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      Review 1 — Adult reader, 5 stars

      
        
        I got a pre-release copy but no request to write a review. I gave it to my daughter, who had pressed Book 1 into my hands three years ago with the kind of insistence teenagers deploy when they've found something they genuinely love. I read The Curse of the Nibiru then in two sittings and was hooked — not least because of Atheria.

        For those who don't know the series: Atheria is Arthur Templar's twin sister. She died at two years old from untreated hydrocephaly. Arthur, who was also two, had carried her in his arms. He has no memory of doing this, but for a few old photographs.

        That detail — a toddler carrying his dying twin, with no memory of having done so — is one of the most quietly devastating things I've encountered in YA fiction. Patrick Maher plants it in Book 1 and then builds an entire five-book series on its foundation. Atheria's presence is felt in every book, growing more powerful, more defined, more costly, until The Lost Souls, where she finally makes the choice that will define what her short life was for.

        I won't spoil it. But I will say that when it arrives, it earns every page of the four books that preceded it.

        The series has deftly balanced large-scale science-fantasy plotting — the Pleiadian wars, the Intergalactic Council, the Order of Orphic Vitae — against something much more intimate: a boy trying to understand the shape of a grief he can't remember acquiring. The Lost Souls resolves both. The cosmic stakes are enormous. The personal stakes are unbearable. Maher manages to land them simultaneously, which is not a small achievement.

        My one caveat: this is absolutely not a standalone. It is best if you come in at Book 1. If you start at Book 1, you will reach Book 5 and feel exactly what you're supposed to feel.

        The last hundred pages easily make it a five star read.

      

      

      

      Review 2 — Year 10 student, school library blog, short, enthusiastic - early preview provided to teacher to assess appropriatness of themes. Given to an avid reader student who’d read the earlier books - for feedback.

      
        
        ok so I have been waiting for this book since the end of book 4 and I need to talk about it with someone because none of my friends have read it yet which is honestly their loss

        the whole series is about Arthur and his cousins who are Pleiadians (basically space people with psychic abilities living as humans in a valley in WA) and in every book there's this background of the wars that have been going on forever and the reason it hits so hard is because the wars aren't just background, they actually matter to the characters personally. like Atheria — Arthur's twin sister — died when they were two because there was a war on.

        that fact is in book 1 and I thought about it the whole way through every other book and then in book 5 it PAYS OFF and I am not going to say how but it wrecked me in the best possible way [it’s really sick]

        also nobody the old prospector is genuinely one of my favourite characters in any book I have ever read and I will hear no criticism of him or Ashkenazy

        read this series. start at book 1. don't skip ahead.

      

      

      

      Review 3 — Retired teacher

      
        
        I am not the target readership for the Timethreader Chronicles — I am seventy-one years old and came to the series at the recommendation of a younger colleague who teaches Year 11 English. She had been using Books 2 and 3 in her classroom and thought I would appreciate the writing. She was right. I can see why students like book 2 where they meet Goliath and book 1 where they defeat a shark.

        What strikes me most, having now completed all five books, is the seriousness with which Patrick Maher treats the consequences of war. There are real casualties. The most significant is Atheria — Arthur's twin sister, who died at two years old because a medical intervention (a shunt for hydrocephaly, a straightforward procedure under normal circumstances) was unavailable due to wartime supply disruption. A dictator’s war made a routine thing impossible, and a child died.

        Maher never sensationalises this. He states it plainly in Book 1 and then lets it live in the reader's understanding for four more books, shaping everything about how Arthur moves through the world. By Book 5, when Atheria's arc reaches its conclusion, a reader who has been paying attention will understand that what they are witnessing is not merely a fantasy plot resolution but a meditation on how the dead continue to act in the lives of those who love them — and on what it might mean to find purpose in a life cut short.

        I recommend the complete series without reservation, particularly for readers who believe, as I do, that young adult fiction is capable of genuine literature.

