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				About the Book

				DOMINION is the epic follow-up to CONQUEST and EMPIRE in the Chronicles of the Invaders series by John Connolly and Jennifer Ridyard.

				They have cheated death.

				Defied their people.

				Changed beyond recognition.

				Their love has survived the impossible.

				But now they must learn to trust again:
the future of their worlds depends on it.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				For Cameron and Alistair . . .

				. . . but isn’t everything?

			

		

	
		
			
				

				And let them have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the livestock and over all the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.

				Genesis 1:26
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				I

				THE PRISONERS

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 1

				Together the two old soldiers strolled the hallways of Edinburgh Castle. On a fine morning such as this, the building appeared more beautiful than ever, vast and imposing, a vision of its former glory. Jasmine bloomed heady and sweet in the courtyards, its scent wafting through open doorways on a summer breeze. Grey doves cooed at the windows, and shafts of light spilled onto freshly swept floors. Even the sandstone walls had been buffed, and now the buttresses and buildings of the castle gleamed atop their rock in the pale Edinburgh sun.

				All of this had been done at the command of the last Illyri governor of the islands of Britain and Ireland, Lord Danis.

				It was blissfully quiet, also at Lord Danis’s instruction, quieter than the old castle had been in all its long history. No soldiers bustled past, no patrol vehicles rumbled by, no airships zipped overhead, no gunfire sounded from beyond the walls, and so the lifelong comrades could continue their daily walk without interruption. It was as if the Illyri race had never been here, nor the tourists that once thronged the cobbled courtyards, nor the medieval kings, Jacobite rebels and Celtic fighters who had preceded them. Perhaps even the long-ago footfalls of the English conquerors had never worn slow pathways into the flagstone floors. Here, in the company of his long-standing companion, Captain Peris, Lord Danis hoped to find a little peace.

				The pair moved gradually towards the main castle entrance, tracing the routes they’d known for so long yet meeting nobody they knew – in fact, seeing nobody at all. They were alone in the castle. At the gateway they stood beneath the Latin script carved above the archway. 

				‘Nemo me impune lacessit,’ Danis read, and there was mockery in his voice.

				He always stopped and considered the words at this point on their regular walks. Sometimes he made no comment; sometimes he shrugged; sometimes he shook his head; sometimes he swore. On more than one occasion he had broken down and wept, though that had not happened for some time now. Perhaps his heart was finally mending, thought Peris. Or hardening.

				‘No one who harms me will go unpunished,’ translated Peris, as he always did.

				‘It would be better if it read “no good deed will go unpunished”,’ said Danis, and after a moment he sighed. ‘I should never have let them go, Peris.’

				Peris managed a weak smile. ‘You must miss her terribly,’ he said.

				‘Miss who?’ said Danis, and he jabbed angrily at a button on the wall. Immediately the hologram of the castle disappeared and they were once again standing beside a window overlooking a nighttime garden, where milky moths supped from heavy, stinking blossoms. Dual moons shone brightly in the sky above, illuminating the high wall that enclosed the grounds of their gracious residence.

				Their gracious prison.

				‘Why, the Lady Fian, of course,’ said Peris. ‘Your wife. You miss your wife.’

				‘Yes, of course,’ came the governor’s reply. He had been forced to abandon Fian on Earth during the last panicked exodus from the planet, and it was assumed that she was dead. He lived with his guilt, but only barely.

				Danis laughed, but it was a hard, clattering sound. ‘For a moment I thought you meant my darling daughter,’ he said.

				‘Well, you miss Ani too, naturally,’ agreed Peris.

				‘No!’ Danis spat the denial out like a piece of bad meat. ‘Not my daughter. Never her. Ani is no longer blood to me.’

				Peris opened his mouth to protest, but Danis had turned to leave, and his back was as solid and impenetrable as the walls surrounding the lush garden. The stooped Illyri muttered to himself as he went, declaring that he had had quite enough with today, that he was fantasising about his bed, and as the governor shuffled away, the security bracelet on his ankle flashed once, transmitting details of his movements to those who watched them, night and day.

				Alone but not tired – for how could one be tired after a virtual stroll around a non-existent castle, around buildings that had long since been reduced to rubble and ash – Peris stared out into the silver-lined darkness. In truth, he wasn’t sure what to think about Ani, or what to believe.

				As far as Danis was concerned, his daughter had betrayed them all. She was a true Nairene, turning her back on family and friends in favour of the red witches. She had stood by while her own father was locked up, leaving her mother forsaken in an alien world, and Danis refused to believe her claims that his imprisonment was necessary for his own protection. His only child, whom he had once loved so much – and still did, deep in his soldier’s heart – was dead to him.

				Ani was nearly twenty-one now, and in terms of the planet where she had been born, according to the traditions of Earth, she would soon come of age. Yet Peris suspected that Ani had grown up much earlier than that, four years earlier in fact, on the day of the teenage killings on Erebos.

				The day that started the Civil War.

				He remembered it as if it were yesterday, but sometimes he wondered if he truly remembered it at all. Could he really trust his own recollection when, at the time, the flesh on his arm was being eaten away as if by virulent, ravenous bacteria, apparently at the instigation of a teenage girl, a mere novice to the Nairene Sisterhood? He wouldn’t have believed it himself if those around him hadn’t been dying too, by fire, or in fountains of blood, or with their bones inexplicably broken by invisible, violent hands, the audible snapping a soundtrack to their agonies.

				And then Syl Hellais – the first Illyri born on Earth, the only daughter of Peris’s old master, Lord Andrus – had intervened, a tornado of fury turning all the destructive forces in the room back on their makers, and there had been more suffering, more death, and the bodies had piled up around him, so many young, broken bodies. Ani had arrived too, and words were exchanged between the two friends, harsh words that could not be unsaid, and a lifelong friendship had crumpled as if it were nothing.

				When Syl had left, Ani had stayed. Like a silver-haired angel, she’d remained by Peris’s side, holding his hand until the Archmage Syrene had appeared.

				What happened since that time now seemed inevitable – that much Peris had come to understand. Yet still he clung to the words Ani had uttered before Syl had fled, for they seemed to be the only hope left for his fractured, war-torn people.

				‘You seem determined to forget that the Sisterhood was founded with a noble purpose,’ Ani had told Syl, ‘but I shall make it my mission to reclaim that purpose, however long it takes . . .’

				Peris had tried to explain all this to Lord Danis, but he would hear none of it.

				As for Paul, Syl and those who had fought alongside them, they were surely dead, because nothing that entered the Derith wormhole had emerged from it again. Peris just hoped their deaths had been clean, and quick. Sometimes a quick death was all that one could hope for. But perhaps they were all beyond hope itself now, even those still left alive.

				What they really needed was a miracle.
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DERITH WORMHOLE

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 2

				The ship before them was less mechanical than organic. It was clearly made of some kind of alloy, but its form resembled that of a great manta ray freed from the hold of the sea and now swimming through the immensity of space: smooth, flowing, elegant – a creature of great beauty and potential lethality.

				The surface of the vessel showed no lights, no windows, and no sign of weapons. It reflected the space around it, so that it seemed a thing composed of darkness and stars. It dwarfed the Nomad, and was significantly larger than even the greatest of the Illyri destroyers and carriers that moved back and forth through the wormholes.

				About the length of ten or eleven football stadiums laid end to end, Paul Kerr calculated, and half as wide. Even in this desperate situation – tired, hunted, and having committed the Nomad to a wormhole from which no ship had ever returned, only to be confronted by an alien craft of unknown origin and intention – he was almost amused to find himself thinking in terms of football fields, although as a source of amusement it was only one step away from hysteria.

