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The Last Sontaran

Written by Gary Russell

Based, on the script by Phil Ford


‘I saw amazing things, out there
in space. But there’s strangeness
to be found wherever you turn.
Life on Earth can be an
adventure, too.

You just have to know
where to look.’

SARAH JANE SMITH
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Chapter One

Space fall

A few months back…

Everyone was coughing. The air was filling up with exhaust fumes. Every car, every van, every truck all over Ealing, all over London, possibly all over the county, had suddenly started by itself and was pumping out grey, dirty smoke that hurt peoples’ eyes, throat and lungs.

No one could turn the cars off. Indeed, Alan Jackson had tried valiantly to get to his car, attempting to find a way of stopping the engine, but his fifteen year old daughter Maria had, quite sensibly, dragged him back indoors. Not into their house, mind, but into the big house opposite.

Sarah Jane Smiths house. Sarah Jane Smith who Maria helped deal with aliens that came to Earth. And although cars pumping out smelly gas weren’t aliens (maybe), Maria felt they’d be safer with Sarah Jane (probably) and her computer, Mr Smith, which would be able to identify the problem (definitely).

So there they were up in Sarah Jane’s attic, Mr Smith’s geometric screen pulsating as he worked things out. In one corner, Sarah Jane was looking out of the stained glass window onto the smog- congested Bannerman Road below. In another corner, Luke, Sarah Jane’s adopted son was on his mobile. He was calling his best friend in the world, Clyde Langer, checking he and his mum, Carla, were safely locked up in their house, away from the pollution outside. They were. Luke gave his mate a reassuring ‘see you later’ and hung up.

‘Clyde’s fine,’ he reported.

Maria smiled at him. Luke was an odd boy — he wasn’t entirely normal, for a start. Although one hundred percent human, he’d actually been grown, distilled from the genetic scans of hundreds of human children that had come into contact with an alien shape-shifting race called the Bane. The Bane made Luke to provide them with the perfect human, the Archetype as they referred to him, who could help them invade Earth. But Maria had found Luke moments after he was activated. And a bond had formed as a result. Although Luke looked fourteen, he was by now only about a year old, with the mind and intellect of a genius, but with an innocence that frequently betrayed his origins to those who really knew him.

Sarah Jane had adopted Luke, given him a home, a life and a purpose. And in return, he gave her all the love and affection she needed in her life.

And Maria knew that she and Clyde filled in some of the other gaps in Sarah Jane’s life — they were a family which had formed around Sarah Jane, something she’d not really ever had before. Sarah Jane’s parents had died when she was a baby and she’d been brought up by her scientist aunt, who had also passed away now. After some years of being alone, carving out a life as a successful journalist and top secret alien helper/hunter, Maria and the others gave Sarah Jane a purpose, a reason to do what she did.

‘The gas is partly Bosteen,’ Mr Smith suddenly announced from his mounted screen in the chimney breast. ‘But the majority of it is Probic Live, creating in total a concentrated form of Caesohne.’

‘Which means?’ asked Maria’s dad.

‘I’m not sure, Mr Jackson,’ the computer replied. ‘But it is definitely connected to the ATMOS devices in the vast majority of cars. That is what it is triggered by.’

‘I knew I didn’t trust those things,’ Sarah Jane said. 

‘But my car has one,’ moaned Alan. ‘I bet Ivan’s does, too. Probably two, knowing him.’

Ivan was Maria’s mum’s new boyfriend. He and her dad weren’t exactly mates. Truth be told, Maria wasn’t that keen either, but he did look after her mum, so she couldn’t dislike him. And he’d only come onto the scene after her parents had separated, so he wasn’t involved in that at all.

‘Look!’ It was Luke, suddenly pointing out of the window. ‘The sky’s on fire!’

And indeed it was. The whole atmosphere flared a bright orange, just for a few seconds, like someone had lit a pool of oil, and they felt the rush of heat even through the attic windows.

And then it was gone.

And so was the polluted air outside. Not a trace — it was as if the flash of fire in the sky had sucked up all the Caesofine and burnt it away in seconds.

‘It’s all over,’ breathed Sarah Jane. ‘Whatever it was, we’re all safe.’

Seconds later, in space, close to a massive alien spaceship orbiting Earth, three Sontaran scout pod-ships were leaving the Flagship. The Great Sontaran Tenth Battle Fleet had given them their orders. The pods were each piloted by a lone Sontaran, each heading down to commit espionage on planet Earth. They were Commanders in the Sontaran Special Assault Squad, specially grown in the Clonetanks to operate behind enemy lines, with their stealth armour and equipment, their advanced weaponry and their single-minded dedication to duty and honour.

One of them, Kaagh the Slayer, was slightly ahead of the others. Over his helmet comms, he could hear the hundreds of commands being relayed throughout the Flagship, his devious brain equipped to filter out irrelevant background chatter and focus on the orders and information that mattered. He could hear the voice of his General giving the final command to destroy Earth. Then the SAS team would land, destroy any survivors, and utilise any technology that might be of use to the Empire in their war against the Rutan host.

Not that Earth was likely to have anything to offer. It was a primitive, backward planet, slowly destroying itself with its nuclear power, and its gas emissions eradicating its protective shield that kept out the harmful radiation from its sun, wiping out a species of flora or fauna every ten minutes. What a ridiculous planet. What pathetic excuses for life these humans were!

A message came over from Commander Tarx — he was heading to the northern hemisphere of Earth. Commander Lohr confirmed he was heading southwards — and Kaagh was about to confirm to them that he would head for the central median when General Staals’ voice broke through the comms. He was talking to a human… no he was talking to that other alien from Earth. The Time Lord! He was aboard the Flagship, making empty threats. Kaagh could hear the laughter in his General’s voice — the Doctor was too enfeebled, too cowardly to do anything to the Glorious Tenth Battle Fleet and —

Kaagh’s pod shook violently and he was aware of a confused cry from Tarx and then his compatriots pod vanished from the navicom read-outs. Lohr was cursing, and Kaagh punched up a viewscreen monitor and saw Lohr’s pod blossom suddenly into a cloud of flame that extinguished in the vacuum of space as rapidly as it had exploded.

The Flagship was erupting in flame and debris, too. The Doctor had done it! He had somehow beaten the might of General Staal and as the concussive wave from the exploding Flagship smashed into Kaagh’s pod, he waited the split second for his own death.

But it never came. Instead, like a small stone caught on the edge of a wave, his pod was flipped over and over, spun off course and sent tumbling through space until it connected with Earth’s atmosphere. Kaagh had only a moment to glance at his monitor screen and to see the utter destruction of every other Sontaran in the fleet before his equipment exploded around him. The screen shattered, and his controls sparked and erupted into plumes of savage flame.

Kaagh was battered from side to side, his powerful muscular body protected by his battle armour, until a sudden jolt caused his limbs to thrash violently aside, hitting the arm controller pad which activated his stealth helmet. It armadilloed back on itself, leaving his face bare against the flames and debris. A huge slice of white hot metal scored a gash across his left hand, spraying green blood across the cabin. Then a sheet of jagged plastic ripped across Kaagh’s face, tearing a slash down from above his right eye all the way to his screaming mouth.

But somehow Kaagh found he could bear the pain, could bear the torture, because it fuelled his overwhelming desire for revenge.

This planet and its Doctor had given Sontar a terrible shaming defeat and as its last survivor, it was Kaagh’s duty to survive. To reclaim the honour of the Tenth Battle Fleets name. And to destroy this planet by himself.

No more Kaagh the Slayer. Now he would have to become Kaagh the Avenger. And ultimately Kaagh the Destroyer! His name would be sung in battle chants across the Empire!

He was still thinking about this as his pod crashed into planet Earth, bouncing and then rolling through trees and bracken, leaving a massive scorched trail in its wake.

Screaming in rage and pain, Kaagh activated his door control and threw himself out into the cold air of Earth.

Kaagh could taste black oily mucus in his mouth; the nutrients that fed his cloned body were in short supply, and his probic energy feeder aboard the pod was damaged.

But that was salvageable. All things could be dealt with.

Because he was a Sontaran Warrior, out for revenge.

Sontar-ha!


Chapter Two

Pressure point

As the months went by, the people started to forget those terrifying hours under the ATMOS gas. And although briefly, cycling and walking came right back into fashion, it wasn’t long before driving cars, albeit without ATMOS systems, became the norm again.

One thing that was never really normal though was the sense of fun, adventure and excitement in Sarah Jane Smith’s attic.

It was a Friday night, and the attic was full of hustle, bustle and quite a few balloons, party streamers and fairy lights. Clyde was draping the last of those around Mr Smith’s screen, while Luke was having a sneaky glass of lemonade, hoping no one would notice him starting early.

Sarah Jane and Maria were, quite sensibly, leaving the boys to do the hard work and instead stood at the stained glass window, looking up at the stars.

‘I’ve always loved the night sky,’ Sarah Jane was saying, an arm round Maria’s shoulders. ‘As a child I would lie in bed gazing out of my window, and fall asleep counting the stars. And then I’d dream about what might be out there.’ She smiled at Maria. ‘But I never dreamed that one day I’d find out. I mean, how could I possibly imagine everything that I would see?’

Maria knew Sarah Jane was referring to her journeys with the Doctor. She’d heard a lot about him from Sarah Jane, and from Luke who’d actually spoken to him recently during that awful Dalek incident.

‘Everything we would see,’ Sarah Jane corrected herself, and Maria was glad to be included.

She thought of exactly what that had meant — Bane, Slitheen, Arcateenians, Gorgons, Verrons, the Graske… it was a long list. ‘When I moved into Bannerman Road, I thought creatures like that were just stories. But now I know differently. It’s amazing, Sarah Jane. Thank you.’

Sarah Jane grinned at her. ‘Oh, there’s so much still to discover.’

‘Mum?’

They turned to see Luke. He wore a party hat slightly skew-whiff on his mop of untidy brown hair, his blue eyes glittering with excitement, and was carrying a tray of glasses full of lemonade. Clyde also had a party hat on at an angle, but Maria suspected this was deliberate — Clyde was always good at irony.

‘I think we’re ready,’ Luke smiled.

‘What d’you reckon?’ Clyde waved a hand around. ‘Party time or what?’

Over the top didn’t begin to describe the state of the attic — if there was an inch of space not covered with party paraphernalia, Maria couldn’t see it.

Sarah Jane was laughing and hugging Luke as he passed Maria a drink.

Mr Smith’s voice boomed out. ‘The Rylixian Festival is an ancient tradition, celebrated across the galaxies for millennia.’ Then there was a pause before he added: ‘But normally with rather fewer balloons.’

There was a knock on the attic door and Alan Jackson walked in. He, too, had a hat on, but he also carried a massive chocolate cake. ‘If we’re having a party,’ he said, grinning at the assembled group, ‘we have to have a cake.’ He glanced at Sarah Jane. ‘They do that, don’t they? In outer space?’

Sarah Jane nodded and laughed. ‘Oh, cake. It’s universal.’

‘And what is it we’re celebrating again?’ he asked, settling the cake down, and waving Clyde’s greedy fingers away.

‘Us,’ Sarah Jane said, putting an arm around Clyde as well as Luke. ‘Friends. The Rylixian Festival is the one day of the cosmic year — that’s about once every generation in our time — when planets across four hundred and eighty-two recognised galaxies celebrate life itself. The simple joy of living and love for your fellow beings — whatever planet they come from, however many heads.’

‘So,’ Luke asked, ‘does that mean we won’t get invaded today?’

‘Nope,’ Sarah Jane said. ‘Not today. Today, we eat cake with friends and thank them for everything they have brought into our lives.’ She was looking straight at Maria now. ‘And for always being there, no matter what.’ She looked back at her son. ‘And as for tomorrow, well, that’s another story.’

The Tycho Project, named after the sixteenth century Danish astronomer Tycho Brahe, was housed in a small set of compact buildings, snuggled away from prying eyes in a small clearing surrounded by dense woodland. On top of the main building was a vast radio telescope, slowly rotating, its antenna always listening out for communications from beyond the stars.

It was normally run by a small team of astronomers, technicians and cartographers, but in evenings and weekends, a skeleton staff of two tended to man the place.

Tonight, it was the Project’s director, Professor Nicholas Skinner’s turn to watch the skies, aided and abetted by his sixteen year old daughter, Lucy.

Lucy loved being there with her dad — although she wasn’t enormously interested in astronomy, much to her dad’s disappointment. Lucy was actually caught in a bit of a battle — between her divorced parents, who, she felt, rather used her as a chess piece in their own interminable arguments. But Lucy was wise for her years and knew better than to get involved. She loved both of them very much and while understanding that they needed to not be together, she was determined never to take sides. Tonight, it was her beloved father’s turn to be moaning. Something along the lines of why wouldn’t Lucy want to go into astronomy? And Lucy would point out she could be a chemist, like her mum, to which he’d say something about microscopes, and chemists smelling of formaldehyde and that astronomy was the rock ‘n’ roll of science. Of course, when Lucy was with her mum, her mum would say that all astronomers did was play I-Spy with the night sky and that chemistry was where real science was practised.

For herself, Lucy was quite interested in computer science, but in all honesty, she’d rather be an artist or a pop singer and to that end, right now, she was using the really rather sophisticated computer system at the Tycho Project to download swathes of music to transfer onto her MP3 player.

