devoted to research, and understood how important the Experiment was. Centuries of dedicated work. Some might call it a sacred trust, although Tixlel believed in gods nearly as much as they believed in aliens.

‘Things have changed rapidly in the last few days,’ said Laxelil.

‘So I understand.’

Laxelil blinked. ‘I wonder if you do understand.’

They rose to about 300 lengths, and then the flyer shot, bullet-like, across the compound towards the perimeter wall. It was the middle of the day, the sky sapphire green above stone-grey land. This part of this particular world had been chosen as the location for the Experiment all those generations ago precisely because of its remoteness, its emptiness. They needed peace and quiet for their work. Not distractions.

‘What’s that over there?’ said Tixlel, leaning forwards. A couple of lengths away, there was a dark mass on the landscape. People? Here?

‘They,’ said Laxelil, ‘are our visitors.’

The flyer sped towards them. Soon Tixlel saw people – hundreds of people, gathered around the walls of the compound, blocking the access gate. It was a campsite. How long had they been here? Tixlel peered at them. Were those banners?

‘Drop down,’ instructed Tixlel.

‘Are you sure?’

‘I want a closer look.’

‘I don’t think that’s wise—’

‘I want to see what’s on the banners.’

‘It’s not a good idea—’

‘Laxelil!’

Laxelil sighed, but the flyer came steadily down. Tixlel peered out.

Answers, said one of the banners. Another banner said: Welcome! Welcome? Welcome who? There were more than a few huge banners that said: We want homes! And a few, here and there, that said: Ix for the Ixites!

Some of the crowd were now pointing up at the flyer.

‘I didn’t realise …’ murmured Tixlel. ‘How long has this been going on?’

‘They first started turning up a couple of months ago. But the numbers have shot up in the past few days.’ They glanced at Tixlel. ‘You really don’t get out of your bunker much, do you? Did Axelal not explain how bad it was getting? It’s all everyone has been talking about.’

Axelal was Head of Communications. Tixlel sometimes wondered in passing why a highly secret project needed such a role, but Axelal always seemed tremendously busy, rushing around from meeting to meeting, chattering away non-stop, colours flickering and flashing. Tixlel didn’t always listen. As long as Axelal didn’t interfere with the research, they could spin around on all eight arms as far as Tixlel was concerned.

‘Did you not read Axelal’s briefings?’

‘Can we get closer?’ said Tixlel, who had no intention of answering that question.

‘Seriously, Tixlel,’ said Laxelil. ‘That’s a bad idea.’

‘I want to see who they are.’

The flyer dropped down further and, as it did, Tixlel saw word of their presence pass through the crowd. A wave of motion pulling everyone’s attention their way and then – en masse – hundreds of people began to shift towards them in a great rolling movement of barely contained fury. Tixlel stared down, almost paralysed at the sight of so much rage. What did they think was happening inside the compound? What did people think they were doing? The Experiment was beautiful, a centuries-long work carried out by dedicated and devoted people. What did these people think was happening? And – perhaps more importantly – how had they ever found out?

‘Who are they?’ said Tixlel. ‘What do they want?’

‘Answers!’ someone cried out, and the word was taken up by the crowd. ‘We want answers!’ A couple of frontrunners, moving faster than the rest, were drawing very close. They wouldn’t attack, surely? A stone came arcing towards them, hitting the clear screen, sending shockwaves through the whole flyer.

‘Bring it down!’ someone shouted. ‘Bring them down!’

‘Have you seen enough yet?’ said Laxelil.

One of the demonstrators had reached the flyer. Tixlel caught a glimpse of their angry face, eyes huge and reddened with rage, as they started hammering on the side of the flyer.

‘We’ll get answers! We’ll get them!’

‘Yes,’ cried Tixlel. ‘Yes, yes! I’ve seen enough!’

Laxelil, arms a-flurry, sent the flyer shooting directly up, at speed. Their attacker, who was clambering onto the machine, fell back to the ground. A huge cry of anger swelled up. Laxelil took the flyer up high. ‘There’s something else I have to show you.’

They circled the area slowly, shifting round the perimeter of the compound. Everywhere, there were people. Not hundreds of people. Thousands. Not only at the main gate: the whole perimeter fence was surrounded. Banners everywhere, and, as they passed overhead, Tixlel heard that same cry repeated. ‘We want answers!’ All these people, here for one purpose: to find out what was happening inside the compound; what had been going on for centuries.

‘You see now?’ said Laxelil grimly.

‘Yes,’ said Tixlel. ‘Can you contain them?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Laxelil. ‘More of them are coming, by the hour. It’s the talk of the seven systems. What’s been happening in the compound. Which of the Collectives knew what, and for how long?’

The flyer lifted up high. Tixlel took one last look at the people pressing against the walls and the gate, and then the shields curved up, gunmetal grey, a hard shell protecting them from the outside world.

‘How did they find out?’ said Tixlel. ‘After so long – how did anyone find out?’

‘I don’t know the specifics yet,’ said Laxelil unhappily. ‘There’s been leaks, obviously, and for some time, it seems – but who would do that? We’ve all given our lives to this; our families gave their lives for this …’ Laxelil’s arms were trembling. ‘I can’t believe you didn’t know how bad things were out here! Do you do anything other than read back through the Repository?’

That was unfair. Tixlel worked incredibly hard at their job. Which was research. Not security, and this seemed to Tixlel’s eyes like a huge breach in security. Still, there was no point in antagonising Laxelil further.

‘You’re right,’ said Tixlel. ‘I should have known.’ Laxelil seemed mollified by this, so Tixlel ventured another question. ‘What do you think is going to happen?’

‘Well, the Experiment is over, that’s for sure,’ said Laxelil bitterly.

Tixlel quivered in horror at the thought. ‘It can’t be!’

‘It is,’ said Laxelil. ‘Things can never go back to the way that they were. You’ve seen those people – they want to know exactly what’s been going on. You’re going to have to come to terms with this, Tixlel. Our secret is no longer secret.’

The beast clasped its front paws together. ‘You’ve come back!’ it said. Its voice was high but pleasant, almost like chirping. ‘You’ve come back at last!’

Ruby glanced at the Doctor. He shook his head: Not me!

‘Why didn’t you say hello last time?’

‘Hello!’ said the Doctor cheerfully, giving the beast a little wave. ‘Ruby, say hello.’

‘Um, hi,’ said Ruby. Now that she could take a closer look, this creature was considerably less threatening than its dramatic arrival had made it seem. Big, yes, but bouncing about from hind leg to hind leg, it seemed the very opposite of frightening. If anything, it put Ruby in mind of a guinea pig. An outsized and very excited guinea pig. Ruby had to fight a sudden and overwhelming urge to bury her face in its soft fur and squeak in delight.

‘I’m so glad you’ve come back!’ the creature cried.

‘Back?’ said the Doctor.

‘Doctor,’ Ruby whispered, ‘have you been here before?’

‘What? No! Unless I do in the future. My future, I mean. Let’s roll with it.’ He stepped forward, lifting his cap in greeting. ‘Hello!’ he cried, and took hold of one of the creature’s paws, shaking it vigorously. ‘How are you? How have you been?’

‘I’ve been waiting for so long!’ said the giant guinea pig. ‘I was starting to think you’d never come back.’

The Doctor patted the paw. ‘I’m the Doctor, by the way. This is Ruby. And you are …?’

‘Chirracharr,’ she said, chirping sweetly.

‘Chirracharr!’ cried the Doctor. ‘Lovely name. How about we take a closer look at one of those armadillo things?’

‘The rollers?’ said Chirracharr.

‘Could you get one for me?’

‘All right.’ She padded off to retrieve one.

So fluffy! Ruby mouthed to the Doctor.

I know! he mouthed back.

Chirracharr returned, handing over the armadillo proudly, like she was offering up a great prize. The Doctor rolled it around in his hands. ‘What do you know about these creatures, Chirracharr?’ he said. ‘You’ve seen them before, haven’t you?’

‘Of course,’ said Chirracharr. ‘They’ve always been around.’

The Doctor looked at her. ‘Always?’

‘I suppose there have been more of them in recent years. A whole band of them rolled across the plains into the villages a few summers ago. I thought that they might be from another world, but everyone laughed.’

Her nose wrinkled. She looked so sad that Ruby had to resist reaching over to scritch the fur on her head.

‘They always laugh when I say things like that,’ Chirracharr added.

‘Something tells me you’re going to get the last laugh,’ murmured the Doctor, waving the sonic over the hard shell. ‘Have they ever attacked before?’

‘Never. They come and go, in and out of the villages. People treat them like pets.’ She looked around. ‘Perhaps the ones living out here are wilder.’

‘Pets,’ said the Doctor. ‘Hmm.’ He popped the sonic back into his pocket and sat back on his heels. ‘What I need is a nice sharp stick.’

‘Stick incoming,’ said Ruby and promptly delivered.

‘Excellent.’ The Doctor took the stick and carefully prised off one of the little pieces of armour covering the creature’s body. There was a grinding sound, and then the plate popped free. ‘Aha!’ he said. ‘Now we’re getting somewhere!’

Both Ruby and Chirracharr leaned over to take a closer took. Ruby gasped. Inside was not soft flesh, but circuitry. ‘It’s a machine!’

‘Chirracharr,’ said the Doctor. ‘I’m guessing your people don’t make things like this?’

‘No. Nothing like this.’ Her eyes were wide open, not so much fascinated as entranced.

Ruby recognised that emotion. She’d felt it a lot since the Doctor arrived in her life.

Chirracharr looked at the armadillo in wonder. ‘All that time we’ve spent with them, and nobody had any idea …’

‘Huh,’ said the Doctor, and swapped stick for sonic. He began to run a few diagnostic tests. ‘Chirracharr,’ he said. ‘I wonder if you would do us a favour?’

‘Oh, anything!’

‘Could you take a quick look and check that our little armoured friends aren’t still hanging around? I’d hate to be interrupted just as I’m starting to learn something.’

‘Of course!’ She padded off.

Once their enormous furry friend was out of hearing range (assuming she didn’t have special alien guinea pig super-hearing powers), Ruby turned to the Doctor.

‘Doctor,’ she said quietly. ‘These armadillos. They’re surveillance devices, aren’t they?’

His thumb ran over the circuitry. For all his forward momentum, he could sometimes be so still, so centred. Deep in thoughts that she could hardly imagine. ‘Yes,’ he said softly. ‘I think they could be.’

‘So … is this an invasion?’

The Doctor popped the plate of armour back in place. His expression was unreadable. ‘I’m not ruling it out.’

They heard a scuffling noise, and the Doctor jumped up, all smiles and cheerfulness, as Chirracharr reappeared.

She’s so sweet, thought Ruby. So trusting.

‘All clear,’ Chirracharr reported.

‘Excellent!’ said the Doctor. ‘Now. Chirracharr. Plans. What are your plans today?’

‘Well …’ She blinked back at him. ‘I was on a kind of quest.’

‘Oh yes? Exciting! What for?’

‘I wanted to find proof that there was life on other worlds—’

‘And here we are!’ He waved his hands. ‘Hooray! Quest done. Time for a new project. How do you fancy joining our expedition?’

‘Expedition?’ Her brow furrowed. ‘Where are you going?’

‘Up the mountain,’ said the Doctor.

Chirracharr looked at him anxiously. Again, Ruby had to resist the urge to reach out and stroke her. Surely that couldn’t be good manners? ‘I’m not good at high altitudes,’ Chirracharr said. ‘People aren’t … I mean, people like me. You’re people too, aren’t you?’

The Doctor smiled. ‘When you get more than one kind of person together, it’s helpful to have a name. I’m a Time Lord.’

Ruby smiled too. ‘I’m human.’

‘We’re just people,’ said Chirracharr. ‘Do you have a name for us?’

‘Honey, I didn’t know your people even existed until you leapt so splendidly into my life five minutes ago. I’m going to think of you as Chirracharr’s people,’ said the Doctor. ‘If that’s okay?’

‘I guess so!’ She laughed and rubbed her paws together in delight. ‘Chirracharr’s people! My brother will love that! All right!’

‘But the thing is,’ said the Doctor, ‘I don’t reckon it’s a coincidence that you’re bad with high altitudes. These armadillos – the rollers, I mean – I suspect they come from somewhere you never visit.’

Chirracharr glanced ahead. ‘Up there.’

‘Up there,’ he agreed. ‘What do you say? Want to come with?’

Chirracharr looked at him, adoringly and adorably. ‘I’d love that more than anything in the whole wide world.’

Honestly, thought Ruby, it was going to be a struggle not to cuddle her.

Tixlel, loping past colleagues full of questions that could not yet be answered, raced through the compound. They were halfway across one of the main walkways when Axelal appeared from nowhere, blocking the way, arms waving dramatically and colours ebbing and flowing with an undignified lack of self-control.

‘Tixlel!’ cried Axelal. ‘I’ve been looking for you!’

‘Later!’ said Tixlel, squeezing narrowly past Axelal and skidding on at some pace to the sanctuary of Raxlil’s office, where the Head of Resources was looking out through a teal magnifying pane. They were broader than average, with a long shapely head and eight long and elegant arms, and they pulsed wanly at the sight of Tixlel.

‘I take it you’ve been outside?’ said Raxlil.

‘Yes,’ said Tixlel.

‘I’m sorry that you had to see that. I’ve tried to take care of things. I know you need peace and quiet to work. But I think you can see that the situation has become very grave.’

Tixlel could certainly see that. ‘But how have they found out about the Experiment? After so long! And how did they know to come here?’

‘These questions – and several others – have been costing me a great deal of sleep.’ With a wave of an arm, Raxlil gestured to Tixlel to be comfortable. ‘Take a seat.’

Tixlel collapsed gratefully into the bowl of a nearby chair.

Raxlil’s office – like its inhabitant – exuded an air of competence, calm and cultivation. Raxlil’s family, like Tixlel’s, had been part of the Experiment from the start, but Raxlil was far better connected in wider society, holding positions in several of the collectives that ran the seven systems. They had been an integral part of the Education Collective for many years, and had a longstanding relationship with the Planning Collective (‘Someone,’ Raxlil would say, when asked about this, ‘has to think about the sewers …’). There was even a rumour that Raxlil had an ‘in’ with members of the most revered collective of them all, the Heritage Collective, that arcane and elusive group responsible for curating and maintaining the long history of their people.

Raxlil never admitted to this connection, and merely shone, brightly but mysteriously, whenever the subject came up.

‘Who are they?’ wailed Tixlel. ‘What do they want?’

‘That’s a complicated question,’ said Raxlil and held up three arms. ‘There seem to be three main groups out there. The first – and, I must say, the most significant – is a group of individuals who call themselves the Housing Syndicate. They, having learned about the space we have at our disposal here, want to put it to better use.’

‘You mean the compound?’ asked Tixlel.

‘No …’ said Raxlil. ‘I mean the Laboratory.’

Tixlel’s eyes went huge. ‘They know about the Laboratory?’

‘I’m afraid that seems to be the case. Given the lack of expansion beyond the seven systems, space is rather at a premium these days and the Housing Syndicate want … Well, there’s no easy way to say this. They want to build houses there.’

‘They want to build houses in the Laboratory?’

‘Houses have to go somewhere, Tixlel.’

‘But not there!’ Tixlel tried to get their colours back under control. ‘How did they find out about us? Laxelil said there’s been a leak?’

‘More than one, it seems,’ agreed Raxlil. ‘Stories seeded on the communication grids, files sent out to investigators and members of collectives, that kind of thing. It’s been going on a while, apparently.’

‘What exactly have people seen?’

‘Aerial shots of the territory covered by the Laboratory. That in particular has caused great consternation. Requisition files, which, as I’m sure you realise, have been substantial over the years. Coordinates for this compound.’

Tixlel gasped.

‘I even believe a set of minutes covering the decision to classify the project has been let into the wild.’

Tixlel shuddered. ‘But Laxelil hasn’t found out yet who’s responsible?’

‘Not yet. I’m sure, given time, the security team will identify the source.’

‘You said there were other groups out there.’

Raxlil waved a couple of arms. ‘This is where things get strange. There are two other groups out there who believe that we have made contact with aliens.’

Despite everything, Tixlel almost laughed. Aliens? That was ridiculous! There was no such thing. ‘But that’s nonsense!’

‘Some people will believe anything. And I’m afraid to say that they’ve been given some cause …’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Take a look at this, Tixlel.’ Raxlil pushed over a viewing pane.

Tixlel turned the wheel, and some footage appeared on the glass. At first it was very fuzzy, and then Tixlel realised with a shock what they were seeing.

A close-up of the face of one of the subjects. The strange little nose. The beady dark eyes. You could even hear it chirp … The whole thing didn’t last long, and was never particularly in focus, but it was clear enough that this creature was not a person, and was not like anything else that might be found in the seven systems. This was most definitely other. Suddenly, a small but extremely sharp tooth came into focus. Tixlel jumped back. If you didn’t know how harmless the subjects were, that would be quite alarming.

‘That footage appeared on one of the communication grids recently,’ said Raxlil, grimly. ‘Data in the files showed that the source was here. And now people are convinced that we have made contact with aliens, and have been concealing that information for possibly generations. Some of these people are outside, right now. Half of them want to make contact, and half of them are terrified that we’re about to be invaded.’

‘But there’s no such thing as aliens!’

‘You know that. And I know that. But trust has broken down. The general feeling seems to be that if we have concealed something as huge as the Experiment, what else might we be concealing?’

‘What do we do, Raxlil?’

A warm pulse of colour. ‘Laxelil continues to try to identify the source of these leaks,’ said Raxlil. ‘And I have been speaking to the various collectives with which I have some sway. Trying to calm people down.’

‘That’s a relief to hear,’ said Tixlel. They knew, deep within, where their strengths lay. They were a scientist, an investigator, someone who – as Raxlil said – needed to be left alone to watch and think, sift the data and draw their conclusions. They were in no way equipped for this emergency, and they were grateful Raxlil was there. ‘What should I be doing?’

Raxlil pulled all their arms around their body. ‘Leaking details of the project is bad enough, but if someone is willing to go as far as releasing footage of the subjects, what else might they do? I believe you should concern yourself with protecting the Repository.’

The Repository. All that data gathered over the hundreds and hundreds of years through which the Experiment had been quietly conducted.

Tixlel yellowed in fear. ‘You think the Repository is at risk?’

‘I think it might well be,’ said Raxlil. ‘There’s a great deal of anger at the moment. Who knows what else people might do, when they realise the extent of the work here?’

‘I’ll give that the utmost priority.’ The thought that everything might be lost – all that knowledge and wisdom and insight, the legacy of all their ancestors – that was unbearable.

‘Do you know what the irony is?’ asked Raxlil.

‘No,’ said Tixlel.

‘Those people out there – they don’t actually have a clue what we’ve been doing. Imagine thinking we have aliens hidden away in here. Still, it’s the kind of story that needs to be stopped.’

‘Axelal can do that.’

‘Mm,’ said Raxlil. ‘Perhaps …’

Tixlel’s mind was busy with the Repository. How to protect it. How to keep it safe. ‘Anything else?’

‘There are plenty of questions flooding in from most of the collectives, as you can imagine. But leave them to me. I have plenty of practice sweet-talking administrators.’

‘Thank you,’ said Tixlel, with heartfelt gratitude.

‘What I want is for you to be able to concentrate on your work.’ Raxlil deepened to a shade of indigo like the night sky. ‘The thought that we might lose a single scrap of what we’ve built here. After so long. After so much investment. Unthinkable.’

And in that they were in complete agreement. Tixlel, unfurling from the round seat, said, ‘I’ll let you get to work.’

‘Mm …’ said Raxlil, already busy with the glass screen on their desk. ‘One last thing, Tixlel.’ Raxlil looked up, eyes wide and dark. ‘Do bear in mind that we have a traitor in our midst.’

‘A traitor? Isn’t that rather a strong way of putting it?’

‘What else would you call it? Above all, the Experiment relied on … not secrecy, I wouldn’t call it that. Discretion. We’ve maintained that for so long. And now, thanks to someone’s decision to reveal all, everyone in the seven systems knows that we’re here, and we have a crowd clamouring at the gate, wanting to shut us down. If that’s not treachery, what is?’

‘I suppose …’

‘So keep your own counsel. Be careful. Be watchful. And be wary.’ Raxlil turned back to the glass-viewer. ‘Laxelil is maintaining security. You should be able to work in peace.’

