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For Mike, fellow stargazer 




‘And out of every living thing of all flesh, the strongest and fittest shalt we bring into the Ship, to keep them alive with you; they shall inhabit a new world.’ 
Extract from The Mantra, FOUNDR-12,arybdis 








Something is watching me with bright beaded eyes. It tilts its head, opens its face and pipes. A high note, repeated. Two pips, then a trilling. Its perch is pinned with fireberries. I spark at it and it hops. I find the word: tree. Treehopper. Bird. 
I am crouched on strange ground. Beneath my fingers are spikes dotted with small pellets. Pine cones. Needles. I stand and gaze around, flexing one foot and then the other. The Ship has gone. No pods, no Shielding Bays, no Nurture Rooms. No corridors with their walls of ever-flicker. 
I walk to the bunched trees. Each twig is loaded with white twinklemass. This world is bright, but it is not the bright of Charybdis. 
Black air. Something is smoking. Here the ground rises to a clearing. There are deep gouges in the earth, and it is from them that the smoke comes. Dark, bitter. Three clefts, burning scars in the hilltop. These markings left by the landing gear are the only sign Charybdis was ever here. It has really happened, then. I have been chosen and am landed on Earth. 
When they told me I had won the Casting, part of me could not believe that it was true: that I am First Pioneer. There was no time for one last look around the Ship I have called home all my life. I was led straight from the Casting Chamber to the transport portal. The Monitor bots would not let me look back. And now I am here. 


The air feels full of waiting. Something lands on my wrist. Feather? The sky brims with flakes, gathering, swirling. I stretch out my hands. Another lands and then vanishes, leaving small bright wet. My skin silvers at its touch. I gaze at the floating twinklemass and mindscan our lessons on human language: snow. Here, where it lands on the ground, it is deeper, diamond soft. I sink my naked feet into it. Cry out at the shock of the cold. 
No time to wonder, though. I must begin. So I quickrun, follow tracks – deep dabs and clefts in the snow. A gold hill, blue shadows and more creatures, with powdered backs. Sheep. When I approach, they move unhurried, kick back snow-dust, tug at sparkle-topped plants. 
My skin pricks. I am being watched. 
A creature, staring. I see the woodland in its eyes. From its brows grow branches of trees. 
Do not trust,
I think. These creatures are dangerous. 
We stand, the two of us, fixing each other with our eyes. Its ears twitch. Its eyes are black liquid and I am inside them, silver, shimmering. Still it stares. My skin sparks. It is enough. The creature scatters away. Its tail bobs. 
I follow but it darts between trees, leads me through the woodland and out. I have lost it. Here are rocks, and on the other side of the rocks – 
I stare down at the human settlement. Buildings packed in patterns, row after row. Landcrawlers creep like beetles along their crude pathways. I had not thought there would be so many. 
They live in family groups, a primitive lifeform.
They pass dung, feed with their mouth. You must live like them, make them trust you. Do you understand your task, what you must do? 


Each dwelling is crammed with huddled humans. I imagine the reek of them, their pushing jostle, and shudder. 








A sudden wind gusts against my back. I turn and see the hill is alight. The Ship has not abandoned me, then. 
And now, as I watch, the snowflakes veer, clouds move aside. Though it is masqued, I know that I am gazing at Charybdis, my Ship. I close my eyes, raise my arms to be Shielded, to be reconnected. This energy flow, this light beam from the Ship, will transfer the data that I have already collected. In return it will recharge my skin, make me strong and powerful and fit for this mission. Charybdis will hover unseen for the duration of my stay on Earth, using its masquing capabilities. The humans will see nothing but the sky and the stars. My people will never be far away. 
Welcome, First Pioneer. Congratulations once again on being chosen. 
The Shielding beam brightens with the voice of the Founders. And now their words sound inside my head and under my skin. 
I dip my head. 
As you know, we have selected only the best, the strongest, the most faithful for our great mission. Ruthlessness, single-mindedness, obedience. These are qualities we need for our First Pioneer. 
The voice of the Founders melds into twelve, then three, then one. Ageless, perfect, beautiful. 
I drop to the ground, stretch out my hands in gratitude. 
‘Thank you, O Charybdis, you will not regret –’ 