‘I know it’s a radio telescope,’ her dad said suddenly, tugging an earphone out of Lucy’s left ear, ‘but that’s not really the kind of thing we tune into here.’

‘Sorry dad,’ she smiled.

He winked at her and gave her music a listen, then stepped back, shaking his head. ‘I remember when music was real music,’ he said, as he wandered back to his cold tea and computer monitors. ‘When people played instruments like guitars and drums.’

Lucy mouthed the last phrase along in time with him, because it wasn’t the first time he said it.

‘And I can see you reflected in the computer screen, young lady,’ he laughed. Then he was serious. ‘Okay, we’ll be coming up on Rigel Beta-Five in thirty seconds.’

Together they counted down the seconds, as the huge screen at the far end of the room, which took up the entire wall, filled with the colourful views of a star cluster, breath taking in its beauty.

And as they reached ten seconds, the picture broke up into wavy lines and static. Professor Skinner started tapping away on a keyboard, then another, muttering that he hadn’t even seen anything like this before. He jabbed a finger at the screen. ‘That’s a cyclic wave pattern… not background cosmic radiation.’ He looked at Lucy, but she knew he wasn’t really addressing her. He was trying to work things out in his dad-way. ‘It’s got a regular signature so… it’s intelligent.’ Then he stood up. ‘Of course!’

And before Lucy could say a word he was belting out of the room and down the corridor towards the doors to the outside world.

She raced after him, knowing she couldn’t stop him, but whatever had got him going, Lucy wanted in on it, too. Yeah, chemists never had this much fun.

The cold air hit her as she reached the outside; she only had a T-shirt on and a short skirt and leggings. She shivered as she saw her father looking up into the sky, hand shielding his eyes against… what? It was pitch black, and only the stars that managed to poke through the treetops gave any light.

And then something green flashed. Then red. Then yellow.

And she saw what her father had seen. Three spheres of light, about the size of footballs, but translucent, see-through. Like chunky bubbles, zipping around a great speed, making noises like radio-controlled aircraft.

Professor Skinner ducked slightly as the red one buzzed him, and then it shot off into the woods. A second later both green and yellow followed suit.

‘Lucy, go back inside,’ he commanded, and then turned and ran after the lights.

But Lucy wasn’t going anywhere other than after her beloved dad, so she pelted through the long grass until she was at the edge of the wood, the tall thick beech trees obscuring the view. She was about to call out for her father when she heard that buzzing sound again.

Then it stopped.

Silence.

Nothing. No buzzing, no wind, not even an owl.

And no dad.

‘Dad?’ she whispered. Then louder, braver. ‘Dad? Where are you?’

And then someone touched her shoulder, and she jumped but then relaxed, expecting to see her dad behind her.

Instead, what stood there made her scream with fear…


Chapter Three

Games

It was the morning after the party and Alan was sitting in his pyjamas staring at a cup of tea in front of him on the kitchen table. Maria, dressed already, was waiting for some toast to pop up out of the toaster. Neither of them said anything. It had been like this for the last few days, silence. Maria doing breakfast before school. Alan staring at tea that she made and he never drank.

This wasn’t because he was miserable or sad, but because he was anticipating something. The arrival of a letter. Since moving to Bannerman Road, Alan had been trying to shop himself around job-wise. He was working at a local computer firm but it wasn’t taxing him, and since getting caught up in Sarah Jane’s world he felt, just as Maria did, that the daily mundanity of life, held no excitement anymore. Alan Jackson had started applying for jobs in central London with big companies, such as CapitolSys Technologies. Now, after a particularly gruelling interview, he was waiting everyday for a letter from them to come through the letter box.

As the toast leapt out and was expertly caught by his daughter, Alan heard the letter box go on the front door. ‘I’ll go,’ Maria said, dropping the toast onto a plate in front of her dad.

He looked up as she came back in, a couple of things in her hand. She passed him a thin white envelope. ‘I think it’s come,’ she said. This was not a great leap of deduction, because the envelope had the CapitolSys Technologies logo in one corner. ‘What if it’s “no”?’ he said.

‘Then it’s “no” and nothing’s changed, has it?’ Good old Maria, practical as ever. When did she get such a grown-up head on such a young body? Since meeting Sarah Jane, he guessed.

He started to open the letter, then stopped. ‘This is one of the biggest computer systems corporations on the planet. This new London office — a job like that could change our lives.’ 

Maria shrugged. ‘More than they have already? I mean Xyloks, being turned to stone, alternate realities? Anything else is just money.’

Alan laughed. ‘You know, you’re right.’ Of course she was right. She was Maria. His marvellous, clever and sophisticated daughter. ‘How much of a shocker can this be?’

And he tore the letter open and read it.

And read it again.

And once more for luck.

Then he passed it wordlessly to Maria.

Who read it.

And read it again.

And once more for luck.

‘This is amazing,’ she said finally.

Alan nodded. ‘I said it would change our lives. But this would be so much more.’

And Maria hugged him. ‘Dad, it’s fantastic.’

‘Are you sure?’

She laughed. ‘What are you asking me for?’

‘Because this isn’t just a job offer, Maria. It can’t just be up to me. This decision involves you. Even your mum.’ He took her hand. ‘And Sarah Jane, Luke, Clyde… all of that will be over.’

And Maria turned away and looked out of the living room window. Across at Sarah Jane’s house. And up at the attic window.

Over?

In that attic, Clyde and Luke were spending their Saturday morning in front of Mr Smith’s screen. On it, tiny red and green dots ran back and forth from one another. In each of the boys’ hands, they held cordless futuristic controllers, like on a video game. As Clyde twisted his controllers, the red army moved. As Luke moved, the green ones responded.

‘You are so done for,’ Clyde hissed.

‘Non, Monsieur le Due,’ Luke replied in perfect French. J’ai diverse vos armees. Vous etes surpasses en nombre compl'etement. Je vais vous exterminer’

Clyde stopped his armies doing anything. ‘You what?’

‘I’ve divided your forces,’ Luke translated. ‘You’re outnumbered and don’t stand a chance, Wellington.’

‘See, that’s your problem, Boneparte,’ Clyde retorted. ‘All mouth and no trousers.’ And Clyde made a clever manoeuvre and half of Luke’s green forces vanished.

‘Good move, Clyde,’ said Mr Smith.

‘Cheers,’ he said but stopped because a voice behind them said, ‘What is going on?’

Sarah Jane stood there, having just come back from the shops. ‘Is this a good use of Mr Smith’s time?’

‘It’s our history project for the weekend,’ explained Luke. ‘On Monday, Clyde and I have to demonstrate the different battle strategies used at the battle of Waterloo.’

‘I wanted to do the Battle of Hoth,’ Clyde grinned. ‘But for some reason Mrs Pittman reckons that Star Wars isn’t “historically accurate” or something like that.’

‘I see.’ Sarah Jane stepped towards them and removed the controllers from their hands. ‘I’m not sure this was quite the use the Wallarian Trader had in mind for these. Besides, I need to speak to Mr Smith.’

‘Of course, Sarah Jane,’ the smooth computer said, as his screen adopted its usual geometric imagery ‘I have saved the boys’ schoolwork for later.’

Sarah Jane nodded. ‘Good. Now, there’s a report on the news about a village called Goblin’s Copse. Apparently it was buzzed last night — by strange lights in the sky. Did you detect any spacecraft activity?’

‘No,’ Mr Smith said after a beat. ‘But lights in the sky can of course have many explanations other than those of terrestrial nature.’

Clyde laughed. ‘The alien computer that debunks flying saucers? Now I’ve heard everything.’

‘If every aerial phenomenon reported as a UFO was in fact alien craft, Clyde,’ Mr Smith said, ‘I assure you Earth would be at the centre of a solar gridlock backing up to the outer rings of Saturn.’

‘All the same,’ Sarah Jane decided, ‘I’m off to check up on it. Coming boys?’

They were out of the attic and halfway down the stairs before Sarah Jane reminded them that they couldn’t stay long. ‘You still have homework to do,’ she said, grabbing her car keys and a coat as they went out of the front door. She smiled, following after them.

Who would’ve thought you’d have a family of teenagers running around your feet, Sarah Jane Smith? And enjoy it!

‘Goblin’s Copse,’ Clyde was saying as he clambered into the back seat of the little green convertible Sarah Jane drove. ‘Great name.’

Luke nodded. ‘Place names are often based on local legend and superstitions that go back hundreds of years. It doesn’t mean we’re going to find a character from European folklore sitting on a mushroom.’

Clyde sighed. ‘Sometimes, Lukey-Boy, you suck the fun out of everything.’

‘Only sometimes?’ Luke grinned back, and Clyde smiled at his best mate. He could never tell when Luke was serious or teasing him. Luke had won that round.

‘Going somewhere exciting?’

Maria was standing by the driveway.

‘Hello,’ said Sarah Jane. ‘Off to the Tycho Project. A radio telescope.’

‘Fancy a drive to the countryside? Strange lights in the sky, a creepy sounding village and a radio telescope. What’s not to enjoy?’ Clyde called from inside the car.

Luke got in beside him and Maria sat in the front passenger seat.

Sarah Jane noticed Maria took a deep breath as she did so.

‘Better catch it while I can,’ Maria said quietly. Sarah Jane gave her a puzzled look, then reversed the car into Old Forest Road and drove away.

On the corner of Bannerman Road, as he put stuff into his dustbin, Alan Jackson watched the car head off with his daughter aboard. And frowned.

Then he got his mobile out and dialled. ‘Chrissie? We need to talk. You free this morning?’

Goblins Copse was a small village on the Buckinghamshire/Berkshire border, quiet, charming and, as far as Clyde was concerned, dull as ditchwater. A few houses, a small shop and a pub. As they drove through the main street, a couple of locals stared at them as if they’d arrived from outer space. ‘We don’t want none of your kind ’ere,’ he said in a mock country accent.

Maria smiled, but Sarah Jane threw him a look in the rear-view mirror as she drove. ‘Be nice,’ she said.

‘This way,’ Luke said as they passed a sign with the Tycho Project logo on it, which said 1 1/2 miles.

After a while they reached a private driveway, with a cattle grid embedded in the ground. Sarah Jane slowly drove across it and down a windy lane, through the trees until they came out into a small clearing.

In front of them was a small and run-down looking square white building, with a couple of small outbuildings, equally shabby.

On top of the main building was an admittedly impressive rotating radio telescope.

‘That’s it?’ Clyde shrugged. ‘I was expecting something a bit more modern and hi-tech.’

‘It’s a privately funded telescope,’ Sarah Jane explained. She pulled up and the kids followed her out. ‘The Project is a network of telescopes around Europe searching for friendly life from outer space. This one was converted from an old Cold War listening station.’

‘So instead of listening to the Russians, it’s listening out for aliens,’ Luke added.

‘So how come they never spotted any? I mean, it’s not like they’re rare these days.’

‘Space is a big place,’ Sarah Jane said. ‘All the radio telescopes in the world can’t monitor it all.’ 

Clyde nodded. ‘So what you’re saying is they’re always looking the wrong way.’

‘And let’s face it, most aliens don’t want to be seen,’ Maria added.

‘Until they’re ready to jump us,’ Clyde said, grabbing Maria’s shoulders like he was a monster. ‘Grrraaaghhhh!’

But Sarah Jane wasn’t joining in the banter. She was looking out into the woods. ‘Let’s hope they’re not going to do it again,’ she said. Then smiled tightly at the kids. ‘Come on.’ And she led them into the main building.

And as they went in, she gave a final look around, hoping she was wrong and that nothing was watching her.

Unfortunately, Sarah Jane’s instincts were on the nose and as she and the kids disappeared into the building, the creature watching from the edge of the woods, invisible to the naked eye, lowered the binoculars he was using and smiled.

If he had been visible, Sarah Jane might have seen a thick black tongue protrude from his mouth and lick his lips. ‘Intruders,’ he rasped. To be dealt with.’

And silently he wandered back into the trees, expertly not moving a branch or disturbing a bird or anything.

Because Commander Kaagh, last survivor of the Tenth Sontaran Battle Fleet, was still a member of the Special Assault Squad and not being discovered was what he excelled in.


Chapter Four

Breakdown

The radio telescope’s control room was deserted. Clyde was holding up a mug of tea. ‘Stone cold,’ he reported.

Luke was staring at the screen. ‘According to these records, the antenna was in place to observe Rigel Beta Five last night at 22.08. But there seems to have been a burst of interference.’

‘Around ten o’clock. That’s when the villagers reported seeing the lights.’

Maria was looking at a discarded MP3 player. ‘Everything is operating, though. It’s as if something happened out of the blue. As if they just left, suddenly, dropped everything and went.’

‘Lottery win?’ suggested Clyde.

Sarah Jane threw him a look.

‘I’m just trying to remain positive. It’s either that or we assume the people of Rigel Wotsit don’t like telescopes being pointed at them and came down to sort it out. But I prefer my lottery theory.’

Maria smiled at him. ‘What would we do without you,’ she said quietly.

‘Good thing for you I’m not going anywhere then, isn’t it?’ He winked at her.

Maria realised Sarah Jane was staring at her, an expression on her face Maria couldn’t read. Had she guessed? Was she angry? Confused?

Maria opened her mouth as if to speak, as if to tell them all what was going on, when the door to the outside slammed open with a crash that reverberated throughout the building.

