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For Jac & Steve –
 fellow travellers





The day he died was the best of Pavel's life.

They had agreed to meet on the cliffs, between the wood and the stone circle. It was bitterly cold and his feet crunched into the frosted snow.

The full moon reflected off the white ground, casting double shadows eerily across the landscape. Behind him, the brittle, leafless trees clawed up towards the cloudless sky. Ahead of him, the icy stones glinted and shone as if studded with stars.

And beside him, holding Pavel's hand, was Valeria. He hardly dared to look at her in case the dream faded. It had to be a dream, didn't it? The two of them, alone, together, at last.

He did look at her. Couldn't stop himself. Lost himself in her wide, beautiful smile. Watched her ice-blonde hair blown back from her perfect smooth-skinned face. Felt himself falling into sky-blue eyes. A dream. . .

A nightmare.

Her eyes widened, smile twisting into a shout, then a scream.

Darkness wrapped round them both. A sudden glimpse of the shadowy figures shuffling towards them from the wood. Then hands clamped over their mouths – bony, dry hands as if the trees themselves were grabbing at them.

The world turned as the two of them were dragged off their feet, twisted, carried shouting for help. Pavel's hand was snatched away from Valeria's. The last time he saw the girl's terrified face was as she clawed back at him, desperate to make contact again, desperate for help.

A dark, robed figure stepped between them, blotting out his view. A black hood covered the head, face in shadow with the moon behind like a cold halo. The figure turned towards Valeria.

The last thing Pavel saw was the blackness of another figure looming over him.

The last thing he heard was Valeria's scream. Terror and horror and disbelief. As she saw beneath the hood.

The TARDIS froze for an infinitesimal moment, caught between the swirling colours of the vortex. Then it flung itself forwards, sideways and backwards through infinity.

Despite the battering the outside shell of the TARDIS was taking, inside was quiet and calm. The central column of the main console was doing what it was supposed to do; all the right lights were flashing; 
Captain Jack Harkness was whistling and all was well. Jack paused mid-whistle to press a button that really didn't need pressing, then resumed his rather florid rendition of 'Pack up Your Troubles.

The warning bleep was so perfectly in time with the beat that he didn't even notice it until he was halfway through the next chorus.

'Smile, smile, smile. . .'

Bleep, bleep, bleep.

Then he was all action. At the console, checking the scanner and scrolling down the mass of information. Not a lot of it made sense, but he nodded knowingly just in case the Doctor or Rose came in.

'A warning?' He checked another readout. 'Cry for help. . .' Grinned. 'Damsel in distress, maybe.' Probably best not to touch anything. Probably best to wait for the Doctor.

Then again: 'What the hell. . .'

The Doctor arrived at a run, Rose in his wake. He was stern, she was grinning.

'What's the fuss?' Rose asked.

'Just a distress call,' Jack told her, moving aside as the Doctor's elbow connected with his stomach. 'Nothing much. Happens all the time on the high frontier.'

'Not like this,' the Doctor told him, not looking up from the scanner. 'This is serious stuff.'

As if in reply, the bleeping changed from a regular pulse to a violent cacophony. 'That shouldn't happen.' Slowly, the Doctor turned towards Jack. 'You haven't done anything stupid, have you?'

'What, me? You think I don't know the standard operating procedure?'

'There isn't a standard operating procedure,' Rose reminded him. She was at the console too now, straining to see the scanner. 'Here, let's have a butcher's.'

'Oh, great. Distress call comes in and you want to open a meat shop.'

'Shut it, you two,' the Doctor ordered. 'Someone's responded to the signal, so that's all right.'

'Is it?' Rose asked.

'Yeah. Whoever it was will go and help. Sorted.'

'They will?' Jack asked quietly.

'Bound to. Morally obliged. They get first dibs. No one else'll bother now there's been a response, will they? Automated systems broadcast for help, someone responds and they start streaming all sorts of location data and details. Signal strength's gone up 500 per cent, probably using the last of their back-up emergency power. Though after so long it'll be a waste of someone's time, I expect.'

'I wonder who responded,' Rose said. She was already turning away, dismissing the problem from her mind.

'Er, well,' Jack said. 'Actually. . .'

