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To Mum and Dad.

And also to Lewis and Fio, for the ice puns.




Prologue

It was the coldest winter she had ever known.

Ranavere suppressed a shiver, her breath misting out ahead of her like smoke from some great fire-breathing beast. Even the fur cloaks and padded tunics of the Novgorodian army only did so much to keep out the chill, and away from the fires of camp the cold was biting.

Out here, the pine forests went on forever. Snow fell in clumps, coating the world in unblemished white, swallowing the sun and making visibility all but impossible. Added to the shadow-soft darkness of the forest, walking in any direction became an exercise in daring.

Ranavere had snuck away from camp just before dawn, hurrying into the woods before anyone could spot and question her. Prince Alexander was too preoccupied with repelling the Estonian forces to worry about one lone mercenary, and the sentries were looking for people coming in, not out. If she was stopped as a deserter, she’d simply say she was a scout, searching the forest by orders of the Prince.

Ranavere burrowed deeper into her furs, suppressing a groan. What was she doing here?

What had made her think she was ever going to find where she’d buried the spheres? Out here, in all this? No time to draw a map, no time to construct a marker …

She had to find it.

And now …

Now she was lost.

Ranavere slumped against a tree trunk, wiping her eyes with the back of a gloved hand. Her legs ached, her side twinged with a blossoming stitch, she had no idea how far she was from camp. She’d been walking almost the entire morning, judging by the angle of the shadows seeping across the snow. Except for her water skin and a hunk of salted meat she’d managed to scavenge, the satchel at her side hung empty of supplies.

Ranavere paused, slowly lifting her head. Beyond the fringe of pine needles, the trees ahead opened onto a tiny clearing, muffled from the rest of the forest by a ring of branches. Something about the clearing struck Ranavere as familiar. Hope stirred in her chest. Slowly, she emerged into the sunlight.

There, in the corner of the clearing, something glinted ruby-red beneath the snow. Ranavere’s eyes widened. Was that …?

She scrambled forward and fell to her knees, scrabbling in the snowbank for the source of the glinting. Ice wormed through her gloves, freezing her already numbed fingertips, but she didn’t care. Slowly, she sat back up again.

There, covered by a fresh layer of snowfall, a ball of metal the size of a helmet lay concealed in the snow. With shaking hands, Ranavere brushed it clean; a round contraption, clumsily forged from a hodgepodge of metal parts, welded in place and thick with frost. Ranavere turned it over, hardly daring to hope …

Embedded in the middle of the ball, a bright red light flashed on and off, bathing Ranavere’s face and hands in scarlet – the only glint of colour in this snow-bound world. Ranavere let out a desperate little laugh.

Someone had found her! Someone had answered the signal!

She clapped a hand over her mouth to muffle the laugh, mindful of the sound.

Too late.

Ranavere’s ears pricked. A new sound had begun, far off between the trees; a low throbbing, rushing sound, like wind sweeping down a mountainside. It howled through the clearing, bringing a flush of warm air that ruffled Ranavere’s cloak and hat, melting the top layer of snow around her knees. She froze, her grip tightening on the metal ball.

She knew that sound. Knew it all too well

The wind subsided, only to be replaced moments later by the sound of thundering footsteps from somewhere behind her. The vibrations shook the clearing, sending fresh snow tumbling from the branches above.

‘Ranavere!’ a voice bellowed from that same direction.

Ranavere shoved the device into her satchel and scrambled to her feet, casting about in terror. She couldn’t go back the way she’d come, but she barely even knew which direction she was facing. One wrong turn and she’d be scrambling deeper into the forest, towards wolves and bears and enemy troops.

As if making the decision for her, the trees around her shuddered, then two heavy armoured figures barrelled into the clearing.

Both stood as tall as war chargers, their faces hidden behind angular metal helmets. The swords in their hands pulsed with a yellow glow, lighting the clearing like miniature suns.

The gaze of the nearest settled on Ranavere. Its eyes narrowed. It lifted a gauntleted hand to point at her.

‘There you are!’ it bellowed.

Ranavere turned and ran, stumbling through the unyielding snow, pushing past branches laden with icicles, tripping on roots concealed beneath her feet, hardly caring which direction she picked now, as long as it was far, far away from here. She’d even take the wolves.

She shot a glance over her shoulder, almost ran head-first into a tree trunk, stumbled, ducked to avoid a hanging branch, and kept going. The satchel clattered against her leg, a constant reminder of its heavy new cargo.

Behind her, the thundering footsteps were in pursuit. The surrounding trees shuddered with each new thud, making it seem as if the entire forest were charging after her.

Ranavere fixed her gaze ahead, her lungs already beginning to burn. Which way? Which way? In the snowbound shadows, everything looked the same. If she just kept running, surely eventually she’d reach—

Far off between the trees, something glistened; a flash of sunlight, an open space, blinding white, shining like a floor of diamond.

Ranavere’s stomach hitched. She was almost there! She had a chance!

With all the strength she had in her, fuelled by terror and desperation, she ran.




Chapter One

‘Might just be me,’ said Ruby, staring into the sleek white cup of dark steaming liquid the TARDIS console had just dispensed for her, ‘but this coffee tastes funny.’

The TARDIS only gave a low hum in reply.

‘Funny?’

The Doctor was leaning against the console, tinkering with his sonic screwdriver – which, being curved and high-tech, resembled no screwdriver Ruby had ever seen.

‘D’you mean normal funny, or temporally wonky funny?’ he asked. ‘You can tell the difference cos a Temporally Wonky Frappuccino leaves half of you frozen in last Tuesday.’

‘Normal funny, I think,’ said Ruby, leaning on the console beside him. ‘I asked for a latte, but it tastes … I don’t know. Bit like … I want to say roast potatoes?’ She offered her cup to him. ‘Try some?’

The Doctor took a sip, lifting his gaze skyward in contemplation. ‘Hm. Sunday roast in a cup!’ he said. ‘Classy!’ He shot Ruby a glance. ‘Could check the flavour gauges. But it’s a long climb to the sub-engines; we’d have to find a map, the vortex-sluicers haven’t been cleaned, and I like this jacket.’

‘You can just say you like the Sunday-Roast coffee flavour,’ Ruby grinned. ‘I won’t mind.’

‘You got me.’ The Doctor grinned back. ‘I’ll make you a tea if you like. Just let me finish scattergraphing the spacelock hyperdrive.’

‘You know, sometimes I think you make stuff up, just to see if I’ll notice,’ said Ruby. She motioned to a big red button in the middle of the twinkling lights and tantalising levers on the console, pulsing with an eerie crimson light. ‘Is that the spacelock thingie?’

‘No, but it does something very important.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Yeah. Flash ominously.’

‘All right,’ Ruby laughed, then pointed to a large yellow light next to her leg, which had begun to blink in rapid succession. ‘What’s that one mean?’

The Doctor pocketed the screwdriver and moved to stand beside her, his expression suddenly serious.

‘That’s a distress call,’ he said.

Ruby jumped down from the console. ‘Seriously?’

‘Seriously seriously.’

‘Where’s it coming from?’ she asked, as the Doctor hurried around to the other side of the console, pulling levers and pressing buttons, murmuring to himself.

‘Thirteenth-century Earth,’ he said, pulling one of the many central screens towards him. ‘Estonia.’

‘Thirteenth-century Estonia!’ Ruby moved to stand behind him, as if the cluster of alien symbols and letters might suddenly blossom into English and tell her the same things it told the Doctor. ‘Like … medieval times. That can’t be right, can it?’

‘Why not?’ the Doctor asked, darting off again. ‘Little tiny planet in the middle of nowhere? Practically the only populated thing for miles and miles? Basically a magnet for all kinds of things!’

‘Yeah, but … medieval aliens? Knights and horses and castles?’

‘Ships’ve been landing on Earth for centuries, Rubes.’

‘Really? Like what?’

The Doctor poked his head around the console. ‘Well. Mine, for a start!’

Ruby laughed. ‘So it’s a crashed ship? On medieval Earth? That’s got to be weird for everyone.’

‘Weirder than weird,’ the Doctor agreed. ‘They’re probably lost, frightened, need some help.’ He paused, his hand resting on a lever. ‘Ready to find out?’

She smiled. ‘S’what we do, right?’

‘Bingo!’

He pulled the lever. Ruby grabbed the console, her knees buckling as the TARDIS rumbled to life with a familiar screech. The shaking lasted only a few short seconds. Ruby pictured them whirling through a thousand different time periods, a million different possible places to land, bouncing through the vortex like a tiny cosmic ping pong ball. Time and time again she’d tried to imagine what lay beyond the TARDIS doors in moments like this, but sometimes it felt better not knowing.

Finally, the room juddered to a halt. The console stopped flashing, and Ruby let out a long breath, sweeping the hair out of her eyes with a laugh.

‘Right!’ The Doctor leapt back from the console and darted towards one of the corridors leading off through the TARDIS.

‘Where are you going?’ Ruby asked.

‘To grab a winter coat!’ he called over his shoulder. ‘Medieval Estonia! Not known for its rolling beaches and humid climes! D’you want anything?’

‘I’m good, thanks.’ Ruby rolled her shoulders and started towards the doors. ‘I could do with the fresh air!’ She pushed open the TARDIS doors.

A blast of freezing air streamed past her into the TARDIS. Ruby stepped back with a gasp, blinking in the blinding sunlight. Ahead of her lay a world of glittering white. She squinted, shielding her eyes with a hand.

‘How’s it looking?’ came the Doctor’s muffled voice.

Ruby found her voice again. ‘It’s freezing!’

‘I’ll grab you that coat, yeah?’

‘Please!’ Ruby hugged herself. ‘And some gloves?’

‘Coming up!’

Ruby poked her head back outside the TARDIS. Now the shock of arrival had passed, the true shape of the landscape presented itself in shades of blue and grey and glaring white. This wasn’t some strange alien world or dimensional anomaly; the TARDIS had landed in the middle of a vast frozen lake.

Ice stretched out in all directions, glistening with frost, lanced through with miniature cracks that could almost have been veins. It wasn’t flat, but seemed to fall and rise in peaks and swirls, on and on into the distance, as if frozen on the cusp of heavy currents. Far on the horizon rose hills and mountains bristling with fir trees, rising to a sky as white as milk.

Ruby reached out with a tentative foot and prodded the ice directly outside the TARDIS door. It felt stable enough. If they’d been able to land the TARDIS without difficulty, surely that meant the ice would take her weight. She leaned forward, teeth gritted, steeling herself to leap back in case the ground beneath her began to crack.

The ice held firm.

Ruby let out a long slow breath and stepped out fully, turning her attention to the landscape. It was even more breathtaking outside the TARDIS; a rolling vista of ice and snow and glittering peaks, curving unbroken across the horizon, so clearly a thing of Earth, and yet like nothing Ruby had ever witnessed.

‘What do you see?’ called the Doctor’s voice from the TARDIS.

Ruby blinked. ‘Nothing!’ she called back. ‘It’s all just … ice!’

‘Lake Peipus in early spring!’ the Doctor called back. ‘Brilliant, isn’t it?’

Ruby turned, her breath misting in the frosty air. ‘Couldn’t you have put us somewhere a bit more … I don’t know, populated?’

‘It’s the twelve-hundreds!’ came the exasperated reply. ‘Populated means a decent-sized high street compared to your time. Now give me a minute, cos I’ve got to choose between scarves.’

Ruby grinned to herself. She was about to step back inside the TARDIS, when a flash of movement from the shoreline made her turn. A figure had emerged from a patch of trees surrounding the lake. It stumbled as it hit the ice, regained its balance, then started forward towards the TARDIS at a staggering run.

‘Uh … Doctor …’ said Ruby, stepping back towards the doorway.

Even at a distance, there was something desperate about the figure’s movements. It ran without considering the ice beneath it, frequently slipping, bounding upwards on its hands and knees the moment it hit the ice. Dressed in a fur cloak and hat, a leather satchel as its side thudding against its leg as it ran, it cut a strange silhouette in this desolate, empty place.

About halfway between the forest and the TARDIS, the figure seemed to notice Ruby’s presence. It froze. Ruby could sense the tension in its body, as if it couldn’t quite process another person standing there.

Hesitantly, Ruby lifted a hand and waved.

The figure paused a moment longer, then unfroze in a sudden burst of energy. It jolted forward, waving its arms above its head.

Ruby stepped back against the TARDIS, immediately regretting her decision to wave. The figure didn’t look threatening; if anything, it looked no taller than Ruby herself. But it was dressed in armour, and running full pelt towards her, which didn’t strike Ruby as Entirely Harmless Activity.

‘Doctor!’ she whispered.

No reply. Ruby looked back at the running figure. As it drew nearer, it resolved into the shape of a young girl; short, with a mass of gingery hair poking out from beneath her fur hat. She shouted something, but it was snatched away by the wind. Ruby shook her head in mute uncertainty.

Something was wrong. The girl’s eyes were wide with fear, her face pale against her curls. She skidded suddenly, righted herself, and shouted again, this time loud enough for Ruby to hear:

‘You came!’ she yelled, breathless with relief.

Ruby took a step back, putting out her hands as the girl scrambled the final few feet to the TARDIS then lurched forward.

‘Hey! what are you—’ Ruby began.

The girl made to grab Ruby’s hand, slipped on a section of ice, and fell into her arms instead.

‘Whoa!’ Ruby staggered against the TARDIS, her feet skidding.

The girl clasped her arms, laughing with delight. ‘You came!’ she gasped again. ‘You actually came!’ There were tears in her eyes, glistening on her cheeks like fallen frost. Her nose was red from the cold.

‘Uh…Hi!’ Ruby managed. ‘Yeah, we came. Erm, what’s going on?’

A shout cut through the air behind them. The girl twisted back the way she’d come, letting out a moan of despair.

Two more figures had emerged from the trees around the lake. They were tall, dressed in armour that glinted in the sunlight, their faces shadowed by narrow helmets.

The girl spun back to Ruby. ‘You have to get me out of here!’ she pleaded, struggling to stand. ‘Right now!’

With a finesse the girl had lacked, the two figures started across the ice towards the TARDIS. They reminded Ruby of illustrations she’d seen of ancient Valkyries, all muscular arms and flashing eyes. The weapons in their hands emitted a bright sunlight glow.

Ruby stumbled to her feet. ‘Leaving! Right, yes!’ she said, dragging the girl towards the doors. ‘Doctor!’

‘Yeah, yeah, yeah. Just a minute!’ came the voice from inside.

‘Doctor! Something’s happening!’

The Doctor emerged from the TARDIS at a run, dressed in a grey fur coat and fluffy boots, clutching an equally fluffy bundle to his chest. He paused at the unfolding scene, letting the doors swing shut behind him.

‘Ruby Sunday,’ he said. ‘Can’t I leave you alone for five minutes without something fabulous happening?’




Chapter Two

Ruby helped the girl to the TARDIS doors. Behind them, one of the Valkyries gave a muffled shout. The Doctor shot them a glance then looked back at the girl.

‘You are telling us everything once we’re inside,’ he said. ‘Deal?’

The girl nodded.

The Doctor grabbed the TARDIS’s door handle and pushed.

Nothing happened.

The Doctor blinked. Then, with great care, he pulled.

Again, nothing.

‘Doctor!’ said Ruby. ‘They’re coming!’

‘It won’t open!’ the Doctor cried.

‘What do you mean it won’t open?’ Ruby elbowed past and tugged the TARDIS doors. They remained wedged shut.

‘See?’ said the Doctor.

Ruby turned. ‘You didn’t lock it accidentally, did you?’

‘Accidentally?’ The Doctor looked shocked. ‘Excuse me. Do I look like I do anything accidentally?’

‘Doctor!’

The Doctor frowned. With an air of scientific discovery, he lifted a hand towards the TARDIS’s doors and snapped his fingers. Nothing happened.

The Doctor stared at his palms. ‘Now that I don’t like,’ he said.

The girl grabbed Ruby’s arm. ‘This way!’ she said, motioning across the ice towards the western bank. ‘We can’t stay here!’

The two Valkyries were halfway towards them now, rapidly closing the distance between themselves and the TARDIS. This close, it was clear they were also women, their long hair streaming from beneath their silvery helmets; one dark, one a deep amber-red.

‘Who are they?’ Ruby asked. ‘Why are they chasing you?’

‘I—’ the girl began.

The ground shuddered. It was a languid ripple, beginning from the bank behind the two Valkyries, then moving slowly across the open lake. Ruby lost her footing, almost toppling with a shriek as the shaking grew worse. The girl grabbed her arms to steady her. Her hands were trembling, cold even beneath her gloves. Beneath their feet, the ice groaned, each hairline crack splitting and widening, threatening to turn into full-blown fissures of freezing water.

‘What is it?’ Ruby gasped, struggling to keep her balance as the earthquake rippled further across the ice. ‘Is it the lake?’

The Doctor focused his gaze on the distant bank, his eyes narrowing. The two Valkyries had also paused, momentarily unbalanced, but righted themselves with much greater ease.

‘No,’ said the Doctor. ‘No, I don’t think it is.’

The girl shook her head, her eyes widened in panic. ‘Please, just get me out of here!’

The Doctor threw up his hands. ‘Oh!’ he said. ‘I am not having engine troubles and mysterious attackers and earthquakes! Not acceptable!’ He skidded away from the TARDIS, lifting his arms in greeting towards the two Valkyries. ‘Hi!’ he called. ‘Hello there!’

The Valkyries slowed. Even at a distance, Ruby caught the expression of bewilderment that passed between them, this being almost everyone’s response to a first meeting with the Doctor.

‘Yeah! Hi!’ the Doctor continued. ‘Mind telling us what exactly you think you’re doing?’

The Valkyries exchanged glances a second time. Then the dark-haired one pointed, snapping something at her red-haired companion. Nodding, the other woman drew something from her belt and aimed it at the TARDIS.

‘Oh no.’ The girl grabbed Ruby’s hand.

‘What—’ Ruby began.

The girl leapt to the side, jerking Ruby out of the way just as a blast of bright yellow energy flew overhead. Ruby landed on her knees with a wince, pain shooting up her ankles.

‘No no no no no!’ the girl moaned.

Ruby lifted her head.

The blast had punctured the ground directly behind them, melting a hole in the ice. As Ruby watched, the hole widened, melting ice sluicing from the steaming sides into the lake below. Before she even had time to scramble to her feet, it had evolved into a gaping chasm, behind which the TARDIS sat like an afterthought. If they wanted to reach it, they’d have to navigate around the edge, by which time their pursuers would be on them.

The Doctor had flung himself clear beside her and was already scrambling to his feet.

‘Oi!’ he shouted, rounding on the distant figures. ‘Watch where you’re pointing that!’

The ground shuddered again. All around them, the cracks and gashes in the ice began to widen, splitting apart with a deafening screech. The hole blocking the TARDIS grew larger, creaking into a maw of gushing black water, bordered by a web of expanding cracks.

Across the ice, the red-haired Valkyrie lifted the glowing weapon back up to her eye, as if preparing a second shot.

Ruby met the Doctor’s eye. He nodded. Ruby grabbed the girl’s hand, turned and sprinted in the direction of the distant shore, stumbling and skidding to avoid the widening cracks. It only occurred to her a few seconds later why she’d never tried running on ice before.

‘Bend slightly, and shuffle, don’t run!’ the Doctor instructed. ‘Move your centre of mavity over your feet. Oh, and here!’ He threw her the coat he’d been carrying. It was long and heavy, made from thick green faux fur.

‘Just how big is this place?’ Ruby gasped, struggling into it.

‘Lake Peipus?’ said the Doctor. ‘Fifth largest lake in Europe? Deepest point fifteen metres?’ He shrugged. ‘Really only big if you think about it in planetary terms.’

‘Or when you’re running across it?’

‘Yep.’

‘Great.’

‘This is the narrowest point!’ piped the girl, stumbling at Ruby’s side. ‘We’re not far from camp, see? We’ll be safe there!’

Ruby followed her pointing finger. On the approaching horizon, beyond the distant shore, a plume of silvery smoke drifted above the treetops, almost invisible against the white sky. It was growing closer with each passing minute, but not fast enough.

‘How do we know they won’t follow us?’ Ruby panted, glancing over her shoulder at their pursuers. ‘What do they want?’

‘They want me!’ the girl gasped.

Already the TARDIS was a receding blue blot on the horizon. The two Valkyries were close on their heels, their footsteps thundering across the ice, making it rumble and shake as if another earthquake had already hit.

The Doctor skidded to a halt. ‘Two can play at the ice melting game!’

He turned, sweeping the rounded sonic from his pocket with a flourish, and aimed it at the rapidly narrowing gap between them and the Valkyries. It buzzed. For a moment nothing happened, then the ice in front of them seemed to shiver, as if someone had shaken the particles in the air like a can of fizzy drink. There was a second of terrible tension, then the strain seemed to reach a tipping point; the ice split with a loud crack, followed by another, then another, branching out across the lake like a growing tree. The middle-most crack grew wider, slicing down to reveal a swirl of pitch-black water. Within seconds, it had grown wide enough for a person to fall through, then wide enough to accommodate a large car.

The Valkyrie skidded to a halt at the edge. The dark-haired one made as if to leap over it, but the red-haired one held her back.

‘They’re not going to follow us, are they?’ Ruby asked. ‘They can still just go around the side!’

The girl shook her head. ‘Not now,’ she said. ‘We’re too close to camp.’

The dark-haired Valkyrie said something to the other that Ruby couldn’t hear. Then the two of them turned and started to make their way to the TARDIS, still stranded behind the wide chasm.

‘Doctor,’ said Ruby.

The Doctor followed her gaze. ‘If I can’t get inside, they definitely can’t,’ he said. ‘Bigger blasters have tried, trust me. Speaking of which …’ He turned to their new companion. ‘Blasters! Not very thirteenth-century, is it? And you didn’t bat an eye at the sonic …’ He subjected the girl to a long careful look. Then he grinned. ‘Anyway. Hi! I’m the Doctor. This is Ruby. Who are you?’

The girl’s cheeks reddened. ‘My name’s Ranavere,’ she said. ‘Ran for short.’

‘Ran from those women,’ Ruby said, ‘like her life depended on it.’

Ran looked down at her feet. ‘Those women … are my sisters.’




Chapter Three

‘Sisters?’ Ruby exclaimed. ‘And they’re chasing after you, firing blasters?’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Ran. ‘I didn’t expect them to come after me.’

‘Christmas must be fun round yours,’ said the Doctor. ‘I’ll take a wild stab in the dark and say you’re the one who sent the distress signal.’

Ran hesitated, then drew what looked like a large metal ball from the satchel around her shoulder.

‘Ooh!’ The Doctor wheeled round, reaching for it. ‘Beautiful! Where’d you get it?’

‘I built it,’ said Ran, handing it over. ‘When I arrived, the portal mechanism didn’t disintegrate properly, so I thought, hey, why not use the parts?’

‘Hang on, portal mechanism?’ said Ruby.

‘What did I tell you about visitors to Earth?’ said the Doctor. ‘Happens all the time!’

‘I’m sorry about your ship,’ said Ran, shooting a nervous glance back out towards the TARDIS. ‘Where did you come from? Was it far?’

‘Slightly tricky question, that,’ said the Doctor, tossing the sphere back to her. ‘TARDIS picked up your signal in the time vortex. We’re from all over the place. And, more importantly,’ he added, ‘we can take you to any place.’

‘You’re time travellers?’ Ran’s eyes widened in delight.

‘Time and space travellers,’ the Doctor grinned.

A third low rumble rippled over the lake. The ground shuddered, then began to tremble alarmingly. The cracks made by the Doctor’s sonic grew wider and deeper, screeching as ice split from ice and tumbled to the water below.

Ruby grasped the Doctor’s coat for balance. ‘Not this again! Does Estonia get a lot of earthquakes?’

The Doctor’s gaze was still fixed on the distant shape of the TARDIS and the two figures hurrying towards it. ‘Not in the natural way of things.’

Ran turned back towards the bank. ‘Come on! We’ll be safer off the ice.’

After what felt like an eternity of scrambling and sliding, they reached the lake’s western bank. Ruby let out a gasp of relief as her feet hit the thick slushy earth along the shore. ‘I never thought I’d be pleased to see mud!’ she said.

Ahead of them stretched a long stony beach, rising to the edge of the pine forest Ruby had glimpsed before. Fading sunlight flickered between the trees, casting grasping shadows down towards the lake.

Ran put a finger to her lips and led the way up towards the forest. As they reached the trees, she held out a hand to stop them. ‘One last thing,’ she said, motioning to their clothes ‘We can’t let anyone see you … well … dressed like that.’

Ruby glanced down at her new coat. In the mad scramble across the lake, it hadn’t quite occurred to her just how loud it was, or quite how green.

‘I look like a furry sprout!’ she hissed at the Doctor.

‘This is what happens when you rush me!’ he hissed back.

‘How are we supposed to get new clothes in the middle of nowhere?’

‘Erm … I was going to suggest …’ Ran lifted her cloak, revealing a small metal device clipped to her belt. She gave it a light tap, squinted up at the Doctor and Ruby, then shook her head and tried again. ‘Never could get the right … Ah!’ The device hummed. Ran lifted her hands in a show of victory, flashing them the first proper smile Ruby had seen from her. ‘There!’

Ruby looked down at herself. She didn’t feel any different, but in the blink of an eye her coat and boots had been replaced with a thick fur cloak and tunic, almost identical to the outfit worn by Ran.

She touched the collar. Her fingers passed right through it, leaving a faint tingling sensation behind.

‘It won’t work under close scrutiny,’ said Ran apologetically. ‘But as long as you don’t let anyone touch you, the perception filter should hold.’

‘Something else you made earlier?’ the Doctor asked, grinning as he watched his new cloak shimmer across his arms, but Ruby caught the way his eyes flickered to Ran and settled there, the way his eyebrows rose as he spoke. There was a searching air to the question; a genuine interest.

Ran blushed, but didn’t answer. Instead, she motioned them hurriedly through the trees, down a narrow track almost invisible in the growing dark. Firs closed in around them, caging the world in bristling branches.

Ruby shot the Doctor an uncertain glance. Now they were away from imminent danger, it occurred to her that they really knew nothing about their new companion. Only her capacity for building things, and her pleas for help; oh, and that she was now leading them into a deep dark forest, away from any notable landmarks.

As if sensing Ruby’s uncertainty, the Doctor shook his head and lifted a finger.

Listen.

Ruby listened. Slowly, a new sound was rising over the thud and rustle of footsteps: voices, off in the distance, footfalls and thuds, shouts and muffled clashes, growing louder with every passing second.

After a few more stumbling steps down the path, Ran pushed aside the branches up ahead, and the source of the noise became clear.

