
		
			
			[image: Empire_cover]

			

		

	
		
			
				

				[image: Empire_TTP.pdf]

				

				[image: Headline_Logo.eps]

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Copyright © 2015 Bad Dog Books Ltd. and Jennifer Ridyard

				The right of John Connolly and Jennifer Ridyard to be identified as the Authors of the Work has been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

				First published in this Ebook edition in 2015 by

				HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

				Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production,  in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

				All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

				Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

				Jacket design www.the-parish.com Mountain © Trevillion Images

				eISBN 978 1 4722 0974 0

				HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette UK Company
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH

				www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk

			

		

	
			
				Contents

				Title Page

				Copyright Page

				About the Authors

				Praise for the Chronicles of the Invaders series

				Also by

				About the Book

				Dedication


				Prologue


				I APART

				CHAPTER 1

				CHAPTER 2

				CHAPTER 3

				CHAPTER 4

				CHAPTER 5

				CHAPTER 6

				CHAPTER 7

				CHAPTER 8

				CHAPTER 9

				CHAPTER 10

				CHAPTER 11

				CHAPTER 12

				CHAPTER 13

				CHAPTER 14

				CHAPTER 15

				CHAPTER 16

				CHAPTER 17

				CHAPTER 18

				CHAPTER 19

				CHAPTER 20

				CHAPTER 21

				CHAPTER 22

				CHAPTER 23

				CHAPTER 24

				CHAPTER 25

				CHAPTER 26

				CHAPTER 27

				CHAPTER 28

				CHAPTER 29

				CHAPTER 30

				CHAPTER 31

				CHAPTER 32

				CHAPTER 33


				II MEIA

				CHAPTER 34

				CHAPTER 35

				CHAPTER 36

				CHAPTER 37

				CHAPTER 38

				CHAPTER 39

				CHAPTER 40

				CHAPTER 41

				CHAPTER 42


				III TOGETHER

				CHAPTER 43

				CHAPTER 44

				CHAPTER 45

				CHAPTER 46

				CHAPTER 47

				CHAPTER 48

				CHAPTER 49

				CHAPTER 50

				CHAPTER 51

				CHAPTER 52

				CHAPTER 53

				CHAPTER 54

				CHAPTER 55

				CHAPTER 56

				CHAPTER 57

				CHAPTER 58

				CHAPTER 59

				CHAPTER 60

				CHAPTER 61

				CHAPTER 62

				CHAPTER 63

				CHAPTER 64

				CHAPTER 65

				CHAPTER 66

				CHAPTER 67

				CHAPTER 68

				CHAPTER 69

				CHAPTER 70

				CHAPTER 71

				CHAPTER 72

				CHAPTER 73

				CHAPTER 74

				CHAPTER 75


				Acknowledgements

			


		
			
				

				About the Authors

				John Connolly was born in Dublin. He is the bestselling author of twenty books, including the Charlie Parker series and THE BOOK OF LOST THINGS, and an editor of the prizewinning non-fiction anthology BOOKS TO DIE FOR. EMPIRE is his twenty-first published book.

				Jennifer Ridyard was born in England and grew up in South Africa, where she worked as a journalist for many years. EMPIRE is her second novel. John and Jennifer live in Dublin.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Praise for the Chronicles of the Invaders series:

				‘Densely plotted and decidedly grown-up, this is YA fiction for readers who are bored of fluff and sparkles’ SFX

				‘If you enjoy exciting reads, regardless of your age, you’ll enjoy this one’ The Bookbag

				‘Head and shoulders above its competition in the genre’ Mass Movement

				‘An exceptionally addictive, entertaining and well written novel that offers wonderful escapism for speculative fiction readers’ RisingShadow.net

				‘An enthralling read that fans of Sci-Fi who don’t mind reading smart, clever YA books should give this a try’ Bane of Kings, The Founding Fields

			

		

	
		
			
				