In peace? Knowing that someone close had betrayed them all? Put the work of centuries – this wonderful, irreplaceable legacy – at risk? Tixlel doubted they would ever be at peace again.

‘Who do you think it is, Raxlil?’ Tixlel asked softly.

‘I have no idea,’ said Raxlil. ‘I have my suspicions, but …’ They shook their big domed head. ‘To implicate someone would be unfair. All I’ll say is – this is certainly someone who knows how to get a message out there.’




CHAPTER FIVE

Chirracharr proved to be a particularly engaging travelling companion, asking questions about the Doctor and Ruby and invariably delighted by their responses.

There was no guile about her, Ruby thought; no suggestion that she was anything other than what she appeared to be: a very big and very friendly guinea pig, full of excitement and curiosity about the universe opening up with every answer that the Doctor gave. Her palpable desire to make friends with them was charming, but Ruby found herself worrying that Chirry and her people might be too trusting.

She thought of dodos, rushing blindly and cheerfully towards people who wanted to kill and eat them.

Gently, the Doctor steered the conversation away from him and Ruby and towards Chirracharr. She talked about her home, far away, and her friends and family, and a picture grew in Ruby’s mind of a busy and friendly village, where everybody knew everybody else, and nobody had anything to fear.

‘Your family sounds lovely,’ said the Doctor.

‘Oh, they’re just like anyone else’s, I suppose,’ said Chirracharr.

A little sadness crossed the Doctor’s face, and then it was gone. Moving on. ‘I’ve got a question or two of my own,’ he said. ‘The first thing you said to me was that you were glad I’d come back. But I’ve never been here, Chirracharr. Honest. Are you sure you saw someone like me?’

Chirracharr took a moment or two to answer. ‘I thought you were …’ she said, slowly. ‘I mean, the long legs and arms and everything … But not just that. It was the sound.’

‘The sound?’

‘The ting.’

‘I think she means the timer, Doctor,’ said Ruby.

‘Oh!’ He rummaged in his pockets, brought it out and set it going.

Ting!

‘That’s it!’ said Chirracharr. ‘That’s what I heard when I woke up! I was in a strange place, somewhere I’d never seen before …’

‘No, it wasn’t this,’ said the Doctor. ‘Maybe they had their own timer. Could you describe the place? What was it like?’

‘I’ve never seen anywhere like it. I fell asleep in my room at home, and when I opened my eyes … The walls were white, and hard. I felt terribly sick.’

Ruby did reach out then to stroke Chirracharr’s soft fur. It clearly comforted her.

‘I heard murmuring and then I saw … Eyes. Big dark eyes. There was a long arm, holding something. That was scary. I said, “Hello”. I wanted to be friends … But whoever it was, they didn’t reply. I felt something sharp in my shoulder, and I fell asleep. When I woke up again, I was back home.’

Ruby glanced at the Doctor as he took hold of Chirracharr’s paw. Could her story be true? A real-life, actual alien abduction? ‘Did you tell your family?’ she said.

‘Yes,’ said Chirracharr. ‘But nobody believed me.’

‘We believe you,’ said the Doctor, and when Ruby saw the relief flood across Chirracharr’s sweet face, she could have cried.

‘I want to know who they are,’ said Chirracharr. ‘I want to know why they came. And – most of all – I want to know why they didn’t just say hello.’

‘Me too,’ said the Doctor. ‘And I think when we reach the top of the mountain, we’ll start to find some answers.’

They carried on walking steadily up the slope. Chirracharr slipped onto all fours, and Ruby made good use of her stick as a support. She might soon have got fed up with the bag of rocks they’d collected but, as they walked, the Doctor worked his way through them, checking each one with the sonic, dispensing with most of them, keeping one or two.

After an hour or so, they were a good way up the mountainside. Underfoot, the land, now bare of plants and grasses, was chalky and pinkish. Little pale clouds of pink dust puffed up with every step. Eventually, the slope became much gentler and the mountain flattened out, like a table top.

‘Look!’ said the Doctor, pointing ahead, and he dashed away.

Ruby saw the sunlight bouncing off – was that glass? She was about to run after the Doctor, but when she saw Chirracharr, she stopped. Chirracharr was panting, clearly struggling with the thinner air.

‘Do you want to wait here?’ asked Ruby kindly. ‘The Doctor and I can go on.’

Chirracharr shook her head. ‘I’ve come this far,’ she said. ‘I’m not going home without knowing the truth, once and for all.’ She crinkled her nose. ‘But I might have to take it more gently.’

Ruby’s heart went out to her. She slowed her pace to keep Chirracharr company. By now, the Doctor had almost reached the glass walls.

Getting closer, Ruby found that the clear walls were curving gently in both directions. They stretched up at least fifteen metres, forming a high, narrow corridor that ran round the building. The wall inside was white and tiled, although every so often one of the tiles seemed to pulse with colour, blues and greens and purples as deep as the ocean.

The Doctor was now a few metres ahead. He turned and waved back at them. ‘Hurry up! I want a look inside.’ He disappeared round the curve of the building.

‘Coming!’ Ruby called back. She made to follow, but Chirracharr tapped her arm.

‘Ruby,’ said Chirracharr. ‘These walls. The hard squares.’

‘The tiles?’ said Ruby.

‘Yes. They’re like the room where I woke up.’

Good sign? Bad sign? Ruby didn’t know. ‘Shall we join the Doctor? Find a door?’

Chirracharr nodded. As they followed the Doctor round the arc of the wall, Ruby ran her hands along its surface. The interior walls continued pulsing, softly, and, here and there, ramps led upwards, presumably to the higher parts of the building. They soon reached a place where the clear material gave away, allowing access to the corridor inside. The Doctor was leaning against the wall, half-in, half-out, and looking very pleased with himself.

‘You found a door!’ said Ruby, in delight.

‘Come on in!’ he said. ‘See what I’ve done with the place.’

They followed him inside, where another tiled corridor curved round the building. The first ramp that they came to, the Doctor led them upwards.

‘These ramps,’ said Ruby to him, quietly. ‘Those armadillos would find them handy, wouldn’t they?’

‘Yeah,’ he murmured back. ‘Same thing crossed my mind …’

They made their way steadily upwards, along corridors and up ramps. Everything was quiet, apart from the clatter of Chirracharr’s claws against the smooth floors and the squeak of shoes. At last they reached the top of the building, coming up into a round chamber covered by a see-through dome. Like the corridor that ran around the outside of the building, the glass of the dome was set at intervals with thick panes of glass, in deep shades of blue and purple. At the heart of the room was a circular bank of instrumentation not unlike the console in the TARDIS, covered in small wheeled controls.

Ruby left exploration of the instruments to the Doctor, and went over to look out at the view. ‘You can see everything,’ she said. ‘Right back down into the valley.’

Chirracharr, coming to stand beside her, breathed in softly. ‘I never imagined,’ she whispered. ‘I never guessed … how big it all is …’

On a hunch, Ruby looked out through one of the squares of stained glass. The landscape was suddenly magnified – yet at the same time, oddly obscured by the filter of the glass, purpled and distorted. ‘Take a look at this,’ she said to Chirracharr, who peered through.

‘It’s like looking through entirely different eyes,’ Chirracharr said.

The Doctor said, ‘Ruby, what do you think this place is?’

‘It’s an observatory, isn’t it?’ said Ruby.

‘Mm-hmm. Think it could be.’

‘What’s an observatory?’ asked Chirracharr.

‘A place to stand and watch the stars.’

Chirracharr laughed. ‘I can do that in the garden!’

‘Usually,’ said the Doctor, ‘the point of a place like this being built up a mountain is that you get clearer skies. I say usually …’

‘Cos something’s missing,’ said Ruby. ‘No telescope.’

The Doctor glanced at Chirracharr. ‘That’s a device for looking long distances,’ he explained. ‘Often into space. Which seems to confirm that the reason this place was built up here was less to do with looking up at the stars and more to do with watching what went on below.’

Ruby laid her hand against the purple glass. ‘So this is a place for observing what’s happening right here.’ A chill went up her spine. ‘But why?’

She suddenly remembered herself as a child in the local pet shop, peering through glass at the rabbits, guinea pigs and hamsters who had no idea she was watching, cooing at their cuteness. Don’t tell me this is the interplanetary equivalent, she thought. But no. There was no sign that anyone had been here at all, not a scuff or fingerprint on the glass. The feel of the place was too cold, too clinical.

Military?

Ruby glanced uneasily at Chirracharr, who was still curiously looking about.

‘Look here!’ Ruby crossed at the creature’s squeak to look at a series of hatches around the perimeter of the room. ‘More ramps leading down into the rest of the building,’ said Chirracharr. ‘I wonder what else there is to find here?’

‘Still no people,’ said Ruby. ‘Not yet.’ Behind her, the Doctor muttered something that Ruby thought might be oops. ‘Everything all right, Doctor?’

‘Yes, yes, all fine! Except—’

The room was suddenly full of blaring noise, echoing off the walls. Chirracharr’s paws shot up to cover her ears.

‘Doctor!’ shouted Ruby. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Except,’ yelled the Doctor, over the noise, ‘I might have set off an alarm!’

Tixlel, after leaving Raxlil’s office, loped through the main rooms of the compound, once again dodging questions from colleagues and subordinates, questions that they were neither able nor willing to answer. They had almost reached the door to their own space, when a long arm came snaking past to hold the door.

Axelal.

‘Tixlel, please, I need to speak to you.’

‘Not now.’

‘It’s incredibly important. I have to tell you something—’

‘Axelal! I said, not now!’

Tixlel never raised their voice, and their colours rarely went beyond a dreamy amethyst. Their shout, and the blaze of crimson that accompanied it, stopped Axelal in their tracks.

Axelal’s eyes became huge and wet.

‘I don’t mean to flare up,’ said Tixlel. ‘But this isn’t a good time.’

‘I know, but I have to tell you—’

‘Later!’ Tixlel rolled back into their space, sealing the door behind them with a snap. They set the door handle to show a smooth and polished bronze sphere: the universally accepted signal that someone was not to be disturbed. They slipped over to the glass, staring out across the stony landscape. Beyond the distant fence, unseen crowds were gathering. Tixlel couldn’t waste time and energy fretting about that. Raxlil and Laxelil had everything under control. Tixlel had a job to do.

Protect and preserve the Repository.

Tixlel operated the wheel to close the window shutters, which snapped into place, grey shields protecting them from the hostile world congregating outside. They went down the ramp to the lower level of the space they used. Here there was a big round console, covered in glassy screens that gave Tixlel instant access to the whole of the Repository. Gently, lovingly, Tixlel turned the small, wheeled control, to start the data survey.

As the bright files pulsed and shimmered, Tixlel considered what they had learned today. The Experiment was not only compromised, but under threat from people who did not and could not understand the work that was being done here. Aliens. They thought the compound concealed aliens. Ignorant; wilfully ignorant. Sentience was confined to the seven systems; thousands upon thousands of years of space study and exploration had confirmed that. But some people could not help themselves. They clung to these strange hopes for alien life beyond and deluded dreams of contact. Because of some deep, unspoken psychological need, they could not admit to themselves that this was all that there was. Tixlel too had been like this, in their youth, but there came a time when you had to give up on foolish fantasies. People like the ones outside plainly never had, and now, based on partial information, they were putting the whole Experiment at risk.

They watched the data flood past on the glass screen. The whole history of the Experiment. Every piece of data collected, every observation made. The pulses of colour and light were usually deeply soothing, but today Tixlel struggled to find comfort. Someone here at the Experiment – someone from a family trusted over generations, someone that Tixlel themselves had trusted on a daily basis – had risked everything. Was treachery, Raxlil’s word, too strong? As Tixlel stared at all this precious knowledge, they began to think not.

Tixlel tried to put the question out of their mind. Raxlil and Laxelil, between them, were more than capable of identifying the culprit. But as Tixlel surveyed more and more of the data on the Repository, an unfamiliar sense of anger rose up inside them. All this precious work, and somebody had casually, maliciously, revealed it to the outside world …

The data acquired by the observers on the ground was substantial, but Tixlel knew the Repository better than anyone. They were quickly able to track down the specific piece of footage that had been released and which was now causing such trouble. It turned out to be a rather charming scene of one of the smaller subjects playing with one of the observers, rolling the device about, bumping it with its little snout. Tixlel considered the footage. There were a few things that the Head of Research knew that other members of the project didn’t, and one was that Tixlel had complete oversight over who could use the Repository. In general, the data was open access within the collective – but Tixlel was able to check exactly who had accessed what. Tixlel wasn’t sure their colleagues knew this. It had never come up before. Still, it was a trivial matter to query the file and learn who had most recently requested both access and download.

Axelal.

Tixlel rolled back into the bowl of their seat. Was that possible? Could that be true? Axelal’s family, like Tixlel’s own, had been part of the Experiment at the start, back when it was public knowledge, before the order came to cancel the project, and the project leaders organised its subsequent quiet removal to this remote part of the seven systems. A family like that: their loyalty was beyond question. But then, what had Raxlil said earlier? The culprit would be someone who knew how to get a message out there …

Was that what Raxlil had been hinting at?

Tixlel paled to chalky white. Axelal – always everywhere, always busy and doing things that weren’t entirely clear. Axelal – who knew now that Tixlel was fully informed about the trouble at the perimeter and had just come from speaking to Raxlil, and who must have thought … What? That they could say something to deflect suspicion? Tixlel’s hearts fluttered and beat wildly; their colours flared and pulsed. They stared at the glassy screens. Another thing about the Experiment known only to a few (in this case, the Head of Research and the Head of Security) was that Tixlel had control over who could access this whole part of the compound, where the observations took place. Quickly, almost violently, Tixlel began to spin controls. Soon, the Repository was closed to access from anyone other than themselves, and this whole section of the compound – its maze of ramps and tunnels and chambers – was closed off. Tixlel gave a deep sigh of relief. Alone, at last, completely alone, with the data of the Repository safe in Tixlel’s grasp, where no treacherous colleagues could touch a single piece of precious data.

Their peace did not last. On the uppermost left-hand glass screen, a chartreuse light began to flash. An alarm sounded, ting after frantic ting. Someone had arrived in the observation room. Quickly, Tixlel checked – there were no conveyances scheduled for days. This was wholly unplanned, unanticipated – a shocking breach of security at the pulsing heart of the Experiment. Hands quivering, Tixlel stopped the alarm. With this section sealed, nobody else would know, not unless Tixlel told them.

Perhaps it was better that way. Be watchful, and wary.

Who in the seven systems could this be? And how had they been able to get here? Tixlel would have to investigate – alone.

The alarms rang shrilly, bouncing off the hard clear walls of the domed room.

‘All good!’ yelled the Doctor. ‘Everything’s under control!’ He was dashing round the control bank, thumping at what Ruby assumed were buttons and brandishing the sonic, but the alarms continued unabated.

‘Look!’ cried Chirracharr. ‘Look over there!’ She was pointing at one of the other ramps. ‘Rollers!’

A whole pack of them came spinning up and into the control room.

‘Doctor!’ cried Ruby. ‘Incoming!’

The rollers moved towards them, fanning out, clearly trying to direct them towards a specific hatch on the far side of the room.

‘I don’t like this,’ said Ruby.

‘Neither do I,’ the Doctor replied. He pointed to the ramp they’d used to come up into the observatory. ‘That way. At least we know where that leads.’

He sped across the room. Chirracharr leaped over a stream of the creatures to follow him. Ruby tried to judge whether she could make it over to join them, but a dozen armadillos were already giving chase. A couple of them came up close, wrong-footing her, and she nearly fell over.

‘Ruby!’ cried the Doctor. ‘You all right?’

‘Nearly lost my balance. I’m okay!’

But the rollers were onto them. Half a dozen had peeled off and were now clustering around the ramp that the Doctor and Chirracharr had taken. A high-pitched whistle rang round the room, and a hatch shot up, sealing the exit, cutting Ruby off from her friends.

‘No no no no no!’ she heard the Doctor cry out from beneath the hatch.

The rollers were seething around. They now seemed far from friendly.

‘Doctor!’ Ruby cried out. ‘I can’t get out!’

‘Ruby!’ he yelled. ‘Take one of the other ramps! I’ll come and find you, I promise! But get out of there while you can!’

Ruby looked round wildly. There was another open hatch leading to a ramp only a few feet away, but the armadillos were already racing to close off that option. Other hatches were covered by them too, and sealing shut. The main part of the pack was re-forming, getting ready to herd her in the direction that they wanted.

They’re not alive, Ruby reminded herself. They’re machines. They’re programmed to follow orders.

And maybe to protect themselves?

Ruby launched herself across the room. The armadillos, scurrying to stop her, crossed her path, all but tripping her. She kicked, hard, and one of them crashed against the glass wall. Its companions, registering what had happened, halted their advance. Ruby, grabbing her stick, seized the moment and ran for the last open hatch, speeding down back into the building. She raced along another clear-walled corridor, glancing back every so often. The armadillos were in pursuit.

The corridor ended in a doorway. Ruby ran through – and ground to a halt.

Dead end.

A tiny, windowless room, tiled white. The only way out was the way she’d come.

She turned, gripping the stick between her hands, waiting for the armadillos to flood into the room. But they didn’t come. They swarmed along the corridor, but they stopped at the doorway.

‘What?’ said Ruby. ‘Scared, huh? You should be!’

The front half-dozen uncurled, showing little dark eyes, which began to glow red.

‘Oh, come off it!’ said Ruby. ‘That’s not fair!’

Then each armadillo began to emit a piercing, whistling sound.

‘Is that a signal?’ said Ruby. ‘What for? Who’s there?’

The room went dark. Ruby saw pulses of green on the floor outside, emergency lighting, she guessed, guiding the armadillos to the edge of the room but no further. They banked up against the doorway, rolling on top of each other, blocking any hope of exit that way.

There was a loud ting! and the door started to close.

‘No!’ cried Ruby, filled with horror at the thought of being sealed into this dark and empty chamber. ‘No!’

She grabbed the door, trying to stop its progress. The signal from the armadillos increased in its intensity. She threw her weight against the door. No use.

Falling back into the chamber, she watched as even the faint light from the corridor disappeared. Soon she was in complete darkness.

Ruby reached out to locate the wall, anchoring herself, running her fingertips quickly along it to find any sign of where the door had been. She found a faint vertical groove in the surface of the wall – was that the door?

Trying to stop the rising panic, she kept one hand pressed on the groove and stretched out, searching for a control panel, a wheel, a doorknob, a switch – anything that might turn on some lights or release her. Or was it voice operated?

‘Lights!’ she called. ‘Door! Open! Abracadabra! Anything!’

Faintly at first, and then distinctly, she heard a terrifying sound – a hiss, as if the air was being let out, or something else was being let in.

Stuck in the darkness, alone, and now very frightened, Ruby allowed herself a moment of panic. She hammered on the door, feeling herself growing woozier by the second, sliding down to the cold tiled floor.

‘Doctor!’ she cried out, with one last effort – and fell unconscious.




CHAPTER SIX

On the ramp leading back up to the observatory, the Doctor was standing with his ear pressed against the closed hatch. A faint ting came from inside his pocket.

‘Ssh,’ he said softly, almost absentmindedly, patting his coat. ‘I’m trying to listen.’

Chirracharr, waiting patiently, leaned against the wall for balance. Paws and claws were not ideal on the smooth slope of the ramp. The Doctor turned to look at her, his face grim. ‘We have go back up. Find Ruby.’

‘Of course,’ said Chirracharr. There was no question about that.

The Doctor inched the hatch open and peered out. ‘There’s a couple of the armadillos across the room,’ he whispered. ‘I think we can deal with them.’

Chirracharr examined her claws, which were useful in many other ways. ‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘That will be fine.’

Slowly, ever so slowly, the Doctor raised the hatch. At his signal, Chirracharr took hold of it and the Doctor snaked into the observatory. Then he held the hatch in turn while Chirracharr, belly flat to the floor, crawled out.

The Doctor put his finger to his lips:

Quiet.

He pointed across the room, where two rollers were perched on the edge of another hatch, quivering from side to side, eager to go down.

Slowly, Chirracharr and the Doctor advanced across the room, but it wasn’t long before the snick and click of claws against the hard floor gave them away. The two rollers spun round, registered their presence and sped towards them.

These ones really were nothing like the friendly pets back home, Chirracharr thought. They were mean. Her fur ruffled up. She raised her paws, showed her teeth, and growled.