In the middle of the forest to the west of the lake, a section of woodland had been felled to make way for a large makeshift encampment. A sea of leather and cloth tents rose against the treeline, their sides lit by a mixture of firelight and the last of the fading sun. People hurried back and forth between them; men and women – and, to Ruby’s surprise, a small number of children – their voices rising and falling on the frigid air, chickens and pigs picking through the mud at their feet. Horses stood in clumps around the outskirts, their breaths steaming the air, tended to by muscular men in fur hats and padded shirts. Smoke from several glowing campfires wafted between the trees, carrying a wave of scents: roasting meat and burning wood, sweat and mud and the sharp overwhelming tang of manure.

‘Home sweet home,’ said Ran, with a wry smile.

‘It’s rank!’ Ruby put a hand over her nose and tried not to gag.

Ran led them past the first line of tents, nodding at a sentry leaning on a spear. He looked no older than Ruby, dressed in the same fur cloak and hat as Ran.

The young man lifted a hand in greeting. ‘Ranavere.’

Ran flashed him a nervous smile. ‘Onfim.’

Onfim eyed Ruby and the Doctor suspiciously. ‘Who are these two?’ he asked.

‘Scouts,’ said Ran, quickly. ‘From Pskov.’

The boy’s eyebrows rose. ‘Pskov?’ His expression turned from suspicious to concerned. ‘How is it, there?’

‘Well,’ said the Doctor, before Ruby could respond. ‘The defensive structures are holding. That’s good, right?’

The boy accepted this answer with a nod and a grinning salute.

‘Pskov?’ whispered Ruby, as they moved away, further into the encampment.

‘City south of here, recently retaken by the Novgorodian army; which would be us, right now,’ the Doctor muttered. ‘If I’m not mistaken, we’re on the banks of Lake Peipus, just a few days before the Battle on the Ice.’

‘Battle on the what?’ Ruby glanced over her shoulder at the gleaming white lake, still visible between the trees. ‘There’s going to be a battle on that thing?’

‘Big one,’ the Doctor nodded. ‘Well, small in scale, but big in everything else. The final bust-up between the invading Duchy of Estonia and the republic of Novgorod. Marks the end of the Northern Crusades in this region, and cements Prince Alexander Nevsky as a national hero.’

‘I’ve never heard of it,’ said Ruby.

‘Your planet’s had too many wars for anyone to know them all,’ said the Doctor sadly. ‘Still, here we are.’

Ruby gazed around at the flurry of human activity, her heart sinking. ‘That’s what everyone’s geared up for?’ she said. ‘A great big battle, out on the lake?’

‘Exactly,’ said the Doctor.

‘But the TARDIS is stuck out there!’

‘Exactly.’ The Doctor nodded. ‘Bit tricky all round.’

They followed Ran through the maze of tents. Narrow pathways of churned mud cut between fluttering tent flaps, creating makeshift alleyways and streets from the natural flow of human feet. People jostled past, barely casting Ruby or the Doctor a second glance as they hurried about on their various errands. Every corner brought a new sight or sound: a flickering bonfire, a snuffling pig, two men laughing uproariously as they clashed swords.

‘I never expected it to be so … busy,’ said Ruby, raising her voice over the din. ‘Could’ve sworn I saw a guy just sewing shirts back there.’

‘Camp followers,’ said the Doctor, sidestepping the nose of an inquisitive horse. ‘Not much use having a great big army trooping around if there’s nobody to keep it clothed and fed.’

‘I suppose that makes sense …’ Ruby turned to watch a man stoke a large cauldron of flickering embers. ‘It’s like a little city!’

‘A city of five thousand,’ said Ran from up ahead. ‘Well, five thousand and two now.’ She flashed them a small smile, then pointed towards the far side of camp, where the bristling branches of the pine forest began to encroach upon tents and walkways. ‘I’m this way,’ she added. ‘It’s a bit quieter on the edges.’

The more they walked, the more Ruby noticed a pattern emerging around them. The encampment had been built in a rough spiral, moving outward from a central point of thickly clustered tents. The further they went from the middle, the smaller the structures became, petering out into a mixture of sleeping mats and tall wooden carts.

‘The big tents up there are for the bigwigs,’ the Doctor explained. ‘Prince Alexander and his pals. After that you get his armed guard, his favourite soldiers, anyone rich enough to bring their own posse, and then … well, everyone else.’

‘So the closer your tent is to the middle, the more in with the cool kids you are?’ said Ruby.

‘And who wouldn’t want to camp right in the middle of all this?’ the Doctor asked, spreading his arms. ‘All the best mud, the loudest sounds, a mixture of only the strongest smells, all wrapped around you like a big fur coat!’

‘Well, when you put it like that,’ Ruby laughed. ‘A nice peaceful tent on the edge of camp does sound preferable.’

After a little more weaving and pushing, Ran stopped at the entrance to a small grey tent, its walls rising to just above chest height. ‘Here!’ She lifted the flap for them to crawl inside. ‘I’ll explain once we’re out of the way.’

Ruby crouched and shuffled inside.

The tent was a simple construction, just large enough for three people to fit inside, a sturdy pole rising from floor to ceiling to form a central point. Mats made of woven rushes covered what little could be seen of the grassy floor. Fist-sized chunks of metal lay side by side with jarringly modern circuitry. Screws and bolts glinted underfoot like dropped coins. A nest of wires trailed from one corner to another, sending spindly fingers sliding beneath the mess.

Ran shoved a few of the larger pieces to the side to make room, then sat cross-legged. The Doctor took a seat opposite as Ruby studied the ground dubiously, and then placed herself on a sheet of metal.

‘My name is Ranavere Rentara,’ Ran said at last. ‘Of the Rentara.’

‘Ah.’ the Doctor lifted his gaze skyward, as if this explained everything. ‘The Rentara. Of course.’

Ruby shot the Doctor a look. ‘Rentara?’

‘A family of galactic mercenaries, one of the largest in the cosmos,’ the Doctor explained. He fixed Ran with a look. ‘Let me guess; you’ve just turned sixteen.’

Ran fiddled with a loose thread on her tunic. ‘Last solar cycle,’ she said.

‘And you’ve been sent here all alone. Little planet you’ve never heard of, middle of nowhere …’

‘Not completely alone,’ said Ran, motioning around them at the tent. ‘Mother-Commander gave me supplies.’

Ruby frowned. ‘What’s she done, sent you camping?’

‘The Rentaran coming-of-age ritual,’ said the Doctor. ‘Throw a sixteen-year-old warrior at some random galactic battle. Then give them a high five and their own sword if they survive.’

‘Seriously?’ Ruby looked at the Doctor. ‘Are they testing the water to see if they can be paid to fight there or something?’

‘It’s meant to be a great honour,’ Ran mumbled, staring at her hands. ‘Our time portals are a limited resource, taken as spoils long ago by Mother-Commander. Only the most honoured Sister-Generals have access to their storage, and only Mother-Commander decides where to send us for our coming-of-age battle.’

‘So she decided, right then, big old freezing battle on planet Earth, best place to send a teenager?’ Ruby asked, aghast. ‘That’s horrible!’

‘That’s the Rentara,’ said the Doctor.

The look in Ran’s eyes was pleading, her fingers twisting and twisting through the fur of her cloak. ‘They expect me to make some grand show of strength, to win against the odds,’ she said. ‘But I can’t! That’s why I sent the distress signal. To get me out of here before the battle.’

‘And that’s why your sisters are here,’ Ruby realised. ‘They worked out your plan. They picked up the signal too.’

Ran stared at her lap. ‘They think I’m a coward, because I’m not like them. They’ll want to make sure I fight.”

Ruby shook her head. ‘Nobody should be forced into being something they’re not.’

‘What happens if you do run?’ the Doctor asked. There was a warning edge to his voice, pointed now in every direction but Ran. ‘Where do you go? What does Mother-Commander do then?’

‘I … I told her I wanted to help,’ said Ran, still staring at her cloak. ‘I tried to show her what I can make, what I can do to assist the Rentara.’

‘But she wasn’t best pleased?’ the Doctor asked.

Ran shook her head. ‘She said I’ll be exiled from the family. That I’ll have no one …’

‘And you still want to leave?’ Ruby asked.

Ran looked up, finally meeting her eye with a look of fear and resignation. ‘What choice do I have?’

Ruby recognised the look in the Doctor’s eyes. She’d seen it before; a simultaneous hardening and softening, as if something deep down had suddenly locked itself off, while at the same time flooding outward. Then, in an instant, it was gone, replaced with that familiar infectious energy.

‘Well!’ He bounced up on his heels. ‘We could take you a short hop to the end of the battle. What do you think, Ruby?’

Ruby caught the intonation. ‘If we do it sneakily enough, your sisters will never know you weren’t there all along, right?’

‘Exactly!’ The Doctor nodded. ‘Well, we can drop you off anywhere you like, really!’ His expression turned serious as he turned back to Ran. ‘But running away is a plaster on the real problem, not the cure. You understand that, Ran?’

Ran nodded. ‘I’ll work something out,’ she said. ‘I just want to go.’

‘Except … the TARDIS locked us out,’ said Ruby to the Doctor. ‘What happened out there? Why did it do that?’

The Doctor frowned. ‘Don’t know,’ he admitted. ‘And I don’t like it when I don’t know. The TARDIS has seemed a bit upset lately. I’ll need to examine her properly, preferably without being shot at by your sisters. Doesn’t exactly help my concentration.’

‘What if they’re standing guard?’ said Ruby. ‘Waiting for us to come back?’

‘They’ll need to check the time portal back home eventually,’ said Ran. ‘It’ll be in the forest somewhere. Even our Sister-Cadets know never to leave one unguarded.’

‘We’ll sneak off first thing in the morning,’ said the Doctor. ‘Give them time to get bored.’

A chill breeze whistled through the tent flap, bringing with it the smell of cooking meat. Ruby’s stomach growled. She hadn’t realised how hungry she was.

‘So we’re stuck here until we know what happened?’ she said, pulling her coat tighter around herself.

‘’Fraid so.’ The Doctor looked around the cluttered little tent, with its piles of junk and tangled wires. ‘Think of it like camping,’ he added. ‘Who doesn’t love camping?’

‘Camping in the middle of medieval nowhere, with nothing but boots and furs and a great big battle on the horizon?’ said Ruby incredulously.

The Doctor flashed her a wink. ‘Look on the bright side,’ he said. ‘That coffee you had would keep you up all night wherever you were!’




Chapter Four

The Doctor couldn’t sleep. Plans buzzed at the corners of his brain, murmuring suggestions, prodding at his limbs to keep moving, keep going. He didn’t like lying still, not even for a moment.

I’ve lain awake in worse places, he thought. The tent was dry enough, if a bit stuffy, and the sleeping bundles were at least moderately comfortable. If not for the shouts and footsteps outside, mingling with the overwhelming smells exuded by any mass encampment, it might almost be pleasant.

A shuffling sound caught his attention. He sat up, still bundled in the faux fur coat he’d taken from the TARDIS wardrobe. Ran was crouched near the far wall, fiddling with something in her lap. Metal implements flashed in the gloom.

‘Hi,’ the Doctor whispered.

Ran looked up with a start, then seemed to relax when she saw him. ‘Hi,’ she whispered back.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Oh, nothing.’ Ran put down the hammer she’d been fiddling with. ‘I build when I’m anxious. Just couldn’t sleep.’

‘Not known for their restful properties, army camps,’ the Doctor smiled.

Ran smiled back, pale and uncertain in the gloom.

They sat in silence for a few long moments. Ran wanted to say something; the Doctor could sense it bubbling on the edges of her tongue. Despite the urge to pry, he gave it space to grow, to find its footing.

‘I wanted to ask …’ Ran glanced over her shoulder, as if someone might be peering through the tent flap to eavesdrop, then leaned forward conspiratorially. ‘You really travelled through time to get here?’

The Doctor nodded. ‘Yep.’

Ran’s face split into a slow grin as she spoke in the hushed tones usually reserved for holy temples or universal celebrities. ‘Even the most venerated Sister-Generals only see a time portal once or twice in their lives. The technology …’

‘Mother-Commander not keen on you using them?’ the Doctor asked.

Ran shook her head. ‘What honour is there in battle if you already know the outcome? She says it’s a hindrance, only good for Sister-Cadets and non-warriors.’

‘Hm. Hang on, so your sisters stole a portal to come back here and bully you?’ the Doctor asked. ‘Can’t imagine Mother-Commander’s very pleased with that.’

‘Or Mother-Commander already knows about my beacons,’ Ran sighed. ‘In which case I’m in even bigger trouble than I thought …’

She looked so downcast that the Doctor bounced immediately to a new topic. ‘You seem to know a thing or two about mechanics,’ he said. ‘Building a distress beacon all by yourself, out in the wilderness.’

Ran blushed. ‘Mother-Commander’s never approved,’ she mumbled, toying with a scrap of wire at her feet. ‘She says a brain’s all well and good for strategising, but anything beyond that’s a waste of time.’

‘Old Mother-Commander says a lot of things, doesn’t she? And what do you think?’ the Doctor asked.

Ran’s ears reddened. ‘I think she … might be mistaken,’ she said.

The Doctor sat back, eyeing Ran with interest. He knew the Rentara clan by reputation alone; a vast unit, more colony than family tree, branching across the cosmos in an endless clash of mercenaries and bodyguards, travelling warriors and lone vigilantes. Into that war-shaped space it was almost impossible to fit the image of Ranavere, small and meek, with her oversized helmet and her makeshift distress beacon.

‘You know—’ he began.

A cry went up from outside the tent, cutting him off. Shadowy figures darted across the walls, footsteps pounding.

Ruby jolted awake on the other side of the tent. ‘What’s happening?’ she mumbled, brushing the hair from her eyes.

The Doctor pushed open the tent flap. Outside was a flurry of activity. People ran in all directions, snatching swords and shouting orders.

‘Ambush!’ shouted someone, off in the distance.

‘Wake the Prince!’ shouted someone else.

The Doctor got up. ‘Stay here,’ he said.

‘But—’ Ruby began.

‘Ruby, really. Just now, please. Stay.’

He leapt from the tent, joining the scramble of bodies, and tapped the nearest soldier on the arm. The man turned. It was the red-haired sentry from earlier, wide-eyed and breathless.

‘Oh, hello, Onfim!’ said the Doctor. ‘What’s this about an ambush?’

Onfim pointed in the direction of the forest. ‘They just came out of the trees!’ he gasped. ‘I’ve got to tell the Prince!’

‘No worries,’ the Doctor clapped him on the shoulder. ‘I’m an ambush expert. You just leave it to me.’

‘But—’

‘Ta!’ The Doctor started through the crowd towards the trees.

There hadn’t been an ambush in the days before the Battle of Lake Peipus, at least not to the Doctor’s knowledge. From accounts, Prince Alexander’s forces had turned back across the frozen marshlands to the south west, briefly pausing here before setting out across the lake. The two sides wouldn’t meet until the fifth of April, when the Estonians were drawn out onto the ice to fight.

Which either meant this was a false alarm, in which case the Doctor was simply stretching his legs, or—

A sword swung towards him out of the smoke. The Doctor ducked. The blade whistled over his head, missing him by a hair’s breadth.

‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Ambush!’

He lashed out with a leg, tripping his attacker, who fell to the floor with a crash. The Doctor jumped upright again, staring around.

On the edge of camp, a small number of Novgorodian soldiers were engaged in a skirmish with a gaggle of tall, heavily armoured figures. Unlike the Novgorodian soldiers, these were dressed in suits of imposing plate armour, each footstep rattling and stiff. The great square horns of their helmets were silhouetted against the campfires, hiding their faces.

The soldier who had swung at the Doctor lurched back to his feet with a clatter.

‘Excuse me—’ the Doctor began.

The soldier swung again. The Doctor ducked back down, this time rolling to avoid the sword. He jumped back up again, brushing mud from his coat. ‘Rude.’

Now he was watching them properly, there was something strange about these attackers. There was no coherency to their movements, no recognition, and no attempts at stealth. They staggered forward in a block, their movements stiff and jerking, like puppets with broken strings. Something gleamed beneath the closed visor of the nearest; a soft red glow, like the light inside a jack-o-lantern.

The Doctor’s eyes narrowed. ‘’Scuse me.’ He dodged under the man’s arm, bobbed upright again like a leaping salmon, and flicked open the closed visor.

Beneath his helmet, the man’s face was slack and expressionless. His eyes glowed with an unearthly red light.

‘Oooh,’ said the Doctor, as the knight raised an arm to grab him. ‘That doesn’t look good. What’s happened to you, then?’

The next earthquake struck slowly.

The rumble started low, then rose in volume as it rippled across the camp, followed by another, then another, each wave rolling outward from the woods. Trees whipped and shuddered, tents toppled. Men and horses tumbled. The attacking knight staggered backwards, seemingly unable to keep himself upright. The Doctor stumbled in the opposite direction, grabbing a falling tent to steady himself.

The little knot of attackers tumbled against one another, making no attempt to keep their balance. Seizing the opportunity, the Novgorodian soldiers charged forward with a cry, swords raised.

By the time the quaking stopped, the attackers were dead. Several had fallen, knocked off balance by their heavy armour and left in the mud like upturned beetles. Most had been dispatched in the chaos.

The Doctor rose unsteadily and knelt to examine the knight who’d attacked him. The man’s visor had fallen back down over his face, concealing any hint of the glowing red light. The Doctor reached for the knight’s helmet—

‘Clear the area. The Prince wishes to assess the attack!’ A man pushed his way through the crowd, bellowing orders. He was dressed in finer chainmail than Ran’s, and held a large curved sword in one hand, which he levelled at the Doctor.

‘That means you, soldier!’ he snapped.

‘Right, right, right.’ The Doctor waved a hand at him. ‘With you in a sec. Give me just one—’

The edge of the sword appeared under the Doctor’s throat, tipping his head to meet the large man’s gaze.

‘If you disobey me,’ the man said, lowering his voice, ‘you disobey the Prince.’

The Doctor rose slowly to his feet, hands raised. ‘Wouldn’t want that,’ he said. ‘Disobeying the Prince. Wouldn’t want that at all.’

The man shot him a warning glare, then turned to yell orders at the gathering soldiers.

The Doctor tried to loiter by the tents, in case the opportunity to sneak a second look presented itself, but the man with the curved sword was soon joined by several others, none of them especially friendly looking. The Doctor gave them a cheery smile and a wave, then hurried back across the campsite, deep in thought.

Ruby and Ran were waiting for him outside the grey tent.

‘What happened out here?’ Ruby asked. ‘We heard shouts, and the earthquake …’

The Doctor nodded. ‘That’s four unusual earthquakes and counting, plus one very strange group of attackers.’

‘Strange how?’ Ruby asked. ‘Human strange, or We-really-need-the-TARDIS-right-now Strange?’

‘Glowing-eyes strange,’ said the Doctor. ‘Big ruby-red glowing eyes. Not very human at all.’

‘What did they want?’ asked Ran in alarm.

‘Don’t know,’ the Doctor replied. ‘Everyone got a bit sword-happy before I could ask. But at a guess I’d say your distress beacon’s attracted more than just us and your sisters.’ He held out a hand. ‘Can I see it?’

Ran ducked away and retrieved the metal ball from her satchel. The little red light on the top still flashed intermittently. It really was a beautiful contraption, as much as anything built from desperation and scrap metal could be.

Still, better safe than sorry.

‘Sorry about this.’ The Doctor took it, held it gently in his hand for a moment, then wrenched it cleanly in half. Sparks flew in all directions. He examined the innards of the two new parts, prodded a few wires into a few new locations, then presented them proudly

‘Here,’ he handed one half to Ruby, then the other to Ran. ‘Bit of recycling! Instant glowing-eyed-attacker repellent. Single-use only, but still. Just press to the body and bzzzt! Immobilised. For a few seconds, anyway.’

‘Good to know,’ said Ruby, handling hers with care.

The Doctor turned back to Ran. ‘How many of these did you make?’

‘Three,’ she answered. ‘I wasn’t sure which frequency worked best in this galaxy, so I set one on a spatial frequency, one temporal, and one on both,’

‘Spatial-temporal,’ said the Doctor. ‘That’s what the TARDIS picked up.’

‘Where are the other two?’ Ruby asked.

‘I buried them in the woods,’ said Ran

The Doctor frowned. ‘Are they still active?’

Ran nodded. ‘Must be. I didn’t have time to retrieve them before my sisters arrived.’

The Doctor pursed his lips, considering. ‘So that’s four big problems facing us right now.’ He held up a hand to demonstrate. ‘One, no TARDIS. Two, angry sisters wanting us not to touch the TARDIS. Three, possible appearance of more glowing-eyed attackers …’

The attackers worried him. There’d been something about them, beyond the usual makeup of invading forces. The way they’d moved, the way they’d failed to even right themselves against the earthquake. No self-preservation, just mindless attacking …

‘And four?’ asked Ruby, watching him curiously.

The Doctor blinked. ‘And four,’ he continued. ‘Where are these earthquakes coming from? Cos if they get any worse, those first three problems will be the least of our worries.’

‘Any more cracks in the ice and the TARDIS could fall into the lake,’ Ruby realised. ‘Then we’re really stuck.’

‘Bingo.’ The Doctor remembered what he’d said about the deepest depths of Lake Peipus, frozen even on the cusp of spring, vast and shielded from the sunlight by a layer of heavy ice.

‘Time portals can affect tectonic plates on smaller planets,’ said Ran hesitantly. ‘They should have stopped once my portal closed, but if it’s still open out there …’ She shot a worried glance at the Doctor. ‘You don’t think that could be the fault of my beacons too?’

‘I’m not sure. Not yet, anyway.’

The Doctor itched to jump up and run from the tent back out onto the lake, to fix it all now-now-now. But, no; he had to think.

‘We’ll go as soon as it’s light,’ he announced. ‘Can’t risk running around the woods in the dark if there’s something else out there, and we should be able to spot your sisters better on the ice. Gotta work out what’s wrong with the TARDIS.’

‘If you’re checking the TARDIS, we’ll get the other two beacons,’ said Ruby. ‘Might help sort problems Two and Three if there’s no more distress signal blasting into space.’

‘You sure?’ the Doctor asked.

‘Even if we leave without my sisters knowing, the beacons might still attract things to this planet,’ Ran said. ‘They need to go before we go.’

‘Besides,’ said Ruby, ‘if we meet anyone unfriendly, we’ve got a single-use immobiliser thingy, right?’

The Doctor relented. ‘You’ve got legs, too. Try running first, all right?’

‘Remind me when the battle’s due to start,’ Ruby asked, turning to Ran.

‘Two days from now,’ said Ran. She looked so small in her ragged fur coat, surrounded by piles of junk. ‘Time’s running out.’

‘Well, let’s use it wisely.’ Ruby put a hand on Ran’s shoulder and smiled. ‘We’ll be long gone by then!’




Chapter Five

Ruby awoke to see a small brown chicken pecking the earth beside her ear. She nudged it away and sat up, nearly smacking her head on the tent’s supporting pole.

‘Rise and shine, Ruby Sunday!’ Across the tent, the Doctor was already pulling on his boots. ‘All set for hiking?’

‘Remind me never to share a tent with you again,’ Ruby grumbled, pulling herself from the mass of blankets she’d swaddled herself in against the chill. ‘You’re too cheery in the morning.’

On the other side of the tent, Ran flashed her a sympathetic smile of greeting.

The Doctor grinned, vanishing out of the tent with a flutter of fingers. Ruby groaned, crawled groggily to her feet, and stumbled after him.

Dawn was just breaking over the Novgorodian camp. In daylight, it was easier to discern the shape and scale of the place; the clustered tents and mud-trodden pathways. Despite the sizable number of people, there was a slightly battered air to the encampment; tents leaned at a lopsided angle, people sported wrapped arms and bandaged heads. A suggestion of an army beginning to fray, of a lot of people who had walked very far to be here, on the edge of Lake Peipus, on their prince’s orders. Ruby remembered what the Doctor had said about them only recently reclaiming Pskov.

‘Remind me who wins this battle again,’ she said, peering around.

‘They do. Uh … I mean, we do, I suppose,’ came Ran’s muffled reply from inside the tent. ‘I was able to glance over the battle records before I left. It’s a kind of ambush; the Novgorodians lure the Estonian army across the lake, forcing them to fight on unfavourable ground. We’ve got the bigger numbers, so eventually we win.’ There was a pause, then in a smaller voice she added, ‘I think Mother-Commander was trying to be kind, putting me on the winning side.’

She wiggled backwards out of the tent, two leather satchels slung over her shoulder, a sleek metal object in the shape of a tight clog held in each hand. Along the underside of each clog ran a thick criss-cross pattern of rope, pinned in place by metal spikes.

The overall impression was that of a very dangerous plimsoll.

Ruby gave the objects an appraising look as Ran handed over one of the satchels. ‘Is this what the well-dressed Novgorodian soldier is wearing this season?’

‘They’re shoe-covers, for help crossing the ice,’ Ran explained. ‘Couldn’t sleep last night, so I made these instead.’ She held them out to the Doctor. ‘Bit rushed, and I had to guess your size, but I thought they might be useful?’

‘Wondered what you were up to in there!’ The Doctor grinned. ‘But hey, why not! I’ll give ’em a go.’

They soon set out across the camp, sticking close to the trees to avoid awkward questions, nodding to the soldiers on watch with the air of people with somewhere important to be. It always amazed Ruby just how easily the Doctor could integrate himself into a place; it was like an invisibility spell. People simply made allowances to accommodate him.

‘Ah!’ The Doctor slowed as they reached the trees. ‘Just a sec.’ He ducked out of sight, around the edge of the camp.

Ran and Ruby exchanged looks.

‘Where are you going?’ Ruby asked, hurrying after him.

Around the curve of a tent, they found him in animated conversation with a baffled-looking Onfim, still standing guard. The young man looked concerned for a moment, then murmured something Ruby couldn’t quite catch. The Doctor grinned and patted his arm, then turned and jogged back to where Ruby stood waiting.

‘What was all that about?’ Ruby asked.

The Doctor rubbed his hands together. ‘Just checking on our little mystery from last night,’ he said, as they started into the trees.

‘The glowing-eyed attackers?’

‘The very same,’ the Doctor nodded.

‘What did he say?’ asked Ran, looking concerned. ‘Were there any more attacks last night?’

‘No attacks, but he told me where the first lot are being buried.’

‘Why do we want to know that?’

‘I want a quick peek at the bodies later,’ the Doctor explained. ‘Got ushered away before I could really look at them.’

‘You recognised them?’ Ruby asked. ‘Were they alien?’

‘No, that’s just the thing,’ the Doctor replied. ‘They looked human. Properly human. Except for the eyes, of course, and the way they moved.’ He shook his head. ‘You keep an eye out today, Ruby. If there’s any more still lurking in the woods, they’re still problem number three.’

Ruby nodded. ‘You said they were dressed in armour, right? Shouldn’t be hard to spot …’

‘And we’ll keep quiet,’ added Ran. ‘We’ll hear them coming before they see us.’

‘Good plan!’ the Doctor nodded. ‘Now: problem number one! The TARDIS. Stranded and alone.’

