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‘Two and a half billion light years,’ said Donna Noble, her eyebrows raised and a gentle smile tugging at the corner of her mouth, ‘and you’ve brought me to an art gallery?’

‘Two and a half million light years,’ corrected the Doctor, pulling Donna back out of the path of something that resembled an upright anteater, studded with drawing pins, trundling down the street, ‘and it’s not just an art gallery.’ He sounded almost hurt.

‘If you’re going to tell me it’s “not just an art gallery” because it’s got a shop that sells fridge magnets…’

‘It might,’ replied the Doctor, glancing away guiltily and tugging at his earlobe.

‘You,’ laughed Donna, ‘are so transparent, you know that?’

‘And you,’ cut in a deep, buzzy voice that sounded like a talking chainsaw, ‘are so in my way.’

Donna turned: right next to them, smack bang in the middle of the broad pavement on which they stood, was a robot. Although it took Donna a few seconds to work that out. From the waist up, it was like a bronze version of some Greek god, all bare metal muscles, jawline and attitude. From the waist down, however, it was a different story: instead of legs it had caterpillar tracks.

Donna’s first reaction to it was that it was an ordinary person (well, as ordinary as you could get, looking like someone had vandalised something from the British Museum with a can of metallic paint) who’d lost his legs in an accident and had half a JCB grafted on.

‘Sorry,’ she said automatically.

‘I should think so,’ buzzed the robot – and only then did Donna realise that it wasn’t a creature of flesh-and-blood. The eyes were cold and glittering, and she realised the skin wasn’t skin at all, but a curiously fluid metal, reflecting back, madly distorted, her own face. ‘If you’re going to stop to converse, I suggest you move over there.’ And it raised an imperious finger and pointed to the other side of the pavement.

This was too much for Donna.

‘Well,’ she said, drawing herself up.

(‘I wouldn’t,’ she vaguely heard the Doctor whisper.)

‘If you’re going to be quite so rude,’ she continued, ignoring him, ‘I’d suggest that you move over there.’ She pointed to the centre of the street, where four lanes of traffic were whizzing by at stomach-clenching speed. ‘Mate.’ She added for good measure.

(‘I really wouldn’t,’ added the Doctor.)

The robot raised a haughty eyebrow and looked Donna up and down.

‘Organics!’ it spat, sneerily.

‘That meant to be some sort of insult?’ retorted Donna. ‘Cos where I come from, sunshine, that wouldn’t get you on Trisha, never mind Jeremy Kyle.’

(‘Donna…’)

‘Your words are gibberish,’ said the robot dismissively.

At this point, the Doctor cut in, grabbing Donna by the arm and pulling her to one side.

‘Donna! When in Rome…’

‘Sure you don’t mean Pompeii?’ she replied, acidly. ‘Who does he think he is?’

‘He probably thinks he’s a local who’s just come across two offworlders who don’t know the rules and regulations for using the streets, is what he probably thinks.’

Donna saw the Doctor flash a bright, apologetic smile at the robot.

‘Don’t smile at him – a simple “excuse me” would have done. No need for all that attitude.’

‘Perhaps in the future,’ said the robot wearily to the Doctor, revving up its gears as its base rotated (although its top half stayed facing them), ‘you could train your pet better?’

Donna’s mouth fell open but, before she could say anything, the Doctor put a firm arm around her shoulder and moved her out of the path of the robot – which, without another word, roared off down the street.

‘Pet?’ she gasped.

‘Pets are very highly thought of round here,’ said the Doctor quickly – but without much conviction.

‘Pet?’ Donna shouted after the creature, but it had vanished into the crowd. She turned back to the Doctor, open-mouthed. ‘Can you believe that? You said you were taking me somewhere civilised and sophisticated. I’d get more sophistication and civilisation at West Ham on a Saturday.’

The Doctor gently moved Donna back against the building, out of the path of the crowds streaming around them.

‘For once, I’d like to meet a nice robot,’ she said, still fuming. ‘There must be some. Somewhere. I mean, with the whole universe to choose from you’d think there’d be one…’

‘Remind me to take you to Napir Prime,’ the Doctor said. ‘The perfect hosts – well, that’s what it says in The Rough Guide to the Isop Galaxy. Never been myself, but I’ve heard good things.’

Donna raised a sceptical eyebrow.

