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			CHAPTER ONE

			In the beginning was the wormhole. It bloomed like a strange flower at the edge of the solar system, dwarfing Pluto in its size and majesty. It was beautiful; theory become real. The eyes of Earth turned upon it, and the space telescope Walton was redirected to examine it more closely. Within days, images were being sent back to Earth.

			What Walton revealed was a kind of blister in space, a lenslike swelling in the fabric of the universe. As one scientist remarked, to the discomfort of her peers, it looked almost as if humanity were being examined in turn. The stars behind it were distorted, and slightly off-kilter, an effect explained by the huge amount of negative energy necessary to keep the wormhole open. An intense light at its rim dimmed to a dark center like an unblinking pupil, and so the newspapers began to refer to it as “the Eye in Space.”

			Once the initial thrill of its discovery had worn off, disturbing questions were raised. Why had it not been seen before? Was it a natural phenomenon, or something more sinister?

			The early years of the twenty-first century had yet to offer any proof that mankind was not alone in the universe. Shortly after the discovery of the wormhole, mankind received conclusive evidence that the universe was more crowded than it had ever imagined.

			A fleet emerged from the Eye, a great armada of silver ships, graceful and elegant, moving unstoppably toward the small blue planet in the distance at speeds beyond human comprehension.

			And the people of Earth watched them come: steadily, silently. Efforts were made to contact the craft, but there was no reply. . . .

			Panic spread. There was talk of the end of the world, of imminent destruction. Riots crippled the great cities, and mass suicides occurred among the more extreme religious cults, convinced that their souls would be magicked up to the approaching starships.

			But wherever it was that their souls ended up, it was not on those ships.

			The fleet stopped somewhere near Mars, and Earth braced itself for attack. Some people fled to bunkers, others sought shelter in underground stations and subway systems, or retreated into caves. They waited for explosions and devastation, but none came. Instead, Earth’s technological systems began to collapse: electricity, gas, water, communications, all were hit simultaneously, sabotaged by their own computers, but in a deliberate and targeted way. National defense systems shut down, but hospitals did not, and warplanes fell from the sky while commercial jets landed safely. All control had been seized by an outside force, but one that appeared careful to avoid more fatalities than were necessary. Still, fatalities there were.

			Now, Earth’s generals warned, the real assault would come, but there was no further attack. The silver ships sat silently above, while below, society fell apart. There was looting and murder. Mass exoduses from the cities began. Cattle and livestock were stolen and slaughtered for food, so farmers began to shoot trespassers. Men turned against men, and so great was their fury that, at times, they forgot the fact of the aliens’ existence in the face of their own inhumanity. After a mere three days, armies were firing on their own citizens. All that mattered was survival.

			Then, on the fourth day, power was restored selectively to the hearts of nine capital cities across the world: Washington, London, Beijing, New Delhi, Abuja, Moscow, Brasilia, Canberra, and Berlin. A single word was sent to every computer in every government office. That word was: 

			SURRENDER

			And Earth did indeed surrender, for what other choice did it have?

			•••

			When the planet’s new overlords eventually made themselves known, they were not what anyone on Earth had anticipated, for the Illyri were not unlike themselves. In their grace and beauty they resembled their ships. They were tall—the smallest of them was no less than six feet—with slightly elongated limbs, and their skin had the faintest of gold hues. Some had glossy, metallic manes of hair, whereas others kept their perfect skulls smooth and bald. They lacked eyelids, so their eyes were permanently open, and a clear membrane protected their retinas. When they slept, their colored irises simply closed over their pupils, leaving their resting eyes like vivid, eerie marbles set in their fine features.

			The Illyri spoke of a “gentle conquest.” They wished to avoid further bloodshed, and all necessities and creature comforts were restored to the people. However, modern weapons systems remained disabled. Air travel was initially forbidden. Telecommunication ceased, and for a time, the Internet no longer functioned. There was a period of adjustment that was difficult, but eventually something approaching normal life resumed.

			The Illyri knew what mattered most to the planet they had colonized, for their technology had been hidden on Earth for many decades, ever since the earliest human radio signals were detected by probes at the mouths of wormholes, and the first quiet infiltration of the planet began. Tiny clusters of Illyri androids, most no bigger than insects, had hidden in meteor showers and entered the atmosphere in the late 1950s. They began sending back details of Earth’s climate, atmosphere, population. The Illyri followed the progress of wars and famines, and had seen the best—and the worst—of what the human race had to offer. The Internet had been a particular bonus. Nanobots embedded themselves in the system in the late twentieth century; not only were they capable of transmitting the sum total of mankind’s accumulated knowledge back to the drones, they became part of the technology itself. As humanity embraced the Internet, and computers became an integral part of life, so too mankind unwittingly welcomed the Illyri into their lives and sowed the seeds for their arrival.

			After the initial shock of the invasion, the human resistance commenced. There were shootings and bombings. Illyri were kidnapped and killed, or held as hostages in a vain attempt to force a retreat from the planet. World leaders conspired to fight back.

			In response, the citizens of Rome were given twenty-four hours to evacuate their city. It was then wiped from the map in a massive explosion that sent dust and debris over all of western Europe, a reminder that Earth’s empires were as nothing before the superior power of the invaders. The Illyri then announced that one-tenth of the population between the ages of fifteen and twenty-one in every city and town would be conscripted into the Illyri Military brigades for five years. Essentially the youths would be hostages. Each family from which a young adult was removed had a responsibility to report saboteurs, or face the consequences. If violence was committed against the invaders, the townsfolk were informed that they would never see their young people again. It was a charter for informers, designed to sow distrust and crush cooperation among those who would challenge Illyri rule.

			But the Illyri also offered hope. They erected great condensers in arid climates, transforming deserts to fields. They genetically modified fruits, and grains, and vegetables, making them more abundant and more resistant to disease. Within two years, hunger was virtually eliminated on Earth, as were many communicable diseases. Geoengineering—the use of giant reflectors to send sunlight back into space before it struck the planet—tackled the problem of global warming, reducing Earth’s temperatures to levels not seen since the start of the nineteenth century.

			The Illyri did all that was possible to change Earth for the better.

			And still the humans fought us at every turn. . . .

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Syl Hellais, the first of her kind to be born on Earth, jumped from her desk and rushed to the bedroom window. The gray stone walls and cobbled courtyards of Edinburgh Castle stretched below: her fortress, her home, and—she sometimes felt—her prison. Beyond the castle lay the city itself, brooding beneath the dark Scottish skies.

			There! A column of smoke rose to the east, the aftermath of the explosion that had caused Syl to abandon her schoolwork. Sirens blared faintly, and Illyri patrol craft shone spotlights from the sky on the streets beneath. The humans were attacking again. They liked bombs. Bombs were easy to plant. They could be hidden in bags, in cars, even under dead cats and dogs. If it wasn’t bombs, it was snipers. All Illyri were potential targets, although the human Resistance preferred to kill those in uniform. They were more tolerant of young Illyri, and females in particular, although they were not above targeting them for kidnapping. Syl put herself at risk every time she walked the streets of Edinburgh, but that knowledge served only to add a thrill to her explorations. Still, she had learned to conceal her alien nature from prying eyes, and with a little makeup, and the right glasses and clothing, she could sometimes pass for human.

			And after all, was she not also of this planet? She was Syl the Earthborn, the first Illyri to be born on the conquered world in the early months of the invasion. In her way, she was as much its citizen as the humans. She was a child of two realms: born on one, loyal to another. She loathed Earth, and yet she loved it too, even if she rarely admitted this love to anyone—even herself.

