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			For the other sisterhood, Jacquie and Lucy

		

	
		
			Extract from the Chronicles,

			Book 4, Section 8:
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			Of the Second Civil War,

			and the Coming of

			Syl Hellais, the Earthborn.

			IT is strange that the discovery of an advanced species—humanity—and the successful occupation of their planet should also have marked the beginning of the end of the Illyri Conquest, leaving the Illyri teetering on the edge of a second civil war.

			The seeds of conflict had been sown long before, of course: the Military and the Diplomatic Corps had been engaged in low-level hostilities for centuries, with neither side able to gain the upper hand. Then, in the early years of the Conquest, the Diplomats formed an alliance with the secretive order known as the Nairene Sisterhood, a union secured by the marriage of the Archmage Syrene—the public face of the Sisterhood—to Grand Consul Gradus, the most senior Diplomat in the Illyri Empire. From that moment on, the fate of the Military appeared sealed.

			[image: ]

			Syrene and Gradus traveled to Earth to confront the most influential Military leader on the planet, Lord Andrus, who served as something of a lightning rod for those who opposed the Diplomats and their Nairene allies. What happened next is well documented: the capture of Gradus by the human Resistance, and his death at the Scottish castle called Dundearg. However, this bloodletting was overshadowed by the human Resistance’s discovery that the Illyri were not the only otherworldly invaders, for there were those among our own race who carried an advanced alien organism within themselves. Indeed, they had welcomed the creatures into their bodies, for these were ancient beings, as old as time, and their knowledge was almost as immeasurable as their hunger.
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			Yet everything that occurred on Earth during the Conquest is overshadowed by the emergence of one of the pivotal figures in Illyri history: the daughter of Lord Andrus, the child known as Syl Hellais, the Earthborn.

			Syl the Destroyer.

			She was the first Illyri to be born on Earth, and formed a bond of deep affection with the human Resistance fighter Paul Kerr. The Sisterhood succeeded in separating them, banishing Syl to the Marque, its sealed convent orbiting the homeworld of Illyr, and sending Kerr to fight—and, it was hoped, to die—in the Brigades. Finally, Lord Andrus was forcibly infected by the alien parasite, thereby depriving the Military of its most accomplished leader. It seemed to the Sisterhood and the Diplomats that the Empire was theirs for the taking.

			But they were wrong.
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			PART I

			APART

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			The predators circled, each taking a turn to snarl at her, some more vicious than others, but every one determined to take their piece of flesh.

			“Stupid, shabby thing.”

			“She never learns.”

			“She’s too stupid to learn.”

			“Why are you here?”

			“You don’t belong in this place.”

			“Why do you even exist?”

			“Elda. Even your name is ugly.”

			“Look at yourself!”

			“She can’t. She shuns mirrors. She’s afraid they’ll crack at the sight of her.”

			And then the leader, the alpha, came to bite, the pack parting, their faces turned admiringly upon her, her radiance reflected in their eyes.

			Tanit, beautiful young Tanit: cruel, and worse than cruel.

			“No, that’s not the case,” said Tanit. “She stays away from mirrors because there’s nothing to see. She’s so insignificant that she’s barely there at all.”

			It was the way that she spoke, the words tossed carelessly as though the object of her disdain were unworthy even of the effort involved in crushing her. She looked down on Elda—Tanit was tall, even for an Illyri; it was part of her power—reached out a hand, and let it slip through this lesser Novice’s mop of dark hair, the strands tangling in her fingers.

			“Nothing,” said Tanit. “I feel . . . nothing.”

			Her victim kept her head down, her eyes on the floor. It was better that way, easier. Perhaps Tanit and the others might grow bored if they couldn’t provoke a reaction, and seek other prey to torment.

			But no, not this time. Elda felt a prickling on her skin. It began at her cheeks, then slowly spread to her nose, her forehead, her ears, her neck. Warmth became heat; heat became burning pain. What Tanit was doing to her was against all the rules, but the rules did not apply to Tanit and her acolytes as they did to others. After all, this was merely practice for them. They were like disturbed children encouraged to torture insects and rodents so that they would not falter when told to inflict pain on their own.

			And they had no fear of being caught. This was the Marque, the ancient lair of the Nairene Sisterhood, and held no shortage of places in which the weak could be victimized by the strong.

			The burning grew more intense. Elda could feel blisters forming, her skin bubbling and lifting. She put her hand to her face in a vain effort to shield herself, but her palm immediately started blistering too, and she snatched it back in fright. She tried not to scream, determined not to give them that satisfaction, but the agony was becoming too much to bear. She opened her mouth, but it was the voice of another that spoke.

			“Leave her be!”

			Tanit’s concentration was broken. Immediately, Elda’s pain began to lessen. There would be marks, but no scars. That, at least, was something.

			The Novice looked up. Syl Hellais was pushing her way through the pack—a well-placed elbow here, a knee there. Some resisted, but only passively. There was grumbling and confusion, but Tanit merely looked on and laughed, folding her arms across her chest as if settling in to see what Syl planned to do.

			Now Syl stood by Elda’s side.

			“Elda, are you all right?”

			Syl helped her to her feet, looking anxiously at the girl’s face, then turning her hand over and inspecting the injury on her palm. Elda appeared badly sunburned, and her hand was red and sore, but the blisters were small and unbroken.

			“Is it awful?” whispered Elda.

			“It will fade,” said Syl, which wasn’t quite answering the question. Anyway, there was no time for that now. They had more pressing concerns. The pack was brave when in numbers, but still only ever as strong as its leader. Tackle the leader, and the pack would slink away. In theory.

			But this was Tanit, and Tanit did not back down easily. She was watching Syl closely, her face set in a mask of amusement.

			“What did you do to her?” said Syl.

			“I simply told her she was pretty,” said Tanit. “I made her blush.”

			“What is it to you anyway, Smelly?” said one of the braver females, bristling on Tanit’s left. Her name was Sarea, and she and another Novice, Nemein, were competitors for Tanit’s favor, and the floating post of her best friend. Tanit enjoyed playing them off against each other. Each would deny Tanit nothing for fear that she might turn instead to the other.

			Now Syl and Tanit exchanged a look, a brief flash of ice-cold understanding between deadly rivals. Sarea was trying to score points by baiting Syl. Tanit gave Sarea a barely perceptible nod, granting permission for the entertainment to begin.

			Sarea stepped forward. She was graceful and almost delicately pretty, all fine bones and sparkling eyes. However, Sarea’s prettiness hid a near-psychotic lust for violence. Her particular skill was the application of pressure with the power of her mind, from the merest sensation of tightness on the skin to the breaking of bones and the crushing of skulls. She had tried it on Syl once, shortly after her arrival at the Marque; a little welcoming bruise, that was how Sarea had described it.

			Syl had broken Sarea’s nose in reprisal, and it hadn’t required much mental effort at all on her part. It was mostly physical.

			Mostly.

			Now Syl smiled, though her stomach felt weak and empty, her hands shaky. She balled them into fists.

			“You’re brave when picking on those weaker than you, surrounded by your friends,” said Syl. “Would you be quite so mouthy if it were just you and me?”

			She could feel Sarea itching to hurt her: a little pressure and she could burst some of the blood vessels in Syl’s nose, or in her eyes. Slightly more, and a finger might snap, a toe break. And then there were all those lovely internal organs: lungs, bowels, heart.

			Oh, the heart! Sarea yearned to crush a heart. And already what she was envisaging was becoming real. Syl felt the faintest squeezing behind her ribs, a pressure on the beating organ, and knew that it was Sarea’s work, even though Sarea was banned from using her skills out of class. However, Sarea was just a Novice too, and not completely in control of her dubious talents, not yet. Or perhaps, she merely chose not to be.

			Now Sarea opened her mouth as if to reply, but then her eyes glazed over and she shook her head, seeming to have no words. She stared hard at Syl before looking to the rest of her group, bewildered. Syl watched her, her heart released again, freely pounding in her chest. She waited for the pack to attack, but then Tanit spoke once more.

			“I’m sorry. We meant no harm.”

			“Excuse me?” said Syl.

			“It was nothing, Sister. Nothing. We’re sorry. No harm.”