From the Doctor’s pocket came a sudden noise.

Ting!

The rollers stopped in their tracks, as if receiving a direct order to halt. They wobbled.

Chirracharr seized her moment. She grabbed both rollers and smashed them together, hard. There was a satisfying crunch as both rollers cracked open.

‘There,’ said Chirracharr. ‘That should do the trick.’

‘One approach,’ said the Doctor. He adjusted his cap, which had gone askew, reached into his pocket and took out the ting-thing. ‘Huh,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘Useful signal response. Let me think what I can do with that.’ He popped it back in his pocket and crossed over to the hatch that the rollers had been guarding. ‘I guess Ruby went this way.’

‘Did the rest of the rollers follow her?’ said Chirracharr.

‘Looks like it.’ The Doctor clapped his hands together and raised a smile. ‘So! We must follow too!’

Chirracharr looked uneasily at the hatch. ‘But if we open that up they might come flooding out again.’

‘Yeah,’ said the Doctor, ‘but I have had a brilliant idea.’

He dug into his pockets. Out came the ting-thing. ‘Pomodoro,’ he said (perplexingly) and then brought out another gadget that fitted snugly into the palm of his hand. ‘Sonnick,’ he said (equally perplexingly). He put them side by side. ‘Together they are invincible.’

‘How?’ said Chirracharr.

‘I’m going to sonnick the ting so that it’s exactly the same volume and frequency as the sound the rollers make. Communicate with them. Well, instruct them, to begin with. We’ll work on communication.’ He gave a triumphant laugh. ‘Ha! Actual genuine sonnicking, get in! I love it when that happens.’

‘If you’re sure …’ said Chirracharr doubtfully.

‘You stand there,’ said the Doctor, pointing to a spot right behind him. ‘Don’t let any of them get round behind us.’

Chirracharr bared her teeth.

‘Yes, yes, like that; exactly like that!’ the Doctor said. ‘When I open this, we’re going to herd them that way.’ He pointed back towards the hatch they had just come through. ‘Ready? After three. One … two … three!’

The Doctor knelt down and opened the hatch.

Nothing happened.

Then the ting sounded again, but very loudly this time, echoing down the ramp.

There was a short pause, and then there was the unmistakeable sound of many hard-shelled rollers rapidly coming their way.

Chirracharr tensed and flexed her paws.

Out the rollers poured, so closely packed they seemed almost to be a single rippling mass.

The Doctor, leaping to his feet, cried out, ‘Get up! Get up! Walk on!’

The tings were coming quick and fast now, and the rollers seemed to be following. A few rollers broke away from the pack, and Chirracharr quickly shoved them back into place with a hind paw. The Doctor herded the pack over to the other hatch.

‘Walk on!’ he cried every so often (again, extremely perplexingly, but since it seemed to be working, Chirracharr did not query his methods). ‘Get up!’ He nudged a few of them with his foot down the open hatch, to show the rest what he wanted them to do, and – with a ting and a tap of the foot – they obeyed. ‘Get up, there!’

Chirracharr, moving steadily to keep the pack from breaking up and getting past her, helped him herd them across the room. Down into the hatch they ran, until the last few were on the ramp.

The Doctor kicked the hatch closed.

The room was empty of rollers.

Chirracharr breathed out in relief, but the Doctor’s face was deadly serious.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘No more time to waste. We have to get to Ruby.’

And he raced back to the other hatch, quick as a shooting star.

Tixlel, speeding to the observation room, was chased by a gentle but persistent ting ting ting! Since it could not be ignored indefinitely, and refusing to answer would only arouse suspicion, Tixlel stopped in their tracks and took the message.

It was Axelal; their skin tones were muted to an impassive beige, but reddish prickles and pulses suggested something less controlled beneath. Tixlel too made an effort to control their signals. Tixlel did not want them to know they had found out about the footage of the subjects.

‘Tixlel? What’s going on? Have you sealed off your section?’

‘I’m trying to work,’ said Tixlel. ‘Without disruptions.’

‘I didn’t know you could do that. Was there an alarm?’

‘What makes you say that?’ Tixlel felt anxiety spike through their body. They breathed to keep themselves calm.

‘I saw the alert. An unscheduled conveyance.’

‘I didn’t know you could see those.’

Axelal flared red. ‘I haven’t told anyone—’

‘Good. People have enough to worry about already. Don’t worry, I’m more than able to handle the situation.’

‘Are you sure? I can come and help, if you unseal the section—’

‘No!’

The violence of the response shocked them both. Tixlel took another deep breath. ‘No, thank you. There’s no need. The section’s sealed off, and I’m on my way to see who or what has arrived.’

‘It’s standard procedure for there to be two of us when there’s a subject under observation.’

‘You know as well as I do that I’ve dealt with subjects singlehandedly before. Really, Axelal, I’ll be fine. For all we know it’s nothing more than one of the observers rolling into the wrong place. But if it is one of the subjects I need to get to them before they wake up—’

‘I wonder how they operated the conveyancer,’ said Axelal, thoughtfully. ‘They’ve never shown any sign of being able to do anything like that before …’

This question had also crossed Tixlel’s mind, but they resisted offering their own conjectures. Tixlel felt a sudden stab of loss. Conversations like this with colleagues about the Experiment, about the subjects, how many of these had Tixlel had over the years? How devoted everyone here had been to the Experiment! What could possibly have made Axelal do what they had done?

‘I’m sure I’ll find that out when I get down there. But I have to get down there first.’

‘Of course.’

Tixlel, relenting, said, ‘If you want to do something to help, could you make sure that the conveyance system is shut down? I haven’t had a chance to do that yet. I’d rather we didn’t have any more unscheduled arrivals.’

Spots of relief brightened Axelal’s face. Their eyes lit up. ‘I’ll get onto it right away. And I … I won’t pass this on to Raxlil and Laxelil. As you say, you’re more than equipped to handle this and … Well. Who knows who to trust these days.’

Who indeed. ‘I must go …’

‘Yes, yes … Tixlel, please, as soon as you have a chance, we do need to talk—’

‘Later,’ said Tixlel, firmly, and ended the call. They took a deep and centring breath, and went on their way, twisting a nearby handle to open a hatchway. A ramp was revealed, taking Tixlel down to the observation rooms.

They pondered what could have happened. Leaving aside malfunctions in the conveyance system, or a mishap on the part of one of the drones, there were two other possible explanations for this sudden arrival. Firstly, one of the subjects had – whether by accident or design – operated the system.

Tixlel did not think that this was particularly likely. True, one or two of the subjects had been showing glimmers of genuine initiative in recent years, but even finding the conveyancers was beyond their capacity. They were placed remotely, and the subjects were hardly adventurers. Quite the contrary, Tixlel thought, pulsing gently and indulgently at the thought of the subjects taking on such a quest. No, that was not likely.

But the other explanation was deeply unappealing. The conveyancers had been developed centuries ago, as part of the Experiment, one of the many side inventions arising from their work here, but had only recently been introduced into the wider world. They were hardly common across the seven systems, but someone who wanted to lay each and every hand on one could certainly achieve that goal, if they were dedicated enough; if they had a real desire to breach the security of the compound and see what was inside.

Tixlel was afraid that waiting in the observation room was an angry protestor, one of those people from outside who thought there were aliens here, who would demand answers, and would never be satisfied with anything that Tixlel could tell them.

Because there were no aliens here, thought Tixlel sadly; there would not and could not be, as there had never been throughout these long and lonely millennia. But that would make no difference. It was not possible to reason with people who had convinced themselves of impossible things.

Tixlel stopped, a couple of limbs resting lightly on the bronze polished doorknob that opened the observation room. Would this person be angry? Irrational? Willing to do harm?

Perhaps they should have asked Axelal to come along after all, or requested back-up from Laxelil?

Suddenly angry with themselves, Tixlel turned a deep shade of mahogany. This was ridiculous; not the behaviour of a scientist, but of someone pushed about by rumours and stories. The most likely explanation was a malfunction. What else could it be? Still, before entering the observation room, Tixlel took a detour to the medical supplies, and prepared a small syringe containing a sedative. One did not need to rush blindly into danger; one could always prepare for any eventuality. That was not paranoia; that was simply common sense.

Thus armed, Tixlel carefully twisted the slippery, awkward handle. The door opened. Tixlel looked inside, and the whole universe expanded beyond anything that anyone could have reasonably imagined possible.

There, on the floor, lay something.

This was not a person, many-limbed and multiply-hued. It was not a subject either, furred and animal, with paws and sharp teeth and tough claws. This was …

This was other.

That was the only word for it, but that small word contained such enormities that Tixlel almost collapsed inwards. They reached up to hold their own face and, hesitantly, stretched out another couple of limbs to touch the other’s flesh. It turned out to be surprisingly warm for something so pale and uniform, and, from the rise and fall of the central portion of its body, it was breathing.

It was alive …

Gently, almost reverently, Tixlel slid their limbs underneath the other, lifting them onto a nearby gurney. They looked down at the other’s face. Eyes, shut, looked to be so small … A strange protuberance in the middle of the face, and a splash of red colour underneath. Pale fur on the top of its head. Four limbs, oddly reminiscent of the subjects’ stubby paws, but long like Tixlel’s own. On the floor beside where the other had been lying was a stick. Tixlel leaned this carefully against the wall, and then came back to stare at the strange unworldly creature.

What was this? Where had it come from?

All these questions faded into insignificance as Tixlel stared at the other, took in its form and features, and simply marvelled. Something new, something alien – everything they had once dreamed of finding, before abandoning hope – and here it was. Tixlel, eyes huge and wet, leaned forward and reached out again, to touch …

As the other’s eyelids flickered and opened.

The Doctor raced down the ramp. Chirracharr scampered after him. There were no rollers to be seen; they had, presumably, been successful in their efforts to herd them out of the domed room.

Chirracharr asked a question that had been preying on her mind. ‘The rollers were always so friendly. Almost like pets. What’s happened to them? What’s made them behave like this?’

‘I suspect they’ve had an upgrade,’ said the Doctor. ‘From a technical point of view, at least. Me, I’d call it a downgrade.’ He stopped in his tracks. ‘Ah! Here we are!’

They were standing in front of a big door with a bronze polished handle, as round as one of the rollers. Chirracharr’s claws, trying to grasp this, slipped and slid.

‘This will take ages to open!’ she grumbled, but the Doctor – reaching out with his long thin fingers – gripped the handle and twisted it easily.

‘Huh,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘This probably tells us something about their hands – or what they have for hands.’

‘Definitely not claws,’ said Chirracharr.

‘No,’ agreed the Doctor. ‘But everything else has been controlled by wheels. I wonder why this is different.’

The Doctor opened the door and they went carefully into a small white room, tiled with that same strange hard substance that Chirracharr immediately recognised from her own experience. Seeing it brought those memories back, and for some reason they no longer felt exciting. She shivered.

The Doctor, seeing, said, ‘You all right, honey?’

‘This is very like the room where I woke up.’ She felt uneasy, anxious, her natural curiosity entirely dissipated.

‘I understand.’ The Doctor squeezed her paw gently. ‘I promise we won’t hang around in here. But I need to find out what this room does.’

‘I know,’ said Chirracharr. ‘It’s all right.’ She moved back into the doorway, playing absentmindedly with the awkward handle, watching the Doctor move with grace around the small space. He took out one of his gadgets (the ‘sonnick’) and held it aloft. There was a gentle whirring sound, and not a single ting.

‘Ah,’ he said, after a little while. ‘Now we know where we are!’

‘Do we?’ said Chirracharr.

‘This is a transmat chamber,’ said the Doctor.

Chirracharr smiled down at the floor. ‘I’ll need a little more than that.’

‘A transmat. A teleport? Transmitter? Beam me up?’ He shook his head. ‘No?’

He might as well have been squawking. ‘No,’ said Chirracharr.

‘Basically, a device that can take you huge distances in the blink of an eye.’

Chirracharr scratched the fur behind her ear. ‘That strikes me as a very useful thing.’

‘It certainly is.’ The Doctor put away the sonnick, and then started inching round the perimeter of the room, running his hands against the tiles, occasionally banging his fist against the walls. Looking for a way to make this thing work, presumably. A tile popped out, and Chirracharr, at his request, used her claws to prise it off, revealing a set of wheeled controls set back into the wall.

‘Ah!’ said the Doctor, gleefully. ‘This is what I was looking for!’

‘Do you think it took Ruby away?’

‘Looks like it.’

Chirracharr pondered this. ‘And me?’

‘Yep.’

A machine that could move a person long distances? Like something from a story. Chirracharr took a deep breath and released it slowly.

The Doctor looked back over his shoulder at her. ‘Everything okay?’

Chirracharr waved around. ‘This … It’s all so magical …’

‘It’s not magic.’

‘All right then, marvellous. Do you think the people who made this are marvellous too?’

The Doctor frowned. ‘They carried you away. Kidnapped you.’

‘But to be able to do such amazing things! Whoever it was that took me – I wish they’d talked to me. I wish they’d let me ask them questions!’

The Doctor grinned at her. ‘This is why I love travelling with other people. Because it reminds me how incredible – how amazing – things really are.’

Chirracharr felt a thrill ripple through her. It was like the whole universe had suddenly opened up around her; exactly what she had been longing for, all these years. ‘Can we try this thing out? This transmat?’

The Doctor popped the panel back into place. ‘Not this one,’ he said.

‘Why not?’

‘Because someone has shut it down remotely. It was used not long ago, but I can’t get it to work, and I can’t get it to tell me where Ruby has been taken.’ He slapped his palm unhappily against the hard wall. ‘Whoever is behind this is making it hard for anyone to pin them down.’

‘Oh, I wish I could meet them!’ said Chirracharr.

The Doctor looked at her sadly. ‘Oh, Chirracharr …’ He seemed as if he was about to say something that he knew might upset her. ‘You know, there are hundreds of thousands of species out there. Millions, maybe—’

‘If they’re like you and Ruby then I can’t wait to meet more of them!’

‘But that’s the problem. Not all of them are kind. Not all of them mean well.’

She blinked at him.

‘There might be danger,’ he said.

‘You were friendly,’ she pointed out.

‘It’s what I do. I visit places, meet new people, see new things. Say hello.’

‘Maybe these people do that too. Maybe that’s why they came here. To say hello.’

‘Maybe …’ It was clear he didn’t want to discuss this any longer. He moved towards the door, and she stepped back to let him through. ‘We’re not going to be able to help Ruby here. Let’s get back to the observatory. The instrumentation was still working there.’

With that, he was gone. Chirracharr took another look into the cold hard room behind her. And, despite all her excitement, her fur rose and prickled, and she shivered again.

‘Wait for me!’ she cried, and scurried after the Doctor.




CHAPTER SEVEN

Ruby woke to a bright light, a thumping headache and a horrible feeling that she was going to be sick. All of this paled into insignificance, however, when she saw the huge dark eyes staring down at her.

Alien eyes.

Ruby was still new to this whole business of meeting aliens and getting to know them, and while even her short time with the Doctor had taught her to be open-minded (except with Goblins), it was hard to keep calm and carry on when you realised that the alien looking at you was almost faceless, and was holding in its …

Well, what would you call that exactly?

A tentacle? A sucker? Who knew?

It definitely wasn’t a hand and whatever it was, it was holding something sharp.

‘Oh, no way!’ cried Ruby. ‘Absolutely not!’ She pushed out with her left hand, hard, shoving the alien away. It landed with what might be called a splat on the floor.

Ruby sat up. She was lying on an empty metal trolley in a small white room. She thought of Chirracharr’s story. Was this the same place where she had been taken? The same people who had taken her?

The sharp instrument that the alien had been holding was on the floor. Was it a syringe?

Ruby shuddered at the thought. She jumped off the bed and grabbed it. Nasty. ‘Were you going to jab me with this?’

‘Please,’ the alien replied, in one of those loud whispers designed to make someone stop shouting, ‘stop shouting!’ Three long dangly arms (were they even arms?) clutched up around the nearly-face, like the alien had a terrible headache. Well, it wasn’t the only one.

‘Stop shouting?’ Ruby gasped.

‘Yes, like that! Stop it, please!’

‘Why should I stop shouting? You were about to inject me with something!’

‘It’s only a sedative!’

‘I don’t want sedating!’ Ruby said. ‘How would you like it if you woke up and someone was trying to knock you out again?’

‘No, no, not to knock you out again! To calm you down! To make this all less …’ The alien gestured around.

‘Less what?’

‘Less scary!’ The alien began to roll forward. ‘Look, hand me that, please. I promise, it will help—’

‘No way are you jabbing me!’ said Ruby. She moved round to put the gurney between her and the alien. ‘Do you do this kind of thing a lot? Grab people while they’re going about their business, drug them, poke them with things?’ Her voice was rising. ‘What is wrong with you?’

‘Please,’ hissed the alien again, waving with its arms, ‘be quiet!’

‘Why? Do you not want anyone to know I’m here?’

‘Of course I don’t want anyone to know you’re here!’

‘Why not? Keeping your creepy experiments to yourself?’

The alien shifted backwards slightly. ‘It’s complicated.’

‘Then explain it to me. Uncomplicatedly.’

‘I’ll try.’

The alien was rocking back and forwards, skin pulsing erratically in reds and purples. Ruby was almost mesmerised by the display. Then it lurched forward with surprising speed on its many legs, lunging out to reach across the gurney with a spare limb and knocking the syringe out of Ruby’s hand. It made a grab to secure Ruby’s arm. With a yelp, she jumped back and brushed against a nearby table. The table was covered in mysterious and not entirely pleasant-looking instruments, and she pushed it into the alien, sending the contents to the floor with a clatter.

‘Keep it down!’ burbled the alien. ‘Also – ow! That hurt!’

By now, Ruby had manoeuvred herself to the doorway. She reached forward and grabbed the gurney, twisting it round to form a barrier between her and the alien. The door was closed. Desperately, Ruby tried to see a control panel, a wheel, anything.

‘You can’t get out,’ said the alien confidently.

‘Are you kidding me?’ Locating the bronze doorknob, she twisted it round easily. The alien gaped. ‘Opposable thumbs,’ said Ruby. ‘You should try them.’ She pushed the door open and retreated through, pulling the gurney after her. Once through, she reached to shut the door. The alien was retreating into a corner of the room.

Ruby paused. It looked … scared?

But Ruby wasn’t scary. Was she?

‘Please,’ said the alien. ‘Stay. It’s not safe out there.’

Something in the way the creature spoke made Ruby hesitate. She looked quickly up and down the corridor. All seemed quiet. ‘I have to get back to my friends. Where are they?’

‘They’re safe, I’m sure. But you’re far away from where you were before. You can’t reach them now.’

‘I’ll be the judge of that.’ Ruby started off into the corridor.

‘Please.’ The alien gestured to Ruby’s left, down the corridor. ‘At least go that way.’

‘Why should I trust you?’ said Ruby doubtfully.

The alien’s big dark eyes blinked at her sadly. Suddenly it didn’t seem a cold and distant ‘it’ after all. The alien’s skin pulsed a deep gold colour and Ruby felt a strange pang of loss, of regret.

‘I know who and what’s out there,’ said the alien quietly. ‘Which is why I’ve been trying to keep you calm and quiet.’ Slowly, it lifted a long limb and started to reach out, as if it longed to touch her.

Ruby jerked back.

The alien withdrew but stayed looking at her with longing. ‘You’re so wonderful,’ it said softly. ‘I never imagined …’

Their eyes locked.

‘You know, if you want to make friends with people, maybe start with a smile and a “Hi”?’ Ruby turned and dashed down the corridor – the way the alien had suggested.

Back in the observatory, the Doctor was busy at the instrumentation. Wheels turned; panels popped off; wires emerged (Chirracharr gnawed some of these free); things made noises (not all of them ting). Chirracharr, concerned that the rollers might somehow find a way back into the room, located a big metal container, grey-plated like the rollers, and heaved it on top of the hatch. The other hatchways were a worry. Presumably the rollers would work out, eventually, that they could not get back in this way, and try another route.

Chirracharr looked over at the Doctor. ‘Anything interesting?’

‘Not much,’ he said. ‘The place is low on power.’ He sighed. ‘Nothing that can help me locate Ruby, never mind bring her back.’ He glanced up at Chirracharr. ‘Good work covering that hatch.’ His eye fell on the container. ‘What’s in that?’

‘I don’t know.’

