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K. P. Dethridge :: Dawn

Ace blinked a few times and tried to focus. She felt a brief surge of panic as she realised she couldn’t
focus her eyes, that she was seeing double. She tried to cross her eyes but that made everything much
worse. As the panic died down, she closed her eyes and tried to calm her mind.
Where was she? She couldn’t remember. Another brief surge of panic like bile rising in her throat. She
let out a long sigh and she could feel the warmth of her breath on her lips. She decided to cast her mind
back to how she’d gotten wherever she was. Simple questions first.
The Doctor. In the TARDIS console room, all white, blinking lights and strange shapes. Leaning against
the console, grinning like an idiot and looking particularly proud of himself. What was he saying...? Oh,
yes.
“—Best party in the universe, without the shadow of a doubt!” he explained in that strange highland
voice. She’d once asked him why he had an accent, and he’d muttered something about ‘every planet
has a Scotland’ and changed the subject.
She’d been excited, although she was trying not to show it. He had remembered her birthday. She’d
lost count of how old she was, travelling in time and space, but he assured her it was her birthday and
they were going to celebrate in style. She’d imagined ‘in style’ meant something naff like stately ballgowns or a giant cake, but...
“So it really is like... ‘Vegas on a galactic scale’? ‘The world that never sleeps’?” She asked sceptically,
reading from the electronic brochure he had pushed into her hands.
The Doctor nodded enthusiastically. “Oh yes. There are five main cities, each sprawling across a giant
continent, where you can find fun, frivolity and debauchery enough to satiate even your appetite.” He
rolled his ‘r’s as he said ‘frivolity’.
Ace considered this and grinned back, letting herself be swept away by his enthusiasm. “All right,
Professor, you’ve convinced me. I want you to promise me one thing, though. Two things, actually.”
“Anything!” he responded jovially.
“First, you don’t get to wander off and do your own thing on my birthday.”
“I’d never—”
“Professor.” She matched him look for look. “You’re going to celebrate right there with me.”
His grin turned into a wry smile. “All right. What’s the other promise?”
Ace shrugged. “I’ll think of it later, but you have to promise to keep it.”
“That’s not fair...” he looked a bit worried. As well he should.
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“Too right. So that’s a promise, then?”
He sighed and glared, but there was a twinkle in his eye. He was curious and amused. “I promise.”
* * *
For once the place was exactly as the brochure – and the Doctor – had described and more importantly,
lacked any trace of clowns. The city they had arrived in – Eschevira – was a city of glass, beautiful and
complex. Turrets and towers of glass rose into a sky so blue it was almost purple. See-through glass,
mirrored glass, dark glass, smoky glass, glass which let light through and glass which let wind through.
The Doctor had commented on ‘amazing feats of engineering’ and ‘bio-crystalline structural definitions’
until Ace had threatened to put him in a glass coffin.
She’d looked up as they had stepped out of the TARDIS and seen the myriad of glass walkways filtering
the burnt amber sunlight of this world and murmured, “Wicked!”
The Doctor nodded and looked around inquisitively. “Yes, let me see now...” he waved the tip of his
umbrella around, seemingly at random, and then settled on a direction. “This way, I think.”
He’d walked a few steps before he realised she wasn’t following. She stood there looking at him with an
arched eyebrow. He cleared his throat a little officiously and continued, “Of course, if you’d like to pick
a direction...”
But she was already moving.
* * *
He clutched her bomber jacket to his chest and peered with a faintly lost expression at the small crowd
of writhing figures, bodies of all shapes and sizes pressed together and lost in the music which pumped
with ear-splitting decibels through the nightclub.
It wasn’t a nightclub in the strictest definition—it was the pinnacle of a glass spire which stretched so far
into the sky that the dancers were moving in artificial gravity, the glow of the planet below and the
darkness of space stretching out for infinity on every side. The Doctor reflected on the suspiciously
advanced mechanics of this as he watched the faces of the young in endless energy and bliss.
He felt out of place, alone and different... useless. There were no worlds to save here. No lives at risk,
apart from in the mundane sense of the word. No great plots and plans and cataclysms. He had been
relegated to the sidelines.
Of course, it was partly his fault. Despite his promise to Ace, he hadn’t joined in when she’d indulged –
cautiously at first – in the variety of alcohols on offer. He’d conversed with the bar tender instead, a tall,
scaly man who swore blind his mother was half Draconian and his father was an Earth Reptile. The
Doctor couldn’t quite picture that but he’d let it slide in the spirit of things.