Walking quickly, they broke from the trees onto the low sloped beach of Lake Peipus’s shoreline.

The lake was even more spectacular in daylight: an endless expanse of ice, glistening in the morning sun, as desolate and beautiful as any alien planet. The furthest bank lay somewhere over the horizon, giving the impression of a thing without end. For one long moment, Ruby found herself unable to look away.

Far off in the distance, the lone shape of the TARDIS rose against the skyline, a small dark rectangle on an otherwise unblemished background.

‘It’s so peaceful,’ Ruby murmured, as the Doctor bent to slip on the new boot covers. ‘Must be the most scenic battlefield in history.’

The Doctor gave a sad sigh. ‘Won’t be for long. Five thousand soldiers slipping and sliding about …’

‘And nobody falls through?’ Ruby queried.

‘None. The ice is too thick. If you believe the accounts.’

Ruby’s eyes narrowed in disbelief. ‘Do the accounts mention those massive cracks we can actually see all over the lake?’

‘Good question!’ The Doctor stood, stamping his feet to test the boot covers. ‘Take care, you two, okay? See you later.’

Ruby and Ran watched him set out across the lake, bundled in furs, moving awkwardly but quickly in the new shoes.

‘D’you think he’ll be alright?’ Ran asked.

‘He’ll be fine,’ said Ruby, as they set off along the shoreline. ‘We’ve been in worse scrapes. He always gets us out of it. Eventually.’

Once they were a large enough distance from the campsite to avoid being seen, they turned and struck out into the forest. The going was slow, marred by the heavy snow and prickling branches all around them. Ran led the way, murmuring directions to herself. They walked in silence for several long minutes, nothing but their own crunching footsteps echoing back to them between the trees. Ruby examined the satchel she’d been handed. Inside, Ran had packed a small parcel of dried meat and, wrapped inside an extra cloak, one half of the broken distress beacon.

Good plan, Ruby thought. Never know what we’ll find out here.

By degrees, Ran slowed to walk by Ruby’s side.

‘I … want to thank you, for coming to get me,’ she said. ‘I’m sure you had better things to do than visit some backwater little planet in the middle of nowhere …’

‘Actually …’ Ruby skirted a thick snowbank, grasping an overhanging branch to steady herself. ‘I’m … sort of from this backwater little planet.’

‘Oh!’ Ran reddened. ‘Sorry. I didn’t realise. I thought—’

‘It’s fine,’ Ruby smiled. ‘I’m from like, another eight-hundred years in the future. Everything’s totally different.’ Not all for the better, she thought, staring around at the towering forest and patches of snow-white sky.

‘What are things like where you come from?’ she asked, after a while. ‘You know, back home?’

‘We don’t really have a home planet,’ Ran replied. ‘We go wherever we’re paid to go. I was born and raised on Training Ship 5F, circling the Elbus Nebula.’

‘Wow! Born on a spaceship!’

‘Most of us were,’ said Ran. ‘I was, and so were my sisters. Some of us Mother-Commander adopted from across the galaxy, but it doesn’t matter where we came from, as long as we make her proud.’

Silence descended, filled with something unspoken and sharp; a feeling Ruby recognised all too well.

‘I’m … not sure where I came from originally, either,’ she began.

Then a drop of something ice-cold hit Ruby’s forehead. ‘Ugh!’ She wiped at it. Her glove came away damp and glistening.

She looked up. Above her head, the previously snow-heavy branches had begun to drip, sending rivulets of water cascading towards the ground.

She looked down. Green shoots of grass poked up through the snow, dotting the white.

Ran had also stopped walking.

‘Look at the snow …’ said Ruby, staring around at the suspiciously bare pine trees. ‘I think it’s melting.’

‘Ruby …’ Ran whispered. ‘Wolf.’

Ruby froze.

She’d never seen a wolf up close before. She’d seen photos and videos, and a few far-off glimpses through the glass at the Zoo, but these were nothing compared to watching three fully grown wolves slink out of the undergrowth just a few metres away.

They were grey shaggy things, with burning bright eyes and mouths of sharp yellow fangs. Ruby could smell the animal scent of them, see how they padded through the heavy undergrowth. In the midst of her terror, a small part of her could only marvel at just how large they were up close.

The leading wolf lowered its head. A low growl rumbled from its throat.

Ruby edged backwards, hardly daring to breathe. Could she outrun a wolf? In thick snow, in a forest where food was probably scarce enough?

Not a chance.

Slowly, she reached into her satchel for her half of the broken beacon.

‘Ran,’ she whispered. ‘Run.’

The wolf leapt.

The Novgorodian campsite was already a distant speck on the horizon, all but consumed by the frozen wastes of the lake.

A stiff wind howled across the ice, sending small drifts of snow dancing around the Doctor’s feet. He concentrated on walking, each foot planted carefully in front of the other, bent slightly to extend his centre of mavity.

Sometimes he longed for this; the solitude, the breathless quiet. Then, inevitably, he remembered why he didn’t. Never, in as many regenerations as he could remember, had the Doctor found himself able to stand boredom.

Cracks still riddled the ice, spreading out in a spiderweb network of valleys and peaks. The Doctor bent to examine the nearest. It had grown wider since yesterday, exposing the thick vein of icy water beneath.

Last night’s earthquakes clearly hadn’t helped.

He rose and studied the distant forest. Were earthquakes usual for this time period? He wasn’t sure. So much of human history, all bundled together at the tail end of what was, in the grand cosmic scheme of things, a relatively young planet. Sometimes it was hard to pinpoint one age from the next.

Still pondering, he set out across the ice again.

He found the TARDIS where he’d left it. A thin rime of ice covered the exterior, making it appear more monolith than spacecraft. He tried the handle. It still wouldn’t budge. He rattled it a few times, just in case, but it was as if the door had fused to the frame. The Doctor pressed an ear against the wood.

‘What’s going on with you, hm?’ he murmured. ‘Having a sulk?’

A low groan filled the air. From the corner of his eye, a dark shape stepped out from behind the TARDIS.

The Doctor ducked, just in time to avoid the rush of an energy blade as it whistled past his ear.

‘Ruby!’ Ran’s voice cut through the air.

Ruby staggered and lost her balance, falling backwards with a thud, the beacon half rolling from her grip. The lead wolf was on her in an instant, its snarling jaws just an inch from her face, its entire body vibrating with the force of its growl. This close, its eyes gleamed a bright, ruby-red. There was an intelligence behind them, focused and certain.

Since when did a wolf’s eyes glow?

Ruby snapped back to the present and snatched the broken beacon from the ground where she’d dropped it. With a yell, she aimed the flat half at the wolf and pushed the outer button.

A bright light flared from inside the little sphere, accompanied by a low electric buzz.

The wolf reared back with a howl.

Before Ruby could jump to her feet, a second wolf bolted ahead of the leader, snapping at her heels. Ruby tried to activate the beacon a second time, but of course nothing happened.

Single-use, the Doctor had said.

Ran grabbed Ruby by the arm and hauled her upright. Together, they edged backwards, eyes fixed on the advancing creatures. The wolves followed, slinking through the snow.

Ruby waited for the next leap, the next swipe, the sudden flash of snapping jaws.

Why are we still alive? she thought. It was as if the wolves were trying to herd them, not harm them.

Before she could act on this thought, a crash echoed through the woods, followed by a bellowing shout as a figure thundered out of the trees behind the wolves.

‘Go on! Back!’ it yelled.

A streak of yellow light slashed through the air. The lead wolf fell back with a howl.

‘Face my blade, foul beasts! Back!’ The newcomer whirled her weapon in a second glowing arc, and the wolves scrambled out of the way. Still snarling, they turned and scampered back into the woods.

The newcomer stood a moment, surveying the trees, then shouldered her sabre and turned with a grin.

‘Well, that was fun!’ she said. ‘You won’t believe how bored I was back there.’

Ruby’s eyes widened.

Now the panic was over, she recognised the shining armour and long red hair of their second pursuer from the day before.

‘Cellisamere!’ Ran staggered upright.

‘Little Ran!’ Cellisamere sheathed the sabre at her belt and moved to catch Ran’s arm. ‘That was terrible form. Not even an improvised weapon! Good thing I was here.’

Ruby straightened by herself. ‘I suppose at least you weren’t shooting at us this time.’

Cellisamere shrugged. ‘That was Helgadane’s idea. Worked well enough, didn’t it? Got you back to the camp so Little Ran wouldn’t do something stupid.’

Ruby felt heat in her cheeks. Cellisamere reminded her of the worst kind of PE teacher; briskly bullying, with an edge of condescension laced in athletic certainty. ‘And how about you?’ she said. ‘You want Ran to fight, don’t you. Did you set those wolves on us?’

Cellisamere barked a rumble of confused laughter. ‘Me? I just saved you from them.’

‘They weren’t ordinary wolves,’ Ruby insisted. ‘Didn’t you see their eyes? They were bright red!’

Cellisamere’s expression froze. ‘Red?’ she asked. ‘Are you sure?’

‘It was right in my face!’ said Ruby. ‘I couldn’t exactly miss it!’

‘Do wolves’ eyes not usually glow?’ Ran asked.

It occurred to Ruby that she was currently the sole representative of Earth, and as such the nominated expert on all things Wolf. ‘I’m sure they don’t.’

‘The attackers last night,’ said Ran. ‘Didn’t the Doctor say they had glowing eyes too?’

‘But those ones looked human, didn’t they?’

‘Red and glowing …’ Cellisamere’s gaze was now fixed in the direction the wolves had fled. ‘Did you see anything in their fur?’

‘I was too busy looking straight down its throat,’ said Ruby.

Cellisamere stood back, her jaw tightening. ‘Ran,’ she whispered, drawing her sabre closer to her chest. ‘This is the work of a Genetrix.’




Chapter Six

The second blow came a moment after the first, swinging back the other way. The Doctor lurched sideways, but the sabre was too fast; the hilt clipped him across the chin, sending him reeling backwards onto the ice. He twisted, lashing up with his ice boots as the sabre arced down towards him. The boots’ metal casing met the glowing blade as it plunged, colliding with a clash of yellow sparks.

The sabre’s wielder towered over him, her dark hair flying around her in the howling wind. Even with the change in distance, the Doctor recognised the taller of Ran’s sisters from the day before.

‘Impressive,’ she said, flashing a grin of sharp white teeth.

‘Thank you,’ said the Doctor politely.

His attacker forced the sabre free, swinging it sideways and up. One of the boot covers flew from the Doctor’s foot with the momentum and arced across the ice, landing with a thud a short distance away.

‘Hey!’ the Doctor cried. ‘Ran made me that!’

‘But what’s your plan now, little human?’ the woman asked, still grinning.

The Doctor grinned back brightly. ‘Well …’ he began, then kicked upward, catching the woman’s sabre hilt with a fast, pincer-like movement. ‘Not human, for a start.’ The sabre flew through the air, striking the ice next to the boot-cover with a hollow twang, point down, as the woman lurched backwards, clutching her wrist. ‘You know, I don’t appreciate being attacked outside my own ship.’

The woman glared. ‘Consider it a caution,’ she snarled. ‘Leave my sister alone. Cease your meddling in our family affairs, or I will not hesitate to remove you myself.’

‘Seems to me she wanted my help,’ the Doctor replied. ‘Kind of my thing, answering calls from people in distress.’

The woman lowered her voice to a threatening growl. ‘I don’t know who you think you are—’

‘Oh!’ the Doctor grinned. ‘That’s easy: I’m the Doctor. Maybe you’ve heard of me?’

‘No.’ The woman drew herself upright. ‘I am Helgadane Rentara, Sister-General of the Rentara battle fleet.’

‘Ah,’ said the Doctor. ‘You know, I thought you might be.’ He jumped to his feet. ‘May I?’ He motioned to the TARDIS. ‘You can even threaten me a bit with your energy blade while I examine it; make sure I don’t do anything naughty.’ When Helgadane still didn’t look impressed, he added. ‘Look, I couldn’t even get inside yesterday. And if I use it to leave, that’s your big problem sorted, right?’

Helgadane moved aside reluctantly, keeping close to the Doctor as he approached the TARDIS. ‘Impressive little ship you have,’ she said, sarcastically. ‘I was just admiring it.’

‘Admiring it, or making sure we couldn’t access it?’

Helgadane shrugged, sheathing her sabre. ‘Both.’

The Doctor put a hand to the TARDIS’s side. Nothing whirred in the void-space behind its casing, just a hollow emptiness that rang much louder than any rattling in the engine.

It had been drained of energy.

Usually this wasn’t an issue; a few hours’ rest, maybe a quick tinkering down in the engine room, and it’d be as right as rain. But this time was different.

‘She’s not charging …’ the Doctor muttered.

‘What?’ said Helgadane.

‘Never mind.’ The Doctor turned to face her. ‘I wonder what your Mother-Commander would think, two of her top warriors sneaking to Earth to interfere with a coming-of-age battle?’

Helgadane’s lip curled. ‘You purport to know our ways, Doctor?’

The Doctor shrugged. ‘I know I’ve been asked for help by someone who doesn’t seem particularly thrilled to do what you want her to,’ he said. ‘I know you seem hell-bent on mucking around with the battlefield she’s supposed to be testing her might on. I know you’re not normally allowed access to time portals without permission, which, and feel free to correct me, I don’t think you have. Could be wrong, but that looks a lot like interfering to me.’

‘Mother-Commander will understand once Ran returns home victorious,’ Helgadane muttered. ‘As long as our sister stays inside the camp, we’ll stay out here. As long as she completes her battle, we won’t do a thing to impede her.’

The Doctor’s eyebrows rose. Here was a chance to test one of the hundred theories bubbling around his brain. ‘Then what happened last night? The attack on the camp. That wasn’t you spicing up the action?’

Helgadane’s expression flickered. ‘What attack?’ she asked.

‘That little band of soldiers. C’mon, there was never an Estonian ambush on the third of April.’

‘What are you talking about?’

A howl went up from the woods behind them, echoing across the lake. Deep within it, echoing just a beat behind, came the hollow echo of a scream.

The Doctor spun on his heel. ‘Ruby!’ He sprinted away across the ice in the direction of the scream, Ran’s single makeshift cover cutting and biting just enough to keep his balance. He eyed the treeline, his mind racing.

If Ran and Ruby had set off at the same time as he had, making a curving circuit around the lake, then they’d most likely have ended up around …

There.

The Doctor hit the mud of the shore without breaking stride and sprinted into the trees. The ground here was pitted and uneven, snow melted to slushy mud, covered in pawprints and fallen branches.

He pushed further in. Footsteps thundered behind him. The Doctor looked over his shoulder. Helgadane was close at his heels.

‘You’re not going without me,’ she warned him.

‘Oh? Worried I’ll find your exit portal?’ said the Doctor, casually. ‘Don’t want anything getting inside, alerting Mother-Commander to your insubordination? You do know those things cause earthquakes, right?’

‘You pretend to know an awful lot about me, Doctor,’ Helgadane spat.

He grinned. ‘But I’m right, aren’t I?’

They broke into a tiny clearing, ringed with trees almost completely devoid of snow. To the Doctor’s relief, Ran and Ruby stood to one side, next to a tall muscular figure with thick red hair.

The taller one spun, drawing her sabre with practised ease, then lowered it with a smile of relief. ‘Helgadane!’ she said, saluting.

‘Cellisamere, my sister.’ Helgadane returned the salute. Her expression soured. ‘I see you’ve found Ranavere. Still disobeying orders.’

Ran seemed to wilt.

Helgadane turned her gaze on Ruby. ‘And who’s this?’ she asked. ‘Helping her sneak away, were you?’

‘Oi,’ said the Doctor, pushing past. ‘That’s my friend you’re talking to. Of course she was helping Ran sneak away!’

‘Doctor!’ Ruby hurried to meet him across the snow. She looked flushed and bedraggled.

‘Nobody hurt you, did they?’ he asked. ‘You’d better be okay.’

‘We’re fine, everything’s fine,’ said Ruby. ‘Except for the wolves. Giant wolves with glowing eyes!’

The Doctor’s eyebrows rose. ‘Glowing eyes?’

Cellisamere put a hand on Helgadane’s arm. ‘It’s a Genetrix,’ she said quietly. ‘I don’t know how it got here, but it’s sending out parasites already.’

Helgadane’s eyes widened. ‘Are you certain?’

The second sister nodded. ‘We’ll need to examine an infected creature to be completely sure, but I saw those eyes myself. There’s no mistaking them.’

‘What’s a Genetrix?’ asked Ruby.

‘A hive-mind conqueror,’ Helgadane said brusquely. ‘A brood mother, capable of bending whole planets to her will, enslaving its creatures to her bidding.’

‘Turning wolves into zombies,’ Ruby murmured, glancing at the tracks in the snow.

‘The Rentara have been fighting them for generations,’ Ran said quietly. ‘I … I thought we’d defeated them.’

‘We?’ Helgadane sneered.

‘Whatever,’ said Ruby quickly. ‘We thought that something else must have followed the distress beacon. So that’s what those attackers were last night? More of these … Genetrix creatures?’

‘Explains why they moved so strangely,’ said the Doctor. ‘If they weren’t under their own control.’

‘She’s already infected more Earth creatures?’ Cellisamere’s eyes widened. ‘Then we have no time to spare. We cannot let the contagion spread!’

‘Exactly!’ The Doctor turned to face the two sisters. ‘So I’m thinking, how about a truce? Work together to see what we can do about this Genetrix, then me and Ruby and Ran can get back to trying to escape, and you two can get on with trying to stop us. Sound good?’

Helgadane’s eyes narrowed. ‘You want to help us? Why?’

‘Because you need it,’ the Doctor grinned, sticking out a hand. ‘And I like helping.’

Helgadane hesitated, then took the proffered hand. ‘All right,’ she muttered. ‘But don’t think you’re my Commander, Doctor. I make my own decisions.’

‘I think you’ve proven that,’ the Doctor agreed. ‘So! You know the Genetrix best. What’s their MO? What do they do when they land on a planet?’

‘A Genetrix hides away and breeds her parasites.’ Helgadane’s expression was grave. ‘Creatures she then releases to infect the local fauna – creating an army of mindless servants. If she has her way, she’ll infect every living creature on this planet.’

‘So we need to find where she’s hidden herself.’ He began to pace up and down. ‘Plan! We need a plan. Ruby, did you manage to shut off those distress beacons?’

‘Not yet,’ said Ruby. ‘Possessed wolves, remember? Besides, with them and the Genetrix already here, isn’t that a bit pointless now?’

‘Stops anything else unexpected from showing up while we’re dealing with this.’ The Doctor turned to Ran’s sisters. ‘First things first. You two, can you stop using my TARDIS to fuel your time portal?’

Helgadane opened her mouth to argue, then shut it again. ‘How did you know?’

‘It’s what I’d do. Rentaran time portal, not supposed to be kept open, needs a lot of energy to run, causes big old tectonic disruptions in local wildlife.’ The Doctor nodded to himself. ‘My TARDIS must have seemed like a gift! Bet you’ve got a device somewhere, syphoning power from the TARDIS to override a timed shut-down. So come on, give it up.’

The sisters shared a glance, then Helgadane reached into a pouch at her belt and drew out a little black device, much sleeker and smaller than Ran’s homemade creations. She lifted it for the Doctor to see, then clicked the little green button on top.

In the woods behind them, something let out a muffled whoosh of energy. A soft blast of warm air washed through the clearing around their feet, melting the last of the snow and sending a rain of water drops down over their heads.

Helgadane lowered the little device. ‘There,’ she said stiffly. ‘Portal shut down.’

‘We’ve got no way of returning home now, until after the battle,’ said Cellisamere.

‘Like me,’ Ran said, a new hardness in her voice. ‘But you didn’t have to come here at all. You’re just obsessed with making me fight. You must really want me to die …’

‘Enough!’ Helgadane moved to cuff Ran across the ear. Ran ducked just in time, stumbling as she did so.

‘Oi!’ The Doctor darted between them, arms outstretched. ‘The hell do you think you’re doing?’

Ruby crouched beside Ran, glaring up at the sisters. ‘Leave her alone!’

‘You’re not helping Ran by babying her,’ Cellisamere warned.

‘And you and Helgadane are not helping this situation one bit,’ the Doctor warned. ‘Truce, remember? Now, apologise.’

Cellisamere looked away, her cheeks reddening. ‘Sorry.’

Helgadane stepped back, her mouth a thin line of disapproval.

The Doctor glared. ‘Apologise.’

Helgadane met Ran’s defiant stare. ‘I am so sorry, Ranavere.’

‘Good.’ The Doctor lowered his arms. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to check you haven’t done irreversible damage to my TARDIS. And given our proximity to angry wolves, we should probably get out of the woods before we decide what to do next.’

He turned and started back through the trees towards Lake Peipus. A hurried crunching behind him signalled that the others had followed.

As he broke out from the trees and onto the lake, he was aware of Ruby hurrying to walk by his side.

‘You haven’t by any chance faced a Genetrix before, have you?’ she hissed. ‘And maybe defeated it super easily, without having to wade into the middle of a war zone?’

‘Never,’ he muttered. ‘Not really surprising if the Rentara brought them almost to extinction years ago.’

‘Great, so we’re reliant on the two people who hate us. Love it when that happens.’ Ruby glanced over her shoulder at the following sisters. The Doctor followed her gaze. Ran was walking dejectedly between her two sisters, her slight figure emphasised in contrast with their armoured physiques. ‘Think they’ll stick to the truce?’

The Doctor smiled at her. ‘We’ve got the getaway ship.’

‘Let’s hope,’ Ruby murmured.

They were approaching the TARDIS now, the ice around it still riddled with the cracks and chips made by the Doctor’s fight with Helgadane. Already the rime of ice around the paintwork had begun to melt, running in trickles down the faux blue wood. The Doctor touched one of the exterior walls. Deep inside, he felt the distant purr of waking engines, like a lazy heartbeat.

‘Weird how she drained so fast.’ He shrugged. ‘Might get a few more minor earthquakes too, but that’s one problem solved. She’ll need a few days to recharge, then she’ll be as right as rain.’

‘But the battle’s in two days,’ said Ruby, ‘remember?’

‘Can’t we postpone it?’ asked Ran, hurrying up behind them with a tinge of hope. ‘Delay the armies somehow?’

‘No,’ said the Doctor firmly. ‘The battle happens. The battle stays. This far back in time, any changes we make now could be catastrophic for the future. There’ve been enough disruptions already.’

‘We must find the Genetrix,’ said Helgadane.

‘Totally,’ said the Doctor. ‘So, you, Ran and Ruby can go and find those last two distress beacons.’

Helgadane snorted. ‘Trek through alien woods to find some little contraption of Ran’s?’ she sneered. ‘I would rather find and fight this creature head on!’

‘I’m sure you would,’ the Doctor replied. ‘But if the Genetrix followed a signal from those beacons, chances are it’s made its nest nearby.’

‘Comforting thought,’ said Ruby.

Helgadane beamed. ‘You’re right!’

‘Don’t encourage her,’ Ran muttered, rolling her eyes.

‘I would like to fight something in the woods too,’ said Cellisamere, marching over to join her sisters.

‘Oi! No, no, no. You’re staying with me,’ said the Doctor.

‘What are you going to do?’ Ruby asked.

‘Me?’ The Doctor fixed his gaze on the stranded TARDIS. ‘I’m going to check out that hunch from earlier.’




Chapter Seven

The Doctor and Cellisamere turned right across Lake Peipus, heading for the trees a short distance from the Novgorodian camp.

‘I don’t understand the point of this,’ said Cellisamere, shielding her eyes from the sun as she skirted another jagged patch of ice. Unlike her commanding sister, Cellisamere had an air of uncertainty; the Doctor supposed she was a soldier accustomed to following orders, not bellowing them out across a battlefield. ‘How is this assisting our search?’

He motioned to the distant campfire smoke. ‘Like I said, last night the Novgorodian camp was attacked by Estonian soldiers with glowing red eyes.’

Cellisamere nodded. ‘The work of the Genetrix!’

The Doctor nodded. ‘And now, you and I are going to take a little look at the bodies.’ As they neared the shoreline, he slowed to let her catch up. ‘Tell me. Have you met the Genetrix before, or do you only know the stories?’

Cellisamere shifted uncomfortably. ‘I was a part of one such story,’ she said. ‘When I was barely Ran’s age. My training platoon met a dying Genetrix on a lost asteroid.’

‘What happened?’

Cellisamere paused, and the Doctor could tell she was struggling to maintain her stoic façade.

She’s worse at hiding her feelings than Big Sis, he realised.

‘We defeated the Brood Mother,’ Cellisamere said at last, lifting her chin. ‘We rooted her out of hiding and we won. That is all that matters.’ She swallowed, fingering the sabre at her belt. ‘Bute lost soldiers, good soldiers. I will not allow Ran to face the Genetrix on her own.’

‘But you’ll let her fight in a war?’ the Doctor observed.

‘This is different!’

‘Is it?’ the Doctor asked. ‘Y’know, I’ve met many warriors in my time. Fought them … befriended them … even brought a few along for a ride in my ship.’ He smiled and jerked a thumb over his shoulder, back towards the TARDIS. ‘But that’s the fun thing about exploring the universe, you meet all sorts of people. End up becoming a few different ones too. Of course, nobody’s just one thing. No one’s born with a label. We’re all a big, beautiful mixture of stuff.’

Cellisamere’s brow furrowed. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘Not everyone’s a warrior,’ he translated. ‘What makes you so sure that’s what Ran wants to be?’

‘Because she is a Rentara!’ said Cellisamere, sounding aghast. ‘That is what we are – warriors. What we are trained to be!’

‘Uh-huh,’ the Doctor sighed. ‘Aren’t you just.’

They stepped from the lake onto a narrow spit of shoreline. The underbrush here had been trampled underfoot. Dark shapes moved between the trees, accompanied by the distant murmur of voices. Cellisamere froze, her hand moving to her belt. The Doctor put out a hand to stop her.

‘Wait,’ he said. ‘Look.’

A familiar young man stood a short distance away, gripping a spear and staring over his shoulder into the woods.

‘Onfim!’ The Doctor lifted a hand in greeting. ‘Hi!’

The boy spun, clutching his spear. ‘Oh,’ he said, slowly lowering it again. ‘Hello. You’re Ran’s friend, yes?’

‘That’s us,’ the Doctor grinned. ‘Don’t think we’ve been properly introduced. I’m the Doctor, this is Cellisamere, my, er, bodyguard. We’ve been scouting the land to check for any more possible ambushes. No sign. That’s good, right? Good news.’ The Doctor stepped closer. ‘Still guarding the bodies from last night?’

Onfim nodded.

‘Oh good!’ The Doctor smiled. ‘If you’d just let us have a quick look? Just wanted to check they didn’t have something that might be catching—’

‘Sorry!’ Onfim moved in front of them, spear raised. ‘Prince Alexander’s orders!’ With his shock of ginger hair and his deep brown eyes, the lad barely came up to Cellisamere’s chest. ‘Nobody’s allowed to view the bodies. We’ve already buried them.’