‘From the robots I’ve seen so far, the strike rate’s pretty low.’

‘Don’t judge a whole class of beings from just three examples,’ the Doctor chided, checking out the monumental skyscrapers that lined the street. ‘Remember how you were when you saw your first Ood…’

‘That was different. They weren’t robots – they just looked a bit…’ She smiled at him, hoping to defuse the tension a little. ‘Ood.’

‘That’s probably what they thought when they saw you.’

He gestured at a glossy, dark green building just a few yards along.

‘Come on – let’s see if there’s any robot art in here. Might give you a new perspective.’

‘Not me that needs a new perspective,’ Donna grumped as she followed him through doors that said a cheery ‘Good afternoon’ as they opened.

‘Art,’ the Doctor began, sounding ever-so-slightly-pompous, ‘is a window on the human soul. Or the Andromedan soul, obviously,’ he added with a tip of the head.

Donna raised an eyebrow.

A creature a little like a squishy bedside table, with a crown of glinting, metallic eyes, paused in front of them, apparently to observe the slab of dull, grey marble in a glass case that the Doctor was also peering at. Although, Donna realised, it might have been observing them. She gave a tiny, awkward smile. Just in case. Having already offended, however unwittingly, an Andromedan, she thought she ought to err on the side of the caution with any new ones she came across.

‘If you’d prefer,’ the Doctor whispered, ‘I’d be more than happy to take you somewhere filled with danger, excitement and death. Your call.’

The bedside table ambled off, making a chuckling, coughing sound.

Donna held out her hands, palms up, weighing up the options.

‘Danger, excitement and death?’ Her hands moved up and down. ‘Art gallery?’

‘Philistine,’ grinned the Doctor. ‘We could combine the two and visit the Third Stained Glass Empire of – ooh, hang on!’

And suddenly, Donna was standing on her own, watching him dart across the black mirrored floor of the art gallery towards a large display case. With a sigh, she trudged after him. She loved art. Really, she did. She’d had a copy of that sunflowers picture on the wall at home. That was art. Proper art. Not just bits of stuff stuck on a board and sprayed with grass cuttings. Or half a Mini coming out of the floor. Or a slab of grey marble.

She caught up with him, almost colliding with a trio of tall, painfully skinny blonde women who’d just entered this particular room in the gallery. They looked awkward and stilted, their faces impassive.

‘Sorry,’ she whispered, skirting around them. They watched her go silently.

The Doctor was leaning forwards, his nose squidged up against the display case inside which, on a slender glass spike, sat something that looked like a rusty truck wheel, encrusted with fragments of diamanté.

‘Donna!’ whispered the Doctor, beckoning her forwards. ‘What d’you make of this?’

She peered at it.

‘You’re going to tell me that it encapsulates the eternal struggle between The Pussycat Dolls and Girls Aloud, aren’t you?’

‘That’s next door,’ he said. ‘No – this is much better.’

‘Go on then, Sister Wendy, what is it?’

‘Well, I don’t actually know what it is, but whatever it is, it’s a bit more than just art.’

‘Is it?’ Donna tried to stifle the yawn that she could feel bubbling up. The three supermodels – or whatever they were – had separated and were all standing around the exhibit that was so fascinating the Doctor, although he didn’t seem to have noticed them. There was something slightly odd about the trio, though: something measured and shifty. Like burglars casing a house, figuring out the right time to nip in and steal the DVD. Never mind the fact that, as far as she could tell, they were all identical.

The Doctor pulled out his sonic screwdriver, activated it, and waved it around near the case. Seconds later, he pulled a puzzled face and popped it back in his pocket.

‘Just wait here,’ he said, looking around. ‘I’m going to find the gallery’s owner.’

‘Couldn’t you just read the brochure?’ asked Donna.

‘I have. It’s rubbish. Back in a sec.’

One of the supermodels, dressed in a plain grey trouser-suit with creases so sharp you could cut yourself on them, glanced at her. She smiled back.

‘Art,’ she said vaguely, uncomfortably. ‘Great, isn’t it? Window on the human soul. Or Andromedan soul,’ she added for good measure.

The supermodel just stared at her – and then at her two companions.

Art-lovers, thought Donna. Don’t you just love them—

The thought was cut off as she spotted the greasy patch on the glass that the Doctor’s nose had left. In the pristine, snooty environment of the gallery it looked horribly out of place, and Donna was tempted to leave it there.

