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Praise for the Dark Matter trilogy

 

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

Scotsman

 

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

lovereading4kids.co.uk

 

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

readingzone.com

 

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

thebookbag.co.uk

 

Praise for Teri Terry’s other books

 

‘A gripping dystopian debut’

Bookseller

 

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

From the first pages it grips. Highly recommended’

School Librarian

 

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

Books for Keeps

 

‘A thrilling futuristic drama … compelling and well written’

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

 

Xander, Multiverse Manifesto
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MICRO-EVOLUTION

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

This is the moment humankind will truly evolve.

 

Xander, Multiverse Manifesto
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LARA

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Maybe next time.

Then I hear the summons, deep in my mind:

Lara, come.

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

Obedience.

The sort that is blind.
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SHAY

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

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

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

Kai closed his mind.

He turned his back to me and walked away.

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

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

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

Not that he’s ever been that to me.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Is that the real reason behind Kai’s rejection?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Nowhere. I went for a walk.’

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

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

‘Why do you go there?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He laughs like he knows how scared she really was.

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Where are we?’ I ask.

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

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

‘Yes. It’s stayed clear.’

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

‘How many people live here?’ I ask.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He puts his hands on my shoulders.

‘And this is Shay. My daughter.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I rest my head on my knees.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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