Silence. We are not in the habit of regretting our decisions. Pause. We were most impressed with your performance at the Casting. Despite the unfortunate incident at the end, you still demonstrated great strength, agility and power. You have always shone above the other cadets, even from the Nurture Rooms. Pause. Which is why we choose to believe that your moment of weakness was in fact a cunning tactic to outwit your opponent by revealing their vulnerability, their fear. 
I cannot believe that I won after my error. And I cannot admit that it was no tactic; it was much worse than that. But I will never repeat the same mistake. Ever. 
But be warned, First Pioneer. We will be watching you closely. You know this is not the first time you have defied the Mantra. We need our First Pioneer to prepare the way for our people. 
I lift my head. I will prove that they have chosen well. That I am ready for this mission. That I can overcome my previous weaknesses. The Founders will not be disappointed in me. All my life I have trained for this. The opportunity to find a new home for Charybdis. 
You will stay, First Pioneer, until we have enough data on the humans for the next stage of our plan. But be warned: we do not have long. We have already waited a considerable time for our new homeland. 
You will learn how to inhabit a human. Enter its dwelling. Assume its identity. Test to see if they are viable hosts for us. Use your powers. Remember your lessons. Only by doing this will we gain enough knowledge to colonise. 
‘I understand, O Founders. This I can do.’ 
You are the chosen one. The First Pioneer. You will lead the way for Project Ultima. 
I close my eyes as the Shielding intensifies. The beam’s iced charge grips me, powering my skin, making me strong. I do not mind its bite. To me it is a glow, the shine of the Founders’ approval. 


Like the rest of the cadets on board my Ship, I am bred for this. Our skin, so different to the humans’, is enhanced with special properties: to change form, to spark, to self-heal, to be swift and agile and strong. Without Shielding, we will weaken and lose these gifts, our powers. Worse, we will not be able to upload our data to serve our Founders, keep connected to our leaders. It is our service and our reward. 
My Charybdian skin shimmers, the Shielding tracking across my throat and hands and limbs, brightening its natural silver. 
The Mantra will protect you, as will Shielding. You must regularly return here, to our landing site, to Shield and share your data. Pause. Are you ready for this mission, child? Do you understand its dangers? How the humans are subtle, how they will try to get beneath your skin. They will inhabit you back if you let them. 
‘I understand, O Founders.’ 
Are you ready? 
‘I am ready.’ 
Say the words. 
‘I am strong, I am Shielded, I am ruthless.’ 
Your mission is supremely important, child. Do not let us down. You will either succeed. Pause. Or you will not. 
The Shielding beam burns white and searing. My skin tightens and I cry out. Just for a moment its clench is too cold, too intense, too crushing. A flicker of something I have not felt before. But then it is gone. 
We have faith in you, First Pioneer. 
The clouds regather. My Ship vanishes. 








Shouts sound and I shrink back into the cover of the trees. A figure nearby, stamping through the snow. 
‘Oh my God, Finch, this is a terrible idea.’ 
A human. Through the branches, I see it is nothing like me, even when I morph my skin to mimic it. On Charybdis we have it all wrong. Our practice is only a semblance, our heads too long, our brows too high. This human is bright. It rustles. It breathes smoke and mist. 
‘Finch? Like, seriously, I’m going back. Call me, OK?’ 
I watch it walk back down the path leading to the human settlement. Another comes. A male. This one spreads his arms, tilts his head to the stars and snow. 
‘That’s beautiful,’ he says. 
He takes out something from his holder, plants it in the ground. I crouch behind my tree and watch. He fiddles with the tube, places his eye to it and tilts. It is a seer, a gazer. He watches the skies. 
The snowflakes dash and whirl. A stick snaps and the boy turns. And then I remember myself, what I am here to do. I masque quickly, use my skin to blend into my surroundings, praying I do not spark. The human scrunches its face, stares into the trees where I stand. 