But she was an ambassador for Earth, wasn’t she? She didn’t want the locals going around saying what mucky pups humans (and Time Lords) were, especially with these three women paying such attention to the exhibit. So, whipping out her hanky, she stepped forward to give the glass a bit of a clean – at the very same moment that a wave of prickling static swept across her skin, and the whole room flared brilliant, snowy white.
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‘Oi!’ shouted Donna as the glare subsided, leaving sparkly traces on her vision. ‘What was—’

She stopped as she realised that somehow they’d managed to redecorate the art gallery in the few seconds that she’d been blinded. Instead of a wide, airy space with a shiny black floor and white walls, they’d turned it into a lower, pokier space, all purply-black swirls. The walls around her curved, giving the impression of being inside half a hard-boiled egg. The display case and the supermodels were still there, although the lights inside the display case had gone out, leaving the diamanté truck wheel looking even more like a piece of old junk than it had before. It began to dawn on her that maybe – just maybe – she wasn’t in the gallery any more…

Donna spun on her heel as a door hissed open somewhere behind her.

‘Oh marvellous!’ deadpanned the little fat man with curly blond hair who came striding in. He glared at the three supermodels. ‘Absolutely marvellous! Who’s she?’ He plonked his hands on his ample hips and looked her up and down.

‘She,’ snapped back Donna, ‘is the cat’s mother. Who are you?’

‘Hold her,’ said the man, sneering up at her. Suddenly, Donna felt steel bands tighten around her upper arms and looked to see that two of the supermodels had grabbed her. No one, she thought, least of all supermodels, should be able to hold that hard.

‘Gerroff!’ she grunted, squirming. But their grip was unbreakable. The third supermodel stood on the other side of the display case, observing her with cold, dead eyes.

‘Who is she?’ asked the man, almost as if she weren’t there.

‘I’m a woman who happens to know a man who’s going to be very unhappy when he gets back and finds out what you’ve done.’

‘She entered the transmat area as we activated,’ intoned one of the supermodels in a dull, emotionless voice, ignoring Donna.

‘I am here, you know,’ snapped Donna. ‘I can speak for myself.’ She paused. ‘Transmat? I’ve just been transmatted?’

‘Clearly,’ said the little man in a weary voice. He stared at her with pale blue eyes that were almost as cold and dead as those of the supermodels. He wore a lapelless, dark grey business suit with a crisp shirt, striped with pink and white horizontal bands. Something about him made Donna think of estate agents.

‘Who are you, anyway?’ Donna demanded. ‘When the Doctor finds out, you’re going to be in big trouble.’

‘The Doctor? Who’s she? Or he?’

‘Oh, ha, ha. Very funny.’ Donna twisted her neck around to try to find the Doctor, but she realised that she’d been transmatted alone.

Her head snapped back round to face the little man.

‘What have you done?’ she growled. ‘Where am I? Who are you?’

The man paused, his eyes narrowed.

‘My name is Garaman Havati, and you’re aboard the Dark Light, my ship. Who are you?’

‘Donna Noble. Spelled TROUBLE if you don’t put me back exactly where I was. Now.’

Garaman chewed thoughtfully at the corner of his mouth.

‘No,’ he said eventually. ‘I don’t think so.’

His eyes flicked to the supermodels flanking her.

‘Put her somewhere safe.’ He looked back at her. ‘I’m tempted to have you killed now, but something makes me think I should keep a hold of you for a while.’

‘Oh, mister,’ said Donna, struggling as the supermodels began to lead her away. ‘You have made one helluva mistake. Just you wait ’til the Doc- ow! Get your hands off me!’

But the supermodels took no notice, and half led, half dragged her from the room.

The Doctor had barely gone five paces when the flare of light behind him made him spin on his heel. Where, moments ago, there had been the display case, Donna and the three humaniform robots, there was now just an empty space and a shallow, rectangular hole in the floor.

‘Not again,’ he sighed, and then caught sight of the art gallery’s attendant, rushing in from the next room to find out what the flash of light had been.

‘Excuse me,’ said the Doctor to the attendant, a slim man with permanently arched (and, the Doctor suspected, dyed) eyebrows and a look of utter disdain on his face. ‘But what just happened there? You don’t use Huon particles for anything, do you? I hope she’s not going to start making a habit of this.’