			Tanit stepped away, turning to leave, and the others moved after her while Syl and Elda watched, slack-jawed with surprise. But one of the pack remained, staring at Syl, unmoving as the rest of Tanit’s creatures melted away. She was half obscured in the shadows, a reedy, dark-haired figure in rich blue robes. Her name was Uludess, but her friends called her Dessa. As Syl looked into that intense, furrowed face, a bead of blood slid from the older girl’s nose, and she shrugged and gave a rueful little grin. Syl opened her mouth to speak, but Dessa shook her head ever so slightly then spun away, wiping the blood on her sleeve as she hurried after her friends.

			A tutor in the red garments of a full Sister approached.

			“What was all that about?”

			It was Cale, who was responsible for the junior Novices like Syl. She was young for a senior Nairene. Her family had died in a shuttle crash shortly after her birth, and only Cale had survived. The Sisterhood had taken her in and raised her, so Cale’s progress through the ranks had started earlier than most.

			Syl and Elda stared at the floor.

			“Do either of you want to explain to me what was going on there?” said Cale, but it was only for show. She knew what Tanit and her pack were like, just as she understood that Syl and Elda would tell her nothing of what had happened. Even if they did, Cale could only go to the Grandmage Oriel to complain on their behalf, and Oriel, who supervised the training of all Novices, would only ignore her. Oriel had a fondness for Tanit and her kind.

			“I tripped,” said Elda. “Syl was pulling me to my feet.”

			“And the others?” said Cale.

			“They were queuing up to help too,” said Syl.

			Cale gave Syl a peculiar look. She seemed about to smile, but thought better of it.

			“Get back to your duties, both of you,” she said.

			They did as they were told. Cale watched them go, but so too did another, unseen. The Grandmage Oriel remained in the doorway for a moment, and then was gone.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Far from the Marque, and from most civilized systems, a Military shuttle came in low across a desert, following the mounds and crevasses of the sands below, dipping, rising, shifting gently to left or right under the expert control of the pilot. Sometimes he came so close to the ground that the shuttle’s thrusters kicked up clouds behind the craft, causing the proximity sensors to activate and send alarm signals pinging through the craft.

			“He’s going to kill us. I swear he’s going to kill us.”

			The voice was Private Cutler’s. He was the unit’s communications specialist, and resident pessimist. As far as Cutler was concerned, the only reason he wasn’t already dead was because God hadn’t yet come up with the worst possible way of killing him. Cutler was from Omaha, Nebraska. The first time he saw the ocean was from the window of the Illyri transport shuttle that was taking him to join the Brigades. On that day, he was convinced that he was going to drown. Since then, he’d variously believed himself to be on the verge of burning, falling, suffocating, being poisoned, or being crushed to death. Today, crashing seemed the likeliest fate, especially with Steven Kerr at the controls of the shuttle.

			Beside him, Steven’s older brother, Paul, rested his head against the back of his seat and closed his eyes. He had no concerns about Steven’s abilities as a pilot. Steven was gifted: there was no other word for it. Paul believed it had something to do with all of those PlayStation games that had cluttered their shared bedroom back in Edinburgh. Paul had dabbled in games—he liked POV shoot-’em-ups, although he quickly grew out of them after his involvement in the human Resistance movement against the Illyri invaders introduced him to the sordid reality of killing—but Steven’s devotion to them was total. He could immerse himself for hours and hours, forgetting even to eat, his fingers and thumbs dancing over the controls as though he had been born to the buttons. His particular fondness was for cars, planes, ­helicopters—anything that could be driven or flown. When the time came for their aptitudes to be tested by the Illyri, Steven had aced all of the flight simulations. He had immediately been fast-tracked into the pilot program, spending most of his time sitting in a comfortable chair playing a glorified computer game, while his older sibling was left to muddle along with the grunts—running, jumping, falling, and shooting.

			Oh, Paul knew that it wasn’t really like that for his brother, however much it amused him to tease Steven about it. Pilots had to be at the peak of mental alertness and physical endurance, and Paul had watched Steven stumble back bleary-eyed to their shared barrack room, his head thumping and his limbs aching from hours of increasingly difficult simulations. Less than one percent of those who aspired to be Brigade pilots made it to the level that Steven had reached—­command pilot—and none had ever attained it so soon. The shuttle they were now in was Steven’s, the first craft over which he had sole control, and he was relishing every minute of it, even if Cutler was not.

			“He’s crazy, you know,” said Cutler. “If he flies any lower, we’ll be traveling underground.”

			“He’s not crazy,” said Paul. “He’s just happy.”

			“At least one of us is.”

			Paul opened his eyes. He’d been hoping to nap on the flight, but even he had to admit that Steven’s maneuvers were not going to allow anyone to rest peacefully. Not that Military shuttles were designed with comfortable sleep in mind: they were heavily weaponized and armored transports, with individual flight seats facing one another along the length of the craft. Twin cannon hung beneath the pilots’ cabin, with a second pair of cannon contained in a bubble at the rear of the craft. When required, four sets of rocket launchers could unfold from the body of the craft in an X-formation: it was a fast, ferocious weapon of war.

			On this day, though, they were not at war, for theirs was an exploratory mission. In fact, of their unit only Cutler and De Souza, their lieutenant, had ever fired their weapons in anger. Even they had done so only as part of a protective mission on a moon that didn’t even have a name, only a number, and their pulse weapons had been used on creatures that were just an evolutionary step above jellyfish. The truth was that the universe was mostly empty of intelligent life—in fact, empty of much life at all. So far, the human race was the most advanced species that the Illyri had encountered, and look what had happened to the people of Earth: invasion and conquest, followed by occupation. The Resistance still fought the invaders—Paul and Steven had been captured in just such a battle against their conquerors, before being forcibly conscripted into the Brigades—but their campaign was mostly just an annoyance to the Illyri.

			Through the window Paul watched the arid white landscape of the planet pass below. This was Torma, and it had taken them a month to reach it. Somewhere above Torma lay the Illyri destroyer Envion, now undergoing repairs after a difficult trip, or “boost,” through the final wormhole. Paul was still not used to the sensation of wormhole travel—the distortion of space and time, the sickening sense that he was leaving his brain and internal organs trailing behind him. The best that could be said was that at least it was over quickly, and he was always relieved when the trip was completed, and he found himself alive and intact.

			Peris, their Illyri training supervisor, now sat at the head of the craft, just behind Paul. The Illyri soldier had once been the commander of the guard at Edinburgh Castle, but had given up his comfortable existence in order to watch over Paul and Steven in the Brigades. Paul did not truly understand Peris’s motives, but he had accompanied the Kerr brothers from Earth, and had been with them throughout their basic training at the Brigade base on Coramal, a tiny planet in a small system a long way from anywhere interesting.

			The training had mostly involved learning how to function as a unit, along with honing the weapons skills of the recruits, teaching them the basics of Illyri technology, and improving their command of the Illyri language, mainly through immersive techniques, including feeding them a steady stream of words and grammar while they slept. The alien tongue proved less complex than Paul had first thought, and soon he could speak it better than most, which was undoubtedly one of the reasons why he had been promoted to sergeant. The recruits had also undergone a range of medical procedures designed to prevent their bones from becoming brittle over long periods in space, and to address the increased risk of cancer due to radiation exposure.

			Now Peris caught Paul looking at him, and nodded. Paul had grown to respect the old Illyri, even if he could not say if he liked him. The Illyri were the enemy, and Paul’s ultimate aim was to destroy their empire. If Peris got in his way, then Paul would kill him. And yet he could not look at Peris without thinking of Edinburgh, and the castle.

			And Syl.

			Face it, Paul thought, not for the first time, you’re in love with an Illyri. In an ideal world, you’d bring her civilization to its knees and then run away with her through the ruins. How do you think that’s going to work out? Oh, and there’s also the small matter that she’s millions of light-years away, separated from you by countless wormholes, and imprisoned in a convent run by a bunch of weird nuns who worship knowledge as a god. You should have just dated a girl from Leith, or even Dundee, or, at a push, Inverness.

			Beside Peris sat Faron. Although Peris exceeded him in age, experience, and wisdom, Faron was technically the ranking Illyri officer on board, and this was his first full mission. The Brigades were used to give new and inexperienced Illyri officers like Faron a taste of command. As far as Paul was concerned, Faron was particularly useless: his arrogance concealed his uncertainty, and he was contemptuous of the humans under his command, a poor attempt to mask his fear of them. Faron had only joined them on this trip because he needed to rack up a certain number of missions before he could leave the Brigades behind.