‘Who’s there?’ 
We fix each other with our eyes. 
‘Deepa? Is that you?’ 
He should not be able to see me. Too late, I realise the snow has settled on my shoulders, giving me form. 
The human takes a step back. 
‘What are you?’ 
Oh, oh. This cannot happen already. I must not be found by this boy, must use all my focus to keep up my masquing. But now my skin sparks and flashes, turns me to silver shimmer. Always this happens when I feel too strongly. A forbidden weakness. My skin has always given me away. His eyes meet mine, wide and dark and sudden. I must move. He has seen me. I spark at him and he cries out, a wild sound. 
He rushes to gather up his equipment, begins to run. Powder flies. I shake the snow off my shoulders, give chase. I must not lose him. Cannot let one of them get away after seeing me in my true form. He staggers and continues to run. I trail him, fast and smooth. 
He is fast but I am faster. I quickrun over snowy mounds, smooth and fluid. I can no longer keep up my masquing. Speed makes me spark. He stumbles, glances back, eyes wide and staring. I imagine the voice of the Founders: This one! Inhabit the boy. 
I follow his zigzagged prints, broken twigs, scattered needles. I follow his shouts, his scrambles, his fogged breath. We reach a wire wall snagged with sheepwool. There is a sign: Quarry! Keep out! 
I spark at him and he cries out, scrambles over the wire, dropping his bag. This time he does not stop for it. I leap over the broken fence after him, as the silent sheep watch. Their eyes shine green in the evening light; they have pushed out of their enclosure, move now on the hill’s brink. I listen for sounds to tell me where the boy is, but there is nothing, only the hush of snow. 


I pick up his fallen bag. I walk to the cliff edge. Here are the tracks and markings where he must have slid over. I heard no cry. I place his bag on my shoulders. 
This human will be broken. Unlike Charybdians, they do not mend. 
I climb down after him. 








‘Stay away from the humans. Their ways are subtle. Let them not infect you. Do not let them under your skin. To touch is agony, to feel is pain.’ 
Extract from The Mantra, FOUNDR-12, Charybdis 
The boy lies on a ledge. He is bundled; the snow took his landing. I slide down and crouch over him. His lids are shut and edged with tiny snow-fringed hairs. I lean close, listening, careful not to touch. 
They are filthy, ugly. Take care – they might infect you. Their ways are subtle but they can be used. 
No movement. Maybe he is broken beyond what even I can repair. I watch, and snow settles thick, and all the while the boy cools. Should I do it now? Or should I throw him over, leave him? 
Suddenly a sigh. His lashes flicker. 
He wakes. 
I hold my breath, shrink back. But he settles again. I see his lips are blue. 
Beside him is his screen, a glint on snow. I hold my wrist above it until it shines with an inner light. I stroke it like I have seen the humans do in our lessons on the Ship, and now there are images inside: a pair of humans, and another creature. Dog. I place it into the boy’s bag, take another look at him. 


I must choose soon. But not here, out in the open. I stare down at my hands. He is wrapped in a black jacket. I will not need to touch him. I grasp his sides, haul him over my shoulder. His head hangs. I climb lightly, one hand to grasp rock, the other gripping him tight. Through snow-howl and wind-shriek, I carry him like a sack, back up the cliff side. He is light in my arms. His hat falls. 
I reach a cave, low and sheltered. It is scattered with leavings: orange peelings, curling and hardened.
Wind-tugged rustlings: Lidl, Morrisons, Waitrose. Bright wrappings with strange words: Sherbet Space Ships, Trekker, Fizzy Snakes. 
I place the human down on the cave floor. Empty out his bag. I stroke the contents, press them to my face. His screen, again. A bottle filled with liquid. I sniff deep. Nothing. I stare out at the spinning, giddying snow, then turn to the boy. He shivers. 
His face, brows, hair are crusted with snow stars. He has a mark above his eye where he fell, a purple moon. His eyelids flicker once but do not open. I watch him breathe. 
Inhabit him. Do it now, while he sleeps. 
This is my opportunity. A human before I have even ventured to the settlement. Charybdis will be impressed. I have only to get close, wrap my skin over him as I unmatter. Once inside, his memories, his body will become mine. I will raid his mind for data. Walk my new body to his human home to collect more. Prove myself worthy to the Founders who chose me for this mission. 
I will do it now. 
I lean forward. His scent rises, strong and strange. 
‘Who are you?’ 