The Doctor sped over. A wave of the sonnick, a bit of help from Chirracharr’s claws, and the topmost plates popped open. ‘Aha, now this is something worth finding.’

Chirracharr peered inside the container. Inside were piles and piles of round, glowing spheres, brightly lit like the lanterns they hung outside their homes for summer nights. These colours were different though – not the yellows and whites of home, but various shades of blue and violet.

‘They’re so pretty!’ said Chirracharr, reaching out to touch.

The Doctor pushed her paw away. ‘Whoa! These things could give you a nasty shock.’

Chirracharr pulled back. ‘What are they?’

‘Light spheres. A power source. How this place keeps running.’

‘I know what a power source is.’

‘But look at how many there are in here!’

‘Is this a lot?’ said Chirracharr.

‘One of these alone would keep this place running for years, even with the transmat operating. So why so many?’

‘Doctor,’ said Chirracharr, ‘is this one of those questions where you know the answer and you’re testing me, or are you thinking out loud?’

He grinned. ‘Give me your best guess.’

‘Either there’s something here that we haven’t found yet that draws on all this power … or, there’s something somewhere else that does.’ She blinked. ‘Maybe several somethings and somewhere elses.’

‘That,’ said the Doctor, taking off his flat cap, ‘is what I think.’ Using the sonnick, he nudged a sky-blue radiant sphere into the cap, where it nestled and glistened. He dashed back to the control bank. Chirracharr, joining him, watched over his shoulder as he carefully removed a darkened sphere and replaced it with the fresh one. The whole control bank flared. Coloured panes of glass – like the ones set into the windows all round them – suddenly appeared, lit up and covered with what Chirracharr guessed were letters and numbers and symbols. She could not decipher them; they were not her language. She sighed. She longed to understand.

‘Aha! Now we’re getting somewhere!’ said the Doctor. As he spun wheels and peered at glass panels, Chirracharr took the chance to go round the room and check the hatches. There was no sign of movement behind any of them. Not yet.

‘Chirracharr!’ the Doctor called. ‘Come and see this!’

One of the glass panes was now showing a diagram.

‘This is a map of the area,’ said the Doctor. ‘I’m going to use it to try to trace the power linkages. See how far they go.’ He turned wheels. On the display, single dots of red light appeared, flaring brightly. More wheels turned. The dots of red light were connected with amber lines.

‘What does this show you?’ asked Chirracharr.

‘It shows me you were right,’ the Doctor said. ‘Each one of those lights shows another observatory. There’s a whole network of them.’ With another spin of a wheel, the diagram zoomed out. ‘The whole continent. The whole world …’

‘Doctor, there are hundreds of them!’

‘I know,’ he said, grimly.

‘How has none of us ever found anything like this place before?’ said Chirracharr. ‘If there are so many?’

‘They’re all high up,’ said the Doctor. ‘Up in the mountains, most of them.’

‘Where we never go.’

‘So they stay hidden.’

‘We should visit one of these other outposts,’ said Chirracharr. ‘They might have powered this one down, turned off the transmat, but maybe one of the others is still functioning. We might learn something there. Something that will help us bring Ruby back.’

‘Now you’re talking my language,’ the Doctor said and smiled at her.

She loved it when he did that. It made her feel special, like she was part of something vaster than she had ever imagined, even in her wildest dreams about different worlds and alien people and the immensity of space. Everything Chirracharr had ever wanted – and more.

‘Can you do that?’ she said.

‘If I can route enough power to the transmat we should be able to take a short hop.’

‘You’d better get on with it, then,’ said Chirracharr.

‘Hmm?’ The Doctor was putting his cap back on and staring intently down at the glass screens. ‘Why?’

‘Because that hatch over there is wobbling. I think the rollers are coming back.’

While the Doctor got busy, Chirracharr dragged the container of light spheres over to the wobbling hatch. But one of the other hatches had begun to move too, and, as she took up position by this one, claws and teeth ready, she saw yet another move, and another.

The hatch lifted, and Chirracharr stamped down hard with her paw, forcing it back shut. ‘Doctor!’

‘That’s it! Come on, Chirracharr! Time to go!’

Chirracharr hesitated. If she moved from here, would the hatch open? Would the rollers come pouring out?

‘Come on!’ cried the Doctor. He was already heading down the ramp that led back to the transmat chamber. ‘Leave that!’

Nothing for it. She would simply have to take the chance.

Turning, she scampered as quickly as her short limbs could manage over to the Doctor. She heard the skittering of the rollers behind her. She slid past the Doctor onto the ramp and rolled down. There were a few frantic tings, and then the hatch sealed. When Chirracharr regained her balance, she turned to see the Doctor. One of the rollers was tucked under his arm, the Doctor’s flat cap perched jauntily on its hard shell.

‘This one stays.’ He tapped gently on its shell. A little snout emerged and a pair of beady eyes gazed adoringly up the Doctor, who gazed fondly back down. ‘I’m calling it Fred.’

‘Is that wise?’ said Chirracharr.

‘You said they made good pets.’

‘That was before they started attacking us.’

‘Fred won’t,’ said the Doctor fondly, rubbing its snout. And, indeed, the roller didn’t seem to about to attack. ‘Ting!’ said the Doctor, softly and – there was no other word for it – Fred purred. The Doctor beamed, and then launched himself down the ramp.

‘Come on, Chirracharr! You, me and Fred – we’ve got things to do, places to be!’

They sped into the chamber and the Doctor took Chirracharr’s paw.

‘Don’t be afraid,’ he said. ‘Here we go!’

In the observation chamber, Tixlel was trying hard not to panic.

What had just happened was so impossible, so incredible, that Tixlel was inclined to believe they had hallucinated the whole conversation. There was a lot of stress at the moment, wasn’t there? The protestors at the gates; the Experiment revealed to all seven systems; the awful knowledge that someone within their collective had betrayed them …

Could anyone blame Tixlel for a brief flight of fancy?

But no – the physical evidence of the other’s presence was all around. The medical scanners thrown over the floor. Through the delicate sensors at the end of each arm, Tixlel experienced a strange but pleasant scent, richly perfumed and deeply alien. They could not help but stand, for a while, arms drifting about, embracing as much as possible of this wonderful sense of the other. Propped up against the wall, the stick that the other had brought with them. Tixlel turned this reverently over and over, studying it for markings. What did it mean? What was it for?

Seeing the syringe still lying on the floor, Tixlel reached to pick it up. The alien had been particularly and vocally upset at the sight of this. How did it know how to speak their language? Was it from a species even more brilliant than Tixlel’s own? Had its people been studying them, in turn? So many questions.

Tixlel barely knew where to start.

A light flashed on a glass panel on the wall. Another message. Suddenly conscious of the outside world again, Tixlel was struck with the enormity of everything that was happening. An alien – an other – had somehow arrived here in the seven systems. There were people outside ready to tear this project apart because of that. And now this other was running round the compound … Tixlel reached up with a couple of limbs to touch their own face, and moaned. The light kept on flashing. Tixlel breathed deeply and took the message.

It was Laxelil. ‘Tixlel? What’s going on? Have you sealed off your section? You know that’s only for extreme emergencies.’

‘Uh … one of the subjects arrived unexpectedly and woke up.’

‘Terrible time for it.’

‘They were a little distressed. They’ve managed to leave the observation room—’

‘They’ve escaped?’ Laxelil sounded horrified.

‘Don’t worry! They won’t get far. That’s why I sealed off the section—’

‘Do you need a security team? I could pull some people from the gate—’

‘No, no! Everything’s under control! The fewer people who know, the better.’

There was a pause. Laxelil wasn’t stupid, but had more than enough to worry about. ‘As long as you’re sure.’

‘I’m sure. I’ll find them and send them back to the Laboratory. You don’t need to worry.’

Laxelil sighed. ‘All right. Let me know if you need anything.’

‘Everything will be fine.’ Tixlel cut the comm. Another light was flashing. Another message. Axelal again.

‘Tixlel, I don’t understand why you won’t speak to me. But I have to speak to you … I have to warn you … The whole project is under threat. The Extraction. Have you heard that phrase before? Do you know about it? Because it’s beginning. Listen, I’ve sent you some information – please, look at it! You’ll see then. You have to save the Repository. Please, Tixlel! Please listen to me …’ There was a pause. ‘I have to go. Tixlel, you have to understand – the whole Repository could be lost. You have to do something.’

The message ended. The light went out. Tixlel stared at the stick they were holding; puzzled. The Extraction? What was that? Tixlel had never heard the word before. It seemed there was a lot more happening here at the Experiment than Tixlel had realised. Did they all have their secrets around here, like Tixlel’s control over their section of the compound, and the complete oversight of the Repository? But, why, if Axelal was behind the leaks, were they giving this warning?

Save the Repository …

The Repository. The thought of losing that was more than Tixlel could bear.

They turned to one of the glass screens, arms hovering over controls, and then quickly began to operate them. The data, all the precious data, was soon on its way somewhere else. Somewhere safe. Somewhere it would never be found. Leaning their head against the cool tiled walls, Tixlel closed their eyes.

An other …

Tixlel could still touch that beautiful scent, and that dizzy feeling came over them again, that sense of standing on the edge of a vast chasm, and not knowing whether to find this whole experience terrifying or marvellous.

For thousands and thousands of years, their species had stared out into space, sending messages, eventually ships – and they had found nothing. There had been no call back; no messages returned; no friendly hello or invitation to join the party going on in a teeming and lively galaxy. There had only been silence and emptiness, a void where other people might have been. So they turned their backs on the cosmos, looked inwards, and some of them had become sad, some of them angry, and some of them fearful. And now this creature – this weird, ungainly, miraculous creature – had appeared out of nowhere, and everything had changed …

This feeling, thought Tixlel, what is it?

There was terror, yes, and disbelief, and something that they cautiously thought might be called joy …

There was so much to be learned from the creature; so much that Tixlel wanted to ask about, learn about – but they knew that not everyone would react with the same sentiments. Tixlel recalled the faces of some of the demonstrators. What would they do if they saw the alien? Would they stop to say hello?

Or would they only stop to tear it apart?

A little white light flashed and there was a comforting ting. The Repository had arrived safely in its new home. One less thing to worry about.

Tixlel turned and headed to the door. It took a while to get past the slippery handle, but soon they were out of the observation room and back in the corridor.

Where now?

Where would an alien go?

What would they do next?

Would they hide? Try to speak to someone else?

The truth was, Tixlel had no idea. They’d read about aliens in stories, of course – well, where else would you find out about them? But to be confronted by one, after all these years …

Tixlel had to get to it first. Explain to it. Look after it.

And make absolutely sure nobody else found out about it.




CHAPTER EIGHT

Ruby looked back over her shoulder. Nobody was following her, so she stopped to take stock of her surroundings. All she could see was cold hard walls and glassy surfaces. She’d seen nothing growing, no signs of life beyond the alien.

She pushed open a door and peeked into what seemed to be a small lab. The banks of circular panels were like the one in the observatory, and the walls, too, were glassy, set with occasional coloured panes. There were no people anywhere, octopus-shaped, guinea pig-like, or otherwise.

The whole area seemed deserted.

Ruby tried twisting a few wheels to see what would happen. One of the panes of glass glimmered slightly, and symbols appeared, forming into words she understood.

The TARDIS was still translating, then. She took comfort from that thought. The Doctor too would be out there, looking for her, trying to get her back …

She read the start of the file. The Planning Collective has received notification that the entire area has been approved for property development. The Building Collective reports that it is now in a position to proceed with its operations…

‘Huh,’ she said. ‘Guess everyone need new houses.’ She turned a few more wheels, but nothing else appeared. ‘Doctor,’ she murmured. ‘Where are you?’

Ruby turned off the screen, left the room and walked on.

Another door gave access to a ramp. She followed this up to a hatch which, when she turned the handle, brought her out onto the roof. The sky above was inky dark, like the depths of the ocean, and Ruby had a sudden, overwhelming and terrifying sense of being underwater. She gasped for air. She reached out. Her hand came up against glass and she realised that she was inside a dome, exactly like the observatory.

She was not drowning. There was air. She could breathe.

After taking a moment to recover, Ruby walked round the curve of the dome. She soon found what she was looking for: a pane of magnifying glass. She looked out across bare land, pale and pearlescent, and saw a high wall. Beyond this, a crowd was gathering.

It was the most extraordinary sight. Hundreds and hundreds of octopods, like the one that Ruby had already met, with huge domed heads and big dark eyes, and thousands of long arms weaving and waving about so that you could barely see where one ended and another began. And then there was the range of colours on display, a great flashing light show, like New Year’s Eve dialled up to the max.

The sight took Ruby’s breath away, but there was something scary about it too. The mass of aliens was pressing against the defences. Surely they would break through eventually.

Why did they want to do this? And what would happen when they did?

There was a whirring sound above and, looking up, Ruby saw three giant spheres – panelled grey, like the armadillos, but huge, the size of a white van – speeding over to the walls.

What was going on out there? She could not be completely sure. The magnifying pane was made for eyes very different from her own.

She carried on walking round the curve of the dome. She could see other domes, made from the same transparent material, with the same coloured panes, connected by see-through walkways, and with access tunnels running up and down the outsides and bright pipes running between them. It was like the insides of the buildings were on the outside. The rays of a weak sun made smudges of colour shimmer across the clear glass.

It made her think of the alien she had met, its strange skin pulsing with different patterns of light and colour. She thought about their exchange, the way the alien had spoken to her, and wondered whether they might have kept on talking, come to some understanding.

Ruby turned to go back to the hatch – and then, from nowhere, one of the great grey spheres shot up from one of the spaces between the domes, and Ruby found herself staring directly into a formless face and a pair of huge dark watchful eyes.

‘Chirracharr, are you all right?’

Chirracharr opened her eyes and saw the face of the Doctor above her, looking down with kindness and concern.

‘Yes … I feel a little sick, that’s all.’ It was another room full of instruments, exactly like the last one. ‘Have we really travelled, Doctor?’

‘It looks the same, but it’s different,’ he assured her.

Chirracharr shivered, and the Doctor put his arm around her, rubbing gently at the scruff of her neck. Very soothing.

‘This is what happened last time,’ she said. ‘When I was taken away.’

‘Ah,’ he said.

Chirracharr studied his expression. Memories were coming back to her: of waking up in that cold white room; of the feeling of nausea that had overwhelmed her. And she remembered something else now – the face of the alien, looking down at her. Nothing like the Doctor. How had she ever mistaken him for them? Not simply the physical differences of two very distinct species. No, it was everything else. The Doctor was warmth personified. The alien had been distant, withdrawn, withheld.

Cold.

‘The ones who took me must feel very lonely,’ said Chirracharr, leaning her head against his. ‘To go to all this trouble to observe us … and yet they took me and never even said hello. That’s not what you do, is it?’

‘Me?’ He grinned at her. ‘Nah. I jump in, get talking, find out about people …’

‘And then?’

His expression altered. ‘I try and help anyone in trouble.’

‘You think we are in trouble?’

‘I’m not sure. There’s so many worlds and species that could learn from you. And so many others that could take from you.’

Chirracharr tried to think what this might involve, but she quickly hit the limits of her experience and her own gentle imagination. She found herself thinking of childhood quarrels, one sibling grabbing a toy, one of the grown-ups stopping them with a firm paw.

Why would you take, when there was so much to go round? When you could have the pleasure of sharing?

Chirracharr realised she was on the verge of understanding something big, something important – but she was afraid of what that might be and what that might mean.

She was afraid, too, that she would not be able to come back from that new way of seeing the world.

The Doctor jumped to his feet and tucked Fred under one arm. ‘We really need to find Ruby,’ he said, walking up a ramp towards a bank of controls. Chirracharr was sure she heard a ting. ‘Fred here says it’s all clear.’

‘All right,’ said Chirracharr, loping after him. ‘What now?’

‘Let’s see what this wheel does.’ He turned the wheel.

Nothing happened.

‘Oh,’ said the Doctor. ‘That’s disappoint—’

The world shifted, in the blink of an eye. It was as if the whole sky opened up, sending Chirracharr soaring upwards. Panicking, she clamped her eyes shut. Beside her, she heard the Doctor yelling, ‘Whoaaaahhh!’ as if this was the most exciting thing ever to have happened to him. ‘This is amazing!’ Chirracharr cracked open an eye and immediately closed it again.

‘Doctor, there’s nothing there. Absolutely nothing!’

‘What?’ said the Doctor. ‘Chirracharr, everything is there! The whole universe!’ She felt his hand on her paw. ‘Don’t be afraid,’ he said. ‘Open your eyes. See.’

Ruby froze. The grey sphere hovered for a moment, as if registering her, but then lifted and sped off towards the walls. Ruby wasted no time. She sprinted back to the ramp, pulling the hatch shut after her. Had she been seen? She tried not to worry about this, since there was nothing that she could do other than try to get out of here as quickly as possible.

‘Doctor,’ she muttered. ‘I wish you’d hurry up.’

She carried on exploring.

Every so often, she would come to a door that she simply could not open. On one glass plate in the wall, alien letters fluttered and wavered, and then turned into something she could read.

Section sealed … Section sealed …

A few walkways along, she came to a small room domed in the same clear material as the observatory and the roof. The sky was dark above. Panes of glass in the clear walls glowed rosy pink, lighting the space, but as she walked inside, these began to dim.

Ruby panicked, briefly, remembering the chamber back on Chirracharr’s mountain filling suddenly with gas, but there was no sound like that now. She swallowed, and held her nerve.

Soon the whole room was dark; it was almost like being at the cinema.

A soft voice said, ‘Tixlel. Watch.’

The air around Ruby seemed to whoosh suddenly past and, for a moment, she thought that she had indeed been transported somewhere new. It was as if the whole sky had opened up around her, and here she was – floating, suspended, in space. Its vastness, its endless depths were almost overwhelming. She felt tiny in comparison; insignificant, as if the immensity of the universe could obliterate her entirely and not even notice that she was gone.

She saw a green-tinged planet. As she watched, huge dark spheres began to appear, punching out from nowhere, a huge grid that quickly covered the entire world, as if trapping it in a massive net. Ruby, suspended in space, suddenly zoomed in towards one of these spheres, or else her perspective altered.

Close-up, there was no doubt what they were. Round, and plated in gunmetal grey, they were exactly like the armadillos and exactly like the huge flyer she had seen above the building, only vastly bigger.

What were these? What could they be for?

As if answering Ruby’s thoughts, the same soft voice she had heard immediately before this vision began said, ‘Tixlel. Please understand what this means. The Extraction is under way.’

Ruby was pulled round the planet, orbiting it, taking in the whole net of massive spheres. And then, the vision ended. Ruby was standing back in the dark domed room. The lights came back up, slowly, pale pink and eerie. From the corner of her eye, Ruby saw the wheel of the door twisting. Someone was out there. Ruby looked round instinctively for a place to run or somewhere to hide. But something made her stop.

Ruby had questions – many questions. It was long past time for answers.




CHAPTER NINE

Chirracharr’s eyes remained clamped firmly shut. Beside her, the Doctor was whooping and yelling with delight. ‘Chirracharr! You have to see this! It’s amazing!’

‘Doctor,’ she squeaked. ‘I don’t like heights!’

‘I promise – you’ll love this!’

Cautiously, Chirracharr opened her eyes. This time, she made herself look past the emptiness, and she began to see …

Patterns. Patterns in the darkness. Specks of light, far, far away, swirling and twisting. Used to living on the rolling plains of her home, she had not ever been up to a great height. She had assumed she would feel sick, like climbing up to the observatory. But as she got used to this shift in perspective, she realised that this wasn’t the same. She didn’t feel light-headed. She felt exhilarated. This was beautiful.

She reached for the Doctor’s hand, and he clasped her paw in return. Fred was tinging happily in his other arm. This, she thought, was what she had always wanted to see: everything that lay beyond her home, her village, her whole world. She had felt contained there – safe, yes, but stifled. Now everything was opening up around her. It was what she had wanted – and more. She saw stars, near and far, flickering and twinkling, as if beckoning her to come and see what wonders they held. She gazed into the dark depths of the cosmos, and she wondered what marvels might lie there. She was no longer frightened or alarmed. Rather, she felt deeply and intimately connected with the whole of the universe.

She had gone looking for something great. Not only had she found it, she was discovering that she had always been, in some vital way, connected to everything that lay beyond.

‘Wheeeeee!’ Chirracharr cried out as they soared on.

The Doctor squeezed her paw. ‘Now you get it!’