They looked round to see a teenage girl in a T-shirt, short skirt and stockings stumble in. ‘Something in the woods,’ she stammered. ‘There’s something in the woods.

And she was unconscious on the floor before anyone could get to her.

But Clyde was there first. ‘Water? She needs water.’

‘Down there.’ Luke was pointing into the corridor to a door saying “Rec Room”.

‘Good boys,’ Sarah Jane said and helped Clyde carry the poor girl towards the recreation room.

Luke eased the door open.

There was a couch, a coke machine (with an ‘Out of Order — Again’ sign stuck to it), a pool table and a water cooler. Bits of electronic spares were dotted around in various doorless cupboards, handy if anything went wrong in the control room, Maria supposed.

Amongst the bric-a-brac, she found some mugs and got cold water from the cooler and passed it to Sarah Jane, who tipped a bit onto the unconscious girl’s lips.

With a cough, she came round. ‘Thank you,’ she managed and took the mug from Sarah Jane.

‘You’re welcome,’ said Clyde, moving directly into her line of vision.

Maria sighed to herself, and smiled as well. Pretty girl + Clyde Langer = flirtation. Bless him.

‘Have you seen my dad?’ the girl asked.

Sarah Jane was immediately reassuring. ‘He’ll be around. The place was empty when we got here but he won’t be far away. My name is Sarah Jane Smith, I’m a journalist. Who are you?’

‘Lucy Skinner. My dad is Professor Nicholas Skinner.’

If Lucy was hoping Sarah Jane would recognise his name, she was disappointed.

‘He runs the radio telescope, let’s me come here for long weekends when no one else is around. Last night, there were lights. In the sky.’ Lucy closed her eyes as she remembered something terrible, guessed Maria. They circled the whole place and we ran after them. Into the woods. But I lost him… I lost my dad and —’

Lucy gasped as more memories flooded back. ‘Something in the woods. It chased me. I fell, hit my head. Dad! Maybe it got him.

Sarah Jane reached out and took Lucy’s hand, to calm her. ‘It’s all right, Lucy. Tell me what you saw in the woods.’

But Lucy looked up, bewildered. ‘I couldn’t see it. But I knew it was there. I could sense it, moving around me.’

‘What, like the Invisible Man?’ Clyde said.

Lucy nodded. ‘And it took my dad. It must have.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Clyde said suddenly. ‘Me and Lukey-Boy, we’ll go look for him. He’ll be okay.’ And as he and Luke turned to go, Sarah Jane was up in an instant, easing them out of the Rec Room. Maria smiled at Lucy. ‘Can I get you anything?’ Lucy shook her head. ‘I’m fine, I just need to close my eyes for a second, get my bearings.’

She lay back on the couch and Maria went to get her more water but when she came back, Lucy was fast asleep, so Maria left her there and went after Sarah Jane and the boys.

Clyde was indignant, because Sarah Jane was trying to stop him heading out of the Tycho Control Room. ‘It might not be safe,’ she was saying.

‘Oh come on, it’s just an old building, what can go wrong? We’re only going to look for Lucy’s dad.’ But Sarah Jane wasn’t convinced.

Luke laughed. ‘I think Clyde wants to impress Lucy.’ He leaned closer to Sarah Jane. ‘I think he fancies her.’

Clyde could cheerfully have throttled Luke for that. ‘Actually,’ he said firmly, ‘I just want to check he’s not out there, hurt. We could just look around the complex.’

Sarah Jane nodded. ‘All right. Have a look around the Tycho buildings. But don’t go into the woods.’ Clyde gave a mock salute. ‘Received and understood, boss.’

And giving Luke a murderous look, he wandered off into the daylight, Luke at his heels.

As they entered the sunlight, Clyde went left, pointing for Luke to go right. Luke frowned. ‘Have I annoyed you?’ he asked.

‘No,’ Clyde lied.

‘I have. I’m sorry. I was only joking about you fancying Lucy.’

Clyde sighed. Course he was. Trouble with Luke was that sometimes he didn’t know when to make a joke and when his timing was well off.

‘I’m fine,’ he said. ‘Ten minutes, then back here.’

Ten minutes later they were indeed back at the entrance, having discovered absolutely nothing. No sign of Professor Skinner, lights or aliens.

‘He’s not here,’ Luke said obviously.

Clyde was already thinking about what Lucy had said about the woods. And Luke probably knew Clyde well enough to guess what he was thinking.

‘Mum said we shouldn’t go into the woods.’

‘I know,’ agreed Clyde. ‘But he could be out there somewhere, maybe injured.’ And Clyde set off for the woods. Luke hung back for a moment, then threw his arms wide with despair at Clyde’s attitude and followed his friend.

Neither of them heard the slight rustle of bushes as the invisible Sontaran moved through the woods to follow them.

Maria tapped the return key and the image on the huge wall-sized screen in the Control room changed again. This time she was staring at a multi coloured gas cloud.

CLICK

Now a supernova.

CLICK

Now the rings of Saturn.

CLICK

‘Lucy’s still asleep,’ said Sarah Jane’s voice from behind her. ‘And the boys are still outside, checking for her father.’

Maria turned away from the beautiful space vistas with a sigh. ‘Should we ring the police?’ Sarah Jane didn’t make eye contact and instead started rifling through a folder of notes and read-outs. ‘Oh, I’d like to think this is something the police could handle. But my instincts tell me it isn’t.’ And with a sigh she put the folder down and sat in a swivel chair. ‘My instincts also tell me there’s something you want to tell me.’

Maria hesitated. Steeling herself.

‘Dad’s been offered a new job. In America.’

And to Maria it looked as if Sarah Jane had been slapped, but she recovered quickly. ‘America?’

‘He applied for this job with CapitolSys Technologies in London. Then, out of the blue, they offered him a job at the Head Office in Washington.’

‘Well, that’s excellent news,’ Sarah Jane said, coolly And Maria was reminded of the time that Sarah Jane had briefly lost Luke. When the Slitheen arranged to have a false history for Luke created, calling him Ashley Stafford and taking him away. And Sarah Jane’s defence mechanism had been to become cold, hard. Dismissing Maria and Clyde from her life as a result, not wanting to show how hurt and upset she was. And for Maria, that had been awful because in one moment Sarah Jane had gone from being her marvellous friend and mentor, to disinterested neighbour wanting everything that reminded her of Luke gone from her life.

She was giving Maria that same reaction now. ‘Nothing stays the same for ever, Maria,’ she was saying, her voice empty and hollow, unemotional. ‘If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my life, it’s that nothing stays the same, and people always move on.’ But how could Maria leave all this behind? Everything she’d seen, done and experienced. ‘But I don’t want to leave you, Sarah Jane,’ she cried.

Sarah Jane just shrugged and began leafing through the folder again, as if that was now the most important thing. ‘All the same, you must.’ She stood up and tucked the folder under her arm and started to walk back to the Rec Room. She threw one last look back at Maria, smiling. But it didn’t reach her eyes.

‘I’m sure you’ll have a wonderful life in America.’

‘America?’

Chrissie Jackson collapsed, rather heavily, into Alan’s armchair, while he made her a cup of tea.

She pulled her leopard-skin print coat tighter around her, as if the house in Bannerman Road had suddenly got colder. Emptier.

On the drive over from her new home, she’d wondered what Alan had wanted. Had something happened to Maria? Had he won the lottery? Had Mad Old Sally Ann Smith opposite finally been carted off to the funny farm?

She hadn’t expected this.

‘But you’ve only just finished decorating this house,’ was the best she could come up with. She looked up at her ex. ‘And you don’t look like a man who’s just pulled “the job of a lifetime”, I have to say.’

Alan shrugged. ‘But it is, Chrissie.’

‘Are you going to take it?’

‘Well,’ he said quietly. ‘It’s not just about what I want to do.’

And Chrissie realised what he meant. It meant Maria would be going with him.

‘Does she want to go?’

Alan shrugged. ‘Maria didn’t think a job could change our lives any more than they’ve changed already. But she wasn’t expecting this. Neither was I — didn’t think anything could surprise me now.’ Chrissie joined him at the window and realised he was staring straight at the big house opposite, where You Know Who lived. ‘You never know what’s around the corner,’ she said quietly.

Alan looked at her. ‘If we go, Maria has a lot more to give up than I do.’

But all Chrissie could think about was the future facing her now. ‘And my little girl will be on the other side of the world.’


Chapter Five

Traitor

Clyde and Luke were making their way through the woods, shoving aside bracken and bushes. Tiny razor-sharp twigs picked at their legs and bare arms, and more than once Clyde found himself licking a drop of blood off a freshly cut finger or wrist.

Finally in frustration, he kicked out at an old dead tree branch in the path which, to be honest, he could have stepped over with little effort.

Luke, who was behind him, raised his eyebrows in surprise at Clyde’s aggression.

Clyde couldn’t actually have seen that look, but it didn’t stop him snapping, ‘And you can drop that look, Luke.’

Luke was open-mouthed. ‘What look? How.’

 ‘Cos I know you too well, mate.’ Clyde then more gently eased some bushes apart. ‘I hate woods. The city is Civilisation. Woods are The Land That Time Forgot.’

Luke shrugged. ‘Should’ve done what Mum said then, and stayed at the edge instead of coming right into the middle of —’

Luke’s piety was cut off as something behind them cracked. Like a tree branch or a brittle dead bush.

What was that?’ asked Clyde.

‘Maybe it’s Professor Skinner,’ Luke suggested.

‘I can feel the hair on the back of my neck standing on end,’ Clyde said, gingerly touching the nape of his neck.

Luke frowned. ‘That’s strange. So can I.’

Clyde looked behind them. ‘No, that’s not “strange”. That is one hundred percent creeped- out-to-the-max.’

‘Or,’ Luke said sagely, ‘the result of an electrostatic field.’ He tugged on Clyde’s arm. ‘There’s something behind us, Clyde. Right there.’

Clyde stared. ‘An alien? Where?’

And where they were looking, the ground suddenly shuddered, almost rose up momentarily, as if something very heavy, very powerful, had dropped from the trees above and landed.

‘There?’ suggested Luke quietly And the boys could just make it out against the trees, the limited forest light refracting off the shape of their semi-visible quarry. It was short, squat and armoured. And very powerful looking.

‘Maybe it can’t see us,’ Clyde said quietly. ‘You know, maybe it works both ways. We can’t see it, so it can’t see us?’

Luke shook his head. ‘No. It sees us.’

As if to confirm this, the mighty helmeted head inclined slightly, as if studying the boys.

And then suddenly the invisibility was off and the alien stood before them, his battered cobalt blue armour still looking scarify powerful and unbreakable.

And it shot forward towards them at a speed which belied its weight and size.

‘Run!’ was Luke’s rather pointless suggestion as he and Clyde belted off through the woods, now ignoring the brambles and prickles that snatched at their clothes and skin.

Behind them, all they could hear was a massive thump, thump, thump as, with each step the alien took, the ground shook beneath it.

It was relentless and powerful and as the boys began to run out of breath, getting deeper and deeper into the woods, the creature behind them seemed determined not to give up.

Clyde grabbed Luke’s hand, almost yanking his arm out of his socket as he was in mid-run, and the two of them half-dropped, half-fell into a leaf- covered dip. They scrabbled under some dropped branches and crouched down, doing everything to stop their harsh breathing, hearing only the sound of blood pumping through their panicked bodies.

Clyde nudged Luke and the boys could see that the alien stood some way away from them, gun in hand, searching. It then let out an angry battle cry that sent what few birds hadn’t already flown away, scurrying out of the woodland in fear.

Having apparently lost its quarry, the alien stomped back the way it had come.

Clyde and Luke stayed where they were for what seemed like an hour but was probably a minute at most. Neither of them could remember ever being so scared.

Then Clyde sneaked out from under cover and looked around.

‘Gone,’ he mouthed to Luke, and slowly they made their way in the opposite direction from where the alien had gone.

After a few minutes of the quietest walking in woods they had ever managed, Clyde sat down, exhausted.

Luke put a hand on his friend’s shoulder — he rarely got as tired or exhausted as other boys, something to do with the way the Bane had made him, he reckoned. ‘This is wrong,’ he said quietly. ‘We didn’t come this way.’

Clyde knew this, but wasn’t going to give up. He indicated a pathway to the right. ‘Let’s follow that. It’s bound to lead to the road, and then we can circle back to the Tycho building.’ He stood up to start walking.

Luke instinctively put a hand up to feel the back of his neck again, just as Clyde noisily crashed into something invisible.

For a second, Luke assumed it was the alien warrior, but when nothing attacked them, he helped Clyde up, feeling cautiously with his hand for the invisible wall.

As he touched it, the air shimmered in a really unnatural way, as if it were the surface of water, sending ripples of air away from where his hand had made contact.

The two boys looked at one another in amazement.

Back in the Rec Room at the Tycho Project, Lucy was waking up and saw Sarah Jane staring down at her.

‘Is my father back?’

Sarah Jane shook her head. ‘No, but Clyde and Luke have gone to find him. They’ll be back soon.’ But that wasn’t enough to comfort Lucy, who was up and out of the room before Sarah Jane could stop her.

She caught up with the distraught girl in the Control Room, where Maria was trying to calm her down. ‘You can’t go out there,’ Maria was explaining.