			Shaking her head, Syl turned away from the window, from the smoke and the unseen carnage. There would be more of it. It never ended, and it never would, not as long as the Illyri remained on Earth.

			She was Syl the Firstborn, Syl the Earthborn.

			Syl the Invader.

			But Edinburgh was not the only target to be hit that night. Farther south, another attack was about to commence, and it would change the life of Syl Hellais forever.

			•••

			The Illyri Military had established many of its bases on the sites of great fortresses from Earth’s past. Those still standing—among them the Tower of London and Edinburgh Castle in the United Kingdom, the Stockholm Palace in Sweden, Prague Castle in the Czech Republic, and the Forbidden City in Beijing, China—were simply adapted for Illyri use. Where nothing of the original forts remained, replacements were either built offworld and lowered into place from ships, or constructed from materials found on Earth.

			The fort at Birdoswald had been erected by the Roman Empire as part of Hadrian’s Wall, which originally stretched across the width of northern England to protect the south from Scottish marauders. Before the coming of the Illyri, only the lower parts of its buildings and walls remained standing, the pattern and logic of their construction apparent when viewed from the hills above or the slopes below. Danis, the head of the Illlyri Military in Britain, was particularly fascinated by the Romans, and had made some efforts to ensure that the old fort was not completely spoiled by its new additions. He had used local stone to rebuild walls, and the living quarters had also been faced with stone so that they blended into the landscape.

			Danis had garrisoned the fort with a small force of Galateans, amphibian-like conscripts commanded by an Illyri officer named Thaios. Not that Thaois was Danis’s first choice, for he was not a member of the Illyri Military. Instead, he was a member of the Diplomatic Corps; the Military and the Diplomats were always at one another’s throats, each constantly seeking to increase its power at the expense of the other. Nevertheless, Danis had been ordered to give Thaios command, for Thaios was a favorite of the Diplomats, and was being groomed for leadership. It was also generally accepted that at some point in the future, administration of Earth would pass to the Corps, and the Military would move on to other campaigns. Giving command positions to Diplomats was a logical step toward that end.

			Still, as far as Danis was concerned, Thaios was a spoiled brat, and Danis, an old soldier, wouldn’t have trusted the boy to command a fish to swim. Thaios, meanwhile, viewed the command of a small garrison fort in the middle of nowhere as beneath him.

			However, the garrison was considered necessary. The smuggling of weapons was commonplace in the area, and the local population was regarded as particularly hostile, as is often the case at contested borders. The threat of permanent exile for their children seemed only to have antagonized many of the Scots, and not far from Birdoswald a primitive Improvised Explosive Device had recently destroyed two vehicles in a Military convoy. Among the Illyri casualties had been Aeron, Thaios’s predecessor, who had been blown into so many pieces that his head had never been found. Since then, most Illyri travel to and from Birdoswald was conducted by air. Where cars and coaches had once parked, bringing parties of tourists to view the fort and the wall, a pair of lightly armed interceptors—small, agile craft that were used for short-range sorties and patrols—rested on landing pads.

			Otherwise, the garrison at Birdoswald was defended largely by the conscripted Galateans, rugged, gray beings, their skin leathery in texture, their bodies narrowing to a head without the intervention of a neck, their eyes bulbous, their mouths wide. The humans called them “Toads.” They communicated through a system of clicks and croaks, and the strangeness of their features made their emotions impossible to read: they ate, fought and killed with the same impassive stare.

			The conquest of the Galatean system had been one of the Illyri’s more profitable campaigns. It yielded a ready source of troops, for the Galateans were natural soldiers, used to being commanded and genetically seasoned for combat by millennia of intertribal warfare over scarce resources. Also, since their homeworlds were little more than barren rocks inhabited by an array of predators—with the Galateans themselves trapped somewhere in the middle of this natural cycle of killing and being killed—they were more than willing to enter the service of the Illyri. They provided far more than one in ten of their young to conscription, and most went voluntarily.

			Eight Galateans stood on the walls of the fortress, and one occupied the observation tower, all equipped with night-vision lenses and high-velocity weapons. Each also wore a curved knife, like the claw of some great reptile rendered in steel.

			The garrison’s radar detected an approaching vehicle while it was still a mile away. It was coming from the west at about forty miles an hour, following the road that ran parallel to the remains of the wall. The Galatean monitoring the screen quickly summoned Thaios.

			While the movement of vehicles along the road was not forbidden, the Illyri had imposed a standard curfew in certain areas. Motorized travel was not permitted between the hours of sunset and sunrise unless cleared in advance through the proper channels. No such communication had been received that night by the garrison at Birdoswald.

			Thaios watched the dot moving on the screen. He was a muscular figure, and prided himself on his physical strength, although he had yet to be tested in battle. His head was shaved, even though this style was traditionally adopted by more senior members of the Corps. Thaios aspired to join their number, and his grooming choice was another statement of his ambition.

			Thaios was always angry, as many secretly frightened people frequently are. The Galateans did not respect him because he did not respect them. The local population hated him because he had taken to ordering searches of vehicles and raids on houses, which interfered with daily life and resulted in damage to property, as well as the occasional arrest. The Military hated him because he was a member of the Corps, and much of the Corps distrusted him because he was the nephew of Grand Consul Gradus, one of the Corps’s leading figures. Many believed that Thaios relayed negative comments back to his uncle—which was true. Many also felt that he was being groomed for leadership only because of his uncle’s influence, which was, again, true.

			“Alert the guards,” ordered Thaios. “Reinforce the detail at the main gate.”

			A siren blared. Six Galateans emerged from their guardhouse, weapons at the ready, and loped toward the entrance. They were halfway across the central square when a whistling sounded from the night sky. Moments later the first mortar shell landed among them, killing three of them instantly. Another shell followed while the garrison was still reeling from the shock of the first, and the Galateans who had survived the initial blast were killed by the second.

			Caught between trying to find the location of the mortar and monitoring the approach of the truck, which was now visible to the naked eye, the guards concentrated on the most immediate threat. The truck was traveling without lights, but the Galateans’ night-­vision lenses picked up its shape and the shadowy outlines of two people in the cab. Without waiting for further orders, the guards commenced firing on the truck. It crossed the central line of the road as the first bullets struck, then accelerated, heading straight for the gates. The doors on either side of the truck opened and the two humans jumped to safety as the vehicle struck the gates.

			The force of the impact knocked one of the guards from the wall beside the gate. He lay sprawled on the ground, one leg twisted at a grotesque angle, his damaged skull leaking fluid through his nostrils and earholes. His companion had managed to hold on to a metal support strut, and although shaken and driven to his knees was otherwise unharmed.

			He was still rising to his feet when the truck exploded.

			The massive gates were blown from their hinges, one of them landing on the nearest interceptor, crushing its cockpit. The second gate landed on the roof of the main guardhouse, cutting through the tin like the blade of a knife, trapping inside the building those that it did not kill.

			Gunfire erupted from the surrounding fields. Thaios’s eardrums had burst as a result of the explosion at the gates and he was in agony as he tried to organize his surviving troops, shouting orders that he himself could hear only as distorted noise. The remaining guards on the walls returned fire, but now there were humans moving past the burning wreckage of the truck, and a concentrated burst of automatic fire knocked the guard from the watchtower. A human was standing at the door of the ruined guardhouse, spraying the interior with bullets. Thaios drew a bead on him and fired a single round. The man twisted and fell, but before Thaios could pick another target, he felt a hammer blow to his shoulder, and a great burning followed. The bullet had passed straight through his upper body, and the wound was already pumping dark red Illyri blood. He retreated to a corner by the ruined guardhouse. There was a dull explosion behind him as the trapped guards used a grenade to blow a hole in the rear of the building. Thaios summoned them to him, and from behind the ruined walls of the old fort they fought the insurgents, dark figures that darted and weaved and were only occasionally illuminated by the flames of the burning truck. A second great explosion rent the air as the remaining interceptor was blown up, and Thaios and his soldiers found themselves under heavy fire. One of the Galateans fell, then another and another, until at last only Thaios was left standing.