      

      

      

      Review 4 — University student

      
        
        Five books. Living in my head. And now it's done and I don't quite know what to do with myself.

        I liked the line, “A degree makes you a Doctor, only humility makes you a healer”. Moments like that are sprinkled here and there through the whole series.

        The thing you have to understand about The Lost Souls is that it's paying off questions that were planted in The Curse of the Nibiru , The Secret Codex and The Serpo Gambit before most of us even knew there was going to be a series. Arthur and Atheria are twins — their names are the same, which is one of those details that seems small and then becomes enormous. She died when they were toddlers. Arthur apparently held her at the end. He has no memory of it.

        He's been grieving for someone he can't remember losing, for someone he never properly knew, for his entire life. And she has been watching over him from whatever dimension she inhabits, guiding him, warning him, teaching him — and Book 5 is where they both finally have to reckon with what their connection has cost and what it's been building toward.

        The war context matters here too. The Pleiadian conflicts aren't decoration in this series — they're the reason things go wrong. The reason a child died. The reason a whole network of ancient technology was corrupted. Book 5 makes clear that the events of all five books trace back to wars and their long aftermath, and the resolution Arthur finds isn't "the good guys won." It's something more complicated and more true than that.

        I'm going to miss this series deeply. Start at Book 1.

      

      

      

      Review 5 — Mother - teenage daughter - given a pre-print copy as an epub - for feedback to the author

      
        
        My thirteen-year-old and I have been reading this series together since Book 1 and we finished The Lost Souls last weekend. We both cried. I did first. My young brother was a casualty of Afghanistan.

        My daughter, who is not generally a crier, said afterwards: "I didn't think a book about psychic teenagers fighting aliens was going to make me think about losing someone."

        Neither did I.

        Patrick Maher has written something that deserves to be read and kept. The books make you see everything differently. I think I’m wiser for having read them.
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        The Music of the Spheres

      

      

      

      Arthur:

      'The ancient Greeks believed the planets made music as they moved — mathematical harmonies too vast for human ears. Pythagoras called it the music of the spheres. He thought the universe wasn't just ordered — it was singing.'

      

      Erin:

      ‘An old idea — goes back to Pythagoras —  the planets move in ratios that produce sound. Not sound you can hear. Sound the universe makes to itself. The music of the spheres.' She paused. 'Funny, isn't it. We laughed at that for centuries. Now here we are, feeling it through our boots.'
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            RETURNING HOME

          

        

      

    

    
      The valley looked the same. That was the first lie.

      He stood at the crest of Academy Ridge high above Elderberry Village. He held Ashkenazy safely in the crook of one arm. They watched the morning light spill across Elderberry Valley. Six months since Marshal Zardov had marched Dr Seraphina Volker off in restraints. Six months since Siegfried Sharp had been taken into Council custody. The Order of Orphic Vitae was broken, its networks dismantled across three continents, its leadership awaiting memory ablation.

      It should have felt like a victory.

      ‘It looks peaceful enough, but–.’ Ashkenazy observed.

      His dark eyes swept the landscape with the practised assessment of a cosmological philosopher who trusted appearances about as far as he could throw them. The cosmos was his playground and he’d seen everything.

      Arthur said, ‘You think everything’s deceptive.’

      ‘A sound philosophical position, given our history.’

      Arthur set Ashkenazy down and the little dog trotted ahead, nose sampling the cold air.
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      Below them, Aunt Dotty’s farmhouse sent a thread of chimney smoke into a sky the colour of washed linen soaked in weak lavender - a pale mauve that Pleiadians could see but most humans could not. The paddocks were winter-brown and straw, the old eucalypts and river gums along Dingle Creek were standing patient with their leaves turned full face to the early light. Beyond the farm, the rooftops of Elderberry Village caught the early light, and further on still, the ranges folded away into the hazy blue distance. It was a pleasant walk from the Academy to Aunt Dotty’s farm.

