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Praise for the Dark Matter trilogy

 

‘Teri Terry is a master of the thriller, and the pace of this book rivals the deadly infection itself’

Scotsman

 

‘Flame-hot dystopian thriller … sizzles with sinister science and supernatural intrigue’

lovereading4kids.co.uk

 

‘Keeps the reader on the edge of their seat … chillingly believable … Can’t wait for the next one in this trilogy’

readingzone.com

 

‘I loved Contagion … the story is told with great action and a breathless pace’

thebookbag.co.uk

 

Praise for Teri Terry’s other books

 

‘A gripping dystopian debut’

Bookseller

 

‘A terrific read which doesn’t give up its secrets lightly.

From the first pages it grips. Highly recommended’

School Librarian

 

‘There is an Orwellian harshness about this dystopia that makes for disturbing and provocative reading’

Books for Keeps

 

‘A thrilling futuristic drama … compelling and well written’

Bucks Herald



Also by Teri Terry

Slated
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Shattered

 

Mind Games

Dangerous Games

 

Book of Lies

 

The Dark Matter trilogy:

Contagion

Deception




 

Each of the seven stages of evolution can only be investigated from the one before, stepping backwards in time …

 

Xander, Multiverse Manifesto
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MICRO-EVOLUTION

Random changes that give a survival advantage are
perpetuated within a species: the fittest survive and pass on
their traits. But what if the changes aren’t random?

This is the moment humankind will truly evolve.

 

Xander, Multiverse Manifesto
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LARA

My feet take me to the very edge of the world.

There is nothing beyond this place if I look at it straight on – the woods, the path and even the sky above them disappear, lost in a white mist. If I turn my eyes far to the side, I can almost see ghostly images of trees and hills, spread out below where I stand. So maybe the world does go on, and a hidden part of me somehow knows that it must. But it’s the edge of my world.

If I think about it, I can’t come here. I can’t decide to walk to this place; I can only do it as if by accident. If I’m upset enough and just walk, without planning to go anywhere in particular, I end up here. It’s a reflex, like my leg jerking up if my knee is hit just so with a hammer.

Why was I upset? My thoughts veer in a direction they can’t take, and slide away.

I lean forwards, tilting into the world that vanishes beyond and below – arms outstretched in a sort of Titanic moment – and close my eyes. Can I unbalance and tumble forwards down this hill, out of this place?

Maybe I could if I fell asleep. No one can control where I go in my dreams – not even me. I shiver, my thoughts dragged back to last night. To … to … well. Whatever it was has vanished from my thoughts. Calm washes through me once again.

Unable to stop myself from trying, I lift my right foot and step forwards. But when I open my eyes it’s the same as always: I’ve turned and gone the other way, away from the edge. I sigh and lean against a tree.

Roots stretch out near my feet, twisted and exposed from the earth. If my foot caught against a root, just here, could I sprawl and fall forwards then? But no, it’s too late: I’ve thought about it now. I can’t trick my feet into a trip that formed in my thoughts.

Maybe next time.

Then I hear the summons, deep in my mind:

Lara, come.

And it’s another reflex that has me instantly running, back the way I came, with direction and purpose:

Obedience.

The sort that is blind.
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SHAY

The plane lurches again, and I grip the arms of my seat tight.

Elena is terrified in the row in front me; Beatriz, next to her, isn’t bothered at all. Maybe when you’re eight years old like Beatriz you’re not scared, you can’t be. But the usual line with that would be that you’re not scared because you don’t understand you could really be hurt, or what death even means. That can’t apply to her, can it? Beatriz has seen her whole family – and many more – die from the epidemic. Survivors like us, too, died around her in the fires of the vigilante survivor-hunters, Vigil. Beatriz knows what death is, what it looks like, how it feels to watch someone you care about die screaming. To be flooded with their last thoughts if you touch them after they’re gone. Maybe after all that, flying into a storm seems tame.

Chamberlain has hitched a ride, too, and is half on the seat next to me, half on my knees. The tip of his tail twitches almost imperceptibly, like he is annoyed but not deigning to let it ruffle his cool cat persona. His front claws are embedded into my jeans, holding on and scratching my leg underneath now and then when the plane pitches or drops – the feline version of the brace position? I stroke him as much to reassure myself as him, and try to concentrate on here, now; on my fear and his warm weight and claws. But it isn’t anywhere near enough to take my focus away from the agony inside.

Kai closed his mind.

He turned his back to me and walked away.

I feel as if I’m draining away, my essence leaving me, drop by painful drop.

Hang on, everyone, we’ll be through this in a moment. Alex broadcasts the thought to all of our minds from his seat up front: he’s the one at the controls, flying this thing.

Alex – Xander, I mean, as that’s how he is known by everyone here. My father.

Not that he’s ever been that to me.

Fairness makes me admit he never had the chance – not when Mum left him and never told him about me. But now he knows I’m his daughter, and the thought makes me uneasy. Mum didn’t want him to know, did she? Now that she’s gone I can’t even ask her why.

Xander isn’t scared, at least not that he lets any of us see. None of his followers on the plane with us are, either – they are calm, serene, even – and somehow I know that Xander’s reassurances were more for Beatriz, Elena and me than anyone else. The others all trust him completely.

Who are these people, really? They are all members of Multiverse: it’s like a cult, Iona said; one that worships truth. They worship Xander too, by the looks of things. The day Iona had read something about them in the newspaper on the school bus seems like a million years ago, and remembering that day, one of our last ordinary days together, fills me with longing to be with her. My best friend: is she all right? What would she make of Xander? I hope she never has the chance to find out.