			The shooting stopped. All was quiet for moment, until a voice called out to Thaios, “Surrender! Surrender and you won’t be hurt.”

			Thaios examined the digital read on his pulse pistol. The charge was almost empty: only one shot left. He could have attempted to pick up another weapon from one of the fallen Galateans, but he could see the insurgents working their way around him. If he moved, he would be exposed.

			“Throw out your weapon,” said the same voice. “Then stand up and show us your hands.”

			Thaios was suddenly very tired. He had been so ambitious, so anxious to progress. This was all such a waste.

			The order to surrender came again. The humans were drawing closer. One of their shadows almost touched his boot.

			Thaios put his gun in his mouth.

			“I’m sorry,” he said. The human nearest him frowned, but it had not been to him that Thaios was speaking.

			“Stop him!” yelled a voice.

			It was the last thing Thaios heard before his head exploded.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			The following morning, Syl walked quickly through the hallways of Edinburgh Castle, the soft silk of her trousers swishing against her legs, her face set in an expression that she thought of as determined but those who were responsible for her would have wearily described as “obstinate.” It was a word used often about Syl. Perhaps, the young Illyri told herself privately (and rather hopefully), she took after her mother, the beautiful Lady Orianne, who had been both willful and charming, a combination that made her quite impossible to resist.

			Syl, by contrast, was still working on the charm component. And beauty? Well, her father told her beauty is in the eye of the beholder, and that to him she was the most beautiful creature in the world—indeed, in all worlds. Of course he would say that! The truth was that she was not unpretty, but her features still held the unformed softness of youth, coupled with an unnerving intensity in her eyes and a sharpness in her manner. The effect wasn’t helped by the fact that Syl wasn’t given to smiling just to please people—because smiles could be much better employed than that—and she only laughed on occasions that truly merited it. And how else was she to behave? she asked herself, for she had no intention of smiling for no reason, or wasting time laughing at stupid jokes. Anyway, Syl took the view that laughing at something just to be kind usually meant the joker would plague you with another attempt at humor, and you’d have to laugh again, and so the cycle would continue until she either died of boredom or killed someone, and frankly she couldn’t be sure which might happen first.

			And yet much tolerance was shown to Syl, for she had been conceived among the stars, and as the first Illyri child born on Earth, she was a living link between the homeworld of Illyr and the conquered planet. Of course, it helped that her father was Lord Andrus, governor of the islands of Britain and Ireland, and by extension all of Europe. Like all Illyri females, though, Syl bore the name of her mother’s family. She liked being Syl Hellais. Syl Andrus sounded, well, ugly.

			Britain had been the obvious base for Illyri operations in Europe: even before the invasion, it had been a country obsessed with surveillance, both obvious and secret. Its streets were infested with security cameras, many of them with facial-recognition capacity, and the actions of its citizens were constantly being monitored by government departments. The Illyri had hardly needed to change anything upon their arrival. The same was true for the other most powerful nations: China, Russia, the United States. The governments of Earth, aided by populations too lazy or trusting to care, and obsessed with putting every detail of their lives on the Internet, had helped to give the Illyri control of the planet.

			Andrus was also responsible for the overall administration of Europe, and the governors of the other European nations deferred to him. Technically, he enjoyed equal status with the administrators of similar large territories, including Africa, China, Russia, Australasia, and the Americas, but he chaired the Ruling Council, which gave him a deciding vote on every important decision. Effectively, Governor Andrus was the most powerful man on Earth, although Syl knew better than to say “Do you know who my father is?” to get herself out of trouble. Well, she knew better than to try it a second time. . . .

			And then there was the fact that the Lady Orianne had died when Syl was only a year old, succumbing to an attack of malaria while the Illyri were still coming to terms with the diseases of the new world. There is no substitute for a mother and so there was a sadness that lingered around Syl, coupled with an anger that she found difficult to suppress. Recently Andrus had begun to despair of her behavior, but as Althea, Syl’s childhood governess, would gently point out to him, he was not the first father to be rendered speechless with frustration by a daughter approaching adulthood.

			“Even were her mother here, my lord, I suspect Syl would still be a difficult proposition,” she would murmur. Althea had been entrusted with Syl’s care since the death of Lady Orianne, mothering her as best as she could, and she loved the girl as a daughter. Her own child, a son, had died shortly after birth, another victim of disease, and she had become Syl’s milk-mother. A special bond had formed between Syl and Althea, but the teenage years were proving trying for the governess too. Still, she had high hopes for the girl. Syl would do well in life—assuming her father didn’t throttle her first.

			Now Althea hurried to catch up with her charge as Syl rushed ahead of her.

			“Why aren’t you in school, Syl?” said Althea.

			Like all children of the Illyri, Syl attended classes each day: science, mathematics, history, and languages. They were taught of Illyr and its empire, but they learned, too, of the cultures of Earth and the other principal conquered worlds.

			“Leave me be, Althea,” said Syl, as the older woman fell into step beside her. To amuse herself, Syl varied her pace, slowing down and speeding up, so that Althea was alternately left behind or stranded a foot or two ahead of her charge. Either way, she ended up talking to empty air. She had an idea of where Syl was going, and was determined to stop her.

			“Your father is not to be disturbed,” said Althea. “He arrived back in the early hours, and has barely slept.”

			“It is my birthday, Althea. I’m entitled to ask a favor of him.”

			It was a tradition that, on the anniversary of their birth, Illyri could make a single request of a loved one that had to be granted. It was a relic of an older time, but still fondly regarded. Husbands would ask for a kiss from their wives, mothers a meal cooked by their sons’ hands: small gestures, but no less meaningful for that.

			“You may talk to him after your classes,” said Althea.

			Syl had already tired of her earlier game, and was now determined to leave Althea in her wake, so the frustrated governess was forced to scamper to keep up with Syl’s long strides. Althea was short for an Illyri; today, on Syl’s sixteenth birthday, the girl was already much the taller of the two.

			“My request is that I should not have to attend classes,” said Syl. “I would like a day to myself in the city.”

			As if Althea was unaware of what that might involve, Syl stopped by one of the castle windows and gestured dramatically at the streets of Edinburgh below. Edinburgh and London provided twin administrative bases for Andrus, but he preferred Edinburgh, and its great castle perched above the city, to the confines of the Tower of London. London was a difficult city to like: overcrowded, smelly, and increasingly violent. Three months earlier, the Tower itself had come under attack from a suicide bomber piloting a small plane packed with explosives. The assault was thwarted, but Andrus would secretly have been quite happy if the Tower had been blasted to smithereens. He would have loved an excuse to spend more time in Scotland, with its harsh but beautiful landscape that reminded him of the northern wilds of Illyr itself, where he had spent his youth. Syl too was happier in Edinburgh, and so it remained her home when her father was absent in the south for weeks, or even months.

			“So,” Syl continued, “how can my father grant my birthday wish if, by the time I ask it, my birthday will be over?”

			Despite Syl’s unarguable logic, Althea knew that Andrus had given strict orders that he should not be disturbed. There had been two attacks the previous night, and the dead were still being counted, leaving Andrus under pressure from his offworld superiors to provide an appropriate response to the latest outrages. He already trod a delicate line between those who advocated gentleness and understanding in their dealings with the humans, and those who called for harsher discipline. As with the humans, so with his daughter, thought Althea.