Cellisamere’s eyes narrowed. ‘Why?’

‘Protects morale,’ said Onfim, as if parroting a carefully learned phrase. ‘Prevents desertions.’ He lifted his chin proudly. ‘Prince Alexander knows I would never desert the Novgorodian cause!’

‘Of course, of course.’ The Doctor patted Onfim amiably on the shoulder. ‘Very well done! But you see … we have express orders from the Prince to be here.’ He drew the psychic paper from his pocket and held it out. ‘See?’

‘I cannot read,’ said Onfim.

‘You don’t have to, Onfim! Just check it out.’

The blank white card reflected the sunlight, empty for now, but it would show the eye of the observer anything it needed to give the Doctor authority and access. Onfim squinted at it a moment before looking up in awe. ‘The seal of the Princes?’

‘Scout’s honour.’ The Doctor winked, tapping the side of his nose as he slipped the paper back into his pocket. ‘Totally hush-hush, of course. Prince Alexander doesn’t want anyone to know he’s got … eyes in the camp.’

Onfim jumped smartly to attention. ‘How can I serve the Prince?’

‘These bodies,’ said the Doctor. ‘Did you notice anything strange about them?’

‘Did their eyes glow red?’ asked Cellisamere, pushing past the Doctor. ‘Did you find a Genetrix parasite attached to their spine?’

Onfim’s eyes widened. ‘A what?’

The Doctor managed a little laugh, steering Cellisamere lightly out of the way. ‘What my, uh, colleague means to say is … our recent invaders were moving oddly. Perhaps the bodies showed signs of sickness?’

Onfim paused, considering. ‘There was something strange … When we got some of ’em out of their armour, there were these … spots on their necks, right here.’ He shrugged. ‘Thought it was just all that metal rubbing the skin, but since you asked …’

The Doctor and Cellisamere exchanged a look. Cellisamere’s jaw had tightened, her fingers playing anxiously with the sabre at her belt.

‘It’s them,’ she whispered.

‘Sure?’

‘Certain.’

Onfim looked anxiously between them. ‘Them? Does this augur something bad?’

‘Your information was very helpful, Onfim. Thank you.’ The Doctor eyed him carefully. There was a desperate energy to the boy’s movements; clearly he had seen plenty of hardships in his short life, but had now been handed the chance to prove himself.

And most likely die trying, come April the fifth.

‘How old are you, Onfim?’ the Doctor asked.

‘Fifteen.’

‘Good age, good age.’ The Doctor nodded, glancing out across the rippling lake. ‘Have you considered what could happen to you out there? When the Estonian forces arrive?’

Onfim shrugged. ‘We beat them as we did at Pskov!’ he said, the light of fervent loyalty glowing in his eyes. In its own way it was just as concerning as an eerie flash of red.

The Doctor sighed. ‘Fine. Carry on.’ He patted the boy’s shoulder. ‘Just stay out of trouble and don’t stray too far from camp.’

‘Where are you going?’ Onfim called, as the Doctor and Cellisamere started back towards the lake.

The Doctor looked back over his shoulder and waved. ‘We’re going to see a girl about a beacon!’




Chapter Eight

‘Found it!’ Ran cried.

Ruby breathed a sigh of relief. It had taken all morning, scouring the pine forest on the outskirts of the lake, slipping down steep verges and clambering up hills thick with snow. Ruby’s ears and nose were numb with cold, and each breath she took was filled with an icicle chill. The furs she’d borrowed were warm enough, but she’d never missed the modern conveniences of thermals, hats, gloves and sweaters more than she did right now.

They’d found the second beacon in the hollow of a small tree, glinting silver and red against the green. Helgadane had opted to stay behind with it, making sure it was, in her words, properly dismantled. The sounds of an energy sabre bashing against metal had followed them as they continued their trek through the forest, Ran’s face subtly falling with each echoing thunk.

‘I’m sorry the beacons have to go,’ Ruby had said, trying to cheer her up. ‘It’s amazing you can make something so clever just from scrap.’

Ran nodded. ‘Thanks,’ she smiled, but her expression told Ruby she wasn’t entirely convinced.

They’d found the third and final beacon buried in snow on the edge of a natural pathway, winding through trees a breathless trek from where they’d left Helgadane. Ran dug it out, while Ruby leant against a tree to catch her breath.

High above, a tiny grey bird sat silently on a branch overlooking the path, peering down at them. It didn’t chirp, or even flinch as Ruby spotted it. Its eyes glinted in the forest gloom, shining like tiny red beads.

Ruby’s spine prickled. Before she could look closer, the bird took flight, vanishing into the snow-white sky with a flutter of wings. She swallowed. ‘This Genetrix parasite,’ she asked, as casually as she dared. ‘How fast does it spread?’

‘I’m not sure,’ said Ran, still crouched by the snowbank. ‘I’ve only ever read about them. But this planet isn’t exactly huge, and if we can track her down before anything awful happens, it’ll be all right …’ She sounded as if she were trying to convince herself more than Ruby.

‘The Doctor’ll sort it out,’ Ruby assured her. ‘He always does.’ She forced the memory of the red-eyed wolves from her mind – their snapping jaws and snarling fangs, the shape their paws left in the fallen snow – and turned back to Ran. ‘Stopped it transmitting?’

‘Not yet.’ Ran lifted the beacon out of the snowbank. With great care, she twisted the two halves first one way, then the other, revolving them slowly on a hairline split Ruby hadn’t even noticed across the shell – like the Doctor had the night before, but with more familiarity. After a few moments, the halves came apart like a split avocado, revealing the centre of jumbled wires and flashing lights.

‘Here goes.’ With sharp, delicate movements, Ran scooped out the middle section and gently untangled it, letting the lights flicker off one by one.

Ruby blinked. She hadn’t realised she’d been staring, her eyes following each careful twist and turn of Ran’s fingers. ‘That was brilliant!’ she said.

Ran smiled. ‘I don’t have all that many parts for making things. You learn how to reuse stuff pretty quickly.’

‘And get it all working!’ Ruby enthused.

‘Yeah.’ Ran’s face had clouded. ‘All too well, I guess.’

‘We don’t know for sure it’s the beacon’s fault the Genetrix arrived on Earth,’ Ruby reminded her.

Ran’s brow wrinkled. ‘The Doctor was right; I used Rentaran parts to make these. A Genetrix would know the kind of frequencies they make.’ She sighed and closed her eyes. ‘The first Genetrix sighting in so long, and it’s my fault.’

A rabbit shot across the path between them. Ruby couldn’t be sure, but for a second as it leapt, its eyes seemed to reflect the surrounding foliage, turning them a bright encompassing red.

You’re imagining it, she told herself.

‘What do the Genetrix want?’ she asked. ‘I mean, what’s their aim? Total-universe domination, one life at a time? Sounds exhausting.’

‘Don’t think anyone’s ever really asked them.’ Ran gave her a wry smile. ‘Least nobody back home. They fly among the stars in a state of cryogenic sleep, drifting on solar winds until they find a planet filled with sentient life,’ she said. ‘Or they send their infected to populate new worlds, spreading their will. Making everyone a puppet.’ She shivered.

‘How’d you lot get involved with them?’ Ruby asked. ‘You seem to know a lot about them.’

Ran shifted. ‘According to combat records, the Rentara first encountered a Genetrix when Mother-Commander was still just an infant; her mother was leader then. It was a routine mission to sell our swords to a warring planet far across the stars. But the war had been sparked by a brood-mother. A Genetrix parasite infected a Rentaran soldier mid-battle, then spread through the army. By the time reinforcements arrived, it was already too late; the Genetrix had used us to enslave the population. Bending the whole planet to her will.’

‘That’s horrible,’ said Ruby. ‘What … what happened to your grandmother?’

‘Although infected, she escaped the battlefield,’ said Ran, looking up at the sky. ‘Taking a small number of her closest warriors. With the last of her willpower, she wrenched back control of a Rentaran artillery ship and steered it into the planet below, wiping out the Genetrix and every infected Rentaran. Along with herself.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ said Ruby.

‘She knew what would happen, should the Genetrix take our will,’ Ran sighed. ‘Mother-Commander took leadership after that, swearing revenge. She chased the remaining Genetrix across galaxies, ensuring we never again made the same mistake. Until today, I thought she’d found them all.’ There was a pause, then she shot Ruby a nervous glance. ‘I shouldn’t have told you all that. Mother-Commander doesn’t like us discussing our failures with outsiders. Bad for our reputation.’

‘Yes, you are, Little Ran,’ Helgadane’s voice came booming from the path behind them. ‘I was beginning to think you’d run off again.’ She tossed the shattered remnants of the second beacon to the ground, where they twinkled like fragments of strange snow among Ran and Ruby’s footprints. ‘It was harder to destroy than I anticipated,’ she confessed. ‘Unexpectedly sturdy.’

‘Perhaps you should’ve read the manual … or asked its creator?’ Ruby eyed Helgadane carefully. Up close, the sisters were even more impressive than when they’d been giving chase. Without her helmet, Helgadane reminded her of a female wrestler she’d seen on television, or a particular kind of blockbuster superhero; all toned muscles and knife-sharp cheekbones. She couldn’t imagine facing down an entire battlefield of identical Rentaran warriors, each one trained and ready to fight.

And she didn’t like to imagine an entire battlefield of infected Rentara, their eyes glowing as red as the eyes of the wolves …

‘We found the last beacon,’ Ruby said, forcing the thought away. ‘Ran’s already disabled it.’

Ran held out the two halves of the broken beacon. ‘Happy?’

Helgadane eyed it suspiciously for a moment, then gave a grunt of approval. ‘We should return to your TARDIS, girl. The Doctor and Cellisamere will be waiting for us.’

They set off through the trees, following their old footprints back towards the lake. By degrees, Ruby found herself walking ahead of Ran to catch up with Helgadane at the front of the group.

‘This must be a bit of a change of pace for you,’ said Ruby. ‘If you’re normally being paid to fight like a private army—’

‘Like warriors!’ Helgadane pushed aside pine branches, her lips thinning into a smile. ‘We are not hired thugs; we fight only for those causes we consider just. War is an art, and we know it intrinsically.’ She glanced back at Ran. ‘It’s just that some choose to pretend such art is beneath them.’

A bloom of protective concern had already taken root in Ruby’s chest; now it flared to life with a fiery brilliance. ‘It’s not Ran’s fault if she feels different from the rest of you. So what if she doesn’t want to fight?’

Helgadane laughed. ‘We all go through the same ritual at her age,’ she said. ‘It moulds warriors, brings the fighting spirit to the surface!’ She tapped her chest with pride. ‘I was a small, scared little thing too, once. Now look at me!’

‘I am,’ Ruby said. ‘And if you’re happy, that’s great – for you. But for Ran—’

‘Who are you to question our family’s ways?’ Helgadane asked. ‘You, a human interloper, who knows nothing of the Rentara.’

‘I’m just saying, you keep pushing her to be like you when maybe she just doesn’t want to be!’

Helgadane’s eyes narrowed. ‘I am trying to help my sister,’ she snapped, lowering her voice to a whisper. ‘You would do well to keep out of it.’

Before Ruby could reply, Helgadane turned a sharp left and stalked away through the trees, her footsteps crunching across the snow, the sabre at her hip turning the trees and bushes a soft sunny yellow as she passed.

The branches behind Ruby rustled. Ran appeared beside her, drying her hands carefully on her cloak, watching with concern as her sister vanished through the underbrush.

‘Were you trying to speak up for me?’ Ran said. ‘There’s no point. Battle is everything to my sisters. As far as they’re concerned, I’ve failed them.’ She snorted bitterly. ‘Maybe I should be glad I’ve brought the Genetrix here. They’ll be getting the battle of their lives.’

Yeah, thought Ruby, starting after Helgadane. With me, the Doctor and an army of five thousand dragged into it too – maybe even the whole world.




Chapter Nine

Onfim shifted his weight against the spear in his hands, forcing back a yawn. He’d been standing upright for what felt like hours, staring into the same patch of trees, shivering beneath his furs in the same thick snowbank. So far, no one but the Doctor had disturbed the solitude of his watch; just the occasional fox or deer, peering out of the shadows with shining white eyes before vanishing.

Far behind him, the lights of camp glowed like a distant ember, but none of that warmth reached to where he was stationed. Out ahead, the darkness of the forest stretched on into eternity, blacker than a midnight sky. The waters of Lake Peipus glistened in the darkness.

Sometimes, in the middle of an interminable watch, Onfim half-hoped the Estonian forces would attempt another ambush, barrelling out of the forests towards the camp. In his mind’s eye, he saw himself as the lone heroic saviour, shouting the alarm.

Anything for some excitement.

Anything to keep himself warm.

Something cold and wet slid down his neck, making him wince; a clump of snow, fallen from the heavy branches above.

Onfim brushed at it, cursing under his breath, then paused.

Somewhere, someone was speaking to him; a soft whispering voice, rising and falling on the evening air. Onfim couldn’t tell which direction it was coming from, but that didn’t matter. The voice assured him that nothing mattered any more.

Something was clambering up his back, twisting and squirming beneath his tunic. Onfim felt it, but did nothing to brush it away. His hands would no longer lift, his arms would no longer obey him. The fires of camp faded in and out. The darkness swirled, enfolding him on all sides, comforting and warm. He couldn’t muster the will to care, but that no longer mattered. Nothing much mattered at all.

It was all just a dream. A wonderful dream.

Ruby shoved her hands into the pockets of her coat, suppressing a shiver. The sky overhead was beginning to darken, deepening the inky blackness of the water beneath their feet, making the sheer depth of Lake Peipus all the more apparent.

If the Doctor felt the cold, he didn’t show it. He bounced on his heels, clapping his hands together with a show of finality. ‘Right! Beacons off; parasites in humans spotted; fate of the Earth in the balance. What next?’

‘Simple,’ said Helgadane. ‘We hunt the Genetrix, we find it, and we destroy it. And then Ranavere fights.’

‘Bold plan,’ the Doctor said brightly. ‘Little light on detail, though.’

Ruby turned to the sisters. ‘If you’ve hunted the Genetrix before—’

‘Yeah, not a big fan of the destroying part,’ the Doctor broke in.

‘How did you do it?’ Ruby went on. ‘What worked to stop them, at least?’

‘The Genetrix are physically weak,’ said Cellisamere. ‘They hide away, never venturing into open battle. They rely on their parasites to control vessels of every means, including combat.’

‘Hence the zombie wolves,’ said Ruby. ‘And birds, and rabbits …’

‘Her eyes and ears,’ said Helgadane. ‘She’ll be searching for stronger warriors, better fighters, more ways to spread her influence. But her parasites are limited in number: she’ll have hidden herself somewhere to spawn more of them. If we find her hiding place, we can crush her.’

‘That’s all well and good,’ said Cellisamere. ‘But where is she?’

Silence fell over the clearing. Ruby found herself casting a surreptitious glance over her shoulder, studying the frozen landscape as if it might suddenly yield a twisting alien monster, if only she looked hard enough. She paused. Her eyes widened.

‘Something’s wrong,’ she said.

Smoke rose between the trees along the western bank, billowing and twisting, forming a plume that threatened to swallow the sky.

‘It’s the camp!’ said Ran.

The group exchanged looks.

Helgadane’s expression hardened.

Cellisamere reached for her sabre.

Ran looked pale.

‘Come on.’ The Doctor broke the stillness by turning and running in the direction of the smoke. Without a word, the others followed.

They stumbled back across the lake. It was harder in the growing dark to navigate the uneven ice. Ruby slipped and skidded, struggling to keep herself upright. Her foot caught the edge of a crack, nearly sending her sprawling.

The Doctor caught her arm. ‘Hang on!’

Working together to keep their balance, they made faster progress across the ice, followed by the sisters.

By the time they arrived on the western shore half an hour later, the Novgorodian camp was in chaos. Fires had spread from containment, licking the grass and swallowing tents. Figures blundered through the smoke, tripping over bodies, hurrying to snatch swords and throw on pieces of armour.

Even in the thick haze, it was easy to pinpoint the attackers; a wave of knights in thick plate armour had swept the eastern side of the camp, fighting with men dressed in Novgorodian tunics.

‘She’s found more soldiers,’ Ruby breathed. ‘What do we do?’

‘We stop the attack,’ said the Doctor. ‘Prevent as many casualties as possible.’

Helgadane drew her sabre. ‘Don’t let them touch you!’ she hissed. ‘Cover your necks! The parasites attach to the lower cortex!’

A figure blundered out of the smoke with an inhuman cry, sword swinging wildly. Caught at the back of the group, Ran staggered backwards with a gasp, tumbling into the wall of a nearby tent.

Ruby caught a familiar shock of reddish hair as she turned. ‘Onfim!’

The boy had lost his helmet, and his tunic had been slashed across the front. His eyes were wide and staring, lit with the tell-tale red glow of the Genetrix.

As Ran struggled to right herself, Onfim lifted his sword over his head to strike her.

Helgadane rose in a blur of movement. Her sabre sliced through the air, leaving streaks of yellow light in its wake. Ruby saw the horror of the moment a second before it happened.

She was going to kill him. She was going to kill him, and it wasn’t his fault.

‘Wait!’ She grabbed Helgadane’s arm. It wasn’t enough to stop the momentum, but enough to send the sabre’s arc curving over Onfim’s head.

‘You!’ Helgadane rounded on Ruby. ‘What are you—’

There was a dull thud behind them. They turned to see Onfim crumpled on the ground, the Doctor standing over him, massaging his hand.

‘Sorry about that,’ he said to the unconscious boy. ‘Probably best you take a nap for now.’

‘What did you do to him?’ asked Ran.

‘Venusian nerve pinch,’ he said. ‘He’ll be alright. Faster lights-out than a Sontaran War-Lullaby.’

‘Good, then he won’t struggle.’ Helgadane shouldered the Doctor aside, raising her sabre above her head.

‘What the hell are you doing?’ the Doctor shouted, rushing back in front of her.

‘Killing it,’ Helgadane snapped.

‘No!’

‘I will rid this place of a Genetrix parasite!’

‘And lose the chance to interrogate her?’ the Doctor asked. ‘Find out where she is?’

Helgadane’s mouth twitched, pride and practicality seemingly at war across her face. Slowly, she lowered her sabre. ‘Fine,’ she spat. ‘But if it escapes, I warn you—’

‘No killing.’ The Doctor lifted his hands in a show of surrender. ‘If there’s even the slightest chance we can save the infected, no killing. Understand me?’

Helgadane nodded, her lips pressed thinly together. Cellisamere eyed Ran warily.

‘The fighting’s moving on,’ Ruby said quietly. Through the smoke and jagged silhouettes around them, the chaos of the second ambush had lessened to a rumble, the last few skirmishes moving further into camp. Bodies lay strewn across the ground, both Estonian and Novgorodian, but the worst of the fighting, it seemed, was over.

‘Good.’ The Doctor crouched at Onfim’s side. ‘Now. Let’s see what we’re dealing with …’ He pulled the sonic from his pocket and leaned forward, using the end to carefully nudge down the collar of Onfim’s tunic. Embedded in the base of the boy’s neck squirmed a tiny squid-like creature, the tips of its tentacles rippling deep into the skin.

Ruby let out a soft gasp of horror, revulsion rising in her throat. ‘Can we remove it?’ she asked.

Helgadane shook her head. ‘Not without killing the host,’ she said. ‘A Genetrix failsafe.’

‘Then how are we supposed to stop all this?’

‘We kill the Genetrix, her parasites die with her,’ said Cellisamere. ‘The infected go free.’

‘Then we’ll tie him up,’ said a voice behind them. ‘Out in the woods.’

The group turned to look at Ran. ‘Well, we can’t hurt him,’ she continued. ‘It’s not his fault! And if there’s a chance of saving him …’

‘Excellent plan,’ said the Doctor. ‘Let’s have a chat.’

Helgadane hoisted the fallen boy across her shoulders, his legs dangling. ‘This way,’ she said, motioning to the nearby trees. ‘Ran, keep an eye on my back. You can do that at least, yes?’

‘Actually …’ Ran motioned over her shoulder. ‘I might have something to help. Back at the tent. I’ll come find you!’ She turned and hurried away into the smoke.

‘Coward,’ Helgadane muttered.

‘Thinker,’ the Doctor countered.

As she turned to go, something clattered against Ruby’s boot. She glanced down. Onfim’s sword lay in the grass where he’d dropped it, stained but still glinting beneath the mud. Slowly, she reached down and picked it up. It was heavier than she’d expected; a reassuring weight in her hands.

Ruby’s chest tightened. Twice now she’d found herself involved in unexpected fights. Twice now they’d been ambushed by the Genetrix’s parasite puppets.

She thought of Ran, resourceful and clever but frightened too. She thought of herself, back home in London, before all this had even started. She thought of the knowledge she now had, the places she’d been, the responsibility it gave her to protect someone who was in over their head.

Ruby tried not to wonder if this was how the Doctor saw her.

Carefully, she slipped the sword into the loop at her belt, then turned and followed the others into the trees.

Ran hurried back across the campsite, skirting debris and dodging past small numbers of hurrying soldiers. In the wake of the skirmish, the entire camp seemed to be drawing inward, shifting away from the outer edges. A defensive manoeuvre? The army making itself smaller, more compact, to evade the coming attacks? Ran ducked her head and kept walking. It was important to look busy, to look determined, not to let herself slow down or be questioned.

To her relief, most of the structures to the back of the site remained intact. One of her tent walls had been slashed open, but nothing inside had been touched. Nothing a quick patch job wouldn’t solve.

She ducked inside and began to rummage through the metal bits scattered across her floor.

If she could just find something useful, something functioning, something to prove she didn’t have to be a fighter, perhaps she could—

Outside the tent, someone cleared their throat.

Ran’s heart jolted. ‘Who is it?’

‘Me.’ Cellisamere appeared at the tent entrance. She reddened slightly at Ran’s expression. ‘I’ve come to help,’ she said.

Ran shuffled back to allow her inside.

Cellisamere glanced around the cluttered little space. ‘You always were a little inventor, weren’t you?’ she said, half-fondly.

Ran paused, eyeing her warily. She’d not been in such close quarters with either of her sisters since the announcement of her Coming-Of-Age battle. Everyone had been so excited for her, so pleased to see her engaged in warfare. She was Little Ran, runt of the litter, finally able to prove herself. Nobody had ever taken her seriously, but Cellisamere, at least, had treated her like a person. Perhaps that was why her arrival through the portal had hurt so much.

‘I suppose you’ve already told Mother-Commander about all this,’ Ran muttered.

‘Told her what?’ Cellisamere asked.

‘That I tried to escape, that I broke the rules. Like Helgadane says, I’m a coward.’

Cellisamere shifted, looking momentarily uncom-fortable. ‘When we picked up your distress call,’ she said, ‘we kept it a secret. Took a time portal from the vault ourselves. Helgadane thought you’d gotten cold feet. That we just needed to … encourage you.’

Ran almost laughed. ‘Encourage me? You chased me across a lake! You shot at me!’

‘Only to make you return to your camp!’ Cellisamere argued.

‘So I’d be here right on time to die on the ice in two days!’ Ran wasn’t sure where the rush of bitterness had come from, but it burned her throat. ‘I don’t want this,’ she said. ‘I never wanted this! I’m not strong like you and Helgadane. I’m terrified!’

Cellisamere sat still for several seconds, her brow furrowed in the slow, careful way of someone thinking through a riddle. ‘Maybe … when we get home,’ she said, slowly, ‘we could show Mother-Commander some of the inventions you’ve made. Maybe … she’ll see if you can help in other ways?’

Ran looked up in surprise. Her heart swelled with hope, then immediately deflated. ‘Helgadane will never agree to that,’ she muttered. ‘She’d do a Coming-Of-Age battle every turn of the lunar calendar if she could.’

Cellisamere shrugged, a small smile tugging at her lips. She leaned forward, lowering her voice to a whisper. ‘Know what? I think she’s impressed,’ she said. ‘I know I am.’

Ran opened her mouth to reply, but the approach of heavy footsteps made them look up.

Helgadane had arrived between the tents, her face grave. ‘He’s awake,’ she said.




Chapter Ten

Darkness had fallen completely as Ran followed Helgadane and Cellisamere through the woods.

She’d brought her satchel from the tent, the weight of the half-sphere the Doctor had given her heavy against her leg. It wasn’t much, but it was a weapon. She loathed the thought of using it against Onfim, but the long dark walk away from camp held the possibility of an ambush, and Ran had no desire to meet a wolf up close again.

None of the sisters spoke. The receding edges of the campsite had allowed them an undisrupted journey back between the trees, the Novgorodian army too focused on moving inward to notice three wayward bodies moving out into the shadows. The glow of distant campfires slowly waned, until there was nothing to light their way but silvery moonlight.

A chill breeze pricked Ran’s skin. The air was bright with frost. Unknown things rustled in the underbrush. In her mind’s eye, Ran imagined alien birds staring from the treetops, boar and badgers and rabbits peering from the undergrowth, their eyes glowing in accordance with the Brood Mother’s whims.

At a thick barricade of branches, Helgadane turned. She hesitated, then shot Ran a look she couldn’t quite read in the dark. ‘Stay behind us,’ she said. ‘If the Genetrix tries anything …’ She trailed off, seeming to falter.

Cellisamere put a hand on Ran’s shoulder. ‘We’ll deal with her,’ she said.

Ran nodded, unable to hide her bewilderment. Was this a trick? Some new attempt to make her fight, by guilting her into battle?

Without another word, Helgadane turned and pushed through the brush. Ran followed her into a small dark clearing, concealed from the outside by a ring of firs. Footsteps and drag marks littered the snowy ground, obscuring whatever had been there before, but still Ran felt a prickle of recognition.

She’d been here before, just the other day. Fresh snow and pine needles had covered her own hurried tracks, but somehow she was back where she’d begun. Back where she’d buried the distress beacon that had started all this.

The Doctor and Ruby stood a short distance away, their heads bowed in conversation. They turned as the sisters entered the clearing. Ran caught Helgadane’s expression as she searched their eyes for signs of infection, her lips thinning as she saw none. Ran tried not to wonder if Helgadane secretly hoped her two rescuers would eventually succumb to the Genetrix’s parasites. One less problem to worry about, and an excuse to finally battle the infected with impunity.

She turned away, forced that particular horror aside.

In the middle of the clearing grew a tall, spindly fir tree. Onfim sat slumped against the trunk, his head bowed, his hands bound tight behind his back. Ran saw his eyelids flicker.

The Doctor crouched down in front of him. ‘Onfim?’ he asked.

‘Not too close!’ Helgadane hissed. ‘Don’t let him touch you.’

The Doctor shuffled back a few obliging steps, his gaze never leaving the boy’s slumped body. ‘Genetrix,’ he said.

In the forest gloom, the red glow of Onfim’s eyes brightened, leaked across his cheeks. ‘How do you know my name?’