				For he was terrified; they all were.

				And as the majesty and dread of the unknown craft impacted upon them, the crew of the comparatively tiny Nomad – as inconsequential as a beetle before a buffalo, a minnow before a whale – found themselves truly lost for words. Perhaps, then, it was fitting that the first of them to speak was neither Illyri nor human, but biomechanical.

				‘It’s wonderful,’ said Alis, and Paul wondered if the Mech had somehow busted a circuit coming through the wormhole. Perhaps it was a case of the mechanical responding to the mechanical, because Alis was an artificial lifeform; when faced with an engineering marvel like the one that currently dominated their field of view, she might have been more inclined to appreciate its construction than the four humans and one Illyri who stood alongside her, and were instead worried about the distinct possibility of dying. To Paul’s left, Meia, the other Mech, remained silent, but her face betrayed graver concern than Alis’s.

				‘Please don’t let “It’s wonderful” be the last words that I hear,’ said Thula.

				The big Zulu was Paul’s sergeant, and it was clear that their thoughts were running along similar lines.

				‘Maybe they’re friendly?’ suggested Steven hopefully. He was Paul’s younger brother, and was currently occupying the co-pilot’s chair beside Alis. He glanced at Alis as he asked the question, but his girlfriend – if that was the appropriate term for a biomechanical organism at least twice his age, thought Paul – was too in awe of the ship even to hear the question. 

				‘Activity,’ said Meia. ‘Starboard wing of the vessel. It’s firing something.’

				Paul saw it seconds after Meia. A hatch had opened in the alien ship, and now an object was approaching at speed.

				‘Ah hell,’ said Thula.

				‘What is it?’ asked Paul. ‘A torpedo?’

				‘Our systems can’t identify it,’ said Alis.

				‘Come on, Alis! I don’t want to find out its purpose only when it blows us to pieces.’

				‘I’m trying!’ said Alis.

				‘I can target it and take it out,’ said Rizzo, the fourth human on board the Nomad. ‘But our weapons are almost exhausted. If we end up in a fight, we may be reduced to throwing our shoes at them.’

				‘Lock on to it,’ said Paul. ‘On my command—’

				‘No.’

				They all looked to the owner of the voice, even Alis.

				Syl Hellais stepped forward, and Paul felt his skin prickle as she brushed against him. She was no longer the Syl with whom he had fallen in love on Earth, the Illyri girl struggling through the Highlands, hunted by her own people and surrounded by the hostile faces of the human Resistance who fought the Illyri occupation. Back then she had been dependent on Paul to keep her safe, or so he had believed. But in the time that they had been apart – Paul conscripted to the Brigades with his brother, Syl a virtual prisoner of the Nairene Sisterhood on the Marque with her friend Ani – she had become a being transformed, a creature who was both Syl and Not-Syl. She had powers beyond Paul’s comprehension. She could bend others to her will, cloud their minds, even kill them, all without the slightest physical contact. Paul had watched her do it, and he realised to his horror that he was now slightly afraid of this female for whom he also felt so much love. He had no idea how long she had kept this secret hidden, and he wondered how much else she might be hiding from him. He had to be able to trust her, for the sake of his crew as much as for himself.

				For if he could not trust her, neither could he love her.

				‘Syl!’ he snapped, frustrated.

				‘Don’t do anything,’ she said, then, as an afterthought, she added, ‘please.’

				‘We can’t just sit here and let it come.’

				‘We must,’ she said.

				She wasn’t even looking at him. Her eyes were fixed on the ship.

				‘Why?’

				But Syl had blocked him out. All of her attention and energy were directed at the vessel before them. She allowed her mind to drift, passing through the hull of the Nomad and out into the depths of space. She shivered for a moment. Paul saw it and reached out for her in concern, but then thought better of touching her when a blue crackle of static electricity snaked out from her body like a tiny bolt of lightning and struck his hand, causing him to snatch it back in pain.

				Syl’s consciousness passed through the approaching alien object – stone metal circuit unknown unknown scan weapon scan – and drew closer to the ship, seeing it, feeling it, exploring its surface, probing for weaknesses, a point of entry, a—

				Her thoughts exploded in a babble of voices, as though she had inadvertently tapped into a million – no, a billion – different conversations. The force of it flung her consciousness back into her body, the recoil sending her stumbling against the Nomad’s hull.

				‘Don’t fire,’ she said, as she recovered herself. ‘Please. Don’t even move. Do nothing. Do you hear me? Do nothing!’

				The tone of her voice changed on the final word. It echoed and resonated. Paul felt his body grow still, as though held in place by unseen bonds. He did not struggle against them, though. He did not want to. He found he was no longer quite as afraid. Only his head was capable of movement. He looked at Syl, and her eyes flicked to his. Her lips did not move, yet he heard her voice speak to him.

				‘Trust me,’ it said.

				And he knew that it was Syl who was doing this, Syl who was holding them in place, Syl who was keeping them from acting against the incoming threat. They had no choice but to do as she said. She had taken all other options from them. Even Meia had lifted her hands from the controls.

				Syl’s influence might have reduced Paul’s fear of the alien threat, but as he stood fixed in place, watching the unknown object grow from a gleaming dot to a revolving orb the size of a small car, his fear of Syl increased. Trust: she had picked the very word that had passed through his mind only moments before. Was it a coincidence, or had she somehow been listening to his thoughts? Could she do that? Were her powers that great?

				And then the extent of Syl’s abilities, and the alien ship, and the orb were no longer his only sources of concern. The Derith wormhole behind them bloomed for an instant, like a flower opening then collapsing upon itself, and from it emerged another threat: the sleek silver form of their Illyri hunter, a ship of the Diplomatic Corps that had been pursuing them for days, seeking their destruction. From the corner of his eye, he followed its approach on the screens embedded in the intelligent glass of the cockpit windows, so that it was superimposed over the reality of the alien vessel, like a small pale ghost.

				Syl’s hold over him diminished as she was distracted by the new arrival. Immediately he barked instructions to his crew.

				‘Steven, hard to port, then come around. Rizzo, prepare to engage. The Diplomat ship is closer, so that’s your first target. All weapons.’

				And then Paul turned to Syl.

				‘Don’t ever do that again,’ he said softly. ‘Not for any reason. Do you understand? I am in command of this ship and its crew, not you.’

				Syl seemed about to argue with him, then saw the fury on his face. She nodded, and looked away, but her eyes were like red-hot coals.

				Yet even as the Nomad began to move, its engines gave a deep sigh, and died.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 3

				They didn’t panic. Later, that would be what Paul remembered most clearly about those first seconds after the engines failed, and he was hugely proud of his crew for the way they responded. Rizzo, Thula, Meia, Steven, and Alis – each contributed to the diagnostics check, trying to determine the source of the failure. They worked fast, constantly communicating with one another, each telling the others what had been done and what was about to be done.

				And all the time Paul watched as the Corps pursuit ship came around in a fast arc to bring them into its sights.

				It was Meia who came to the correct conclusion before the others.

				‘Our systems have been targeted,’ she said. ‘We’ve lost propulsion, weapons and navigation, but life support and ancillary power are untouched. We’ve been carefully disabled.’

				Paul looked past the cockpit screens to the sphere, which had slowed its approach and commenced a lazy orbit of the Nomad. Beyond it waited the alien vessel.

				‘That won’t be much consolation when we’re dead,’ said Thula, who was tracking the Corps ship.

				‘We’re in their sights,’ said Steven. On the cockpit screen, the Corps vessel turned from green to red.

				‘They’re firing!’ said Rizzo.