The Doctor's mouth dropped open. 'You didn't. . .' He turned away as Jack started whistling again. 'You did.' He was back at the scanner. 'They're getting pretty frantic now, thinking they're about to be rescued from whatever godforsaken lump of rock they're stuck on. Well, they needn't think I'm going to. . .' His voice tailed off into a frown.

'Morally obliged,' Jack said quietly.

'Yeah, we should go and help, Doctor,' Rose put in. 'Where are they?'

'Some barren wilderness that's good for nothing,' Jack suggested.

The Doctor looked up, smiling again now. 'It's Earth – early twenty-first century.'

Jack nodded glumly. 'Told you so.'

One of General Grodny's large hands was wrapped around a cut-glass tumbler. His other hand held the remote control for the wall screen. His face was set in a granite grimace that gave no clue as to how much the vodka was burning his throat. But when he spoke it sounded as if his voice was being strained through broken glass – hoarse and discordant and rough.

'How long ago?'

The men with him did not need to ask what he meant. The energy pattern was flashing on the image that covered the screen. They had started with a map of the whole of northern Russia. The energy pulse was a pinprick of yellow on the red background. Then they zoomed in to the Novrosk Peninsula. Then Novrosk itself. Finally this – a satellite picture. It was so clear you could see the base and the old barracks and military facilities. The submarines were dark slugs edging into the frozen water of the bay. The energy pulse was a ripple of discordant colour across the cliff tops.

'It started eleven minutes ago. There may have been some background energy before that, but within
tolerance. Nothing to worry about.'

'And why is it not coming from the submarine pens?' the general demanded. 'If it is radiation from the old reactors?' A new thought struck him and he gulped at the vodka. 'Have the missiles been removed?'

'Er, most of them. But there are still some SSN-19s on one of the boats.' The aide swallowed. 'Perhaps several. Actually we don't know.'

Grodny sighed. 'Of course we don't know. We don't know anything. Not any more. Why should we care if there's a radiation leak in the middle of nowhere and a few Shipwreck class Cruise missiles ready to soak it up. You know how many Shipwrecks an Oscar II carries?'

His two aides exchanged glances. They knew. 'With respect, General. . .'

He answered his own question. 'Twenty-four.'

'This is not a radiation leak, sir.'

'And you know how powerful each of those missiles is?'

'They have been decommissioned, though not removed,' the second aide said nervously. He knew the answer to this question too. 'The warheads have been disabled, but the missiles remain in place.'

'It's not a radiation leak, sir,' the first aide repeated. He was sensible enough not to raise his voice.

'The equivalent of half a million tons of TNT. Twenty-four missiles per boat, perhaps a dozen boats. . .'

'Fifteen,' the second aide murmured. He was sweating.

'We must be thankful that whatever is leaking does
not set off Cruise missiles.' He swirled the glass, letting the liquid lap round the top. 'Even if it will kill everyone on the peninsula.' He sipped again at the vodka. 'As if we hadn't condemned them all to death when we left them there twenty years ago.'

'It's not –'

'I heard you the first time,' the general snarled. 'But if it isn't radiation, what is it?'

No answer.

'Then we need to find out. And we need to tell the Americans that we have a reactor leak that we can handle, in case they get any ideas. Assure them it is not a launch signature.'

The second aide shifted uncomfortably, loosened his stiff collar with a sweaty finger. 'Need we tell the Americans anything, sir? I mean, Novrosk is an ultra-secret establishment – the submarine pens, the scientific base. . .'

Grodny jabbed a stubby finger towards the screen. 'If we can see it, so can they. If we have tried to keep it secret, you can be sure they have known about it for years. Where is Colonel Levin?'

It took them a moment to realise he had changed the subject. Then the first aide replied, 'His team is on their way back from. . . that business in Chechnya.'

Grodny nodded, his expression changing for the first time as the trace of a smile was etched on it. 'Send him in.'

'You want to see him, General?'

'No, not here, you fool.' Again he jabbed at the screen.
'Send him in there. To find out what's going on.'

'He is expecting to come home, sir,' the first aide ventured. He swallowed. 'I wouldn't like to be the one to tell him. . .'