‘I was hoping,’ drawled the man, arching his eyebrows even further as he cast a glance around the room, ‘that you would be able to tell me.’

‘Well, judging by the flash and the missing bit of floor, I’d say you’ve just been heisted.’

‘“Heisted?”’

The Doctor nodded, squatting down on the floor where the display case had been standing and taking out his sonic screwdriver. He activated it and waved it around in the air for a few seconds.

‘Heisted,’ he said simply. ‘By transmat. At least it’s not Huon particles, then.’ He sprang to his feet. ‘Someone’s just spirited away a valuable treasure.’

‘Hardly valuable,’ said the attendant dismissively.

The Doctor fixed him with a glare.

‘I was talking about Donna. But now you come to mention it, what exactly was that thing? The one in the case.’

The attendant shrugged elegantly.

‘Art,’ he said simply, as if that were all the explanation that was needed.

‘Oh, I think it was more than just art, wasn’t it?’

‘This is an art gallery,’ the man said. ‘We display art.’

‘What you were displaying there,’ said the Doctor, ‘was a very sophisticated piece of technology, judging by the readings I picked up from it.’

He stopped, suddenly, as he realised that whilst he was standing here, wasting his time debating the gallery’s displays, Donna was still missing.

‘If you ask me,’ he said as he headed for the door, ‘you need to boost your transmat scrambling field. This would never happen at the Tate Modern, you know.’

And with that, he was gone.

‘Scuse me! Thank you! Oops! Ta!’

The Doctor raced out into the street, nipping smartly between the passers-by, until he stood at the edge of the pavement, watching the never-ending stream of traffic and machinery as it flowed past like a river.

The transmat trace he’d picked up with the sonic screwdriver would be fading quickly. And, if he was right about where she’d been transmatted to, it could be just minutes before she was out of his reach for ever.

‘Taxi!’ he called, leaning out into the traffic and sticking out his arm.

Nothing happened – the cars and trucks and robots just rolled on past. He tried again, but had no more success. Finally, in despair, he shoved his fingers in his mouth and let out an ear-shattering whistle. On the pavement all around him, aliens, humans and robots stopped what they were doing and turned, astonished that such a little thing as him could have made such a noise.

The Doctor was in the midst of pulling an apologetic face when, with a crashing tinkle of bells, something that resembled an armoured, custard-coloured elephant shuddered to a halt in front of him. A golden eye on a stalk extended from the side of the creature’s head and came to a halt a few inches from the Doctor’s own.

‘Do I take it,’ said a low, sonorous voice, ‘that you are requesting transport?’

‘I did say “taxi”,’ the Doctor said apologetically.

‘Ah,’ said the yellow elephant. ‘You’re an offworlder, aren’t you?’

The Doctor looked himself up and down. ‘Is it that obvious?’

The eye blinked, its ‘eyelid’ a mustard-coloured iris.

‘You announced yourself as a taxi,’ the elephant said. ‘Think yourself lucky that no one took you up on it. You don’t look exactly built to carry passengers.’

‘You’d be surprised. Look, sorry to rush you, but I have to find a friend.’

‘Ahhh,’ said the elephant after a moment’s thought. ‘You’ll be wanting the companion district then.’

‘No no no, not that kind of friend. A particular friend…’ He stopped, thinking about Donna. ‘A very particular friend, actually. I need to get to my ship as quickly as possible.’

‘The spaceport?’

‘No, a lovely little square with a tall building like a hatpin.’

‘The Court of Tragic Misunderstandings. I know it well.’

And suddenly another custardy tentacle emerged from the elephant’s flank, wrapped itself around the Doctor’s waist, and lifted him effortlessly onto the creature’s back, where a comfy, form-fitting seat was already being extruded.

‘Two minutes,’ the elephant said, moving back into the traffic seamlessly.

‘Couldn’t make it one, could you?’ asked the Doctor.

‘Not without tampering with my speed limiter, breaking half a dozen city regulations and probably causing an accident in which dozens would die, no.’

The Doctor sighed as a seatbelt wrapped itself around him. ‘Two minutes it is, then.’

As the Doctor rode away into the traffic on the yellow elephant, he was being watched.