‘She’s right,’ Sarah Jane confirmed. ‘There could be something dangerous out there.’

Lucy looked from Sarah Jane to Maria. ‘Why should I listen to you two? I don’t even know who you are.’

‘Believe me,’ Sarah Jane said quietly but firmly. ‘I know about things like this. Tell me about the lights you saw.’

Lucy shrugged. ‘They were… the size of footballs, circling the antenna.’

Maria exchanged a look with Sarah Jane. ‘Footballs? So we’re not talking about spaceships then.’

‘Oh don’t be so sure. The Vorkazian Hordes of Meta Vorka 6 travel in spacecraft the size of coffee cups. But I think what Lucy saw last night were some sort of drones.’

Maria felt rebuffed at the sharpness of Sarah Jane’s tone, but didn’t reply.

Lucy was frowning. ‘Drones? Spaceships? Here?’

‘Oh come on,’ Sarah Jane said. ‘In this day and age, the idea of aliens shouldn’t be so difficult to accept…’ Sarah Jane stopped talking because Lucy was no longer listening to her. Instead, she was grinning at something or someone behind both Sarah Jane and Maria.

They turned to look. A man stood in the doorway in a long white lab coat. He had untidy hair and a curious look in his eyes.

‘Dad!’

And Lucy ran to her father and threw her arms around him in a huge hug.

To Maria it seemed an age before the Professor returned the gesture and even then it seemed… uncomfortable.

He was staring straight at Maria, but spoke to Lucy. ‘I was looking for you, Lucy.’

‘Something chased me in the woods last night and —’

‘There’s nothing in the woods,’ said Professor Skinner dully, as if that was to be the end of any discussion.

Sarah Jane stepped forward. ‘Perhaps it was something to do with the lights you saw, Professor? My name is Sarah Jane Smith, this is my friend Maria Jackson. What happened to you last night?’ But Professor Skinner didn’t reply to that. He eased Lucy firmly away from him and walked towards the computer banks facing the giant screen. ‘This is a private scientific facility. Visitors are not welcome.’ And he sat down, and started to type on a keyboard as if no one else was there.

Maria crossed over to him. His attention was caught by Lucy’s MP3 player, and he was examining it as if he’d never seen one before. As he looked at Maria, he put it back on the desk.

‘We were helping Lucy,’ Maria explained. ‘Something scared her. And she was very worried about you.’

Lucy added, ‘Miss Smith is a journalist.’ Professor Skinner shrugged and went back to his work. Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you Miss Smith, but as you can see, there’s no story here. The lights were ball lightning. Rare, but fascinating meteorological phenomena. Not an invasion of little green men. Goodbye.’

‘But there was something in the woods,’

Lucy insisted.

‘Your imagination,’ the Professor said quickly. Then he finally looked back at Sarah Jane. ‘Please leave now, I wish to take care of my daughter.’ Sarah Jane stood defiant for a moment, then gave him one of her tight, insincere smiles that always meant to Maria that she was thinking “this isn’t over yet”. But what she said was: ‘Of course, Professor. Absolutely. Come on, Maria.’

And Maria was led out of the Control Room, past the Rec Room and outside into the midday light. ‘There’s something wrong here.’

Sarah Jane agreed. ‘His body language was all wrong. He didn’t look like a worried father who’s been out hunting for his missing daughter. In fact, he didn’t act like a father at all.’

And Sarah Jane’s mobile rang.

‘It’s Luke,’ she said as she answered.

Lucy Skinner watched through a little window in the Rec Room as Sarah Jane Smith and her friend got into their little green car and drove away. Dad had been a bit rude to her, but Lucy couldn’t lie and say she wasn’t glad she had left. Now it was just the two of them, and she could see if he’d talk about last night. But as her father still seemed a bit distant, she went for Option One “When A Dad Is In A Weird Mood” — she made him a cup of tea.

She walked back from the Rec Room to the Control Room, trying not to spill the hot drink, and cooed gently, ‘Hey, Dad, I made you some tea.’

But he remained sat at his desk, tapping on the keyboard.

Lucy saw he was staring at a rendered graphic of Earth on the big screen, a series of red dots appearing about half an inch above the circumference at odd spots.

‘What’re you doing?’ she asked, placing the mug beside him.

No response.

‘Dad?’

And suddenly her father stood up, causing her to step back.

‘Dad? Daddy?’ Something made Lucy instinctively take another step back. Her father was never like this with her, even at the height of his problems with Mum, both her parents never got aggressive towards her or took their frustrations out on Lucy in any way.

So this strange attitude was scary.

And the way he was looking at her, blankly, like he wasn’t really seeing her.

Lucy took another step back, and felt her heel touch something.

Too late. She realised she’d trodden on the leg of a wheeled chair which skidded out from beneath her and as Lucy crashed to the floor, her head struck it, and for the second time in twenty- four hours, Lucy Skinner blacked out…


Chapter Six

Power play

Luke and Clyde stood on the side of the road, just away from the edge of the woods, and watched as Sarah Jane’s car roared to a stop before them.

Clyde almost flinched at the anger in Sarah Janes eyes as she and Maria got out of the car. The slamming of the door sounded like a gunshot in the seclusion of the area.

‘I thought I told you two to stay out of the woods,’ she barked crossly.

‘I know,’ Luke said, quite truthfully. ‘But you didn’t really think we would.’

Clyde shot him a look that said “Gee, thanks, mate, good one”, but Sarah Jane just sighed. ‘No, of course not. That’s why I’m angry. Angry with myself.’ She threw an arm around each of their shoulders. ‘Come on then, what have you got to show me?’

This way,’ Luke said eagerly and she followed the boys into the woods.

Maria was aware that she was lagging a step or three behind them. And Sarah Jane was still barely talking to her.

She must be really angry — not with the boys for doing exactly what they were told not to do, but at Maria. For leaving. For going to America. But what could she do?

She traipsed through the woods, deliberately hanging back, not wanting to be in the way. But this was silly — she’d done nothing wrong. But she needed to talk to Sarah Jane, make her see that it was a decision she and her dad had made, for the good of her family.

Talking about it was the sensible thing to do. The grown-up thing.

The boys had led them to a flat area in the woods not too far from the road. Maria noted broken twigs and flattened bushes, like a huge boulder had been rolled through the woods, crushing everything in its path.

The minor devastation stopped roughly where Luke was now standing and he reached out.

And Maria saw the effect on the air. ‘Wow,’ she said. It was both pretty and scary at the same time.

‘We thought it was some sort of a force field at first,’ Luke said, ‘but I realised it wasn’t. I think it’s a perception camouflage matrix. I imagine that’s what the alien who chased us was using, too.’ 

Clyde now tapped the air. ‘See, it looks sort of round.’ 

Maria thought of her boulder analogy. ‘Is it the alien’s ship then?’ she asked. ‘Has it been pushed up here to hide it from prying eyes?’

Sarah Jane glanced at her, nodding slightly. ‘Let’s see shall we.’

But something was wrong and Sarah Jane was being hesitant as she drew her sonic lipstick. ‘Sarah Jane?’ Maria asked.

The older woman took a deep breath. ‘It’s just a feeling I have,’ she said. ‘A spherical ship… not my favourite kind.’

She buzzed the sonic and the air shimmered and solidified into what looked like a giant silver golf ball, inverted triangular patterns criss-crossing it. No doors, no windows, just three stubby legs holding it in place.’

But if that was strange, Sarah Jane’s reaction was stranger.

She waved the youngsters backwards. ‘We have to get away from here. Right now,’ she snapped. No argument would be brooked, no opinions sought. It was that tone of voice. ‘Back to the car. Quickly.’

‘What’s wrong?’ asked Clyde, but Sarah Jane was not going to discuss it.

‘It’s too big for us. We can’t handle this — I have to contact UNIT.’

Maria was amazed. UNIT, the Unified Intelligence Task force was a global military/science establishment that specialised in alien incursions. Maria knew Sarah Jane had worked alongside them years ago, with the Doctor, but for as long as Maria could remember, Sarah Jane had resisted involving them in anything they did. She hated guns and that seemed to be UNIT’S first response. Shoot first, ask questions later.

‘This is a Sontaran space pod,’ Sarah Jane explained through gritted teeth. ‘I’ve seen ones like this before — twice in fact, and I prayed I’d never see another. Sontarans are brutal killers, bred only for war. If there are Sontarans on Earth, we are in trouble. Very big trouble. They only have one thing on their minds — conquest.’

She was interrupted by a new voice behind them, rasping but powerful.

‘Sontar-HA!’

They all swung round to see the alien. Shorter than any of them, Maria noted, but powerfully built. She could imagine this Sontaran pushing his ship into the woods with ease, he looked that strong.

He raised an arm and stabbed at it with one of his three fingers and his helmet automatically armadilloed back into his collar, revealing a dirty, leathery muscular-looking face, tiny piggy eyes burning intelligently, staring at them each in turn. A fat black tongue flickered out of his mouth before he spoke.

His right ear was ripped and shredded and a livid scar ran jaggedly down from his right eye, below his nose and to his upper lip, tugging it up slightly where the skin had regrown.

She also saw massive scarring across the back of his left hand.

‘I’m so off baked potatoes,’ Clyde breathed, and if nothing else, Maria thought it was a good description of the Sontaran’s complexion.

‘Consider yourselves prisoners of war,’ barked the Sontaran, licking his blackened lips, catching a little globule of oily black saliva that dribbled out of the scarred corner.

Sarah Jane stood in front of him, blocking his view of the rest of them slightly. ‘What do you want? Who are you?’

‘Kaagh,’ he replied. ‘Commander in the Tenth Sontaran Fleet. Kaagh the Slayer!’

‘I take it you’re responsible for the lights last night?’ Sarah Jane asked.

Kaagh nodded. ‘Simple devices to lure the primitives away from their radio telescope.’ He undipped a handgun from his belt and aimed it at Sarah Jane. ‘You are my prisoners. Move!’

And Maria had an idea. ‘Sarah Jane, look! It’s UNIT!’

And instinctively, Kaagh swung around to face the new opponents, who weren’t really there.

Maria and the others had bolted before he realised, but it wasn’t more than a few seconds before a stinging laser bolt smashed a tree to a billion wood shavings beside her as she ran.

‘By the might of Sontar,’ he bellowed from behind them and Maria felt the ground shake as he stomped after them, his powerful weight crashing through the trees and shrubs behind.

And then Maria heard what she could only guess was a battle cry from Kaagh. It sounded like the most angry deep-throated elongated shriek she had ever heard and despite how fast she was running, and how hot it was in the afternoon sun, the cry chilled her to the very core of her being — she found, inexplicably, she was crying, it scared her so much. It was the most awful, most unearthly sound she had ever heard.

And she hoped never to hear it again.

Sarah Jane and Clyde realised that they had run in a slightly different direction to that of Luke and Maria and so had lost sight of them.

They heard the noise from Kaagh. ‘A Sontaran battle cry,’ Sarah Jane said slowly. ‘He’ll never give up.’ She looked at Clyde. ‘Do you know where we’re going?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘Just as far from that… thing as we can.’

‘Well stop a minute. We have to go back to the telescope. Lucy is there — and her father, whatever Kaagh has done to him.’

‘What does an alien need a radio telescope for?’

Sarah Jane shrugged. ‘I don’t know. But Sontarans are amongst the deadliest species in the cosmos. Whatever Kaagh is up to, we have to stop him.’

Maria hit the ground at full pelt, but before she could cry out, Luke’s hand was around her mouth, cutting off the noise.

She could feel her heart pumping. Pressed against Luke in the undergrowth, she could even feel his heartbeat!

They waited until the Sontaran thing pounded away from them before both of them felt ready to breathe again. After getting their breath back, Maria sat upright. ‘What about Sarah Jane and Clyde?’

‘We’ll go back to the car,’ Luke decided. ‘Mum’ll wait for us there.’

‘Unless Kaagh finds her first,’ Maria said, then saw Luke’s reaction and apologised, wishing she’d kept her thoughts to herself.

Sarah Jane and Clyde had kept on through the woods, ignoring her car (not that either of them were entirely sure how to find it anyway) and eventually made their way back to the radio telescope.

As they entered the building, it was eerily quiet, just the big screen lit up, red dots covering a representation of Earth.

And Professor Nicholas Skinner sat at his desk, fingers tapping at keys at an almost inhuman rate, as if he wasn’t in complete control of his fingers.

Sarah Jane called to him, but he didn’t respond, he just stared as more red dots appeared on the screen.

Clyde tapped Sarah Jane’s arm and pointed to the back of the Professor’s neck, just below his collar line.

There was a tiny red light flashing, grafted into his skin.

Clyde grimaced at the slight burn marks around it, where Kaagh had presumably cauterised the wound.

‘Some sort of neurological control implant,’ Sarah Jane mused. ‘Sometimes Sontarans use hypnosis, sometimes artificial things like that.’ She shivered and Clyde guessed she was remembering something from her past. Perhaps she had been under Sontaran influence once?

He looked back at Skinner. ‘Is he dangerous?’

Sarah Jane was staring at the screen. ‘Probably not,’ she said, ‘so long as we let him get on with whatever it is he’s doing.

And Clyde realised something was missing from the room. ‘Where’s Lucy?’