'Then order someone else to tell him,' Grodny snapped. 'I want Levin to handle it. He is the best we have. And he'll be in no mood to mess about.' He shifted in his chair, turning to look at the two aides standing nervously beside him. 'Any more than I am.'

Less than ten minutes later, an MI-26 Halo helicopter swung in an arc over Irkutsk and started on a new bearing. A week earlier it had carried a full complement of eighty-five combat troops on its outward journey. Now it was bringing thirty-seven back.

As he slammed down the radio, Colonel Oleg Levin's face was a mask of angry determination.

'It's fading. Power's running down, I s'pose,' the Doctor said. He tapped at the flickering lights on the scanner that represented the pulse beat of the signal.

'They must be in a bad way,' Jack said.

'Do we know who they are?' Rose wondered. The lights and readings meant nothing to her. 'What they are?'

'Probably long dead,' the Doctor decided. 'But since our associate here told them we'd come and help, we'd better check to be sure.'

Jack raised an eyebrow. 'Well, if you don't want to.'

'It's not whether I want to, is it? I'm morally obliged.'
The Doctor nudged him aside as he moved round the console. 'You morally obliged me.'

'Me too,' Rose reminded them.

'It's a repeating pattern,' Jack told them. 'A loop.'

'Yeah, well, it would be. Like "Mayday, mayday, mayday.'"

'Or "SOS, SOS, SOS",' Rose added.

Jack sniffed. 'I just meant maybe we can decipher it. Work out what it means.'

'It means "Help."' The bell at the side of the console dinged and the Doctor thumped at a control. 'Coming?'

Jack was still examining the line of pulse beats on the scanner. 'If it is a loop, maybe we should look at it as a loop.' He flicked at a control and the repeated line bent round on itself to form a circle. The pulses were shown as illuminated patches, slightly different shapes and sizes spaced slightly irregularly.

Rose peered over Jack's shoulder. 'Looks like a map of Stonehenge,' she said. 'Come on, we're getting left behind. As usual.'

'What were you saying about Stonehenge?' the Doctor called as they stepped out of the TARDIS.

'Oh, nothing,' Rose said.

She was glad of her coat, pulling it tight around her against the bitter chill. The bright sunlight seemed to make no impact on the inches of snow lying underfoot.

'That's good. Because. . .'

The Doctor was striding out across the snow-covered plain, staring at the landscape ahead of them and leaving a trail of footsteps in his wake.

The TARDIS was on the top of a cliff, wind blowing round it, sending Rose's hair into a frenzy and kicking up puffs of snow at her feet. She could hear the crash of the waves from far below. But her attention was on the Doctor. He turned and looked back, grinning.

'Interesting, don't you think?'

To one side of him was a wood, the trees spiky and bare, dripping with icicles. To the other side of the Doctor, on the horizon, stood a line of stones. Standing stones. They seemed to glitter in the cold sunlight, as if studded with quartz that was catching the light.

'A stone circle,' Rose said. 'That's a coincidence.'

'Coincidence, my-'

But Jack's words were drowned out by the sudden roar of sound. The wind was blowing up even more. Snow blasting across the cliff and stinging Rose's eyes.

A huge helicopter, like a giant metal spider, was hanging menacingly in the air, level with the top of the cliff. A door slid open halfway along its side, and a man leaped out – a soldier. Khaki uniform, heavy pack, combat helmet, assault rifle. And behind him a line of identical figures leaping to the ground, keeping low, spreading out in a circle and running to their positions.

The Doctor wandered slowly back to join Rose and Jack. 'Welcoming party?' he wondered.

The circle complete, the soldiers levelled their rifles – aiming directly at the Doctor and his friends. The first man out of the helicopter was walking slowly towards the middle of the circle. His own rifle was slung over his shoulder and he moved with confidence and
determination. He stopped directly in front of the Doctor.

And, just from his eyes, Rose could tell he was furious.






ONE

'What are you doing here, near the village?' the soldier snapped. 'If they call it the village.'

'What would you call it?' the Doctor asked.

'Community,' the soldier suggested. He was a large man – broad and tall, bulked out by his combat uniform and heavy pack. 'Dockyard. Institution.'