The observer, a raccoon in red hot-pants and a fez, narrowed its eyes, watching the stranger’s conversation with the elephant. Its hearing was acute, and it had caught the entire exchange: the offworlder was heading for the Court of Tragic Misunderstandings.

Quickly, the raccoon pulled out a little transmitter, pressed a couple of buttons, and began to speak.

True to its word, the elephant – whose name was Cherumpanch, the Doctor discovered, during the most terrifying race through traffic that he’d ever had – deposited him outside the Court of Tragic Misunderstandings in just a smidgeon under two minutes. Still slightly dizzy, the Doctor began to root around in his pockets for some sort of payment before Cherumpanch realised what he was doing and told him that public transport in the city was free. With its tentacular eye, it examined the rather unappetising item that the Doctor brandished in front of him.

‘It’s a peanut,’ said the Doctor brightly – if unhelpfully.

‘Thanks,’ said Cherumpanch cautiously, taking the peanut with another yellow tentacle and sucking it inside.

‘Earth delicacy,’ explained the Doctor, haring away across the grass to where he could see the reassuring shape of the TARDIS, hugged up in the shadow of a wall. ‘The only one in this galaxy!’ he called over his shoulder.

‘Yuck!’ said Cherumpanch, spitting the remains of the peanut out.

‘You’re welc- oh, hello!’

The yellow taxi-elephant was all but forgotten as the Doctor came to a halt a few yards from the TARDIS. Standing in front of it was a three-and-a-half-metre-tall robot – looking like the result of a high-speed collision between a truck and a steel-mill, with disturbingly red-glowing eyes – and a sulky-looking tanned teenager. It was clear that they had no intention of letting him inside the TARDIS.

The TARDIS that was his only way of finding Donna.

‘All out of peanuts,’ the Doctor said, holding his palms out to them. ‘Sorry.’

‘We don’t want peanuts,’ said the boy.

Despite looking like your average 16-year-old, the boy had eyes harder and wearier than any teenager the Doctor had met before. He had a thin, chiselled face, a tiny diamond set into the side of his nose, and a rather oversized blue and black striped coat on, despite the sunshine.

‘Well that’s a relief then. I might have half a ham sandwich somewhere, but I’ve no idea how long it’s—’

‘You were at the gallery,’ the boy interrupted.

‘Good eyesight!’

The boy ignored him.

‘You saw the exhibit being stolen.’

‘Well, not exactly saw. More turned around and it was nicked from behind my back. Along with my friend Donna, and if I don’t get back inside my ship in a minute or so,’ he said, gesturing towards the TARDIS, ‘her transmat trace will have faded. So, if you don’t mind…’

He tried to slip between the boy and the robot – which, so far, hadn’t moved or spoken or in any other way indicated that it wasn’t just a huge hunk of steel street furniture – as the boy tapped an ugly black brooch in the shape of a star on his lapel.

The Doctor felt the hairs on his arms stand up as everything glowed white around him.

‘Oh,’ he said with despair. ‘Not ag—’

And then the Doctor, the boy, the robot – and the TARDIS – were gone.
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Donna was starting to get worried. Seriously worried. Fair enough, travelling with the Doctor had its share of troubles. Getting separated from him on this scale wasn’t usually one: normally, she had a fair idea of where she was, where he was. And she could usually rely on him finding her pretty quickly.

But this felt different.

She had no idea where she was. Heck, she had no idea where the planet was. The Andromeda galaxy, the Doctor had said. Twumpty billion light years from Earth, or something.

Most of the other places that she’d been since she’d teamed up, again, with the Doctor had felt vaguely familiar: Pompeii had been a bit like a theme park, the Ood-Sphere had just been a wintry planet. Granted, the Ood had been a bit strange at first, but the humans there had given the place a sense of familiarity and, in the end, the Ood had been more human than most of the humans. This planet, Uhlala (if that really was its name: she wasn’t convinced that the Doctor had understood what the young woman he’d asked was saying), felt unearthly in a way that nowhere else had done: the smells, the sounds, the sights – all of them shrieked ‘Alien!’ The people walking the streets were bizarre, many of them not looking the least bit like real people. And the robots…

Donna’s only real experiences with robots had been the robot Santas and the ones on Planet 1. And they were hardly poster children for cuddly, friendly machines. If the ones around here had looked like robots – big, googly eyes like headlamps, hissing steam and the like, or cutesy little things like she’d seen on TV – then maybe she’d have felt more comfortable around them. But too many of them looked like living things or weird bits of modern art – or like bronze Greek gods grafted onto construction machinery. There wasn’t enough shiny chrome and rust for her to think of them as machines, and, quite frankly, they creeped her out. Especially the supermodels, who, now she’d had time to think about it, were probably robots too. No one that thin and that beautiful had any right to be that strong. And silent. No one that thin in Heat was ever that silent. Bimbots – that’s what they were: bimbo robots.