			Paul watched him sweat. Steven’s piloting of the shuttle was clearly terrifying Faron as much as Cutler, but Faron didn’t want to appear weak in front of the humans, or Peris.

			“Are we there yet?” said Cutler.

			Paul closed his eyes again, and dreamed of Syl.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Elda muttered her vague thanks for Syl’s timely intervention as she followed her from the chamber. Together they walked along in awkward silence until they reached the junction where the Twelfth Realm joined the Thirteenth, and Elda turned to go. She paused, and then touched Syl’s arm briefly.

			“Take care,” she said, looking at Syl directly for the first time since she’d arrived at the Marque all those months before. “These old halls are treacherous. My friend Kosia was killed by a falling wall . . .”

			She trailed off, looking uncertain, as though considering saying more, yet fearful of the consequences if she did.

			“Your friend Kosia?” said Syl. Instantly she regretted the disbelief that seemed to slip unbidden into her voice as she repeated the words your friend, as though friendship were somehow beyond Elda.

			Elda stepped away and looked down, her shoulders slumping even farther.

			“Yes,” she said, “my friend. We joined together.”

			“I’m sorry,” Syl started to say, but Elda was already scurrying away into the Thirteenth with not a glance behind her.

			Syl couldn’t decide if she wanted to shake the Novice, or hug her. Elda was so uninvolved, so passive. She faded into the background, limp and washed out, doing everything she could not to draw attention to herself, so anxious to avoid any unnecessary contact with others that the sleeves of her robes were grimy from pressing against the walls of the Marque. And yet clearly she felt sadness at the death of her friend, this Kosia, of whom Syl had never heard before. She was hurting, but who would ever know it to look at her? Who would ever look at Elda anyway, when she hardly seemed to be there at all?

			•  •  •

			Still shaken, Syl headed back to her quarters. Despite what Cale had said, her duties for the day were done. She had spent much of the afternoon in the Scriptorium adjoining the main library in their Realm, together with her best friend, Ani, translating a series of abstract poems from English to Illyri, before Ani rushed off to her special classes, the lessons she attended with the other “Gifted” Novices.

			Syl had continued translating, but her mind had been anywhere but here, everywhere but now, and eventually the Sister in charge of the exercise sent her off early, tutting at her incompetence. Syl was relieved, for it was slow, painstaking work, and she couldn’t see why they bothered anyway. What use did the Sisterhood have for the musings of long-dead poets from a distant world? But then her tutors argued that the poems represented knowledge, however ancient and alien, and knowledge was the lifeblood of the Sisterhood. No knowledge could really be described as useless; there was simply knowledge that could be applied, and knowledge that had not yet found its application.

			And, of course, it was part of their training as Novices. Translating, transcribing, reading, writing—that was how the majority of Novices spent most of their first three years. In between these tasks, they studied Illyri history, universal geography, mathematics, the sciences, and much more. Syl and Ani excelled in only one subject: existential biology, which explored the zoology and botany of conquered worlds, most specifically Earth.

			The subject Syl disliked most was applied diplomacy. It was a mix of Illyri etiquette, social studies, psychology, and politics, with rather too much practicing of polite conversation, folding of hands neatly on laps, and discreet dabbing at one’s mouth to surreptitiously remove hypothetical crumbs for Syl’s liking. The subject’s purpose, as far as she could tell, was to train Nairene Sisters to enter the larger Illyri world and charm—or manipulate—everyone they met to further the Sisterhood’s own ends. For Syl, it was only useful in teaching her how the Sisterhood operated, and how it viewed the world outside the Marque. Know your enemy: that was what her father had taught her.

			Her father, Lord Andrus . . .

			She swallowed hard at the memory of him, and her eyes prickled. No matter how much she tried, she could not quite resign herself to his loss, even though six months had gone, fully half an Earth-year since she had last seen him. But his loss was more than just the distance between them, for still she recalled the strange sweet smell of his breath, and the vacant look in his eyes when he had last held her and said goodbye. He was infected—his mind, his will, even his internal organs taken over by an unknown alien organism, leaving his body as just a carrier for the parasite that dwelt within it. Yet he looked and felt as warm and real as the only parent she’d ever known, and still loved with all her being.

			And the public face of the Nairene Sisterhood, the Archmage Syrene, was responsible. Somehow, she had implanted that thing in Syl’s father. Somehow, she had stolen him away just before Syl could say goodbye, and poisoned him from within. Syrene was in league with these entities, these alien life-forms, but to what end Syl could not say. The handful of Resistance fighters who knew of their existence called them the “Others,” and Syl had seen them with her own eyes, had borne witness to them at a remote castle in Scotland before fire and explosions destroyed the evidence, leaving only smoke and denial. Still, she knew, and so did a handful of Resistance fighters on Earth, even though what they had seen raised only more questions.

			Syl had sworn to find out the truth, to avenge her father, to free him from that creature inside him if there was any way at all, though she felt consumed by sadness so overwhelming she thought it might crush her. She had to believe there was hope, and the Nairene Sisterhood—guardians of all universal knowledge—was where hope lay.

			•  •  •

			Yet the Marque was enormous: a series of interlinked sections, or Realms—as many as twenty in total—stretching throughout Avila Minor. Syl had first seen the Marque from above, when their shuttle was coming in to land. The boulders and sculpted cliffs that reared from the surface reminded her of Petra, the great rock-cut city in Jordan back on Earth, but now that she was inside it, she knew the Marque was more like the huge, busy mounds built by termites on the African savannah.

			The walls of the visible buildings were thick, but much of the Marque lay hidden below the surface. Each Realm had its own landing pad for shuttles, and its own emergency systems, stores, generators, and solar farms. While the individual Realms were connected, most could be sealed off from their neighbors in an emergency, or in the event of an attack—although who would dare attack the Marque? By day, any invading force would be burned to a crisp by the sun, and by night it would be devoured by the vicious creatures that hunted in the dark. The moon would take care of any hostile force long before the Marque’s defenses could be breached.

			Since her arrival, Syl had remained imprisoned within these walls, feeling like a termite herself, digging, burrowing, going about the business of being a student, but all the time looking for clues to the Sisterhood’s true aims.

			Well, when she wasn’t getting into trouble for protecting poor, wretched Elda.

			And yet, and yet . . .

			Syl was silently grateful for Elda and her submissive ways, because without Elda’s example she herself would never have known how to even begin to explore those parts of the Marque that were off-limits to her. She subtly watched how Elda slunk everywhere like a beaten dog, sidestepping the other Novices as they strode confidently by, slinking unnoticed into the shadows, hanging her head so as not to make eye contact, ducking nimbly into fissures in the rock face to escape comment. It was four years since Elda had first arrived at the Marque, but in that time she’d become as much a part of the place as the furniture, and as unremarkable as a wall or chair. Syl had learned that Elda had ceased going to class in her first months as the Nairenes’ expectations of her faded away to nothing, for she was so clearly born servile and ignorant, and so obviously doomed to remain that way. The Sisters had happily handed her drudge chores, setting her to cleaning and dusting just to keep her out of the way.

			By now Elda should by rights have been a Half-Sister, clad in the proud sea-green robes of those who had all but completed their education, who were only awaiting investiture into the order as full Sisters, but still Elda trailed around dull-eyed in her threadbare butter-yellow robes, the robes the Novices wore every day in the Marque, and gradually her garments had faded to the white that the lowliest, most unpromising order of the Sisterhood—the Service Sisters—donned when they were supervising cleaning, or on kitchen duty.

			And somehow, somewhere Elda became invisible to those who believed themselves her betters, just as servants often do.

			Syl had realized this as she was on the verge of almost ceasing to notice Elda too, and she had quickly taken her cue from the older girl’s cleaning headscarf and washed-out clothing, wrapping her own telltale bronze hair in a piece of sheet torn from her bed linen, and even stealing one of Elda’s dirty-white robes from the gymnasium when the girl had been hard at work in the showers in nothing but her underwear, scrubbing the moldy floors clean as water splashed on her bent back. Guiltily, Syl had replaced the garment with her best robe, crisp and fresh and yellow, but Elda seemed not to notice, putting Syl’s clothes on without even raising an eyebrow.