'You make it sound like the madhouse,' Rose said.

The soldier swung round to look at her properly. 'I'd be surprised if they aren't all mad by now. Twenty years abandoned and forgotten out here. Even with the base.'

They?'

'I'm sorry?'

'You said 'They",' the Doctor replied. 'As if you think we're not from this community dockyard institution village. Whatever we settle on calling it.'

'You're not dressed for this climate,' the soldier said.

'Neither are you,' Jack pointed out. 'You aren't equipped for near-Arctic warfare, are you? Khaki is no
camouflage out here in the snow. And I bet you haven't winterised your weapons.'

The soldier's eyes narrowed as he regarded Jack. 'You speak like an American.'

'Thanks.'

'It wasn't a compliment.'

'Russian,' the Doctor murmured, just loud enough for Rose to hear. Then louder: 'So, what brings you to the Novrosk Peninsula, Colonel?'

'I have my orders.'

'Yeah, well, we've got ours too. You think you've been yanked out here at short notice, you should see what happened to us.'

Rose could see the soldier tense slightly as the Doctor reached inside his jacket. He kept the movement slow and careful, grinning to show he meant no harm. When he withdrew his hand, Rose could see that he was holding a small leather wallet. He opened it out to reveal a blank sheet of paper. Psychic paper – it would show the person looking at it whatever the Doctor wanted them to see.

'Like I said, we've got our orders.'

The soldier nodded slowly, reading the blank page. 'I hope you don't expect me to salute, Doctor. . . I'm sorry, your thumb is over your name.'

'Yeah.' The Doctor stuffed the wallet back inside his jacket. 'Right, this is Rose Tyler, my number two. And Captain Jack Harkness here is from Intelligence.'

Jack was grinning too. 'You don't need to know which branch. I'm sure you can make a very good guess.'

The Doctor clapped his hands together. 'So, we're all mates, then, eh?' His smile faded. 'And no – there's no need to salute. Just so long as you do what I need you to do, then we won't get in your way. Fair enough?'

'So, who are you, then?' Rose wanted to know.

The soldier had turned and was gesturing to his men. The rifles snapped up, and the soldiers turned and started to move slowly and carefully across the cliff top. Some were heading for the stone circle, others towards the wood.

'It seems you have been as well briefed as we have,' the soldier said as he turned back. 'I am Colonel Oleg Levin. Like you, we are here to investigate the energy spike the satellite picked up. Like you, I would rather not be here. So perhaps we can make this as quick and easy and straightforward as possible.'

'Right,' the Doctor agreed.

'Despite what they are telling us, I assume the energy was released from one of the submarines, or from the scientific base.'

'That's what we think,' Jack agreed.

'What submarines?' Rose said.

'What scientific base?' the Doctor wondered.

Levin looked at each of them in turn. 'You haven't been briefed at all,' he realised. Typical. I'm surprised you even know where you are.' He sighed and made to move away. As he did so, he seemed to notice the TARDIS for the first time.

'Oh, that's ours,' Rose said.

'Equipment,' the Doctor explained. 'Stuff. We just got
dumped here, like you.'

Levin nodded. 'Shambles,' he muttered. 'You have Geiger counters?'

'Think we'll need them?' the Doctor asked.

Levin laughed. 'Don't you?'

He turned back towards his men, now disappearing over the snowy horizon. The Doctor, Jack and Rose exchanged looks. The Doctor was shaking his head. 'No radiation readings much above background,' he said quietly.

'You did check, then?' Rose said. She was shivering now, the cold biting into her bones.

'Oh yeah. I think.'

'Think?!'

A snarl of anger and frustration interrupted them. Levin had a hand to his ear, reaching under his helmet, and Rose guessed he was wearing a radio earpiece. He turned back to them, addressing the Doctor: 'I'm sorry, sir. . .'

'Just Doctor.'

'Doctor. I think we may have a problem.'

'Define problem,' Jack snapped.

'A body. In the stone circle.'

Both Rose and Jack were shivering, though Jack was trying not to show it. The Doctor sent them back to the TARDIS to get warmer coats while he went with Colonel Levin to see the body.

'Have you seen much death?' the colonel asked as they walked across the snowy ground.