As if Xander controls the sky and weather as much as this plane and all of our lives, our path evens out soon after his words. The plane glides smooth, safe, but Chamberlain’s claws continue to hold on, like the tumult inside me. I fix my eyes out the window, barriers up – not wanting any stray thoughts to leak out to those around me. I struggle to control the tears that threaten, but one spills down my cheek and I flick it away. Kai, how could you shut me out?

I only agreed to go with Xander to try to find Kai’s sister, Callie, but Kai wouldn’t listen to why. All he saw was me leaving with his ex-stepdad, a man he hates; all he heard was that Xander is also my father, something I hadn’t told him. I knew I should have, ages ago, but couldn’t bring myself to say the words. At first there were too many other things for him to deal with, then the longer I left it the harder it was to explain why I hadn’t told him before. But the way it came out – with Xander being the one who told him – made everything worse.

And Kai didn’t believe me that it wasn’t Callie’s ghost who had been with us all along; that instead it was Jenna, an imposter. That it was actually Jenna who was destroyed in the bomb blast – Jenna who gave up her existence, such as it was, to save me. More pain twists in my gut: we went through so much together, and now, because of me, she’s gone.

But it all adds up to this: Kai’s sister, Callie, a real girl who lived and breathed and may do so still, could be out there somewhere, and only Xander can lead me to her.

Worse than everything else is that Kai didn’t believe in me.

Xander said he knows how much it hurts to be different, to lose somebody because of it. He lost Mum because she sensed the difference – a wrongness, she called it – inside of him.

I’m scared she’d think the same about me now.

Is that the real reason behind Kai’s rejection?

He’s always struggled with how I changed when I survived the epidemic that killed so many – the one he is immune to. The way I can talk in his mind, and manipulate auras – to heal, to kill. The latter may have only ever been to defend myself, but his horror when he knew … he couldn’t handle it, could he?

By shutting me out of his mind Kai left me with no other way to reach him than through a message – one I had to pass hurriedly to his friend, Freja. She knew I spoke the truth, I’m sure of that: when you speak direct in somebody’s mind, survivor to survivor, it’s hard to do anything else. And she said she’d tell him what I said.

Please, Kai: believe Freja. Even though you wouldn’t believe me.

The plane soon starts to descend, and I glance across the aisle at these followers of Xander’s. Gold glints at their necks like it does at mine. The pendant, a gift from Xander, is a model of an atom – the mark of Multiverse – and although the chain hangs loose enough it feels like a noose slowly tightening around my throat.

One of his followers must feel my gaze; he turns and smiles. There is respect for me that wasn’t there before, now that he knows I’m Xander’s daughter. Like the rest of them, he seems calm, gentle; kind, even. But I know they killed easily enough when they rescued us from the army. There is something about that combination – casual violence with a smile – that makes me shiver.

Admit it, Shay: if only to yourself. You’re scared.

I want to take time back, to get away from these people, but I must find Callie. It’s the only way to make Kai see I’m doing all of this for him.




 


[image: images]




LARA

I open the door, breathless from my headlong dash through the woods back to Community. Cepta is at her desk. Her dark hair covers her face as she leans over whatever she reads, and I know there is no point in rushing her.

Time ticks slowly by. Just as I’m wondering if she’d notice if I left again, she looks up and smiles. Despite the way she made me run and then wait, the warmth of her smile makes me happy.

‘There you are, Lara,’ she says, her soft voice gentle and chiding. ‘Where’ve you been?’

‘Nowhere. I went for a walk.’

She nods. Her eyes are careful. ‘Where did you go?’

She knows. She always knows. Why does she ask? ‘To the edge.’

‘Why do you go there?’

‘I don’t know. I’m telling the truth!’

Her eyebrows go up slightly; she tilts her head to one side. ‘I know, Lara. At least I know you think that is the truth, but there is more behind both my question and your answer. Come here.’

She holds out a hand and I step forwards. Her hand closes over mine. Her skin is warm; the soft white sleeve of her tunic brushes my arm. The gold of her necklace – the mark of Multiverse – glints in the lamplight and holds my eyes. I used to have one but she took it away.

‘You know I’m only trying to help you.’ And as she says it I know it’s true, and yet … And yet. What?

‘Have you been practising your mindfulness while you walk? Before you sleep?’

‘I try,’ I say, and that much is true.

‘Try harder. Earn your place amongst us. You can do it.’

But she doesn’t really believe that, does she?

She knows that I am tainted, that I will fail. And so do I.

 

Later I’m sitting straight upright, cross-legged. I feel the floor underneath me. I breathe out slowly, feeling the air leave my lungs, then back in slowly, too. I am here, now. The floor, the air, my lungs. No before, no after; only now. Thoughts flit through my mind but I know they are only mental events that come and go; they don’t define me. I don’t have to let myself get tangled up inside them. I breathe, in, out, and any tension left in my body drains away.

Cepta’s light touch on my mind is approving, but then nothing ever changes, does it? I never change.

Negative thoughts are only mental events, like the others. I accept and acknowledge them, and they drift away as I breathe out once again.

Soon Cepta judges I am ready and I rise, slip into bed. Feeling the cool sheets on my skin, the weight of the blanket. Each breath, in and out.

Sleep well, Lara, Cepta whispers inside me, and then she’s gone.
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SHAY

I always hate that feeling of deceleration when you’re coming in to land; it just feels plain wrong to slow down in mid-air.