			“Syl, this is not a good time. There were killings last night. . . . ”

			“Oh, there are always killings, Althea,” said Syl. “Every day, every week. If we’re not killing them in firefights, then they’re killing us with guns and bombs. Maybe we shouldn’t be here at all.”

			“Hush!” said Althea, grabbing Syl’s arm. “That’s all very well for classroom debates, but it’s not to be said within earshot of your father’s chambers. There are those who would take great pleasure in whispering that Lord Andrus’s daughter speaks treason in the governor’s castle.”

			Syl wasn’t so sure that even the classroom was the place to debate the rights and wrongs of the Illyri’s conquests. She was one of twenty students, the youngest of whom was only seven. They were all taught by the same tutor, Toris, who was so ancient that Ani, Syl’s closest friend, said there was no such thing as history for him: it was all personal experience. Toris did not encourage independent thought. His purpose was to tell them things, and his students’ purpose was to remember them.

			“Since when did expressing an opinion become treason?” asked Syl.

			“Don’t be so naive. Suggesting to someone that the weather might change is an opinion. Stirring up dissent is treasonous.”

			“Why, do you feel stirred, Althea?” said Syl, and even while being mocked, Althea loved the spirit that dwelt within this one. “Will you take to the streets in protest if the weather holds?”

			Althea took the girl by the hands and held her there, looking up into her eyes. They were reddish gold, like her mother’s. She had her mother’s voice too, low yet musical. What she had inherited from her father was not so clear. She had certainly not acquired his diplomacy, or his ability to refrain from speaking his every thought aloud. Despite that, she had an uncanny way of winding others around her little finger, of gently bending them to her will. Even Althea was not entirely immune to Syl’s manipulations.

			“You must be careful, Syl,” said Althea. “Your father’s position is not secure. There has been talk of recalling governors because of the escalating levels of violence. Already the Diplomats have increased their presence here. Washington is now a Diplomat city, and the Diplomats have just been granted a special order excluding the Military from Iceland, effective from next month. As the senior Military commander on Earth, your father is furious.”

			Syl’s obvious surprise made it clear that she had not heard any of this, and Althea instantly knew that she had said too much.

			“A recall?” said Syl. “Then we could return to Illyr?”

			Althea noted the use of the word return. Like many Illyri now marooned far from home, Syl longed for Illyr. Althea had no such illusions. Illyr was not what it once was. It had changed. The conquests had changed it.

			“Perhaps,” said Althea. “Your father could return, but it would be in disgrace—possibly even in chains. And remember, Syl, your father loves it here. He does not want to go back. All his life he dreamed of seeing new worlds, and he has spent more time away from the homeworld than he has living on it. He wants to be buried on this alien world with this alien sun warming his grave. If your mother had lived, things might have been different. She was bound deeply to Illyr. She loved the homeworld, but she loved your father more.”

			“And she died for it,” said Syl bitterly. “Died for the sake of a planet that hated her, and all like her.”

			Althea did not argue. She had heard all of this before, and there was some truth to it.

			“I am not my father,” continued Syl. “I want to live on Illyr. It is my true home.”

			Illyr: she had seen it only in books and on screens—projections of forests that towered ten times higher than any similar vegetation on Earth, and oceans deeper and cleaner than the polluted waters of the Atlantic or the Pacific. She marveled at the creatures that walked and swam and crawled and flew through its environs, so much more noble and striking and beautiful than the denizens of this planet, the greatest of which—tigers and blue whales, gorillas and polar bears—were already close to extinction. Most of all, Syl wanted to see its cities: Olos, the Gem of the North; Arayyis, part of it built beneath the ocean and part above; and great Tannis itself, the City of Spires, the most beautiful city in the Illyri Empire, the place in which her mother had been born. True, she had walked on Illyr by activating the virtual-reality programs in the wired rooms of the castle, but she was always aware that they were illusions. She wanted to breathe Illyri air, not some computer’s pumped-in imitation of it. It was only during Toris’s discussions of Illyr that Syl showed any patience with her tutor, for the old fool was as besotted with the planet as she was.

			“Illyr is not as it was,” said Althea. “Do not believe all that Toris shows or tells you. That old man will drown in his own nostalgia.”

			Syl freed her hands. “Nothing pleases you, Althea. You are as sour as an unripe apple.”

			Then, just as Althea seemed set to take offense, Syl planted a big kiss on the older woman’s cheek, and sprang away, smiling. That was another of her talents: the ability to recognize when she had gone too far, and to act to prevent any further harm being done. If only, Althea thought, she could stop herself before she went too far.

			“Now you’re distracting me,” said Syl, “and I have a favor to request.”

			“Syl! I told you, he’s busy.”

			“Don’t worry, I won’t disturb him. I’ll just wait outside until he’s finished. And please stop running after me. You know you can’t keep up.”

			Syl darted down the hallway, waved from around the corner, and was gone. Althea sighed deeply and leaned against the nearest wall. Below her, the city went about its business, the previous night’s bombing seemingly forgotten. In the distance loomed the crag known as Arthur’s Seat. There was a grandeur to Edinburgh, Althea admitted, but its beauty was stern and austere. Summer was at an end, and the first hint of a cold, damp winter was already blowing through the laneways. Althea hated the cold. She wished Andrus had become governor of Spain and Portugal, or Central America, somewhere with a little heat and light. These northern territories oppressed her with their gloom.

			But now someone was coming. She looked up to see the tutor, Toris. He was a scowling, wrinkled figure who walked with a pronounced stoop. There was no harm to him, but Althea, like Syl, regarded him as an old bore. Unlike Syl, though, she did not have to listen to him unless she chose to do so.

			“I seek Syl,” said Toris. “Class has commenced.”

			“Feel free to chase her, if you can run fast enough. She has no mind for classes today. It is the anniversary of her birth. She will spend the day in her own way, whether permitted to or not.”

			Toris seemed about to protest, then contented himself with a resigned shrug. “Well, let her roam, then, and much good may it bring her.”

			Althea was surprised. Toris was not usually one to allow such leniencies. Ani, Syl’s best friend and partner in crime, was regularly reported to her parents for even the slightest of infractions, and Toris would have beaten a similarly frequent path to Lord Andrus’s door to complain of Syl’s behavior if Andrus were not the governor, or if Althea had not become proficient at soothing Toris. Old books seemed to calm him, she found. So did wine. Speaking of which . . .

			“Have you been drinking?” asked Althea. “It’s not like you to give up so easily.”

			“I was young once,” Toris replied stiffly.

			“Were you now?” Althea sniffed. “I wonder that you can remember back so far.”

			“It is my task to remember,” Toris reminded her, with some dignity. “I remember, so that others will not forget.”

			“You fill her head with talk of the glories of Illyr, her and the other children. They dream of returning to a place they have never known, and meanwhile the life that they have passes them by.”

			“Illyr is great,” said Toris.

			“Perhaps it was, once,” said Althea. “But they will never see it, not as it was. Never.”

			“You do not know that,” said Toris.

			“I do,” said Althea. “And you know it too.”

			Toris did not bother to continue the argument. He and Althea had had this discussion before, and would have it again, but not this morning. Toris was tired. He always felt old on the birthdays of his students. He left Althea, and shuffled off to bore those of his charges who had not, so far, managed to escape.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			The two young men walking toward the little restaurant near Edinburgh’s London Road were no different in appearance from any of the other youths who still viewed Edinburgh as “their” city, despite the presence of aliens, police, and anyone else who might have been of another opinion. One was taller and older, but the similarities between the two were too obvious for them to be anything but brothers. Their names were Paul and Steven Kerr, and they were members of the Resistance.