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Then she’d tried to drag him to the dance-floor and he’d put his foot down. She’d glared at him but had
let herself be sucked into the moving mass of energy and flesh, flinging him her bomber jacket before
disappearing completely. Now he sat on a floating couch and tried to pick her out in the dim lighting,
steam and laser effects.
So involved was he in watching the crowd that it took him a moment to realise someone had sat down
beside him. He looked around to see a young woman with glowing silver-hued skin, her long snowwhite hair coiling around herself constantly. She was almost naked, her modesty protected only by a
long strip of blue satin around her breasts and a skirt so short it may have been a large belt.
She smiled at him. Her eyes were the dark red of dying stars.
He smiled wanly back at her. He couldn’t identify her species, although he was certain she had been
genetically modified—body bepple, if he wasn’t mistaken. He was about to look back to the crowd
when she said, “She can’t see you, you know.”
His head snapped back to her, grey eyes searching intensely. “I beg your pardon?”
The club had an advanced sound system which allowed for conversation amidst the deafening music—
however the algorithms used by the software couldn’t identify the correct pitch for the young woman’s
voice. As a result, her voice seemed to change softly from pitch to pitch as she replied, “Your woman.
She can’t see you.”
“What do you mean?” he demanded, worried.
She reached out a long-fingered hand and gently rested it against the lapel of his coat. “I’m sorry, I have
alarmed you. I mean, she is lost in the music, in the heat of the dance, in the way she is being held in
the press of bodies and the whole room seems to move with her.”
The Doctor relaxed slightly, aware of how his tension. “Oh. No, I’m sorry.” He touched her hand with
his, her fingers were warm and silky. “How do you do, I’m the Doctor and this is...” he blinked. “Er, yes,
well. I don’t believe we’ve met...?”
The young woman gazed fixedly into his eyes. “We don’t have names, but you may call me... Aisa.”
The Doctor smiled a little. “And is this your club, Aisa?”
She laughed. “Mine, no. It’s one such place amongst many. I come here to dance. Why are you here?”
His smile faded and he looked almost guilty. “I’m here with my friend Ace.”
“Ace.” She repeated, as if trying the word on her tongue. “Ace. Ace. Ace is here to dance as well.”
“Yes...”
She removed her hand from his and returned it to her lap, gazing at him in fascination. “Why don’t you
dance with Ace?”
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He played his fingers over the fabric of her bomber jacket. “She needs... time on her own. To enjoy
herself, to be young.”
“You are not young?”
His smile returned. “Not for a very long time.”
“Will you be young again?”
He looked sharply at her but didn’t comment. She leaned back in the couch and turned her head to
stare at the dance-floor.
“You will lose your Ace in the pack if you do not dance with her.”
* * *
She closed her eyes and leaned against the cool glass wall of the viewing platform. Beneath it, the
dancers writhed in an ecstasy of movement and joy. A light patina of sweat washed across her skin,
making her glow in the warmth of recessed amber lighting. After a long moment she felt him standing
there beside her.
“Gordon Bennett, that was intense!” she said, grinning without opening her eyes. “You should have
come out onto the floor, Professor.”
“Ah well...” he tapped the tip of his umbrella on the transparent metal floor, making an almost musical
sound. “It’s not really my kind of dancing...”
Ace opened her eyes and regarded him with an accusing look. “You broke your promise.”
He appeared to give this serious consideration. “Yes. I know. But... I am here, though. I didn’t
disappear.”
“This isn’t some game, then?” she demanded, slightly bitterly. “What else is at stake, Professor?”
She was surprised at how uncertain he looked. “Not here. Nothing is happening here. There’s no-one
to save, no wrongs to right.”
She said nothing, her gaze shifting to the stars. The Doctor searched her face but she wasn’t
communicative. “Ace...”
“It’s all right.”
“What is?”
“I trust you.” She looked back at him again and suddenly she looked very vulnerable. “I still trust you.”
He tapped his fingers against the curved handle of his umbrella and then leaned it against the glass wall,
where it somehow balanced on its tip. To Ace’s surprise he took her hand in his and she felt his other
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hand on her waist, gently pulling her into a closed position. Hesitantly, as he began to slowly move his
feet, she placed her arm over his shoulders and began moving with him, her head resting over his
shoulder.