They’d dumped her in what was evidently an unused bedroom on the Dark Light: all minimal lines, spartan décor (grey and silver – very chic!) and a toilet that had taken her twenty minutes to figure out how it flushed. And they’d locked the door and left her. No amount of banging on it and threatening the little fat guy with what she’d do to him when she got her hands on him had made the slightest difference. She moped around the room, annoyed by the lack of a window (cheapskates, putting her in an inside room), pressed all the buttons on the intercom thing by the bed (no one answered, if it was even working), had a quick wash in the shiny black bathroom, and then flumped down on the bed, all out of ideas.

What would the Doctor do?

Assuming he didn’t have his sonic screwdriver (which, of course, Donna didn’t), he’d probably rummage around in his pockets, cobble something together out of fluff, string and an old beer mat, and be out of the room in seconds. Donna didn’t have any string or beer mats in her pockets (although there was a depressing amount of fluff) and the room was empty of anything that could have stood in for them. She began a careful, inch-by-inch search of the place, just in case someone had dropped a keycard, or there was a whopping great ventilation duct or exposed wires or something. Not that she’d have known what to do with them, but it would have been something. She wondered, briefly, if the Doctor’s previous travelling companions had ever sat him down and got him to teach them ‘Breaking Out of Locked Rooms For Beginners’. She suspected not. It wasn’t like they had hours and hours of down-time in the TARDIS. Recently, it seemed like they’d been catapulted from one adventure to another with barely a moment to breathe and get her hair washed. She looked down and plucked at the fur trim of her coat, realising how manky it was starting to look, and wondering whether, by the time the Doctor took her back to Earth, she’d be hopelessly out-of-fashion and everyone would laugh at her in the street. She wondered, idly, if they did dry cleaning in space.

Oh, for god’s sake! she thought, launching herself up off the bed. Locked in a room on an alien spaceship on the other side of the universe, and all she could do was worry about her clothes!

‘Get a grip!’ she told herself, crossing to the door and banging on it so hard that she hurt her hand.

To her surprise – surprise that must have shown on her face, judging by Garaman’s (was it Garaman? Garroway? Garibaldi?) expression – the door opened almost instantly, revealing the little man, looking all smug and unctuous. Behind him stood one of the bimbots. For the first time, she could see its cold, unblinking expression clearly and she shivered.

‘I think,’ said Garaman, entering the room without so much as a by-your-leave, ‘we need to talk.’ He twirled on the spot and looked up at her. ‘Don’t you?’

‘—ain!’ finished the Doctor as his atoms fuzzled themselves back into existence. He turned sharply to the boy and the robot, reassured that the TARDIS had come along with him. ‘What is it with you people and transmats? What’s wrong with a good, old-fashioned shuttle? I could tell you some stories about transmats, you know.’ He stopped and fished the sonic screwdriver from his pocket. ‘Now…’ He paused and shifted his weight from one foot to the other, narrowing his eyes, before pulling a yoyo from his pocket and experimentally bouncing it a couple of times. ‘Spaceship.’ He looked at the boy who was eyeing him curiously. ‘In orbit? Thought so. Right – where are your sensor controls?’

‘Sensor controls?’

The Doctor brandished the sonic screwdriver in his face. ‘I need to plug this in before the trace goes cold.’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘And if you’re half as interested in what was stolen from the art gallery as I think you are, if you lead me to Donna, then I’ll lead you to that. Deal?’

The boy considered the Doctor’s words for a few moments before pursing his lips and nodding.

The ship, the Doctor noted as the boy led him through the corridors (with the silent robot right behind him) had seen better days. The walls were a dull, steel colour, although half-hearted patches of green and orange paint occasionally shone through the grime and the rust. There was a smell of oil and heat in the air, and every now and again the floor would shudder as though the ship were turning over in its sleep. Or having a nightmare.