			Slowly, Syl had started to explore, modeling herself on Elda as she did so, gradually moving farther into the places that were off-bounds to a mere first-year Novice, a bucket of cleaning utensils and dusters in her hand at all times. She did not risk venturing out often, and certainly followed no pattern, but when she did explore she hunched her shoulders, shuffled her feet, she practiced disappearing into the background. On the rare occasions when she was stopped or questioned, she claimed to be there in place of Elda or on the orders of a Service Sister, mumbling and apologizing until she was sent on her way, sometimes with a sharp word and once with a very nasty pinch to the soft flesh on the underside of her upper arm. Yet nobody seemed unduly perturbed by her presence. After all, those within the Sisterhood accepted the honor of their place here: surely there could be none inside that intended harm or serious insurrection. There were so many females crowded into this space that it was relatively easy to disappear in the throng.

			So Syl dusted libraries that weren’t meant for juniors; she wiped surfaces in higher Scriptoriums where the older Novices worked; she mopped floors in the Half-Sisters’ hallways, listening to their conversations; and she opened books that were not for her eyes. But so many corridors remained unexplored—countless warrens of rooms and chambers and private quarters, of dead ends and blank walls, and the main channels all led inevitably to the sealed door at the end of the Thirteenth: the sealed door painted with the red eye of the Sisterhood.

			Too often, with her efforts frustrated, she’d lie on her bed, hatching new schemes as she dreamed of how she could make her world—­indeed, all worlds—right again.

			Yet sometimes she found herself dreaming of other things and other places too, dreaming of warm sunshine and the smell of roses, of dewy grass and birdsong, of an eagle soaring against heavy Scottish skies, of a deer walking beside an icy Highland stream, of fingers drawing a heart on her back . . .

			Dreaming of the human boy she’d kissed on Earth.

			Dreaming of Paul Kerr.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			Paul was roused from his private thoughts by Steven’s voice rasping over the comms system.

			“Destination in sight. Touchdown in five clicks.”

			“Thank God,” said Cutler. “Tell your brother I’ll walk back.”

			Faron also looked relieved at the prospect of finally landing. He swallowed his nausea for long enough to issue an order.

			“Standard scan,” he said. “Quick as you can.”

			A standard scan was the minimum required for landing in possibly unsecured territory, as it searched for signs of movement, heat signatures, and carbon-based life. Peris seemed about to say something, but instead remained silent. Ahead of them loomed the exploration platform, designed to probe for mineral deposits. Torma was believed to be rich in iron ore, gold, and uranium, although, as with everything else, the Illyri had their own names for them. Exploration platforms were typically staffed by scientists, engineers, and seismologists, who would assess the viability of mining the resources. The platform on Torma had been dropped ten weeks earlier, and was not due for retrieval until the end of its six-month assessment mission.

			Unfortunately, all communication with the platform had ceased shortly after its first month, and the Envion had been dispatched to investigate and, if necessary, perform a rescue and retrieval mission.

			“Scan negative,” said Steven. “All clear to land.”

			“Circle,” said Faron.

			Steven did as he was ordered. The shuttle soared over and around the exploration platform. It resembled a small fortress, with high steel walls surrounding a central courtyard of desert sand. At its northern end stood a cluster of buildings: laboratories and living quarters for the small survey team. To the south was what appeared to be a long pipe, one end buried deep in the sand. This was the hull of the primary search device, and protected a complicated mass of drilling, coring, and cutting equipment. A raised walkway linked it to the laboratory complex, allowing samples to be easily transported for analysis. Lights blinked on the platform’s various masts and towers. A small civilian shuttle stood on its sole landing pad, but there were no signs of life.

			“Were they armed?” asked Faron. His knowledge of drilling platforms and their operation wouldn’t have occupied much time in a conversation.

			“Just basic pulse weapons,” said Peris. “The shuttle has a single ­seventy-millimeter cannon mounted on its underside, but that’s all.”

			Faron detected a note of disapproval in Peris’s voice.

			“The planet was cleared as I-2,” he told Peris. “No further protection was deemed necessary.”

			The Illyri classified planets according to two primary designations—I for Inhabited and U for Uninhabited. The first designation allowed for a series of numerical progressions: 1 was basically microbial life; 2, lesser unintelligent and generally unthreatening ­life-forms—­insects, lizards, small mammals; 3 was significant life, with lower-level species of some intelligence, the equivalent of Earth’s apes; and 4 was an advanced civilization. So far, only Earth had qualified as a 5: an advanced civilization with the potential capacity for interplanetary travel, if only within its own system.

			The initial life-form survey of Torma had revealed little indication of life beyond bugs and the peculiar lizardlike creatures that fed upon them, which the Illyri had nicknamed “tormals.” They seemed to combine the scaled bodies and cold-blooded metabolisms of reptiles with a thick, retractable exoskeleton. This shield could be folded away like wings until the creature felt under threat, whereupon the exoskeleton was activated, sealing the lizard inside a hard black shell. Some of the scientists and engineers on Torma had begun keeping tormals as pets—despite standing orders against such practices—for the little lizards were content to spend their time eating, sleeping, and playing with colored balls, which they fetched and returned in the manner of tiny dogs. They rarely activated their protective shells in the company of the Illyri, and it remained a mystery as to why the mechanism existed at all. It was suggested that it might be a kind of evolutionary hangover, a form of protection against something that no longer existed, but which was by now so embedded in the development of the creatures—like the human appendix, as De Souza had explained to them, by way of comparison—that it had not been discarded.

			Paul hadn’t contradicted De Souza, even though he seemed to recall that scientists had, in fact, discovered that the purpose of the appendix was to store helpful bacteria. Besides, just because something didn’t easily reveal the reason for its existence wasn’t the same thing as not having one at all.

			“Take us down,” said Faron. “Land inside the perimeter, but stay at the controls and keep the shuttle primed. I want us to be able to leave here in an instant, if necessary.”

			“In the blink of an eye, you might even say,” a jaded voice announced.

			It was Thula, the Zulu corporal. Faron shot Thula a hateful glance, but said nothing. Like all Illyri, Faron did not have eyelids. Instead his eyes were protected by a nictitating membrane similar to that found in birds, reptiles, and some mammals. He knew that Thula had made a joke at his expense, but he wasn’t about to reprimand the youth. If Faron hid a secret fear of the human troopers, he failed utterly to disguise the fact that Thula terrified him.

			Thula’s full name was Khethukuthula. It meant “choose to stay quiet” in his own tongue. Cutler had once suggested to Thula that it really meant “mouthful,” at which point Thula had lifted Cutler from the ground by his neck and waited for him to start turning blue before releasing him. Thula’s name was not entirely suited to him, for Paul had found him to be more open in private. His public face was serious, though, and he rarely smiled. He was slim but immensely strong, and almost as tall as the average Illyri. Like Paul and Steven, Thula had been a member of the Resistance, fighting and killing the Illyri in South Africa, and had barely escaped a death posting to the ­Punishment Battalions, where the Illyri sent those humans who were regarded as terrorists and criminals. It was one of the reasons why he and Paul had bonded. Thula’s intelligence and strength marked him out: even the Illyri were not inclined to waste the potential of such a fighter.

			Thula winked at Paul. Paul just shook his head in amusement. Faron was only a few months into his command. They could be stuck with him for many more. It made sense to try to find a way to live with him as best they could, and antagonize him as little as necessary.

			But, then again, Faron really was a jackass.

			Steven slowly brought the shuttle down. Without being ordered, the twelve troopers on board began checking their weapons. All Illyri weapons issued to humans or other species were fitted with sensors that prevented them from being fired at an Illyri target so that the Brigades could not rebel against their Illyri commanders. Brigade troops received pulse weapons as standard issue, but few really liked carrying them, for the pulse weapons were designed for use in conjunction with the Illyri’s own implanted neural Chips. This meant that the force of the pulse blast was decided in the split-second interaction between the user’s brain and the Chip, and transmitted instantly to the rifle: a stun, a kill, or a full-force shot that could blow a hole in a wall.

			Humans, though, were not permitted to be chipped—supposedly because the functioning of the human and Illyri brains differed, but mostly because the Illyri did not want to implant subject races with such cutting-edge technology. But the truth, as Paul had quickly come to learn during basic training, was that the Chips had made the Illyri slightly lazy: they had come to depend upon them so much that some of their natural responses had been dulled. For instance, Paul’s brother might not have been as technically proficient a pilot as some of the Illyri, but he was a more adaptive one, relying on his wits, not just technology.