“This would work better if you were taller!” she teased.
“This would work better if you knew how to waltz!” he returned good humouredly. He picked up the
pace of his movements, gliding her around the viewing platform, and she followed as best as she could
in her combat boots.
She gasped as he dipped her unexpectedly. “Where did you learn to waltz, anyway?”
He looked thoughtful. “You know, I can’t remember. I know I tried to teach Jo once. I think it may have
been in Vienna in the eighteenth century, they were very keen on it.” To her greater shock, he reached
gently into her hair and slid out the metal holder which secured her ponytail, allowing her hair to tumble
around her shoulders. “Better!” he said and suddenly she was twirling impossibly rapidly on the spot,
her hair flying around her, before he caught her again just as suddenly and continued to dance.
“What just happened?” she asked breathlessly, “Did I turn into a spinning top?”
“Have I ever made the joke about having an Ace up my sleeve?”
“Repeatedly.”
“Oh.” He slowed his steps and moved more gently. “I trust you too.”
She turned her head and stared into his strange grey eyes. “I know.”
They danced for a while in silence, slowly and completely out of tune with the thudding music from
below. After a while, he asked, “So where to now?”
“Oh, are we leaving?”
“On this planet, I mean.”
Ace smiled. “I have an idea.”
“Oh?”
“I heard some people talking.”
“Oh.”
“Some time-travelling git gave me a brochure.”
“Oh dear.”
* * *
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The desert stretched into the distance, impossibly vast beneath the dark sky. To the West, the Doctor
could make out low hills and strange, contorted cliffs rising up out of sand so pale it was almost white.
Two moons glowed in the distance.
The campsite was vast too—hundreds of beautiful, ornately decorated tents forming an immense circle
at the centre of which was an undulating, pulsating tower of molten glass haloed in an icy blue flame.
The tower rose out of the ground, the tip lost to sight. The light from the tower cast an eerie glow over
the desert.
Everywhere he looked were people, talking, dancing, eating and even praying. He recognised races from
a multitude of worlds, some he had even fought against. One small, chattering creature had ran into his
legs, looked up, screamed his name and ran off into the desert. He couldn’t remember encountering it
before. Another loose thread from the future.
He stood outside a smaller tent and waited, watching a multi-headed being breathe fire for the
entertainment of several humanoid teenagers. There was music too, seemingly without source, pulsing
and throbbing hypnotically. The notes put him on edge a little.
The flap of the tent twitched aside and Ace emerged. She had changed into a new outfit – dark jeans, a
rather daringly low-cut black satin top and her bomber jacket. A silver pendant adorned her neck from a
copper chain and her makeup had been re-done in silver-greys and blacks to contrast with her pale skin.
For one of the few times in his life, the Doctor didn’t know what to say.
“Well,” she asked shyly, “what do you think?”
He managed a tentative smile. “You look fabulous, Ace.”
She wrinkled her nose. “Fabulous? I don’t know if I want to look fabulous.”
He stepped closer to inspect her, laughing when he realised what the pendant around her neck actually
was. “You look wonderful, don’t worry. Erm... Cool? Radical? Existentially real?”
She grinned and raised the tiny silver police box pendant to her eyes. “Thanks, I think. Nice, isn’t it? I
had to spend some time describing it to the bloke making them. He didn’t know what a police box was.
Actually he didn’t know what ‘police’ were.” She dug into the pocket of her jacket and presented him
with a cloth pouch. He took it carefully and opened it to reveal a silver ring with an even tinier police
box set into it in a blue stone resembling an emerald.
He stared at it for a while and she was surprised at the childlike joy in his eyes when he looked back up
at her. “Thank you, Ace. This is beautiful.” He slipped the ring over the middle finger of his right hand
and admired it in the strange twilight.
For a while they stood in comfortable silence, looking at the activity, energy and festivity around them.
There seemed to be a sudden shift in the mood, a frisson of building expectation. The crowds, scattered
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as they were, were slowly converging around the central tower, which seemed to pulse along to the
mood of the gathered beings.
Ace looked on with interest. “What’s happening, Professor?”
The Doctor looked a little concerned. “I’m not sure... excuse me,” he said to a passing group of
humanoids, “Do you know what’s going on?”