Xander is good at this, though. We touch down with barely a bump. Out the window it is still dark, but it is that moment of hushed stillness that comes just before dawn.

I unclip the seat belt and stand, lifting Chamberlain in my arms. He’s one heavy cat. Xander waits at the front of the aisle like some sort of air steward.

‘That was a difficult flight. Is everyone all right?’ he says, out loud this time.

Elena has lost her fear now that he is looking at us. ‘Of course,’ she says. ‘Never had any doubt that we would land safely.’

He laughs like he knows how scared she really was.

‘I’m fine,’ Beatriz says, ‘but I wish Spike were here, too.’

I’ve been so consumed with thoughts of myself, of Kai, I haven’t been thinking of Spike, and I’m stricken. He’s part of us, part of our group, and he’s not here. He’s not anywhere any more. And it’s my fault.

Elena must catch my thought or read my face, as she takes my hand. She knows that Spike pushed me to the ground, away from the army bullets that ended his life. Spike wouldn’t have been who he was if he hadn’t done everything he could to save you, would he? Silent words, said in my mind.

But she doesn’t understand; she doesn’t know what I did. I’m a coward. I hide it down deep so she won’t see it.

We climb down the steps to the runway, if you can call it that: it’s grass and not much wider than the wingspan of the plane. Xander must really know what he’s doing to land here.

The sun is just creeping up, casting first light on tall trees at the edges of the field. Low houses are built in their shadows, the sort with living roofs: plants and grasses grow across them. Maybe to obscure them from anyone flying above? Chamberlain squirms and I bend to put him down. He rolls on the earth in delight: oh, to be a cat.

‘Where are we?’ I ask.

‘Scotland. A remote highland community we built a few years ago; none but us know where it is. We’ve managed to stay isolated from recent events.’

‘Do you mean the epidemic hasn’t found it?’ Elena asks.

‘Yes. It’s stayed clear.’

So. They’ve built a place in the woods, complete with an airfield that looks like a meadow, that no one has found or infected. It must have been hard to stay hidden to start with, no matter how remote. Clearing most of the country with the epidemic has likely made it easier – it has suited them.

‘How many people live here?’ I ask.

‘In the inner community, about a hundred. Outlying, almost two hundred.’

Is one of them Callie? I say to Xander, and only him.

Patience, he answers the same way. His eyes move from mine to the trees above us; someone is approaching – a woman.

‘There are over two hundred now – two hundred and nine,’ she says when she reaches us, her voice soft and lilting. ‘We’ve had a few more join us since your last visit, Xander. Welcome, she adds to all of us, silently – she’s a survivor.

Dark hair cascades down her back and her aura is one of the brightest I’ve seen, save perhaps Beatriz’s: it pulsates and shines. She wears a white tunic and dark leggings, a Multiverse necklace around her throat, and a wide smile that is all for Xander.

‘Cepta,’ he says, his voice warm. He bends to kiss her cheek and there is a sense of a quick, silent exchange between them – one they don’t share with the rest of us.

He turns to us. ‘This is Cepta. She is Speaker for this Community.’ He introduces Elena and Beatriz, and then there is a dramatic pause as Cepta looks at me, and wonders who I am.

He puts his hands on my shoulders.

‘And this is Shay. My daughter.’

Cepta’s surprise is complete. ‘Your daughter?’ She looks between me and Xander and back again, wonder in her eyes. There is another swift, silent exchange between them.

She turns to me and smiles widely. ‘Welcome, Shay.’ She bends to kiss my cheek now, too, and she’s shining clean and smells lovely and makes me feel like an unkempt rat fresh from a night in the sewer. The marks of blood, death and battle stain me inside and out.

‘Come,’ Cepta says. ‘I’ve prepared a guest house for the three of you – even though Xander never told me who it was for!’ She laughs.

‘I like to keep anyone as curious as you in suspense,’ he says, but he looks at me as he says it. Was that comment meant for me?

He links his arm in Cepta’s as she leads us to one of the houses. They leave Beatriz, Elena and me at the door, saying today we may rest; that tonight there will be dinner and a meeting at sunset. Xander and Cepta leave us there, and walk off hand in hand.

Through the door everything is simple, and so clean and white that I’m afraid to touch anything. There’s food set out on a low table, three small bedrooms – and a sigh of relief when I see the shower room. I start to ask if anyone minds if I go first but Elena just shakes her head and pushes me towards it.

Inside, door shut. There’s no lock and I wish I could lock it, even though there is no sense of danger or that anyone would intrude. Besides, Elena and Beatriz are there; if anyone came they would let me know. I make do with moving a freestanding towel rack in front of the door.

I strip off and kick my clothes into the corner, hoping there will be other things to wear when I’m done. I never want to touch mine again – they’re dirty, stained by the day, like I am. A day I can’t keep out of my mind any longer.

Spike: he pushed me down to the earth when he was shot. He saved me, and he died. Spike, my friend: gone. I’d tried to rub his blood off my skin but it is still there; I can wash off what I can see but it will always be. Then the soldiers I killed, so many of them, using my mind – their blood didn’t touch my skin but I still feel its mark.

The water is hot and there are old-fashioned big bars of soap – I scrub and scrub my skin red raw. Then with the shower still running I sit down underneath it, and draw my knees up to my chest.

I rest my head on my knees.

So many died. Then Jenna came, and she protected me – her cool darkness flowed over me and Chamberlain, and stopped the bomb from killing us – but it destroyed her. I still can’t believe she’s really gone.

And all of this was too much, way too much, to bear.