      Something’s wrong. The thought arrived unbidden—out of nowhere–not as words exactly, but as a tightening in Arthur’s chest, a frequency just below hearing. He’d learned to trust that feeling. It had saved his life more than once.

      ‘Come on,’ Ashkenazy said. Dotty’ll have breakfast on. I could murder a decent sausage. And yes, she is expecting us.’

      They took the old track down through the stringybarks, boots and paws crunching on frost-stiffened leaf litter. A magpie called from a dead gum at the boundary fence. Harry Pettit’s tractor coughed to life on the neighbouring property. The windmill that had needed oiling since before Arthur was born creaked its slow, grinding complaint.

      Aunt Dotty was in the kitchen. They could smell her cooking before they reached the gate—the honeyed aroma of beeswax furniture polish competing with the aroma of bacon and fresh bread. The old cast iron Aga threw out heat like a small sun. Dotty stood at the stove with her back to the door, silver hair pinned up with a pencil and a sprig of rosemary.

      ‘You’re up early,’ she said without turning around. Sit down Arthur. Your eggs are nearly done. Sausages for you, Lord Ashkenazy?’

      ‘Please. Thanks Dotty.’

      Arthur sat. Ashkenazy took up his customary position on the chair next to Arthur, chin on the table edge, expression of philosophical resignation regarding the distribution of bacon.
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      Dotty set a plate in front of Arthur and one for Ashkenazy.

      She served up two plump beef suasages for Ashkenazy and three eggs, four rashers, grilled tomato, toast thick enough to shingle a roof for Arthur. She poured real leaf tea from the Wedgwood teapot and sat across from Arthur. Her eyes—those extraordinary grey-blue eyes that illuminated three thousand years of Pleiadian heritage behind their human warmth—studied him with quiet precision.

      ‘No one I know makes toast like you do Aunt Dotty.’

      ‘Are you enjoying Uni life?

      ‘Nothing wrong with the mid-semester break. It’s a bit like a holiday. We had to tidy up our rooms at Currie Hall so they could rent the rooms out to holiday makers from the country. Got some good mates at Currie Hall doing Medicine–helps to study having someone you can talk to. I’m happy to be back home though. Looking forward to contacting all my cousins. Mostly it’s good to see you and Uncle Bob and Ashkenazy.’

      Ashkenazy asked him, ‘Did you learn anything useful?’

      Arthur held up a slice of toast. ‘Well, biochemistry started in Germany. It was a study of yeast for making bread.’

      ‘MMMmm,’ Ashkenazy said, Yes, I suppose you could call that useful.’

      Arthur felt wanted.

      ‘Something odd though, Aunt Dotty, maybe it’s just me adjusting to being back, but–

      She looked at him with that raised eyebrow look.

      ‘We walked down from the ridge,’ Arthur said. Wanted to see the valley, say ‘Hello’ to Atheria.’

      ‘And what did you see?’

      ‘Peace and quiet. Magpies. Harry Pettit’s tractor.’

      ‘And beneath that?’

      Arthur looked at her. Dotty had always asked the questions nobody else thought to ask. Everything ended in a question, and he loved it. She’d raised him since he was small, since his parents had gone to Erra, and she knew every inflection of his silences.

      ‘I don’t know. Something. Something odd. Ashkenazy felt it too.’

      She glanced over to Ashkenazy, but he was well gone, now back to deeply concentrating on his sausages.

      ‘Eat your breakfast, Arthur.’ Dotty said, which was her way of saying I feel it too.

      ‘And your breakfast, Aunt Dotty?’

      ‘Uncle Bob will be up and about soon. We like to chat in the quietest part of the day. Sharing breakfast does it for us. Thanks for asking though.’
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        * * *

      

      After breakfast, Arthur and Ashkenazy strolled down to Nobody’s mine.

      The track wound through scrub and past the old timber mill ruins to the slope high along a gully where Nobody had made his home for as long as anyone could remember. Nobody—the only name he’d ever offered—was Elderberry Valley’s resident enigma: a prospector of indeterminate age who lived in a warren of tunnels, who spoke to the earth the way other people spoke to their dogs, and who noticed things the rest of the world walked straight past.