The group was eclectic—seven beings, only two of whom seemed to be actually human. Two were
Earth Reptiles—a pair-bonded couple, if the Doctor wasn’t mistaken. One was a Lacaillan female and
the other was yet another species he didn’t recognise. There was a certain polished beauty about them
which they accentuated through figure-hugging, outlandish clothing—body bepple again, or similar
advanced genetic engineering.
One of the humans, a young woman in a silvery dress which moved suggestively of its own accord,
replied to his question. “It’s the Enchantment of Dawn, man,” she said happily. Looking closer, the
Doctor saw the way her pupils were widely dilated. “We dance until dawn... and experience the
Enchantment.”
“The Enchantment?” Ace asked.
The woman looked at Ace for the first time and suddenly looked very interested. “Dawn takes two
hours here, and everything changes.”
The Doctor frowned. “What do you mean, everything changes?”
“You have to experience it for yourself, man... it’s intense, the best time ever! All of your sins washed
away, and you dance and everything becomes amazing… There are no words. Why don’t you and your
daughter join us?”
The Doctor was about to correct her but Ace interrupted. “That sounds wicked! Come on... Dad.”
The Doctor shook his head. “I’m not sure—” he broke off, gazing past Ace to a familiar silvery figure
standing beside a tent. The figure beckoned to him and slipped inside. He wrinkled his brow. “All
right.”
Ace looked surprised. “All right?”
The Doctor reached into his pocket and handed her what looked like a thin gold wristwatch. “Why don’t
you go ahead? I’ll find you wherever you are with this. I won’t be long.”
She looked at him with irritation and curiosity. “Where are you going? Do you have to go?”
The Doctor forced a smile. “I saw an old friend and I need to say hello,” he lied.
“This is the second promise, then. Always find me!”
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“I promise, Ace. I won’t be long.”
The human woman caught Ace’s hand. “Ace. Come with us, Ace. I’ll take care of you.” She looked at
the Doctor, her lips curling up. “I promise, too.”
Ace shrugged. “Find me.” She told the Doctor again, and allowed herself to be led away. As the Doctor
watched, the woman leaned towards Ace and said something, to which Ace barked out a surprised
laugh. As one, the group – including Ace – broke into a jog and was soon lost in the crowd.
The Doctor sighed, worried. Ace knew how to take care of herself though. He ducked and weaved
through the crowd, tensing momentarily when he saw a Dalek, which turned out to be a teenager in a
costume. He remembered vaguely that in this timeframe Daleks were more of a legendary monster like
the Minotaur—there were stories they once existed then vanished suddenly from this part of the
universe.
Another loose end. So many threads binding the universe, slowly fraying as entropy and time took its
toll. The second law of thermodynamics wreaking havoc across the timelines until the webs he created,
the repairs he had done, started to weaken.
Something had to give.
He reached the tent, hesitated, and came to a decision. He hefted aside the flap of the tent and walked
inside.
* * *
People, so many joyous people writhing, dancing, touching in a beautiful orgy of connection. Minds
merged, thoughts broadcast, souls intertwined until the nature of being was laid bare—the good, the
bad, the ugly. Lust, violence, peace, love. This was the Enchantment of Dawn.
Ace loved every second of it.
The woman took her hand firmly and led her through the dancing bodies until they were almost at the
epicentre of the crowd. There was a space around the base of the tower, no-one was game to be too
close to the pulsing glow of the molten glass as it shaped, reshaped and flowed in tune with the music
and the dancing.
The sky was lightening already, the stars paling into nothingness as the sun rose out of the horizon. The
change of light affected the tower, which glowed from icy blue to the beginnings of a fiery red. Ace was
lost in the sight until the woman patted her arm to get her attention. Ace looked back to find two small
white pills being offered to her. Each pill had an etched emblem of the tower.
“Take this, Ace. It will make you feel... alive.”
Ace stared at the pills, feeling a strange mixture of excitement and dread. “What?” she asked stupidly,
then regained her composure. “I am alive.”
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The woman’s laugh was like the tinkling of far-off bells. “Trust me. This is beyond alive. Beyond
everything. You can’t truly appreciate the Enchantment without it...” she misread Ace’s expression.
“Oh don’t worry, it’s not species-specific.”
“It’s not what?”
She nodded to the tower of molten glass, haloed in flame. “It opens your mind to the Enchantment.