				By John Connolly and Jennifer Ridyard

				The Chronicles of the Invaders Novels:

				Conquest

				Empire

				By John Connolly

				The Charlie Parker Novels:

				Every Dead Thing

				Dark Hollow

				The Killing Kind

				The White Road

				The Black Angel

				The Unquiet

				The Reapers

				The Lovers

				The Whisperers

				The Burning Soul

				The Wrath of Angels

				The Wolf in Winter

				The Samuel Johnson Novels for Young Adults:

				The Gates

				Hell’s Bells

				The Creeps

				Other Works:

				Bad Men

				The Book of Lost Things

				Nocturnes

				Non-fiction:

				Books To Die For: The World’s Greatest Mystery Writers

				On The World’s Greatest Mysteries (with Declan Burke)

			

		

	
		
			
				

				About the Book
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				Separated by millions of light years, they will fight to be united.

				And they will risk everything to make their world – all worlds – right again.
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				CHAPTER 1

				The predators circled, each taking a turn to snarl at her, some more vicious than others, but everyone determined to take a 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 victimised 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 favour, 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 stood, silent but open-mouthed. 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?’ asked 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 civilised 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 and 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. Fewer than one per cent 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 travelling 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 manoeuvres were not going to allow anyone to rest peacefully. Not that Military shuttles were designed with comfortable sleep in mind: they were heavily weaponised and armoured 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 the planet Coramal.

				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 though 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 civilisation 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 was somehow beyond Elda.

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

				‘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 practising 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 a 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.

				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 neighbours 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 defences 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 a drudge’s 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 realised 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 bedlinen, 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 mouldy 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, modelling herself on Elda as she did so, gradually moving further 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 and practised 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 apologising 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 honour 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.
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Lord Andrus, the child known
as Syl Hellais, the Earthborn.
Syl the Destroyer.
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She was the first Illyri to be
born on Earth, and formed
abond 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.

THE MARQUE LIBRARY
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Extract FrRom THE CHRoNiICLES, Book 4, SEcTion 8

Or THE SEconD CiviL War
anD THE CominG oF Sy HELLaIs, i
THE EARTHBORN i

It is strange that the discovery  and the Diplomatic Corps

of an advanced species — had been engaged in low-level
humanity - and the successful hostilities for centuries, with
occupation of their planet neither side able to gain the 2
should also have ———___upper hand. Then, in i
marked the o . the early years of ;
beginning of ~y.the Congquest, ;
the end of - the Diplomats : sl
the Illyri formed an in
Conquest, alliance !
leaving with the i
the Illyri secretive
teetering order
on the edge ) " known as
of a second the Nairene .
Civil War. Sisterhood, a

union secured by the:; s

The seeds of 7

marriage of the Archmage =~
Syrene — the public face of aa-
the Sisterhood — to Grand

conflict had been sown long
before, of course: the Military
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Consul Gradus, the most
senior Diplomat in the

Illyri Empire. From that
moment on, the fate of
the Military appeared

sealed.
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Gradus travelled to ‘ Q(;
Earth to confront \' /

the most influential e \s‘ f
Military leader on the \ A"Q Vs
planet, Lord Andrus, ({-) ‘\ O

who served as something \\%
\

of a lightning rod for

A
v
those who opposed the
Diplomats and their Nairene
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allies. What happened next is

well documented: the capture  [pdeed, they had welcomed i .

of Gradus by the human the creatures into their bodies,
Resistance and his death for these were ancient beings, :
at the Scottish castle called 5 old as tifhe and their g

s /
Dundearg. However, this knowledge was almost as ’ |

bloodletting was overshadowed ;oo hunger.
by the human Resistance’s .

discovery that the Illyri were Yet everything that |
not the only otherworldly occurred on Earth during the |
invaders, for there were those  Conquest is overshadowed by

among our own race who the emergence of one of the
carried an advanced alien pivotal figures in Illyri
organism within themselves.  history: the daughter of
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