Sarah Jane glanced around and sighed. She produced her sonic lipstick from her bag and prepared to aim it at the red device on the Professor’s neck. ‘Maybe I can fix what Kaagh has done to the Professor and find out.’

But as she brought the sonic up, that cold, rasping voice snarled from behind them: ‘Put it down, female.’

Kaagh stood there, blaster aimed squarely at Sarah Jane, who did as she was told.

And Kaagh smiled.

Sontar-HA!


Chapter Seven

Hostage

Maria and Luke had found their way back to the Tycho building but just as they were about to call out to Sarah Jane and Clyde, they saw Kaagh follow them in.

‘Whatever Kaagh is doing,’ Maria reasoned, ‘this place is right in the middle of it.’

‘We should go in,’ Luke suggested, but Maria shook her head. That would just get them caught and they’d be no use to Sarah Jane then. Think, she had to think. ‘We have to find out what he’s planning. So we need to find another way in there, one where he won’t see us.’

And Luke tapped her on the shoulder and pointed to the edge of the woodland. A raised manhole cover.

It’d be smelly and damp, but it just might work…

Kaagh was still grinning at Sarah Jane and Clyde. ‘The First Law of the Battlefield,’ he thundered, ‘is “Think Like Your Enemy”. You didn’t escape from me, you just saved me the trouble of your escort.’

‘What about my two friends,’ Sarah Jane asked. ‘They escaped.’

‘Half-Forms?’ Kaagh roared with laughter. ‘What trouble can they cause?’

‘You should ask my teacher,’ Clyde muttered. But Kaagh ignored him and instead took a few steps closer to Sarah Jane. ‘But you, female, you interest me. You know of Sontar.’

Sarah Jane tried not to flinch as his oily breath passed over her face, tried not to recoil from that smell of chemicals that surrounded him. ‘Oh I know Sontarans very well, Commander Kaagh. I met your people a long time ago. And some time off yet.’

She smiled as he tried to grasp this. And Sarah Jane remembered. The first Sontaran she had ever met was on the first day she encountered the Doctor and his amazing TARDIS. They had travelled back to medieval times where a Sontaran Commander called Linx was arming the locals with futuristic (to them at least) weapons, while he tried to repair his space pod. The next time she’d seen one was thousands of years into the future, when a Field Major called Styre from the Sontaran’s G3 Intelligence unit was conducting cruel experiments on humans to test their endurance. Briefly, Sarah Jane had become one of his guinea pigs and she sometimes still had nightmares about that.

‘Yes, past and future, Kaagh. I can tell you that the Sontaran Empire is going to be around for another ten thousand years. Unfortunately, there will still be no end to your war with the Rutan host, but knowing Sontarans, that’s probably the way you like it, isn’t it?’

Kaagh smiled. A cold, heartless smile, and that thick black tongue rolled along his lips, catching more viscous drool. ‘You have encountered my kind and survived. You are indeed an extraordinary female.’

Sarah Jane looked defiantly down at him. ‘Flattery won’t get you anywhere. But you could tell me what you’re doing here. And why Professor Skinner is hacking into the access codes of satellites orbiting Earth.’ She grinned. ‘That is what he’s doing, isn’t it?’

Kaagh waited a second, and then bellowed with laughter again. ‘You’re good, female, I’ll give you that.’ Then the smile faded and his eyes actually seemed to darken. ‘I am the sole survivor of the Sontaran Tenth Fleet. Earth’s invasion force.’ 

Clyde shrugged. ‘You mean we’ve already beaten you? Cool.’ Then he formed an T shape with his fingers and held it towards the Sontaran. ‘Loser!’ he taunted.

As Kaagh carried on talking, Clyde suddenly noticed over the Sontaran’s shoulder, movement by a ventilation grille in the far wall. It was moving and he could see shapes behind it.

Was this some Sontaran animal?

‘The Empire infiltrated your automotive technology to introduce Caesohne gas into Earth’s atmosphere,’ Kaagh was boasting.

Sarah Jane remembered, all those months back. ‘You? The Sontarans were behind ATMOS? No wonder Mr Smith told me not to have one of those gadgets in my car.’ And she remembered how it had ended, watching from the attic in Bannerman Road. ‘The sky… it burned.

‘We were tricked,’ Kaagh said. ‘By a man called the Doctor.’

And Sarah Jane felt a huge wave of relief wash over her. ‘Of course. Oh, I’ll bet that must’ve been quite annoying. One man destroying an entire Battle Fleet. Embarrassing even.’

Clyde joined in the taunts. ‘Yeah, and I bet the Doctor could reach the top shelf, and everything.’ He glanced again at the ventilation grille. Something was behind it, trying to move it, trying to get in. He was about to warn Sarah Jane when Kaagh stamped his foot angrily, and everything in the room vibrated with the powerful reverberation.

‘He is an enemy of the Empire.’

‘The Doctor is a good friend of mine, Kaagh. So you’d better watch out.’

Kaagh pointed his blaster at her, and Sarah Jane flinched back. ‘No, it is you who are in peril. I should take you back to Sontar in his place, and you can pay for his crimes.’ Kaagh nodded towards the Professor, still working away like a puppet operated by invisible strings. ‘Here, I have all the weaponry I need to render your miserable planet a cinder floating in space.’

‘By dropping satellites out of the sky?’

Clyde glanced away from the grille. ‘Hold on, satellites come crashing down all the time, it’s no big deal. They usually drop into the sea or burn up.’

But Sarah Jane was beginning to get an idea of what Kaagh s awful plan might be. She shook her head at Clyde. ‘We guide them into the sea. I think Kaagh is planning something far more dramatic.’

‘My scans detect more than three thousand satellites orbiting your planet,’ the Sontaran explained. ‘Your primitive, but deadly nuclear reactors on Earth will make… effective targets.’

‘You’ll trigger a nuclear chain reaction that’ll wipe out all life!’

Kaagh nodded. ‘And I shall return to Sontar as the Avenging Hero. My name shall be purged of the shame of defeat and instead will echo through the Halls of the Heroes. Sontar-HA!

There was a beat before Sarah Jane said, very quietly, as the enormity of this vile plan sunk in, ‘And when does this happen?’

Kaagh pressed a button on his arm control unit and the big screen before them lit up, the graphic of Earth and red dots now being connected by harsh red lines, turning the picture into something that looked like a red ball of wool, so many lines crossed it.

But this was nothing soft or comforting. This was doomsday.

‘When the satellites are in the primary position of alignment,’ Kaagh said, ‘a signal from this telescope will bounce across the satellite network and trigger their fall.’ He leaned over the Professor’s shoulder and then threw a sideways look at Sarah Jane, amusement etched into his face. ‘In forty-five of your Earth minutes.’

Clyde was still keeping one eye on the grille in the corner, and the other on Kaagh’s blaster. If he could get that… ‘Forget it mate,’ he said. ‘It’s not going to happen. We’ve seen off all sorts of aliens, so no way is Earth going down to the baked spud from outer space.’

Kaagh reached forward and grabbed Clyde’s chin, holding it in a grip like a vice.

‘Your defiance is good, Half-Form. I like it. Our battle intelligence on semi-developed organisms is incomplete. The countdown will give me time to expand it with the experiments I shall perform on you. But as your biology is so primitive, I will use the laboratory analysis devices in my pod to dissect you. Such information could be valuable for Sontaran High Command.’

‘Don’t you dare lay a finger on him,’ Sarah Jane yelled, but Kaagh just swung Clyde round and held him across his armoured body, round the neck. Despite the alien’s diminutive size, Clyde couldn’t escape his grip.

‘Defiance shall be eliminated,’ Kaagh said simply and shot Sarah Jane with his blaster.

Clyde wouldn’t quickly forget the look of surprise and shock on Sarah Jane’s face as she dropped to the floor, and he struggled even more furiously, but that just made Kaagh’s hold on him stronger.

‘Don’t worry, Half-Form. She is merely stunned. She is my prize to take back to Sontar. Besides, why would I rob her of witnessing Earth destroyed? Of seeing you die along with this pathetic world?’ Kaagh turned to Professor Skinner and told him to secure Sarah Jane with ‘the other female’.

As he turned, his grip on Clyde faltered a little and Clyde tensed, ready to escape.

But his real chance came from a surprising turn of events. The grille in the corner suddenly flew off its hinges and Clyde saw that it had been Maria and Luke hiding there. Luke’s face twisted in fury at what Kaagh had done to his mum. It was taking all Maria’s strength to hold Luke back, and instead she yelled, ‘Clyde, here, now!’

Kaagh was so shocked by this that he accidentally released Clyde. Although he immediately tried to grab the boy again, Clyde managed to get far enough away from Kaagh.

Clyde jumped into the ventilation duct, dragging Maria and Luke backwards with him. They tumbled out into a low, long and thin concrete tunnel.

‘We came in that way,’ Maria gasped, pointing towards a ladder leading to the manhole but Clyde was already running in the opposite direction. ‘Come on, he’ll catch us if we climb up that,’ he cried, so Maria and Luke followed.

Then they heard that terrible war cry of Kaagh’s, and felt the concrete tunnel floor beneath them shudder.

Kaagh had presumably jumped down after them and was in furious pursuit.

As if to confirm this, a sudden laser blast took a sizeable chunk out of a wall near Luke’s head and so the three kids ran even faster.

The tunnel just went on and on, a few twists and turns, but it was long and featureless, with no side doors, nothing.

‘I will fry your blood, Half-Forms,’ they heard Kaagh yell from some way behind them.

‘That guy has a big case of little man complex,’ Clyde shouted. He could hear the blood thundering in his head as he ran, and the heavy and powerful footsteps of Kaagh as he pursued them.

There was another laser blast, which left a huge gaping hole in the wall. Maria wiped dust and plaster out of her hair. ‘Which way now?’ she cried as they emerged into a T-junction. Left or right? Good question, Clyde thought. ‘How far does this bunker go?’ he wondered aloud.

‘Miles,’ Luke answered breathlessly, skidding to a halt beside him. ‘Remember the Tycho building was converted from a Cold War Listening station. This is the bunker beneath. In case there was a nuclear war, they thought people would be safe down here.’

Clyde shrugged. When those satellites came crashing down… ‘In forty-five minutes, this place could come in very handy!’

Kaagh’s war cry, much closer now, jolted them into running again, taking the right-hand junction.

They rounded a bend.

And realised it was a dead end, although at the far wall was a door.

A big steel door.

A big rusty steel door.

A big locked rusty steel door.

‘I think I took a wrong turn. Sorry,’ Clyde hissed at them.

And Kaagh’s war cry rang out, so very much closer.

There was a handle on the door. It looked like it hadn’t moved since the 1950s, when the place was built. Clyde strained and struggled, and Luke tried to help but they couldn’t budge it.

But they didn’t give up. They couldn’t, too much was at stake.

‘First time in my life…’ Clyde panted between shoves, ‘that I wish I carried a lipstick!’

Maria squeezed into the tiny space by the door, pushing on it while the boys concentrated on the handle. Then Clyde pushed them both back. ‘One last chance,’ he said and with a roar of frustration, he raised his right foot and kicked at the handle.

The door swung violently open, Clyde’s momentum plunging him into the greenery of the grass outside.

Maria and Luke were outside a split second later, Maria already closing the door before Clyde got up.

Luke had found a broken tree branch, a really thick one and thrust it under the ridges on the metal door, at an angle with the ground so the door couldn’t be opened from inside.

They hoped.

A sudden flurry of bangs and grunts, followed by an angry growl from inside proved they’d outwitted Kaagh. At least for the moment.

Breathless, but silent, the three kids waited by the door until they heard Kaagh’s angry footsteps receding.

Clyde pointed at new bulges in the steel, where Kaagh’s incredible strength had actually dented the doorway. That, I reckon, is what you call a toad in a hole.’


Chapter Eight

Rescue

Sarah Jane slowly came round, shaking her head as if to clear it. She was in the Rec Room. Lucy Skinner was sat opposite on the pool table’s edge, watching her.

‘Are you all right?’ she asked.

Sarah Jane sat upright. ‘Where’s Clyde?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Lucy, mournfully. ‘Dad locked you in here with me. What’s happened to him? He’s acting like some sort of a robot.’

‘He’s being controlled by a Sontaran warrior,’ said Sarah Jane, as if that explained everything to the poor girl. ‘And if we don’t get out of here, it’s going to destroy the world.’ She needed her sonic lipstick to get through the door, so she reached for her handbag. But it wasn’t there. Of course, why would Kaagh do anything as helpful as that!

She glanced around the room, full of spare parts for machines and computers. ‘Oh well, Lucy, we’ll just have to manage on our own wits, won’t we?’

Outside 36 Bannerman Road, Alan Jackson was leading Chrissie up the path to the road, where a brand new, really rather expensive, sports car was parked.

He nodded appreciatively. ‘Nice car. Someone’s doing all right.’

If there was a trace of sadness in Alan’s voice it was only because he’d never been able to afford to give Chrissie things like that.

Or Maria.

But if he took the job in Washington, who knew what he could give his daughter…

‘The car’s Ivan’s,’ Chrissie was saying, ‘and I’ve borrowed it for the day. Now, don’t change the subject. It’ll be weird not having you here. We’re better friends than we ever were husband and wife.’ And she reached up and stroked his cheek, tenderly. ‘I’ll miss you.’

‘If we go.’