‘Where are we? Where are we going?’

‘I don’t know!’ he said, in delight. ‘Isn’t it brilliant?’

They sped on through space, like shooting stars. A bright light was drawing ever closer.

The light became a sun, with twelve planets spinning around it. They soared past eight of these; as they came closer to the fourth one out, it became clear that this was their ultimate destination.

‘So that’s where we’re going,’ said the Doctor. ‘Wonder where it is?’

They drew closer and closer. Chirracharr could see weather systems, seas and continents, and then the details of a landscape that was very familiar.

‘This is home!’ she said, astonished.

‘There and back again,’ said the Doctor. ‘Round trip.’

They took up orbit, spinning far more quickly than the planet, watching days and nights flick past in quick succession. Continents pulled apart and knocked together. Mountain ranges rose and fell. Ice formed and melted, formed and melted.

‘It’s the story of your world,’ said the Doctor. ‘Your world in the distant past.’

‘But where are the people?’ said Chirracharr. ‘Where are my family?’

‘It takes a while for sentient life to emerge,’ said the Doctor. ‘But look down there. Look at the foot of the mountains.’

There they were! People exactly like her, but they were walking, walking, on a great expedition away from the mountains, following a wide golden river down into a valley. Every so often, they came to a tributary of the great river, and a group of people would split away from the main company and begin their own journey to somewhere new.

‘We were explorers,’ said Chirracharr in wonder. ‘We travelled.’ Somehow, in her heart, she had always known that. Known that her desire to do more and see more was as much part of her people as their love of touch and friendship and kinship.

There was nothing wrong with her, and there never had been.

Soon the story she was watching became familiar. She saw the settlements in her own valley; the maze-like streets with their tunnels and runways; the cosy houses; the busy people running in and out. Life, as she knew it.

And then—

And then, as suddenly as it had all started, it stopped. She and the Doctor were standing, hand-in-paw, in the observatory, blinking at each other. Before either of them could speak, the wall opposite flickered, like an old-time projection, and a face appeared. Flat, almost featureless, but gently pulsing from within, a pale-yellow colour, and with huge sad eyes as black and old as the depths of space. Chirracharr gasped.

‘That’s the alien I met!’ she said. ‘The one I saw when I woke up!’

‘You’re sure?’ said the Doctor.

‘Yes, yes!’

The alien began to speak. Their voice was slow and soft and sad. ‘The Repository,’ the alien said. ‘This is everything. Everything we have learned.’ The alien blinked sadly. ‘The Experiment has been compromised and I fear for the survival of the Repository. I have sent it here so that it will not be found. I hope to be able to retrieve it. I hope it will be safe …’

The eyes blinked; the face disappeared. The Doctor and Chirracharr were standing together alone again. The Doctor sucked in a breath, cracked his knuckles and began exploring the instrumentation all round. ‘It definitely helps,’ he muttered, ‘to know that they don’t have hands …’

Chirracharr came to look over his shoulder. The Doctor already had a screen working and had begun to speed through images. Chirracharr recognised them as some of the things they had just seen. ‘Doctor,’ she said, ‘did we leave this room at all?’

He looked up at her and beamed. ‘Good question! No, I don’t think we did.’

‘So how did they make us feel that we had?’

‘Holograms? Electrical impulses directly stimulating the relevant portion of our brains?’ The Doctor shrugged. ‘I don’t know, to be honest. Great show, though, wasn’t it? Better than IMAX.’

Chirracharr lost track of the Doctor’s strange words as the display switched from images to squiggles. ‘Pictures and numbers?’

‘And facts and dates.’

‘What is it?’ said Chirracharr. ‘What is it all for?’

‘Someone has been collecting data on you and your planet, for … Well, it’s hard to tell the start date exactly, but it’s got to be thousands of years.’ The Doctor paused. ‘The data spikes when it comes to your people, Chirracharr. Your habitats, your way of life, your languages and customs, art and music—’

‘How have they been doing this? When they never come to speak to us? How have they seen so much?’

‘Obvious when you think about it,’ said the Doctor.

Perched on the console, Fred said, ‘Ting!’

Chirracharr smiled slowly. ‘Of course. The rollers.’

‘That’s right,’ said the Doctor. ‘They’ve been the main source of information. You said they were always around. You’re always interacting with them. But sometimes these aliens – the people who made the armadillos – they wanted to observe you up close.’ He frowned. ‘I say observe, but mostly they seem to have taken biological samples. Tested your blood and made measurements and so on. Fine as far as it goes, but not the good stuff.’ He leaned back from the display. ‘I’ve seen a lot of libraries and archives and collections, Chirracharr, and this is one of most comprehensive sets of data about a single species that I’ve ever seen. Every aspect of your lives and your history. It’s …’ He shook his head. ‘Under other circumstances, I’d call it a huge labour of love.’

‘Love …’ Chirracharr echoed. ‘That’s a good thing, isn’t it? Whoever they are, they love us. They want to understand us—’

‘Chirracharr,’ the Doctor said, and his voice had gone very quiet. ‘Don’t move quickly, but turn and take a look behind you.’

Very slowly, Chirracharr obeyed.

Outside the dome of the observatory, four grey shapes were hovering. Rollers – but these were different. They were bigger, for one, no longer the size of a ball that some little siblings and niblings might push around to each other. These were huge, big enough to contain a couple of people.

‘They can fly?’ said Chirracharr.

‘Wonder what else they can do,’ said the Doctor. Fred was wobbling and quivering on the control bank, and the Doctor reached out to steady him. As if catching the movement, one of the giant rollers turned, and a small panel opened a little below the widest part. A long, narrow tube poked out, pointing straight at them.

‘Down!’ The Doctor grabbed Chirracharr’s paw and pulled her to the floor as a ray of red light pierced the glass and shot right through the dome, coming out the other side.

‘Rollers that fire lasers?’ he cried. ‘That is not okay!’

Ruby braced herself as the door opened.

The alien – and she was pretty sure it was the same alien she had met before; she could tell from the big sad eyes – rolled in.

It was wielding the stick she’d brought with her.

‘Stop right there!’ yelled Ruby.

The alien pulled back as if stung.

Ruby put her hands on her hips for maximum assertiveness. ‘There’s gonna be no more poking and prodding. Put that stick down!’

The alien grasped the stick between two arms and held it out, as if offering a great and precious gift. ‘But this is yours. I wanted to return it to you.’

‘What?’

‘It seemed important to you.’

‘The stick did?’

‘Does it have cultural significance? A ceremonial function?’ The alien waved the stick. ‘Or do you think that you can use it to control the weather?’

‘Control the weather?’ said Ruby. ‘It’s a stick. I found it on the ground. I was walking uphill and it came in handy.’

‘Oh.’ The alien sounded crestfallen. ‘So it doesn’t mean anything? To your culture?’

‘It’s a nice stick,’ said Ruby. ‘And I suppose it was nice of you to think about bringing it back to me. So why don’t I take it …’

Solemnly, the alien passed over the stick, and Ruby, suppressing a smile, received it with an extravagant curtsey.

‘And there we are,’ she said. ‘Stick returned. Don’t suppose you’ve got a bag of rocks too, have you? Must’ve dropped it somewhere … Anyway, we can pretend that this was first contact, if you like. So your history books don’t mention you welcomed someone from another world by trying to put them to sleep.’

The alien seemed to quiver. ‘So you are …’ it said. ‘You really are from another world!’

‘Well, yeah. Alien saying hello.’ Ruby laughed suddenly. ‘Of course, to me, you’re the alien.’

The alien’s skin pulsed with bright colours. ‘I’d never thought of it that way before.’

‘I’m Ruby, by the way. What’s your name?’

‘Tixlel. How do you speak our language so well?’

‘What?’

‘I understand you perfectly. Have you studied us?’ The display of lights on the alien’s body suddenly quickened, became random and irregular. ‘Have you been living among us?’

Ruby frowned, not sure what she should give away. ‘Don’t you think you would have noticed me before now?’

‘Can you change shape? Disguise yourselves? How long have you been here? How many of you are there?’

‘Whoa, whoa, whoa – slow down!’ Ruby held up her hands to stop the flood of words. She wiggled her fingers. Something about her fingers really seemed to make the alien focus. Perhaps it was its lack of them. ‘There’s just me. And I want to get back to the Doctor. Where is he?’

‘You were with … the Doctor … before you came through the conveyancer?’

‘The room with the gas, you mean?’ Ruby frowned. ‘How far was I … conveyed? Am I at another observatory? Or did you bring me somewhere else – the sky is completely different, a lot more pink.’

‘Yes,’ said Tixlel. ‘You’re here, now. On the world.’

‘The world.’ Not exactly helpful. ‘Say that again?’

‘Ix,’ said the alien.

‘Ix,’ repeated Ruby.

‘Yes! That’s it! The world! The conveyancer brought you to the world!’

Ix. Ruby supposed that ‘Earth’ might sound strange too. A growling sound at the back of your throat … ‘And I guess your species … You’re the people, I suppose?’

‘Ixites, yes! Yes!’

Ruby frowned. Brought from one world to another, like Chirracharr. ‘Do you often take people in the night and bring them here?’

‘People? Not people.’

‘Not Ixites, you mean?’

‘We bring subjects to the Laboratory,’ Tixlel said. ‘Of course we do. For the Experiment.’

‘Uh …’ Ruby was starting to get the distinct feeling that she was participating in two separate conversations at once. Words were only getting her so far. She tucked her stick under her arm. ‘This room. It showed me pictures before.’

‘Oh! The Immerser!’

‘If you say so,’ said Ruby. ‘Maybe you should take a look at the message I saw. And then maybe you can explain what it means.’

Tixlel turned some wheels, and the room began to darken once again.

‘Tixlel. Watch,’ said the soft voice from earlier.

‘That’s Axelal,’ said Tixlel. ‘Head of Communications.’

‘Well, seems to me that this Axelal has something to communicate to you.’

Tixlel stopped spinning the wheel. Their skin tones wavered, uncertainly. ‘I’m not sure who to trust …’

‘I really think you should see this,’ said Ruby.

Tixlel spun another wheel. The room vanished, and the same vision unfolded, showing the huge net of spheres tightening around the defenceless planet.

‘Tixlel. Please understand what this means. The Extraction is under way.’

The images disappeared.

‘What are they?’ said Ruby. ‘What does it all mean? That world is where you took me from, isn’t it? Where you took Chirracharr from.’

‘Yes, that’s the Laboratory.’

‘What are the big spheres for? Is the Laboratory in danger?’

Tixlel looked back at her with those huge sad eyes. ‘I don’t know. But I think I may have made a terrible mistake. I think the Repository is in danger of being lost for good.’

‘The Repository?’ Ruby almost groaned at yet another grand and unhelpful name, but Tixlel was already speeding toward the door. Ruby barred the way. ‘Look. If I understand what’s happening, I can help.’

‘Help us?’ said Tixlel.

‘Or Chirracharr and her people.’ Ruby resolutely met the alien’s wondering gaze. ‘Depends what’s going on with this “Experiment”. Doesn’t it?’

Chirracharr, hunkered flat on the ground with her paws over her head, risked looking up.

The four spheres had taken up positions around the dome and were firing off their red rays at a near-constant rate. As shattered glass flew everywhere, Fred was rolling about making whistling noises that sounded very close to fury.

Meanwhile, the Doctor’s head was inside one of the control panels. Chirracharr saw him grab a light sphere. He muttered, ‘Ouch!’ and then the sonnick came out and began to whine.

Suddenly the room was filled with one, loud, short and wholly distinctive sound.

TING.

The shooting stopped.

For a moment, the spheres were motionless, suspended.

And then all four fell from the sky like stones.

The Doctor sat up and dusted his hands together.

Chirracharr took some deep breaths. With the cover of the dome now gone, the air was getting thin. ‘What were those things?’

‘Following orders,’ the Doctor said. ‘I overrode their command signal.’ He mimed the spheres dropping by hitting the back of his hand with his fist.

‘Those things were like the rollers, but … so much scarier. What are they for?’

The Doctor sat back on his heels. ‘Some want to learn. Some want to take.’ He sighed. ‘I think whoever made the rollers wants to take everything here.’

‘Invasion.’ Chirracharr took a deep breath. ‘I heard you and Ruby say that word before. What does it mean, though? Really.’

The Doctor looked at her. ‘I wish I didn’t have to be the one to explain it to you.’ His shoulders slumped; he looked abject. ‘You and your people lead such beautiful lives, Chirracharr! Happy and peaceful, as it should be. You should be able to live those lives for as long as you want.’

She pondered this. ‘But we can’t, because of invasion?’

‘Whoever built the rollers … Maybe they want the land. Maybe they want what’s below the land—’

‘They could ask. There’s plenty to go round. We’d be happy to share.’

‘That’s not good enough for some people. They want everything—’

‘You mean, like children?’

‘Children don’t know better,’ he said. ‘These people have chosen to be vicious.’ His head dropped, as if he was suddenly carrying a great weight. ‘I don’t know exactly what’s going to happen next. But your lives – and the lives of your family and friends – are never going to be the same again.’

Chirracharr scrambled to her feet. ‘Then we need to warn them.’

‘We do. But I’m worried about Ruby,’ he said.

‘If the rollers are here,’ said Chirracharr, ‘she might be safer wherever she is.’

The Doctor half-smiled. ‘You don’t give up, do you!’ He jumped to his feet. ‘Well, I’ll find her. I might have to take the long way round – but I’ll find her.’ Scooping up Fred, he raced off towards one of the hatches and down the ramp. ‘Come on, then!’

Chirracharr scampered after him, down and out of the observatory. One of the spheres had landed not far from the entrance, and the Doctor sped towards it. ‘Aha,’ he said. ‘Our ride.’

‘But you broke it.’

‘I set it free.’ Out came the sonnick. One of the plated panels lifted, and the Doctor climbed inside. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Let’s be on our way!’

Chirracharr wriggled inside. It was something of a squeeze for both of them to fit in there, as if the space had not been intended for a pilot. Or, perhaps, intended for a pilot who was a completely different shape from either of them.

‘No hands,’ muttered the Doctor as he folded himself into the narrow space beside Chirracharr. ‘But arms. Lots of arms. Long, thin arms.’

He twisted a few wheels, and soon the roller was a flyer again, and they were in flight. Chirracharr saw, for the first time, her home from up above.

She clasped her paws together. ‘It’s so beautiful,’ she said.

‘It is.’ The Doctor glanced at one of the glass screens and frowned. ‘I think we have company.’

Chirracharr looked behind her. Half a dozen flyers like this one were chasing after them, powering their way towards the valley that Chirracharr and her family called home.

She shivered. It looked as if this invasion – whatever that really meant – was now under way.




CHAPTER TEN

Tixlel, one eye still on the stick that Ruby was brandishing, slid away from the door.

‘All right,’ they said, although unhappily. ‘I’ll show you what this is all about.’

The room went pitch black once again, darker than the depths of the ocean or the boundless limits of space. Ruby wasn’t exactly used to this by now, but was, at least, able to contain the dizzy feeling that came along with full ‘immersion’ and concentrate on what she was being shown. A whole history of an ancient and lonely civilisation.

The Ixites.

Ruby saw them emerge from deep oceans; creatures with big eyes ideally suited to the dark skies of their home world, their lungs learning to breathe the air.

She saw them create bags to carry things, and tools to make things, and art – for the sheer pleasure of creation.

She saw them look up into the skies, wondering what else was out there, whether there were other people to discover, to meet, to experience.

She saw the first brave little spheres lift from the surface of their home planet, land on each of the worlds in their own system and then stretch out beyond.

For hundreds and hundreds of years, they spread out, until their civilisation spread across seven systems.

And always, always, the unanswered question: Is there anyone else out there? A question that was whispered at first, but became louder and louder as they looked past their own worlds into the void:

Hello? Hello? Is there anyone there?

Centuries passed. Hello! they clamoured, but the call went unanswered.

Their desire to find someone else became an obsession, all the more painful because the Ixites were coming to believe that they were indeed alone. Ruby felt their grief as if it were her own; the terrible ache that pulsed through every cell of their beings, every part of their lives. Until, at last, the longing became so painful that they decided to abandon the search.

There was nobody else, they concluded; they were indeed alone.

They turned their backs to the universe and said: No further. No more.

Instead, they turned inwards to the seven systems, filling their worlds with buildings and people and art and homes. But they needed something to fill the void left inside them by their long and fruitless search for friends, and eventually, someone had an idea.

They should turn their attention and their energies and their great skill into creation.

They would build a world, let it evolve and, if life emerged there, they would perhaps get a glimpse of what it might mean not to feel so lonely.

This was the Experiment.

‘Wait,’ said Ruby. ‘Do you mean—?’

Ruby felt a judder, and the same nausea she had experienced after the conveyancer. She found herself standing on a viewing platform that overlooked …

A whole world.

‘The Laboratory,’ said Tixlel.

‘You built a whole planet?’

‘Yes,’ said Tixlel, with real pride. ‘Yes, we did.’

‘Why?’

Tixlel looked sad. ‘You’re not the first to ask that. Almost as soon as the Laboratory was built, people asked questions. They said it was pointless. A waste of resources. Playing at meeting other species, rather than the real thing. And then there were the people who no longer wanted to meet anything alien. They no longer wanted to experiment with how it might feel, if ever we were to meet something else. They were frightened, I think, about what that might mean. Frightened that aliens might be better than us, cleverer, stronger …’ Tixlel reached out to touch Ruby’s arm, stopping just short of making contact. ‘There are still people like that. I don’t what they would do, if ever they did one day meet something other …’

Someone like me, thought Ruby. ‘So what happened?’

‘The order came to cancel the project. To shut it down. But the people who built the Laboratory kept going, in secret. When they died, their children carried on with the work, and their children’s children, continuing on and on for centuries. We took care of the Laboratory, and everything it contains.’

‘You’re a descendant of one those people?’

‘Yes,’ said Tixlel, with quiet pride. ‘My ancestors, thousands of years ago, were part of the group that created the Experiment. When the order came to wind up the project, they moved the compound out here and said that the Laboratory had been decommissioned.’

‘Did nobody go to look?’ said Ruby.

‘The Laboratory is on the very edge of the furthest of the seven systems. People stopped going that way, after the search for alien life ended. What would be the point of going that way? There’s nothing out there. There’s only us.’

‘So the Experiment carried on for generations,’ said Ruby. ‘In secret …’

‘And now it’s come down to me,’ said Tixlel, and their voice went miserable. ‘I’ve hidden the Repository—’

‘That’s the research data, yes?’

‘That’s right. It’s safe, for now, but I don’t know if I’ll be able to save it. People have found out, you see. They know now that the Experiment continued, but they don’t understand what we were doing here. Some of them are angry that all this space is going to waste, as they see it. They want to live here. And some think we’ve made contact with aliens, and that we’ve been hiding them away.’

‘And you have,’ said Ruby. ‘You actually have.’

‘I don’t think you realise,’ said Tixlel, ‘what your coming here means to us. What it would mean, if people saw you. A secret so big that if it ever came out, nothing would ever be the same again …’

Tixlel’s eyes had gone bigger than ever. The look in them – such aching longing – was one of the saddest things Ruby had ever seen. Their whole body pulsed with pale yellow light.

‘It’s been so lonely,’ said Tixlel. ‘And now you’re here. We’re not the only ones in the whole wide universe, after all. We’re not alone.’ Tixlel’s arm quivered. ‘You’re so beautiful, you know. I never guessed …’

Ruby reached out, the tips of her fingers making contact with Tixlel’s long arm.

‘Oh!’ she said. ‘You’re not alone! It’s brilliant out there! If you could only see how wonderful it is! I didn’t know myself until so recently! I didn’t have a clue! Not until I met the Doctor. I stepped into the TARDIS, and everything opened up!’

She held up her hands, encompassing the whole of Chirracharr’s world and Ix, and everything beyond.

‘It’s so wonderful,’ she went on. ‘So busy! On my planet alone, there are thousands and thousands of species, some of them like me, and some of them like you, and some of them like Chirracharr – and that’s one tiny world! Never mind, everything else! Oh, Tixlel, there’s so much out there, and you’re just about to find out!’

To Ruby’s surprise, Tixlel drew back as if stung.

‘Nobody can find out about any of this,’ they said. ‘There are people out there who would tear this place to shreds! Right now, outside the compound, trying to get in, trying to get hold of the alien that they think is here.’