      Arthur ducked under the low beam marked BUZZ OFF — NOBODY HERE and followed the lamp-lit passage to the main chamber. Ashkenazy padded behind scanning for threats - Nobody had a reputation for scaring the wits out of visitors.

      Nobody stood before a wall covered in crude sketches, muttering. Moleskins, flannel shirt of uncertain vintage, boots that had seen more underground than any human had a right to. His white beard was stained with rock dust and his eyes, when he turned them on Arthur, were bright blue and troubled.

      ‘Ah. The young fella.’ Nobody wiped his hands on his trousers. Good. Was about to come find you. See you got Lord Ashkenazy with yuh, he’ll understand this stuff. Been studying that deep humming–what do you make of these?’

      He tapped his bony fingers on the wall. Several sketches were set out in chalk–rough but precise—cross-sections of tunnels, geological formations, something that looked like a wiring diagram drawn by a man who’d never seen wires but understood the principles. Red marks dotted the charts at regular intervals.
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      ‘Hummin’,’ Nobody said. ‘Hear it? Started about three weeks back. Low. Deep. Not natural.’

      ‘What kind of humming?’

      ‘The kind that comes up through the soles of your boots and vibrates your back teeth.’ Nobody pressed one gnarled hand against the rock wall - like a doctor doing an abdominal examination - finger tip, feather touch first, light pressure next, firm pressure next.

      Arthur asked, ‘Is that how you make the diagrams, by feeling their shape in the wall?’

      ‘I follow the vibrations - it’s like an x-ray. This valley’s been talkin’ to me longer than you’ve been alive, young fella. I know its moods. This is new. I’d have nothing to draw if there was nothing there.’

      Arthur placed his own hand against the stone. At first, nothing. He copied Nobody’s light touch then gentle, then firm touch. Then—faintly—a vibration so low it seemed to come from beneath the foundations of the world itself. Regular. Rhythmic.

      Like a heartbeat. Like something breathing in its sleep.

      ‘Yes. Now I can see the pictures too. Exactly as you copied them. I guess Torin’s romote viewing is a lot like this. And here’s me thinking you coudn’t read or write.’

      ‘Course I can read.’ He smiled, the old rogue. ‘I find it’s best to let people think what they want to think. Surpising what you learn from people who don’t know what you know and don’t know.’

      ‘That’s not all.’ Nobody tapped a chart showing the valley from above. Red dots formed a grid—methodical, deliberate.
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      ‘Drones. Mappin’ the valley in sections. Three passes a night for a fortnight. Silent ones—no runnin’ lights, no engine noise worth mentioning. Only spotted ‘em because they spooked the bats.’

      Arthur studied the grid pattern. Thorough. Professional. Someone was surveying Elderberry Valley with the kind of precision that spoke of serious resources.

      Nobody said, ‘Yeah! someone’s surveying Elderberry Valley. Has to be backed by money — and there has to be a reason for it.’

      ‘Could be government,’ Arthur said, though he didn’t believe it. Arthur leaned closer to the grid. The pattern was measured. No overlaps, no gaps. Whoever was flying those machines wasn’t improvising.

      Nobody gave him a look that could have stripped paint. ‘Government couldn’t organise a survey of a pub car park. This is somethin’ else.’ He scratched his beard. ‘And whatever’s hummin’ down there—it’s gettin’ louder.’

      Ashkenazy nodded in agreement - but said nothing.
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        * * *

      

      Arthur left the mine with Nobody’s warnings sitting heavy in his gut. Ashkenazy fell into step beside him.

      ‘Well?’ Arthur said.

      ‘Underground vibrations and surveillance drones,’ Ashkenazy summarised. ‘Five or six months after we supposedly dismantled the Order.’

      ‘Supposedly.’

      Ashkenazy coughed, ‘I do wish you’d stop confirming my pessimism. It’s meant to be a minority position.’