			Paul had been born not long after the initial Illyri invasion. Now he was just a few weeks shy of his seventeenth birthday, but he carried himself with the authority of an older man, as befitted someone who had risked his life in the fight against the Illyri occupation.

			Despite his relative youth, Paul was one of the Resistance’s best intelligence officers. He was good at listening, and skilled at slotting himself into places and situations that might yield useful information. The Resistance had young spies all over the city, and many of them reported to Paul, either directly or indirectly. There was little that went on among the Illyri about which the Resistance did not know—or so they had long believed.

			Recent events, though, were forcing the Resistance to reconsider this view. Whispers had reached them of possible secret tunnels beneath Edinburgh, constructed without their knowledge. There were darker rumors too: the sick and old disappearing from hospitals, and corpses sent for cremation becoming lost in the system. And all that was even before the attack on Birdoswald: Paul had not known of it in advance, and he was usually entrusted with prior notice of such operations. This troubled him, which was why he was glad that a meeting had been called. He wanted to know more.

			His brother, Steven, had just turned fifteen, and was less certain of himself. So far he had only been involved in minor operations, mostly as a lookout. Steven suspected that it was Paul who had been responsible for keeping him away from the action, although Paul had always denied it. Steven now felt that he was old enough to fight; after all, young men and women his own age had already died at the hands of the Illyri and their servant races, and it wasn’t right that he should be stopped from playing his part in the Resistance. Paul gradually seemed to have come to terms with this, at least in some small way, which was why he had reluctantly agreed that Steven should accompany him on this particular mission. School would have to do without them for a day.

			“Hurry up,” Paul said to Steven. “We’re going to be late.”

			Steven obediently sped up. Although there were sometimes tensions between them, as there were between any brothers, Steven adored Paul. Paul was a fighter.

			Paul had killed.

			As the restaurant came in sight, Paul halted.

			“Remember,” he told Steven. “Stay quiet. Don’t say anything unless someone asks you a question first. If I tell you to leave, do it, okay? No objections.”

			“You won’t even know I’m there, honest,” said Steven.

			Paul had been told to bring Steven along. He would not have done so otherwise. He knew what was going to happen. It was time: the Resistance had decided that his little brother was ready for major operations.

			•••

			Danny’s Diner was a typical greasy spoon. It offered breakfast all day, battered and fried anything from sausages to Mars bars, and served French fries with everything. It was even possible to order a plate of double fries, which was basically fries with a side of fries. Danny’s Diner was the unhealthiest restaurant in Scotland, and it was sometimes whispered that it had killed more Scots than the Illyri. Nobody looked at the boys as they entered. Everyone in there was a friend of the Resistance, but they still knew that it was best to mind their own business. Only Danny, who was working behind the counter, gave them the smallest of nods.

			Two young women, both of them only a few years older than Paul, sat in a booth at the back of the restaurant. Their names were Jean and Nessa Trask, and their father was one of the most important Resistance leaders in Scotland. They had cups of grayish tea before them, and the remains of some toast, with the mandatory fries now shriveled and cold.

			“I thought your dad might be here,” said Paul as he slid onto the plastic bench. “He’s busy,” said Nessa, the older of the girls, “but we’ll pay for your tea anyway.” She signaled to the waitress, who scurried off looking nervous, and with good reason. Nessa was bigger and broader than her sister. Some of the boys called her Nessy, after the Loch Ness monster, but only behind her back; she’d broken the nose of the last person she’d heard calling her by that nickname. Her sister, Jean, was prettier, and not as smart, but she was much more dangerous. She had a way with knives.

			“Lot of activity last night,” said Paul, referring discreetly to Birdoswald.

			“We were as surprised as you were,” said Nessa.

			“It wasn’t us?”

			Nessa shook her head. “The fireworks in the city were ours, but not the business at the fort. Dad’s looking into it. That’s why he’s not here.”

			Their tea arrived, and the older teenagers watched in cool amusement as Steven took a tentative sip. It was horrible, as always. The boy immediately poured several packets of sugar into his cup and stirred it vigorously before trying again. The sweetness helped, but not much.

			“So,” said Nessa, still looking at Steven, who tried not to appear uncomfortable under her scrutiny, “this is the new little soldier.”

			Jean snickered. She picked up her butter knife and began playing with it, balancing it on the tip of her finger. It was a neat trick.

			“He’s been on jobs before,” said Paul, springing instinctively to his brother’s defense.

			“He’s stood on street corners watching for patrols,” said Nessa. “My dog could do that.”

			“Then why isn’t your dog here?” said Steven, which surprised Nessa, even as Paul raised his eyes to heaven and gave his brother a sharp kick on the right ankle.

			“He even barks like my dog,” said Nessa, but she seemed amused by Steven. “My dad says he’s ready. What do you say?”

			She leveled her gaze at Paul. Jean might have been prettier, but Nessa had something special, a kind of charisma. Paul might even have found her attractive if she hadn’t been so terrifying.

			“He’s ready,” said Paul, after only a moment’s hesitation. Beside him, Steven’s cheeks glowed with pride.

			“What do I know?” said Nessa. “I’m only a girl,” but she said it in the same way that a heavyweight champion of the world might have said he was only a boxer.

			“What’s the job?” said Paul.

			Nessa leaned in closer to him, and lowered her voice.

			“We think we’ve found one of the tunnels. . . . ”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			Syl could hear her father shouting as she neared his office. She paused while she was still out of sight of Balen, the secretary who carefully controlled access to the governor from his desk outside the door. Syl rather liked Balen, and his affection for her was obvious, but she could tell as she peered around the corner that he was unlikely to be welcoming this morning. He was staring at his screen, his fingers rapidly manipulating the display. The screen was a projection created by the castle’s artificial intelligence system, and allowed a screen to be summoned at any time, and in any room. As a child, Syl had thought it magical.

			Balen was simultaneously fielding calls to his communications console, adjusting his tone according to the importance of the caller, though each received roughly the same response: no, it would not be possible to talk to Governor Andrus. . . .

			The door to the office stood ajar. Syl could not see her father, but she glimpsed a short, balding human wearing a suit that was two sizes too small for him. It was McGill, the First Minister of the Scottish parliament, who served as the main channel of communication between the Scottish humans and the Illyri. The Illyri had allowed most local councils, and even national parliaments, to remain active, although they offered only the illusion of self-­government, since no major decisions could be made without Illyri approval. Governor Andrus was often heard to remark that given how poorly human governments performed even the simplest of tasks, they might have found it preferable to hand all power to the Illyri, and at least see the job done right.

			As Syl listened, her father’s voice rose again.

			“Greater freedom of movement?” he shouted. “Are you insane? Do you have any idea what is happening in this damned country of yours? Shootings, bombings, acts of sabotage and murder. We had an explosion in the city last night, and then the garrison at Birdoswald was attacked. We lost twenty Galateans, and the captain of the garrison, not to mention two interceptors reduced to charred metal, and you’re asking me to give your people even more opportunities to attack us?”

			“We are not responsible for actions taken south of the border,” said McGill. “And we’re not talking about the whole of Scotland either. For now, at least allow more ease of travel between the cities, and perhaps make Edinburgh itself a free zone, with unrestricted movement within the city limits.”