But then Kai came, and somehow I found I could bear it as long as he was close. These lips, Kai kissed. These hands, he held. These arms were tight around him and now all I hold inside them is myself. The water is hot on my back, my head, but I’m trembling.

Tonight will come. I’ll have to go to this meeting, whatever that is about. Tomorrow will follow, too. I’ll be strong then. I’ll gain Xander’s trust, I’ll find Callie, I’ll find a way out of here for both of us.

But not now. Now, I let my tears fall: I cry for Spike – I could have saved him, but I didn’t. I didn’t want to kill to get us away, and then what happened? More death. I cry for Jenna, who we thought was Callie – she saved my life, mine and Chamberlain’s, and now she’s gone, too.

And I cry for Kai most of all, for the empty arms that are mine – now, and tomorrow and tomorrow’s tomorrow; the days stretch before me in unending loneliness, and I have to accept that it may be this way for ever. Even if I find his sister, will he forgive me for all the things I never told him?

Later, somehow, I will find hope – I’ll have to, or I won’t be able to go on. But right now all I am is despair.
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LARA

A small square room, windowless and dark.

No, not again: I can’t bear it.

I struggle against the restraints that strap me to the chair, even though I know there is no point; I can’t help myself. No one can.

One wall starts to glow.

Beads of sweat break on my brow.

I know I’m dreaming, I know this isn’t real. I should be able to change what happens, like Cepta has been trying to teach me – my subconscious is in control. Isn’t it?

Flames erupt from the wall.

I imagine the door bursting open – firemen, hoses. The ceiling magically sprouting a major sprinkler system, or even getting beamed out of here to a starship in the sky at the crucial moment.

But no matter what I try, nothing works.

I’m burning, my flesh is burning, I’m screaming …

SCREAMING

There is no help no way out no rescue …

What am I screaming?

 

WAKE UP.

A command, straight to my mind.

As I open my eyes, tendrils of the nightmare fall away, cobwebs that I push through until they’re gone.

I sit up, throwing off a sense of uneasiness. I frown. There was something unpleasant; horrible, even. What was it?

Lara, come. It’s Cepta, and there isn’t just the usual impatience colouring her thoughts this morning; there is some sense of anticipation or excitement.

I get up, throw the curtains open. Last night’s storm is gone; the world is washed and shiny new under bright morning sunshine.

And something else is new: a plane has landed on the airstrip on the field below.
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SHAY

Shay, are you all right? It’s Elena – from the other side of my bedroom door.

Just a headache, I lie. I’ll be out in a minute. I do have a headache but it’s that dull heaviness that comes from too much crying rather than anything being medically wrong. If the world would just leave me alone, I’d stay in this bed and not move again, for ever.

Chamberlain bats my cheek with a paw, and I open my eyes. He rubs his head against my chin.

Well, maybe not for ever; I reach out a hand to stroke him.

Is there anything I can do? Elena’s concern washes over me, but sometimes someone being nice is the last thing you need – it’s like being granted permission to stay in bed hugging a pillow, whimpering, for eternity. Mum always knew, didn’t she, if it was time for a hug or a push? An acute stab of missing her fills me again. Right now I need a push.

Shay? Elena again.

No, there’s nothing you can do; I’m fine, I answer.

I make myself sit up and my headache intensifies. I put my head in my hands. Am I up to this? I need to have my wits about me. Xander isn’t easily fooled: I can’t let him see that the only reason I’m here is to find Callie and take her home. I need to make him trust me.

Maybe I could beg off this meeting thing, and stay behind …

No. Fix it, Shay. Reach inside, find the pain, and fix it. Not the Kai-shaped pain – that’s beyond what can be dealt with this way, or it should be, anyway. But how my head feels, now that I might have a chance with.

I close my eyes, focus and reach within – to travel along with my blood, swirling and rushing through my body. Like it always does, this takes all my attention – so that weirdly the most inward-focusing thing I can possibly do eases my attention away from myself, or my feelings, at least. Just the act of reaching calms the emotional maelstrom inside, and leads me to another sort: I spin with blood cells; molecules; atoms; particles – particles that become waves, waves of healing. I soothe and ease swollen sinuses, sore nose, puffy eyes; even out red and blotchy skin; edge my mind and body towards awareness, wakefulness. Readiness. And, as an afterthought – a slight adjustment to neurotransmitters, bumping up my serotonin levels a little. This’d be a great skill for a psychiatrist: no antidepressants needed. They could just fiddle with your brain a little instead.

By the time I open my eyes I’m ready to face the world. Or this weird corner of it, at least.

I stand, pull a fresh tunic over my head. After my endless shower, I’d been relieved to find clean clothes had been put out for us, but this could get boring: white tunics. Black leggings. It’s almost like some sort of uniform, along with the cool feel of gold slipping around my neck.

I open my door, and there, waiting in the hall, is Xander – dressed more or less the same, but his tunic is a deep blue that brings out the colour of his eyes. No sign of Elena or Beatriz?

‘They’ve gone ahead with Cepta,’ he says, answering my unspoken question.

‘Am I late?’

He shakes his head. ‘No. I thought we should have a moment on our own.’

‘Oh. OK.’

‘I know the last few days have been difficult. And that it was hard for you to leave Kai behind.’

‘Yes. It was.’

‘But apart from that, is being here – is everything all right?’

‘I don’t know,’ I say, answering him honestly. ‘I don’t know how I feel about anything right now.’