      They followed the creek path toward the eastern paddocks. The air carried the aroma of eucalyptus and the sweet decay of fallen bark. A kookaburra started up somewhere in the tall timber, its lunatic laughter echoed out across the valley.

      Arthur’s feet carried him to the old yew tree which stood at the boundary of the eastern paddock, enormous and dark, its branches spreading like a cathedral roof over the patch of ground where Atheria was buried.

      His twin sister. Two years old. Dead before he’d known her, yet more present in his life at a psychic level than some people he saw every day.

      Arthur had brought two pieces of meat with him for Dinny.

      He sat beside the grave. Ashkenazy settled a respectful distance away in quiet chatter with Dinny, a rangy old dingo who seemed to always be there guarding Atheria’s grave.

      ‘Atheria. I’m home.’

      The yew tree’s branches shifted in a light breeze Arthur saw but couldn’t feel. The light changed—not dramatically, but the way air changes before rain. She was there. Not fully—never fully—but enough. A shimmer. A warmth at the edge of perception, a fleeting image in a mirror behind you.

      ‘What do you see when you look at still water?’ Her voice came from everywhere and nowhere.

      ‘A reflection.’

      ‘Yes. But what lies beneath?’

      Arthur waited.

      ‘The surface says victory, brother. The depths say otherwise. Listen deeper. You learned to sense walls in darkness. Now sense what hides behind the silence.’

      ‘What am I looking for?’

      For an instant he felt something vast and patient stirring far below—not beneath his feet exactly, but beneath everything, as if the world were a skin stretched over something immense and sleeping.

      ‘Not just looking. Listening. The difference matters.’

      She faded. The light returned. Arthur sat very still, one hand pressed against the cold earth, feeling the faintest echo of that deep vibration—the same frequency Nobody had shown him, translated through rock and soil and three thousand years of silence.

      ‘You felt her here?’ Ashkenazy asked.

      Yes.’

      ‘And?’

      Arthur stood and brushed the grass from his knees.

      ‘She says I’m not listening hard enough.’ He paused. ‘Something’s been wrong since before I got back, Ash. The victory—Volker, Sharp, all of it—it’s like looking at still water and seeing only the reflection. Whatever’s underneath hasn’t moved yet. But it’s there.’

      Ashkenazy considered this. ‘Then I suggest we stop looking at the reflection and start looking down‘
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      The Elderberry Academy for Special Education—EASE, academic administration was centred in the staff offices and meeting room along the long corridor to the right of the Great Hall. From there, teachers and professors could move directly into the lecture theatres and seminar rooms at the rear of the Academy — an arrangement both practical and deliberate because it also gave direct access to the Refectory.

      Dr Cleary and Uncle Bob Hunter acted without delay when they needed a logistics centre to respond to the new emergency. They established the EASE—Emergency Assessment and Strategic Engagement division expanding into a sprawl of sandstone buildings behind the main campus.

      Raymond thought, A spying facility called EASE hiding behind a renowned academy called EASE. However, he was not pleased when they appropriated the old astronomy wing. The telescopes were still on the roof and were still fully functional–fine Pleiadian instruments he knew well. He noticed two of the deep space telescopes had been fitted with advanced steering and guidance systems and the rooms below had been transformed — now dense with monitoring equipment and secure communications arrays and wall charts and they had set up two hardended secure meeting rooms, where everyone had to leave all their phones and personal computers outside.
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      Arthur immediately recognised the live display of Serpo on the large screen at the end of the room. He was happy to see that reconstruction had begun after the destruction caused by General Zardaq. The Intergalactic Council was true to its word. He knew it had all been chronicled. But he was glad it was all behind him.

      Erin sat at the long table, hands wrapped around a mug of tea, red hair pulled back in a knot that said she’d been up for hours. Sophie was cross-legged on a chair, tablet propped against a stack of briefing folders. Two Council representatives occupied the far end—a man and a woman Arthur hadn’t met, both with the particular stillness that marked Pleiadian heritage.