			“The reason you’re not talking about the whole of the country, Mr. McGill,” said Andrus, “is that most of the Highlands remains lawless. Travel north to Inverness and Aberdeen is only possible by air, because anything that moves along the ground risks being attacked and looted. Most of the time I’m forced to amuse myself by trying to establish which of you is worst: the Scots, the Irish, or the Welsh. The more I study your history, the more I pity the English for having to put up with the lot of you.”

			“And yet now you’re being attacked close to Carlisle,” McGill interrupted. “Forgive me for pointing this out again, but that’s England, isn’t it?”

			“Infected by a virus of rebellion that started up here, no doubt,” Lord Andrus countered. “In fact, I suspect that the terrorists traveled south to Birdoswald, not north. They’re Scots, or I’m a fool. And don’t think that the rebels have any love for your city either. They disapprove of even your limited cooperation with us, and they’d dearly love to make an example of the most obliging of you. Our security procedures protect you as much as they protect us.”

			McGill bowed his head; Lord Andrus’s words had hit home. Major attacks on the occupying forces were growing more frequent in Edinburgh, although Glasgow was worse: there were housing estates on the outskirts of the city, wellsprings of rebellion and vicious dissent, that even the Galateans refused to police.

			“There will be no relaxation of the travel restrictions for now,” said Lord Andrus. Then, remembering his own reputation for diplomacy, added: “We’ll review the situation in three months’ time. But I warn you: if the attack on Birdoswald represents the beginning of a new terrorist campaign, you can look forward to repression that will make the early days of the invasion seem like a dream state. You can pass that on to the rebels from me.”

			McGill started to object, but Lord Andrus interrupted him.

			“Don’t take me for a fool, Mr. McGill. I could have you tortured until you decide to share your knowledge of the Resistance. The only reason I don’t do so is that I’d prefer some channels of communication with the Resistance to remain open, and I dislike unnecessary violence. Increasingly, though, my voice is struggling to make itself heard among those who think that we have been far too tolerant. If the violence continues, I won’t be able to hold them back for much longer. You may have no love for the Galateans or the Military, but we are ordered, disciplined soldiers. We respond only to provocation, and fight to defend ourselves. Troublesome populations tend to invite the attentions of far more brutal forces.”

			Syl knew that her father was referring to the Securitats. They were the Illyri secret police, part of the Diplomatic Corps, and answered only to Grand Consul Gradus, the head of the Corps. The Military had no control over them. It was the Securitats who had been responsible for organizing the destruction of Rome.

			There was the sound of a chair being pushed back, and moments later her father appeared in the doorway, herding McGill ahead of him, an almost comically round presence compared with the tall, aristocratic figure of Lord Andrus.

			Her father was sixty, but fit and strong, with few signs of aging. The life span of the Illyri was longer than that of humans, thanks to gene therapy and organ replacements, routinely extending to a hundred and twenty Earth years or more, so Lord Andrus was only into his middle age. His military record was impeccable, and his experience of battle and conquest ensured that he was respected by the army and, if truth be told, somewhat feared by the Diplomats. Even the Diplomats’ leader, Grand Consul Gradus, who lived by the motto that “Armies conquer, but Diplomats rule,” was known to be wary of angering Andrus, although he still hated him. The reasons for their enmity could be boiled down to one simple difference between the two Illyri: Gradus was cruel; Andrus was not. Nevertheless, in Gradus’s ideal universe, the Military would wipe out all resistance in conquered territories and then retreat to bind its wounds while the Diplomats reaped the spoils. In fact he would have preferred it if the Military were entirely under his control, just another arm of the Diplomatic Corps.

			But it was Gradus who had supported her father’s appointment to his current position, despite the objections of many of the Grand Consul’s own staff. Curiously, at least three-quarters of the Illyri governors on Earth were Military officers, and the remainder had recently retired from service. Over dinner one evening, Syl had questioned her father as to why this was.

			“The humans call it a ‘poisoned chalice,’ he replied. “In the Military, it is known as a ‘dark command.’ It means that what appears to be a blessing may well prove to be a curse. Gradus wants the Military to fail here. If we fail, he and the Diplomats can take over. Gradus is no fool, Syl. This conquest of Earth is very different from any of our other previous imperial adventures. We have never before encountered a civilization so advanced. Biologically, culturally, socially, we have more in common with the humans than we have with any other conquered race. But Gradus and his kind are so convinced of their own superiority that every race but our own appears inconsequential to them. He has not even troubled himself to visit Earth. He sits in the palace of a dead king, spinning his plots as a spider spins its web, listening to the whisperings of witches.”

			Syl shivered at the memory of her father’s words. There it was, the mystery at the heart of the Illyri Empire, the secret power behind its great expansion.

			The witches.

			The Nairene Sisterhood.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			Syl had never encountered any members of the Nairene Sisterhood, but she had heard stories of their power. For centuries they had been an order of recluses, existing only to record and curate the history of the Illyri Empire. As the Empire began to expand, first exploring its own galaxy, and then moving farther into the universe, so too did the Sisterhood’s thirst for new knowledge grow. They were a storehouse of all that was known about the universe, passed on from generation to generation. It was considered a great honor for a family to have a daughter inducted into the Sisterhood, although Syl couldn’t see the appeal in being locked away for the rest of her life, forbidden to travel or explore, or even to leave the Marque, the labyrinthine city that was the Sisterhood’s lair. The Marque was situated on a moon of Illyr named Avila Minor, and no one landed on or left the moon without the permission of the Sisterhood.

			But then suddenly the nature of the Sisterhood had changed. Led by Ezil, the oldest of their order, they had emerged from the Marque, and some had even taken husbands. If it was considered an honor for a daughter to join the order, so too did ambitious men realize the advantage that might be gained from having the knowledge of the Sisterhood close at hand. Ezil decided which of the sisters should be permitted to marry, and to whom they should become betrothed, but she herself did not marry, and neither did the four other most senior sisters. Instead, they had made themselves indispensable as advisers, attaching themselves to the Diplomatic Corps. Soon, no decisions were made without consulting them.

			All this had occurred many years before Syl was born, and Ezil and the senior sisters, known as the First Five, had not been seen outside the Marque in decades. But the emergence of the Sisterhood had marked the beginning of what was now known as the Second Empire. It was the Sisterhood that had given the Empire the means to expand, for they had discovered the location of the wormholes. The universe teemed with them; they were gateways between galaxies, allowing the Illyri to travel vast distances with previously unimagined speed.

			Syl’s father had explained the nature of the wormholes to Syl when she was a small child. Holding a sheet of paper, he told her to imagine that it represented millions and millions of miles of space. At the far right side of the page he made a mark with his pen, and placed a similar mark on the far left.

			“Now,” he said, “imagine that this first dot is Illyr, and this second dot is Earth. How long would it take to travel from one to the other?”

			“Years,” the young Syl had replied. “A lifetime.”

			“Many, many lifetimes,” said her father. “But using the wormholes, we can cover the distance in an instant.”

			He gently folded the paper, aligning the marks, then pierced them with his pen.

			“That is what the wormholes do. They link distant points in the universe.”

			“But how do we know where they lead?” asked Syl.

			“We send drones to explore the systems in advance. Sometimes the Sisterhood tells us.”

			“And how does the Sisterhood know?” asked Syl, and her father had not answered her, because, as Syl had come to realize, he did not have an answer. If the Illyri loved secrets, the Sisterhood lived for them.