			Without Chips, the only way for humans to use pulse weapons was to adjust them manually or rely on a neural “net” worn as part of a helmet. Even then, reaction times were slower, and a blow to the helmet could result in the net malfunctioning, leaving a trooper holding a useless weapon. In addition, pulse rifles occasionally failed to identify the DNA of their human users, rendering them unusable. In the event of such a failure, a message would appear on the weapon’s digital display: URD, for “User Recognition Denial,” or, as the Brigades renamed it, “U R Dead.”

			Where possible, therefore, humans preferred conventional weaponry. Thus it was that Paul checked the depleted uranium loads in his Illyri Military-issue SR automatic rifle: three hundred rounds to a load, and he carried five loads as standard, enough to start a small war. His webbing belt also contained five grenades—three incendiary, two gas—a seven-inch knife with a serrated edge, and a Colt pistol.

			The Colt was technically illegal, but many of the humans complemented their Illyri-issue weaponry with some lethal additions from Earth: pistols, handguns, even sawed-off shotguns. Machetes, and the odd sword or ax, were also not uncommon. Officially, the Illyri frowned on such Earth armaments because, unlike pulse rifles or other Illyri arms, they could be used on the Illyri themselves. Gradually, though, the Illyri came to realize that any risk of rebellion was relatively low. Those who had, in the early years, turned against their Illyri officers had been hunted down within days, and footage of their unhappy deaths—tossed from airlocks and freezing in the blackness, or wasting away of radiation poisoning in a Punishment Battalion mine—was shown to new recruits, just to remind them of the consequences of rebellion. So Earth weapons incapable of automatic fire—shotguns, semiautomatic pistols—were reluctantly permitted. Their familiarity was found to make the troopers more effective fighters, and psychological tests had revealed that humans with Earth weapons as backup were more willing to enter dangerous combat situations than those without.

			The shuttle touched down. Peris was the first to his feet.

			“Gentlemen, you’re up.”

			He nodded to De Souza, who took over. De Souza was Brazilian, and one of the smallest men in the troop, but he radiated a confidence and authority that inspired respect.

			“Sergeant Kerr, Thula, you have point. Cutler, Olver, you have the rear. The rest of you in the middle. Baudin and Rizzo, you stay with the ship. Any questions?”

			“No, sir!” shouted their voices in unison. Cutler was the only exception.

			“Hey, Lieutenant, do Baudin and Rizzo get to stay here because they’re chicks?”

			Baudin, a muscular French girl who carried a crossbow as her additional weapon, gave Cutler the finger. Rizzo, a tiny dark Italian, flicked her right hand, and a throwing star headed straight for Cutler’s groin. It buried itself in Cutler’s helmet, which, fortunately for him, he happened to be holding on his lap. Cutler lifted the helmet and stared at the little silver weapon.

			“Not fair,” he said. “Like, that could really have caused me some damage.”

			“Cut it out, all of you,” said De Souza. “Let’s try to pretend we’re professionals.”

			He pointed at Baudin and Rizzo.

			“You know what to do: we come running, and you start shooting.”

			The two young women nodded. They were the best shots in the unit. If something went wrong at the platform, De Souza wanted them providing covering fire. At least he could be certain that Baudin and Rizzo would hit whatever was chasing them. Cutler couldn’t hit a barn door if it was lying on top of him.

			“Steady,” said De Souza.

			A red light flashed. The shuttle doors began to open.

			“Go!” said De Souza. “Go, go, go!”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			Syl’s enforced stay with the Nairene Sisterhood was conducted entirely in the Twelfth Realm of the Marque, which was one of the more recent additions to the home of the order, rebuilt some years earlier after the collapse of its main tunnel system.

			However, it was still a place of stone and rock, its classrooms starkly lit and hard-edged, while the rest was dim and thinly coated in a layer of dust. The Twelfth Realm was used to house and train the Novices—those in their first, second, and third years—for it was thought to be beneficial for older and younger Novices to mingle easily, although Elda, had anyone cared to ask her, might have had something to say about that.

			The Twelfth was directly connected to the Thirteenth Realm. The senior Novices lived in the Thirteenth for the final two years of their education—or rather their indoctrination, as Syl preferred to think of it. The seniors were known as Half-Sisters.

			These two sections were the only Realms that could not easily be sealed off from each other. Beside them was the Fourteenth Realm, which contained the living quarters for those Sisters directly involved in the training and education of Novices, shielded from prying recruits by that wretched door.

			Syl walked past the kitchens, past the gymnasium, past the doors that led to greenhouses and lecture rooms, and into the small yet adequate quarters that she had initially kept with her governess Althea, and Ani. Each had her own bedroom, but they shared a living area, a kitchen, and a bathroom. They had settled into these close confines easily enough, and Althea had arranged a cleaning roster, but first she showed them how to use the communal laundry to wash their robes and sheets, because the highborn castle girls had never stared down at a pile of grubby washing before. Indeed, they’d never scoured a pot either, or swept a floor. Althea forced such domesticity on them, settled them in, ensured their basic needs were met, and then only last month she’d asked to speak to Syl in private.

			“Would you mind excusing us, Ani?” Althea had said, but it wasn’t so much a question as an instruction.

			Ani raised an eyebrow of sympathy at Syl before leaving them be, for over the years it had fallen to Althea to admonish Syl when she had misbehaved and her father wasn’t present, and countless times Ani had been sent on her way before the grand telling-off. But Syl knew her relationship with Althea had changed since their adventures on Earth: Althea no longer treated her as a child to be protected, nor did she defer to Syl as a hired nanny might. Instead, she viewed her charge as her equal, and an ally in the fight against the darkness that shrouded the Illyri Conquest. Like a mother acknowledging that her daughter was a woman now, Althea advised Syl, and warned her to take care, and fretted about her, but she avoided giving orders and instruction, and she also refrained from mollycoddling the girl.

			To outsiders she appeared to be nothing more than a doting nursemaid, but in private she was a force to be reckoned with.

			“Now, my dear,” Althea had said when they were alone, and there was a firmness to her voice that made Syl anxious over what would come next. “I need to go back to Earth. At least for a while.”

			“What? Why?”

			Syl felt childish tears welling in her throat.

			“I am incapacitated here, and of no use at all to anyone,” replied Althea.

			“You’re of use to me!”

			“What? To pick up your discarded underwear? To make sure you have laundered robes? To soothe your ego when they call you names? You don’t need a maid, Syl.”

			“But you came to be my maid,” Syl had said nastily, words she later remembered with shame.

			“Oh, Syl, don’t be churlish. You know very well it was a ruse so that I could accompany you and Ani, so that you would not be alone. But you told me what happened on Earth after I last saw your ­father—you told me he might be infected. In Edinburgh, I am able do what I can to help, and at least I am better informed. Meanwhile here I must play the role of simpering nursemaid, forbidden from entering the Nairene libraries, or reading their precious books, or even looking the Sisters in the eye.”

			“You can’t leave me here alone!” Syl had sobbed, but Althea merely hugged her tightly, breathing in the scent of her near daughter’s hair.

			“You’re not alone; you have Ani. You have each other. And you have a mission to fulfill, as do I,” said Althea. “I know you’re both safe here; I know Syrene has no intention of harming you—at least not physically. I can’t guarantee she won’t try to play with your emotions, but I have faith in your ability to handle that kind of nastiness. Meanwhile, I have my own business to attend to.”

			“What business?” said Syl, although she remembered all too clearly what Ani said about seeing Althea kiss a human. Passionately, Ani had said, but Syl was sure she’d been imagining any lust. Althea wasn’t the sort for such things, surely.

			“Oh, my little one”—and Althea laughed drily as she looked up at her charge, so much taller than herself these days—“you know it’s best if I keep my own business to myself. Then you can’t tell, or be forced to tell.”

			“When will you go?”

			“Well, that’s the thing. As your supposed maid”—she looked at Syl archly—“the request for my removal from the planet needs to come from you, as my mistress. I need you to inform the Sisterhood that you no longer want me here.”

			Syl looked at her, shaking her head. “How . . . ?”

			“Tell them you’re tired of having me hovering over. Tell them you feel like a child tripping over your nursemaid constantly, and that you’d be able to fit in better without me here, to make friends if I’m not hanging around. Tell them you want independence. Tell them I’m annoying—I really don’t care. They’ll be delighted to be shot of me, though, so it hardly matters. Please, will you just do it, Syl?”

			Syl stared at her feet.

			“Of course I will.”

			“Thank you.”

			“But when will you return, Althea?”

			“If you summon me. Being your lowly governess prevents me from making such decisions for myself.”