      Uncle Bob stood at the head of the room in front of the live wall display of Serpo. He looked like what he was: intergalactic councillor, retired Pleiadian special forces commander, intergalactic marshal, plain clothes detective. Shirt pressed. Shoes polished. Confident bearing.

      ‘Right,’ he said. ‘Let’s get through this. The Council wants a comprehensive status report on Order Vitae operations post-capture of Volker.’

      What followed was methodical and thorough. The intelligence from Volker’s operation had yielded fourteen Order Vitae cells across Europe and Southeast Asia. Eight shut down. Three under surveillance. Two gone dark. One—in São Paulo—had self-destructed, operatives destroying equipment and scattering before anyone got close.

      ‘That’s the one that worries me,’ Uncle Bob said. Disciplined withdrawal. Somebody gave that order, and it wasn’t Volker.’

      Arthur felt a prickle at the base of his skull. He opened his mouth to speak, but his hand moved first in a sort of a wave over the table. It was as if he was watching it, not doing it.

      A pen lifted from the table and hung in the air. Not dramatically. It hovered at eye level. Rotated once. Dropped back with a clatter that sounded obscenely loud in the silence.

      ‘Ah,’ said Erin. ‘That’s new.’

      Arthur stared at his hand. His fingers were trembling. He hadn’t done anything. He’d thought about the São Paulo cell, about whoever had issued that withdrawal order, and the pen had simply—responded.

      ‘Telekinetic manifestation,’ one of the Intergalactic Council representatives said, making notes. ‘Involuntary. Stress-triggered. Has this occurred before?’

      ‘No.’ Then: ‘Maybe. Small things. A cup moving. A door closing by itself.’

      Uncle Bob’s expression hadn’t changed, but his eyes had sharpened. Uncontrolled psychic manifestation was a threat indicator by any measure.

      During Sophie’s report on the Order’s financial networks, it happened again. The briefing folders at the centre of the table shuffled themselves. Three slid six inches left. A fourth flipped open.

      Sophie stopped mid-sentence.

      ‘Arthur. Could you possibly not do that while I’m talking?’

      ‘I’m not trying to.’

      ‘That,’ said Uncle Bob, is rather the problem.’

      * * *

      Dr Cleary intercepted Arthur in the corridor afterward.

      Arthur’s grandfather moved with the deliberate economy of a man who had stopped wasting motion decades ago. Eighty-seven, still the sharpest mind at EASE. White hair immaculate, moth eaten cardigan and a velvet lounge coat with slightly frayed elbows. Eyes that made most people feel they were being read like a book.

      ‘Walk with me.’

      They walked. Past the old lecture theatres, out into the quadrangle where the jacarandas were leafless and grey. Cleary said nothing for fifty metres—letting Arthur’s anxiety fill the silence before addressing it.

      ‘How long?’

      ‘A few weeks. Small things at first.’

      ‘Your abilities are evolving. Rapidly.’ Cleary stopped beside the dry fountain. A puddle of rainwater in the stone basin reflected the sky like a coin. ‘The operation pushed you beyond thresholds you weren’t ready for. Your mind is compensating. Growing new rooms in the mind - rooms it wasn't ready to open yet. You are developing new capacities.’

      ‘Is that dangerous?’

      ‘It’s chaotic. Which is worse.’ Cleary turned to face him. ‘A dangerous ability - you can avoid using. A chaotic one uses you. Your cousins are experiencing similar disruptions.’

      ‘That’s strange, must mean something.’ Arthur said.

      ‘I survived it. When I got through it and looked back it felt like my body was a young man and my brain was a rebellious teenager in its own right.’

      ‘How can I manage it?’

      ‘We are all different. Erin’s empathic range has expanded to several hundred metres. She’s receiving emotional impressions from everyone in a building simultaneously. Migraines that would fell a horse.’ He paused. Sophie’s dimension-jumping has become unpredictable. Hundreds of possible pathways where she used to see one or two. Her headaches are severe as well. Be gentle with them Arthur. Help them through it.’