You become one with existence, the truth of your being looking back at you. Don’t be scared—”
“Oi, I’m not scared!” Ace retorted sharply, and then wished she hadn't. It was a reaction from her past,
but her mind felt strange. She wished the Doctor was here. Suddenly the crowd seemed oppressive,
overwhelming.
The woman smiled gently. “I’m sorry Ace. I can’t tell you enough, though... the way everything
changes. Take them, Ace. Fly with me. Fly with us. Fly with everyone. The stars are in your soul,
you’ve been touched by them... you’re one of us, man. Children of the sky. Take them.”
Ace gritted her teeth, but took the small white pills in her hand. She noticed that a multitude of others
were taking them too as they danced and gazed at the tower and the horizon.
Well... it was a new experience. Isn’t this what you wanted, McShane? Party like it’s 1999?
The thought stung her briefly. If she hadn’t being caught in the time storm, would she would have been
alive to see 1999? Perhaps she would, drinking on the hill in Perivale with her mates. Or in some posh
apartment somewhere, sipping the finest champagne with her ridiculously handsome fiancé with the
amazing, perfect smile?
She smirked, despite herself. Probably not.
The woman grinned at her as she parted her lips and closed her teeth over the pills.
* * *
The tent was lit in a flickering red glow, like firelight, yet without any presence of fire. It was decorated
with cushions, low seats and hanging silks—which the Doctor considered a little ostentatious but it did
have a sort of charm. Through the cloth walls of the tent – and, he assumed, some sort of energy field –
the sound of the music changed tone, slowed down, yet remained hypnotic and throbbing.
She was seated on an arrangement of cushions, with a low table in front of her. On the opposite side of
table was another arrangement of cushions and on top of the table was, rather incongruously, a tea set.
The Doctor approached and she smiled radiantly at him as he sat down cautiously.
“Aisa.” He said, almost an accusation.
“Thedoctor,” she said softly.
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He couldn’t help but smile. “It’s two words, actually. A title. Well, really, an honorary, but what’s the
distinction between friends?”
She didn’t reply, pouring an amber liquid into one of the delicate china cups. The Doctor watched
guardedly as she passed it to him and poured one for herself.
“Are you following me?” he asked.
She laughed. “Why should I follow?”
“I don’t know... Are you?”
“Would you like me to, the Doctor?”
He stirred his tea with a glinting silver spoon. “Just ‘Doctor’. I’m not sure what you mean...?”
She considered the question and took a sip of the tea, watching him. “Perhaps you want me?”
He looked confused. “Want you?”
“Yes. To bond with me.”
The Doctor coughed. “No, well, you know how it is... I like to think I’m too old for that sort of nonsense.
Mind you, even I was young, once...” he shook his head sharply.
“Then perhaps you’re looking for something to fight?”
He stared at her. “Why would I want that?”
She didn’t say anything for a moment, sipping her tea with long silver fingers. “You are a warrior. Your
eyes are constantly seeking enemies and danger. What else do you seek in life?”
His eyes narrowed. “I am not a warrior, Aisa.”
“Then I have misread you. Forgive me, Doctor.”
He looked away in irritation. “No, there’s nothing to forgive. You may well be right.”
Aisa considered him. “Did you dance with your woman?”
The Doctor smiled tightly. “Ace. Yes.”
“Why are you not with her now?”
He tapped his fingers on the side of his teacup distractedly. “I thought, perhaps, she needed some time
with people her own age.”
“Really?”
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He sighed. “No. I wanted...” he gestured around vaguely. “To be needed, I suppose. Why am I telling
you this? Why are you here?”
She gave this some thought. “To live. To love. To be. Why are you here, Doctor?”
He smiled bitterly. “To rest before the storm.”
Her perfect brow creased slightly. “Storm?”
His face seemed suddenly full of shadows. “There’s something coming, Aisa. Out of the darkness. Out
of time. Something... like I’ve never seen before.”
She shrank away slightly. “This is frightening...”
“Then be frightened!” he snarled, savagely. “There’s something coming so big that even I can’t see it.
Just... pieces of it. Pieces of something truly terrible.”
There was fear in her face. “What is truly terrible?”