‘Of course you’ll go,’ Chrissie retorted. ‘You live for your work. Always did.’

Alan sighed. ‘You see, that’s what you never understood. I live for Maria. I lived for Maria and you. That’s all work was ever about. Looking after the two of you.’

He stopped. It was an old argument, and one Chrissie would never understand. Or choose not to anyway. And anyway, she had Ivan now. And he smiled — poor Ivan. ‘That’s why whatever I do, Chrissie, it has to be right for our daughter.’

At which point his mobile rang, and he saw it was Maria calling. He answered.

‘Dad! You’ve got to help us!’

And Alan’s heart sank. Not because it was Maria, not really even because of the alarm in her voice, but because he knew she’d gone off with Sarah Jane. And that probably meant danger. Aliens. Invasions.

And he couldn’t talk, not while Chrissie was standing beside him.

‘Slow down, Maria. What’s happened?’ He tried to sound neutral, hoping Maria would sense he couldn’t talk, but Chrissie was at his shoulder already.

‘Is she all right? Has she had an accident?’

Alan shook his head as Maria explained that they had gone to Goblin’s Copse, to the Tycho Radio Telescope, that Sarah Jane was the prisoner of a Sontaran and that they had forty-five minutes to save Earth. ‘You have to let me talk to Mr Smith,’ was her final point.

Alan took a deep breath and glanced over at Sarah Jane’s house, then at Chrissie. This was going to be really difficult, but he told Maria he’d call her straight back, hung up and started crossing the road.

‘Where are you going now?’ Chrissie demanded. ‘Oh, not to Mary Jane’s?’

Alan shrugged. ‘I have to do something for Maria. Look, get back in Ivan’s car and go home before he finds out you’ve “borrowed” it.’

‘What about Maria?’

‘Maria’s fine. She’s just left a library book at Sarah Jane’s and it has to go back today. No panic, that’s all, okay?’

Chrissie stared at him then after a few seconds nodded and wandered over to the sports car. As she started it up, she called back to Alan as he walked up the drive opposite. ‘We’ve still got to talk this American thing through, properly. Like a family.’

‘Of course,’ Alan replied, giving a little wave as she drove off.

Blowing air out of his cheeks, Alan hurried to the grand front door and moved a flowerpot.

Maria had shown him the spare key there some weeks back and he let himself in.

What Alan failed to see as he closed the front door behind him was Ivan’s red car slowly reversing in front of the drive. And Chrissie staring at the house, a frown on her face as she turned the engine off.

Trying not to make too much noise on her posh high heels as they clacked over the paved driveway, she remembered breaking in here once before. A little window by the foot of the stairs, accessible from the garden, if she remembered correctly.

Sure enough, the window wasn’t locked. ‘Some people never learn,’ she murmured as, heels clacking, she hoisted herself through and into the hallway of Sarah Jane’s huge house.

Upstairs in the attic room, Alan stood, feeling very self-conscious. He’d been here a number of times now, since he had discovered the truth behind Sarah Jane’s work. And Mr Smith, the computer in the chimney stack was very well known to him — after all, it’d been his computer skills that had erased the evil side of his Xylok inheritance a few months back and saved Earth. Then he’d reprogrammed the thing.

‘Mr Smith?’ he called tentatively.

Nothing.

Then louder. ‘Mr Smith?’

Nothing still.

Then he remembered the phrase. He cleared his throat. It sounded so naff in his ears. ‘Mr Smith, I need you.’

And with a bit too much noise for Alan’s liking and some steam, the chimney stack opened up, revealing the computer screen and controls, which slid forward, almost as if in greeting.

‘Mr Jackson,’ Mr Smith’s soft voice said. ‘This is a surprise.’

‘It’s that sort of day,’ Alan muttered, and he called Maria back. ‘I have Mr Smith for you,’ he said.

‘Hello Maria,’ called Mr Smith, and Maria once again told her story.

After a moment, a picture appeared on Mr Smith’s screen, a wireframe image of what Alan guessed was a Sontaran.

‘Sontarans are a clone species,’ the computer explained to both Alan and the kids on the end of the mobile. ‘They originate from the planet Sontar, part of the Sontara system in the southern spiral arm of the Metasaran Galaxy. They are fearless, well-trained, strategically intellectual and immensely strong.’

‘As well as short?’ Clyde interrupted.

Luke’s voice broke across him. ‘But can they be beaten? They must have a weakness.’

‘Sontarans do not eat food as you understand it,’ Mr Smith replied. ‘They have adapted themselves over the years so that they normally intake pure energy by means of a Probic Vent at the base of their necks. This point is connected to the Sontaran’s nervous system, and is their sole weakness. Unfortunately, it is the Sontaran mantra never to turn their backs on an enemy so —’

‘What on earth is going on?’

Alan froze, staring at Mr Smith in horror, but knowing who must be stood at the attic door behind him.

Maria’s voice on the phone said it all.

‘Mum? What are you doing there?’

‘I think I get first dibs on the questions,’ Chrissie Jackson said, tottering on her heels across the wooden floor to look at Mr Smith close up. ‘Sontar Whats? Probic Hows? Alan, what’s going on?’

Alan just took a deep breath and put the phone to his ear. ‘Maria, I think I’m going to have to call you back.’

In the woods, some way from the bunker doorway, Maria, Clyde and Luke stared at one another.

Clyde tried to make a joke of it. ‘Well, Sarah Jane’s going to be so happy with this development.’

But Luke was practical. ‘That’s not important now. Saving Mum is.’

And Maria smiled for the first time in ages. ‘I’ve got an idea about that…’

In the Rec Room, Sarah Jane was throwing bits of equipment onto the pool table, anything she could find that had wires and batteries in it. Or could be connected to the same.

Lucy was helping, although with markedly less enthusiasm, but that was because firstly, she could see the green baize of the pool table getting torn and dirty and secondly, she hadn’t got a clue why they were doing this.

‘I told you,’ Sarah Jane said, yanking something else out of a cupboard, ‘we need to build a jamming device. Something that will interfere with the radio telescope.’

‘Well, if we went to the Operating System Room, you could just take out the Transponder Unit.’ 

Sarah Jane sighed. ‘The locked door rather prevents that. What’s up, didn’t you inherit any of your father’s aptitude for science?’

‘Yeah, a bit. He wants me to do astronomy, mum thinks I should be a biochemist like her. I’m more into computer science, cyber technology and stuff.’ Lucy laughed slightly. ‘My future is about the only thing they talk to each other about, even if it is through lawyers.’

And Sarah Jane stopped and looked at Lucy realising for the first time just how lonely and scared this poor girl had to be. And she suddenly thought of Maria and how she must be feeling about her father’s American job. And how she had reacted when Maria had told her.

Unfairly. Aggressively. Because Sarah Jane was a little scared of being alone again.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said to Lucy. ‘It’s always sad when a family breaks up.’

But Lucy was attacking some things on the pool table with a screwdriver now, threading wires between two objects. ‘At the end of the day, I know they’ll both be there for me, however far away one or the other is.’ She stopped, and glanced at the locked door. Outside which, was her father. ‘Or so I thought.’

And that spurred Sarah Jane on. ‘Don’t worry. We’ll get out and help your father get better.’

Lucy tapped at the electronic stuff with her screwdriver. ‘If we jam the telescope, won’t Dad be able to trace the source to us? In here?’

And Sarah Jane grinned. ‘Oh yes.’


Chapter Mine

Gambit

Outside Number 13 Bannerman Road, Alan was standing at Ivan’s car, trying to put Chrissie back into the driving seat. She was having none of it. ‘A role playing game?’ It’d been the best and quickest thing Alan could come up with as he’d all but dragged her down Sarah Jane’s stairs. And it sounded as unconvincing to him as it clearly did her.

‘It’s an internet thing. Only some of it’s in the real world. Looking for clues, solving puzzles.’ Chrissie smiled briefly. ‘Like a treasure hunt? Like when we were dating? All afternoon running around back lanes and plodding across fields looking for a golden rabbit?’

Alan tried to suppress the memories — mainly because whilst it ought to have been fun, most of it consisted of Chrissie moaning about how her shoes/trousers/coat/hair were being wrecked by the elements!

‘That’s right,’ he lied.

And Chrissie had him. Because for all her flighty ways and apparent materialistic concerns and “oh- I’m-a-bit-thick-me” ways, Chrissie Jackson was no fool. ‘I don’t believe you,’ she said quietly.

And Alan stopped still. Because he also recognised that tone.

‘I always know when you’re lying, Alan. I’ve always known. So, Maria’s in danger, isn’t she. And it’s got something to do with Calamity Jane.’

‘Sarah Jane,’ Alan corrected her instinctively. And now there was no way back. ‘She fights aliens. And Maria helps her.’

Chrissie looked like she’d swallowed a wasp. ‘Aliens? From space?’

And Alan nodded. Slowly. ‘Believe me.’

‘Oh I do,’ Chrissie said without hesitating. ‘Your mouth, it didn’t twitch. It always twitched when you told a fib. “I forgot it was your birthday” or “We won’t do something special” or… “No I don’t mind if you stay out late”. But it didn’t move at all.’

And she was in the driving seat of the car, opening the door for Alan. ‘Well, get in then. We’ve got to help our daughter!’

And before Alan Jackson knew what was happening, he was off with his ex-wife, breaking quite a few speed laws as she sped away from Ealing.

Maria, Clyde and Luke stood outside Kaagh’s space pod. Staring at it.

‘And this is your great idea is it?’ Clyde said, shaking his head.

‘Kaagh won’t be here,’ Maria explained. ‘He’s already said, he’s got everything he needs to destroy the world at the telescope. But there could be something we can use against him.’

Clyde nodded, coming round to the idea. ‘Yeah, he said he was in the Sontaran Special Assault Squad, so he’s gonna have all sorts of weapons in there. Oh yeah, this time the bad guy’s getting Schwarzeneggered! ’

Maria and Luke exchanged a sigh. ‘I wasn’t talking about guns,’ she said.

On the side of the ship was a small round indentation, with space for three stubby Sontaran fingers. Maria reached for it, her own small fingers easily filling the space and sure enough, a door slid open, pulled upwards, a small stairway coming down to the ground. ‘Kaagh said he had a laboratory, right?’ Maria went in. ‘The Sontarans might be soldiers, but from his interest in you, they’ve got scientific curiosity, too.’

‘So if Luke can synthesise a knockout gas, we could use it on Kaagh!’

Luke started looking at the phials of coloured liquid.

‘Only problem is,’ Clyde said, ‘these are alien chemicals. We don’t know what any of them are.’

Luke picked a few up and counted them off. ‘Dylixium chloride. Horazic acid. Lyzirium phosphate. Coronic alkaline solution.’ He grinned at Clyde, happy to be in his element. ‘Chemistry lessons with Mr Smith are so much more fun than at school.’

Maria looked at the clock on her mobile. ‘We’re running out of time.’

Back at the Control Room in the Tycho Building, Kaagh was leaning over Professor Skinner’s shoulder, a long globule of black oily drool hanging from his twisted lip, until it plopped onto the Professor’s white coat.

The Professor examined the data, a countdown on one screen, a red strip of words on another, reading TRANSMITTING SIGNAL.

‘The program is enabled, Commander,’ he said coldly, as he prepared to help destroy himself and his world. ‘The dish will align on schedule and the link-up will begin.’

‘Good,’ the Sontaran spat. ‘Twenty-five more minutes and the Tenth Fleet shall be avenged. My name shall be purged of shame. Kaagh the Avenger will return to —’

He stopped as his arm controller began bleeping furiously.

‘Intruders on my ship,’ he muttered hoarsely. ‘Of course, the Half-Forms. And like bugs in a battle-trench, it is time to crush them!’

And he stomped out.

Back at the pod, a similar noise distracted Maria. ‘What’s that?’

Clyde looked at a flashing yellow light. ‘I think we tripped an alarm system.’

‘Kaagh will be coming! Luke, you have got to get a move on!’ Maria said as she glanced outside.

‘I can’t rush this,’ Luke said.

Clyde made a decision and pushed past Maria. ‘Where are you going?’ she cried.

‘If I can spot Kaagh coming, I can draw him off. Buy Luke more time.’

And Maria stared at him. It was the bravest thing she’d ever heard. And possibly the stupidest. But all she could say was, ‘Be careful.’

‘I’m always careful. That’s my motto.’ He winked at her. ‘See you back at the telescope.’

And he shot off into the woods.

In the Rec Room, the bizarre mish mash of electronic spares suddenly began flashing.

‘We’ve done it,’ Sarah Jane exclaimed. ‘Now, we wait…’

Outside, back in the Control Room, Professor Skinner stared at his computer screen. TRANSMITTING SIGNAL suddenly flickered and read SIGNAL INTERRUPTED. He tapped on keys and triangulated where the problem was coming from.

The Rec Room, apparently, so he got up and walked through the Control Room, down the corridor and unlocked the door.

As he walked in, he caught sight of the pile of electronic gubbins on the pool table, but wasn’t quick enough to see Sarah Jane and Lucy creep out from behind the door, nip into the corridor and lock him inside the Rec Room.

‘Come on,’ Sarah Jane said. ‘We have to save the world!’