      Arthur thought of the pen floating. Erin pressing her fingers to her temples when she thought no one was looking. Sophie’s uncharacteristic silence and quite apparent fatigue.

      ‘All three of us at once. That’s not coincidence.’

      ‘No. It isn’t.’ Cleary’s expression was part concern, part clinical interest, part something that looked uncomfortably like apprehension. ‘It’s stress-induced evolution. It happens when Pleiadian hybrids are pushed past their developmental limits into becoming pure Pleiadian. The system adapts. But adaptation without control is like a river in flood. The water’s going somewhere. It’s taking the banks with it.’

      ‘What do we do?’

      ‘Training. Intensive. All three of you. Potts on your telekinetic control. Goff on Erin’s empathic filtering. I’ll take Sophie myself. We start tomorrow.’

      ‘And if the training doesn’t work?’

      The puddle in the fountain basin trembled, though there was no wind.

      ‘Then we find out what happens when the river breaks its banks entirely. And we deal with it.’
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        * * *

      

      Arthur found Erin in the common room that evening, curled in the window seat with a cup of tea going cold beside her and a nearly empty pack of pain killers Dr Bamford had prescribed. The room was empty. Light from the corridor fell across her face—dark circles under her eyes, tension in her shoulders.

      ‘Don’t,’ she said before he could speak. ‘Don’t ask me how I’m feeling. I already know how everyone in this building is feeling and I’d very much like it to stop.’

      Arthur sat on the other end of the window seat and said nothing. Sometimes the best thing you could offer was silence that didn’t demand anything. Just listen. He’d learned the value of listening in his pre-med studies at EASE when he did a few sessions with patients attached to Dr Bamford and worked shifts as a ‘go-for’ at the hospital.

      ‘It’s like a hundred radios playing at once, different stations, differnt volumes.’ Erin said after a while. ‘I can’t turn them off.’ She pressed her palms against her eyes. ‘Professor Potts at the far end of north wing is worried about his wife’s operation. That second-year boy—Marcus—is in love with someone who doesn’t know he exists.’ I don’t want to know those things. They’re not mine to know.’

      ‘Sophie’s worse,’ Erin added. She can barely walk down a corridor without seeing six alternative versions of it stacked on top of each other. Threw up twice today. She’ll be on the floor next with full-blown vertigo.’

      Three cousins. Three uncontrolled expansions. And underneath it all, Nobody’s humming and Atheria’s cryptic warning and the feeling that their victory was nothing more than a reflection on still water.

      What lies beneath?

      ‘We start training tomorrow,’ Arthur said. Intensive. Cleary’s putting the whole faculty on it.’

      ‘Wonderful. Because that went so brilliantly last time.’

      ‘Last time we didn’t know what we were dealing with.’

      ‘Do we now?’

      Arthur thought of the pen, floating. Nobody’s charts. Atheria’s shimmer beside the yew tree. Listen deeper.

      ‘No,’ he said. But I think we’re about to find out.’

      Erin studied him. Her overloaded senses would be reading his emotional state with painful clarity.

      ‘You really are the most annoying optimist.’

      ‘Just selectively hopeful.’

      ‘Same thing. Worse packaging.’ But the ghost of a smile crossed her face. All right. Training. But if Potts makes me do breathing exercises again, I’m holding you personally responsible for a blast of female temper.’

      Arthur took her cold tea to the sink. He glanced through the window. Outside, the last light was draining from the sky. Somewhere below, Nobody would be in his mine, one hand against the rock, listening. Somewhere beyond sight, Atheria watched from between dimensions. And somewhere in an Intergalactic Council facility whose location was classified above Arthur’s clearance, Seraphina Volker sat in custody—cooperative, helpful, too calm by half—answering every question with the patient precision of someone who had absolutely nothing to fear.

      The surface says victory. The depths say otherwise.