“I don’t know! Ever since Skaro... there’s only ever hints. A word here, a snippet there. Technology
slightly too far advanced for its time and place. Missing pieces of history. Small changes apparent only
to a Time Lord—”
She leaned across the table, her long, lithe body arching gracefully, and placed her warm, gentle palms
on either side of his face. He stopped talking, gazing directly into her eyes.
“Stop.” She whispered, and kissed him.
* * *
Blood thumping in her ears.
Or was that the music? What was the music? Was her heartbeat part of it? She could no longer
separate her being from the pulsing, thrumming all around her.
Was she floating?
Everything felt... warm.
Ace opened her eyes and the sun was rising, covering the horizon. The tower of molten glass and cold
fire now shone a beautiful burnt red – or was it amber? – and the music floated through the air like
falling shards of crystal.
She felt herself smiling. Feelings of peace and amazing, warm joy flowed through her veins and she
could feel her mind reaching out to the crowd around her. The woman who had given her the pills was
standing next to her and Ace reached out a hand and gently touched her hair. The woman drew in close
to Ace and rested her head on Ace’s shoulder. Ace moved her fingers gently through her hair and the
feeling was like stroking tiny currents of silky electricity. Her palms were more sensitive than she had
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ever known—her entire body was sensitive. The feeling of breath in her nostrils, drawing in and out of
her lungs, was almost overwhelmingly pleasurable.
She felt the woman’s hand on her back, through her jacket, pressing between her shoulder blades. The
touch was half massage and half caress and Ace arched her back as the woman drew her hand down.
Her hand reached the bottom of Ace’s jacket and suddenly, with a thrill of pleasurable shock, on her
buttocks. She could feel the woman’s hand through her jeans as if her palms rested on her skin.
The woman moved her hand up again, this time under the back of her jacket. Almost before she could
react to this, the woman’s hand rested on Ace’s bare skin—she realised, in a dreamlike way, that she
had eased her hand under Ace’s satin blouse. Ace started to shiver gently, the touch sending off waves
of arousal through her nervous system. Sensing this, the woman stopped moving her hand so that Ace
could acclimatise to it.
Ace realised she had her eyes closed again, panting softly. She opened her eyes for the second time –
feeling, oddly, as if she was opening a second pair of eyelids – and realised that two or three people
were watching her. At some level she felt uncomfortable with this, and a part of her mind was telling
her she should feel horrified, but she found she didn’t care so much. She looked at them and knew they
were in the same state as she was—a rhapsody of empathetic euphoria.
One of them, a tall humanoid with green and red skin stepped forwards to stand in front of her, gazing
at her. He was male—very obviously male, wearing metal armour around his waist and nothing much
else. He reached out with long fingers and opened the front of her jacket wider. The woman,
responding to an unspoken communication, slid her hand up along Ace’s back and deftly undid the clasp
of her brassier. The man slowly, almost reverently, placed his fingertips on Ace’s breasts.
Time slowed.
An image filled her mind, glinting in its cold clarity like an iceberg rising from murky ocean depths. Her
first fuck—and there was nothing about it which could have been termed ‘making love’. The feeling of
being deeply vulnerable, the glittering shards of ice overhead, the pain. The cold. The terrible cold.
The pain and feeling of suffocation, wishing it were over—
Ace kicked. Her booted feet slammed into the man’s stomach and, thankfully, the physiology was
similar to a human’s—he doubled over, gasping for air. Ace was about to elbow the woman but she’d
already withdrawn her hand from under her blouse. Ace turned to face her.
The woman, shocked even in her altered state, took a step back and almost fell over. Ace’s eyes were
yellow, the pupils slitted dots in the centre. She snarled and the sound was unhuman, bestial... angry.
Ace ran. In a moment, she was gone.
* * *
The kiss went on for a long time. Her lips tasted sweetly metallic.

12

K. P. Dethridge :: Dawn
When she broke the kiss, the Doctor looked at her with his sad, old eyes and whispered, “I can’t.”
She leaned carefully back onto the cushions but didn’t return his gaze. “Do you love her?” she asked.
He didn’t answer for a moment. “I’m going to protect her,” he said slowly, as if making up his mind. “If
she plays a part in what’s to come, I don’t know if she will survive.”
“Do you love her?”
“I’m not going to lose her. Not her. She’s sacrificed too much for me already.” He closed his eyes. “I
will not allow her to be Time’s Champion. My plans will have to change.”
“Do you love her?”