			“So you’ll come if I call?”

			Althea laughed again. “As fast as the nearest wormhole will allow. But promise me you’ll be safe, Syl. Be careful. Look after Ani. Take care of each other.”

			Syl had done as Althea requested, and her governess had left smartly on the next ship off Avila Minor, but not without more tears, for they had never been apart for more than a few days, and not before Syl had implored her to try to find out what she could about Paul Kerr and his brother Steven, and if they were safe. Althea had frowned disapprovingly, but seeing Syl’s distress, she’d finally nodded her assent: she would try.

			Now Althea’s room waited, neat and strangely sterile. She’d changed her bed linen before she left, but some of her clothes hung like a promise in her modest wardrobe, and her favorite volume of poetry lay bookmarked on her desk. It was a small comfort. Otherwise, the living arrangements were companionable—or had been until it became clear that Ani and Syl were to be treated differently by the Sisterhood.

			The Sisters, through Syrene, had become aware of Ani’s abilities. She was a natural psychic, and those with any sort of mind powers were of great interest to the Sisterhood, for such individuals were very rare. This was why Tanit and her gang, with their assorted mind tricks and tortures, were given so much leeway. Ani’s own skill appeared less harmful, for hers was an ability merely to cloud minds, a minor gift as far as Tanit’s hellcats were concerned. But it was a gift Dessa also had, and one in which she had proved to be most adept.

			Syl grimaced in confusion as she pondered the motive behind what could only have been Dessa’s intervention earlier—her conspiratorial nod as Syl and Elda had hurried away had confirmed as much.

			Perhaps Tanit and her gang had forgotten that deep, dark Dessa could make others see what she wanted them to see—a full Sister where a Novice stood, for instance—and perhaps they were careless about shielding themselves from her. And indeed, why should they be on their guard with Dessa when she was one of the inner circle, one of their own?

			Yes, it was definitely unsettling.

			•  •  •

			As for Syl, as far as the Sisterhood was aware, she was not special like Ani, for Syl had no powers at all. Yes, Syl and Ani had been seized together by the Sisterhood, tricked into becoming Novices by the Archmage Syrene, but only Ani had a gift that could be developed and used by the order. As for Syl, her father was a great Military leader and the Military were known to distrust the Sisterhood, so securing the daughter of Lord Andrus was something of a coup for the Nairenes. She was treated as a trophy, for display only, and that was where her usefulness began and ended.

			The Sisterhood was wrong, though. Syl had power beyond its imagining, and she was being very careful to keep it hidden. Not even Ani guessed, nor did Althea. Syl was a psychic with depths of potential that she barely comprehended herself.

			But Syl knew she had to hone her strengths, so she routinely cross-questioned Ani about her extra lessons, and Ani was always eager to chat because her own psychic awakening was at once exciting and terrifying, so what she was learning—or trying to learn—spilled out of her in a stream of words. Ani had never considered herself exceptional before, and her gift had always been a source of unease. She had kept it hidden for most of her life, afraid of what might happen if it were discovered, fearful that she was, as she put it, “a freak.” But the Sisterhood embraced her, and told her that her abilities made her special, made her extraordinary. Ani was encouraged, celebrated even, and she reveled in the special attention she received as one of the Gifted.

			So Syl listened to her friend rambling on excitedly, drinking in every breathless word, and privately she practiced all that Ani was being taught about focusing her powers, about control, repeating the exercises over and over while the Marque rested, building up inner protective walls so that her abilities wouldn’t be detected by the Nairenes.

			The grizzled Sister who was in charge of all the Novices, Grandmage Oriel, was particularly sensitive to psychic ability. Syl had felt Oriel testing her when she and Ani had first arrived at the Marque, probing for any signs of power. It had been all that Syl could do to remain passive, but she believed that Oriel had been fooled, for the old crone appeared to have shown no further interest in Syrene’s latest acquisition. It was Ani who interested Oriel, and that was fine with Syl. Well, kind of fine, because it meant Ani spent many hours with Tanit and the Gifted, and many hours away from her Syl.

			A distance was growing between them and it frightened Syl, for without Ani she stood alone and friendless in the Marque.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 6

			The Tormic atmosphere was a reasonably sweet mix of mostly oxygen and carbon dioxide, but the heat of it still scorched Paul’s nose and throat as he left the shuttle. His thermally regulated suit instantly began cooling his body, but the system didn’t work as well with helmets, and sweat was already leaking into his eyes. A breeze created ghosts from the sand, as though the grains were fleeing from him. Thula stood at Paul’s back, each mirroring the movements of the other, turning, scanning, their eyes fixed to the sights of their weapons. Both had activated the lens over their right eye, the small circle offering details of wind speed, distances, sources of movement—anything that might give them an advantage if it came to trouble.

			Now, with the weight of the gun in his hands, Paul felt as though every nerve in his body, every synapse in his brain, was functioning at its highest level. They had no way of knowing what, if anything, had happened at the drilling platform. It was possible, Paul supposed, that they might find the entire research team treating themselves to a long lie-in, or hiding in closets and behind curtains, waiting to pop out and surprise the visitors. Possible, but unlikely. Something had gone very wrong here. He could feel it.

			What he and Thula also understood was that, as point men, they were potentially sacrificial lambs. Whatever was responsible for silencing an entire research team and turning a drilling platform into a ghost town could conceivably still be present, watching and waiting . . .

			Paul risked a glance behind him. The rest of the unit had left the shuttle, carefully following in the footsteps of the advance guard. Rizzo and Baudin had taken up positions at either side of the shuttle door, Rizzo standing, Baudin kneeling, their guns raised and ready to provide covering fire in the event of a retreat.

			A door stood open ahead, leading into the small living and laboratory quarters—a single-level building set against the northern defensive wall of the platform. A series of circular windows ran along its length, each set at roughly the height of an Illyri head, which made them slightly too high for any human other than Thula—and, at a stretch, Paul—to look through with ease. Peering inside wasn’t an option, though, as the windows were shaded to protect those within from the blazing Tormic sun. From outside, they looked like black glass, reflecting the exterior and nothing more.

			Paul and Thula took up positions at the door, and Paul signaled his intention to move in first and go left. Thula would follow and go right. The lights were still on inside, and Paul could see the edge of a chair, and a table on which stood some plates and drinking beakers, all covered with a coating of white sand. Sand on the table, sand on the floor, sand everywhere.

			Paul took another scorching breath, tightened his grip on his assault rifle, and risked a quick glance around the doorframe. He saw a rest area with functional chairs and a couch that didn’t look much more comfortable than the floor itself, and beyond it the kitchen. One of the chairs lay on its back on the floor. It was the only sign of disturbance. His lens bombarded him with information about the room—its length, width, height, temperature, and the results of a scan for movement and body heat signatures, which came up negative. There was nowhere anyone could hide, but Paul conducted a careful search nonetheless, even going so far as to check the interior of an oven and a couple of cupboards that turned out to contain nothing more interesting than rations. He spoke softly into his helmet’s microphone, his speech relayed to the entire unit.

			“Thula?”

			“It’s clear.”

			Paul turned and saw Thula finishing his own search of the small mess hall. Five plates stood on the two tables, from which the chairs had been untidily pushed back. One beaker had fallen to the floor. Thula shrugged at Paul, who was just about to give the all clear to the rest of his unit when marks on the interior wall of the mess hall caught his eye.

			“I have pulse strikes to the wall,” said Paul. “Weapons discharged.”

			He tried to assess the power of the pulse blasts: too weak to penetrate the shell of the building but powerful enough to put an end to any average-sized life-form that took its full force. Whatever the pulse rifle had been aimed at was big enough for the blast to be set at more than regular killing power, but Paul could see no blood, and no remains.

			“There’s a panel loose on the floor,” said Thula.

			They both approached it. Paul nodded, and Thula kicked the panel away. Beneath it was only sand. Thula shrugged, and they moved on.

			The sound of swearing came over the comms system. It was Cutler’s voice, quickly followed by the rattle of depleted uranium rounds being fired. Immediately Paul and Thula returned to the door, but by then the action was over.

			“Cease fire, damn it!” shouted De Souza. “Cease fire!”

			Carefully, Paul and Thula peered out of the doorway. Cutler was staring at a small black object by his right foot, as if mortally offended by it.

			“It’s a tormal,” said Olver. He was an Australian, and had it not been for Thula’s presence in the unit, he would have been the quietest among them. “It’s just a tormal.”