      He washed the cup, dried it, set it on the rack. Stood in the darkened common room feeling the world settle—the building, the campus, the valley, the earth beneath—and far below, so faint it might have been imagination, the rhythmic pulse of something ancient and patient and vast.

      ‘I’m listening.’ he said to himself.

      It did not escape Erin. She frowned.

      The humming didn’t answer. But it didn’t stop, either.
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      Six months earlier — Geneva

      Dr Elena Corvus had been waiting outside the Order Vitae’s inner chamber for twenty-three minutes. She knew the exact duration because she’d timed it. She timed everything. In the eight years since Seraphina Volker had recruited her from the neuroscience faculty at the École Polytechnique, Corvus had learned that the Order’s leader used delay as a weapon. Twenty minutes meant displeasure. Thirty meant punishment was coming. Anything beyond forty and you started making plans to disappear.

      Twenty-three minutes meant Volker wanted her off-balance but still functional.

      Corvus used the time productively. She always did.

      The corridor was marble—Italian, eighteenth century, salvaged from a palazzo the Order had acquired in the 1890s. The Geneva headquarters occupied three floors of a building that appeared, from the street, to house a private banking firm. Which it did.
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      The bank was real, profitable, and entirely staffed by Order Vitae operatives who had spent decades building impeccable reputations in Swiss finance. Nobody questioned a Swiss bank. That was the point.

      Corvus reviewed her mental files while she waited. The Swiss operation—the one Volker had been planning for eighteen months—was tactically sound but strategically reckless. Strike the Pleiadian compound above Lake Geneva. Extract three Council prisoners. Demonstrate that the Order could reach into the heart of enemy territory.

      Bold. Dramatic. Exactly the kind of operation Seraphina loved.

      And exactly the kind that would bring everything crashing down.

      Corvus had documented seventeen tactical vulnerabilities in the plan. Seraphina didn’t want analysis. She wanted applause.

      The chamber door opened. A young operative by the name of Henning, barely twenty-five, devoted to her with the fervour of a convert—gestured her inside. He guided her to her seat - hoped the reverence he felt was not captured on the security cameras or noted by the assembled operatives planning the Geneva Operation.
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      Volker sat at the head of the table in a pool of lamplight. She was beautiful in the way a surgical instrument is beautiful—precise, functional, cold. Eight hundred years of life had given her a patience that could be mistaken for serenity, though Corvus knew better. Seraphina’s patience was the patience of a predator who had learned that prey always makes a mistake eventually.

      ‘Elena.’ Volker didn’t look up from the documents spread before her. Sit.’

      Corvus sat. She didn’t apologise for whatever offence had earned the twenty-three-minute wait. Apology was weakness. Volker despised weakness.

      ‘Your analysis of the Geneva operation.’ Volker turned a page. You identified seventeen vulnerabilities.’

      ‘Yes.’

      I counted nineteen.’

      Corvus blinked. It was the only surprise she permitted herself. She looked around at the faces of the other operatives. ‘Then why proceed?’

      Volker looked up. Her eyes were the colour of winter sky—pale, clear, absolutely empty of mercy. ‘Because the operation isn’t about the prisoners, Elena. It’s about forcing the Intergalactic Council to respond. To overextend. To reveal their deployments and protocols. The prisoners are bait. The real target is intelligence.’

      Corvus processed this. It was clever. It was also insane.

      ‘And if the operation fails?’

      ‘Then we learn even more. A failed attack reveals how they defend. A successful one reveals their weaknesses.’ Volker smiled. ‘You think too small, Elena. You see the chess pieces. I see the board.’

      No, Corvus thought. You see yourself winning. There’s a difference. She’s gone from tactical caution to hubris.

      She said nothing. She left the chamber twelve minutes later with her assignment—coordinate communications for the Swiss strike—and walked back to her office with the measured tread of a woman who had just confirmed something she’d suspected for years.

      Volker was going to destroy everything the Order Vitae had built.

      Unless someone stopped her.
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