'Why d'you ask? Think I'm a wimp?'

'No. But this body is. . . interesting.'

'Is that what they tell you?'

'Well?'

'I'm a Doctor.'

'You could be a doctor of philosophy'

He grinned. 'That too.'

Colonel Levin stopped. The Doctor stopped as well, sensing that this was the moment when he needed to win the man over. 'Yeah?'

'I resent being here,' Levin said levelly. 'I resent you being here. You interfere, you slow me down, and I don't care what your notional rank might be or who your intelligence officer really is. I have a job to do and I'm going to do it. So cut the wise cracks and the inane grin. If you're good at what you do, prove it and we'll get along fine. If you're not, then keep out of the way and you might survive with your career intact. Clear?'

'As the driven snow.'

'Good.'

Levin turned and strode off. It took him several paces before he realised the Doctor was not following. Slowly, reluctantly, he turned and walked back.

'I know how you feel,' the Doctor said. 'I didn't ask to come here. But now I'm here, I've got a job to do as well. Am I good at what I do? I'm the best. That's why I do it. Rose and Jack, they're the best too – so you don't give them any hassle, right?' He didn't wait for a reply. 'You want to know if I've seen much death? I've seen more than you can ever imagine. So cut the tough-guy bit
and prove to me that you're good at what you do. Clear?'

'As the driven snow,' Levin said quietly. 'Sir.'

The grin was back. The Doctor clapped his hand to Levin's shoulder, encouraging him forwards. 'I told you, it's not "sir" it's just "Doctor". Hey,' he went on, 'they tell me you're the best. You and your men. So we should get on famously. Let's do the job and get home for tea.'

Though the Doctor had insisted he was not actually a doctor of medicine, Levin was impressed with the man's analysis of the body.

It was lying beside one of the standing stones on the far side of the circle – the side closest to the village. Looking down into the valley, Levin could see the dilapidated huts and the abandoned dockyards lining the inlet. The stumpy black shapes of the submarines in their rusting pens. It was hardly picturesque, but it was preferable to looking at the body. The man who'd found it had coughed his guts up a few paces away. At least he'd had the sense not to disturb the evidence – if it was evidence. Ilya Sergeyev – hero of Borodinov, a soldier who'd killed a dozen men at close range in the last week with his gun, his knife and even his bare hands – puking up at the sight of a body.

But then Levin had tasted bile and turned away when he'd seen it too. The Doctor, for once, had looked serious and grim as he knelt to examine it.

'Cause of death, hard to say,' the Doctor decided.
'Need more to examine really. I mean, it's all here. Recent from the state of the clothes, but the corpse has all but wasted away. I guess the clothes fitted before. . .'

He raised a sleeve of the heavy coat. A frail, withered hand emerged from the end of it. Flopped back down.

'I mean, feel the weight of that. Bones are completely atrophied. As if they've been sucked out or dissolved. Gone.' He sighed and got to his feet. 'Jellified. Don't let Rose see it.'

Levin nodded. He could see the girl and the young man at the other edge of the circle and nodded to Lieutenant Krylek to go and intercept them. 'Then send someone down to the village. Find the Barinska woman and get her up here to see this.'

'Who's she? Why inflict it on her?' the Doctor wondered.

'She's the police officer. The only police officer. This is her problem, not mine.'

'No,' the Doctor told him. 'It's everyone's problem.' He dusted his hands together, as if to show he had finished with the body, and wandered across to the nearest stone.

Levin followed him, and a moment later Rose and Jack joined them.

'Interesting composition.' The Doctor ran his hands over the stone.

'Twenty-four of them,' Jack said. 'Not quite evenly spaced. A repeating pattern,' he added with emphasis, though Levin couldn't see why that might be significant.

'I like the way they sparkle,' Rose said. 'Is that quartz or something doing that?'

'Possibly.' The Doctor was rubbing at the stone. 'It's as if they're polished. Shiny. No weathering.'

'Are they new?' Jack wondered.

'They were here twenty years ago,' Levin told them. 'They looked as new and felt as smooth then as they do now.'

'How do you know?'