He opened his eyes. “Yes.” He smiled at her, uncertainly. “Thank you.”
She didn’t look back at him and he watched as a tear glistened down her cheek. “Then stop running
from her.”
* * *
She opened her eyes again. She still couldn’t focus, her eyes were seeing double—no, she realised, her
brain had stopped processing the images of her eyes correctly. The effects of the pills had changed, not
died down. The warmth, hyper-sensitivity and sheer, overwhelming joy lurked in her mind and body but
something... something else had taken over her perceptions.
‘Something’ else? You know damn well what it is, McShane.
She concentrated, closing her eyes and remembering. The ground was sloping away from her. She’d
run, run as fast as she could smell the blood on the wind, hear the blood in your ears to get away from
the tower, the crowd, those... people. And after a while, she had just run, run beyond the horizon and
catch your hunger.
She took a deep breath and let the feelings through. Then she opened her eyes.
She was lying on a hill. The ground under her was sandy, smooth and soft. To her left she could see the
crimson glow of the tower, hear the strange music. To her right was receding darkness.
She tried to stand but fell back to the ground, a wave of dizziness washing over her. She felt hot and
cold at the same time, warm but shivering as if she was in the throes of a fever. The feeling receded, her
vision doubled once more. She shut her eyes tightly, taking a long, shuddering breath.
This was it then, she thought dimly, Death. Death from too much pleasure. Fragged by joy.
She let her breath out, forming it into a word around her shuddering jaw: “Professor...”
A hand. Gripping her own. An old hand, slightly rough but smooth and gentle at the same time. A hand
which grasped with a surprising strength.
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“Ace.”
She opened her eyes and saw his dull silhouette through her tearing eyes and double vision—that stupid
hat, the rounded face, the over-large coat. She shut her eyes again as she felt herself being covered
with it. The sudden warmth helped as he gathered her up, her head cradled in the crook of his arm.
“So much...” she whispered. “Feel so much...”
“Shh,” he said in a soft, hypnotic voice, “It’s all right. I’m here.”
A small feeling of reassurance unfolded in the back of her mind but she ignored it. “It was so...
beautiful. Everything... beautiful.”
“Let’s get you back to the TARDIS,” he murmured soothingly, “Right as rain in no time.”
Ace gritted her teeth and grasped as his tie. “Listen... Listen! Please.”
He felt his arms tighten around her protectively. “What is it?”
She tried to formulate words but the effort was draining. None of the words seemed to fit. She felt as
though her mind was wandering around her brain, set loose from her physical self, opening doors to
hidden rooms and secret memories. Her thoughts were detached, running, powerful but aimless...
With an enormous effort, she reached up with shaking hands and brought him down over her. She felt
his weight fall on her, his brief struggling as he tried to take his body off her and then
* * *
“You,” said the Doctor, “Ought not to be able to do that.”
Ace smiled wanly, looking out across the deserted playground. They sat in the council park on a
surprisingly spacious children’s carousel which slowly revolved, apparently under its own power. The
sky was pale blue and while the trees moved in the distance, there was no sound.
“I think it’s those pills I took,” she told him eventually. “It’s meant to... make you one with the
Enchantment or something. Gordon Bennett, why did I take them?”
The Doctor rested his chin on the handle of his umbrella. “Why do people take drugs in general?”
Ace shrugged. “Fun?”
He smiled and waited patiently.
“Oh all right... to feel good? To feel different? Bigger and stronger and more confident? To feel numb,
to get rid of pain...”
“Go on... what does it all boil down to?”
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Ace considered this. “Escapism?”
“Exactly. To escape in your mind. From the world around you, from pain, from suffering... from
yourself.”
Ace shivered. “I thought I’d done running.”
The Doctor glanced at her. “From your fears, perhaps. Aren’t we all running from something, though?
That’s certainly how this all started for me. Running away on a stolen TARDIS...”
She looked at him. “I think, in another life, I’d have lost the plot here and told you I don’t run from
anything. ‘Cause I’m Ace.”
He chuckled lightly. “You’ve come a long way. What do you think you’re running from now?”
“You tell me, Professor.”
He shook his head sternly. “This is something I can’t answer, Ace. Something only you’d know.”
She leaned back against one of the inner set of rungs of the carousel. “I wish...”
“Yes?”
“I wish I’d met you here.” She gestured around the park. “Perivale. Before the time storm. Before
Iceworld.”