Ruby shook her head. ‘I’m 19 years old! I’m not an invasion fleet!’

‘You can speak our language.’

‘The Doctor has a … a machine that translates!’

‘People will think you’ve both been here for years. That this is what the Experiment was about.’ Tixlel bobbed about in consternation. ‘They’ll want to destroy all trace. The Repository too! I sent all the data to the Laboratory for safekeeping … We’re going to lose everything!’

What about Chirracharr’s people? was the question on Ruby’s lips, but she didn’t get a chance to ask. Little red lights were flashing. ‘What’s that?’ she said.

‘A message from Axelal.’

‘The one who sent you that information about the giant armadillos? I mean, the giant spheres?’

‘Yes.’

‘Are you going to take it?’

‘I don’t know what to do!’ cried Tixlel, their long arms twisting around in fear and bewilderment. ‘I don’t know who to trust! I don’t know how to keep the data safe!’

‘Speak to Axelal—’

‘But they’ll see you!’

‘Someone’s going to eventually! And why wouldn’t they react the same way as you? You’re delighted to see me!’

‘I’m afraid!’

‘You can’t live like that! You have to take a risk! You have to trust people!’

Frustrated, Ruby reached out to grasp a nearby wheel. ‘If you won’t speak to Axelal,’ she said, ‘I will! Or I’ll walk out of here and say hello to the first person I meet. And then I’ll send a message out to all seven systems. Everyone will see me, all at once!’

Tixlel blanched so white that Ruby thought for a moment they’d had a heart attack. They looked dreadful, like those bleached corals near Australia. It was horrible. She was about to back down, apologise, when a little colour crept back into Tixlel’s body.

‘I suppose I must do something …’ Tixlel whispered. ‘I’ll … I’ll speak to Axelal.’

‘Good start,’ said Ruby. She watched as Tixlel turned some wheels, and another formless face appeared on one of the glass screens.

‘Tixlel! At last …’ Axelal was similar in form to Tixlel, but you could easily tell them apart. ‘I’ve been trying to reach you.’

Ruby leaned into shot. ‘Hello!’ she said.

Axelal’s eyes nearly popped out of their head. They couldn’t get out a word for a full minute.

‘Oh my stars,’ they said, at last. ‘Tixlel, what have you been doing down there?’

The flyer lowered gently down into the main square of the village, and Chirracharr and the Doctor scrambled out. Chirracharr stretched out all four limbs, relieved to have escaped such tight quarters. So that was flying. She thought the experience could be a lot nicer.

The Doctor was rubbing his arms and legs. ‘Ow,’ he said. ‘That thing needs more “bigger on the inside”…’

Chirracharr had got used to ignoring the Doctor’s more baffling comments. She looked round the village. Everything was exactly the same: the same quiet buildings; the same warren of streets; the same lazy air to the place. She smiled contentedly. It was as if she had never left.

‘Where is everyone?’ asked the Doctor.

‘Afternoon nap,’ said Chirracharr.

‘Loving a siesta!’ said the Doctor, screwing up his eyes and grinning. In his arms, Fred gave a questioning ting? and the sound echoed through the settlement. Soon enough, Chirracharr heard the snuffling and yawns of waking people, the clatter of claws on hard-packed floors. Then a voice said, ‘Chirry? Chirry! You’re safe! You’re home!’

It was Mamma. Chirracharr ran to her, shoved her face in her mother’s soft fur, felt her paws upon her. Oh, but she had missed her, missed being with her so, so much …

‘She’s home!’ cried her mother. ‘She’s safe!’

Soon everyone was there – Mamma and Pappa and the siblings and the aunts and the uncles and the cousins, and – well, everyone, really. They hugged and cuddled, and Chirracharr introduced everyone to the Doctor, especially the littlies, all of whom wanted to try on his flat cap. There was one notable exception, Chirracharr realised, looking round anxiously.

‘No way,’ came a voice from the crowd. And there was Sheek at last, pushing his way through to grasp her paws, his eyes sparkling with the usual mischief. ‘No way.’

Oh, how she had missed him! How she had missed them all.

‘Doctor,’ said Chirracharr. ‘This is my brother, Sheekshirrip. Sheek, to his friends.’

‘Hello, Sheek!’ said the Doctor.

‘You found an alien?’ said Sheekshirrip to Chirracharr. ‘You really found one?’

‘Only a small one,’ said the Doctor. ‘But a nice one.’

‘Hilarious,’ said Sheekshirrip. ‘Chirry, I love you more than ever.’

Everyone was here now, not just the family, but the whole village, all of them delighted to have Chirracharr returned safely home and enchanted by this weird and wonderful new arrival.

‘Hello, hello!’ cried the Doctor, reaching out to clasp paws that were being thrust at him from all directions. ‘Yes! Alien! From the stars! Yes! Chirracharr was completely right! No, no, no, no – no kidnapping involved. Wow, you really are all extremely fluffy, aren’t you? I feel under-dressed …’

‘Doctor,’ said Chirracharr, reluctantly. ‘I think we need to tell people what’s coming.’

‘Oh, yes …’

Chirracharr took a deep breath. She had struggled so often, in the past, to get people to believe her. This time, though, she mustn’t fail.

‘Listen,’ she said. ‘If you’ve ever doubted me in the past, if you’ve ever thought that my stories were just that – nothing more than stories – you have to see now that all I’ve ever told you was the truth. The Doctor’s here. A real alien—’

‘Small, but nice,’ agreed the Doctor. ‘And not the only one.’

A ripple went round the people of the village. ‘What do you mean?’ someone called out.

‘The rollers,’ said Chirracharr. ‘They’re not animals. They’re machines. They’ve been watching us. The people who took me away – we think they sent them. They made them – just like they made that big one there, the one that we flew here.’

‘Are they friendly?’ called another voice. ‘Like you?’

‘No,’ said the Doctor. ‘Not even close.’

He looked at Chirracharr. This had to come from her.

She took a deep breath. ‘We think they want the land, or they want what’s below the land. And they won’t stop until they have it. They’re going to try to destroy the village, maybe all the villages. I … I don’t really understand why they would do that, instead of just saying hello. But they will.’

‘And I’m going to do everything I can to stop it,’ said the Doctor. ‘Promise.’

There was a short pause as shock set in. Then the babble of questions started. After another couple of minutes, the Doctor passed Fred to Chirracharr, took out the ting-thing and the sonnick and called everyone to attention with a series of sharp loud tings.

‘I’m sorry to interrupt. But if you look up and over there,’ he gestured with the hand holding the sonnick, ‘you’ll see what I mean.’

Everyone, Chirracharr included, turned and saw the fleet of huge flyers heading their way. ‘They’re rollers,’ someone said. ‘Only bigger.’

‘And badder,’ said the Doctor. He was holding the sonnick aloft. ‘There are more coming, the whole length of the river valley.’

‘The other villages,’ said Chirracharr. ‘They’re coming for the other villages.’

‘Chirracharr,’ said the Doctor. ‘Do you have any way of communicating with the others? Quickly, I mean.’

‘Yes, of course, there’s a comm system.’ She smiled. ‘We don’t use it much. A few chats to relatives in other settlements, updates about weather … I told you, we’re not completely unsophisticated.’

‘I need someone to take me there,’ he said. ‘Someone who knows how it works. We need to warn them. Get them to evacuate.’

‘Thittisharr will,’ said Chirracharr, and waved to one of her cousins, a sweet, rather shy girl whom she suspected would not do well in a fight.

Thittisharr came forwards, looking at the Doctor with wide, astonished eyes.

The spheres were now at the edge of the settlement. They began to descend. Sheekshirrip laughed. ‘Look at the size of them!’ he said. ‘This place is a maze. They’ll never get through the streets!’

‘Perhaps not,’ said the Doctor. ‘But I reckon they’ll have a solution, and I don’t think we’ll like it.’ He looked round grimly. ‘We need to get people to safety. But we have to slow these things down first.’

As they watched, the large spheres stopped their descent. They began to unpeel, like oranges, hatches opening round each one of them. Rollers began to pour out, dropping to the ground. The Doctor turned to Chirracharr. ‘Get your people moving. Get the little ones outside the village, quick as you can. I don’t think the houses are going to be safe. Everyone else needs to block the streets – stop the rollers getting through for as long as possible.’

‘What about the flying spheres?’ said Chirracharr.

‘I have an idea,’ said the Doctor. ‘I’ll need the comm system for that too.’

Chirracharr nodded. She looked around. People were standing and staring at the rollers, shocked into immobility. ‘We have to fight,’ she cried. She turned to her brother and shook him. ‘Don’t you understand? We have to fight for our lives!’

She watched as Sheekshirrip’s eyes, always full of laughter, changed. It was as if something had been quenched – and then a fire lit.

‘I understand,’ he said.

Chirracharr had never heard this voice before: so serious.

‘Good,’ said the Doctor. ‘Chirracharr – you and your brother organise things here. Thittisharr – lead the way.’

Thittisharr sped off, leading the Doctor down a nearby side street. Chirracharr turned to her friends and family, still rooted to the spot.

‘We have to fight back!’ she said. ‘Otherwise we won’t have a home for much longer.’

For a moment, nobody moved. And then a roller – a single roller – burst through.

‘But these are just rollers,’ said Pirrishirrir, moving towards it. ‘They’re pets …’

The roller stopped and unfurled slightly, revealing bright red eyes.

Little claws appeared.

A red beam of light flashed from the roller’s eyes, scorching the ground in front of Pirrishirrir.

He dived back. ‘It was hot!’ he cried out. ‘That light was burning hot!’

The roller spun round. Another red ray shot out from its eyes, catching some pretty green vines that were growing around the door of the nearest building. The vines burst into flames, and the door quickly followed. Fire licked up the outside of the building.

Someone screamed.

In this moment, Chirracharr saw her friends and her family change for ever.

Claws came out, teeth were bared.

More rollers were arriving and, in a huge and furious pack, Chirracharr’s people began to move towards them.

The battle – the first ever to take place on this world – had begun.

‘You made contact?’ Axelal’s eyes were shining. ‘With aliens?’

‘Not on purpose!’ wailed Tixlel.

‘Is that why you went quiet? Why you sealed off the section?’

‘I was trying to protect the Repository!’

‘Tixlel, this is marvellous!’ Axelal shifted to address Ruby directly. ‘You’re marvellous!’

‘Thank you very much!’ said Ruby, preening slightly. ‘You know, I think I have some pretty good moments.’

‘You’re alien!’

‘Well, so are you,’ said Ruby. ‘Exciting, isn’t it?’

‘It’s everything I ever hoped for! You’re everything!’

‘It’s nice to hear you say that,’ said Ruby.

‘Wait till the others hear about this—’

‘Whoa,’ said Ruby. ‘We have a few things we need to iron out before we start celebrating. You sent a message to Tixlel about something called the Extraction—’

‘Wait,’ said Tixlel. ‘I have a question. Axelal – why did you release footage of the subjects into the public domain?’

Axelal turned an interesting shade of pale green. ‘How do you know about that?’

‘Because I have complete oversight of who uses the Repository.’

‘I … didn’t know that.’

‘And the rest,’ said Tixlel. ‘The aerial shots of the Laboratory. The location of the compound. Why do you want us shut down?’

‘Now wait,’ said Axelal, flaring hotly. ‘I didn’t do that! I wouldn’t do that!’

‘Why should I believe you?’ said Tixlel.

‘I don’t want the Experiment shut down! How could you think that?’

‘If you leaked one file, why wouldn’t I think you leaked the rest?’

‘Okay, let’s not argue,’ said Ruby, quickly. ‘Axelal seemed pretty pleased to see me. Shall we hear their side of things before leaping to conclusions?’

‘All right,’ said Tixlel, grudgingly. ‘I’ll hear what you have to say.’

‘When the leaks started – about the location of the compound, about the scale of the Laboratory, I knew that something serious was going on. I had a feeling it might mean that the Experiment would be wound up. So I spoke to my colleagues in the Exploration Collective—’

‘You’re on the Exploration Collective?’ said Tixlel. ‘Don’t you have enough to do?’

‘I’m Head of Communications for a classified project, Tixlel. No, I don’t have enough to do.’

‘What’s the Exploration Collective?’ asked Ruby.

‘We try to stimulate interest in what lies beyond the seven systems. Get people curious and enthusiastic about exploring the universe again.’ Axelal sighed. ‘With limited success, I have to say.’

‘Is everyone here a member of one of the collectives except me?’ muttered Tixlel.

‘Yes, Tixlel,’ said Axelal. ‘And it would have done you no harm to look beyond your data once in a while!’

Ruby snorted. ‘Carry on, Axelal.’

‘When the leaks about the Experiment started, and the calls came to build new houses on the Laboratory, I knew I had to do something to protect our work. So I took footage of the subjects to the rest of the Collective and we decided to release it into the public domain. To make people excited about what might be found out there. Unfortunately, some people had the opposite reaction. A story started going around the grids that there were aliens among us and, well …’

‘Some of those demonstrators are a lot less happy than others,’ said Ruby.

‘No wonder!’ scoffed Tixlel. ‘You could have picked some less terrifying footage!’

‘It was playing with one of the observers,’ said Axelal plaintively. ‘I thought it looked sweet.’

‘Not to somebody who hasn’t seen teeth like that before!’

‘Oh,’ said Axelal. ‘I suppose not …’

‘So you leaked footage of Chirracharr’s people,’ said Ruby. ‘But there’s something else going on. Someone was already leaking information. And that’s connected somehow to this … Extraction? Is that what you called it? What is it?’

‘The end of the project.’

‘Okay …’ said Ruby, thinking fast. ‘And I’m guessing that’s connected somehow to those massive armadillos I saw in the plans?’

‘The what?’

‘The huge flyers in the plans that you sent over,’ said Tixlel.

‘But why?’ said Ruby. ‘Why do they want to end the project?’

Then she remembered the file that she’d read.

‘Wait! I saw something earlier. Something about the Planning Collective and an area being approved for development. And that the Building Collective is ready to go?’ Suddenly, she felt sick. ‘New houses,’ she said. ‘They want to clear Chirracharr’s world and build new houses.’

‘But what about the data?’ said Tixlel, just as Axelal said, ‘What about the subjects?’

At last, thought Ruby, someone else who was thinking about Chirracharr’s people in all this.

‘Oh, Tixlel, I wish we’d trusted each other more. I wish you’d told me you were in contact with aliens.’

‘I wasn’t!’ insisted Tixlel. ‘Ruby just travelled here through the conveyancer. And there’s another one in the Laboratory.’

‘In the Laboratory?’ Axelal flared a warning red. ‘Tixlel, the Laboratory isn’t safe. That’s what I’m trying to tell you.’

‘Clearing the ground,’ said Ruby. ‘Making everything ready for development.’

She thought of the old pub down the road from where she lived. It had been closed down, boarded up – and then the demolition team came in and everything was flattened. A mess of bricks and concrete and torn-up bushes. There was a picture on one of the boards that showed what the new place was going to look like: one of those squat beige buildings with some sad-looking trees dotted around a paved-over square.

Was that the plan for Chirracharr’s world? For Chirracharr’s people?

‘The massive armadillos, as you call them,’ Axelal went on. ‘They’re bulldozers, on a planetary scale. They’re going to clear the planet of its flora and fauna and make it ready for us to settle.’

‘But there are people there!’ Ruby felt horribly sick now. That beautiful world. Chirracharr, so sweet and trusting. Her family and friends.

Her whole species.

‘We have to stop this,’ said Ruby. ‘We have to!’

‘The whole Repository is over there,’ said Tixlel. ‘We’ll lose everything.’

‘Yes,’ said Ruby. ‘Also, living beings—’

‘We have to stop this before it starts,’ said Tixlel. ‘The others will help; the loss of information is unconscionable—’

‘Tixlel,’ said Axelal. ‘You’re still not understanding. The Extraction isn’t at the planning stage any longer. It’s already under way—’

Suddenly the communication ended.

Ruby turned. Two new Ixites were standing behind them.

‘Raxlil,’ said Tixlel, with obvious relief. ‘Laxelil. I need your help—’

The bigger of the new arrivals turned to the other one. ‘See,’ they said. ‘I told you I’d seen something up on the roof.’

‘Oh,’ said Ruby. ‘I guess you must mean me.’

‘You went up to the roof?’ said Tixlel, in horror.

‘Just for a quick recce,’ said Ruby. ‘Couple of minutes at most.’ She lifted her hand, her five-fingered, opposable-thumbed, indubitably alien hand, and waved to the new arrivals. ‘Hi!’ she said cheerfully. ‘I’m Ruby. Nice to meet you! How about you stop worrying about me and get on with saving a planet? Now!’




CHAPTER ELEVEN

The Doctor raced through the village, Fred tucked under his arm, Thittisharr scampering beside him.

‘Over there,’ she whispered. ‘That building, there. That’s where we keep the comm system.’

They dashed towards it, dodging rollers as best they could, one eye on the sky and the spheres looming there. Thittisharr led the way inside, the Doctor ducking his head to get through the low door.

The room inside was small, and most of the space was taken up with a bulky shape covered in thick cloth. Thittisharr whipped this away to reveal a couple of big black boxes covered in wheels, and a pair of what could only be microphones.

‘Two-way radio transmitters?’ said the Doctor.

‘Yes,’ whispered Thittisharr.

‘I like them,’ said the Doctor. ‘Just what we need. Can you speak to all the other settlements at once, Thittisharr?’

‘Of course!’ She sat back on her haunches in front of the microphone. ‘What do you need me to say?’

‘Tell them that they’re in danger, yeah? Tell them that they need to get the littlies to safety. Tell them that if they don’t believe you, they should look up at the sky. And tell them that they are not on their own and the Doctor is gonna find a way to help them.’

Thittisharr said, ‘How are we going to help them, Doctor?’

‘“We”,’ beamed the Doctor. ‘Loving the “We”. Well …’ He held up Fred. ‘This is Fred,’ he said. ‘Fred, this is Thittisharr. She’s clever and nice.’

Fred chirped happily and made a few cheerful tings.

‘You keep doing that, Fred,’ said the Doctor. ‘Thittisharr, is there a way to broadcast round the whole village?’

Thittisharr reached over to the other big black box. ‘Let me set this up for you.’

‘The thing about Fred,’ said the Doctor, waving the sonic over the little sphere, ‘is that he’s taught me how responsive the rollers are to sound. I reckon I might be able to do something with that …’

Ting, ting, ting!

‘Ready for you now, Doctor,’ said Thittisharr, and the Doctor sat, Fred in one hand and sonnick in the other, in front of his microphone.

Thittisharr slipped back into place in front of her own black box. Her paws danced cleverly over the wheels.

‘Friends,’ she said, her voice clear and confident. ‘I have information vital to the safety of you all. Please listen.’

Fred emitted a high-pitched whistle.

The Doctor cleared his throat and tapped the mike. ‘Hello?’ he said. ‘Is this thing on?’

‘That’s it!’ cried Chirracharr. ‘Pull the plates apart! Keep going! Don’t give up!’

But the rollers were coming thick and fast, and the truth was, there were simply too many for Chirracharr’s people to cope with.

Sheekshirrip, pausing for breath by his sister, said, ‘If they keep coming at this rate, we have no chance. Those huge flying ones are the problem. That’s where the small ones are coming from.’

Chirracharr stared up into the sky. The four huge spheres were still hovering above the settlement, and Sheekshirrip was right. The smaller rollers, the ones that could shoot red rays and fire, were still pouring from them.

‘The Doctor is handling those,’ said Chirracharr.

‘I hope you’re right,’ said Sheek. ‘Because we’ve lost three of us already …’ He sobbed. ‘Chirry, I had no idea … These aliens of yours, are they all like this?’

‘Not the Doctor,’ she said with complete confidence, then faltered. ‘The Doctor … he needs our help!’

With a nod to her brother, Chirracharr dashed off down one of the little streets, dodging laser fire, kicking rollers out of her way, scrambling over the barriers that her friends and family had made from furniture and pots and whatever they had to hand.

And I was a dreamer … she thought as she raced along. A storyteller … I never knew I could be a fighter.

Not until now.

At the western edge of the settlement, Chirracharr dashed into one of the empty houses and raced up the ramp to the roof. It was dark from the shadow of one of the big flying rollers. She crinkled her nose. Could she make it? She wasn’t sure.