The voice that came from the boy’s mouth was hard and rasping, as if pulled from a great distance and wrenched through Onfim’s throat.

‘I know lots of things,’ said the Doctor. ‘For example, I know you don’t belong on this planet. I know you shouldn’t be using these people as your own personal puppets.’

‘Shouldn’t I?’ Onfim’s mouth stretched into a smile. ‘Pity.’

‘I’ll give you the same chance I give everyone,’ said the Doctor. ‘I have a ship that can take you away from this planet, I can drop you somewhere safe, somewhere without other life forms, where you won’t be harmed. You won’t have to rely on an infected army to protect you.’

Onfim studied him intently for a long moment. ‘So you’re not local either? How interesting.’ He shifted, as if getting comfortable against the tree. ‘And if I say no?’

‘Me and my friends here will find where you’ve hidden your proper self, remove all your little parasites, and make you leave.’

‘We’ve destroyed your kind before, Genetrix,’ said Helgadane. ‘We will do it again with great pleasure.’

‘Not destroying,’ the Doctor countered. ‘Delivering.’

Onfim let out a wheezing little laugh. ‘I quake in this unpleasant skin.’ His head turned to the Doctor. ‘I decline your offer. I like this planet. When I awoke here from my cryogenic sleep, I found it so full of useful little lives. But when I have infected you, I will be sure to remember your ship.’

The Doctor’s eyes narrowed. ‘You keep attacking the Novgorodian camp,’ he said. ‘Why is that? Why deplete your supply of potential bodies?’

‘The human settlement? Who said anything about me attacking it?’ Onfim’s head canted to one side, as if his neck didn’t quite know how to support it. ‘Tell me, what is your home planet like? Is it very far away? Is it very powerful?’

The Doctor’s expression didn’t change. ‘It’s gone,’ he said.

‘So what makes you any different from me?’ Onfim’s glowing eyes narrowed. ‘Two lost creatures, searching for a home among the stars.’

‘For a start, I’m not the one tied to a tree.’ The Doctor sat back on his heels. ‘And I make do with just one body at a time.’

‘Then what are all these?’ Onfim nodded to the surrounding group. ‘They do as you say, they follow your lead. Are they not extra bodies to command as you wish?’

A shiver ran down Ran’s spine. For the first time, she realised she’d been holding her breath this entire conversation. She let it out in a soft rush, trying not to look as terrified as she felt.

‘Oh, honey, I think you’ve grossly misunderstood the situation,’ said the Doctor. ‘Unlike some people, I don’t need a parasite to make friends.’

Onfim leaned forward, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. ‘I could make you a deal.’

‘I’m listening.’

Onfim’s head jerked towards the Rentaran sisters. ‘Give me the warriors,’ he said. ‘Let me at last conquer the Rentaran battle fleets. I’ll have no use for this insipid little planet then. I may even leave it in peace.’

Ran glanced at the others. Ruby stood silent near the tree, her jaw tight. Helgadane and Cellisamere had their weapons drawn, bathing the proceedings in a soft yellowish light. Nobody spoke. Nobody moved.

The Doctor scrunched up his nose, casting an exaggerated look to the rest of the group. ‘Yeah, no. That’s a solid no from us,’ he said. ‘Sorry.’

The grin stretched wider across Onfim’s lips, never reaching his glassy gaze. ‘No matter,’ said the voice. ‘Soon I will have the means to make this world my own. And we will take the Rentara by force.’

‘I think we’re done here.’ The Doctor leaned forward. ‘Sorry about this, Onfim. Probably best you take another nap.’

He pressed two fingers to either side of Onfim’s temple. Instantly the boy sagged.




Chapter Eleven

Silence swept the clearing. The Doctor stood, brushing himself down with a sigh. ‘Charming, isn’t she?’ he said.

‘What did she mean, she’ll soon have the means to make this world her own?’ said Ruby.

‘Posturing,’ said Helgadane, sheathing her sword. ‘She knows she’s beaten.’

‘She didn’t sound beaten to me,’ said Ruby. ‘She sounded smug. And what did she mean she hasn’t been attacking the camp?’

‘Well. It looked like an attack to me,’ said Cellisamere.

The Doctor eyed the boy carefully. What would he do, he thought, if he were an invading parasitic force? He’d need bodies, lots of bodies, preferably unharmed and undamaged. So what would be the point in attacking anything, unless it was with a specific purpose?

‘What if she wasn’t attacking?’ he said slowly. ‘What if she was pushing?’

‘Pushing?’ asked Ruby.

He turned to her. ‘Think about it: what’d you do if someone came screaming at you through the trees? Even if you’re a big, heavily armed soldier. You’d run away eventually, right?’

Helgadane’s eyes narrowed. ‘I do not run,’ she said.

‘No? Always been a fan of it myself,’ said the Doctor, cheerfully. ‘Right, what would everyone except Helgadane do?’

‘You think she’s herding us,’ said Ran, her eyes widening. ‘I noticed that, back at the camp, everyone’s moving, bunching together.’

‘Moving where?’ Ruby asked.

‘If I had to guess,’ said the Doctor, ‘I’d say in the direction of her parasites.’

‘For what – some kind of mass infection?’ said Ruby, staring around at the surrounding trees. ‘That is … so gross.’

‘Then it’s simple!’ said Helgadane, slamming a fist into her palm. ‘We find more of her puppets, and we follow them, and we destroy her!’

‘How do we do that, sister?’ Cellisamere glanced at Onfim’s sleeping form. ‘We can’t follow this one. She knows that if we set him free, we’d go after him.’

‘If the Genetrix is herding the army,’ said Ruby, ‘surely we just need to follow the direction they’re taking?’

‘And overtake them,’ the Doctor agreed.

‘But it’s pitch black out there,’ Ran said. ‘Even with swords to light the way—’

‘We could be picked off way more easily,’ the Doctor concluded. ‘If we fall … no one gets to rise again.’

‘And if that thing gets hold of the TARDIS,’ Ruby said softly, ‘nowhere in the universe is safe.’

The Doctor’s gaze returned to Onfim, small against the towering fir tree behind him. An idea bubbled in the back of his mind.

‘I’m going to do something,’ he said, kneeling in the grass beside the unconscious boy. ‘I’m going to try to merge minds with the Genetrix.’

Ruby’s eyes widened in horror. ‘You’re going to what?’

‘She can lie to us all she likes out here, but she can’t hide from her own mind. She’s made herself at home in poor Onfim. I’m just going to pop in and see where she’s hidden herself.’

‘Absolutely not! Out of the question! We’ll find another way!’

‘What other way, Ruby?’ the Doctor asked.

Silence swept the clearing.

‘You can do that?’ Helgadane asked, softly, from behind Ruby. ‘Merge with such a creature?’

‘Yeah!’ said the Doctor. ‘Done it loads of times.’ Although never with one of these, he thought. This could get tricky. ‘If she’s broadcasting through another mind, she should be weakened. Enough for me to get a good hold on her.’

‘But what if you’re wrong?’ Ran asked. ‘What if she takes control of you?’

‘I’m a Time Lord!’

‘Exactly,’ said Ruby. ‘If she does take control, what do we do then?’

The Doctor turned back to her. ‘At the first sign of infection, restrain me. Don’t let me reach the TARDIS, don’t let me do anything, all right?’ He shot a look at Helgadane, the one most likely to carry out such an order.

Helgadane hesitated, then nodded.

‘Keep me tied up and go on without me,’ the Doctor continued. ‘You follow the soldiers, find the Genetrix. You stop her before she can infect anyone else, all right?’

Ran nodded, her face tight with worry and determination. ‘We will.’

‘You’re not all just going to let him do this?’ Ruby stared around at the group, horrified. ‘We’re not just all going to sit here and—’

‘Ruby.’ The Doctor turned to her, his face grave in the moonlight. ‘Trust me. Please.’

Ruby hesitated, then stepped backwards, her face tight with anger and worry. ‘Of course I trust you,’ she said, her voice hoarse. ‘It’s her I don’t trust.’

‘I’ll be in and out in a flash. You won’t even know I’m gone.’ The Doctor gave her an encouraging smile, then turned back Onfim. He placed two fingers carefully on either side of the boy’s temple and leaned forward.

‘Contact …’ he whispered, reaching out with his mind.

The effect was instantaneous.

In a rush of soundless sound and weightless suction, the Doctor was wrenched from himself. The clearing vanished. Ran and Ruby and the sisters vanished. Even the feeling of his own body, his own hands and face. Everything snapped away, replaced by an endless void.

Hello, Doctor, whispered a voice, so clear in his mind it could only be a part of it. What a curious little talent you have.

Genetrix. The Doctor struggled to maintain his own thoughts. The weight of her was pressing. He could feel it all around him, crushing him in, holding him close, stronger than even he’d anticipated. He tried to reach out, to find what he was looking for, but it was like plunging into a deep pool.

Now, now, came the voice. You entered my mind. Don’t struggle. Don’t you like what you see?

The void shifted. The Doctor saw a world spread out below him. The Earth; that beautiful blue and green planet, so familiar, so imperfectly perfect. His second home.

See what happens next, said the voice. See what I can accomplish.

The void shifted again, became images, flashing fast and sudden across the Doctor’s understanding. He saw a wave sweeping the world; parasites leaping from person to person. First Prince Alexander and his army, then the Estonians – two sides united as one. Next, Alexander’s fellow princes, then all of Novgorod, the surrounding cities and burgeoning countries, poised on the cusp of the world the Doctor recognised so well.

He saw them fall. He saw humanity reduced to a horde of mindless puppets, building and creating under the sway of the Genetrix, eyes glinting red against the darkness of space, propelled across the stars, centuries before their time. He tried to pull away, to grasp enough of himself to argue, but the onslaught was immense.

See what I can do, whispered the Genetrix.

The Doctor saw it happen again; another planet, another distant star.

He saw the Rentaran battle fleets.

He saw warriors reduced to nothing, sisters turning on sisters, clustering around a creature too weak to defend itself, too isolated to reach for help.

He saw everything Cellisamere and Helgadane feared, the terror of losing oneself.

He sensed a flash of it then, caught in the web of the Genetrix’s influence:

She was alone.

She was afraid.

The images jerked, as if the Genetrix had grasped them suddenly and pulled them away from the Doctor, before he could get a better look.

You invaded my mind. It’s only fair I should invade yours.

The images resolved. And now …

The Doctor saw himself, saw the TARDIS, saw the world through a ruby-red glow. He felt the calming whispers of the Genetrix parasite at his back, telling him where to go, which planet to infect, who to enslave.

The monster a Time Lord could become – capable of spanning the universe, spreading the Genetrix influence to the stars and beyond.

Always a different face, always a new form, but now with a new and unified understanding.

The Doctor wrestled with the vision, mustering enough of himself to speak: All of this, because you’re afraid? he said. Because you think infecting the universe will protect you from its dangers?

The voice roared. I am not afraid!

The Doctor was drowning. The Genetrix pulled at his mind, dragging him away piece by piece. His past selves, his future lives, those puzzle-pieces he’d lost in the jumble of time; the people he’d been, locked away without his knowledge.

It’s happened before, whispered the Genetrix. You were made anew once. I can do it again.

… No …

The third voice was so soft the Doctor almost didn’t sense it, swallowed by the void that was the Genetrix, but its smallness was what grasped his attention. He managed to pull away, to twist minutely in the currents of his swamped mind.

There was something else here. Someone else.

… Please …

Onfim, or what little was left of him; a spark of consciousness, floating in the depths of his own mind. The Doctor grasped the spark and held it as gently as he could in the memory of his hands. It was enough to ground him, to pull the pieces of himself into a semblance of sense.

I’m sorry, thought the Doctor. I am so so sorry. I’m going to find her. I’m going to stop this. I promise.

NO.

The blast hit him all at once, immense and flattening. The voice of the Genetrix was insistent now, overwhelming. It swept his mind, stalling his thoughts, stifling everything but the compulsion to obey.

Let me in.

Let me in.

You Will Let Me In.

‘No!’

The Doctor lurched backwards, falling away from Onfim onto slick wet grass.

The world rushed back into focus.

He was himself again; he was the Doctor, his hearts racing, his lungs burning. He was back in control. The night sky circled high above him, the freezing earth was at his back.

The others stood over him, their faces a mixture of shock and concern, wariness and fear.

Helgadane lifted her sabre in readiness. Ruby shoved her aside and crouched beside the Doctor. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Yeah.’ He looked at her and smiled. ‘The only Ruby in my eyes is you.’

She smiled back, her relief clear. ‘What happened? You tensed up, then you just started yelling.’

Ran nodded.

‘The Genetrix is strong. So strong.’ The Doctor lifted his head to stare at the unmoving Onfim. ‘I saw what she can do. What she’s done before.’ He glanced at Cellisamere, pinched and pale in the moonlight. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘That was very brave,’ said Cellisamere, lifting her chin. ‘Don’t do it again.’

‘Did you see where she’s hiding?’ asked Helgadane.

The Doctor shook his head. ‘Not exactly. But she’s close,’ he said. ‘Somewhere nearby. The connection wouldn’t have been so strong otherwise.’ He’d felt it, he’d felt where she was, somewhere in all that clutter, she’d revealed it to him. He just had to think.

Ruby reached out and touched his arm. ‘Did she—’ she began.

The Doctor forced a smile. ‘I’ve been around a long time, Ruby. Plenty of people have tried to take a bite of me. But I’m still here, aren’t I?’

‘Always,’ said Ruby, forcing a smile in return.

‘Right.’ The Doctor opened his arms, indicating the midnight forest around them. ‘As much as I love traipsing through unknown places in the dead of night, and I do, the Genetrix clearly has numbers on us. If she gets us while we’re stumbling around in the dark, that’s it, we’re toast.’

‘We can’t just sit and wait!’ said Helgadane.

‘Then we’ll go back to the camp,’ said Ruby. ‘Keep watch for any more attacks.’

The Doctor nodded. ‘She wants Prince Alexander. If she takes the big guy, she can make anyone do exactly as she says.’

‘So we warn him?’ said Ran.

‘Yeah, right. “Hello, your Highness, I’m afraid you’re target number one for a great big space squid and her terrifying squidlets?”’ The Doctor shook his head. ‘Might not go down so well. I’ll keep a sneaky eye on him. As soon as the Genetrix makes a move, so do we.’

Cellisamere stepped forward. ‘I’ll keep watch over this one,’ she said, motioning to the slumped Onfim with the tip of her sabre. ‘Make sure he doesn’t escape.’

‘Are you sure?’ Ruby asked.

Cellisamere grinned. ‘I have fought many Genetrix-infected in my time,’ she said. ‘I can take a single human.’

‘I’ll watch the edges of the human camp,’ said Helgadane. ‘If she attempts another attack, we’ll be ready for her.’

‘We’ll go in shifts,’ said Ran. ‘No use exhausting ourselves before we’ve even faced her.’

Helgadane frowned. ‘A warrior doesn’t need shifts.’

‘Good thing I’m not a warrior then, isn’t it?’ Ran turned to Ruby with a smile. ‘Ruby? You can sleep in my tent again if you like.’

‘Sounds amazing,’ said Ruby, with a weary smile.

As the group turned to leave, Cellisamere flashed Ran a wink. Ran smiled back, uncertain.

The Doctor caught the look that passed between them, but said nothing. Whatever had happened back at Ran’s tent, he hoped it had started to mend the broken bonds between the sisters, allowing Cellisamere a new understanding. Whatever Ran did next, she’d need that support. She deserved it.

Ruby hurried to his side, grabbing him round the waist in a tight hug. ‘Don’t you dare do that again!’ she said. ‘You scared me!’

‘No more mind-melding with the Genetrix,’ the Doctor nodded. ‘Sure.’

‘Promise?’

‘Promise.’

Ruby released him with a nod, wiping her eyes. ‘Good.’ she said. ‘Good.’

It was an hour later, and cold inside Ran’s tent. Ruby tossed and turned beneath a pile of furs and woollen blankets, dreaming of radiators and warm stoves, of the cosiness offered by the TARDIS. In her mind’s eye, an army of zombie soldiers poured across a world of ice and snow, marching towards a lone blue box in the endless white, and all the secrets it contained.

Something cold brushed against her neck.

Ruby’s eyes flickered open. The tent lay dark and quiet around her. The flash of coldness came again, like the drop of melting snow in the forest, sharp against her neck. Idly, Ruby tried to turn and brush the wetness from her back, but her body wouldn’t move.

She blinked. It was the only part of her that would still respond. She was paralysed, staring out at the darkened tent from beneath the fur blankets. Ran was somewhere to the side of her, the Doctor was nowhere to be seen. Ruby couldn’t open her mouth to cry out, or even whisper. She couldn’t move.

The cold spot was moving now; squirming up her back with infinite care. Ruby felt tentacles, ice-cold against her skin, feeling and writhing, searching for purchase. Her heart jolted in horror. She remembered the tiny squirming creature on Onfim’s spine, how Helgadane had warned them all to cover their necks.

A parasite.

Ruby tried again to move, but it was pointless. Even as she struggled against her own paralysed body, there was a strange peacefulness to the slithering cold; as if the worst had finally happened, and now Ruby no longer had to worry. Someone else could do all the thinking, all the hard work. She could close her eyes and drift away.

Just drift away and let something else do all the thinking …




Chapter Twelve

Pain, hot and sharp, seared across her neck. Ruby twisted with a gasp, her body suddenly her own again. She pulled herself from the blankets, turning to see Ran crouched at her side, clutching the second half of her broken distress beacon with a look of wide-eyed horror.

‘Quick!’ Ran hissed. ‘We’ve got to stop it!’

Ruby leapt to her feet, still disorientated by the sudden return of her senses. But she knew at once what Ran meant by it.

It was still burning in the back of her head.

The parasite. It had squirmed beneath a nearby pile of metal scraps.

Ruby grabbed one of her boots from the floor, holding it in readiness as her gaze darted from object to object amongst the clutter.

A flash of white rippled across the floor, near the rip in the tent’s side.

‘There!’ Ruby shouted. She leapt, but her balance was off, and she stumbled. Ran grabbed her arm, and both tumbled to the floor.

As Ruby fell, she hurled the boot towards the parasite. The muddy sole landed directly on top of the slithering little body. Ruby’s eyes widened in shock, then she pressed the boot hard against the floor. Nothing squirmed out from underneath.

‘You did it!’ Ran shouted.

Please let that be true, thought Ruby, still holding down the boot. ‘What do we do now?’

‘Keep it there a second.’ Ran scrabbled in one of the piles, turning back a moment later clutching a large glass jar. She advanced on the shoe, holding the lid in her other hand. Ruby caught her intention and tensed, readying herself to spring out of the way.

Ran nodded. Ruby lifted the shoe an inch.

There was a flash of white as the parasite scrambled for freedom across the floor.

Ran leapt forward, scooped the little body from the floor inside the jar, and rammed on the lid before it could leap free.

‘Got it!’ she gasped.

Ruby flopped down, covering her face with her hands. ‘That was too close,’ she whispered. ‘Too close by half!’

‘Look at it,’ Ran breathed.

Slowly, Ruby lifted her head. For the first time, she was able to see the parasite properly.

It was kind of like an octopus, small and pale in the half-light, but no larger than a bumblebee. A small clump of tiny black eyes protruded from the top of its head, glinting like drops of ink.

Ruby’s skin crawled.

The shape of it wasn’t the only bizarre thing: in the gloom of Ran’s tent, it glowed, burnishing the metal debris with a tinge of luminescent red. The light reminded Ruby of some glow-in-the-dark stars her mum had stuck to the bedroom ceiling when she was a kid, just soft enough to nudge the darkness.

‘Did the other one do that?’ Ruby asked. ‘The one in Onfim?’

Ran shook her head. This close, the parasite’s soft red glow lit her from below, deepening the worried shadows around her eyes and forehead. ‘Not like this,’ she said. ‘I’ve never seen one do this before.’

‘Do you think it has something to do with the Brood Mother?’

‘It might,’ said Ran. ‘Maybe Helgadane would know. Or Cellisamere.’

Ruby forced herself to breathe deeply, stay calm. ‘Where are they now?’ she said. ‘Where’s the Doctor?’

‘Helgadane must still be outside the camp.’ Ran glanced at the tent flap. ‘The Doctor’s monitoring the Prince’s tent.’

‘Then let’s go show him,’ said Ruby, rising slowly to her feet. Her knees almost buckled.

Ran caught her arm. ‘Are you going to be okay?’ she asked. ‘You don’t feel—’

‘Infected?’ Ruby shook her head. ‘I think I’d know if I was.’ Still, the question sent a memory of ice-cold wetness trickling down her spine, the helplessness of her own paralysis. Had Onfim felt like that? Had the others the Genetrix had infected?

Just how much of them remained in there, peering out, while she controlled their bodies?

Ruby was almost reassured by the flood of revulsion she felt. They had to stop this.

The sound of hurrying feet thudded outside the tent. Ran and Ruby exchanged glances.

‘Another attack?’ Ruby hissed.

Ran reached for a chunk of metal on the ground.

The tent flap opened and the Doctor’s head appeared in the gap, his expression uncharacteristically serious in a way Ruby had glimpsed only occasionally.

‘What’s going on?’ Ruby asked, as Ran slowly lowered the piece of metal.

‘Been asking around. Word on the street is, Prince Alexander’s called in his generals for a change of strategy,’ said the Doctor. ‘I think we should make sure they’re his plans and not suspiciously out of character.’

Ran jumped to her feet. ‘You think he might have been infected?’

‘Or the recent attacks have made him reconsider his historically recognised battle plans of sticking around here another two days.’ The Doctor’s gaze fell on the gently glowing jar in Ran’s hand. ‘What’s that?’ His eyes widened. ‘No way! Is that—’

‘It’s a parasite!’ Ran said, holding it up for him to see.

‘It tried to infect me,’ said Ruby, pulling on her coat. ‘We caught it before it could …’ She made a digging motion with her fingers. ‘You know.’

‘I do. I do, and … ick! Ruby-roo!’ He turned to her, peering at her closely. ‘You okay?’

‘I’m fine,’ she told him. ‘Promise.’

The Doctor turned back to the parasite and surveyed it for a long moment, eyebrows raised. ‘Well done. Better bring it along.’

‘To the Prince?’ asked Ran.

‘This Doctor’s ready to pay a house call!’

Ruby frowned. ‘You’ll never be allowed in!’

‘Ruby! I’ll have you know I’m his private adviser!’

‘Does he know that?’

‘Not yet. I’ll think of something.’ He flashed that wonderful smile of his, then held the tent flap open for them to scramble out. Ruby staggered upright outside, breathing in lungfuls of icy air.

‘Where’s Helgadane?’ Ran asked, slipping the jar into a pouch at her belt as she joined them.

The Doctor nodded in the direction of the trees. ‘Still keeping an eye out for ambushes,’ he said. ‘We’ll just leave her out there, shall we? She seems much happier doing that sort of thing.’

‘Suits me,’ Ran muttered.

Together, they hurried to the middle of the camp, where the rest of the Novgorodian army stood gathered, at a respectful distance, around the central-most tent; a grand towering thing, its walls richly embroidered.

The door of the tent flap rippled, and a grandly dressed young man appeared in the entranceway. He had a sharp haggard face and the bearing of one accustomed to giving orders.

‘That’s Prince Alexander?’ Ruby hissed.

‘Yes,’ Ran replied, in a whisper. ‘Commander of the Novgorodian army.’

Ruby frowned. ‘He can’t be older than twenty!’

The Prince lifted a hand for silence. A hush fell over the assembled men, broken only by the distant snort and stamp of horses, and the crackling campfires.

‘Given the attacks of the last few hours,’ Prince Alexander began, his voice sharp and certain, ‘I have been forced to reconsider our response to the Estonian forces.’

Nobody spoke, but a ripple of attention swept the assembled crowd.

‘At dawn, we will proceed across Lake Peipus, taking position against the east cliffs,’ the Prince continued. ‘There, we will drive the Estonian forces out of hiding.’

‘That’s a day early!’ Ruby hissed. ‘History’s gonna be changed.’

A soft whimper escaped Ran’s throat. ‘Or end altogether,’ she whispered. ‘With the Genetrix involved.’

‘We have to do something!’

Beside her, Ruby felt the Doctor stiffen.

‘What’s wrong?’ she began, about to turn her head and survey the crowd.

‘No.’ The Doctor’s hand on her arm stopped her. ‘Keep looking straight ahead.’

Ruby tried to watch the crowd out of the corner of her eye. Most of those gathered stood watching the Prince intently. But several stood with their hats pulled low over their eyes, concealing their faces from view. Others wore helmets, or makeshift hoods, throwing their faces into shadow.

Ruby’s neck prickled. ‘If the Genetrix gets hold of Prince Alexander, she has an entire army at her disposal,’ she said.

‘What do we do?’ Ran hissed.

‘Wait for my signal,’ the Doctor murmured. ‘Or give me a signal if it all goes downhill out here.’

‘Give you a signal?’

‘Any signal you like!’ The Doctor raised his voice: ‘Hi! Yeah, hi!’ He was already pushing his way through the crowd, lifting his hand in greeting. The Prince and his men turned to face him. As one, the Prince’s men drew their swords. The Doctor paused, hands up in a show of surrender.

The Prince put out a hand to stop his men. ‘Who are you?’ he asked.

‘Ah. Yeah. Right. Excellent question.’ The Doctor lifted a finger for him to wait, then twisted and rummaged in the pocket of his coat. Ruby saw his hands slip through the illusion of Ran’s perception filter, returning clutching the familiar shape of the psychic paper.

He held it up with a grin.

The Prince’s eyes narrowed as he read whatever words had appeared there, then his eyebrows rose. ‘An ice doctor?’ he said, glancing back at the Doctor. ‘I wasn’t aware we had such a thing.’

‘Ah, yes. Very specialised job,’ the Doctor assured him, slipping the paper back inside his coat. ‘All the rage these days. Not really an army without an ice doctor on board, is it?’

‘Isn’t it?’ The Prince’s expression hadn’t changed. Even at a distance, Ruby caught the impression of a man not easily fooled.

The Doctor spread his hands in an expression of professional concern. ‘Y’see, that frozen lake out there? Not fit for fighting. It’s cracking up.’

‘I have already sent scouts to assess the lake,’ said the Prince, drawing himself upright.

The Doctor lowered his voice. ‘And have those scouts returned?’

That seemed to catch the Prince off guard. As he opened his mouth to reply, another movement caught Ruby’s attention.

She shifted her gaze. A tall figure was moving slowly along the edge of the crowd. As it passed a nearby campfire, the flames glinted against metal armour and long red hair.

Ruby’s heart lurched.

Cellisamere?

With a second lurch, she caught a flash of red beneath the warrior’s copper fringe.

Think this counts as things going downhill, thought Ruby, moving forward, ready to signal the Doctor.

‘Please!’ cried a voice from the front of the crowd. ‘You’ve got to stop the fighting!’