‘Is there anything I can do?’ The same question Elena asked, but the effect is different: he’s not someone who would be a good shoulder to cry on, and that’s not what he means, anyway. He’s asking for something specific to fix the unfixable.

Though there is one thing: he could answer my questions, especially the most important one: where is Callie? But that look he gave me earlier, when he said he likes to keep anyone curious in suspense – no. Asking won’t help. It might even make it harder to learn what I need to know. I shake my head, hold my tongue.

‘Time to go, then.’ He holds out his arm, and I take it. He pats my hand, and snugs it closer to his arm. He’s warm and I’m cold, and there is something about that simple gesture that catches inside. I don’t understand how I’m feeling, but I can’t think about why or what when he is close like this; he’ll read it. I have to save it for later.

‘It’ll be all right, Shay,’ he says. ‘You belong with us. You’ll see.’

The stars are out. They cast just enough light to see the path, our surroundings. The houses are scattered under the trees; as I saw when we arrived, they all have plants growing on the roofs. As we go by and I look closer I see details I didn’t before: most are herbs, lettuces, other things that can be eaten, but all are planted in a random way – not in neat rows. Is that to blend in under the trees if anyone looked down from the sky above?

The buildings almost feel like tree houses the way they are, but under the trees instead of up them. Or maybe with their living roofs they’re more like hobbit holes. Where do they get power, water? Do they have phone lines or mobile reception? Internet?

It’s all nothing like I’ve seen anywhere before, and there is a sense of rightness about it. Mum would have loved it here – an involuntary thought. She always yearned to be close to the earth, the trees. And this is what he built.

My footsteps falter, and Xander pauses, too. He looks at me, waits.

‘What went wrong with you and my mother?’

‘I loved her.’ He speaks truth. ‘Part of me still does.’ There is an intense sadness running through him and his aura.

‘You were a survivor back then too, weren’t you, like Kai said. How?’

‘There was an accident. At Desertron, in the US – have you ever heard of it?’

I shake my head.

‘It was a particle accelerator complex, built in Texas before CERN existed. Officially the project was cancelled before they’d finished construction; in reality it was completed, but that was covered up after the accident. Others died; I survived. No one realised what happened to me in the process.’

‘When was that?’

‘1993. A long time ago, now; I’ve been alone a long time.’

‘From what I’ve seen, there are always people who want to be around you.’

‘Not ones like me. And you.’ He regards me seriously. ‘We have much to learn about each other, and I’m sure you have some hard questions for me, as you should. But know this: I’ve always done what I thought was right. Things may not always have worked out the way I wanted them to, but I’ve tried. No matter what your mother or Kai may have said.’

He tugs my arm a little, and we walk on. Me too, I say: a small voice inside, only to myself. I do what I think is right – like when I thought I was a carrier, and left Kai and turned myself in to the RAF – but I was wrong that time. I was wrong to not believe Kai when he told me Xander had been a survivor for many years. I was wrong to not tell Kai that Xander was my father. How can I judge someone else for making mistakes when I make them all the time?

Though the consequences of Xander’s mistakes – well. Mine mostly hurt me; his have killed many thousands, perhaps millions by now.

There’s a larger structure ahead, and this is where we are going. There’s a low hum of voices. Faint lights through shaded windows.

Xander reaches for the door, holds it open, gestures for me to go first. He follows behind, shuts the door and stands beside me. The room is full of people sitting on benches by long tables. They were chatting as we came in, but now all talking in the room ceases as everyone turns towards us.

Could Callie be here?

My eyes scan the room quickly: there are men, women and children of all ages; Elena and Beatriz, too. But no one looks anything like Callie.

Everyone is still looking at us, and it feels like too many eyes focused too closely. But as if Xander senses I’m about to pull away he takes my hand. I’m trapped.

‘Greetings,’ Xander says. ‘It’s been too long since we joined together, and there is much to talk about tonight. We’ll enjoy dinner in a moment, but first, I want to introduce you to someone.’ He pauses and looks at me, smiles – drawing it out. ‘Everyone, this is Shay – my daughter.’

Ripples of surprise fill the room. I’d have thought because some of them knew about me that they’d have told the others by now? Though I’m getting the feeling Xander likes a stage; they obviously know it, so didn’t spoil his fun. Then there are smiles and nods all around, murmurs of ‘Welcome’.

I feel like an idiot and want to escape, but don’t know where to go – there aren’t any empty spaces near Elena and Beatriz – and everyone is still looking at me, waiting. Do I have to say something?

I swallow, mouth suddenly dry. ‘Ah, hi. Thanks.’

Xander leads me to a small head table – one set for six – at the end of the rows. Cepta is already there, and three others: I wonder if someone got evicted for me? There are two empty seats, one next to Cepta, and I’m expecting Xander to sit there. But he takes the other chair, leaving me between him and Cepta’s quickly hidden displeasure.

I scan the room again in case I missed Callie somehow, but no. There are about a hundred people here tonight; perhaps this is the inner community Cepta mentioned, whatever that is. Everyone in charming white and black apart from Xander and Cepta – both in blue tunics, though she wore white earlier – and not much difference between men, women and children. They all have a gold necklace like mine around their necks – Beatriz and Elena do now too. And the only survivors’ auras in the room are Xander, Cepta, Elena, Beatriz and me. Until we arrived Cepta was the only one. Is that why she is Speaker?

Cepta rings a little bell, and a door opens at the back. In come others bearing food, drinks, to each table. They’re dressed differently, in more ordinary clothes, with variation of colour and style.