Maria and her friends had saved the world so many times. Sat just outside the Sontaran pod, she was looking at photos on her mobile. The boys after stopping the Slitheen at school. Sarah Jane and some of the kids they saved from General Kudlak’s ship. The little box that protected her from the Trickster. And then lots of pictures of them all just messing about on bikes, at the skateboard park. Clyde trying to show Luke how to climb a tree.

How could she leave them behind? How could she leave all this adventure behind?

But it was for her dad. He wanted to take the job in America, she knew that. Stopping him would hurt him, and she’d never do that.

And as she looked at a photo of Luke, taken in Sarah Jane’s back garden on the day he selected his name, after being freed from the awful Bane Mother, Maria realised that nothing could ever take those memories away.

But it was time to move on, to make some new memories.

‘I don’t think I’ll ever meet anyone like you again,’ she called over to Luke.

Luke glanced up from where he was working hard on the chemicals, and grinned at her, not really sensing the meaning in her voice. ‘You won’t need to. You have me.’

Maria took a breath and stood up and went back to the door of the pod. ‘My dad has got a new job. In America.’

And for all her thoughts about not hurting her dad, nothing could have prepared her for the look on Luke’s face. She might as well have told him she hated him. He looked surprised, then bewildered, then hurt, then lost, all in a second. ‘Are you going with him?’ He clambered out of the pod, staring at her in dismay. ‘I don’t want you to go. You’ve always been here. Literally. You were the first person I ever saw. I ever spoke to. Without you, I…’

‘I know,’ Maria said, trying to be strong. ‘But it’s my dad. And I’ll miss you so much. And Sarah Jane. And Clyde.’

And she saw a tear roll down Luke’s cheek and realised she couldn’t remember seeing him ever actually cry before. And he wasn’t hiding it like Clyde would. This was raw, emotional Luke. And Maria felt awful.

‘You’re leaving me?’ Luke said quietly and she reached out and wiped the tear away with a finger. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said simply Then she gripped his shoulder. ‘But all that will be irrelevant if we don’t stop Kaagh. Please, you have to make this knockout gas.’

Luke swallowed, and sniffed, then smiled a weak smile at her and went back inside the pod.

Maria looked back at her mobile, to find comfort in the pictures. But the battery was going and she only caught a glimpse of a two shot of Luke and Clyde grinning before the screen went blank.

Clyde saw Kaagh before the Sontaran saw him. Clearly that damage to his eye was causing Kaagh more problems than the warrior would admit to.

‘Hey, Gollum,’ Clyde yelled.

The blaster was up and firing before Clyde could move, but the aim was just off and took out a tree.

‘By Sontar,’ Kaagh yelled, ‘I will crush you with my bare hands, Bite-Size!’

And Clyde once again found himself running for his life from Kaagh.

But this time he knew where he was going, because just up ahead was the clearing that led to the long grass that in turn led to the Tycho Building. And although Kaagh was relentless and apparently never out of breath, Clyde was faster.

Clyde was approaching the back of the building and could see a rear door. He glanced over his shoulder and to his horror discovered that Kaagh was only twenty paces or so behind. Clyde had misjudged the little alien’s agility.

Clyde pelted down the track towards the door and reached it. Just as his body started to relax, he realised there was no handle. It could only be opened from the inside! He hoped Sarah Jane was in hearing distance as he began hammering on the door, screaming to be let in.

Kaagh gave out a victorious war cry as he closed in and Clyde carried on frantically pounding on the door. Suddenly it swung outwards, nearly knocking him over.

A pair of arms reached out and yanked him inside and someone else slammed the door shut again and locked it.

Clyde looked up into the faces of Sarah Jane and Lucy. He was about to speak when a massive dent appeared in the door. A Sontaran body sized dent, followed by a pained war cry.

‘Quick,’ Sarah Jane said, ‘back to the Control Room. See if we can shut this thing down before Kaagh makes his way round to the front.’

Clyde didn’t like their chances much but he followed Sarah Jane anyway. ‘Luke’s working on a knock out gas,’ he explained as they got into the Control Room.

‘I’m not sure we’ve the time to wait,’ Sarah Jane said and pointed to the countdown. ‘Our jamming signal is no longer working. Lucy, you’re into computer stuff. Think you can stop this?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said, sitting down to try. Clyde smiled. She was good, this girl, never one to give in. She reminded him of Maria in some ways.

Lucy slammed her hand on the desk. ‘It’s encrypted,’ she said. ‘I know all Dad’s passwords, but it’s not using one of those.

‘Okay,’ Sarah Jane said. ‘You said something earlier about a Transponder thing. If we can take the antenna out of action, his plan will fail. He might as well howl at the moon for the good it’ll do him. Where can we find it?’

‘In the Operating System Building, back outside and round the corner. Brick building. You can’t miss it.’

Sarah Jane nodded. ‘Okay, you keep trying to break the encryption, Clyde and I’ll get this Transponder Unit out of action.’ And Sarah Jane and Clyde dashed off again.

Unfortunately, what they missed in their hurry was the expertly concealed Sontaran warrior just out in the corridor, hiding in the shadows.

A few moments earlier he’d come back into the Tycho Building and seen the humans in the Control Room. Where was the Professor? He had scanned the building and realised he was locked inside a small room.

Casually, Kaagh had shoved the door, sending it crashing to the floor and found the human professor with some smashed up equipment on a table.

‘You miserable organism,’ Kaagh had snarled. ‘You let them trick you.’

The Professor pointed at the junk. ‘I stopped their jamming signal,’ he said dully, as if that made up for his incompetence.

Kaagh virtually dragged him out of the room and back towards the Control Room, where they heard Sarah Jane Smith talk about the transponder. ‘You know where this is?’

The Professor nodded meekly.

‘This is good sport,’ Kaagh laughed, letting his human tool go. ‘Come, we have a trap to set.’


Chapter Ten

Countdown

In the centre of the woods, two parties were making their way to the Tycho Building. The first couple were Maria and Luke. Luke had successfully he hoped anyway, created a cocktail of chemicals that, judging by the constituent elements of the probic energy aboard the pod, should knock Kaagh out for enough time to stop him.

Coming from the other direction, unaware of what they were walking into was Chrissie and Alan Jackson, having abandoned Ivan’s sports car by the roadside when they had spotted Sarah Jane’s little green convertible parked there.

‘I thought you said they were at a telescope,’ Chrissie was saying.

‘Well, obviously it must be around here somewhere,’ Alan said. ‘And this path is well worn, so people must use it a lot coming through here.’

‘Oh proper boy scout,’ Chrissie snapped back, and then tripped over a branch, cursing her high heels.

Alan was busy on his phone trying to locate Maria. There was no reply. ‘Out of range or the battery’s flat.’

‘So where do we go now? Maria’s in danger and I hope I don’t have to tell you whose fault that is.’

‘What was I supposed to do, Chrissie? Drag her away from the most exciting adventure anyone could dream of? This world’s full of dangers with or without aliens. Just think of all the amazing things she’s seen. The universe — oh, when you see it for real, see it through Maria’s eyes, it just takes your breath away.’

‘Yeah? Well, I’ve got one or two things to say to Mary Jane about the dangers she puts our daughter in, first.’

Alan led the way forward in silence. It was never any good trying to argue with Chrissie when she was in one of those moods.

If they’d been about a hundred metres to their left, they’d have been following Maria and Luke, but neither duo was aware of the other.

‘You’re sure this gas will work,’ Maria was saying.

But Luke suddenly put up a hand to shush her — he could hear a low buzzing sound.

‘That doesn’t sound good,’ Maria said, and sure enough zooming through the trees towards them were three balls of energy, different coloured lights. The drones,’ Maria breathed and grabbed Luke’s hand and dragged him off away from the drones.

A flash of laser fire, just like the Sontaran’s blaster, scorched the ground ahead of them, causing them to turn left. A couple more blasts forced them right. ‘We’re being herded,’ Luke muttered.

They rounded a tree and realised there was no way back, they were trapped. All three drones swarmed together, and Luke and Maria braced themselves for the blasts.

Instead, they heard a high-pitched screeching sound and one of the balls of light exploded, setting off a chain reaction and the two on either side of it were destroyed as well.

As the smoke cleared, they saw Sarah Jane, sonic lipstick in hand. Their saviour. Behind her, Clyde grinned.

But Sarah Jane was all business immediately.

‘Luke, I need you with me; we have to break the computers encryption. Clyde, take Maria, see if you can find this transponder thing and put the antenna out of action. And be careful!’

‘Always,’ said Clyde, and led Maria away.

Not far away, Chrissie and Alan had heard the explosions but couldn’t tell where they had come from.

Chrissie was looking at her ex-husband accusingly. ‘If anything happens to her.

Alan said nothing but strode forward and only stopped when he heard Chrissie fall over again. Those wretched heels.

‘Just leave the shoes there,’ he snapped.

Chrissie was outraged. ‘Are you mad? They’re Jimmy Choos! You want some squirrel moving into the most des res in the forest?’

Still, she slipped them off and carried them by the straps, taking careful steps with her bare feet, not wanting to walk on any prickly bits on the ground.

Clyde and Maria found the brick outhouse and went in. It was almost pitch black but their eyes adjusted because high in one ceiling was a small skylight.

The building was dirty and musty, with small doors leading to smaller rooms within the building. Around them was electrical equipment, dials and meters flicking as the radio telescope monitored the stars. ‘And this is what drives the antenna?’ Clyde nodded. ‘Lucy says there’s a central control system transponder. All we have to do is pull it out, the dish stops rotating and the antenna is useless to Kaagh.’

‘Sounds too easy to me,’ Maria said.

‘Ah,’ Clyde smiled. ‘The hard part is finding it amongst this lot.’

‘Well, it’s got to be around here somewhere.’ Clyde looked at his watch, straining to see it in the half-light. ‘Twelve minutes,’ he said quietly.

And then something hard and metallic crashed to the ground off to their right.

‘That didn’t sound good,’ he added.

Maria shrugged. ‘We still have to find the Transponder Unit.’

‘You keep an eye out for it,’ Clyde said. ‘And I’ll keep an eye out for whatever else is down here —’ and Clyde got no further as Professor Skinner loomed up out of the darkness and threw an arm around Clyde’s chest, holding him tightly.

‘Run!’ Clyde demanded. ‘Find it,’ he added, struggling in vain against the Professor’s grip.

Maria rushed around the operations room until she saw a notice saying TRANSPONDER UNIT above a dirty red box. She ran to it and yanked the box open.

And where the transponder clearly should have been was nothing.

‘Is this what you are looking for, Female Half-Form?’

Maria turned to see Kaagh standing there, the transponder in his thick three-fingered hand. ‘The First Law of the Battlefield, remember? Think Like Your Enemy. And the Second Law of Battle? Anticipate Them.’

Kaagh strode forward, shoving Maria aside and replaced the transponder. ‘The Operating System remains functional,’ he announced before grabbing Maria’s arm and almost dragging her off her feet as he led her back to the door and outside.

In the Control Room, Luke was sat at the computer, trying to understand the complex encryption, and not understanding why he couldn’t break it.

‘I don’t understand why Kaagh isn’t here to see his plan through,’ Sarah Jane was saying, as she placed Luke’s knock out gas canister on the floor, but Lucy was more concerned by the countdown clock. Three minutes.’

Then Luke remembered Kaagh. And the pod. And the three-fingered entry code. ‘Of course!’ He began tapping furiously on the keys. ‘You see, it’s a bi axial algorithm, but not using human mathematics. I was trying progressing cross- referencing number bases but then remembered that Sontarans have six fingers, three per hand. So, just as we use decimals because we have ten, they use a base six system.’

And the screen cleared and the countdown stopped at two minutes fifteen seconds. Luke relaxed. ‘Done it, I’ve disabled the program.’

Sarah Jane hugged him, and Lucy kissed the back of his head.

And suddenly the room filled up, as Maria and Clyde were shoved in, followed by Kaagh and Professor Skinner.

‘I’m sorry,’ Maria said, ‘but the antenna is still operational.’

‘These Half-Forms might be primitive,’ Kaagh addressed Sarah Jane, ‘but I admire their spirit. I shall remember you honourably on my return to Sontar. Earth will be a worthy sacrifice to the Empire.’

Sarah Jane smiled grimly. ‘Oh no, Kaagh. Luke has disabled your program. You can’t take control of the satellites now.’

And Kaagh just smiled an oily smile, and licked his lips, making Sarah Jane shudder. ‘And the Third Law of Battle, Sarah Jane Smith? Always Have a Plan B.’ He jabbed at his arm controller. ‘Activating Sleeper Agent.’

And Lucy Skinner suddenly froze.

And just beneath her hair, they could all see the telltale flashing red light, a control implant, just like her father had.

‘She was one of them all along,’ Clyde moaned. ‘And I fancied her!’

Kaagh licked his lips. ‘The female was unaware of my control. Another Rule of War. Infiltrate Deep Within Your Enemy. Then Infiltrate Deeper Still.’ Lucy Skinner reached down and picked up her MP3 player from the Professor’s desk and took a USB cable out from a drawer, plugged one end into the player and the other into the computer Luke had stopped the countdown on.

Sarah Jane raised her sonic lipstick. She knew she’d never use it as a weapon, but hoped Kaagh wouldn’t be so sure.

He, however, just raised his blaster and put it to Marias forehead.

‘You might give your life, but would you sacrifice this Half-Form?’