‘Ran,’ Ruby breathed in horror.

The girl was pushing her way through the assembled soldiers towards the Doctor and Prince Alexander, holding the jar high above her head. ‘Look!’ she called, pointing to it. ‘You’re all in terrible danger!’

Ruby watched what happened next as if in slow motion: Ran still pushing through the crowd, the parasite held high above her head for all to see; the Doctor caught mid-turn, his mouth opening to continue his speech; Cellisamere, poised on the edge of Ruby’s vision, slowly lifting her head, her eyes glowing red as she drew the blaster from her belt.

As one, those in the crowd with their heads bowed raised them, eyes gleaming red, drawing their swords.

As Ruby turned back to the front of the crowd, the world rushed back into focus.

And the Doctor’s requested signal screamed from her lips: ‘Look out!’




Chapter Thirteen

Within moments, chaos swept the camp. Members of the crowd turned on their neighbours, figures charged out of the shadows, barrelling through tents, leaping through campfires. Eyes gleamed like twinkling rubies.

With a collective scream, the brood of the Genetrix descended on the Novgorodian army.

Ran was swallowed in an instant by the crowd. Ruby had already vanished. The Doctor struggled to spot them again, like lost sailors in a swirling maelstrom.

‘What in god’s name—’ the Prince began, behind him.

The Doctor snapped back to the present, spinning on his heel. ‘Sorry about this, Your Highness,’ he said, then shoved the Prince as hard as he could, sending him tumbling through the doors of his own tent.

At his side, the Prince’s guard drew his curved sword.

The Doctor grabbed the man by the collar. ‘Listen to me!’ he yelled. ‘Whatever happens, you defend this tent, understand?’ He pointed to the entrance. ‘Nobody reaches the Prince! Not you, not me. Not even his closest friend, understand?’

The man nodded, blindsided by the sudden chaos and the Doctor’s steely expression.

‘Good man.’ The Doctor let go of his collar. ‘And cover your neck! Don’t let anyone touch it!’ He turned, sweeping a hand across his forehead. ‘I’m going to find my friends!’

He darted away into the melee, ducking and weaving, dodging blows from swords and fists. Oh, he’d been so stupid! Of course the Genetrix had been here all along! The little skirmishes might not have been her plan at first, but they’d been enough to allow the Genetrix’s infected inside the camp, delivering more parasites to the unsuspecting soldiers, drawing them closer and closer together for easier targeting.

How many others had had the same experience as Ruby last night? Only without the benefit of Ruby’s nerve and Ranavere’s quick thinking.

Speaking of which …

He had to find Ruby, Ran and Helgadane. And then—

The crowd parted for a split second, revealing a flash of familiar blonde hair and a terrified face directly ahead. The Doctor turned in time to lock eyes with Ruby. She shouted something he couldn’t hear. Too far away to reach, just close enough to see. His hearts leapt.

‘The lake!’ he yelled, raising his voice above the din. ‘Head for the lake!’

Ruby nodded, wide-eyed in the firelight. In less than a second, she’d vanished again.

The Doctor set his sights forward. Okay, plan made; well, start of a plan. Sort of a plan.

Although men were falling left and right, the bloodshed was minimal; this wasn’t about savagery, this was subjugation.

We’re still being herded.

The Doctor’s mind whirred. The Genetrix had forced the Novgorodian army to start moving, which had made the Prince change his plans to head across the lake a day early. Whatever happened here tonight, the remaining soldiers would remember this: that their commander had wanted them out on the ice. So did that mean—

A dark shape reared up from behind a tent, its armour shining. The Doctor ducked instinctively, ready to dart from the next swinging weapon.

‘Doctor!’ The towering shape resolved into the form of Helgadane, lit by the glow of her energy sabre.

‘Helgadane!’ the Doctor cried. ‘A sight for sore eyes!’

‘The Genetrix.’ Helgadane gripped her sabre tighter. ‘Her influence is spreading! I have witnessed this before, on planets far larger and greater than Earth. This must end now!’

A man had lurched into view on Helgadane’s right. He was dressed in the clothes of a blacksmith, his leather apron already spotted with mud, his eyes burning red above his thick brown beard.

‘Watch it!’ the Doctor shouted.

As Helgadane spun to meet him, the man lifted a large smithing hammer in both hands and brought it down hard.

Helgadane reared back with a yell, the sabre slipping from her grip, into the mud. She staggered, clutching her wrist.

‘You—’ she hissed.

The smith stepped over the fallen sabre, hammer raised. ‘Do not fight me, little Rentaran,’ whispered the voice of the Genetrix, from his mouth. ‘I may need your body, but I can still subdue you.’

‘Try me!’ Helgadane snarled.

The Doctor looked around desperately. A short distance away lay the remains of a weapons rack. The swords had already been taken, but a dented shield stuck half-out of the mud.

He snatched it from the pile and spun. It collided with the infected smith’s hammer with a clang, knocking him off-balance. A follow-up push sent the man reeling to the ground.

‘Come on!’ The Doctor grabbed Helgadane’s hand and pulled. ‘We’re going to the lake!’

Helgadane staggered upright, snatching her sabre from the mud. She fixed the Doctor with a reluctant glare as they ran through the crowd. ‘Thank you,’ she muttered.

‘You’re welcome!’ He put a hand on her arm, lowering his voice. ‘Nobody else dies. Not if we can help it. Not if we can still save them.’

For a second Helgadane looked like she might argue, then she nodded, her lips pursed. ‘Fine.’

Ran had lost sight of the Doctor in the chaos, lost sight of Ruby, everyone. She could barely tell which direction she was running, which part of the campsite she had reached, or even if she was heading towards safety or deeper into the fray. She barely realised she was still holding the captured parasite until she stumbled on a rock, almost jolting it from her hands.

She fumbled the jar, clasping it tight to her chest as she looked around. Bodies crashed and shifted all around her. Swords flashed in the firelight, shining in the smoke. Nothing was familiar.

The parasite in the jar twisted excitedly, its tiny tentacles pressed to the glass. Ran fumbled to hook it back onto her belt.

The blow came out of nowhere, glancing Ran’s ribs and sending her lurching backwards. She hit the mud with a choking gasp and lifted her head.

A towering shape stood over her.

Cellisamere’s helmet was gone. Her hair flared out around her face like wildfire. Her eyes gleamed, spilling sickly red light down her cheeks and across her lips.

Tears welled in Ran’s eyes. ‘Sister …?’

Something cold slithered over Ran’s hand.

She jerked it away with a shriek. A small grey body flew from her wrist and landed in the mud beside her, its tiny tentacles writhing, grasping upward for her neck.

Ran leapt to her feet and twisted, casting about for the fallen jar.

It had landed in the mud by her legs, cracked but unopened. The parasite inside squirmed. Ran’s chest tightened.

The parasites were here; Ruby’s attack hadn’t been an isolated incident. They were inside the camp.

Cellisamere’s mouth opened. ‘Let me in,’ whispered the voice of the Genetrix, loud in Ran’s head even above the shouts and screams.

‘No!’ Ran shouted, struggling to run. Her feet slipped out from under her, sending her crashing back to the mud.

Cellisamere lifted her blaster, her eyes flashing in the firelight.

‘Do not run,’ whispered the voice of the Genetrix. ‘It will only prolong the inevitable.’

Ran squeezed her eyes shut, forcing back a sob.

‘Ran!’ a voice screamed from behind. ‘Duck!’

Ran did so as a rock flew from behind her, striking Cellisamere hard on the side of the head. Cellisamere staggered back with a grunt, dropping the blaster. Ran watched, frozen with terror, until someone grabbed her arm, jerking her sideways. Ran screamed.

‘Shhh!’ Someone put a mud-splattered hand over her mouth. ‘It’s okay! It’s me!’

Ran opened her eyes. Ruby stood over her, blonde hair streaked with mud.

‘Ruby!’ Ran gasped, as Ruby grabbed Cellisamere’s fallen blaster and hurled it away between the tents.

‘I didn’t want to hurt her!’ said Ruby, breathlessly. ‘Just had to distract her. Come on!’

Cellisamere was already staggering upright again. Her face was oddly impassive, despite the snarl that split her lips.

Ruby grabbed Ran’s arms. ‘Go! Go on!’ she said. ‘Come on! This way!’

Ran rose unsteadily to her feet, letting Ruby drag her between the tents, away from the melee. The fight had yet to reach the distant edges of the camp, leaving the tents and fires of the outer rings upright and oddly peaceful. They stumbled towards the trees, crouched low to avoid detection. The few horses that hadn’t already made a break for it reared up as they passed, skittish from the noise.

‘Where are we going?’ Ran gasped, struggling to stay upright in the slippery mud.

‘The lake!’ said Ruby. ‘The Doctor said he’d meet us there!’

‘What if he hasn’t made it?’ Ran looked over her shoulder at the smouldering campsite. Figures moved in and out of the distant firelight, but nobody had tried to follow them yet.

Ruby’s jaw tightened. ‘He’ll be there,’ she said.

They broke out through the trees, stumbling down the stony beach towards the water. Lake Peipus glistened in the moonlight, shining like a thing built from starlight. Even in the darkness, lit by the fires behind them, it was clear there was nobody else on the beach.

The girls paused at the lake’s edge, gazing around themselves nervously.

‘Should we go back?’ Ran asked, after a moment.

‘Ruby Sunday!’ cried a voice.

Ruby and Ran turned. Two figures were jogging out of the trees towards them, bedraggled and muddy, but very much alive.

‘There you are!’ The Doctor grinned, as he and Helgadane appeared out of the darkness. ‘And Ranavere! Well done, you two!’

‘The Genetrix!’ Ran gasped, dropping the rock as they hurried across the beach towards him. ‘It’s infected Cellisamere!’

‘A Rentaran warrior …’ Helgadane closed her eyes in despair. ‘Our shame begins again.’

The Doctor’s expression froze, then softened. ‘We can still help her,’ he said. ‘I know where—’

‘We must slay her,’ Helgadane said, her hand going to the sabre at her belt. ‘If she knew what had befallen her, she would welcome the death blow.’

Fury rose in Ran’s veins. ‘She would welcome us using our brains!’ she argued. ‘Rushing in, killing anyone and anything, is that all you can do?’

‘What else can we do?’ Helgadane snapped.

The Doctor stepped between them. ‘Oi! Listen to me!’ he said, raising his voice. ‘I know where the Genetrix is!’

The sisters froze.

‘You do?’ asked Ran.

‘Where?’ asked Ruby.

The Doctor nodded ahead of them, to where a thin suggestion of dawn drew a line of gold across the horizon, nudging the pits and cracks of Lake Peipus. ‘She’s in there somewhere,’ he said. ‘She’s in the lake.’

Silence fell as the group turned to stare across the ice. Ran felt it then, more so than she had ever felt before: the vastness of the lake, compared to her own desperate smallness. A single life, pitted against this force of alien nature.

‘I felt it,’ said the Doctor. ‘Back when we connected. She’s somewhere cold and dark, hiding beneath the ice. That’s why she’s been herding the Novgorodian army this way. That’s how she’s been able to pick people off.’

‘She’s been here all this time,’ said Ruby.

Ran swallowed. ‘But how do we find her?’ she whispered. ‘Underneath all that?’

‘Ran,’ Ruby broke in gently, touching Ran’s arm. ‘Your belt.’

Ran looked down. A soft white glow emanated from the pouch at her belt, nudging away the shadows around her feet. She hadn’t noticed it in the chaos back at camp, but down here in the quiet stillness it shone like a fallen star.

With shaking hands, she reached down and took out the jar holding the parasite. The tiny creature squirmed in its glass prison, its body shining from within like a tiny grey light bulb.

‘It’s never glowed this bright before,’ she said.

The Doctor pulled the sonic from his pocket and held it up to the jar. The device buzzed, emitting a soft blue glow, before the Doctor brought it back up to his face.

‘Its life signs haven’t changed,’ he said. ‘And it’s not touching anything organic …’

A voice whispered in the back of Ran’s mind, prickling her neck. ‘Join me,’ it murmured. ‘Step onto the ice. Join me.’

Ruby looked up in horror. ‘Did anyone else hear that?’ she asked.

Ran nodded. ‘It’s the Genetrix.’

With a thunderous crash, a dark shape detached from the woods behind them and charged towards the lake.

It was Cellisamere.

She sat astride an immense black war charger, its eyes glowing the same vibrant red as her own as she rode it straight at Ran.

Ruby shoved Ran hard from the side. Ran stumbled away. Before anyone could react, Cellisamere had scooped Ruby up around the waist and flung her over the horse’s neck. Ruby landed with a gasp.

‘Ruby!’ The Doctor lurched forward, but both horse and riders had already galloped onto the ice. Within moments, they were little more than a receding blot on the horizon.

Helgadane leapt forward with a cry, drawing her sabre as she sprinted onto the lake after them. The Doctor followed. Ran started after them.

The lake stretched ahead of her into the distance, lit only by the light of a single pale moon. Even in daylight it seemed to go on forever. Now, in the darkness, it seemed to reach into eternity.

Ran’s legs buckled. She sank to her knees, her throat hitching as she struggled to breathe. The world swirled in and out of focus, each heartbeat ringing in her ears as the Doctor hurried back towards her.

He crouched at her side, the same way she’d seen him crouch to address Onfim. ‘Ran,’ he said. ‘Ran, look at me.’

‘I can’t!’ she whispered through her fingers. ‘Doctor, I just can’t! I’m not a fighter, I’m not a hero. I can’t do anything!’

‘Can’t do anything?’ The Doctor sounded aghast. ‘Ranavere Rentara, look around you! Barely sixteen, a Rentaran warrior, dropped in the middle of a planet you’ve never visited, a time period you know nothing about, built yourself a distress beacon out of scrap metal and snow!’

‘Yes, but—’

‘Built me those boots!’ Through the gaps in her fingers, Ran caught the Doctor’s encouraging smile. ‘Saved my best friend! All without lifting a hand or a sword!’

‘I know, but—’

The underbrush behind them rustled. Ran spun, her heart racing, as a large brown mare tumbled from out of the woods, its ink-black eyes wide with panic, reins hanging loose.

The Doctor jumped to his feet and crossed to it, snatching the horse’s reins before it could canter away. He stroked its nose for a moment, leaning up to whisper something Ran couldn’t quite hear in its quivering ear. The horse seemed to relax. It snorted, as if in animal understanding, and allowed the Doctor to guide it gently back towards Ran.

‘You don’t always need to fight, Ran,’ the Doctor said. He patted the horse’s nose. ‘Whatever the situation, the important thing is to do what you can.’

Ran stared at her hands, lit from below by the glow of the captive parasite. Slowly, she forced herself to meet the Doctor’s eyes.

He smiled kindly. ‘Right now, what we can do is save our friends!’ He hoisted himself up onto the horse’s back, and held out a hand to her.

Ran hesitated.

‘I’ll think no less of you if you stay behind,’ the Doctor added softly. ‘Promise.’

Guilt and fear swirled in Ran’s chest. She rose unsteadily to her feet. ‘No,’ she told him. ‘No, I want to fix this.’ She reached for his hand. ‘I want to help.’

The Doctor gave a happy roar of laughter. ‘Good answer!’ He hoisted her up behind him. ‘Ranavere Rentara, you are a marvel! Now, let’s get our sisters back.’

Ran scrambled to right herself on the horse’s back, grabbing hold of the Doctor’s coat for support. ‘I’ve never ridden one of these before,’ she whispered, staring down at a beach that was suddenly much, much further away than she’d realised.

‘Don’t worry. I’ve told her what we’re doing.’ The Doctor grinned, as the mare broke into a trot, then slid with terrifying smoothness into a gallop. ‘Hold on tight!’




Chapter Fourteen

The landscape rushed past in a whirl of ice and stormy skies. Sunlight reflected off the lake, almost bright enough to blind. Ruby struggled to breathe, wedged between Cellisamere and the horse’s neck. The wind whipped her hair into her eyes, obscuring her vision and wrenching back her screams. She clawed a chunk of it out of her mouth and twisted until she was staring up at her captor.

‘Cellisamere!’ Ruby shouted, her voice snatched away by the wind. ‘Please! If you’re in there, you have to fight this!’

Cellisamere didn’t look down. Her gaze was locked ahead, her hair streaming out behind her as she urged the horse onward. Below eyes that gleamed like burning rubies, her mouth opened.

‘There is nothing to fight,’ said the Genetrix’s voice. ‘She is where she was always meant to be. A perfect soldier, a perfect servant. The first of so, so many.’

‘You won’t win this! We’ll stop you!’

‘You will become me.’

Ruby’s ribs twinged from being repeatedly bounced against a horse’s back. How could she possibly hope to—

Glancing behind, a flash of movement caught her eye, far off in the distance. Panic and hope rose in Ruby’s chest. Steeling herself, she turned to look behind them at the receding shoreline.

A dark blot was following them across the ice, moving closer with each second.

Out of the mists, Ruby could just make out the shape of a galloping horse, its hide glinting chestnut brown, its breath steaming in the open air. Low on its back sat the Doctor, clutching tight to the horse’s neck, and behind him a small figure that could only be Ran, clutching tightly to him.

They were coming for her!

Ruby forced herself not to laugh with relief. She snuck a glance back up at Cellisamere, but the Rentaran was too intent on the way ahead to look around. Did that mean the Genetrix hadn’t noticed their pursuit? Were her eyes so busy focusing on other places that she couldn’t keep her attention everywhere at once? If there was a weakness to controlling so many bodies, surely that was it; something they could use to their advantage.

She looked down at the ice rushing past below, determined not to give the Doctor away.

That was when she saw them.

Parasites were spilling over the icy surface of the lake, wiggling and twisting through the cracks, squirming like tiny squid forced up from the ocean floor. Ruby watched in horror as they broke away across the lake, heading towards the woods and distant shores, ready to spread the Genetrix’s influence.

The Doctor was right. The ice. The parasites were coming from beneath the ice.

The horse’s hooves pounded over the lake’s surface, kicking up glittering shards in its wake. Ran held on tight to the Doctor’s back, her eyes screwed shut.

‘How do humans do this?’ she wailed.

‘Brilliant, aren’t they?’ the Doctor called back.

‘No!’

Ran tried not to picture herself toppling backwards off the horse’s flank, vanishing through the ice like a fleshy comet.

She’d been on rocket cruisers before; she’d experienced speed-of-light travel; she’d even worn a jetpack, once, under heavy duress, tumbling and spinning in the void beyond the Rentaran battleship, her Sister-Cadets watching open-mouthed through the porthole windows. She knew, logically, that this mode of travel was far, far slower than any of that, but right now logical thinking had taken a back seat to terror. Light speed was a mechanical creation, something to calculate and control; this was something else entirely. This was putting her faith in another living creature, and hoping with every fibre of her being that it wouldn’t throw her off.

Ran caught a flash of movement as they passed Helgadane, still covering the ice on foot. She watched as her sister stared after them, then set off running again, head bowed as if determined to outrun the horse.

‘The TARDIS!’ the Doctor shouted. ‘They’re heading for the TARDIS!’

‘Why?’ Ran turned back to him. ‘I thought nobody could get inside!’

‘They can’t!’ said the Doctor, his voice growing uncertain. ‘Not normally.’

‘How do we stop them?’

‘No idea!’ came the Doctor’s reply. ‘Got to reach them first!’

A rumble rippled out from the trees behind them. This wasn’t an earthquake rumble, but a muffled roar, composed of thundering footsteps, shouts and screams. Ran forced herself to turn.

Her stomach froze. Before she could stop herself, she let out a scream.

Soldiers were flooding out of the trees from the direction of the Novgorodian camp. Some Ran recognised as belonging to Prince Alexander’s cohort. Others were dressed in heavy plate armour, their horned helmets ragged against the glowing sky, accompanied by the shambling figures of the camp followers.

The Doctor followed Ran’s gaze. ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Right.’

The Genetrix’s army had grown in number, forcing the uninfected out ahead of them. Her servants were heading for the lake.

‘What do we do?’ Ran wailed.

‘Only thing we can do!’ said the Doctor, gripping the reins. ‘Keep going!’

Behind them, Helgadane had stopped running and instead turned to face the oncoming swarm. She cast a final look at the Doctor and Ran, then drew her sabre and ran back towards the Genetrix’s army with a battle-cry that echoed across the ice.

As if in accompaniment, a thunderous crack split the air as the Genetrix’s army crowded onto the ice, followed by a thousand smaller cracks and groans, splitting off in all directions beneath their feet.

Ran looked down in horror. ‘Doctor!’ she shouted. ‘The lake!’

The weight of so many bodies at once was too much for the already weakened ice; the cracks made over the last few days grew wider. They sharpened into deep ravines and spread like icy black veins, cutting entire landscapes into floating islands.

‘Don’t look back!’ the Doctor instructed, fixing his eyes ahead.

‘But—’ Ran began.

‘I said don’t look back! Just keep your eyes forward.’ The Doctor tensed as they sped towards a widening crack. ‘Actually,’ he added. ‘Close your eyes and hold on tight!’

Ran tightened her grip around the Doctor’s middle, burying her face in his coat. The horse jerked suddenly, its muscles tensing as it sprang into the air.

‘Hold on!’ the Doctor shouted.

Ran’s stomach flipped as they sailed through the air. For one brief terrible second, horse and riders seemed to hang suspended over the ice, the band of inky-black water expanding wider and wider beneath their feet, growing too fast to chase, too fast to possibly outrun. Then there was a rush of air and a rib-rattling jolt, and they hit the other side with a crash.

The horse skittered as it landed, its hooves biting the ice. The Doctor smoothed its flank, whispering soft thanks into its ear until it grew calm again.

‘Good girl!’ he said, urging her back into a trot. ‘Good girl! Nothing to it!’

Despite the Doctor’s warning, Ran looked back over her shoulder as they accelerated into a gallop again.

The Genetrix’s army was still advancing towards them, seemingly unconcerned by the icy cold and treacherous terrain. As Ran watched, the first wave hit the widening patch of fissures and crevices. The ice cracked beneath heavy boots and metal greaves, sending several soldiers plummeting into the freezing lake below. Ran watched in horror as the soldiers around them simply kept walking, not even pausing to acknowledge their fallen comrades, let alone save them.

‘She’s just letting them fall!’ she gasped. ‘They’ll drown!’

‘Plenty more soldiers where they came from,’ said the Doctor bitterly.

‘We have to do something!’

‘I know.’

Ran looked ahead. ‘Look out!’ she screamed.

The Doctor jerked the reins, but it was already too late; they’d built up too much momentum to stop. Skidding and slipping, the horse blundered onto a circular islet of ice, one part of a frozen archipelago widening across the dark waters. As Ran twisted in her saddle, the ice sheet beneath them began to slide, dragged down like a seesaw by their combined weight.

‘Go! Go!’ the Doctor urged the horse forward. It staggered into a trot, then a canter, moving smoothly into a gallop, but even Ran could see they wouldn’t make it.

Just as they reached the water’s edge, a familiar rumble echoed out from the woods, shaking the ground and deepening the already jagged cracks.

Ran closed her eyes. If ever there was a time for another earthquake …

‘Hang on tight!’ the Doctor shouted, as the horse prepared itself for a second leap, too far from the edge, too late to clear the rippling mass of breaking ice.

This time there was no time to hold on, no time to prepare. With a cry, the Doctor and Ran were carried into the air, high above the widening black abyss of water. Ran was thrown free. The world seemed to move in slow motion as she sailed over the mare’s head, briefly locking eyes with the Doctor, who was also in freefall.

Far below, Lake Peipus lay beneath its cap of splintering ice. There was the TARDIS, a tiny blue chip in a world of white and dark. There was the distant ring of pine trees, spread out before her like a vast map of galaxies. There was the shape of Cellisamere’s horse, galloping ahead of the splitting islands until the cracks caught up, until water swallowed the pristine ice beneath its hooves and it too staggered and fell, sending its riders tumbling.

We’re all lost, Ran thought as she flew through the air, ears ringing, eyes watering. And, for a moment that lasted an eternity, the world held its breath.




Chapter Fifteen

Ahead of Ran, Ruby landed with a crash, knocking the air from her lungs. For a moment she could only lie there, struggling to breathe, her cheek pressed against the burning ice. The sky swirled overhead, gleaming white.

The rumble of footsteps jolted her back to herself. Slowly, Ruby lifted her head. Behind her, the Genetrix’s army surged across the ice, unperturbed by the growing cracks or their fallen fellows.

A short distance away, Cellisamere had dragged herself to her knees. At first, Ruby hoped the fall might have shaken the parasite free but, as Cellisamere lifted her head, she saw the glowing red stare.

Cellisamere started towards her.

The sudden movement was enough to jolt Ruby into action. She scrambled upright. All around them, the ice had separated into tight jagged pieces, like a vast jigsaw puzzle. Cellisamere’s footfalls jolted and dipped them, making them shudder. Ruby tested the piece directly ahead of her with a foot. It sank slightly. She braced, readying to spring backwards if her plan didn’t work.

As Cellisamere neared the opposite end, Ruby stamped down hard.

The ice piece rocketed upward, showering Cellisamere with icy water and sending her staggering backwards. She slipped with the momentum, crashing to the floor with a grunt.

‘Sorry!’ Ruby gasped, struggling away.

She looked around. They were almost in the middle of the lake here; an endless expanse of breaking ice in all directions. She could no longer see the Doctor and Ran; only the TARDIS lay ahead, closer now, but still a treacherous scramble across the ice. She couldn’t go back the way they’d come, and Cellisamere’s stolen horse was already a receding blot, skidding and thrashing across the lake, too fast to catch. Any way forward lay riddled with widening cracks, each one filled in Ruby’s mind with squirming, twisting parasites.

She found her gaze drawn to the deep fissure over which the horse had thrown them. The waters below lay dark and empty.

But was that a ripple she saw?

Were those more tiny parasites, rising through the water to get them, or was she imagining things?

‘Ruby Sunday!’ shouted a familiar voice.

Ruby’s head shot up, her heart soaring. She turned to see the Doctor sprinting across the ice towards her, sunlight catching the edges of his furred collar as he leapt over cracks and skirted icy ravines.

‘Doctor!’ Ruby scrambled to meet him, almost slipping on the ice.

‘Ruby!’ The Doctor grabbed her arm to keep her steady. ‘Are you all right? Have you seen Ran?’

‘Ran, no!’ Ruby clutched hold of him. ‘What happened?’

The Doctor stared round wildly. ‘Our horse lost her footing, we both went flying.’

‘So did ours!’

‘I hoped she’d come this way …’

‘Maybe she did. And something else got to her first.’ Ruby pointed down at the frozen surface of the lake. ‘The parasites are coming from under the ice!’

As one, their gazes travelled down to the ice beneath their feet. Hairline cracks riddled the surface, ready at any minute to widen and splinter with too much weight. Little flecks of red light glowed eerily through the blackness in each split.