A woman puts a plate of what looks like bean pie and veg in front of me, and as she does I see there’s a mark on her hand, like Xander’s: I for immune. His is false, but since nobody knew he was a survivor from that accident so long ago, they must have assumed he was immune when he didn’t get ill. Others bringing in food that I see have the mark too.

‘Most of our food is grown or gathered here, or traded with other communities like ours,’ Cepta says. ‘You’ll find we’re all strictly vegetarian; I hope you don’t mind?’

I shrug. ‘When in Rome,’ I say. And I’m remembering that Dr 1’s place in Shetland where Kai and I stayed had only vegetarian food – not that we were invited guests, or that we knew back then that Xander was Dr 1. Does Xander even know we were there?

‘Have you still been eating meat?’ Xander asks me, a note of surprise in his voice. And now I’m realising that the whole time at his place in Northumberland we didn’t have meat, either – I’d just assumed it wasn’t available, rather than being a choice.

‘Um, yes – when it was there.’

They exchange a glance. ‘As survivors we find that eating animals when we can sense their auras and feelings so strongly is quite … distasteful,’ Cepta says.

‘We grow our own food here, ourselves,’ Xander says. ‘So if we raised and then butchered an animal, we’d experience their death.’

‘Of course, I get that,’ I say. I hadn’t thought of it before, and it makes me have more enthusiasm for bean pie than previously. Though not everyone here is a survivor? To be fair the food is good and plentiful enough, if a bit bland. I hadn’t wanted anything earlier, but now that it is in front of me I’m starving.

OK over there? It’s Elena, hailing me silently.

I think so, I answer the same way.

I was worried about you, Shay, Elena says, but you look amazing.

Get real.

Look. She shows me what her eyes see. My skin is positively glowing – maybe I overdid the healing earlier? Through Elena’s eyes I can study Cepta next to me too, without her noticing, and she’s stunning. She actually looks a little like Mum did when Xander would have known her, going by photos from years ago. Does he have a type? Slender, long dark hair, too young for him by twenty or thirty years.

I’m not sure about her, Elena says.

‘Shay?’ I turn to Cepta. She’s looking at me, waiting; amusement in her aura. Did she say something to me?

‘Sorry?’

‘It’s time.’ She nods and rings a little bell, and everyone stands. The door opens and the servers come back in, clear the dishes and then the tables away; the benches are repositioned around the edges of the room. People stand and chat in small groups, and I take the opportunity to escape to Beatriz and Elena. As I walk towards them, people gently move to the side, making room for me – watching me.

‘Hey, how’re you?’ I say to Beatriz.

‘I don’t know. Why didn’t we sit with you?’ The people we were with were boring, she adds silently.

Sorry about that. Xander’s seating plan, I think.

I tried to talk to one of the people bringing dinner and they wouldn’t answer.

That’s weird.

People are starting to move to sit around the edges of the room and I take Beatriz’s hand firmly. I’ll sit with you now.

No one objects.

Cepta stays in the centre of the room, smiling, while everyone sits down. ‘Welcome to everyone, and welcome back, Xander,’ she says, and her smile widens as her eyes reach his. ‘And welcome to our new members, Beatriz, Elena. And Xander’s daughter, Shay.’ She gestures towards us. ‘I won’t keep you tonight; I know we’re all waiting to hear from Xander.’ She sits down and he stands, walks to the centre of the room.

There is a sense of anticipation in everyone. Cepta’s face is flushed, and she stares at him like his very presence is precious to her.

But he doesn’t say a word. Instead, he closes his eyes, and reaches out to each survivor in the room. And he shows us newcomers – Elena, Beatriz and me – what to do. To focus inwards, and then outwards: so we are reaching in and out at the same time. First this is to each other, until we are in sync completely. Then to every other soul in this room: the non-survivors, too.

To begin, everyone starts to breathe together: inhale, exhale, slower and slower, until all are synchronised. Then our hearts beat together, too – the chambers contract and expand as if linked by the same electrical impulse – until finally we are all joined, as one, as if each person here in this room is part of me.

The rush of warmth and joy is so complete I almost let go unconditionally. But that I can’t do. I can’t let anyone know why I’m really here. I throw up walls and hide them inside me, keeping part of me separate, alone. And joined as I am with every mind and soul, I can tell there are two others who are partly shielded: Xander and Cepta.

We breathe, our hearts beat, and even with part of me held back there is still a deep, aching peace, a salve to my bruised soul – one I’ve never experienced before.

And then it’s not just us, the people. We reach further – to the trees; the buildings and their living roofs; creatures of the forest, birds, insects. Chamberlain, too. And fields and gardens, chickens that lay our eggs and cows that provide milk, butter and cheese.

I see now why the people here can’t countenance lamb or veal or any other meat. When you know the soul of the calf so completely – and his mother, too – you just can’t have him for dinner. This is why they are all vegetarians.

There is such a sense of peace and belonging to each other, the earth and all its riches; it almost makes me want to cry.

We are filled with wonder at what is happening, and not just the three of us who are new to this experience – I can tell this is more than has ever happened here before. Having more survivors take part has allowed our joined minds to gather in more of the world that surrounds us.

Later we begin to separate, one by one, and go off to rest, to sleep, but as each person leaves they still retain the sense of community – the name they give this place I understand more completely now. Survivors – Xander, Cepta, Elena, Beatriz, me – stay to the end, holding the links that make this possible, and separate last of all.

We stand there, together, slowly coming back to here, to now, and open our eyes. Elena’s face is wet with the tears I resisted.

That was as you predicted, Xander, Cepta says. Her eyes are shining. We reached further and for longer than ever before.