She took the chance to look back down into the settlement. A seething mass of rollers was darkening the streets, like a filthy river in flood. Her friends, her family – they were doing their best, but she could see that it would not be enough. Even now, the laser fire of the larger rollers was smashing through the makeshift barriers, breaking down the walls of buildings to let them pass.

Nothing for it, thought Chirracharr.

She crouched down low. She gazed at the sphere, hovering above. She gauged the distance, and she leaped …

In a moment her paws were scraping at the surface of the sphere as she began to slide down round its curve. She stuck her claws out, scrabbling around until she gained purchase on the gaps between the plates. Pulling herself round, her claws hooked on the edges of the plates, Chirracharr found the open hatch and heaved herself inside the sphere. She took a moment to catch her breath, then set to work, yanking panels open, pulling out their contents, ripping at the wires that lay inside, throwing glass panels around until they shattered. The flow of rollers stopped. Those still inside wobbled precariously, then completely ground to a halt.

That was a start, but Chirracharr was not satisfied yet. The aliens who controlled these machines could do so remotely. She did not want to run the risk of them starting this thing back up.

She kept clawing and pulling and tearing and gnawing – and then she felt it. The whole sphere, all around her, began to shake. She heard it whine, noisily, as it tried to keep itself aloft.

She peered out of the hatch. The ground really was quite some distance away …

Quick as a flash, Chirracharr hopscotched over the lifeless rollers scattered around the interior of the sphere, back to the hatch. As the sphere began to drop, she scrambled out and jumped back onto the roof of the nearest building.

She watched as the huge grey weapon, with a distinct lack of grace, plunged from the sky and onto the ground, smashing to pieces.

‘One down,’ she told herself. ‘Three to go.’

No time to waste enjoying her success. She scampered down through the building and back onto the street, dashing through the settlement towards the sound of battle. She noted, as she went, how the rollers that had come from the sphere she had brought down were no longer working. Lifeless things, littering the streets. If only they could deal with the other three, the attack would be over …

She found Sheekshirrip in the heart of things. The fur on his left haunch was slightly singed. ‘No sign of the Doctor,’ he said. ‘Are you sure he’s not gone and left us to it?’

Suddenly, the air filled with a shrill and non-stop whistle. Chirracharr threw her paws up to cover her ears; so did everyone around her. Even the rollers stopped in their tracks. She heard the Doctor’s voice, booming over the village.

‘Hello? Is this thing on?’

The whistle started again, louder this time, and at an even higher pitch. Faintly, through the din, Chirracharr thought she could hear a persistent ting-ting-ting. The rollers began to vibrate, wildly, and then one by one, their plates popped open. Little bits of circuitry began to fritz and blow. The whistle rose higher; Chirracharr could barely hear it any longer. As she watched, one of the huge spheres began to spin around and then, with a most satisfying whoomph, fell from the sky. The other two remaining spheres quickly followed suit. Those rollers that had already been disabled by the signal stopped dead. Everything went quiet, apart from the sound of people crying or whimpering from fear and pain.

Sheek snuffled his face into his sister’s fur. ‘We did it,’ he whispered. ‘We did it.’

Chirracharr ruffled the back of his neck. She couldn’t feel the same relief. She knew that this was only the start. There were more of these huge spheres coming, and not a single speck of their beautiful home was safe.

The Doctor, standing in the doorway of the communications building, watched the spheres plummet from the sky. With a whoop of delight, he turned to Thittisharr and held up his hand. ‘High five!’

With a giggle, she lifted up her paw to thump it against his hand.

‘Now,’ he said. ‘Let’s get those beautiful, melodious tings sent over to the other villages.’

‘And send the rest of the spheres packing,’ said Thittisharr.

‘You said it, honey,’ said the Doctor.

The two Ixites stared at Ruby. The larger of the pair, Laxelil, pulsing with some really stunning shades of amethyst, moved closer. ‘Are you really what I think you are?’

‘If you mean, am I an alien, then I already told you – yes,’ Ruby replied.

‘And it was you that I saw up on the roof?’

‘You were in one of the flying spheres,’ said Ruby.

‘I was going to check on the perimeter,’ Laxelil said, voice filled with wonder. ‘But when I saw you I had to come and find out.’ A long arm came forward. ‘May I?’

Ruby reached out too. ‘Of course,’ she said. Like Tixlel’s, this alien’s skin was cool to the touch, though not unpleasantly so. Little darts of aquamarine flashed where her fingertips made contact.

‘You’re real,’ Laxelil said. ‘You’re really real!’

‘How can you touch that?’ Raxlil pulled back, skin carnelian red. ‘It’s appalling! This thing! Standing here, at the heart of the seven systems. It’s revolting!’

‘Er, excuse me,’ said Ruby. ‘Right here?’

‘As if the experimental subjects weren’t bad enough,’ said Raxlil.

‘They’re not subjects,’ said Ruby, her temper rising. ‘They’re people. They have names. I met one called Chirracharr. She’s sweet and curious and desperate to meet you all. And instead you’ve decided – what? To trash her whole planet?’

‘The Laboratory belongs to the people of Ix,’ said Raxlil. ‘We created it. We built it. We have maintained it for centuries. The decision to shut it down has been taken by the Building Collective, of which I am a part. We need the space. Ixites need the space. They have nowhere else to live—’

‘There’s a whole universe!’ said Ruby. ‘Why not get exploring again?’

‘We belong in the seven systems,’ said Raxlil. ‘This is our home. And there’s a whole planet, going to waste!’

‘Hang on,’ said Ruby. ‘You built one planet. Why not build another?’

‘Oh, really!’ Raxlil shivered crossly. ‘Have you any concept of the time, money and resources that would require, when there is a world already waiting that is habitable for hundreds of thousands of people—’

‘But there are people there already!’ said Ruby.

‘Creatures,’ said Raxlil. ‘Experimental subjects that simply don’t belong. That world was built by us and we have the right to settle there, if we choose.’

‘You were the one that released all that information,’ said Tixlel, in a quiet, unhappy voice. ‘The aerial shots of the Laboratory, telling people that it existed. The coordinates of the compound, so that they could find us. All of those leaks were yours.’

‘I told you I was taking care of things, Tixlel,’ said Raxlil. ‘And I have been taking care of things. Of our people. I’ve been working for ages to turn this project around. While you sat reading through your files, pictures of hideous toothed creatures were leaked from the Repository, terrifying people that aliens were on the warpath—’

‘They’re fluffy,’ said Ruby. ‘They’re sweet. Why are you so scared of them?’

‘Scared? I’m not scared! But this ends now,’ said Raxlil. ‘All people want is somewhere to live. Somewhere to be safe—’

‘Safe as houses?’ said Ruby.

‘And as for all these stories about aliens …’ Raxlil shuddered. ‘They will stop too.’

‘We’ll see about that,’ said Laxelil. Swinging two long, strong arms, they brought Raxlil down to the ground.

Raxlil howled in fury as two more of Laxelil’s arms restrained them. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Be quiet!’ Laxelil looked at Ruby, and their skin sparkled again with those beautiful blue shades. ‘To think I lived to see this! The privilege …’ Laxelil tightened their grip on Raxlil. ‘This is not what the Experiment was about. It was supposed to teach us about life in all its forms, about others …’

Ruby smiled at them.

‘You are the most astonishing, remarkable thing I have ever seen,’ said Laxelil. ‘I won’t let anything harm you, as long as you are with us.’

‘Thank you,’ breathed Ruby. ‘But Chirracharr’s people need your help more. They’re not experimental subjects, and their lives are just as real as yours.’

‘I understand,’ said Laxelil. ‘We’ll stop this insanity. I promise you.’

Greenish-yellow lights flashed suddenly, and Axelal’s face appeared on the glass screen. ‘Laxelil!’ they said. ‘I’ve been trying to find you!’ Taking in Raxlil, under restraint, they blinked. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Never mind that now,’ said Laxelil. ‘What’s the matter, Axelal?’

‘The protestors. They’ve broken through. They’ll be at the outlying buildings very soon. You’re needed back in the main compound.’

‘I’m coming,’ said Laxelil and, arms still holding Raxlil, began to speed away.

‘Axelal,’ said Ruby. ‘You’re Head of Communications. I need to communicate with someone in the Laboratory. A friend. Can you help?’

Axelal’s eyes shone. ‘I’ll do anything for you. Anything within my power.’

In the main square of the settlement, the battle was over. Chirracharr listened, weary and heartsick, as Sheekshirrip gave her the latest news.

‘Five dead, all told.’ He looked grim. ‘Two cousins. Two of the uncles. Auntie Shirrasheer …’

Chirracharr closed her eyes. Auntie Shirrasheer had been a favourite, their most brilliant nest-builder, good at making homes that were comfortable and warm and beautiful. ‘What about the littlies?’

‘All safe,’ said Sheekshirrip. ‘Scared, yes, but …’ He sighed. ‘That seems a reasonable reaction to me.’ He reached out his paw to touch his sister’s fur. ‘I’m sorry about Auntie Shirrasheer and the rest, Chirry. We’ll do the ceremonies later,’ he said. ‘We’ll do them properly. We’ll remember the good times we had with them, and we’ll make sure there are good times still to come.’

Chirracharr nodded. She looked around. The wounded were being treated. The rollers – lifeless and inert – were being stacked in piles, to be destroyed later. She felt dreadful, as if she was somehow responsible.

Sheek, always clever about his sister, said, quietly, ‘None of this is your fault.’

Chirracharr nodded numbly, and watched as the Doctor came towards her.

‘Where’s Thittisharr?’ she asked. ‘Is she safe?’

‘She’s fine,’ said the Doctor. ‘I’ve left her to contact the other settlements. Warn them what might be coming their way, and how they can defend themselves.’

‘What did you do, Doctor?’ said Sheekshirrip.

‘Apart from make a big noise,’ said Chirracharr.

The Doctor held up Fred. ‘I made a really big noise.’

He sat down in a heap beside Chirracharr, leaning against her fur and relaxing. She rubbed her nose against his arm. Fred rolled down from his shoulder, and, after a few quivers and quiet tings, settled in front of them, snout out. Chirracharr kept a close eye on him. On her other side, Sheekshirrip rested his cheek against her. She was home, she thought, and her home still stood. She was safe and warm. For now.

‘Doctor,’ she said. ‘This invasion. What will happen next?’

‘The thing is, I’m not convinced that this is an invasion.’ The Doctor took off his flat cap and scratched his head. ‘Something doesn’t add up. Unless … nah. No way. That’s a hell of a theory, though. No!’

‘Go on,’ said Chirracharr.

The Doctor looked at her. ‘What if this whole world is a giant experiment?’

Chirracharr and Sheekshirrip exchanged a look.

Then Chirracharr cleared her throat gently. ‘An experiment, Doctor?’

‘A way of systematically testing or exploring something,’ said the Doctor. ‘That’s what I think your world is, Chirracharr. I think someone built it, and they’ve been observing it ever since.’

Sheekshirrip gave a loud squeal. ‘Built?’

‘Makes sense,’ said the Doctor quietly. ‘Remember, Chirracharr – the history of the whole planet that we experienced, in the second observatory? It didn’t read like invasion plans to me. More like jottings in a scientist’s notebook.’

‘But …’ Chirracharr shook her head, baffled. ‘This is our planet. It’s real. We’re real.’

‘And so ideally adapted to your environment,’ said the Doctor. ‘Except, of course, the higher altitudes so you don’t come looking for the observatories. Everything is so neat. So perfect.’

‘I like theories, Doctor,’ Chirracharr began uncertainly. ‘But if this is an experiment … what’s it for?’

‘And why stop it?’ said Sheekshirrip.

Just then, Thittisharr came scurrying their way, her nose wrinkled in puzzlement. ‘Doctor,’ she said. ‘I sent all those messages. But … there are people on the screen. Strange people. They want to talk to you.’

‘Yes!’ The Doctor jumped to his feet. ‘At last!’ he cried. ‘Contact has been established!’

He dashed off, Thittisharr and Chirracharr trotting after him, to the low building where the settlement kept its comm system. There, on the screen, was Ruby – Chirracharr chirped in delight – and another alien, one with huge eyes and a formless face.

Chirracharr peered closely – but no, this wasn’t the one who had taken her. The eyes were insufficiently sad. This alien was delighted.

‘Ruby!’ cried the Doctor. ‘I am so, so glad you’re safe!’

‘Doctor!’ she said. ‘You won’t believe what’s going on here!’

‘Let me guess,’ he replied. ‘This world is a millennia-long experiment that’s being shut down, even though there’s a sentient species living here.’

Ruby’s mouth puckered. ‘I wanted to be the one to say all that.’

‘Sorry,’ said the Doctor. ‘But that remarkable person sitting next to you – lovely set of colours, by the way – perhaps you could introduce us, Ruby? And perhaps they could explain why there are thousands of killer armadillos on the loose here?’

The alien lifted a long limb and waved. ‘I’m Axelal. I’m here to help.’

‘Axelal! Good for you! I like you. I’m afraid it’s a mess down here. But can I at least assume that this is the last we’ll see of the armadillos?’ The Doctor frowned. ‘From that shade of grey you’re turning, Axelal, I’m guessing not.’

‘There are armadillos as big as the moon, Doctor,’ said Ruby.

‘Whoa! Moon-sized?’

‘Designed to clear Chirracharr’s world so they can settle there,’ Ruby went on. ‘They want to build houses for the Ixites to live in.’

The Doctor didn’t reply immediately. His eyes narrowed, and went very hard. ‘I see,’ he said, after a moment or two. ‘I see.’

‘I can’t stop them,’ said Axelal. ‘And the person who can won’t. I’ve re-enabled the conveyancer, Doctor. There isn’t much time, but perhaps we can try to get as many people off-world as we can.’ They turned a wretched shade of charcoal. ‘I wish I could do more—’

Suddenly, another alien appeared in the background. ‘I must speak to you,’ they said. ‘I must beg you, please! The Repository – you must locate the Repository.’

Ruby gestured with two hands. ‘This is Tixlel.’

‘Tixlel, huh?’ said the Doctor.

‘Head of Research,’ said Tixlel.

‘Research?’ said the Doctor. ‘What’s the Repository?’

‘The dataset. Everything we have learned in the Experiment.’

‘Oh yes?’ said the Doctor. ‘Lots of information about the planet forming, flora and fauna, customs and habitats of the dominant life form, that kind of thing?’

‘Yes! Yes! I sent the Repository to the Laboratory to save it from destruction. And now—’

‘Aha,’ said the Doctor. ‘Well, I know where it is. But first things first. What do you say, Chirracharr? Shall we evacuate?’

‘I don’t want to leave,’ said Chirracharr. ‘This is our home. I want to save it.’

Sheekshirrip took her paw. ‘Me too. I don’t see why they should drive us away. Maybe we are nothing more than some big experiment to them. But that’s not what we are. We’re us. We’re the people that live here.’

The Doctor looked at Thittisharr, standing quietly by. ‘How about you, Thittisharr?’

She blinked at him nervously a few times, cleared her throat and gave a shy smile. ‘Send them packing.’

The Doctor grinned. ‘Then that’s that. No surrender! No pasarán! We’re going to send the massive armed and armoured armadillos packing.’ He scooped up Fred. ‘Chirracharr! You’re with me!’ He turned back to Axelal. ‘Conveyancer, huh? I would have put good money on it being a transmat. Anyway, whatever it’s called, I’d like to request a conveyance, please.’

‘Doctor, wait,’ whispered Thittisharr. ‘Something’s happening. You have to come and see.’

The Doctor, turning away from the screen, went over to the doorway. Chirracharr, padding after him, looked out.

The sky had gone dark, and it was now cold, as if a huge storm was heading their way.

Someone screamed. ‘What is it? What is it?’

Chirracharr looked up. Up in the sky, blotting out the sun, was a massive, gunmetal grey sphere. She turned to the Doctor. ‘It’s starting, isn’t it?’

‘Yes,’ he said. He looked grim. ‘We don’t have much time.’ Quickly, he covered his expression and, to the people running up to him, asking what was happening, he cried out cheerfully, ‘No need to worry! We’ll soon have that sorted!’

Another of the spheres appeared in the sky.

Oh Doctor, thought Chirracharr, I hope you’re right.

When the communication with the Doctor ended, Ruby rounded on Tixlel. ‘You couldn’t leave it, could you? Whole world ending and you still had to ask about your stupid data!’

Tixlel shrunk back. ‘But it’s important—’

‘It’s not as important as the people down there!’

‘If we have the data, we can recreate the conditions that let the subjects evolve—’

‘Listen to yourself!’ Ruby shook her head. ‘You’ve seen them! You’ve even met them! But have you ever even looked at them? Properly, I mean?’

Tixlel, stung, said, ‘Of course I have!’

‘You mean you’ve abducted them. Poked and prodded them. Not talked to them!’

‘My whole life has been dedicated to their care,’ said Tixlel, pulsing orange with distress, like a fire opal. ‘Year after year after year—’

‘I bet you can’t tell me the name of a single one of them,’ said Ruby. ‘Not even the one I told you about.’

‘Uh …’

‘Chirracharr. You brought her here for study. She was scared, but still all she wanted to do was to be friends.’

‘There was one subject,’ said Tixlel, thoughtfully. ‘Golden fur. Very bright eyes. Chirped constantly.’

‘She was speaking!’ said Ruby. ‘She was talking to you!’

‘It never occurred to me … They’re so … different …’

Ruby had had enough. She turned and left the room.

Tixlel bobbed after her. ‘Where are you going?’

‘I’m going outside to find the demonstrators. See if I can make them see.’

‘You can’t go out there. People are terrified! They’ll tear you limb from limb!’

‘You’re so used to studying life through a magnifying glass, you’ve lost sight of how the world works. How any world has to work! You can’t be prepared for everything. I wasn’t, when I met the Doctor. Everything went weird and dangerous and – musical! But I got on with it. What else can you do – whoever and wherever you are!’

With Tixlel trailing behind, Ruby marched off into the compound, in search of a way to make contact with the whole wide world outside.




CHAPTER TWELVE

This time, Chirracharr was prepared for the effects of the transmat – or the conveyancer, as Axelal had called it – and the nausea was negligible. Strange how quickly you could get used to something that had, once upon a time, been the greatest puzzle of your life.

And now here she was, loping through a huge alien sphere, chasing after a mysterious and wholly marvellous alien, trying to save her planet from destruction.

‘Do you do this a lot, Doctor?’ she called to his back.

‘Hmm?’

‘Run around trying to stop worlds from ending?’

‘Ha! It’s a calling,’ said the Doctor. ‘But honestly? I wouldn’t have it any other way.’

They sped up ramps and along walkways and through white-tiled halls in search of a central control room.

‘We haven’t seen anyone,’ said Chirracharr. ‘None of the … What did Ruby call them?’

‘Ixites,’ said the Doctor.

‘Ixites,’ Chirracharr repeated. ‘Did these Ixites really create us?’

‘They may have created the conditions for life,’ the Doctor conceded. ‘But I reckon you created yourselves.’

‘Odd, though,’ said Chirracharr. ‘You know, to meet your maker.’

‘And has it changed your perspective on the universe at all?’

Chirracharr thought about this. ‘Probably not.’

The Doctor laughed out loud. ‘Ah, I think this is where we want to be!’

He ran up a ramp, Chirracharr scurrying behind, and they came out into a huge spherical chamber, a vast cavern cut through with multiple inter-crossing walkways. In the very centre, like the core of a planet or a piece of fruit, there was a small black sphere, about the size of a dwelling in her village, with rosy panes of glass all around its circumference.

‘Heart of the armadillo,’ said the Doctor. He looked anxiously at Chirracharr. ‘Will you be all right?’

She reached out with her paw to take his hand. ‘Give me something to gnaw on and I’ll be fine.’

They moved cautiously onto one of the walkways. Chirracharr didn’t look down. She kept her eyes firmly on her own paw, holding the Doctor’s hand. All around, tiny rollers – the usual size – buzzed past.

‘This place,’ she said. ‘It doesn’t seem like it was built to learn.’

‘No,’ said the Doctor. ‘It’s definitely built to destroy.’

Eventually, they reached a gangway that ran around the black central sphere. Chirracharr took a deep breath. It was hardly solid ground, but better than the walkways.

The Doctor started racing around the glassy control panes, popping them open with a ping and sometimes a ting, directing Chirracharr’s teeth and claws to anything the sonnick couldn’t open. As they worked, he said, ‘Are you angry with the Ixites, Chirracharr?’

‘Yes,’ she said immediately.