‘Oh!’ the Doctor cried suddenly, jumping back. ‘Oh, I’ve been an idiot!’ He took off again, running across the ice, skidding and slipping, but never quite seeming to fall. ‘The TARDIS!’ he yelled over his shoulder.

‘What?’

‘Look!’

Ruby stared at the TARDIS, still perched far ahead on the frozen surface of the lake. At first she saw nothing different about it; the layer of ice had grown thicker, gilding the box in glistening white, but that was hardly unexpected.

Then, like an optical illusion suddenly revealing itself, she saw it. Ruby’s heart lurched.

‘Look beneath it.’

Ruby took off running after the Doctor. What she’d first mistaken for the TARDIS’s shadow on the ice extended in a dark, expanding mass beneath it, stretching out from its underside like spilled ink. Coils like tentacles twisted and stretched, blurred by the thick ice to a terrible suggestion of shape.

All this time, the Genetrix had been right underneath them.

‘She’s feeding off the TARDIS, using its power,’ the Doctor shouted.

‘Like the Rentaran portal?’ Ruby asked.

‘Exactly!’

‘How’d she even get down there?’

‘Excellent question! We’ll ask her when we see her, shall we?’ The Doctor motioned around them to the growing cracks, dodging the edge of a particularly steep abyss as they skidded forward. ‘Lucky for us the TARDIS was powered down. If the Genetrix is still attached when it’s fully charged …’

Ruby remembered the creature’s ominous words from the night before, the smile split across Onfim’s lips: ‘Soon I will have the means to make this world my own … ’

What could a creature like that do with the power of a TARDIS? With all space and time within reach, she might control every creature in history, every human ever to exist; an endless factory of soldiers, spilling out across the universe to do her bidding.

‘What do we do?’ Ruby asked.

‘No idea!’ the Doctor admitted. ‘But I am not losing my TARDIS! Come on, maybe we’ll find Ran along the way!’

Across the ice, far from the TARDIS, Ran staggered painfully to her feet. Her head swam, her ribs twinged with each breath, her lungs burned. She lifted her head, trying to gauge where the horse had thrown her and whether the Doctor had survived the fall, but all she could see through the haze was the ruined surface of Lake Peipus, spread out before her like a broken mirror.

A shadow fell over her.

Cellisamere barred the way, tall against the snow-white sky. Her helmet was gone, her armour was dented and scuffed. Her hair streamed around her like a tangled red mane. Her eyes were empty of any recognition, any sisterly care.

Ran’s chest tightened. ‘Sister-Comrade,’ she whispered, rising slowly to her feet. ‘Please. If you can hear me in there, Cellisamere, you have to fight this.’ Tears pricked the back of her throat, hot and painful. ‘We need you.’

Cellisamere didn’t reply. In the distance, the familiar shape of Helgadane clashed with a knot of infected soldiers, her sabre sweeping and swirling in the frigid air. And, through the mist, Ran glimpsed the figures of Ruby and the Doctor headed for the TARDIS. Despite her panic, Ran’s heart soared.

Her sisters and her friends were still alive.

She forced herself not to look, not to let Cellisamere – or the creature staring through her eyes – see what she’d seen. Instead, she met her sister’s gaze. She couldn’t run, and she couldn’t hope to beat a seasoned warrior. But maybe she could at least distract Cellisamere.

‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered. ‘For all of this. For … bringing the Genetrix here, for letting this happen to you.’

Cellisamere took a step forward. The ice beneath her feet cracked outward; not enough to break, but enough to mark her progress like footprints in the snow.

Ran stepped back.

‘I know you think this is where I should be, but I don’t!’ The words were spilling out of her now, thick and fast. ‘I wasn’t even going to come home! I was just going to slip away, find a little planet somewhere, change my name. Set up a workshop, maybe …’ She swallowed, tears trickling down her cheeks. She hadn’t admitted that last part to anyone, not even the Doctor. Something about Cellisamere’s impassive silence forced the knot of pain and frustration in her stomach to untie. ‘Our whole family pushes and pushes,’ she shouted. ‘We think the only proper thing to be is a warrior … that all we have to do is fight and fight. And if we’re the last ones standing at the end of it all, we’ve won!’

Another step forward. Ran took another staggering step back.

Cellisamere’s expression hadn’t changed, but Ran couldn’t stop herself now.

‘But it’s not like that. The universe is full of victories that have nothing to do with fighting! I stopped the Doctor from slipping on the ice! I built my own distress beacons! I’m good with machines, I know I am!’ Ran lifted her gaze skyward again. ‘I’m not like you and Helgadane, I know I can’t fight like you can. But that’s okay!’ Ran kept moving backwards, slow and careful, her heart pounding. ‘I can protect our family in other ways.’

Her foot slid behind her. She’d reached the edge of a large rift in the ice; too large to circumvent. Below her feet, icy waters churned and roiled.

Cellisamere was almost on her now, still moving in the same slow, careful way.

Ran tried to calculate the odds of ducking under her arms, making a break for it across the ice. In the distance, the Doctor and Ruby had reached the stranded TARDIS. If Ran could hold out just a few moments longer, maybe they could fix all this. Maybe it would all be okay …

She forced her gaze back to Cellisamere, tall and stony-faced in front of her. In the morning sunlight, this gory warrior looked a universe away from the sister Ran had spoken to inside her tent. The sister who had smiled with such soft pride at Ran’s inventions, who had promised to speak to Mother-Commander on her behalf. The sister who, for just a moment in a sea of terrifying moments, had truly believed in her.

Now that was gone. The Genetrix had taken all of it.

Ran’s throat tightened.

A sharp little smile spread across Cellisamere’s slack features.

‘Oh, Ran,’ said the voice of the Genetrix. ‘Little Ran of the Rentara …’

(From out of the mist, behind Cellisamere, Ran saw Helgadane, limping over the ice towards them.)

‘ … living up to your name. Always running away …’

(Ran’s heart quickened. Helgadane was getting closer … )

‘ … and yet, exactly where I want you.’

Before Helgadane could close the distance between them, Cellisamere jolted to life and launched herself forward with a scream.

Ran gasped as she was snatched around the waist, lifted high into the air, and thrown. She heard Helgadane roar with anger, the flash of her sabre.

Then Ran hit the water with a crash. The cold seized her in an instant, choking the scream from her throat, seeping the life from her bones, dragging her down, down beneath the waves.

And then there was nothing but darkness.




Chapter Sixteen

As Ruby trailed the Doctor to the TARDIS, she could still hear the cry and clamour of factions of the army fighting and falling behind them, a nightmare sound that would haunt her dreams ever after.

Then heavy footsteps menaced the ice much closer.

Ruby turned as Helgadane came out of the mist, injured and wet-eyed, breath steaming from her mouth in ragged gasps.

‘Ran’s gone!’ Helgadane wailed. ‘Leave your ship. We must find her!’

The Doctor looked distraught. ‘Gone?’

‘It was Cellisamere. I knocked her out, but too late.’ Helgadane rubbed crossly at a gash in her forehead. ‘She threw Ran into the lake. She’ll have drowned!’

Another shudder rocked the lake. Helgadane had cleared the area closest to them of any advancing fighters, leaving unconscious bodies splayed across the ice but, off in the distance, men and horses still staggered and fell. Bodies slipped through cracks in the lake, crashing into the waters below.

Ruby crouched to steady herself, her eyes screwed shut until the earthquake ended.

When she opened her eyes, she met the Doctor’s gaze, just as blank with shock as her own. A bright terror flickered across his face, as unfamiliar as it was readable: they’d come here to save Ran.

And now she’d been lost to the lake.

‘But the lake isn’t exactly deep, right?’ said Ruby, struggling for hope. Fifteen metres its deepest point. That’s what you said, Doctor. She can swim that!’

‘It did not look shallow,’ said Helgadane, her voice heavy with despair. ‘It looked deep and cold and deadly.’

‘It’s all right, Helgadane. All right.’ The Doctor threw a hand against the side of the TARDIS. Placed his head to the door as if in despair. But then, Ruby understood. He was listening.

‘Engines are functioning at forty-five per cent,’ he muttered, scrabbling in his pockets with his free hand. ‘That should be enough.’

Ruby seized on the hope in his voice. ‘Enough?’

‘Enough to do something just a little bit dangerous and a little bit stupid.’ The Doctor aimed the sonic at the ice beneath the TARDIS. ‘This!’

Just as it had the day before, the air seemed to bubble and fizz, the molecules juddering in an unnatural field of energy.

Then, with a devastating crack, the ice began to splinter and crumble, sagging under the TARDIS’s weight.

Helgadane leapt forward in alarm. ‘What are you doing?’ she cried.

‘Saving Ran’s life!’ the Doctor replied.

A final crack, and the TARDIS slipped through the ice as easily as a hot knife through butter. It hit the water below with a splash, sending icy droplets flying through the air. Its roof bobbed for a moment, then the last of the ship vanished with a dull bloop beneath the surface.

Ruby stood frozen, staring in horror at the perfectly square hole in the ice.

‘I’ve turned on the TARDIS’s force field,’ the Doctor explained. ‘There’s an oxygen bubble that usually keeps us from the vacuum of space if we fancy a look through the doors. But there’s an aqua-shield too. If Ran’s down there, she might be able to reach the air.’

‘But it’s freezing cold!’ Ruby pointed out.

‘If the Genetrix is spawning, it’ll be like a hot bath at the bottom of the lake. Nice and comfortable for all her little nasties swimming topside. It’s got to be worth a—’ He broke off, eyes widening. ‘Ruby!’

Ruby looked down. A veiny grey tentacle had lashed out from the hole in the ice and latched itself around her left ankle.

Before she could react, the tentacle jerked sharply, sending her sprawling to her knees. She hit the ice with a yelp, the air knocked from her lungs, as the tentacle jerked her backwards. Ruby had only a second to gasp down a lungful of air before she was over the edge and in the water. Helgadane came thumping towards her, but Ruby knew she could never be fast enough.

The last Ruby saw, before the cold and the darkness consumed her, was the Doctor’s face, frozen in an expression of horror as she vanished below the waves.

Ruby’s own screams rushed past her in a whirl of bubbles as the tentacle dragged her deeper into the lake.

The water was so cold it burned. The initial impact had felt like a kick in the chest, knocking the strength from her body. She tried to lash out with a foot, to kick herself free, but the grip around her ankle was vice-like.

As the square of light vanished above her, a single thought emerged through Ruby’s panic.

Shouldn’t the lake be shallower than this?

The darkness beneath her feet seemed to extend into eternity, past the point of logical sense. Something shifted in the deep below.

Something vast and writhing.

‘I’ve already killed your little friend,’ whispered the voice of the Genetrix inside Ruby’s mind, soft and mocking. ‘Such a weak little thing …’

Ruby’s heart lurched.

‘You, on the other hand …’ the voice continued.

Ruby’s lungs burned. She tried to focus her gaze on the circle of light above, but already her vision was fading, her concentration drifting.

‘I almost had you before,’ the Genetrix whispered. ‘The technology you arrived in, the ingenuity of your little friend …’ She laughed, a ringing chuckle Ruby felt at the back of her skull. ‘I tasted the time vortex. I tasted the possibility of worlds.’

The deeper she went, the warmer the water became, rising from tepid to uncomfortably hot in a matter of seconds.

Ruby remembered what the Doctor had said on the surface: ‘If the Genetrix is spawning, it’ll be like a hot bath at the bottom of the lake. Nice and comfortable for all her little nasties swimming topside.’

Something brushed the back of Ruby’s neck. She twisted in panic, batting away the body of a lone parasite as it drifted through the depths, and clamped a hand protectively over her neck.

‘Do you know what those creatures did to me?’ hissed the voice in her mind. ‘The Rentara? Those beasts you aid? They chased me across the stars, from planet to planet. Never allowing me peace, never letting me rest.’

Ruby looked about for more parasites, but the waters around her were empty and still.

‘I crashed here, to the bottom of this desolate emptiness. My ship shattered the ground, deepening my prison. Too weak to spawn, too weak to extend my influence. All but dead.’ The voice took on a rapturous tone. ‘Then your vessel appeared, high above me in a bloom of light. Energy so enticing, so warming, calling to me. It saved me.’

Ruby’s mind whirled. She could hardly concentrate, hardly think.

‘Let me inside,’ urged the voice in her head. ‘Let me inside, and I will free you. I will let you live.’

Ruby shook her head, tiny bubbles streaming from the corners of her mouth.

‘If not, then I shall drown you in this miserable lake,’ the voice hissed, losing any hint of motherly concern.

Ruby tightened her grip on the back of her neck and gazed up dizzily at the hole in the ice. It was so far out of reach.

She was going to die down here.

A movement from above caught her attention. Something blocky and metallic had dropped suddenly through the hole into the depths towards her, sparking with bright energy and trailing bubbles. Ruby’s eyes widened.

Helgadane’s blaster!

She twisted, trying to ignore the Brood Mother’s whispers inside her head, reaching for the weapon. There was a dull throbbing at the back of her skull, a clanging in her ears that had nothing to do with the Genetrix. She could feel the threads of her thoughts unravelling, spooling out into unconsciousness.

She had to concentrate.

The Genetrix’s tentacles tried to yank her away, but too late; her fingers closed on the blaster’s grip. With the last of her strength, Ruby used the downward momentum to swing herself sideways, aimed at the taut grey tentacle, and fired.

There was a flash of yellow, muted by the water, and a sudden jerk of movement. The Genetrix reared back with a screech that jerked Ruby’s fading consciousness back into focus. The tentacle fell from Ruby’s leg, receding into the blackness like a snapped tape measure.

For half a second, Ruby found herself floating alone. Relief and shock hit her all at once.

She was free.

Ruby let out a laugh of relief, the stream of bubbles that emerged from her mouth transforming into a panicked choke as she remembered where she was, what she still had to do. Her vision swam. She barely had the strength to keep her eyes open, let alone force herself to swim upward. Even in the warm water, her limbs were dead weights, numb and unresponsive at her sides. Her lungs burned.

The realisation hit her as suddenly as the relief of escape: she was still going to die.

Ruby was only half-aware of Helgadane’s blaster falling from her grip. As she drifted into unconsciousness, she imagined light glinting against the edges of the edges, glowing like the first brush of sunrise. It grew brighter as she sank, yellow and warm and wonderful, reaching up from below to embrace her.




Chapter Seventeen

The Doctor hauled Helgadane to her feet. ‘Don’t throw anything else in the water.’

‘But, if Ruby can only reach that blaster,’ said Helgadane, ‘she can defend herself.’

‘You need to defend this hole if the Genetrix sends trouble here,’ the Doctor said. ‘So, hold onto your sabre.’

He turned to face the hole, rapid calculations tumbling through his mind. The TARDIS was heavy enough to sink without issue. With any luck, it would have landed directly beneath where it had fallen; close enough for Ran to find, if she was still conscious. And close enough to light Ruby’s way if she could only pull herself free …

If.

‘What are you going to do?’ Helgadane asked. There was a new tone to her voice; gone was the arrogant snarl from yesterday, gone was the gloating commander, determined at any cost to see her sister fall into line.

Now she sounded lost.

‘No time. Stay here. And don’t you dare get infected, okay?’ The Doctor squeezed her shoulder, then turned back to the hole. He steeled himself, then took a running jump, his coat flying out behind him.

He hit the water with a splash and sank.

The frozen world vanished behind him. Sounds ceased. The Doctor gritted his teeth against the cold. He could hold his breath longer than any human, but in freezing conditions …

With a twinge of regret, he struggled out of his coat, let it sink away into the gloom like a torch dropped into a deep dark well. Then he swam down after it.

A world of silence and darkness rose to meet him; nothing but a distant clanging in the Doctor’s ears and his own double heartbeat. No sign of Ran or Ruby, no sign of the swirling silhouette that was the Genetrix. Not even the far-off glow of the TARDIS’s lights to guide the way. At least the water was getting warmer. That was something.

That meant hope.

A ghostly white shape drifted through the darkness below, its squid-like arms spiking and curling, reaching outward.

Without bodies, the Brood Mother’s parasites were frail, mindless things, but still dangerous.

And down here, it was as if they could fly.

The Doctor twisted, swatting the creature away with his elbow. He clamped a hand over the back of his neck, trying not to picture something so small finding its way to his spine, latching on like some cosmic limpet, whispering ceaselessly into his mind until he could no longer tell which were his thoughts and which were not.

He’d barely survived his last encounter with that invading influence. Could a Time Lord mind resist the power of a Genetrix for long? Could anything?

The Doctor dived deeper.

The water changed slowly from warm to bath-hot. High above his head, shafts of sunlight penetrated the thinner sections of ice, casting swirling patterns across the world below, revealing a bizarre new landscape.

Geographically, the waters of Lake Peipus should have extended only a few metres below the surface. Instead, it kept going. Steep walls of rock curved down, down, down, in deeper darkness, studded with jagged metal shards, rising out of the mud like algae-covered teeth.

In a flash, the Doctor realised what he was looking at: a vast crater. A crash site. A deep dark bowl in the middle of Lake Peipus.

The Genetrix’s lair.

The Doctor’s attention shifted. Below him, something was calling; shining like a fallen star deeper inside the crater. A soft yellow glow illuminated the rocky walls, gilding the distant debris. The Doctor swam towards it. And, as his lungs began to throb, a familiar shape rose into view below, solid and square, and even more at odds with the lakebed than the surrounding rubble.

The Doctor allowed himself a grin.

The TARDIS sat at an angle among the rocks, two familiar figures huddled on its rooftop. The taller of the two rose as the Doctor swam closer, lifting its arms in greeting. He beamed as he was pulled into the warmth of the oxygen bubble and mavity reasserted itself.

‘Doctor!’ Ruby grabbed his hand. ‘You found us!’

‘And you found the TARDIS!’ The Doctor took a deep breath as his feet hit the familiar sloped blue roof. ‘How are we all? Full of free will? All limbs present and accounted for?’ He pulled out his sonic, increasing the warmth of the bubble around them. ‘Toasty-warm?’

‘We’re fine,’ Ruby assured him. She looked flustered and bedraggled, not quite recovered from her brush with the Genetrix, but still herself. ‘I mean, trapped at the bottom of a lake with an evil squid. But fine.’

‘Yeah. The Genetrix.’ The Doctor knelt to peer over the edge at the crater walls, curving away into darkness. ‘Met one of her parasites on my way down.’

‘I … saw her, too,’ said Ruby. ‘Or part of her.’

‘We detached her from the TARDIS before she could drain it,’ said the Doctor. ‘Must have fallen back into her own crash site. Given how few parasites we’ve seen down here, I’d say she’s been forced into a gestation period. Spawned too many in that final push, trying to infect the army. Infect us.’

‘She got overwhelmed?’ A grim little smile flickered across Ran’s face. ‘Good.’

‘Didn’t expect us to work out where she was,’ the Doctor nodded. ‘Or push her off.’

Ruby frowned. ‘So she’s weak? That’s why she tried to persuade me to give in instead of just forcing me to?’

‘She’ll be desperate to keep control of her army by conserving power.’

‘So we’ve got a chance?’ Ran asked.

The Doctor grinned. ‘There’s always a chance!’

Ruby shivered. ‘Is it just me,’ she said, ‘or is it getting colder down here?’

‘Ah.’ The Doctor turned. ‘Yep. Thought that’d happen. Hoped it wouldn’t.’

‘What is it?’ asked Ran.

‘The bubble’s shrinking.’

Ruby’s mouth opened in horror. ‘Shrinking?’

‘The TARDIS is still weak,’ the Doctor explained. ‘It’s shutting down all non-essential functions. And if the aqua-shield is failing already, it will be extruding the atmosphere from the control room.’

‘So, there’s no air left in the TARDIS?’ Ruby stared at him. ‘Then we’re sunk. Literally!’

‘We’re no better off inside,’ Ran realised.

‘I can’t afford to divert power to the atmospheric generators,’ the Doctor said. ‘I’ve got to get the TARDIS away from here, before Genny turns any more Trix.’

Ruby shook her head. ‘You’ll suffocate.’

The Doctor patted his chest. ‘Er, hello? Respiratory bypass system, thank you! I’ll manage. But you two …’

‘We won’t make it,’ Ran said softly. ‘I’ve got good lungs, but they’re not that good.’

‘Well, then,’ said Ruby, ‘we’ll just have to get to the surface the long, wet way.’

She looked upward and the Doctor caught her doubtful expression, lit from below by the TARDIS’s lamp. From down here, the surface of the lake could have been a thousand worlds away.

But the air was tasting of fumes now.

‘Hey,’ he said. ‘Hey, look at me. Got a very important thing to tell you.’

Ruby looked down again to meet his gaze.

‘You’ve got this,’ he said. ‘You know that. Now, go!’

He turned away, preparing himself to jump. He didn’t want to watch them leave.

Ruby gulped down as many breaths of stale air as she dared, while Ran did the same.

Together, they pushed away from the TARDIS roof.

The moment Ruby’s feet left the firm surface, the darkness swallowed her. The water was still unpleasantly warm about her. She realised Ran’s fingers had already slipped from her own. Where was she? Everything was black.

Ruby forced her legs to move, striking upward for the surface, and didn’t dare look back.

She might see the TARDIS shrinking below her feet.

She might see the Doctor, reduced to a distant speck in the darkness.

She might lose her nerve.

Ruby could only hope that Ran was behind her. That they were going in the right direction.

All too soon, her lungs began to burn. Ruby closed her eyes, trying to ignore the frantic whirring in her ears as she struggled upward, focusing on the water around her as it grew colder. So much colder. Soon, her arms hung at her sides, not responding to her attempts to claw upward. She forced herself to kick harder with her legs, trying to picture herself just a few feet from the surface, just a few seconds more to go, just a few agonising heartbeats until she broke the surface—

With a thud and a jolt of cold, her fingers brushed the rough underside of an icy ceiling. Ruby’s eyes snapped open. She’d reached the top.

She patted the surface above her, searching for the smoothly cut edges of the hole she’d fallen through, but her hands found only thick, unbroken ice. Ruby cast about desperately, finding nothing but hairline cracks and narrow abscesses in a thick, impenetrable ceiling.

No. Come on, no. Ruby’s eyes widened in horror. She must’ve drifted in her course. Where was she? The Genetrix’s words floated back to her, either imagined or whispered from the depths below.

You will join me, or you will die.

Ruby knew she was going to drown down here, trapped beneath a frozen lake 800 years before she’d even been born, and nobody would know where to find her. She’d never see Mum again, or Gran, or their lovely home. Never travel with the Doctor again.

Never even see the sky.

Ruby’s vision began to darken around the edges. Her focus wavered in and out, pulled again and again to the deep abyss below her feet. The cold was no longer cold, but soup-warm, itching at her skin like a too-hot bath.

A thudding sound drew her back to herself. Indistinct shapes blurred about, topside.

Then the water churned as something sharp and glowing rammed into the ice directly above her, slicing it cleanly in two. A hunk of ice detached, pinning her to its bulk, dragging her back down.




Chapter Eighteen

Ruby felt her body turn in the water as the hunk of ice on her back melted. The water churned again. She looked up and saw a familiar, burly figure wielding a glowing yellow sabre.

Helgadane?

Strong hands plunged into the newly formed hole in the ice. They grabbed Ruby under the arms and jerked her upward, out of the darkness, into blinding white sunlight. Ruby broke the surface, groaning and spluttering.

Helgadane deposited her heavily on the ice. Ruby landed with a thud, choking up lungfuls of lake water and gasping for air. She buried her face in her arm, shivering cold. ‘Just … just need to—’

‘Show me your neck,’ Helgadane rumbled, pointing the sabre at Ruby. ‘Now.’

Ruby held up her hands. ‘I’m fine!’ she wheezed through chattering teeth. ‘I’m still me, I promise! See?’ She fumbled for her collar, peeling it back to expose her neck.

Helgadane peered closer, then her shoulders slumped with relief. She nodded, apparently satisfied, and sheathed her weapon. Then she produced a rank coat of fur she must have taken from one of the fallen soldiers. ‘Here,’ she said, crouching by Ruby’s side. ‘Deep breaths. Take deep breaths.’

‘Thanks, yeah.’ Ruby allowed herself a lungful of freezing air, rolling slowly onto her side. ‘Breathing, got it.’

She lifted her head. Cellisamere lay prone a short distance away. A good fifteen metres further lay the perfect square hole through which the TARDIS had fallen.

‘You’re lucky I spotted you,’ said Helgadane, sitting back. ‘Saw you thrashing around under the ice.’ She looked around, her brow furrowing. ‘Where’s Ran?’

Ruby blinked and sat up. Behind her, the hole in the ice lay dark and silent, the surface undisturbed. There was no sign of Ran or the TARDIS.

‘She was right behind me!’ Ruby said. She remembered the terror of reaching up and touching nothing but unyielding ice. ‘If she got lost like I did …’

Helgadane scrambled to the hole’s edge, staring down as if she could somehow summon Ran into view. When she looked up again, her face was pinched and pale. ‘She’s not there now!’

For the first time in two days, Helgadane looked afraid.

The Doctor’s footsteps clattered as he clambered down the side of the TARDIS. Already the air bubble had restricted to a range of a few metres; he could feel the cold press of water against his back, the oncoming pressure of the lakebed all around him. What happened if that force field suddenly failed, sending the entirety of Lake Peipus rushing down upon him?

Probably best not to think about that.

Beneath his hands, the soft purr of TARDIS engines sounded like a living pulse.

‘Hello there,’ he murmured, brushing a hand across the blue wood before swinging down to face the doors. ‘Are you letting me in now?’

He tried the handle. It gave slightly, but not enough to open; like a door wrought with age and water damage. The TARDIS was uncertain, and still rebooting. The Doctor tried his most soothing smile. ‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘I don’t look my best either!’

The cold pressed harder against the Doctor’s back, forcing him against the doors with a soft groan.

‘Right now would be great!’ he added, between clenched teeth.

The doors opened with a click, sending him tumbling inside. He hit the floor with a light thud and sprang to his feet, looking around.

The TARDIS console room extended out around him, tall and wide and echoing. Emergency lights lit the space with a dull glow, sending the Doctor’s shadow tumbling around him as he hurried deeper.

Still holding his breath, the Doctor ran to the console and pressed a handful of buttons, bringing up the ship’s status reports on a nearby screen. The reports were slow to come but when they arrived they were exactly as he’d thought; no atmosphere. Not a single breath. The Doctor’s own lungs had begun to ache. He had about thirty seconds until his own capacity reached its limits, but that was enough. Better than sending Ruby or Ran down here.

After a moment’s thought, the Doctor hurried back round the console again, squatting as he pulled the sonic from his pocket and pointed it at a particular section of grey tile floor. The sonic whirred, then the tile sprang up like a jack-in-the-box lid, revealing a small square compartment beneath.

The Doctor rummaged around inside, bringing out a tangle of thin metal masks, moulded to fit the lower portion of a humanoid face, each affixed with a small bulb of blue liquid at the front. The Doctor grinned in the darkness. Brilliant! Oh, clever old TARDIS. He knew he’d find them somewhere around here.