			The little lizard had reacted to the noise of gunfire and the impact of the shells on the sand around it by activating its carapace. It looked, thought Paul, like a resin model of itself.

			“You’re a moron, Cutler,” said De Souza. “You nearly blew my foot off.”

			Cutler poked at the tormal with the muzzle of his rifle.

			“It came out of nowhere,” he said, wonder in his voice. “I must have hit it with half a dozen rounds, and they just bounced off.”

			“Yeah?” said De Souza. “Well, if you fire your weapon again without cause, I’ll make you wish you had skin that thick.”

			He looked at Paul.

			“Pulse blasts apart, we okay in there?”

			“Yes, Lieutenant. We have a closed door to the left. Layout of the platform says that’s where the labs and living quarters are.”

			“Well, they’re not going to search themselves, are they? Let’s keep moving. Cutler, you stay out here. You’re making me nervous.”

			Cutler did as he was told. The tormal, having decided that it was no longer in imminent danger, stored away its shell and scuttled across the sand. Its movement seemed to signal to others that it was okay to emerge, for suddenly Paul could see at least ten of the lizards on the sand. They had probably been dozing away beneath it before being roused by the arrival of the soldiers.

			With Cutler outside, the rest of the unit completed the exploration of the living quarters without incident. They found no sign of the research team, although more pulse marks were found in the sleeping quarters—a heavy concentration of fire, as though a last stand of some kind had been made there.

			“Look at this,” said Cady, who was the only member of the unit with any real scientific knowledge. Before she was conscripted into the Brigades, she had been preparing her application to study chemical physics at the University of Edinburgh. She was standing in the lab area, staring at a screen. On it was a resonance image of the drilling equipment, its drill head—or what was left of it—buried deep in the sand and rock below their feet. From the image, it looked as though the drill head had exploded.

			“That’s impossible,” said Faron. “Those heads are practically indestructible. They have to be.”

			“I think we found a design flaw in this one,” said Cady. “Somebody should sue.”

			“Cady,” said Peris. “Run a scan for the research team’s beacons.”

			“We already did that,” said Olver. “We got nothing.”

			“Humor me,” said Peris, “but target below ground, not above.”

			Cady did as she was ordered, utilizing the research team’s own seismic scanners. Instantly, the screen lit up with fifteen flashing lights, scattered across an area of about half a square mile under the drilling platform, and in some cases as deep as a hundred meters beneath the ground.

			“What the hell are they doing down there?” said De Souza.

			“Being dead,” said Paul.

			“I think we should get out of here,” Peris told Faron. “Now.”

			Faron might have been green, but he was nobody’s fool.

			“Agreed,” he said.

			De Souza didn’t need to be told twice. “You heard what the captain said: back to the shuttle. Disposition remains the same as before. Kerr and Thula to lead. Go! De Souza to shuttle: we’re getting out of here.”

			“Understood,” came Steven’s voice. “Engines ready.”

			They moved out fast, and reached the door to find Cutler walking toward something that had caught his attention near the wall.

			“Cutler!” called De Souza. “Where are you going?”

			Paul adjusted the magnification on his lens with repeated blinks of his eye. He saw what had attracted Cutler’s attention: a red protective helmet, the kind used by miners. It lay on the sand, looking disturbingly clean; it hadn’t been there when they arrived. Paul was certain of it. He would have noticed, just as he now saw that the sand was scattered with the dark shapes of tormals huddled in their protective shells.

			“Cutler,” he cried. “Don’t touch it.”

			But it was too late. Cutler reached for the helmet, lifting it from the sand, and it was as though the sand came with it, and then the grains fell away to reveal a disturbance in the air, a shimmering like glass, and Paul had a vague impression of claws and teeth and hard angles. It enveloped Cutler, dragging him beneath the sand before he even had a chance to scream.

			And then all was gunfire.

			Gunfire, and dying.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 7

			Later, all that Paul could remember—or, perhaps, would allow himself to remember—was chaos. Despite their training, despite their weapons, despite their veneer of arrogance and world-weariness, they were still just young men and women far from home, thrust into an alien environment, and now they were panicking, and the panicked and frightened would always be easy prey.

			A gush of blood rose from the patch of sand into which Cutler had vanished, fountaining like a red geyser. It reached its highest point before commencing an almost elegant descent toward the ground, but its impact was disturbed by another nearly transparent shape erupting from below, and Cutler’s blood splashed over it, giving it a kind of definition. Its jaws, so massive as to appear to be in a state of dislocation, became a crimson maw in which jagged shards of teeth were visible. Its head was flat and its body elongated, evolved to move swiftly and smoothly through sand, but there was a hardness to it as well. It reminded Paul of a great diamond drill carved into the form of a demon. This thing could cut through rock as easily as sand.

			Olver was the first to react, spraying the creature with a burst of fire. Fragments of it exploded from its body like splinters, and a spiked appendage shot from its torso like a glass thorn, spearing Olver through the chest and killing him instantly. Cady went down next, but this time there was no blood. The sand simply swallowed her, and she was gone.

			A shiny metal object flew through the air, and Paul heard Thula’s warning cry of “Grenade!” He turned his face away just as the device exploded, and with it the creature, shattering like crystal, the air suddenly alive with lethal splinters. Most of them impacted on Paul’s body armor, but some struck his exposed right arm. The pain was intense, and almost spurred him to react, but he felt frozen in place. He couldn’t take his eyes from Olver’s body, now lying on its back with the shimmering spike that had killed him protruding from his chest, the rest of the beast reduced to fragments by the grenade. Thula made for the shuttle while De Souza and Peris provided covering fire, aided by Rizzo and Baudin. Someone grabbed Paul’s left arm. It was Faron.

			“Move!” he ordered. “We have to get to the shuttle.”

			But even as Paul stood he saw the shuttle begin to shake, and it rolled enough on its right axis to send Baudin tumbling from the doorway and onto the sand. A flat head rose next to her, and its jaws closed upon her. Baudin struggled against it, but only for seconds, and Paul heard the snap as her neck broke.

			The door of the shuttle closed suddenly as it plunged even farther right, until the craft was standing on its side, partly buried in the sand. Slowly, it began to be pulled under.

			“Get off the ground!” cried Peris. “Head for the walls!”

			A railed walkway ran around the interior of the platform’s walls, accessed by a system of ladders. They were a standard feature of such facilities, enabling a watch to be posted, or a defense to be mounted in the event of an attack from outside. Unfortunately, this particular attack was coming from inside, but they could serve a defensive purpose nonetheless.

			Two figures appeared on the fuselage of the upturned shuttle: Steven and Rizzo had exited using the port door. As Paul watched, they jumped to the sand and made for the walls, and then Paul was running too, running for his life, trying and failing to keep pace with the longer strides of his Illyri captain. Thirty feet to go. Twenty. Ten. The ladder was almost within Faron’s reach.

			Paul’s slowness saved his life. As Faron made a leap for the ladder one of the creatures exploded from the sand to meet him, catching Faron in its jaws as soon as his feet left the ground and virtually biting him in two before dragging his remains below ground. Paul was almost blinded by the spray of Illyri blood but he kept running. He reached the ladder and felt strong arms hauling him up. He had a vague awareness of jaws snapping closed barely inches from his boot, and then he was on the walkway, and safe.

			For now.

			He dropped to his knees. His lungs and throat were aching from the exertion, for drawing deep breaths of the Tormic air had scalded his insides as surely as if he had swallowed boiling coffee. He could barely speak. He fumbled for his water bottle, and tipped half of its contents into his mouth, trying to ease the pain.

			Another hand forced the bottle away from his throat. It was Steven.

			“You might be glad of that water later,” he warned.

			Paul nodded. He desperately wanted to drink more, but his brother was right. Water was probably the most valuable commodity they had, more valuable even than ammunition.

			Only now did Paul notice De Souza. He was huddled into himself on the platform, his face gray, his left fist clenched while Thula worked on what remained of his right arm. It looked as though it had been bitten off just above the elbow, and Thula was trying to stop the flow of blood from the stump. De Souza screamed. Thula reached into the med pack, found a sedative shot, and injected De Souza in his left thigh. De Souza stopped screaming. His head sagged, and he was rendered mercifully unconscious.

			Six of them remained alive. That was all, and it wasn’t even certain that De Souza would survive for long, not unless he received proper medical care. In fact, the odds on any of them living very long didn’t look good.