				And they were. From the underside of the pursuit ship appeared two balls of light: torpedoes. The Nomad’s computer instantly calculated their trajectory, and offered a series of avoidance measures for the pilots to take, none of them applicable for a ship that had no engines upon which to call.

				The torpedoes exploded, but long before they had gotten anywhere near the Nomad. Paul and the others watched the blasts ripple in a convex shape and disperse, as though the missiles had been fired from inside a great bubble, and their power had failed to breach it. Immediately after the explosions, the pursuit ship gave a lurch and lost all momentum. It, too, had been crippled by an outside agency, apparently completely immobilised, and nobody had to look very far to figure out just what that agency might be.

				A series of thuds came from the body of the Nomad.

				‘What is that?’ asked Paul.

				‘The thing circling us has fired a number of devices,’ said Steven. ‘They’ve attached themselves to our hull.’

				Meia turned to look at Paul.

				‘We’re being scanned,’ she said. ‘My CPU has detected it.’

				‘She’s right,’ said Alis. ‘They’re moving through all non-organic systems.’

				‘But this ship is immune to scans,’ said Paul.

				‘Not any longer,’ said Meia.

				‘It’s not only non-organics,’ cut in Syl. ‘I can sense them examining me too.’

				It was an odd feeling, and she could only compare it to a kind of caress. It was intrusive, but not entirely unpleasant. She closed her mind to the probing, just in case, but she believed the scan to be physical, and not in any way attuned to psychic activity.

				‘I don’t feel anything,’ said Thula.

				Suddenly there appeared before him an image of his own body, skinless but identifiable by the shape of his nose, which had been broken so often when he was a boy as to be highly distinctive. Thula could see his lungs pumping, his heart beating, even the twitch of individual muscles. Then the image was magnified rapidly, until within seconds he was staring into the deepest workings of his brain, watching as synapses flared.

				He risked a quick glance away, and saw that all of the others were also staring at maps of their bodies in varying stages of magnification. Only three were different from the rest. The brief glimpse that Thula got of Meia’s insides was much like Alis’s, showing pale tubes and hints of circuitry, alongside unidentifiable organs that were part mechanical and part laboratory-grown flesh. When the scan reached Meia’s brain, the patterns revealed were more regimented than his, and the paths taken by the electrical pulses more ordered. He wasn’t entirely surprised. He’d never considered himself particularly logical.

				Then there was Syl. Her brain scan showed nothing – nothing at all. It was like looking at a ball of dough. A scan of a dead person’s brain would probably have revealed something similar.

				The projections vanished and the Nomad’s lights began to flicker on and off. The food processors and heaters powered up, then just as quickly ceased to function. The chemical toilet flushed. Doors opened and closed of their own volition.

				‘They’re deep in our circuitry,’ said Meia.

				‘Why?’ asked Paul.

				He saw Meia discreetly plug herself into the Nomad’s systems.

				‘Careful, Meia,’ he said.

				Meia jolted as she connected with the ship’s computer, but she quickly recovered herself. Her eyes danced in their sockets, flicking back and forth, up and down, following code unseen by the rest of them.

				‘They’re searching,’ said Meia.

				‘For what?’

				‘Contamination. It’s extraordinary. This is scanning on a subatomic level. We have nothing like it. It’s—’

				Meia spasmed, and her head began to shake uncontrollably. Her hands opened and closed repeatedly, and then the shaking spread to her entire body.

				‘What the hell?’ said Rizzo.

				It was Paul who acted first, yanking the connector from Meia’s arm and breaking the link with the ship. Meia flopped in her seat. A trickle of white fluid mixed with red leaked from her mouth where she had bitten deep into her artificial flesh. Alis moved from the co-pilot’s seat to examine her.

				‘Meia?’

				Meia’s lips moved. She reached up with her left hand to wipe the mixture of ProGen blood and Mech plasma from her mouth. She looked embarrassed at the sight of it.

				‘I’m okay,’ she said.

				‘What happened?’ asked Paul.

				‘They didn’t like me looking over their shoulder while they went about their business,’ said Meia.

				‘Did you pick up any hint of who or what they are?’

				‘No.’

				‘They are many,’ said Syl.

				They all looked to her. She was fiddling absently with the scruffy brown locket she wore around her neck on a strip of leather.

				‘That’s all I know,’ said Syl, pulling the amulet backwards and forwards on its string. ‘I’ve heard them. There are billions on that ship.’

				‘How is that possible?’ asked Rizzo. ‘It’s big, but it’s not that big.’

				‘I don’t know,’ said Syl. ‘But it’s the truth.’

				Nobody argued with her. Already they knew better than to do that.

				Around them, the Nomad began to hum as its engines powered up again. Seconds later, they felt it begin to move. Paul turned to his brother questioningly.

				‘It’s not us,’ said Steven. ‘I didn’t touch anything.’

				‘We’re not in control,’ said Meia. ‘They’re bringing us in.’

				‘What about the Corps ship?’

				Steven examined the screens.

				‘No sign of movement there. It looks like it’s staying where it is, for now.’

				Paul walked to one of the starboard windows. He could see the other vessel as a shard of silver hanging in space. And then, as he stared at it, a mesh began to appear, so fine that, for a moment, he thought that it was an imperfection on the glass. It slowly extended until it surrounded their pursuers in a honeycombed oval.

				Thula joined him at the window.

				‘It doesn’t look like we have the same thing around us,’ he said.

				‘No, it doesn’t.’

				‘Do you think that’s good or bad news?’

				‘Relatively speaking,’ said Paul, ‘it’s probably good. In reality, though, this is all bad news.’

				‘When do you think we might start getting some good news?’ asked Thula.

				‘Not anytime soon.’

				Thula considered this.

				‘I hate space,’ he said at last. ‘And I reckon space hates me right back.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 4

				It would not be true to say that Paul was feeling optimistic, exactly, but a situation that had seemed desperate only minutes earlier was now starting to feel just slightly less terminal. Admittedly, they were being dragged towards a massive alien ship that had taken control of their little craft, but the recent alternative outcomes had included being destroyed by their unknown captors or being blown to pieces by the pursuing Corps vessel. The fact that they were still alive was something.

				He watched the Corps ship growing smaller and smaller behind them. He realised that he had never seen the faces of those who had followed them into the Derith wormhole, intent upon the Nomad’s annihilation until they all found themselves at the mercy of a greater power. So far his crew had destroyed four of their pursuers’ vessels, including the massive cruiser that had followed them to the Archaeon system, but the only direct contact with their enemies had occurred right at the start, in orbit around the planet Torma. There he and the others had engaged in bloody combat with Illyri who had been stripped of all identifying marks, even down to the neural Chips in their skulls. Paul believed them to be allied to the Corps – probably Securitats, the security police who did most of the Corps’ dirty work.

				But back then these killers had been hiding themselves, disguising their advanced craft as rustbuckets held together with scavenged parts, just as they had discarded any uniforms or insignia before commencing their assault. Now they had emerged from concealment: their ships were no longer flying under false colours, and they had attacked and destroyed Melos, the most important Military base in the Illyr system. If this was the work of the Corps, then civil war had surely broken out in the Illyri Empire. Paul just wanted to know for sure.

				Alis had already tried contacting the alien ship, but to no avail. Now Paul asked her to open a channel to the Illyri vessel trapped in the alien net.	

				‘This is the Nomad,’ said Alis. ‘Calling unknown vessel off our stern. Identify yourself.’

				There was no reply. Paul took over from her.

				‘This is Lieutenant Paul Kerr of the Military Brigade vessel Nomad,’ he said. ‘Requesting formal identification of unknown Illyri craft, and confirmation of mission.’