Atmospheric density masks: simplistic and not exactly long-lasting, but they’d do.

He untangled a mask from the pile and put it on over his mouth, secured the straps, and took a deep breath. The machine whirred, creating oxygen; the air it manufactured was stale and unpleasant, tasting faintly of metal. How long would it last?

The Doctor jumped to his feet, turning back to the console in the middle of the room.

Right. What next, what next?

He reached for a lever.

Doctor … 

The voice was so soft, it could have been a purr of the engines. The Doctor didn’t pause, but slowly lifted his head. The TARDIS lay empty. What he’d heard hadn’t been a noise, but an echo at the back of his mind, whispering and pervasive.

‘Hello, Genetrix,’ he said. ‘Don’t remember inviting you onboard.’

I never left. The voice was gloating. Never left your mind, never left your body. You thought you were free of me, but I will always be here.

The Doctor’s neck prickled. He withdrew his hand from the console.

‘That sounds like a threat to me,’ he said. ‘A big old, I’m going to take control of you the moment you leave this planet threat. And I don’t like being threatened. Not ever, and especially not inside my ship.’

He felt the jab, like tiny teeth at the back of his skull. A controlling force that didn’t need a parasite, because he’d already let it in. The Genetrix was weak, but she was there. She hovered at the edges of his mind, nipping and poking, just waiting for a chance to slip inside.

What you want is unimportant. You came back to your ship, you obeyed my needs. The voice sounded smug. Just as I knew you would.

‘Really?’ The Doctor stepped around the console, examining the buttons and levers. ‘Just like you knew you’d run out of parasites? Or that we’d find your hiding spot? Or that my friends would escape the lake? Cos that sounds like a pretty terrible plan, if you ask me.’

The variables do not matter, the voice said serenely. You are here. And you are mine.

The Doctor sighed, lifting his head to address the echoing space. ‘Tell you what, I’ll give you one last chance,’ he said. ‘Since we’re both here, let me take you somewhere safe, somewhere desolate, where nobody will ever find you, and you’ll have nothing to infect. You’ll never have to create a new puppet cos you won’t ever be under threat.’

The laughter echoed through his body, bouncing around the inside of his skull.

And lose my power? My control? My thousands of eyes? Give myself to a life of desolation just because you asked me to?

‘Oh, hon. I’m not asking.’

The voice wheezed a terrible laugh. And I won’t concede to your demands, Doctor. You will be mine. No matter where you run, no matter what you do, I will grow like a seed in your mind. Eventually we will be one, and I shall be unstoppable.

The Doctor closed his eyes, focusing on the tiny spark of alien consciousness at the edge of his mind. With enough concentration, he could almost picture it, latched tight to his brain like a tiny cosmic leech.

If you do not let me in now, the voice continued, I shall take control later and destroy your friends first. Everyone you have ever loved, felled by your own hand, with nothing you can do but watch … 

As if to prove her point, a series of images flickered behind the Doctor’s eyes: Ruby, Mel, Donna, so many of his old friends. The Genetrix was toying with him, showing him just how much of his mind she’d seen.

But there was something else, flickering on the edges of the Genetrix’s own mind: smaller images, faded but visible, like the spark of Onfim that helped ground the Doctor back in the woods. Eyes still closed, the Doctor concentrated on these outer whispers, feeling his way tentatively to the edge of his own mind, where he and the Genetrix began to converge.

‘All right,’ he murmured, softly. ‘All right.’

He reached out and pulled a lever on the console, at the same time grasping hold of the Genetrix in his mind.

The TARDIS rumbled awake, soft light filling the inner console tube as she shook off the stiffness of the last few days. Buttons flashed, mechanisms whirred.

A thin screech filled the Doctor’s mind, sharp and shrill.

What are you doing? Suddenly the Genetrix sounded panicked, almost pained. Stop that! Stop it!

‘See, I’ve been thinking,’ said the Doctor, as the engine whirr grew louder. ‘This mind-connection goes both ways, right? You’re connected to me, I’m connected to you, and you’re still connected to my TARDIS. Which, when you think about it, means two against one.’

You wish to control me? the voice hissed. You wouldn’t dare. I’ve seen your mind. You would never!

‘No, you’re right. I would never do that. Instead, I’m doing what you did to me,’ said the Doctor, gravely. ‘What you did to my TARDIS. I’m taking the last of your energy, rerouting it through my ship, giving it the little kick it needs to get going again.’

You’re killing me!

‘No.’ The Doctor shook his head. ‘No, I’m not.’

He felt the snap in the back of his mind, recoiling like a taut rope. The invading spark shivered and shrank. The Genetrix was trying to leave, trying to force her way out, but it was already too late.

He had control now.

‘No more spawn, no more puppets,’ the Doctor continued. ‘You won’t have the strength, not for a while. I’m taking away that part of you, just enough to force you back into cryogenic sleep. You get to stay down here and think about what you’ve done.’

You’re stranding me! Abandoning me to die! The voice took on a pained sneer. You’re no better than the Rentara! At least they have the bravery to fight me.

‘I’ll be back,’ said the Doctor. ‘In a few decades, when you’ve woken from your nap, we’ll have this chat again. You can even threaten me a little more, if you like. But I’m gonna see to it that you can’t infect any more people.’ He closed his eyes. ‘No more Onfims. No more Cellisameres. No more minds wrenched from their owner’s control, forced to act against their will. Just the Genetrix, forced to confront herself.’

Oh? said the voice. You think I won’t find someone small, someone weak? Someone so willing to do my bidding?

‘That’s exactly what I think. Now, if you don’t mind, I have friends to get back to.’ The Doctor concentrated hard, reaching out his mind to flick the last of the Genetrix away, sending it tumbling back into the void with a screech. ‘Night, night!’




Chapter Nineteen

Ran struggled through the icy darkness. She’d lost sight of Ruby within seconds of leaving the TARDIS roof, caught off guard by the sudden crushing cold.

The lights of the Doctor’s ship had already faded down below, leaving nothing but the parasite at her belt to light the way, and what it lit was almost nothing.

Lake Peipus stretched on in all directions, falling into oblivion as only the deepest of deep space could go.

Ran knew, logically, that this was little more than a geological Earth structure, made from molecules and weather formations, teeming with evolved life forms, and yet that small part of her brain that had grown up peering through portholes at glinting stars and swirling nebulae could only freeze in horror at this desolate nothing.

‘Ranavere Rentara … ’

The voice was barely a voice at all; merely a rasp in the corner of her mind, a stray thought that wasn’t her own.

‘Ranavere. Look at me.’

The last whisper was a command. Ran turned.

The Brood Mother lay on the lakebed below, spread like an immense reef of pondweed, or an exposed starfish. For the first time, Ran saw her properly. She was a monstrous thing, three times the size of an Earth horse. Her skin was grey, covered in criss-crossing veins of blue and mottled green. In the centre of her squirming mass sat an immense collection of eyes, each of them round and pitch black, blinking and squinting independently of one another. They narrowed on Ran.

‘I sensed your distress call,’ the Genetrix rasped. ‘I tasted it through the time vessel. Rentaran technology, transformed into a cry for help. Your yearning to be free.’

For a moment Ran could only float, transfixed with horrified fascination. All around the Genetrix, scraps of metal jutted from the mud of the lakebed, scorched and jagged. The resting place where the Genetrix had lain, concealed from her pursuers, biding her time, brewing her parasites.

‘Why run from me, little one?’ purred the voice in her head. ‘Why return to what you despise?’ The Genetrix lifted a tentacle, shifting this way and that in the currents, as if beckoning Ran closer. ‘I can taste your fear. Not just new, but so, so old. You were born afraid, weren’t you?’ The tentacle curled again. ‘Let me rid you of it.’

Ran shook her head, swimming upward to avoid the tentacle’s icy touch. It looked frail, she thought, like a limp wire, barely under the Genetrix’s own control. What had happened to her down here?

The voice went on: ‘I sense your mind, your creativity.’ A second tentacle reached for her, glistening and slick, drifting weakly on the freezing currents. ‘I sense your potential. Let me inside, let me make you one of my own. Not a servant, not a puppet, but a partnership of minds. A strategist, an inventor. Unstoppable, with a million hands at your command.’

Ran saw it then, reflected endlessly in the creature’s eyes: it would be so easy to let herself float into that squirming embrace. So easy to let the Genetrix in, let the tiny shock of a parasite’s touch take her away from everything she had ever feared. Take her away from the battle still fated to occur on the ice above, everything that had ever held her down, ever crushed her with the weight of expectation.

She could be free at last; to travel the cosmos, visiting world after world and transforming each one into her own creation, taking from the universe the pain and fear that the Genetrix would take from her. No more would she be a sister-soldier, a follower of war and glory. She would be herself.

But she wouldn’t be herself, whispered a little voice in the back of her mind, separate from the Genetrix and somehow so much louder. She would never be herself again. She would always be a puppet, another limb of the Genetrix, with no desires or goals of her own. She would be a levelling force, twisting others into forms they never wanted, forms that were never their own.

The horror of it shot through Ran’s body, forcing away any thoughts of surrender to the monster below.

That was her family. That wasn’t her.

That wasn’t what she wanted.

That wasn’t what she deserved.

It wasn’t so much a statement as a rush of breathless bubbles, but the sentiment of it roared through Ran’s veins, hot and sharp and certain. ‘Go away!’ she shouted, then choked on a mouthful of lake water.

The Brood Mother writhed. ‘Fool!’ she hissed. ‘You think this will end me? You think I have not survived countless wars? The ruination of stars? The persecution of your family? I will heal myself here, down in this primitive soup, then awaken to the dawn of my empire. You will be mine whether you wish it or not!’

Ran knew it, then. The Genetrix was weak, angry; she’d run out of spawn, and all she had left was bullying. Sneering. An attempt at persuasion – not even a very good one.

Ran had faced far worse.

Good, she thought, unclipping the jar from her belt as the parasite inside squirmed. You heal yourself, Genetrix. You come back. We’ll be waiting for you.

She lifted her chin. Here she was, a million light-years from anything familiar, floating in the depths of an alien lake, facing a foe her sisters had chased for generations.

And she wasn’t afraid. She wasn’t afraid at all.

With all her strength, she hurled the jar containing the captured parasite at the Brood Mother’s clustered eyes. She didn’t want to see if it caused pain, if it glanced off the Genetrix without leaving a mark, or if it floated harmlessly to the lakebed.

That wasn’t the point.

Ran turned, her lungs burning, her mind howling with the screams of the Genetrix, and struck upwards for the surface.

The first thing Ruby saw was an explosion of thrashing churning waves on the surface of the hole, followed by two flailing arms clad in sodden leather.

‘Ran!’ she shouted, scrambling to the edge.

Helgadane jerked upright from where she’d been checking on Cellisamere, covering her with more furs against the cold, and yet carefully binding her hands in case she woke up again.

Ran’s head emerged, sodden and gasping, water running down her face.

Helgadane reached for Ran’s arms, while Ruby grabbed the back of Ran’s tunic. With a final heave, they wrenched her free. She emerged choking and gasping, landing on the ice like a fish pulled from the lake.

A crackling sound from the hole made them turn. Ruby twisted just in time to see the ice freeze over the top, leaving nothing behind of the jagged black hole.

‘What the hell?’ she began.

All around them, the same was happening to the cracks and crevices forged by the recent earthquakes. Fissures smoothed like closing wounds, hairline fractures wiped themselves clean in a matter of moments.

‘What’s happening?’ Ruby asked, scrambling to her feet as the ice beneath smoothed over in a gentle wash.

‘It’s the Brood Mother,’ Ran gasped, rolling slowly onto her back. ‘She’s gone into stasis. A cryogenic sleep.’

Ruby’s eyes widened. ‘Then it worked!’

Helgadane shook her head. ‘There’ll be no knowing whether she survived until the ice melts.’ She shot Ruby a searching look. ‘It does melt on this planet, yes?’

Ruby nodded. ‘In a few months,’ she said. ‘Uh … probably slower than it does in my time, but it will eventually.’ She stared at the ice beneath them, now completely free of all damage, as smooth and glistening as when she’d first stepped from the TARDIS just two days ago.

The TARDIS. Ruby’s throat clenched.

As if thinking the same thought, Ran lifted her head. ‘Where’s the Doctor?’ she asked.

‘He’s not out yet,’ Ruby admitted.

Ran’s face creased with worry. ‘How long does it usually take to fly his TARDIS?’ she asked.

Ruby stared out across the shifting lake, forcing down the growing unease. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I’ve always been inside it before …’

There was a sudden jolt of movement behind them as Cellisamere sat bolt upright, gasping down ragged lungfuls of air. Helgadane spun, her hand already reaching for the sabre at her belt. Cellisamere held out her hands.

‘What are you doing?’ she rasped. ‘It’s me. It’s me!’

‘Cellisamere!’ Ran staggered to her feet, slipping and sliding as she fell into her arms.

‘Little Ran!’ Cellisamere held her close. ‘You did it! I can move again!’

Across the lake, a ripple was surging through the remaining members of the Genetrix’s army. Some men dropped to their knees, others cast about in horror, blinking as if waking from a terrible dream. Others threw down their weapons, taking off in panic towards the safety of the trees.

‘The parasites!’ Ran breathed. ‘As the Genetrix sleeps, they’re not strong enough to keep control!’

There was a soft swish of energy. Helgadane had drawn her sabre now, mouth still pinched with suspicion. ‘Ranavere, get away from her. We don’t know this isn’t some new trick.’

‘It’s all right, Helgadane,’ Ran said. ‘Look at her eyes!’

In the bright sunlight, it was easy to make out the warm brown irises beneath Cellisamere’s coppery fringe. The red shimmer was gone.

But Helgadane still seemed uncertain. ‘What was the last thing I said to you?’ she whispered. ‘Before we left the home-ship. What did I say?’

Cellisamere met Helgadane’s gaze. ‘That we had to save Ranavere,’ she said. ‘No matter what happened.’

Helgadane let out a shaking little laugh. To Ruby’s surprise, tears glistened in the corners of her eyes.

‘Sister,’ she breathed. ‘Sisters … ’

She dropped the sabre, running to scoop both Ran and Cellisamere into her arms. The sisters embraced. Ruby looked on, equal parts bewildered and relieved, the ache of uncertainty still tight in her chest.

A soft throbbing noise rose from beneath the lake, vibrating the newly reformed ice. The sisters broke apart and Ruby staggered to her feet as the water began to glow, growing brighter and brighter with a low throbbing beat.

‘What else comes for us?’ Helgadane bellowed.

‘It’s the Doctor!’ Ruby gasped.

With a final flash, the glow vanished. Ruby spun, searching the horizon as the scratching rasping sound of the TARDIS’s engines filled the air, freed now from the confines of the ice.

Like a mirage on a hot day, a familiar blue shape began to materialise on the opposite bank, fading in and out, water cascading from its sides. Ruby was already running across the ice by the time it coalesced fully, appearing with a final flourish as if it had always been there.

The TARDIS doors swung open and the Doctor strolled out, a bit bedraggled but grinning, a pile of fluffy green towels in his arms.

‘Doctor!’ Ruby slipped on the slick new ice, staggered upright again, and launched herself at him.

‘Ruby Sunday!’ the Doctor grinned, wrapping her in one of the towels. ‘You didn’t miss me, did you?’

Warmth seemed to flow through her; she guessed this wasn’t any normal Earth towel. She punched his arm. ‘You took ages!’

‘Sorry about that. Had to warm up the old controls first.’ He held out his arms to the Rentara sisters. ‘Now let’s warm you lot up too! Come on, feel the fluffiness. Love the fluffiness!’

Cellisamere smiled uncertainly. ‘We are warriors.’

‘We don’t do fluffiness,’ said Helgadane, her head held high.

‘Maybe just this once,’ said Ran, taking a towel gratefully. ‘I won’t tell if you don’t.’

Her sisters, though it clearly pained them, accepted towels too.

‘That’s it, then?’ said Ruby, hardly daring to hope. ‘It’s over? Squid-face is stuck, no longer a threat.’

‘And neither’s her army,’ Cellisamere observed. ‘It’s not just me. Looks like everyone’s been freed.’

They watched as the straggling survivors of the clash, Novgorodians and Estonians alike, trailed wearily back to their respective camps.

‘Baffled and battle-weary,’ the Doctor murmured. ‘Calling it quits, just for today.’

‘What about the men who didn’t make it?’ Ran whispered. ‘What happens to the battle now they’re gone? And history afterwards …’

‘Both sides suffered losses. But a few hundred men from an army of thousands?’ The Doctor sighed. ‘In the grand scheme of history? Nothing happens at all.’

‘That’s terrible,’ said Ran.

Ruby reached out gently and touched her arm. ‘But we made a difference today. Saved everyone we could.’

‘Sometimes that’s all you can do,’ the Doctor added.

‘Then history marches on, Ran,’ said Helgadane. ‘The Battle on the Ice will still take place, as this world’s history says it must.’

Ran nodded, unable to meet her eye. She was staring back towards the campsite, where the familiar plumes of smoke still curled towards the sky.

‘Suppose I’d better fetch my stuff,’ she said.




Chapter Twenty

The Novgorodian camp smouldered gently in the growing dawn.

To Ruby’s surprise, a large amount of it remained intact after the Genetrix’s onslaught. The rest was slowly being repaired by the remnants of Prince Alexander’s army; tents rose like crooked teeth against the backdrop of pine trees, cooking fires still burned, sending their scents wafting across the forest. Men and women made their way along the narrow mud pathways, some still sporting bandages or bruises from the night before, watched by the incurious gaze of the remaining horses.

‘Should we help them clear up?’ Ruby asked, as they watched from between the trees on the edge of camp.

The Doctor frowned. ‘I’m not sure Prince Alexander will welcome us with open arms.’ He pointed. ‘Look.’

Towards the middle of the camp, the familiar regal figure stood to the side of his tent, deep in conversation with one of his armed guards. Like the rest of his men, he looked haggard, but otherwise unscathed.

‘He’s still alive!’ Ran breathed.

‘I am pleased for him,’ said Cellisamere, softly. ‘However he survived, he is in control of himself.’

In the forest gloom, Ruby saw Ran reach out and gently touch Cellisamere’s arm. The stillness was broken by the Doctor turning and bounding off through the bushes.

‘Hey! Where are you going?’ Ruby hissed.

‘Just a sec!’ he called back.

‘I thought you said—’

‘Yeah!’ The Doctor vanished around the edge of the camp.

Helgadane gave Ruby a sympathetic look. ‘This is how he always operates?’

‘Always,’ said Ruby, flashing her a smile.

‘Sometimes the greatest strategists have the most … interesting personalities.’ said Cellisamere, with a touch of diplomacy.

‘Not sure he’d like to be called a strategist,’ Ruby murmured, staring back out across the camp. ‘I think he just likes helping people.’

As if sensing an unseen gaze, Prince Alexander turned, his eyes sweeping the distant tree line. Ruby and the sisters ducked out of sight until the Prince had looked away again.

The bushes beside them rustled. Ruby shot to her feet. Beside her, Helgadane and Cellisamere had already reached for their weapons.

The Doctor appeared through the undergrowth in a whirl of leaves and fur coat, brushing snow from his shoulders. ‘It’s only me!’ he gasped breathlessly. ‘Hi!’

‘Where did you go?’ Ruby hissed. ‘I thought you said no more interfering?’

‘One last thing.’ The Doctor looked down. ‘I’ve spread a rumour on the edges of camp. Estonian forces, dressed to appear as Novgorodian soldiers, overran the camp last night and caused chaos, hoping to undermine morale.’

‘What will that do?’ asked Cellisamere, her brow wrinkling.

‘Stop any whispers of nasty little squid creatures crawling out of the ice to possess people,’ Ruby realised. ‘Keep them out of the history books.’

The Doctor shrugged. ‘Nothing like a little rumour to smooth over the cracks in reality,’ he said. ‘You’d be surprised.’

‘It’s so sad, though,’ said Ruby, looking out across the camp. ‘We stop all these people from falling to the Genetrix … but they’re still going to die tomorrow.’

‘Some of them’ll live for years and years,’ the Doctor countered. ‘Have families, entire lifetimes of love and loss and wonder. All because of what we did today.’

‘Not everyone,’ murmured Ran.

An uncomfortable silence descended over the group. Ruby didn’t need to ask what Ran meant.

No one had seen a sign of Onfim in the crowd.

Perhaps he escaped, thought Ruby. Made it back across the ice. He might have been injured in the initial brawl, and even now was lying somewhere in the snow, unseen but alive.

Perhaps.

‘This would never have happened if I hadn’t been here,’ said Ran.

‘That is why we fight,’ said Helgadane, placing a hand on her shoulder. ‘To change that outcome, to control our own fates.’

‘To whoever pays us the most?’ asked Ran, softly. She shook her head, pulling herself free from Helgadane’s grip. ‘I’m sorry, but you know I just can’t fight. I don’t want to.’

To Ruby’s surprise, Helgadane nodded.

‘We know,’ she sighed, exchanging glances with Cellisamere. ‘We’re sorry we made you try. We’re sorry we tried to turn you into us.’

‘I heard what you said on the ice,’ Cellisamere added. ‘We both did.’

‘And … what your friend told me in the forest,’ finished Helgadane, with a self-conscious glance at Ruby. ‘Maybe there are other ways to fight.’

Cellisamere nodded. ‘And if anyone can find them, Ran, it’s you.’

The Doctor crouched down to meet her eye. ‘If you save just one person, just one planet, just one life in a billion … the attempt was worth it.’

Ran nodded. ‘I guess we’ll see what Mother-Commander says. When it’s time to return.’

‘Well, I reckon it’s time we were off.’ The Doctor jumped to his feet and turned to the Rentara sisters. ‘Since you closed your portal, guess I can give you a lift back to the mothership … or back to any world you like. Anywhere in the universe!’

The sisters exchanged looks. Ran nodded, then Helgadane stepped forward, clearing her throat.

‘We’ve decided to stay here for a while,’ she said, ‘and watch the lake.’

The Doctor’s eyebrows rose, but Ruby caught the flicker of a smile that tugged his lips, as if the sisters had passed a test they hadn’t even realised they were taking.

‘We won’t engage with the battle,’ Cellisamere added, hurriedly. ‘We will simply stand guard over the lake.’

‘Why?’ asked Ruby.

‘Come summer, the ice will thaw,’ said Helgadane. ‘The Genetrix may awaken from her cryogenic sleep. We will summon reinforcements from home. If she rises, we’ll be ready. If not, we shall all leave together.’

‘Just be discreet, okay?’ The Doctor nodded. ‘You know, it’s only April. Long while to wait.’

‘The months ahead will be full of hardships,’ said Cellisamere, as if this were a good thing.

‘But please,’ the Doctor went on. ‘Don’t destroy the Genetrix. Next time you find her, try communicating – on fair terms this time.’

Cellisamere scowled. ‘Parley with that?’

‘Your family hunted the Genetrix to the point of extinction,’ the Doctor reminded her. ‘She has a right to exist in the universe too.’

‘You’re sure you want to stay here?’ Ruby asked Ran.

Ran nodded. ‘We are.’

Ruby smiled. In the sunlight still filtering between the branches, with her tangled hair and sodden cloak, Ranavere Rentara seemed suddenly to have grown at least an inch in height. Her eyes flashed with newfound purpose, a new understanding. Her jaw was set and ready.

Like this, Ruby could believe the girl capable of anything.

‘Come on, then, Ruby,’ the Doctor said. ‘One last schlepp across the ice for us. Off to the TARDIS we go!’

‘I’m so tired of the cold!’ Ruby said as, weighed down with towels, she and the Doctor trudged over the refrozen ice. The TARDIS was slowly getting closer, but with every step she felt uneasy as to what might lie beneath her. ‘Do you really think Helgadane isn’t going to kill the Genetrix the second she sees a tentacle?’

‘Helgadane won’t see one,’ the Doctor said. ‘I’m going to use the TARDIS to extract the Genetrix and her big old ice cocoon, then take her away somewhere quiet and solitary to stew by herself for a bit. Just like I told her.’

‘You can do that?’

‘Course I can, using the sub-engines …’ He clapped his hands together and laughed. ‘Hey, any leftover lake water will wash out the vortex-sluicers. We can recalibrate the flavour gauges in the coffee machine while we’re at it!’

‘Never mind the coffee machine!’ Ruby stared at him. ‘Thanks to you, Ran and her sisters are totally wasting their time – standing about guarding nothing!’

‘Nothing’s wasted.’ The Doctor shook his head. ‘They’ll spend a ton of quality sister time together before their lift home arrives. Worth every moment! Time to sort through their pasts and think about their futures.’ His smile faded. ‘We’ve all got to do that, sometime …’

Ruby felt a small flurry of freezing snowflakes pepper her head. She looked up, but the gentle fall had stopped almost as soon as it had begun. ‘Was that real snow?’

‘Bound to be!’ the Doctor said brightly. But Ruby could tell from the way he quickened his step that he wasn’t sure.

It was as if a memory of the past were chasing her into the future.

Ruby shuddered. Just so long as the memory of the Genetrix stays right where it is, she thought. Frozen in ice.

At last, they reached the TARDIS. Like a magician performing a final trick, the Doctor lifted one hand for Ruby to see, paused for a split second then snapped his fingers with a flourish.

The TARDIS doors swung open, revealing the rich light of the console room beyond. A rush of warm air rippled from within, brushing Ruby’s skin, reddening her cheeks and prickling her nose.

‘See?’ said the Doctor. ‘The TARDIS is all better! Aren’t you, eh?’

A quiet groan sounded from somewhere inside.

Ruby was too grateful for the warmth to pay much heed. ‘Oh, that heat is glorious,’ she breathed, standing a moment in the doorway to bask.

The Doctor was looking past her, back out towards the forest.

‘Do you think they’ll be all right?’ Ruby asked. ‘Ran and her sisters?’

He smiled again; that small knowing smile Ruby had only seen a handful of times before, when the façade of an excitable young man suddenly dropped, and she could really believe he was an alien from a civilisation millions of years old.

‘Give or take the odd squabble?’ he said. ‘I think they’ll be fine.’ He reached across the console to pull a lever. ‘In fact, I think the Rentaran battle fleet is soon to experience a radical shakedown of their family dynamics. At least for those who want it.’

Ruby smiled too. Everyone deserved the chance to discover who they were.

And perhaps Ran would do just that.

Perhaps she’d become the kind of person she’d always needed; a friend to the lonely, to her fellow sisters unwilling to fight.

Perhaps she’d strike out on her own, follow her own path across the universe.

Whichever it was, Ran could forge her own future from now on.

As the TARDIS doors swung shut, Ruby could imagine the silhouettes of three young women, two tall and proud, the other small and determined, standing together on the edge of the shining lake, ready to stand vigil over a battle in which they would never fight. To watch over a frozen sliver of planet Earth.

They might not find a trace of the creature who had once lurked below the ice. But perhaps they would find themselves.
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