			Peris activated his comms link.

			“Peris to Envion. Come in, Envion.”

			All of them heard the response in their helmet links.

			“This is Envion, Supervisor Peris. What is your status?”

			Paul recognized the voice of Galton, the big Londoner who was the ship’s chief officer and therefore the second-highest ranked officer on board next to its Illyri commander, Morev.

			“We have sustained casualties. Five dead or missing, one severely injured. Shuttle destroyed. We need a rescue, and fast.”

			Paul could only imagine the consternation that this news was causing on board the Envion. Their unit was one of two on board the ship, and despite the rivalries, and even hatred, that existed between certain Brigade members—inevitable when young men and women were thrust into close proximity for long periods—they were still intensely loyal to one another.

			“Can you give us more details?”

			Names: Galton wanted names.

			“Captain Faron dead. Privates Olver and Cutler dead. Privates Baudin and Cady dead or missing. Lieutenant De Souza injured.”

			Peris paused.

			“I’m sorry, Galton—sorry about Cady.”

			Cady and Galton had been in a relationship. They had been close for only a couple of months, but it had been clear to all that they were smitten with each other.

			“Understood, Supervisor.”

			Paul heard the words catch in Galton’s throat, and then his grief was pushed aside. Galton would mourn later. This was the time to worry about the living.

			“Nature of threat?” said Galton. He might have been a robot for all of the emotion that his voice now held.

			“Unknown alien life-forms.”

			“Is your position secure?”

			“For now. We’re on the walls.” Peris peered over the railing. “If they can climb ladders, we’re in trouble, but there’s no sign of that yet.”

			Another voice came over the comms. It was Commander Morev. He was a veteran of the Brigades and, like Peris, was one of the rare Illyri who didn’t seem to resent serving alongside humans.

			“Peris,” said Morev, “you’re going to have to hold out. Repairs are still being completed. The second shuttle has a busted thruster and won’t be ready to fly for at least another six hours, and the Envion is in no condition to attempt a landing on Torma after being shaken up in the wormhole. We’re still running tests on the damage to the hull.”

			“Then it doesn’t seem like we have much choice but to wait,” said Peris. “I’d be grateful if you could keep us updated on progress, Commander.”

			“Affirmative. We’ll work as fast as we can. Hold on, and good luck.”

			The comms link was broken. The survivors sat on the walls and watched as the shuttle, now almost completely submerged beneath the sand, was finally pulled under. Steven slumped down beside his brother.

			“That was my first command,” said Steven. “My first ship.”

			“It could have gone better,” Paul admitted, and he was shocked by his own capacity for gallows humor, even as the blood of his comrades stained the sands below. But he couldn’t think of them, not now. Like Galton, he would store away his grief until there was time to mourn.

			Peris ordered an ammunition count. Between them they had a dozen grenades, a couple of pulse rifles, two semiautomatic weapons and more than a thousand rounds of depleted uranium ammunition, one pistol, and various knives. De Souza’s sawed-off shotgun lay on the sand, along with its accompanying belt of twenty shells. Yet water was the real issue. Out here on the walls they were exposed to the Tormic sun, and they would grow thirsty very, very fast. Altogether they had about four gallons of water. The rest had gone down with the shuttle.

			“It’s not a lot,” said Peris, “but it’s enough. From now on, we’re rationing. I’ll tell you when, and how much. Otherwise, if you touch your water, I’ll cut your hand off.”

			Paul looked down on the sands below. There was no sign of the creatures, but the little tormals remained cocooned in their protective shells.

			“Now we know what they need their armor for,” said Paul.

			“We scanned for life,” said Steven. “There was nothing bigger than those lizards.”

			“We scanned for carbon-based life,” Peris corrected him. He joined them in watching the sands. So too did Rizzo and Thula. He had done what he could for De Souza, who remained unconscious. If he were lucky, De Souza would wake up back on the Envion. Otherwise it was unlikely that he’d ever wake up at all.

			“So what are those things?” asked Paul.

			“I’m guessing silicon-based,” said Peris. “A theoretical possibility—until now.”

			“You mean we’ve discovered a new kind of alien life?” said Paul.

			“Maybe they will name it after you,” said Thula, “if you ask nicely.”

			“You think?” said Paul.

			“It could have been the drilling,” said Peris, ignoring them. “Perhaps the drill reached a certain level, and these things felt threatened by it. It would fit with a silicon life-form. The atmosphere here is part oxygen, which means that a silicon-based creature would produce silicon dioxide as a by-product of breathing. But that silicon dioxide would be a solid, which would choke the respiratory systems of the creatures with sand . . . Unless they lived in temperatures of several hundred degrees, closer to the core, where the silicon dioxide would be a liquid.”

			“Man, it’s like being back in school,” said Thula.

			“So they broke the drill head,” said Paul, “then came to find out who’d sent it down there in the first place.”

			“It seems the likeliest scenario,” said Peris.

			Steven got to his feet and began moving away. Rizzo watched him go. She was amusing herself by sharpening her throwing stars on a whetting stone. Rizzo, thought Paul, was very odd.

			“Where are you going?” asked Paul, but he understood quickly enough when Steven stopped and stared at the research team’s shuttle, marooned on its pad in the center of the station. It was too far to be reached by jumping. Steven’s right hand instinctively stretched out to it, as though he could draw the craft to him by force of will alone. Paul joined him at the railing.

			“I should have run to the shuttle, not the wall,” said Steven. “I panicked.”

			“You weren’t alone. Don’t—”

			Paul didn’t get to finish his sentence. The walkway shook beneath their feet, and for a moment Paul was sure that they were both going to be tipped to the sands below. He and Steven clung to the rails for dear life. The whole station seemed to be vibrating.

			“What is it?” cried Steven. “An earthquake?”

			But Paul didn’t think so. Whatever those creatures were, they could burrow through sand, and possibly rock as well. They weren’t about to let some ladders and walkways keep them from hunting. If they couldn’t climb up to attack, then they’d settle for the next best thing.

			They’d bring the walls down, and their prey with them.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 8

			Ani’s nose was bleeding again. It always gushed when she pushed her abilities to the limit, and her training with the Gifted Novices required her to do it so often that she no longer had a single garment unstained by her own dark blood. She was the only one who displayed her weakness so dramatically, although others had their own ways of revealing the strain that they were under: a facial tic here, an uncontrollable trembling there.

			But Ani bled.

			She felt the blood running over her lips—left nostril first, then right—but she did not try to wipe it away, or stifle the flow. Instead she concentrated on the face of the tutor seated across the table from her. It was a simple test, but one that Ani had so far consistently failed. The tutor, whose name was Thona, was resting the palm of her right hand upon a small plate. Ani’s task was to convince Thona that the plate was growing hotter and hotter, until eventually the perception of heat would force Thona to snatch her hand away to avoid being burned. So far, after many attempts, the plate had remained determinedly cool, apart from the natural warmth of Thona’s own hand.

			Ani tried to relax. Relaxing, focusing, that was the secret. You couldn’t force it. You had to clear your mind and control your breathing. You had to forget the plate. The plate didn’t matter; it was never going to be hot. What was required was a gentle manipulation of ­Thona’s perceptions. But Thona was strong. She was three times Ani’s age, and although she was supportive and tolerant of the Gifted Novices under her tutelage, it didn’t take a mind reader to see that she was growing increasingly impatient with Ani’s lack of progress.

			Ani tasted the blood on her lips. She breathed in, and caught the saltiness of it on her tongue. Her concentration slipped, and in her frustration she pushed herself too far. The flow became a spray. It spattered the front of Ani’s robes, the table . . .

			And Thona.

			Ani leaped from her chair, mortified. She put her hand to her nose but the blood wouldn’t stop. She tried to sniff it in, and it caught in the back of her throat. She coughed, and more blood sprayed. She started panicking, feeling light-headed, and the room began to spin around her.

			“I’m—” she said, but got no further. All went black, but not before she caught a last glimpse of Thona’s face, dark with anger and spilled blood.

			•  •  •

			When Ani regained consciousness, she was lying on a couch in the corner. A Half-Sister from the medical wing was wiping the blood from her face with a damp cloth, and offering her water to drink. Thona stood to one side in a gaggle of the Gifted, all staring down at Ani. The tutor had cleaned most of the blood from her own face, but some still speckled her red robes with darker patches, and a single smear of it lay beneath her right eye like a forgotten tear.
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