He looked nonplussed, obviously not expecting the comment. He was about to say something when she
shook her head sharply. “Stop, just stop. Or I won’t ever say this. I’ve always wanted to get the fuck
out of this place. To get out of my life, to never see my mother or... to just leave. Escape. Especially
after Manisha... So I did everything to push everyone away. And then Fenric happened and I did
escape.”
He nodded. She looked down her legs at her feet. “I was seventeen, Professor,” she said in a small
voice, “Seventeen. I mean, yeah, I knew how to survive but... I was a kid. I was angry, and stupid, and
lost, so fucking lost! Glitz found me and he helped a bit but he was just out for all he could get...” she
gulped and forced herself to look at him. “And yeah... he got everything he wanted from me. I thought
I was in control, but all the time...”
The Doctor’s face became frighteningly unreadable. “Ace—”
“Don’t, just let me finish. I got that sodding waitressing job, courtesy of Glitz’ magnanimous glow at
bagging... anyway. It was all I could do, I didn’t even really know how to work a computer. I wasn’t
going anywhere, I was far away from anything I’d ever known before with no way back. I mean I was in
the future, I couldn’t even jump on a ship and find a way to Earth.” She gulped, as if swallowing
something bitter. “And then you came along. And suddenly there was purpose even in Iceworld. I
thought you might leave me behind but you didn’t. I never did understand why Mel left with Glitz, of all
people... Oh don’t worry, Mel isn’t his type. No, he likes them young and virginal.”
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The Doctor didn’t say anything this time.
“I thought I was in control then, too,” she continued, “but I was just a part of your game. No don’t say
it, it’s ok. I’ve dealt with that, it’s history. I took back my life in the end. I’m not blaming you, Professor,
I wouldn’t be… me… if it wasn’t for you.”
She looked right into his eyes, her gaze steady and unwavering. “I just wanted you to know that.”
He was silent for a long moment. “If you want, I could—”
She was already shaking her head. “Nah. We’re not running after Glitz.” There was pain in her eyes
now but she didn’t break her gaze. “He was a scumbag, but I went along with it. You can’t punish him
for being an arsehole. Fuck knows I’ve wanted to… and wished it never happened.” She grinned.
“Sometimes I wish it had been with you instead.”
The Doctor looked at her uncomfortably, his lips parting for a moment but closing before saying
anything. She giggled despite herself. “I think you’d be gentle and sweet. Don’t look like that, I told you
I’m not a little girl anymore, Professor. You’ve always travelled with nice girls who get all starry-eyed
and bouncy and enunciate the Queen’s English. You know I’m not like that.”
He nodded and looked away. They sat for a while, each lost in their thoughts, before the Doctor put his
foot over the edge of the carousel and onto the ground. The carousel stopped turning.
“So…” he murmured.
“So… I guess I’m running away from… me?”
He slowly got to his feet and looked down at her. “Why?”
She closed her eyes and felt the answer rise to her lips like the opening of a furnace door. “I hate
myself. I always have.” Even she was shocked to hear the words leave her mouth. “Just all bravado on
the outside and nothing inside. I started out from nothing and even on another planet I was nothing, so
I hated myself. Even after everything that we’ve done, that I’ve done, I just never stopped hating
myself.”
“And now?”
“And now… I don’t have to. Do I?”
The Doctor held out his hand and Ace took it, allowing him to pull her up. He looked into her eyes and
she looked doubtfully up at him.
“Time to go, Dorothy McShane,” he told her, firmly. “Time to let go.”
Ace let go.
* * *
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They woke on the ground, laughing, lying next to each other and staring up at the lightening sky. Ace
felt good, better than she had ever felt. Every deep lungful of air felt invigorating, a comfortable cool
spreading through her body.
She turned her head as the Doctor turned his and they regarded each other cautiously for a moment.
“We need to stop meeting like this.” the Doctor said with a smile.
“Yeah.” Ace looked back up at the sky. The dawn had an eerie quality, as if the light itself had a strange
glow. When she moved her eyes her vision painted strange trails across the vast expanse. “I think I’m
still high.”
She felt his palm rest briefly on her forehead, then the pressure was gone.
“That’s not the drug.”
She closed her eyes and felt the wind on her face and hair. “I like feeling this way.”
“How do you feel?”
She smiled into the sky. “Free.”
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