				Now came contact, but it was not verbal. Two Illyri words, transmitted by the other ship, appeared on the cockpit screen. Paul’s Illyri was good enough to be able to understand the message, helped by the fact that it wasn’t very long, but he wasn’t sure if the other humans on board were fluent enough to translate it. Alis looked at Paul enquiringly, and he nodded.

				‘Sir, the message reads Mission: Destroy. That is all.’

				‘Well, that was helpful,’ said Thula. ‘I’m glad we could clear it up.’

				‘They’re not very talkative, are they?’ said Rizzo.

				‘I think they still believe there might be a way out of this for them,’ said Paul. ‘If I was their captain, right now I’d be trying to reroute the ship’s systems away from the central computer, and put as much of them under manual control as possible. Then as soon as that net, or whatever it is, comes down, I’d make a break for the wormhole.’

				‘So why aren’t we doing the same thing?’ asked Thula.

				‘Because it has no hope of succeeding,’ said Paul. ‘And also, I want to meet whatever is in that big alien ship.’

				‘I’m guessing aliens,’ said Thula. ‘Maybe big ones.’

				‘See?’ said Paul. ‘You’re already becoming quite the expert.’

				‘You think they might be friendly?’ Rizzo asked Paul.

				‘They haven’t killed us yet.’

				‘But nothing that entered this wormhole has ever come out again. Now I think we know why.’

				‘You see all the things you’re finding out?’ said Thula to Rizzo. ‘Bet you’re glad you came now.’

				Rizzo threw a clipboard at him, but Paul didn’t notice. He realised that Syl had been quiet for a long time. He saw that she was standing close to the starboard hull, her right hand braced against it.

				‘Alis,’ said Paul. ‘Give me a view of our hull.’

				Alis brought up the outline of the Nomad on the screen. It showed four raised bumps where the alien scanners had locked on to the exterior. Syl’s right palm was directly beneath one of them.

				‘Syl?’ he asked.

				Syl lifted her free hand, signalling him to be quiet. Paul found the gesture more bemusing than irritating. He wondered if he should simply surrender his authority to her and go back to being a grunt. It would certainly make life a lot easier, and he’d have someone to blame when everything went wrong. He moved to her side, standing close but, as before, not touching her.

				Syl risked another mental exploration, reaching out to the alien ship ahead of them as the Nomad drew closer and closer to it. She did so cautiously, for the intense babble of voices she’d encountered the first time had been immensely painful to hear, like suddenly finding oneself plugged without warning into the speakers at a particularly loud rock concert. Now those voices were silent, but Syl was aware of a great presence in the ship beyond, as though untold numbers of beings were holding their breath in the vessel’s depths.

				‘They’re listening,’ she whispered.

				‘Can they understand us?’ asked Paul.

				Syl detected a flutter, a slight change in the nature of the silence, an involuntary mass response to Paul’s question.

				‘Yes.’

				‘What do you feel from them, Syl? Hostility? Anger?’

				Carefully, Syl probed. She had never attempted anything like this before, or certainly not on this kind of scale. Yes, she had manipulated the consciousness of individuals, even their actions. In turn, others in the Nairene Sisterhood had tried to enter her mind, mostly unsuccessfully. This was different, yet even as she roamed, a part of her stood to one side, marvelling at her own powers. They were growing so fast, yet she was beginning to understand that they had always been there, and were as much a part of her as the colour of her eyes and the texture of her skin. Only now was she really exploring her own capacities, her own limits.

				If there were any limits.

				She pushed those thoughts away, and concentrated instead on what she was sensing. It was like being blind, and exploring only by touch, yet the touch brought to her shapes, and the shapes were sounds and feelings.

				‘Curiosity,’ she said.

				‘About?’

				Syl turned to him, but barely saw him. He was a shadow Paul.

				‘You,’ she said to him.

				‘Me?’

				‘They’ve seen you before.’

				‘That’s not possible.’

				‘Yet it’s true.’ She looked away from him. ‘There is also fear.’

				‘Of what?’

				With a small squeal of alarm, Syl yanked her hand away from the hull, as though it had suddenly become hot to the touch. She smiled weakly at Meia, who had been watching quietly from the other side of their craft.

				‘I think they just did to me what they did to Meia earlier,’ she said.

				‘They’ll only tolerate a certain amount of interest,’ said Meia.

				‘Yes.’

				With a twitch of her head, Meia indicated to Paul and Syl that they should follow her to the rear of the Nomad, where they could not be overheard by the others – or monitored by whatever else might be listening through the hull. Meia found a pen and paper, and began to write.

				You’re becoming stronger, Syl.

				Syl shrugged, but did not disagree.

				What you just did back there – did you learn it on the Marque?

				Syl found a pen of her own, and wrote beneath Meia’s question.

				No. I don’t think so. It’s new. I have a sense that it’s linked to the wormhole, but I can’t say why.

				You probably shouldn’t have used that power here.

				Why?

				Because now they know what you can do.

				Syl’s pen remained poised above the paper for a second or two before she wrote:

				Nobody knows what I can do.

				With that, she put down the pen and walked away.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 5

				Syl retreated to the rearmost seat in the main cabin, far away from the cockpit. She ignored Thula’s raised eyebrow – it was unusual for Paul to exclude him from any discussions, and he was clearly interested to know what might have been discussed – and Rizzo’s indifferent gaze. Steven and Alis were running a diagnostic check on the Nomad’s systems in an effort to find out if the alien incursion had left any nasty bugs in the ship’s computer, so they were otherwise distracted.

				The unknown ship hung before them. Syl was tempted to try and explore it again. It was as if a greater consciousness was willing her on, and she understood that something on the other vessel was as curious about her as she and the others were about it. But there was a risk involved, because to explore she had to open herself up, and that left her vulnerable. She could not examine without being examined in turn. About that much, at least, Meia and Paul had been correct.

				Nevertheless, Syl was furious at them for interfering, and for treating her like some kind of child. They didn’t understand what was happening to her, or how she was growing and changing; they didn’t realise that she was only beginning to tap her new potential. But, then again, how could they, when Syl herself didn’t entirely understand what was happening either, and a small but very real part of her was absolutely terrified by the increase in her powers. She found herself again holding on to the amulet that hung around her neck, the little item of jewellery that had once belonged to Elda – sad Elda, brave Elda, dead Elda - and from which she now drew a kind of consolation. Back on the Marque, the home of the Sisterhood, Elda had been seen as little more than a drudge, but ultimately she had been so much more – a spy, a freedom fighter – and her discovery had led to her inevitable death at the hands of the Gifted, Syrene’s most vicious Novices, which made her a martyr too.

				With a weary sigh, Syl activated the nictitating membranes over her eyes. It was the closest thing she had to eyelids. She didn’t envy human beings much, but one aspect of their physicality that she would gladly have spliced into the Illyri DNA was the gift of eyelids. If nothing else, they enabled humans to shut out most visual stimuli, bright light apart, and send a signal to others that any disturbance would be unwelcome. In the absence of them, the semi-transparent membranes would have to suffice.

				Syl had felt different ever since the events at the palace at Erebos, when she had been forced to unleash herself on the Gifted. At the time, she had experienced a kind of surge of exultation and energy as she had brushed aside each of the young Nairene novices. Initially she had put it down to anger and adrenalin, and – perhaps – the secret joy of at last being able to test herself against worthy opponents. On Erebos, Syl had killed, and she was troubled by how little guilt or regret she had felt at taking the lives of others.

				They made me do it, she reminded herself over and over. The Gifted had murdered unarmed Illyri, and had been about to kill Paul when she intervened. Had Syl faltered, even for a second, they would have murdered her too. They had given her no choice.