‘So,’ said the Doctor conversationally, over his shoulder, as they trotted down the passage, ‘been together long?’

There was no answer from the hulking great machine. For something so big, thought the Doctor, it was surprisingly quiet in its movements. Its face – a broad v-shape of dull metal with no mouth and two eyes that burned like hot coals – looked down at him impassively.

‘Mother doesn’t speak,’ said the boy.

The Doctor pulled a face.

‘Not like most mothers I’ve met, then. Not your mother, I take it? What is your name, by the way?’

‘Boonie,’ answered the boy as the door through which they were passing jammed half open and had to be shouldered aside. ‘And no, not my mother. It’s what she’s called.’

They were in the control room: the Doctor appraised it with a quick glance. Shabby, grubby, noisy – but somehow welcoming. A lived-in control room. Not like some of the swanky show-control rooms he’d seen.

‘Nice!’ he approved as he headed for what were undoubtedly the sensor and scanning controls. A middle-aged woman with cropped, black hair, wearing a stiff, grey uniform stepped forwards, a look of alarm and confusion on her face.

‘It’s OK,’ Boonie said, and the woman dropped back, still not sure.

‘I’m the Doctor,’ said the Doctor brightly, sticking the sonic in his mouth to shake her hand whilst he used the other to fiddle with the sensors.

‘Kellique,’ the woman said, throwing another glance at Boonie. ‘What’s this about?’

‘The Doctor is helping us search for…’ Boonie broke off, briefly. ‘For the exhibit.’

‘That what?’

‘The exhibit,’ said Boonie pointedly. ‘From the gallery.’

‘Oh,’ said Kellique, sounding relieved – and a little pleased with herself. ‘That. We’ve got it covered.’

The Doctor’s face fell.

‘You have? Well, you know how to make a man feel redundant. Where is it, then?’ He peered at the display set into the sensor controls and jabbed a finger at it. ‘Is that it? Ahhh… so that would put it…’ He straightened up, whirled round a couple of times before pointing towards one of the walls. ‘About eleven thousand kilometres that way.’

‘Give or take,’ said Kellique, still trying to work him out.

‘And what are we doing about it?’ asked the Doctor.

‘We’re going to follow it,’ said Boonie, striding towards a big, raggedy chair in the centre of the room and dropping himself into it. Stuffing was leaking out of the arms, and the Doctor noticed how much of the rest of it was held together with wire and sticky tape.

‘Really? Why don’t we just use your magic transmat and beam it back out? Along with Donna,’ he added.

Kellique crossed to Boonie.

‘Who’s Donna? Who is this man?’

Boonie looked up, his eyes grim and hard.

‘They were in the gallery when it was beamed out, according to our agent. They took his friend – Donna.’

‘Excuse me,’ interrupted the Doctor, joining Kellique at Boonie’s side. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Mother shift slightly. ‘But who exactly are “they”? And why did they steal that thing?’

Boonie’s glance connected with Kellique’s for a moment.

‘I mean,’ continued the Doctor, beginning a leisurely stroll around the room, ‘it’s obvious that if a rather sophisticated piece of equipment, posing as a bit of modern art, gets lifted by a spaceship in orbit, then someone would know about it. Are you art police? Is that it? Whizzing around the galaxy foiling art thieves?’ He looked around the room. ‘A bit Scooby Doo, isn’t it? And I don’t mean to be rude, but you don’t exactly look like art police? Not,’ he added awkwardly, ‘that I’d know what art police look like. But whatever they look like, it’s not you lot, is it?’

He stopped. All eyes were on him.

‘OK, so now I’m just babbling. But it has given me the chance to examine your control room and to work out that, if you are the art police, then art crimes aren’t at the top of the local police force’s list of priorities. This ship is ancient and falling apart,’ he continued, despite the frowns and looks from Boonie and Kellique, ‘and is clearly more of a private venture. And, financially, not a very successful one.’

He slapped his palm against his forehead.

‘Of course! You’re art thieves, aren’t you? You were casing the gallery when someone slipped in before you and lifted it. That’s how you knew what had happened, and how you were waiting for me at the TARDIS.’

‘Would it shut you up,’ Boonie said, ‘if I told you that no, we’re not art thieves?’