			The Second Illyri Empire had explored over one hundred systems, each targeted because it contained a habitable planet with life-forms, however primitive, and commodities that could support the Empire’s further conquests: food, fuel, minerals, methane, water. Through the Sisterhood and the wormholes, the Illyri had established that the universe was fundamentally a lonely place, and complex civilizations like their own were extremely rare. So far, the Illyri had found only one species, humanity, who could, given time, become as powerful as they, if not more so. The humans had drawn the Illyri down upon them: by sending radio signals out into the universe, they had alerted the Empire to the presence of another advanced race. As one of her father’s generals had remarked, it was better that they be conquered now on their own world than battled later on another.

			The Sisterhood had agreed, and so the plan to invade Earth was set in motion.

			Any mention of the Sisterhood always made Syl’s father mad.

			“Witches,” he would mutter. “Damned witches. And Syrene is the damnedest of them all.”

			Ezil still lived, although she was now nearly two centuries old: a great and unusual age even for an Illyri. She was reported to be frail, and control of the Sisterhood had gradually passed to Syrene, who had once been Ezil’s novice. Syrene had the ear of Grand Consul Gradus, for she was his wife, chosen for him by Ezil herself.

			The Military had resisted the approaches of the Sisterhood, and soldiers were unofficially forbidden from entering into relationships with Nairene sisters, but the reality was that the sisters had barely tried to infiltrate the Military. They seemed content to infest the ranks of the Diplomats, and leave the Military to the work of conquest, but their influence on the Diplomatic Corps was one of the factors contributing to the hostility between the Empire’s two main forces.

			Syl remembered all of this as she watched Lord Andrus smoothly rid himself of McGill, and now she stepped in front of her father as he was about to pass, so that he almost tripped over her. Behind him, Balen stood up at his desk, a sheaf of papers in his hand. He gave Syl a cold smile. Clearly, like Althea, he felt that she should not be disturbing her father at this time.

			“Syl!” said Lord Andrus. He looked tired. “What are you doing lurking in dark corners? Why aren’t you in class?”

			He spoke to her in the Illyri tongue, harsh to human ears yet lovelier to her than any language on this world. Syl, like many young Illyri, had learned human languages as part of her schooling, and spoke English, French, and a little Spanish. In private, the youths spoke the languages of the conquered more frequently than their own, but older Illyri preferred to discuss their affairs in the tongue of the homeworld. It was part of their efforts to maintain their identity as conquerors, and their links by birth to Illyr, but the relationship to the planet of those young Illyri born and raised on Earth was both more intimate and complex.

			“I wanted to see you. It is the anniversary of my birth. I—”

			He placed his hands upon her shoulders and kissed her forehead.

			“I have not forgotten. There is a gift waiting for you in your chambers, and later we’ll have dinner together, but for now you must go back to your studies, or else I’ll have Toris complaining that I allow you to wallow in ignorance, and Althea accusing me of indulging you.”

			“But that’s—”

			Her father raised a hand to silence her. “I have an important meeting, Syl. We’ll discuss it later. For now, back to class. Go, go!”

			He hustled her ahead of him, and when they came to the main corridor he turned left, and she right. She walked on for a time until she was out of sight, then halted. This wasn’t fair. Her father had promised always to keep the anniversary of her birth special, not just because she was his only child, but because her mother had placed great store by such occasions. With her mother no longer alive, her father maintained that he had to celebrate Syl’s birth for both of them, and each year he had done his utmost to make it a day to remember. On her tenth birthday, they had taken his private skimmer to South America, and picnicked at Machu Picchu in Peru. On her thirteenth birthday, they had traveled to Florence, and he had given her a Michelangelo cartoon saved from the destruction of Rome, for she adored art.

			But today he was too busy for her, and Syl feared that this might be setting a pattern for the future. Her eyes felt hot. She tried to hold back the tears, but one managed to escape. She brushed it away furiously. No, she would not cry, not here. Running back to her chambers, she lay down on her bed to concentrate on stemming her tears. She tried to imagine what her mother might have said to her were she still alive. She’d probably have told her that she was acting like a spoiled child, and that her father loved her but sometimes the requirements of his job meant that he could not spend as much time with her as she might wish. He would make it up to her later.

			Syl sat up and rubbed her face. On her desk, unnoticed until now, was a box tied with brightly colored ribbons: her father’s gift to her.

			“Oh!” she said aloud, childlike in anticipation as she bounded from her bed to inspect the parcel. It was heavy, so she unwrapped it where it was, exposing a plain wooden box. Inside the box, nestled in tissue, lay the bronze sculpture of a man’s hand. She recognized it immediately and gave a yelp of glee, for it was La Main, a cast of Picasso’s right hand sculpted by the artist himself. It had been part of the collection of the National Gallery of Scotland before the building was looted and burned during the unrest that initially followed the invasion. Some of the collection had been recovered, but the gallery had not been rebuilt, and paintings that had previously been housed there now adorned the walls of Edinburgh Castle. La Main, though, had been believed lost. The cast was one of a series of ten, but the whereabouts of the rest were unknown.

			Syl loved to paint, and there was something in the way that Picasso depicted the world, the way in which he made the familiar strange and new, that appealed deeply to her. She liked the idea of the hand that had created such wonders being rendered in bronze, and now she touched her fingers to it, feeling the cool metal beneath her skin. She smiled despite herself.

			There was a note with it: Art is universal. Let one great artist inspire you to become another.

			She stroked the bronze, finding on it the marks of its maker’s fingers.

			“Thank you,” she whispered.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			Lord Andrus found himself wondering what his daughter would think of his gift to her, even as his personal guards fell into step behind him. She was angry with him now, he knew, but she would not be for long, and he smiled as he thought of the pleasure she’d take in La Main.

			His smile faded as he arrived at the door of the private meeting room adjoining his offices. His guards took up position outside, and he gave them strict instructions that no one, and definitely not his daughter—not again—should be permitted to enter.

			Andrus activated his private lens, not wanting to call up a screen from the castle’s own systems. The tiny lens lay on his right eye, and enabled him to see virtual images superimposed on reality, from street names to weather information and private messages from his general staff if he was away from the castle. Lenses had first been developed for battlefield use; aided by information from drones and overhead satellites, they provided soldiers with maps, direction of enemy fire, and, most important, the enemy’s position. Now many Illyri used them the way humans had once used cell phones: they took calls through lenses, searched for information, watched movies, and even played immersive games. It irritated Andrus to see such amazing technology being used for such frivolous ends.

			Danis appeared on Andrus’s lens. The remains of the fort at Birdoswald smoldered behind him. The old general was one of Andrus’s most trusted soldiers, and his closest friend.

			Adding to the men’s closeness was the not insignificant matter of Danis’s daughter, Ani. Danis’s wife, Fian, had given birth to the girl while Syl was still digesting her first meals at her mother’s breast; only a difficult, extended labor had stopped Syl and Ani from being virtual twins, and they had settled for being sisters under the skin. Had Danis actively sought a governorship, then Syl and Ani would have been separated, breaking the hearts of both the young Illyri. To some degree Danis had sacrificed personal ambition at the altar of his daughter’s happiness.

			“Talk to me, Danis,” said Andrus, pouring himself a glass of wine as he did so.

			Danis looked cold and damp. On his own lens, he watched enviously as Andrus settled into his chair.

			“Good wine, I hope?” he said.

			“Very,” said Andrus.

			“You’re developing the tastes of a Diplomat. Next you’ll be shaving your head, and you won’t be able to lift your hands for all the jewelry on your fingers.”

			“I’ll give you a bottle when you return,” said Andrus. “Now tell me about Birdoswald.”

			In a corner of his lens, images of the fort appeared, transmitted by Danis. Bodies lay scattered throughout.

			“It was a carefully planned and well-executed attack,” said Danis. “A year ago, the Resistance wouldn’t have had the guts or the manpower to carry out a raid like that.”