				But – and here was the terrible truth, the secret dark stain that could not, must not be revealed to anyone, not even Paul – Syl was glad that they had forced her to act. She hated them – Sarea, Xaron, Mila, Nemeine and, most of all, Tanit – and their viciousness had given her an excuse to act on that hatred. They had been dangerous, but Syl was far more lethal than they could ever have imagined.

				Now, in the tense quiet of the Nomad’s cabin, Syl recreated those moments, and felt again those bursts of elation, like lightning flashing through her system, and realised that they had been strongest when she caused the death of one of the Gifted. It was as though in dying they had released their essence, the thing that gave them their psychic abilities, and it had immediately transferred itself to Syl, seeking to earth itself in her. Each time one of the Gifted breathed her last, Syl’s powers had grown. But even that could not explain the leap in her abilities since she had passed through the Derith wormhole. These were powers on an entirely new scale: to be able to escape the physical, to escape the confines of the Nomad, to roam across the void and touch an entirely alien consciousness, sensing its mood, its intentions, however primitively at first. And she would get better at it, oh yes, of this she was certain. And while it scared her, the possibilities made her almost breathless with excitement.

				Right now, sleep was the furthest thing from her mind.

				The membranes slid sideways, shapes and light becoming clearer as they did so. She took in the cockpit: Steven and Alis, still at work; Rizzo behind them, concerned only that whatever was left of her weaponry would still function if required; Thula stretched out across three chairs, seemingly asleep, the presence of the alien threat off their bow less worthy of his concern than the possibility of snatching some much-needed rest after the events of the previous days. Meia and Paul were still absent.

				Go on, thought Syl. Do it. Explore them. You know you can. You’ve already done it a little, and none of them even noticed.

				No, that wasn’t true. She hadn’t tried it on Alis or Meia – especially not Meia. They were different. Their intelligence was artificial but, conversely, they were also more sensitive in their way than any of the others. Like Syl, Meia and Alis were also altering, mutating. They were capable of emotional responses, and that was most certainly not part of their original programming. For Syl, the only surprising aspect of the Mechs’ evolution was that their creators had not anticipated it. Their framework might have been plastic and metal, but they were essentially biomechanical: advanced models fitted with ProGen skin, flesh and internal organs. ProGen was grown in laboratories, but it was the same material that was used in surgery on Illyri, replacing damaged tissue with its artificial equivalent. The point about ProGen was that it formed neural connections. On a nanotechnological level, it repaired damaged pathways. You could feel someone’s touch on your ProGen skin, and taste a kiss with your ProGen lips and tongue. And each new version of ProGen incorporated lessons learned from the previous one. Its nanobots adapted.

				Syl forced her body to relax, in imitation of sleep. Her remarkable eyes became like vivid golden marbles, both absorbing and reflecting the light. Her thoughts were racing. Thinking about the concepts that had apparently come lately to the Mechs – sensation, emotion – brought her back to Paul and the other manifestation of her gifts that she had so far thought best to keep from him. She allowed her mind to move through the Nomad, searching for him. She encountered Meia along the way, but slipped around her. It was Paul she wanted. She found him in the captain’s cabin. She should not be doing this, she knew. It was wrong, an invasion of his privacy that should have been beneath her, and yet what girl had not wished she could know a boy’s deepest, secret musings?

				Syl entered Paul’s head, and read his thoughts. Just as with the alien intelligence, she experienced them not as coherent pieces of logic or emotion but as disparate clouds of colour and banks of sound, within which could be found scattered images, voices, words. She saw his mother – green yellow warmth love fear miss you die not die sorry father sorry – and Steven – orange green anger envy loyalty love Alis danger home mother sorry sacrifice live – before she came to herself. She felt and saw blue and red, hints of green and black, a mass of confused emotions, but two that overwhelmed most of the rest, swirling together like smoke: fear love fear love love Syl love fear love fear anger love fear anger Syl.

				She left him, and returned to herself. She was aware of a figure standing before her. Meia was staring down at her.

				‘What?’ asked Syl.

				‘You’re not sleeping,’ said Meia. ‘Which raises the question of what you are doing.’

				She watched Syl for a moment longer before going to assist Alis and Steven with their checks.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 6

				The Nomad’s progress halted when they were about a mile from the alien vessel.

				‘What’s happening?’ said Paul.

				‘I don’t know,’ said Alis.

				‘Try asking them.’

				‘It hasn’t worked before.’

				‘You never know.’

				Alis opened all channels.

				‘This is the Nomad requesting communication with commander of unknown vessel,’ she said. ‘Please respond.’

				Nothing.

				‘Try again,’ said Paul.

				‘Unknown vessel, this—’

				All displays vanished from the cockpit screens, to be replaced by a single word rendered in the Illyri alphabet:

				WAIT

				So they waited, for what else could they do?

				In a strange way, the break was almost welcome. Many hours passed without any further communication from the alien ship, and the Nomad’s crew became somewhat inured to its presence. Alis even darkened the cockpit windows, which made the massive bulk of the strange craft much less intimidating and helped the crew to take turns sleeping. They had spent so much of the previous weeks fighting and fleeing that they were exhausted. With their fate taken out of their hands, all they could do was eat and rest. The Nomad had been resupplied at Melos Station, so it had a full larder. Okay, so most of it was Illyri food, but some of it wasn’t bad. In addition, their Illyri Brigade officer, Peris, had managed to requisition some human rations from the station’s huge stores, so there were chicken and noodle dishes that required only rehydration, along with coffee, tea, and even some chocolate. They ate well, and took turns to wash.

				Alis and Meia did not sleep or eat, but they availed themselves of the opportunity to get clean, and afterwards Steven and Alis slipped away together into the rear cabin. Paul didn’t object: after all, there was a limit to what they could get up to back there. At least, he hoped so. He sipped his coffee standing in the ship’s tiny galley, and tried not to listen to the sounds of lips squelching together coming from somewhere over his right shoulder.

				‘Young love.’

				Syl laid a hand on his arm as she spoke.

				‘I worry about him,’ said Paul. ‘Actually, I worry about both of them.’

				‘I don’t think it can end happily.’

				‘How could you say such a thing?’ Paul replied. ‘A teenage boy filled with raging hormones, and an artificial being coming to terms with unanticipated emotional responses?’ He smiled, but just a little sadly. ‘How can it possibly go wrong?’

				‘What about an older teenage boy, also filled with raging hormones, and an Illyri girl who likes to think she’s slightly more in control of her hormones, but not by much?’

				Paul turned and opened his arms to her. She melted into his embrace with something like relief. She was as tall as him now and doubtless would grow taller yet, but her hair was still soft against his cheek and her warmth as enticing as ever it was, and he pressed himself against her.

				‘I remain optimistic,’ he murmured.

				‘So do I,’ she said. ‘Can we talk?’

				‘Isn’t that what we’re doing?’

				‘Actually, I think what you’re doing is trying to kiss my neck.’

				‘Maybe.’

				‘Not that it isn’t lovely, but I do need your full attention for a moment.’

				Paul sighed and disengaged. Good grief, he thought, I’m even thinking in ship’s terminology about physical interaction with my girlfriend.

				‘I’m listening.’

				‘What I did earlier, when the alien ship sent out that scanning device—’

				‘You mean, taking away our ability to act against a possible threat?’

				‘Yes, that.’

				‘You know, given that I’m supposed to be in charge, I could have had you court-martialled.’

				She made a dismissive noise at him. ‘Oh yeah? You and what army, exactly?’

				‘It was dangerous, Syl. And wrong.’

				‘Could you just listen to me without adding a sermon?’

				‘Go on.’