'Because I was here. When it all ended. Or maybe when it began, at least for the poor souls they left behind. For Barinska and the others.'

'Tell us about it,' the Doctor said.

'Didn't they brief you at all?'

'Let's assume not.'

So Levin told them.

'It was one of my first assignments after training. The Cold War was coming to an end, Russia was disarming. We couldn't afford to keep the same level of military spending. There were two installations here at Novrosk.' He pointed across at the squat, squared-off buildings round the harbour. 'The dockyards and barracks.' Then in the other direction, towards a low-lying concrete complex. 'The research station.'

'Research?' Jack asked.

'Secret, of course. Everything here is – was – secret. The submarine base and the Organic Weapons Research Institute.'

'Organic?' Rose's nose wrinkled. 'I take it that isn't like organic vegetables.'

'That's what you're left with after deployment, probably,' Jack said.

The Doctor waved them both to silence. 'Let him finish, can't you?'

'They kept the research institute open,' Levin explained. 'There are only a few scientists still there, but at least they have funding, they get supplies and they appear on some paperwork. They exist.'

'And the docks?' the Doctor prompted.

Two tiny figures in khaki were just visible jogging down the snowy hill, reaching the edge of the concreted track leading into the dock area. It was as if the snow didn't dare settle on the old military base.

'They closed it down. Left the submarines to rot. We were supposed to decommission them. Rip out whatever was of use and take it away. Same with the community – we took the sailors and the troops and the higher-grade workers. Left the rest. To rot.'

'You mean, people?' Rose said.

'I mean people. There was a whole civilian infrastructure built up round the base. Mechanics and caterers, fishermen and farmers. They relied on the docks and the military for their livelihood.'

'So the military pulled out and left them. . . Left them what?' the Doctor asked.

Levin shrugged. 'Just left them. I don't imagine they'll be grateful for our return.' In the distance, a cluster of tiny dark shapes – people – were gathered round the two soldiers at the edge of the docks.

'And the submarines?' Jack asked. 'You said they were
supposed to be stripped and decommissioned, right? Only, you mentioned radiation.'

Levin nodded. The guy wasn't daft after all. Working in Intelligence was no guarantee of a share of it, but he could obviously think. 'It's expensive to completely close down nuclear reactors. We've "decommissioned" about 150 subs in the last ten years. Not a single one has yet had its reactor removed.'

'Oh, great.' Rose blew out a long, misty breath. 'You're telling us there's any number of submarines down there with dodgy nuclear reactors.'

Levin smiled thinly. 'Fifteen.' He waited for them to absorb this before adding, 'And there are the missiles too, of course.'

Sofia Barinska was, as Levin had said, the only figure of recognised authority in the community. She was also one of the few with transport. Her battered four-wheel drive screeched to a protesting halt beside the stones. The door creaked as she pushed it open. She glared at Levin and his men, frowned at the Doctor and his friends, shook her head as she caught sight of the blanket covering the body.

'You're lucky I have any fuel left,' she told Levin. 'Don't expect a lift.'

'I'm surprised you have any fuel at all. You get it from the institute?'

She snorted. 'Where else? Who else knows we are here?'

Rose was watching Levin, surprised at how he was
frowning at the woman, as if there was something wrong. But she looked normal enough to Rose – despite being wrapped in a thick coat, her jeans tucked into heavy walking boots, the woman was obviously fit and attractive. Her face was weathered and she looked tired, but Rose guessed she was in her thirties. Her dark hair was tied back in a bun that made her look severe and official.

Barinska had noticed Levin's stare as well. She glared back. 'What is it, Colonel? You're going to reprimand me for not wearing my uniform, is that it? If so, you should know it fell apart years ago.'

'I'm sorry. I thought. . . I thought I recognised you.'

She was surprised. 'You have been here before?'

'For the decommissioning.'

'Ah. But that was twenty years ago. Perhaps you remember my mother.'

'Keeping it in the family?' Rose asked.

The policewoman turned and glared hard at her. 'This is a closed community. No one comes, no one can leave. What else would we do?'

Rose looked away. 'Sorry. Er, where's your mum now?'

'In the ground.' Without any apparent emotion or further thought on the matter, she nodded at the body. 'Show me.'