Yes. Imagine what this will be like when there are more of us.

Could we link to other Communities? Cepta asks. Could we reach far enough?

We can try. And then? Our entire planet – joined as one. And then beyond, to the stars. But now, everyone must sleep.

As he says the words I feel the fatigue deep inside. Reaching so widely, for so long, has worn us all out.

We file out the door into the night, Xander last behind us. The moon has moved across the sky: we’ve been in there for hours.

Xander’s hand touches my shoulder. Now you truly understand, Xander whispers inside of me, and only me. You’re one of us now, and you always will be.

 

When I’m back in my room, alone, I want to stay in that same frame of mind. Even now that we’ve all separated, the aftereffects – both of joy, and a bone-deep tiredness – are so strong that I feel like I’ve been drugged. I have to force myself to shield, withdraw, and consider what happened tonight.

I’d wanted – longed – to be with everyone fully, not holding any part of myself back.

And Beatriz was so happy, she was glowing inside and out. It was the first time I’d ever seen her smile in a way that was all of her.

But I wasn’t the only one not fully in the joining: Cepta and Xander held back part of themselves also. They must have secrets they don’t want to share too. I wonder what they are?

If I know this about Xander, then he will know it about me as well: he will be wondering the same thing.

When we walked alone together earlier, and he told me how much he cared for Mum – we shared the same pain of having lost her. It felt real.

Earlier I resolved I had to make him trust me, but I was doing such a good job of fooling him about how I feel that I was fooling myself.

This is pretend. I can’t trust him; not when so much is at stake.

I must remember who and what he is; or at least work that out more fully. So many people died in the epidemic because of him – including Mum. He might not have meant for any of that to happen; he might have thought he was doing right, like he said earlier, though it’s hard to see how. But if Callie is here – and the things he says and doesn’t say imply that she is, or that he at least knows where she is – then he stole a child away from her mother and brother. Nothing can make that right.

And Xander said to imagine what this will be like when there are more of us: but what about the cost? So few people survive the epidemic that made us the way we are. To have more survivors it would have to keep spreading; for survivors to link and join around the earth, the epidemic would have to, too.

Many people would have to die for a few more to live like this.
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LARA

I’m waiting in the house around the hill – the one that is hidden away on its own. Cepta brought me here yesterday, told me not to go out. That she would come for me.

I was bored and did try to leave at one point, but couldn’t find the door. It wasn’t where it usually is, and I was puzzled.

Why am I staying here? I usually sleep in my own room, in a small house near Cepta’s that is just outside the ring of Community. It is closer to Community than the places below, where the servants and field workers live, but not quite part of it either. I’m neither one nor the other, separated from both in the ways that matter.

Me being hidden away must have something to do with the visitors; the ones who came in the plane while I slept.

Lara? I’m coming. Cepta’s words in my head make me jump. And Xander is too; he wants to talk to you. We’ll be there in a few minutes.

Xander is here, and he’s coming to see me? But that can’t be why I’ve been moved; he visits now and then, but I’ve never been hidden away like this before.

My heart starts to beat faster, and I feel Cepta’s light, calming touch – my heart rate eases.

Then the door reappears, and I consider making a break for it – but no, there’s not enough time. They step through the door.

Xander smiles, and he is only ever kind to me, but there is something about him – I don’t know what – that always makes me want to run.

‘How are you?’ he says.

‘I’m fine.’

He looks at Cepta and the way she looks back at him says they must be talking silently, inside their heads. The slight twitch of Cepta’s lips says she’s annoyed. Then she leaves.

The door shuts behind her, and my heart thuds again in my chest. This time Cepta doesn’t ease it.

‘It’s all right, Lara. I just want to talk to you.’ Xander sits down. ‘Are you still having nightmares?’

When he mentions my dreams I remember them again: the rush of pain and fear. I feel the blood drain from my face and nod.

He gestures and I sit next to him on the low sofa. There is a space between us and he doesn’t move to fill it, but I sense the disappointment in him that I didn’t sit closer.

‘How are you getting along with Cepta?’

I raise my eyes in surprise to his; mine flick to the door and back.

He half smiles. ‘It’s all right. She’s not listening.’

I’m startled. She always listens: not at doors, nothing as obvious as that – she doesn’t need to. And that’s when I realise her light touch in my mind – one that is nearly always there, to the point I almost don’t notice it any more unless she says something to me – is gone.

‘You mean I could think anything? Say anything?’

‘Of course,’ he says, and I can tell that he means it, too. Not like Cepta who asks questions but you know what you are supposed to answer, even if it isn’t true.

‘Well, we get along OK, I guess.’

‘But?’

‘I … I don’t know. I don’t feel right most of the time.’

‘In what sense?’

‘It’s like I feel OK, but it isn’t really me who feels that way. Like I’m sleepwalking.’

He nods, his eyes thoughtful. ‘Perhaps it is time to try something different. Did you sense the joining last night?’

I shake my head, but say nothing. When they talk about sensing things that I don’t sense I never know what to say.

‘May I?’ And I know what he’s asking, but I’m surprised. Cepta never asks, and I wonder what would happen if I said no. But for some reason I don’t want to.

I nod, and there is another light touch on my mind – Xander’s. Different from Cepta’s – deeper, darker, richer.

I should hope so, he thinks, and he’s amused. He gently sifts and sorts through my memories of the weeks and months since he was last here, but it doesn’t take long; not much happens in this place.

You’re sad I think that? I’m surprised again.