				Syl took a deep breath and looked away from him. She started fiddling with her necklace again, as if it were worry beads. As she began to speak, her voice was so low that Paul could barely hear her. He leaned closer.

				‘I don’t think I could have blocked you all in that way even a few days ago; one person, maybe, but not an entire crew.’ She glanced at him quickly to make sure she had his attention, then immediately looked away. ‘Also, this ability to . . . probe, this deep psychic contact, for want of a better description, that’s new too. It’s like my consciousness can now float free. I didn’t even have to think about what I was doing, Paul, it was just a natural reaction, in the same way that you might raise your hand to catch a ball when it’s thrown at you. But all this has happened only since we came through the wormhole. It could be that it’s somehow amplifying my abilities.’

				The words that had spilled from her abruptly stopped. Paul waited a moment while considering what she was telling him, and was about to reply when she started speaking again, though still not making eye contact.

				‘And I couldn’t admit this to anyone else, only you, but it frightens me, Paul. It’s like – I don’t know, but the only comparison I can find is that I thought I was walking on solid ground, but then I looked down and saw it was thin ice, and under it were these incredible depths, but also the risk of drowning. I’m sure whatever I’ve already done is just the beginning. It feels like there’s more to come. Much more.’

				Now she looked at him and he held her eyes. There were so many questions that he just couldn’t seem to formulate, and he wanted to say so much, to console her, to confront her, but all of his words seemed small and trite. What finally came out of his mouth surprised even him.

				‘If you can control minds,’ he asked, ‘can you also read them?’

				Syl almost laughed. For a moment she thought about lying, but decided not to. Paul looked both ashamed and worried – ashamed to be concerned over something so personal at a time such as this, and worried that she had glimpsed his private self – and she knew that this was important to him. She cared so deeply about the young man before her. She hoped that he truly loved her, and if he did then surely he should understand what he loved, she reasoned, and would forgive her a moment of weakness. Anyway, she needed to know she could rely on him to be there for her. How could he ever be there for her when he didn’t truly know who she was, and what she might yet become? More than anything, she wanted to be honest, even at the cost of alienating him.

				‘Yes,’ she replied, ‘I can.’

				‘Have you read mine?’

				‘Yes. I shouldn’t have, but –’

				Again, she was tempted to be evasive, to find some excuse for her intrusion upon him, but she settled for the truth.

				‘I wanted to,’ she finished. ‘You mean so much to me, Paul, and I wanted to know that you felt the same way.’

				‘So what did you see?’

				‘I saw that you . . . care . . .’ she said, trailing off, leaving the rest unsaid. ‘I won’t look again.’

				He seemed to consider this, then stepped away from her, and for a moment she was certain that she’d made a mistake in confessing all to him. He looked around, agitated, as if searching for something.

				‘Syl, they’re listening to us,’ he said. ‘You told me so. This conversation – they’ll hear. They’ll know what you can do.’

				Syl shook her head.

				‘No. We’re in a box,’ she said, ‘just you and I. No sound can penetrate it. They can’t hear or see us through it. I know, because I created it.’

				Paul frowned, and looked away from her again. Syl saw that his cup was sitting on the galley counter.

				‘Your coffee has gone cold,’ she said, for want of something else to say.

				‘Right.’

				‘Are you angry with me?’

				‘About the coffee?’

				She pushed his arm a little crossly.

				‘No, about everything else.’

				‘You mean like digging around inside my head without even saying “please”?’

				‘Yes, that.’

				‘Just a bit, but I’ll get over it. Anyway, if I could, I reckon I’d probably have done the same.’

				‘You want to look into my mind?’

				He hesitated, but only slightly. She watched him expectantly, and he saw himself reflected in the warmth of her eyes.

				‘Yes.’

				‘Then do: look.’

				Syl took his hands in hers, placed his fingers against her temples, and opened herself to him.

				Their minds coiled in the greatest of intimacies, and they walked through each other’s hopes and fears, amid all that was good and all that was bad. She showed herself to him, and he to her, and when they were done there was nothing left of which to be ashamed, for everything had been revealed. In that moment, no two beings had ever been closer, and the universe shifted and was reborn.

				The contact ended, but they reached out and held onto each other, his face lost in the thick fall of her bronze hair.

				‘Did you see?’ she whispered.

				‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I saw it all. I saw love.’

				And then the Nomad started to move.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 7

				The alien ship dominated the view from the cockpit windows. Space was gone, and there was only the vessel. Now that Paul could examine it more closely, he was astonished at the smoothness of the hull and the absence of any obvious windows or observation ports. Then again, it was entirely possible that this was some kind of automatic sentinel, dispatched to monitor the Derith wormhole and capture or destroy anything that came through it. It would be a dull posting, and an entirely automated system would probably make a better job of it than a crew, as the former was unlikely to become bored or distracted by the absence of very much to do. But how did that fit in with what Syl had told them about hearing many voices from the ship, or her belief that their conversations were being monitored by a reactive consciousness?

				But he also had a strange feeling about the vessel, one that he chose not to share with the others because it seemed so ridiculous. There was something deeply organic about the alien craft, and he returned once again to his own earlier comparison with a manta ray. It seemed to Paul that, had he reached out and touched the ship, it might have responded to the contact much as a living thing would: moving slightly beneath the weight of his hand, or perhaps darting away in alarm. He was still considering this when a bay opened in the centre of the hull, ready to admit them. He saw no doors: rather, the skin of the ship simply folded back. It called to mind a mouth widening, and Paul thought: We are about to be eaten.

				They entered the body of the ship, but could see nothing before them. The lights of the Nomad seemed unable to penetrate the murk, and the scanners were no longer under their control. For the most part, they were entirely reliant on their own eyes and ears, and whatever extra powers Syl might be able to offer, although she did not speak as the ship engulfed them, for she was as overwhelmed as the rest of them.

				Now all was silence and darkness. They had not even heard the bay doors close behind them.

				And then the shadows began to retreat, like black smoke being sucked through unseen vents, and slowly the interior was revealed to them. It was huge and spherical, and the Nomad hung unsupported at its heart, like the tiny nucleus of some great atom. The surfaces around them were reddish-purple, dotted with pits. Red cables dangled, and a series of raised mounds rose at either side of them. Lights shimmered at irregular points, buried beneath thin membranes so that they shone pink instead of white.

				And the whole mass pulsed. Paul knew that his first impression had been correct all along.

				‘It’s alive,’ he said. ‘This ship is a living organism.’

				Syl and the humans had all seen and endured so much in their short lives, but they had never encountered anything like this. Even Meia, older than the rest of them, appeared awed. Only Rizzo resorted to practicalities.

				‘And we’re in its belly,’ she said. ‘Great.’

				It struck Paul that Rizzo might be entirely incapable of wonder. It had seemingly been removed from her at birth.

				‘Look!’ said Syl.

				She was pointing out of the window next to her. The others moved to the port side of the Nomad. A length of tubular organic matter, like a massive vein, was extruding from the bay, growing from the flesh of the ship and extending itself towards their vessel.

				‘That’s just gross,’ said Rizzo.

				The Nomad rocked slightly as the tube connected with the door on the port side. Seconds later, the door unlocked and hissed open. Paul walked to the doorway. Before him stretched a tunnel of bluish tissue. Like the bay, it was lit by what Paul could now see was bioluminescent matter. Carefully he reached out and tested the wall. It was rigid, slightly warm, and smelled faintly of meat, like a very hygienic butcher’s shop. It also curved about halfway down its length, so he could not see the end.

				‘Syl?’

				She joined him. Behind her, Meia tilted her head and frowned a warning at Paul.