Sarah Jane looked at the countdown that had now restarted on the screen —' Lucy’s MP3 player was now downloading onto the Professor’s computer the necessary back up codes. Kaagh really had thought of everything.

She looked at the image of Earth, crisscrossed with estimated impact zones of the crashing satellites.

She looked at Maria. Her friend. Who had brought so much into her life over the past year. Her friend who was going away, to begin a new life, a whole new adventure. Who would discover new, fantastic things about the universe, but would always take a little piece of Sarah Jane’s heart with her.

And she lowered the sonic lipstick. She wouldn’t be responsible for Maria’s death.

‘It’s me or Earth,’ Maria said. ‘Do it!’

‘I can’t,’ Sarah Jane shrugged. ‘You’re my best friend. I can’t lose you. One life is as sacred as an entire planet.’

Kaagh nodded at the download on the screen. ‘When the program reloads, it will automatically transmit to the satellites and target your nuclear installations around the world.’ He smiled the vilest smile Sarah Jane had ever seen. ‘Sontar-HA!’

‘Why do this, Kaagh?’ Sarah Jane asked, one eye still on the blaster pressed against Maria. ‘This isn’t conquest, this isn’t honour. It’s annihilation. Earth will be a dead rock, useless to the Empire.’

‘But I shall have wiped the Sontaran defeat from history,’ he replied. ‘My name will live for all eternities to come. My people will scream “Kaagh” as a battle cry!’

‘You’re killing innocent, ordinary people,’ Maria said, determined to be brave. She was talking to Kaagh but staring at Sarah Jane, trying to ignore the gun, and draw courage from her friend and mentor. ‘People like my mum and dad. They’re not soldiers, none of them are. They’ve never heard of Sontar. Where’s the glory in that?’

The program was 75% loaded now, Lucy Skinner and her father just staring aimlessly at the screen. Luke and Clyde unable to do anything, for fear of Maria being shot. Just Sarah Jane, staring into the small, black eyes of the Sontaran.

‘Stop this, Kaagh. It isn’t battle, it’s murder. Your comrades will never cry your name in battle, they’ll deny you ever existed. They’ll be ashamed of you.’

The program was now 85% loaded up.

Kaagh pushed Maria away from him, towards Sarah Jane. He didn’t need her now. ‘Your planet defied Sontar. That can never be. I shall have victory over all. Nothing will stop the might of the Sontaran Empire!’

And a new voice rang out, full of fury and shock and above all, maternal love for a captured daughter.

‘Try my size five, Humpty!’

And before anyone could react, before even Kaagh could see the assault from behind, Chrissie Jackson ran across the Control Room from where she and Alan had been listening in secret and smashed the tip of her expensive high-heeled shoe right down his probic vent.

The reaction was instantaneous and three fold.

Firstly, a massive burst of probic energy reacted with the steel-tipped heel and sent a burst outwards, via the shoe, draining Kaagh. Secondly, the Sontaran commander was unconscious before he hit the floor. Finally, that burst of energy threw Chrissie’s also unconscious form across the room where she crashed into the wall opposite and slid to the floor.

Alan and Maria were at her side in an instant.

Sarah Jane whipped up her sonic lipstick and zapped the control devices on the necks of the two Skinners. The devices ceased glowing red and then fell off, closely followed by Lucy and the Professor collapsing unconscious.

Clyde was at Lucy’s side while Luke headed for the computer, now at 97%, and ripped the USB cable out of it.

The countdown froze on 98% and a textbox appeared. DOWNLOAD INTERRUPTED. PROGRAM CORRUPTED.

But there was no time for celebrations, because they were all worried about Chrissie Jackson.

Alan said he could feel a pulse. ‘Just a bang on the head,’ he told Maria. ‘She’ll be fine.’

What a relief.

Sarah Jane plucked the broken heel out of Kaagh’s probic vent, noting the steel tip that caused the energy burst. ‘What I’d like to know,’ she said quietly, ‘is how Chrissie knew where to hit a Sontaran? That, and what she’s doing here in the first place?’

And her eyes met Maria’s, so full of apology and concern. And Sarah Jane smiled and shrugged. ‘I suppose it can wait.’

Chrissie began to stir, mumbling Maria’s name. Maria clicked her fingers at Luke. The gas, quickly’

‘What for,’ he said, scrabbling to pass the canister to her.

‘If we can get Mum home before she comes round, maybe we can convince her that none of this happened. That she banged her head, had a bad dream.’

Luke nodded. ‘Your mum will have saved the world and will never know.’

Alan grinned. ‘Believe me, it’s better this way. We’d never hear the end of it otherwise.

‘Maria?’ said a drowsy Chrissie.

‘Go back to sleep, Mum,’ Maria replied and squirted gas into her face.

And Chrissie was out like a light.

Just as Lucy and Professor Skinner started to come round.

‘What on earth is that,’ the Professor said, pointing at Kaagh.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Sarah Jane. ‘Commander Kaagh has been decommissioned.’


Chapter Eleven

The way back

They had frog marched Kaagh back to his ship once he had come round, Alan Jackson keeping the Sontaran blaster aimed, rather shakily it had to be said, at the Commander.

Sarah Jane had gone into the pod with her sonic lipstick and zapped a few things, and reported back to Kaagh that all his on-board weaponry was disabled. ‘So what now?’ Kaagh asked. ‘Will you execute me?’ Sarah Jane shook her head and Kaagh growled. ‘You are too weak to honour your enemy with death,’ he sneered.

‘There’s nothing weak in allowing an enemy to live. Quite the opposite. Now, leave Earth and never come back. Because if you do, my friends at UNIT will be alerted and they’ll seek you out. And they won’t be as gracious in victory as I am.’

‘At least I would die at the hand of soldiers.’

‘There’s no glory in a pointless death, Kaagh. Even a Sontaran knows that.’

Kaagh looked around at his captors. ‘This is worse than death. Defeated by females and Half- Forms. If I was cursed with shame before, what is this now? I have no place in the Empire. I am not worthy of scrubbing barrack-room floors.’

Sarah Jane smiled at him. ‘Oh, there’s more to the universe than war, Commander. Take a look. You might find something else to fill your life.’ 

Kaagh stomped into his ship. ‘I will go, Sarah Jane Smith. But I shall not forget you. Sontarans will yet cry my name in battle.’

He entered his pod and immediately the doors began to close.

‘Well, that went as well as could be expected,’ Sarah Jane said to the group. ‘Now, I think we need to get away from here!’

Alan and Maria followed Sarah Jane, while Luke and Clyde eased the Skinners behind some thick trees and everyone looked up as the pod rose, sending heat and wind around the woods. Then, at colossal speed, it shot straight up into the sky and was out of sight in seconds.

Sarah Jane felt Maria’s arm round her waist and she hugged her friend tightly. ‘Do you think we’ve seen the last of him?’

Sarah Jane smiled. ‘I hope so. Then again, with some people, it really doesn’t matter how far away they travel, they never really go away.’

And the two friends hugged, each knowing that the time had come to let Maria move on with her life.

A few hours later, while Professor Skinner sorted out the Tycho Project, the Jacksons regrouped in Alan’s living room at 36 Bannerman Road.

Chrissie was on the sofa, starting to wake up.

‘Mum, are you okay?’

Chrissie focused on her daughter’s face. ‘What happened?’

Alan held up the shoe with its detached heel. ‘I always said these heels would be the death of you. You tripped and banged your head.’

Chrissie reached up to feel for a bump. ‘Oh, I’m fine.’ She sat upright. ‘Bit woozy though. And I had a weird dream.’

A look passed between Maria and her dad. ‘Dream?’

‘Yeah, I dreamt your dad got a job in America.’ 

Alan sighed. ‘I did. If I take it.’

And Maria knew it was her decision. ‘I’d love to go to America.’ She sat next to Chrissie. ‘And you’ll visit, won’t you?’

‘Oh try and keep me away,’ Chrissie laughed. ‘They have shops the size of aircraft hangers there!’ 

Alan looked at Maria. ‘Are you sure? I mean, think of everything you’d be leaving behind.’ 

Maria laughed. ‘Oh, Dad, you can’t leave the universe behind. Let’s go.’


Chapter Twelve

Redemption

Six weeks had passed since Kaagh had vanished into the sky, and Mr Smith had found no trace of him or his pod anywhere in the vicinity of Earth.

Sarah Jane was in the attic, sorting out some other stuff when she heard the door open behind her and she took a deep breath.

The Jacksons had sold their home, the removal trucks had taken nearly everything away over the last couple of days, ready to be shipped to Washington DC, and today was the final farewell.

‘Everything packed?’ she asked Maria.

The girl nodded. ‘I just wanted to have one last look around. And to say goodbye to Mr Smith.’

‘In atomic terms, we all remain connected to the universe, Maria,’ the computer said. ‘So I will just say au revoir.’

Maria looked at Sarah Jane. ‘Will you come and visit us? Please?’

‘Oh, of course I will,’ Sarah Jane said, taking Maria’s hand. ‘And I am so sorry about how I first reacted when you told me about America.’

‘It doesn’t matter. You were busy.’

‘No. No, I was wrong. You see, for the first time, I’ve found a family.’ Sarah Jane smiled at Maria. ‘And so soon, so suddenly, it felt like I was losing it. Losing the daughter I always wanted.’

Maria hugged her tightly. ‘I’ve so much to thank you for,’ Maria said, ‘I don’t know where to begin. All the things I’ve seen, my life — wherever I am, whatever happens from now on — it’s always going to be wonderful. I’m going to miss you so much.’

‘And I’ll miss you, too. But I also know I’ll never lose you.’

‘I’ve seen such… amazing things,’ said Maria tearfully.

‘Amazing things are all around you, Maria. You just have to know where to look, and you will always see them. Because, for all the wonderful things in my life, you have helped me find so many more. I can’t ever thank you enough for that.’

And they hugged tightly for the last time.

Twenty minutes later, it was all commotion in Bannerman Road as Alan and Maria got ready to pile into a black cab that would take them to Heathrow Airport.

Clyde hugged Maria. ‘One favour,’ he said. ‘If you run into Vanessa Hudgens, give her my number, yeah?’

‘Promise.’

Maria moved to Luke, who was staring at his feet, unable to catch her eye. She eased his chin up with her hand.

‘I’ve never said goodbye to anyone before,’ he said quietly.

‘Neither have I. Not like this.’

‘I’m sorry that I said I didn’t want you to go.’ 

Maria laughed. ‘Well, I’m not.’ And she pulled him close to her, hugged him so he wouldn’t see her cry. And she wouldn’t see him cry again, too. ‘It’s only America, Luke,’ she said softly. ‘Not another planet.’

‘But it’s not the other side of the street either.’ 

She pulled back and stared into his eyes. ‘Don’t let Clyde make you too cynical, all right?’

And Luke reached over and kissed her, on the cheek. The first time he’d kissed a girl.

And Maria kissed him back.

Chrissie Jackson coughed meaningfully at Alan. ‘You should go. I’ve checked around the house, you’ve not left anything important behind.’

And he smiled at her. ‘No. No, I don’t think I have.’

Chrissie nodded, understanding exactly what he meant, but she held his hand for a moment longer and called Maria over. ‘There’s something I need to tell you. Ivan’s asked me to marry him.’ 

Maria threw herself at her mum, overjoyed. ‘That’s brilliant.’

And Alan kissed his ex-wife tenderly. ‘I’m really, really happy for you.’

‘Seemed like the right thing to do. Make an honest man of him.’ She looked at Maria. ‘So now you have to come back for the wedding. And I expect you to show me all the best shoe shops in Washington on our honeymoon.’

Alan checked his watch. ‘Come on, we need to get going.’

Maria saved her last look for Sarah Jane. ‘I love you,’ she whispered.

Sarah Jane nodded. ‘Me too.’

Maria got into the cab, as Alan looked across the roof at Sarah Jane. He didn’t speak, he just mouthed, “Thank you. For everything,” at her, and Sarah Jane nodded.

And a moment later, the cab was driving away. Sarah Jane took a deep breath and noticed that Chrissie was standing close beside her. Closer than ever before. She stood watching the cab, and even after it was out of sight, she never took her eyes off the road, unable to actually look Sarah Jane in the face.

‘I remember it all, you know.’

‘I’m sorry,’ lied Sarah Jane. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘Yes you do. The Sontaran. What you get up to in your attic. What happened to my shoe. And why Maria hung out with your lot. I’m not stupid, you know.’

‘But you didn’t tell Alan? Or Maria?’

‘They’d’ve wanted to keep an eye on me. They would have worried and fussed and stayed. And they deserve a new start.’

And then Chrissie did face Sarah Jane. ‘But don’t worry. I won’t say anything.’

‘Thank you.’

Chrissie smiled. ‘Don’t get me wrong, Mary Jane. I still think you’re weird.’

And with that she walked back to Ivan’s red sports car, gave her home one last look and drove off, never looking back at Sarah Jane or the boys.

Luke took his mum’s hand. ‘I’ll miss Maria so much,’ he said.

Sarah Jane squeezed his hand, and put her other arm around Clyde. ‘I learned a long time ago that if you’re missing somebody, just look up at the night sky. Whoever it is, wherever they are, chances are they’re looking at the stars just like you. Sometimes, for all its size, the universe isn’t such a big place after all.’

And later that night, she and the boys would do just that.
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