A glimpse was enough, then Rose turned away. Jack joined her. A minute later, the Doctor wandered over.

'Don't worry about it,' he told Rose. 'They're all hurting a bit. They've been hurting for years. And now this. . .'

'Does she know who it is?' Rose wondered.

'From the clothes, she thinks it's a kid who went missing last night. Boy called Pavel Vahlen. His parents thought he'd sneaked out to meet a girl. He never came back.'

'And the girl?' Rose asked.

'Is missing too, yeah. She's just nineteen.' He didn't need to add, 'Like you.'

Two of the soldiers were loading the body into the back of Barinska's vehicle. It was like a cross between a Range Rover and an estate car. Rose could just make out a faded police symbol on the tailgate as it caught the light when they opened it. Like the buildings round the docks below them in the valley, it looked old and worn out.

Levin was giving orders to the soldiers and they began to spread out, moving slowly across the cliff top.

'Where are they going?' Rose wondered.

'Search party.'

'We should help,' Jack said. 'Damsel in distress.'

'Damsel probably dead,' Levin said, joining them.

'Even so,' the Doctor said. 'You could do with some help. How many men have you got?'

'Now?' Levin asked for no apparent reason, though Rose could hear in his voice that it meant something important to him. 'Thirty-six, plus me.'

'Thirty-seven, then,' the Doctor said. 'Plus us. So that's forty.'

Levin nodded. 'You really a captain?' he asked Jack.

'Oh, yes. Born and bred.'

'Then go with Sergeyev and his group – they're checking the woods. Doctor, you and Miss Tyler can go with Lieutenant Krylek – he's heading towards the institute. I'll talk to Barinska. We need the locals on our side.'

'Point out to her,' the Doctor said quietly, 'that they might need you.'

Levin nodded. Then he saluted and left them.

'Right, woods it is,' Jack said. 'See you later, team.' He set off at a jog to catch up with the soldiers.

The snow faded and thinned at the edge of the woods. The ground was visible in patches, more and more of it the further in Jack looked, making the woods seem even darker than they were. The trees were skeletal, stripped bare of leaves and greenery. Like the rusting derricks he had glimpsed down at the docks.

Sergeyev had acknowledged Jack's arrival with a hard stare. Jack hadn't bothered telling the soldier he outranked him. Probably it would make no difference. Probably they would find nothing. The dozen soldiers had fanned out into a line, walking slowly and purposefully through the gloom, rifles held ready across their bodies, angled at the ground. For now.

They were well trained, he could see that. The way they moved – always alert, not hurrying, no sign of impatience, frequently checking on the man either side as they moved onwards.

Boring. It would take for ever like this. Jack had no idea how big the wood was, but he didn't fancy being
stuck in it for hours. As the Doctor said, the girl was probably dead anyway. Jellified like the poor teenager up at the circle.

Teenager? He'd looked about ninety.

So Jack found himself moving ahead of the soldiers. He earned sighs and glares as he advanced past them. He smiled and waved to show he didn't care, and he carried on at his own pace.

She was lying so still, he almost tripped over her.

Face down, her arms extended, gloved hands gripping the base of a tree as if holding on for dear life. But there was no grip in her fingers as he gently eased them away. Jack thought she was dead, but in the quiet of the wood he could hear her sigh, could see the faint trace of warm breath in the cold air.

'Over here!' he yelled to the soldiers.

They were there in seconds. Several stood with their backs to Jack and the others, watching behind them, alert to the possibility of ambush. Sergeyev stooped down beside Jack. He looked about twenty at most, Jack thought, as the slices of sunlight that got through the trees cut across the soldier's face. Just a kid, really.

'She's breathing,' Jack said. He rolled the girl over on to her back. Her hair was so fair it was almost white, spread across, hiding her face. He brushed it gently away with his fingers.

Sergeyev was speaking quietly into his lapel mike. His words froze as the girl's face appeared from under the strands of hair.

She was nineteen, the Doctor had said. From the
shape of her body, from the hair and the clothing, from the startlingly blue eyes that were staring up at him, Jack could believe it. But her face was lined and wrinkled, dry and weathered. Jack was staring at the face of an old woman.
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