				‘They already know about her,’ said Paul. ‘That ship has sailed.’

				He turned back to Syl.

				‘Are we in danger?’ he asked.

				Syl extended her right hand and touched the tunnel. She could almost feel the colour that instantly flooded into her mind, so vivid was it: greenish-yellow, shading at its edges to red. The voices were present again, a low hum in her consciousness.

				‘Not yet,’ she replied.

				‘What does that mean?’

				‘For now they’re still just interested, but if we act strangely, or give them any cause for concern, they’ll kill us.’

				That wasn’t reassuring, as Paul wasn’t precisely sure what counted as acting strangely when moving through an organic spacecraft populated by unseen aliens.

				‘Any clue yet as to who “they” are?’

				‘No,’ said Syl. ‘I can hear them, and sense their feelings, but only as much as they’ll allow.’ She lowered her voice so that only he could hear. ‘Paul, I’m the one of whom they’re most distrustful. I’m the one putting us at risk.’

				‘Because of your powers?’

				She shook her head.

				‘No. Because I’m Illyri.’

				Paul took her left hand in his right.

				‘We’re together,’ he told her. ‘You let them know that.’

				Syl smiled at him.

				‘I don’t need to tell them. Just as I can sense their feelings, so they can sense mine. I think you may be the only reason that I’m still alive.’

				‘Wow, it’s almost like you need me.’

				Her grip tightened.

				‘Isn’t it?’ she said.

				Thula tapped Paul on the shoulder.

				‘Perhaps you could concentrate on the problem at hand,’ he said. ‘You can discuss your wedding plans later.’

				Paul reddened, but he did not release his hold on Syl.

				‘Steven, Rizzo, Alis: you stay with the Nomad,’ he ordered. ‘Meia, Thula: you’re with us.’

				‘Weapons?’ asked Thula.

				Paul looked to Syl for advice. She shook her head and turned to Meia.

				‘Meia, they know you’re armed.’ Among Meia’s adaptations was a piece of internal weaponry buried in the workings of her right arm. ‘If you attempt to use it, they’ll destroy you.’

				‘I understand.’

				After only the slightest hesitation, Paul and Syl stepped onto the docking bridge and began walking. It was slightly springy underfoot, as if inflated.

				Thula grinned at Meia.

				‘After you,’ he said. ‘You won’t take it the wrong way if I don’t stand too close, you being targeted first for destruction and all?’

				‘Nothing would make me happier than to keep you at a distance,’ Meia replied.

				She moved past Thula and left the Nomad.

				‘You’re developing a sense of humour,’ said Thula.

				‘I had to,’ Meia replied over her shoulder. ‘With you around, I needed one.’

				Thula glanced over at Steven. ‘And to think one just like her is all yours,’ he said. Then he followed the others into the heart of the alien ship.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 8

				They only discovered that the far end of the connector was blocked when they were over halfway across, because the curvature had hidden their ultimate destination from them.

				‘That’s not good,’ said Paul.

				The connector began to shake.

				‘I’ve got worse news,’ said Thula, looking back in the direction from which they’d come. ‘The other end has detached itself from the Nomad. This thing is closing on us.’

				Paul took a few steps back and saw that the Nomad was indeed no longer visible, for the tube had sealed itself and was now retracting, curling quickly towards them as if it were a heavy stocking being turned inside out.

				‘We go on,’ he said. ‘We don’t have much choice.’

				They kept moving forward, the shrinking of the connector apparently keeping pace with them, so that for every metre they travelled, they lost one behind them. Then, when they were almost within touching distance of the barrier ahead, it opened with a disturbing sucking sound, like a muscle relaxing. Thula eyed the resulting gap warily.

				‘It looks like a mouth,’ he said. ‘That, or someone’s arse.’

				‘It’s fantastic,’ said Meia.

				‘I knew you’d say that.’

				‘So do you agree that the ship really is alive?’ Paul asked Meia.

				‘I don’t know if you could call it alive, exactly,’ she replied. ‘The vessel’s exterior is clearly some kind of alloy, which functions as a kind of exoskeleton, but so far the interior is organic. It appears to be biomechanical.’

				‘Like you?’

				‘Perhaps, but on a much vaster scale. The interesting question is one of consciousness.’

				Like you, Paul was tempted to add, again, but held his tongue. Instead he asked: ‘You mean, is it capable of independent thought and action, or is it under someone else’s control?’

				‘Or even if it’s an actual creature, or simply organic matter adapted for purpose,’ said Meia.

				‘Syl spoke of multiple presences,’ said Paul. ‘Whatever this thing is, it’s not out here alone.’

				He looked to Syl for confirmation.

				‘It’s all quiet now,’ she said. ‘I don’t sense anything.’

				Paul peered through the opening. It was darker beyond than in the connector, which had now shrunk so far that the closed end was almost at Thula’s back. With little alternative, Paul stepped through and found himself in a small, enclosed oval space, no bigger than the Nomad’s main cabin and with only the faintest of pink luminosity to it. Again, the surface beneath his feet was relatively firm, but with a little give. It was like standing on thick rubber matting. The others joined him. As soon as Thula was inside, the doorway sucked shut behind him.

				The light grew brighter. Veins and arteries appeared in the walls, the floor, the ceiling as, slowly, the entire oval became almost entirely transparent.

				‘Oh my God,’ said Syl.

				They were in another massive chamber, but this one dwarfed the dock to which the Nomad had been brought. Now the fleshiness of its walls was clear to them, and they could pick out muscles and tendons. Strangest of all, it was filled with some kind of fluid, faintly yellow in colour, through which bubbles moved, propelled from one side of the chamber to the other by muscular spasms coming from suckered openings similar to the one through which they had just passed. Syl thought of a great womb, to which their tiny bubble was attached like an egg, surrounded entirely by amniotic fluid.

				And they all heard as well as felt a rhythmic vibration, like a great drumming, and they knew that it was the beating of the ship’s heart.

				The floor of their bubble shifted, causing clear vertical projections to rise behind each one of them, which then expanded to gently enclose them around the legs and upper body, holding them in place. With only the slightest of jerks, the bubble was released from its mooring, and shot through the fluid. Particles of tissue floated before them, or bumped against the outer skin, but not so hard as to cause even a ripple in its surface. They also glimpsed what looked like bacteria, but so great in size as to be visible to the naked eye: small systems of spirilla, clusters of cocci, and rod-like bacilli with flicking flagella.

				Then, less than a minute after their trip had commenced, it came to an end as the bubble reached the far side of the chamber, and a new sucker reached out to catch them and pull them to the wall. Their restraints fell away, and another doorway opened before them. They passed through it and found themselves in an observation gallery, its window many storeys high and hundreds of metres wide. The window gave a clear view of space, and the distortion caused by the Derith wormhole, as though the stars were being manipulated and obscured by an imperfect lens. Over to the left they could see the imprisoned Corps craft, the net around it barely visible from this distance.

				The image before them began to recede, and it took them a moment or two to realise that the ship they were in was moving, reversing so that more and more of the galaxies beyond became visible. The stars shimmered, and whole systems appeared to detach themselves from the fabric of space. Darkness and light slowly turned to silver before them as other ships were revealed, their alloy exoskeletons seemingly growing before the eyes of Paul and the rest as each one deactivated its camouflage. One, two, three, ship after ship, until an entire fleet was displayed, each vessel different from the next: some angular and geometric, others flowing and wavelike; some perfectly symmetrical, others with disproportionate bulges or unevenly balanced, yet still strangely graceful and harmonious, as though their apparent instability was a reflection of purpose; less a flaw than a conscious design.