			“So what has changed?”

			“Their organization, their weaponry, and their intelligence gathering. It’s the last that worries me most.”

			“They have spies among us?”

			“You know they do. We use human workers, after all. Nothing would get done if we didn’t. And even those that we keep at a distance watch us—they know our comings and goings, our troop movements. . . . But there’s also the issue of traitors.”

			“Ah,” said Andrus, looking troubled. The Illyri frowned on the mixing of the two races, but the biological similarities between them meant that some Illyri had secretly taken human partners. No human-Illyri hybrids had yet been born alive, but there had been pregnancies, and it was only a matter of time before nature overcame the differences between the species. Meanwhile, the monitoring of relationships fell to the Securitats, and punishment for such affairs was separation and exile. A number of Illyri had fled with their human lovers to avoid banishment; many on the island of Britain were believed to have gone to ground in the Scottish Highlands, the most lawless region of the country. Officials suspected that some of these Illyri were providing information to the Resistance, probably in return for protection.

			More images of bodies flashed up on Andrus’s lens. They were all Galateans.

			A thought struck him. “Where is Thaios’s body?” asked Andrus.

			“I don’t know,” said Danis. “The Corps got to the scene before we did.”

			Andrus leaned forward in his chair. This was news.

			“How could that be? Birdoswald is a Military base. All communication should be conducted directly through us, and we block all non-Military transmissions. Did you have it swept for devices?”

			“Of course I did,” said Danis. “The equipment that we recovered from the rubble was clean.”

			“Well, could Thaios have notified the Corps as soon as the attack commenced?”

			“I’d imagine he had enough on his hands just trying to survive. Even though he was a Diplomat, his first instinct would have been to fight, especially if his own life was at stake.”

			“And yet still the Corps knew of what was happening before our own Emergency Response Team.”

			“Yes.”

			It was very peculiar. Andrus didn’t say so, but he was certain that Danis and his team must have missed a communications device of some kind; that, or the Diplomats had removed it along with Thaios’s body.

			“So you’ve found nothing helpful?” he said.

			“I didn’t say that. I may not have gotten to examine Thaios, but I did take a look at the bodies of the Galateans.”

			“What about them?”

			Danis frowned. “I can’t be certain, but I’d say that some of them were killed when they were already down. Executed, even.”

			“By the Resistance?” Andrus couldn’t disguise his shock.

			“The Resistance here isn’t in the habit of finishing off the wounded on the ground, Galatean or Illyri. In other places, yes: they put our heads on spikes in Afghanistan, and they sent them to us in boxes in Mexico and Texas, but here the humans tend to abide by the civilities, more or less. Even if they have changed their tactics, it still doesn’t explain why the Diplomatic Corps was so quick to clean up after the raid. Besides, the Galateans were not killed by bullets.”

			“How then?” said Andrus.

			“Pulses were used. This was Diplomat work: Diplomats, or their Securitat killers.”

			Anger clouded Andrus’s face. While the Military still favored variations on standard ammunition—bullets and shells—the Diplomats preferred infrasonic pulse weapons that induced resonance, or vibration, in their targets. Skulls, chests, and abdomens were particularly effective resonance chambers. Depending on the level of power used, the target might experience nausea or chest pain. At the highest levels, the pulses destroyed inner organs, bursting hearts, lungs, and brains. It was a bad way to die.

			So Diplomats had trespassed upon a death scene at a Military base, and the loss of one of their own was no excuse. But now Danis was suggesting that they might have killed Military Galateans in the attack’s aftermath. They might not have been Illyri, but they were still his soldiers, and that was murder.

			“Why would the Diplomats kill Galateans?” Andrus asked.

			“My suspicion is that they were finished off so that they couldn’t talk about what they’d seen, so we’d have no witnesses as to what might have occurred in the final moments at Birdoswald.”

			“If that’s the case, then it worked.”

			“Not entirely. It seems that Thaios’s body was taken to the main Diplomat facility in Glasgow. It just so happens that I have a contact there who owes me favors. He didn’t get to examine the body either, but he did catch a glimpse of it as it was being placed on a slab.”

			“And?”

			“It didn’t have a head.”

			“Shotgun blast?”

			“Must have been a big shotgun. All the cervical vertebrae were gone. According to my source, there was nothing left of Thaios above the shoulders—not that he had a lot above them even when he was alive.”

			“Some new type of weapon?”

			“If it is, then the humans must have stolen it from us. But how would they convert it to use?”

			All Illyri weapons were encoded to Illyri or Galatean DNA, a precaution introduced to prevent hostile alien races from using Illyri technology against its creators.

			“They could have found a way,” said Andrus. “They went from fish struggling in slime to space exploration in no more than a blink of the universe’s eye. It was only a matter of time before they applied themselves to adapting our weapons.”

			“I suppose it could explain pulses being used on the Galateans, but if the humans had succeeded in unlocking Illyri weapons, we’d have heard about it,” said Danis. “I’m certain.”

			“So what’s your theory?”

			“I think Thaios put a pulse weapon at full power into his own mouth and pulled the trigger.”

			Andrus winced at the thought. The degree of vibration caused by such an act would certainly be enough to explode a skull.

			“But why? Just so he wouldn’t be captured? That speaks of a surprising degree of self-sacrifice. After all, the Diplomats would have used his tracker to find him within an hour.”

			In recent years, all Illyri on Earth had been fitted with a small subcutaneous tracker, usually implanted in the right arm. The tracker could be turned on at will, since few Illyri wanted their every movement to be known and monitored. Syl, for example, rarely turned on her tracker at all, even—or rather, most ­particularly—when she was on one of her little unauthorized trips beyond the castle walls. As far as she was concerned, it was to be used only in a case of the worst possible emergency, and most of the time she hardly remembered it was there at all.

			A discussion had arisen about whether trackers should instead be implanted in teeth, or even in skulls, perhaps as part of the Chip, the thin electronic membrane that all Illyri had attached to their brains at birth, enabling them to interact electronically with their environment, from simple tasks such as calling up virtual screens or translating alien speech to complex operations like piloting spacecraft or operating weapons systems. It also monitored their health, constantly scanning for signs of disease or illness. Unfortunately for Syl’s mother, her early version of the Chip had not been able to recognize the malarial infection that eventually killed her.

			The use of trackers had been kept secret for a while, but it was believed that humans had recently either figured out the fact of their existence for themselves, or had been told of them by Illyri deserters. Encoding Chips with trackers had been briefly tested in Mexico, but the operation was painful, the tracker too susceptible to the brain’s electric impulses, and it had led to Illyri captives having their heads removed by Mexican gangs to prevent their rescue.

			“I have no idea why Thaios might have killed himself,” said Danis. “Then again, it saved me the trouble. He was little better than a spy for his uncle.”

			Andrus didn’t bother to disagree. Instead he cataloged all that he had been told: a dead Diplomat who appeared to have somehow secretly communicated with his superiors before killing himself, and Galateans seemingly killed by pulse weapons. If there was a pattern, he failed to see it.

			“Call in favors,” he told Danis. “Find out—discreetly—if Birdoswald was an isolated incident. I want details of casualties among officers of the Diplomatic Corps over the last six months. I want to know if pulses have been used on our own troops anywhere on Earth. I want answers!”

			Andrus killed the lens connection, and sipped his wine unhappily.

			•••

			At Birdoswald, Danis had to make do with coffee from a flask as the rain began to fall. Around him, the dead Galateans had started to smell. He sighed deeply.

			A soldier’s lot, he thought, was not a happy one.
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