I want to make things better for you. I want you to be happy.

Am I unhappy? I puzzle over that. What does happy mean? And he’s even more sad now. His touch withdraws.

‘Can we practise together?’ he says out loud.

‘All right.’

We sit on the floor. Eyes closed. Breathing, focusing on lungs expanding, filling slowly with air; air slowly easing out. Again and again. His mind is there somehow but not touching mine any more now, so how do I know it is there?

Acknowledge thoughts, let them pass through. Breathe.

He stays a long while, and I almost feel like I’m in a trance; so relaxed that I forget I’m not supposed to be thinking. Am I happy now? I ask him, then start to apologise for losing concentration.

It’s all right, he says. And you’re getting there.

But he’s not happy. He’s sad.
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SHAY

‘Xander and Cepta send their apologies; they’ve had to attend to a few matters. They will be back this afternoon.’ The woman at the door smiles shyly, and I know her name: Persephone-who-likes-to-be-called-Persey. She’s in her early twenties, maybe. After the joining last night with everyone in Community, somehow now I find I know them, and not just their names. If I focus on her open face there are details spilling into my mind – not the boring stuff, like shoe size or grades in school, but the deeper details. She’s a botanist and a poet; she sings poems to the plants in the greenhouse to make them grow.

‘They suggested I show the three of you around Community some more this morning, if you like?’ Persey says, and after a quick internal exchange with Beatriz and Elena I agree.


Soon we are trooping after Persey, with Chamberlain trailing behind. She shows us the small farm, the houses of Community. The solar panels and water wheels that provide our power. She points out the entrance to a research centre and meeting rooms, but says they are mostly hidden underground. She adds that Xander wants to show that to us later himself.

And finally, she takes us to the library.

What an amazing space – for only a hundred people? Shelves are crammed with books on everything you could think of – almost all of it nonfiction – and there are tables, computers, too. Beatriz starts scanning shelves and Elena working out the computer facilities. They both want to stay here, but I’m restless and want to wander on my own.

I head outside again; Persey follows. Am I not allowed to be alone? Would she go away if I asked her to? Though maybe this is an opportunity to learn a few things. I hide my initial annoyance and smile.

‘How long have you lived here?’ I ask her.

‘About two years now.’

‘So since before the epidemic.’

‘Yes.’

The epidemic is a horror that seems remote from this place, as if this corner of Scotland is in a bubble that protects it.

‘Who are the other people, who served dinner and stuff last night, then left?’

‘Some are friends who would like to join us. But most are immune who fled and needed help, refuge. It isn’t what we are here for, but we couldn’t turn them away. Some may later join Community if they wish to and are suitable.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, you know last night, how Community joined together? That.’

‘So not everyone can do so?’

‘There is a degree of skill with mindfulness required; not all can achieve this. Also, they have to be welcomed by Cepta and the group.’

‘Who is welcome and who isn’t?’

‘We have to know they aren’t sick. That they won’t taint the group.’

‘What kind of sickness – what do you mean?’

‘Well, that their minds aren’t tainted.’

‘Do you mean if they are mentally ill?’

‘That isn’t quite the same thing. Sometimes a mental illness is a bar, sometimes not – it depends on their spirit. Joining may heal them in some cases. But in others, even if they are healthy by the views of most, they can’t be allowed to join as they may damage the joining amongst us all. Also, not everyone is able to join – as in, able to bring themselves to surrender to the group. There is a degree of loss of self in the joining; some people don’t like that.’ Persey is appalled anyone could feel that way; it’s all over her aura.

‘But what about me? And Beatriz and Elena? Did the group decide to welcome us?’

‘Of course. You came with Xander.’

‘So Cepta and the group as a whole – or Xander – can allow someone to join?’

‘Well, I suppose so. But we would always agree with Xander, so it is kind of the same thing.’

‘The people who served us dinner last night – why didn’t they speak?’

‘They’re not part of Community.’

‘So they can’t speak to us?’

‘No.’

‘And they can’t join with us, either, even though things like grass, trees, animals, birds and insects can?’

‘Well, no, they can’t. It wouldn’t be right.’

I half frown to myself, decide to leave that one for now and see what else I can find out. ‘Are you immune?’ I ask.

‘I don’t know,’ Persey says.

‘So Community hasn’t been infected?’

‘No, we’ve been safe here.’

‘Except for Cepta and Xander. Since they’re survivors.’

‘Near the beginning of the epidemic, Cepta caught it on a trip to Edinburgh. She stayed there until she was well and then came back to us.’

‘And there are other places like this one?’

‘Yes, quite a few. Though the closest to us is several days’ walk away.’

‘Do they all have their own Speaker?’

‘Yes.’

‘Are Speakers always survivors?’

‘I don’t think so. They had Speakers before the epidemic, so they couldn’t be.’

‘What about Xander?’

She’s puzzled at my question. ‘He’s always been as he is. He’s Xander.’

‘Does he have any other family?’

‘We’re all his family.’

‘But are there any children here that are actually his? Like me; I’m his daughter. Does he have any others like me?’

‘There’ve been rumours.’ She looks shocked at her words.

‘Rumours? It’s OK, you can tell me.’ I will her to tell me, soothe her aura to remove any inhibition on doing so that she may have.

‘Well, it has been said that some of the younger children born here might be his.’ Her eyes are wide and dreamy, like having his child would be the best imaginable thing ever – and she must be, what: forty years younger than him? Ick.

‘No older children?’

‘No.’

‘Does Cepta have any children?’

‘All of the children here are her children.’
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