				And the Corps ship hung at the heart of the fleet, like a small fish surrounded by the predators that would inevitably consume it.

				Paul stepped closer to the windows. A thin mesh of transparent scales covered it on the outside, which probably explained why the exterior of the alien ship had appeared entirely solid when they looked upon it from the Nomad.

				‘Paul!’

				He turned at the sound of Syl’s voice, and saw fear naked on her face.

				‘They’re coming!’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 9

				The hull of the observation deck began to bulge close to where Thula was standing. He stepped back in alarm as the shape of a man appeared in the red flesh of the ship, like a figure emerging from a vat of blood. He was naked but unfinished, a showroom mannequin come to life, created not from plastic but meat, and entirely without skin. He was an anatomical model made flesh, a flayed man, every muscle laid bare to them.

				When he opened his heavily lidded eyes, they displayed the pupils and irises of an Illyri.

				He stood before them, space at his back, the vessels of the fleet visible behind him, and gazed intently at each of the visitors in turn. He spent the longest time staring at Syl and Paul, as though trying to come to some understanding of the connection between them.

				Then he spoke, slowly but clearly, in English, his voice soft and only a little hesitant. There were pauses between certain words, even between some syllables. And as he spoke, a translation appeared in the air before his face, rendered in the letters of the Illyri alphabet.

				‘Welcome,’ he said. ‘It is a’ – pause – ‘pleasure to have you. Here.’

				‘Who are you?’ asked Paul.

				He had almost asked ‘What are you?’ but that seemed impolite.

				‘We are Cayth.’

				Meia was circling the being, examining him. He appeared untroubled by her attention.

				‘Syl?’ Meia said.

				‘Yes.’

				‘I can hear no heartbeat.’

				Meia’s faculties were far more acute than those of humans or Illyri. 

				Syl reached out with her mind to the one who called himself Cayth with her mind, trying to get some sense of him, but found nothing. He was like a skinned, walking corpse.

				‘It’s just something for us to focus on,’ she said. ‘It has no life.’

				‘It’s a composite,’ said Meia. ‘I see aspects of Illyri musculature and bone structure, but human too. And then there are the eyes. They’ve created a fusion of both species, probably from the scans they made of our bodies.’

				‘You told us they were coming, Syl,’ said Paul. ‘Is this what you meant?’

				She shook her head.

				‘No, they’re here. They’re all around us. I can feel their presence.’

				‘They’re invisible?’ asked Thula. He looked unhappy. Skinless bodies were bad enough; unseen beings peering over his shoulder were another matter entirely.

				‘It’s more than that,’ she said. ‘I don’t think they have any physical form at all.’

				‘We are Cayth,’ repeated the being before them, but his movements and gestures had changed. They were less mechanical and mannered than before. Syl saw an expression on his face that reminded her of Paul, a little flick of the left eyebrow that he used when he was amused, or sceptical.

				‘It’s learning from us,’ she said. ‘It’s imitating our gestures, our expressions.’

				‘We want you to be. Comfortable,’ said Cayth. ‘We want to communicate.’

				Then it tried switching to Illyri, but no equivalent translation into English appeared in the air.

				‘What’s the deal?’ asked Thula.

				‘It’s simply repeating what it already said,’ Meia informed him. ‘I think it learned English from listening to us talk on the Nomad, and some Illyri the same way. Perhaps it picked up the Illyri alphabet from the ship’s systems, but it has no idea how the English alphabet might look.’

				Seeing Thula’s puzzled expression, Cayth returned to English.

				‘We wish to communicate,’ he said, again. ‘We want you to be. Unconcerned.’

				‘Skin might help,’ said Thula. ‘And maybe a pair of pants.’

				Cayth’s body jerked, his back arching to such a degree that his face turned to the ceiling. He stretched out his arms and legs, and his feet left the floor, so that he became a crucified figure hanging before them.

				And then he was gone. He fell apart before their eyes, muscle, flesh and bone reduced to a thick red soup that fell to the floor and was reabsorbed into the body of the ship.

				‘Was it something I said?’ said Thula, looking appalled.

				‘Clearly that wasn’t working for anyone,’ said Paul.

				‘Is this preferable?’

				The voice came from behind them, deeper and more organic than the unfortunate Cayth’s. They turned.

				Before them stood a dense hologram, easily seven or eight feet in height. The creature it depicted was black and exoskeletal, like a shadow version of the ship itself. It resembled a hybrid of a predatory insect and an armoured knight on horseback, with six long limbs arrayed in pairs. Those on its upper body ended in sharp, striking talons that, as they watched, flared into a delicate star pattern, each phalange capable of independent movement, so that the alien could just as easily pick up an egg without cracking it as strike a lethal blow. Its head was a great elongated bone mask, dotted with multiple black eyes at its thickest part before narrowing to a point barely wider than a man’s hand. They could see no sign of a mouth or jaws.

				‘Again,’ said the voice, ‘is this preferable?’

				‘Man, bring back the other guy,’ whispered Thula to Paul. ‘Even without pants.’

				The head of the hologram tilted in his direction.

				‘No offence meant,’ Thula added.

				Syl stepped forward.

				‘You are Cayth, aren’t you?’ she said. ‘All of you.’

				‘There is not one. There is only all. I am Cayth. We are Cayth.’

				The hologram flickered and vanished, to be replaced by a series of rapidly changing images, in which each of them saw some of those whom they knew and loved: parents, brothers, sisters, friends, comrades.

				‘Where are they getting these from?’ asked Paul.

				‘Some of it is from the databases on board the Nomad, I imagine,’ said Syl. ‘But most of it is from us.’

				‘How?’

				‘When they scanned us, they saw the things we care about, the things we hold dear: memories and images, families and friends – all that we treasure. They also probably saw what we had in the ship: those mementoes we all keep.’

				Paul glimpsed his mother, smiling at him, uncannily like the old passport photo of her that he kept in his pocket. Thula watched one of his brothers grinning at him, just as he did from the picture of them together that was one of his most prized possessions.

				Syl saw her father, and she stumbled backwards, the shock of him there, apparently in the living flesh, clear on her face.

				‘But when they scanned you, you were blank, Syl,’ said Thula softly. ‘I saw it.’

				She swallowed hard, and when she spoke her voice was high and sharp.

				‘Well, obviously they saw more than you did,’ she said.

				Paul caught Thula’s eye, giving him a warning look; he kept little from his long-time comrade, and Thula was aware that Syl possessed some very strange abilities. He’d even seen some of them for himself. She was an odd one, he thought, watching her surreptitiously as her honeyed features smoothly recast themselves and her face became a mask once more. She was the sort of complicated girl his mother had warned him to avoid. Clearly Paul’s mother had not done the same. Perhaps she should have.

				And still the images continued to change, like a reel of tiny films.

				Meia saw Danis, to whom she had spoken just before she left Earth, and whom she trusted; and she saw the human called Trask, too, leader of the Resistance movement in Edinburgh, as much friend as enemy. Curious, she thought.

				And from all of these images, the Cayth created a single figure, containing a little of each of those whom the others found reassuring, trustworthy. It was vaguely masculine and middle-aged and, like the original composite, it combined human and Illyri features – skin as dark as Thula’s, its face set with entirely lidless Illyri eyes – but it had a kind of gentleness to it, as though the Cayth had somehow managed to pinpoint the finest qualities of each of those remembered. It wore the uniform of a Brigade officer. The campaign badges on the left breast were familiar to Paul. It was a replica of the uniform worn by Peris, their old guardian, now left behind on Erebos.

				‘Is this preferable?’ the composite asked, and there was humour in the voice.

				Nobody objected. It seemed that this was, indeed, preferable.
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