‘It might,’ replied the Doctor cautiously. ‘Of course, it might just throw up more questions. And if there’s one thing I like, it’s questions. Prefer answers, mind you, but questions’ll do for starters. Like… shouldn’t you be following that ship?’

The sudden urgency in the Doctor’s voice made the two of them turn sharply to the screen set into the arm of Boonie’s chair to which the Doctor had pointed.

The moment their attention was off him, the Doctor was sprinting towards the door and past Mother – but the door had barely begun to scrape open when Mother’s huge mechanical hand had grabbed his collar and lifted him off his feet. He swung there for a few moments as Mother turned him round to face Boonie.

‘Nice try, Doctor,’ the boy almost grinned.

‘Well,’ sighed the Doctor. ‘You know what they say: you don’t try, you don’t win.’

‘And where were you planning to go?’ asked Kellique.

The Doctor waved feebly and awkwardly, still dangling from Mother’s hand.

‘Oh, you know… back to my ship. Out into space. To find Donna.’

‘I don’t think so,’ said Boonie, getting out of his seat. ‘Not yet, at any rate. Mother, have his ship – the blue box thing – locked in the hold where he can’t get at it. And if he tries anything, hit him. Until he stops.’

Mother lowered him gently to the floor and the Doctor straightened out his crumpled suit.

‘Good!’ he said, mustering as much dignity as he could. ‘Glad we’ve got that one sorted out.’

‘You kidnap me, lock me up in a room without a window – without even a TV! – and now you expect me to have a cosy little chat, do you?’ Donna stood with her hands on her hips, glaring at Garaman. ‘You heard of psychological abuse?’

Garaman had turned his back on Donna and was strolling around the room, trying to act all cool and casual.

‘The Doctor,’ he cut in. ‘This friend of yours. Tell me about him.’

‘I’ll tell you about him,’ said Donna, ‘when you tell me exactly when you’re going to put me back where you found me.’

Garaman looked over his shoulder at her and made a sucking noise with his teeth.

‘That might be a bit of a problem.’

‘What kind of a problem?’

‘Well… seeing as we’re now heading out of the system and I can’t imagine any reason why we’d come ba—’

‘Sorry,’ interrupted Donna, jabbing a finger at him and wiggling it, pointedly. ‘Heading out of the what?’

‘The system – we’ve got what we need from there and now we’re—’

‘No, no. You’re not listening: heading out of the what? The system?’

‘The planetary system. We’ve broken orbit and now the Dark Light is en route to… to our next port of call.’

Donna took a couple of steps closer to him and drew herself up to her full height, which made Garaman look like a Munchkin.

‘So, kidnapping me wasn’t enough? Now you’re flying me off to god-knows-where, leaving the Doctor behind?’

If it wasn’t bad enough that she’d been separated from the Doctor, that separation was now getting greater by the minute.

‘Is everyone from your planet quite so sharp?’ asked Garaman. ‘Only I’d hate to cross them, I really would. Where are you from?’

‘It’s called Earth, and you don’t want to mess with us, you really don’t.’

‘Never heard of it. And what’s so special about this Earth, then?’

‘What’s so special about it is that, if you pulled a kidnapping stunt like this back there you’d be in jail so fast that your feet wouldn’t touch the ground.’

Garaman’s eyes widened in mock fear.

‘Oooh, you’ve got me trembling now! I’ll have to make sure I don’t cross these Earthons!’

‘Humans,’ corrected Donna. ‘We’re called humans.’

‘How confusing. Delightfully quirky, but confusing. Now – the Doctor. Tell me about him.’

Donna folded her arms sullenly and clamped her lips shut, staring away into the middle distance pointedly. Garaman sighed, clicked his fingers at the bimbot standing in the corridor. Silently, it stepped into the room, its hands clasped formally in front of it.

‘Start with her fingers,’ Garaman said with the air of someone who had a hundred and one things to do and needed to start somewhere, just to get things moving. The robot reached out and, despite Donna’s protestations and struggles, effortlessly raised her left hand. The skin of the machine was matt and smooth – skin-coloured but lacking any texture or veins. She felt sick as she realised what was going to happen.

‘The little one first, I think,’ Garaman said, turning away as if he really didn’t want to witness the robot’s next actions. ‘Break it.’
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