‘How angry?’

Chirracharr thought a little longer. ‘Could we turn this sphere round, Doctor? Could we turn it on the Ixites?’

‘Perhaps,’ he said. ‘But not with my help.’

‘I don’t think it would make me less angry in any case,’ said Chirracharr. She sighed. ‘I still can’t understand why they hate us so much.’

‘I don’t think they hate you,’ said the Doctor. ‘But they don’t know you. And their ignorance makes them afraid.’

‘You said that before. But we’re not frightening.’

‘No, but you’re something different. Something new. And they’re afraid that if they come face to face with the new, it will change their comfortable way of living, for ever.’

‘That’s sad,’ said Chirracharr.

‘It is sad,’ the Doctor agreed. ‘But they’re old enough to know better.’ He grinned. ‘I think we’re done here. What do you say, Chirracharr? Ready to make some noise?’

‘Oh yes,’ she breathed. ‘More than ready.’

‘Please don’t do this,’ begged Tixlel for the fiftieth time, trailing Ruby as she rounded a corner and walked into a big central command room. Laxelil was there, and Axelal – and Raxlil, too, securely tied up in a big round chair.

Tixlel waved frantically. ‘She wants to go outside! She wants to talk to people!’

‘It’s not safe,’ said Laxelil.

‘But there are some people out there who will welcome Ruby,’ said Axelal. ‘People from the Exploration Collective. People who are curious about what we’ve been doing here, and want to find out more, not simply shut it down.’ Their colour deepened to garnet red. ‘They’re outside too. And if they react well to meeting Ruby, maybe they can help us tell the others.’

Ruby was about to agree when Raxlil spoke up from the chair. ‘A handful of dreamers and fantasists?’ The revulsion in their voice was clear. ‘That’s not what most people will think. They’ll see … that, and they’ll want it dead. And they’ll be right.’

‘Raxlil,’ said Laxelil softly. ‘You should stop talking now.’ They turned to Ruby. ‘There’s a flyer ready to go,’ they said. ‘We’ll take that.’

Five minutes later, Ruby sat back in the flyer. It rose through an access chute and then came out into the wide and deep blue sky of Ix. She looked down and saw the crowd – hundreds and hundreds of aliens – surrounding the main buildings of the compound. Smoothly, Laxelil manoeuvred the flyer round to behind the gathering. The flyer began its descent.

The crowd – realising what was happening – swung to face them. Ruby saw eyes – many, many pairs of sad dark eyes – looking her way. Her stomach flipped, and she wondered who would be proved right – her or Tixlel.

The flyer landed. The crowd drew near.

‘Here goes,’ said Ruby.

Laxelil was pulsing gently, a beautiful coral blue. ‘No more secrets,’ they said. ‘Everything we longed for and dreamed about. It’s happening. You’ve come at last—’

‘And I’ve come in peace,’ said Ruby.

‘Ready?’ said Laxelil.

‘Ready,’ said Ruby.

A grey panel on the side of the flyer unpeeled. Ruby stood up – and stepped out.

Everyone fell silent.

‘Hello,’ said Ruby. ‘My name’s Ruby Sunday. I’m from a planet called Earth.’ She waggled her fingers in a wave. The crowd, mesmerised, drew closer. ‘I’m probably not the best ambassador for my planet, I’m not great at big important speeches, but …’ No, she told herself. Don’t do yourself down. ‘I’ve visited other worlds besides yours. I’ve sung to kings. Held space babies. Shouted at ambulances. Outrun a Shreek …’

So many dark eyes on her. So many breaths held. So many long arms, unsure whether to lash out or reach out.

‘I know a lot of you have been scared. But I have never gone anywhere – on my planet or any other – wanting to cause bother. Who’s got time to fight when there’s so much out there to see and experience? So much to learn! I know you’ve been looking inward here, but I’ve got to tell you …’ Ruby laughed, and the echo carried round the compound like the ringing of a bright clear bell. ‘It’s all so much bigger on the outside!’

Chirracharr’s people looked up at a sky pocked with huge and monstrous spheres. All across the settlements of the quiet and gentle valley, they stared up in terror, sure that the end had come.

Why was this happening? What could they possibly have done to deserve this?

The sun was almost gone. Then the air itself seemed to disappear, too, as if it was being sucked out of the sky. A sound – so vast it almost became the absence of sound – boomed through the atmosphere: a massive wave that built, tsunami-like, and spread out across the whole world with one vast boom.

A silence, an intake of breath, and then, like the tolling of a huge bell, one single, clear and very distinctive

TING.

The spheres wavered, and then popped out of the sky, as suddenly as they had come.

The Doctor and Chirracharr, transported from the planet-stripper a split second before the sonic boom hit, fell onto the soft grass of Chirracharr’s world.

‘Oh my god,’ said the Doctor, with tears of joy and sheer relief, ‘that was amazing!’ He reached for Chirracharr’s paw. ‘I always pick the best people to adventure with,’ he said. ‘The ones who look at the stars, and see something wonderful. The ones who want to know what else – who else – is out there. The ones who want to say hello.’

‘Hello, Doctor.’ Chirracharr squeezed his hand with a sweaty paw and smiled. ‘The Repository. I’ve had an idea.’

Tixlel, watching Ruby on the glass of the visual display, watching people reach out to touch, felt a dull ache deep in their core.

‘Do you understand what you’ve done?’ said Raxlil. ‘People will never recover from this.’

‘They seem to be coping,’ Tixlel observed.

‘They might be excited now!’ said Raxlil. ‘But what about when the reality starts to sink in? When they realise what it means that we are not alone? They’ll start to ask questions. How many others are out there? Are they as wise as us, as civilised? Do they build so thoughtfully, so constructively, so beautifully? Or are they violent? Hateful? Do they destroy—’

‘Like us, you mean? Destroying all life in the Experiment?’

‘Nothing on that world would exist without us! Our first responsibility is to our own people!’

Tixlel had already stopped listening. Outside the compound, people were queuing to meet Ruby. They were reaching out with their long arms, in the hope that they might – if only for a moment – be able to touch this exquisite alien being. Ruby was all smiles and laughs. Unafraid. Delighted.

‘This is the end,’ said Raxlil. ‘Nothing can ever be the same again.’

Perhaps that’s a good thing, Tixlel thought – although they had to admit that it was also frightening. So many years believing that they were alone; that the only other living things in the universe were beings they themselves had created.

And now?

We’re tiny, thought Tixlel. If everything Ruby has said is true, then we’re nothing special in the great scheme of things … Just one more species, cut off from others by time and distance.

Except that there’s nothing else like us. Or the beings that we’ve made.

A little light was pulsing on the screen. Tixlel, turning a wheel, saw the face of the alien that Ruby had called the Doctor.

Tixlel twisted a few more wheels and tried a few more screens, but the Doctor’s face was there on every channel, speaking to the whole seven systems.

‘Hey!’ he said. ‘People of Ix! I’m the Doctor. You’ve already met my best friend Ruby Sunday, but allow me to introduce the lovely Chirracharr. Some of you built her planet for an experiment – you’re a very clever bunch in your own way. Anyway – long story short, the builders of her world wanted to destroy it and put some new houses up, but we’ve managed to stop that … And Chirracharr has decided that rather than take some horrible revenge on you, she’d prefer to say hello. Her people were never given a name, but she’d like you to think of them as “Friends”. And since your scientists have collected a ton of information about her people and their history, well – sharing is caring. So now, in all their glorious fluffiness, allow me to show off your new furry Friends. Ta-daaa!’

And with a laugh, the Doctor engaged full sensory transmission mode.

Suddenly, streaming over every screen in the seven systems, came pictures and odours, video and data-grabs taken from the Repository. There was the planet, green and plentiful, and there were the subjects – their Friends – curious and delightful. Their voices. Their music. Their art. Their laughter and grace and sheer beauty. How had Tixlel never seen all this before?

Tixlel turned off the screen. ‘I’m going now, Raxlil. Down to that world we helped to build. You should come with me, you know. Meet them face-to-face. The people that you wanted to destroy.’

‘Nothing would induce me to go down there,’ said Raxlil.

‘Your loss,’ said Tixlel.

‘This isn’t over,’ said Raxlil. ‘The Experiment will end.’

‘It’s already ended,’ said Tixlel, and left.

‘Hello!’ said Ruby, for what seemed like the thousandth time. So many faces were looking between the screens and back at her, mouths wide in wonder at discovering two new species in one day. ‘Oh, and you, too! Yes, hello! Hello – ooh, that’s a nice shade of garnet – hello!’

In the midst of all the chatter and confusion, Ruby heard, high overhead, a whirring sound, coming closer by the second.

Looking up, she saw a huge sphere approaching at speed. It was rather bigger than the others she had seen, golden and descending rapidly.

The crowd pulled back to give it space. The flyer landed, smoothly and noiselessly, about three metres away from where Ruby was standing.

‘Whoa,’ she said, looking at the ornate patterns on the sphere’s shell. ‘Impressive. So who’s this? The King? The Emperor? The Lord High Ixite?’

A whisper went round the crowd.

The Heritage Collective … The Heritage Collective!

Silence fell. The sphere rested for a moment, and then a golden plate unfolded. After another brief pause, an Ixite – quite small, by their standards, and a rather bland yellow colour – came loping out towards Ruby. They held out a glass pane, which she took.

She looked down. Symbols turned into words.

She read out loud:

‘The Heritage Collective has considered the matter of the Laboratory. A preservation order (Type 1A Gold) has been issued to prevent the destruction of this unique piece of Ixite history. In addition, the new leadership of the Building Collective is proud to announce that they will soon commence work on constructing a new planet: a new home for Ixites …’

Ruby stopped reading when the noise overwhelmed her. That, she realised, was what a hundred thousand octopods sounded like when they were really celebrating.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

For the very first time, Tixlel stood on the surface of Chirracharr’s world, no longer an observer; they, too, were a part of this world. A small part, yes, but significant in their own way.

Tixlel breathed deeply. The air was warmer than back home, and there were many strange and delightful scents – were those coming from the flowers? Those splashes of colour on the ground.

But that was charming. Home was … not dull, exactly, but not particularly varied in hue. The sky ranged from dark purple to pale pink; the ground was stony grey and sometimes a pale blue.

But the people! Now, there you saw colour! There you saw variety, the delicate nuances of hue that communicated most of what one felt or wanted to say. Here it was if that whole paintbox were not limited to the people but had been poured out for the whole world to celebrate.

They should have come here much sooner, not stayed hidden away in their lab, thinking that that was how they could learn.

Tixlel moved on.

At the top of a gentle slope, they found themselves looking down upon a small settlement nestled in the valley below. The houses looked inwards, almost huddled together, not from fear of the outside, but from the comfort to be drawn from being close to each other. Tixlel, catching sight of the recent damage, hesitated, wondering what welcome they might find. And then, with another breath of this planet’s sweet air, they took the risk, and went down into the village.

The streets were narrow and maze-like, but the little buildings were joined by steps that one could run up, or slopes that one might scamper down, so that you weren’t quite sure where one home stopped and another started. Tixlel was reminded, oddly, of buildings back on Ix, with their see-through passageways and walkways, so that even when you were inside you felt that you were outside, part of the wide world beyond. It was good, Tixlel thought, to find they had something like this in common. It promised that there might be more that they shared.

Slowly, Tixlel edged through the settlement, coming, in time, to the little square where a large number of the locals were gathered, with the Doctor and Ruby – and Axelal and Laxelil too. Tixlel hung back and watched. Everyone was so happy; all of them, so happy.

The Doctor looked up. ‘Well!’ he said. ‘Look who’s rolled into town.’

Slowly, but with purpose, the furry locals approached and formed a circle around Tixlel and the Doctor. This was the first time Tixlel had seen the creatures en masse; mostly they’d encountered them singly, drowsy from sedatives and the conveyancer. Tixlel was suddenly aware of their short but powerful bodies, the paws with claws that could pack a significant punch, the sharp teeth.

The crowd parted to let one of their number come through. Golden-furred and with bright inquisitive eyes; yes, Tixlel had met this one before.

Ruby had said a name: Chirracharr.

Chirracharr sniffed at Tixlel. Her whiskers were fluttering. When she spoke, at last, she had that chirping voice that all her people had to some degree or other. ‘It was you, wasn’t it? Who took me away. Transported me to Ix.’

‘Yes,’ said Tixlel. ‘That was me. How did you know? How did you recognise me?’

‘Your eyes,’ said Chirracharr. ‘I remembered your eyes. They were very sad.’

Tixlel suddenly felt terribly tired. ‘I’m so ashamed—’

‘Don’t be,’ said Chirracharr.

‘I didn’t understand!’

‘But you do now.’

‘I do. I wanted to see you. See you properly.’

‘Of course you did. And you’re welcome here,’ said Chirracharr. All around, the others murmured their agreement. ‘You were always welcome here. All you needed to do was say hello.’ She reached out a paw and rested it on Tixlel’s long arm. ‘Hello. I’m Chirracharr.’

‘Hello,’ said Tixlel. ‘I’m Tixlel.’

‘It’s nice to put a name to the face at last,’ said Chirracharr. ‘Will you join us?’

Tixlel moved forward – but before they could take their seat, another figure approached.

Raxlil.

Armed.

‘The conveyancer,’ said Tixlel. ‘It’s still operational …’

Laxelil, seeing the danger, reacted immediately, unfurling their limbs and launching forwards.

Raxlil fired their laser, and Laxelil fell back, crying out in pain.

‘Stop!’ cried Ruby. She ran over to help Laxelil, who seemed more shocked than harmed. ‘Haven’t you done enough damage already?’ she yelled at Raxlil.

‘I’ve barely started,’ hissed Raxlil.

The Doctor peered at them.

‘What?’ Raxlil glared at the Doctor. ‘What are you looking at?’

‘Are you all right?’ said the Doctor. ‘Your eyes. They’re … pink. A bit swollen. Are you allergic to something?’

Tixlel, silently, began to snake out an arm.

Raxlil sniffed. ‘Allergic?’

‘You are, aren’t you?’ The Doctor began to laugh. ‘Oh, Raxlil,’ he said, ‘I think you’re allergic to fur.’

‘No way!’ said Ruby.

‘Oh yes,’ said the Doctor. ‘Oh, this is too perfect!’

Tixlel found what they were looking for. They grasped it tight and swung it round, smashing the weapon away and sending Raxlil flying to the ground, where they lay, wheezing, their eyes weeping.

Then Tixlel turned to Ruby. ‘You’re right. A stick can come in very handy.’

Axelal was hovering uncomfortably. ‘Shall we send Raxlil back and delete his command print from the conveyancer?’

‘I’m happy to take that responsibility,’ said Laxelil.

‘Are you sure?’ said Ruby. ‘Maybe you should leave Raxlil here – for the whole village to study … up close?’

‘They’d never stop sneezing!’ The Doctor laughed. ‘Ruby Sunday, you have a truly wicked mind.’

The TARDIS trundled into the village on the back of a wagon, drawn by the flyer the Doctor and Chirracharr had used. The flyer came slowly to rest and half a dozen helpful furry Friends leaped forward to heave the big blue box upright.

One of the grey plates unpeeled and Chirracharr and Thittisharr jumped out of the flyer.

‘Still can’t get comfortable in there,’ grumbled Chirracharr.

‘We flew!’ whispered Thittisharr. ‘We flew!’

Sheekshirrip, seeing the TARDIS, burst out laughing. ‘Is that how you travel?’

‘Best way,’ said the Doctor.

‘It really is,’ said Ruby.

‘But how do you fit in there?’ whispered Thittisharr, eyes wide and startled.

‘It’s bigger on the inside,’ said Ruby.

‘Of course it is!’ Sheekshirrip laughed again. He was bouncing back admirably from the terrible battle, and was already finding the joy in all these changes. He was enchanted by the Ixites, and was going to be one of the first visitors from Chirracharr’s World to Ix. He’d been promised strange see-through buildings and thousands of Ixites.

In return, a group from the Exploration Collective, Axelal included, had been given permission to spend some time on Chirracharr’s World.

The Doctor turned to Thittisharr. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Thank you for helping me. Thank you for letting me help you.’

‘You’re welcome,’ she said shyly.

‘Will you do something for me?’ he said.

‘Anything!’

The Doctor pulled the timer from his pocket. It gave a ting. A roller came rushing towards them, stopping at the Doctor’s feet and wobbling around in anticipation.

‘Hello, Fred!’ The Doctor scooped him up and then held him out for Thittisharr to take. ‘Look after Fred for me,’ he said. ‘I don’t want him getting lonely.’

‘I will,’ she promised. ‘I’ll sing to him!’

‘He’ll like that,’ said Ruby.

Ting!

Then it was time to say the last goodbye.

‘Chirracharr,’ said the Doctor, and held out his arms. She scampered to him, almost knocking him over, and he drew her into a hug. He reached out to Ruby, so that the three of them were enfolded in the embrace.

Ruby rested her cheek against Chirracharr’s fur. These goodbyes could be very hard sometimes.

The Doctor drew back first.

He stroked his thumb gently along Chirracharr’s soft cheek. ‘You’ll be amazing,’ he said. ‘You’re already amazing. Chirracharr’s World – because Chirracharr changed the world.’

‘Thank you,’ said Chirracharr. ‘Thank you both for everything. And … don’t forget us.’

‘Never,’ said Ruby, and the Doctor grinned and nodded.

The TARDIS door closed behind them, and Ruby took a deep breath.

‘So, what happens there next?’ she said.

‘There’ll be a cultural exchange. Young people from both species will come and spend a couple of years travelling round, trying to find the most remote and interesting place to boast about visiting, and there’ll be new fusions of art and music and food and all the rest of it. Ha!’ He gave a chef’s kiss. ‘Beautiful.’

‘You really think all that will happen?’

‘Oh, yeah. These two species have more in common than they realise,’ said the Doctor. ‘In many ways, they’ve each made the other who they are.’

‘I see what you mean,’ said Ruby slowly. ‘Chirracharr and her folks have done exactly what the Ixites who set up the project hoped – prepared them for their first step into …’ She waved up at the huge sky. ‘Into all of that.’ She smiled at him. ‘You love this, don’t you?’

‘Always.’ He pulled off his flat cap and put it in his pocket.

‘The poor Ixites,’ said Ruby. ‘Three new species in one day. We’re like buses – nothing comes for ages, and then—’

‘The Ixites will have to start getting used to this kind of thing,’ said the Doctor. ‘They’re close to an interstellar trade route that’s going to be established in a decade or two.’ He grinned. ‘Shall we skip ahead a bit and see?’ With a laugh, he worked the switches and levers on the TARDIS console and coloured lights swept about the circles on the wall in sequence. ‘Here we go! Wonder who’ll be first?’

The Doctor switched on a display and Ruby squeezed in beside him to see.

‘Ah! The Hep-hasites!’ He clapped his hands together. ‘Oh, great choice of species if you’re going to make first contact with the rest of intergalactic space. Completely harmless. And they’ll love the Repository.’

‘Why?’ asked Ruby.

‘They’re the kind of people that like to visit museums when they go on holiday and memorise lists of facts. All those millennia of Ix history to explore! There’ll be a new Chair of Ixite Studies at the Hep-hasian Institute for Advanced Xenoanthropology within the next five years, I bet you.’

‘Not sure I want to take that bet,’ said Ruby.

‘Look,’ said the Doctor. ‘They’re on their way.’

On the display, Ruby saw a sleek golden ship, shaped like a bagel, hurtling through space. It slowed abruptly, then turned – as a ship might, if it registered a new beacon on a familiar route – and began to speed in a new direction.

‘They’ll be on Ix Prime by the end of tomorrow,’ said the Doctor. ‘Let the new era of Ixite Studies begin.’

‘I just realised,’ said Ruby suddenly. ‘I lost your bag. Sorry.’

‘Hmm?’ The Doctor was still tracking the Hep-hasite ship.

‘Your tote bag,’ she said. ‘I think I dropped it on the mountain.’

‘Oh!’ He thought for a moment. ‘You know, the TARDIS is pretty well supplied with tote bags. They seem to multiply when I’m not looking.’

‘It was a nice one, though,’ said Ruby. ‘Hey, someday it’ll be discovered. Start a new trend.’

‘Books are their bag.’ The Doctor grinned. ‘Excellent trend!’

‘Our work here is done?’ said Ruby.

‘Our work here is done,’ agreed the Doctor.

And the TARDIS moved on.
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