I flinch. 
The boy has opened his eyes and is watching me. He has managed to shuffle up onto one elbow. Quickly I masque. I shift, and my skin sparks silver. 
‘Are you human?’ 
He is trying to move closer, peer into the shadows. His eyes widen as he fears. I see inside them that I am sparking, the faint shimmer of my form as it struggles to remasque. 
I cannot do it. Cannot inhabit him. 
I hesitate. The moment is enough. The boy scrambles to his feet and is gone. 
He is sick, I think. Weak.
I need a strong one. What if he dies with me inside? This is what I tell myself. This is what I try to make true. 
I follow the boy’s tracks through the trees, down towards the settlement. Then I see him, swaying out onto the road. A landcrawler slides to a stop and its driver opens the door and cries out. Only when they have helped the boy into the back and moved away do I come out from behind my tree. 
I imagine the voice of the Founders, echoing the Mantra: Do not let them under your skin. To touch is agony, to feel is pain. 
Is this what I have done? Is this what they mean? 
But I was careful to touch only through his wrappings. I am safe. I have not broken the Mantra this time. 






BEFORE 
‘The First Wave to test. The Second Wave to inhabit. This is the great plan of Charybdis.’ 
Extract from The Mantra, FOUNDR-12, Charybdis 
Good morning, Cadet 39. 
I step out of my sleep pod and stand facing the portal. 
Congratulations. This is a special day. Today is Casting Day. 
The doors glide open. I make my way to the Shielding Bay to check my skin charge. The ever walls flicker with images: fish today, flashing like jewels. Bubbles of light in a world of colour. As I pass, they dart and swerve, bright, perfect, separate, never touching, moving as one. As an infant in the Nurture Rooms I used to choose one to track, watching it until my eyes burned, imagining how it would be to live in such colour. I stand beneath the Shielding beam, close my eyes to be powered and scanned. 
Energy high. You are fully Shielded. 
Number of contenders: two. This is the final test to become First Pioneer. 
My hand sparks. I wait until my skin subsides. I must stay calm, must try to be more controlled. Now that there is only one cadet left to beat, I have a real chance. Everything I have worked for, all my hard training: it is down to two of us now. 


Make your way to the Casting Chamber. 
No cadet has ever been inside the Casting Chamber before; no one has got this far. Maybe Cadet 10 will be there already, assessing the space. Once my training partner, my forbidden friend. Now my opponent. Another spark. Do not think of them. I must stay focused. 
I say the Mantra to calm myself: ‘We are the Chosen Ones. We are the Children of Charybdis.’ 
Make your way to the Casting Chamber, the voice smooths again. If you triumph over your opponent, you will be chosen to leave the Ship. You will go to the Found Land. 
My mind fills in what the Founders do not: If you fail, you will be cast into the Vortex. 
I am strong. I am worthy. I am a Child of Charybdis. 
I step out into the corridor, busy now with the other cadets streaming to the Casting Chamber to watch today’s proceedings. They are from my cohort, the candidates I have beaten in the process. All those assessments and tests, and it has come to this. One more cadet to beat. 
They chatter among themselves. 
‘Imagine being chosen. They say Earth is the only viable planet left …’ 
‘Humans are easier than other lifeforms. They say there will hardly be any struggle. Not like the attempts that failed on other planets …’ 
‘They are slow, though. Lumbering.’ 
‘Not once we inhabit them. Our powers will make them fast, quicken them.’ 
‘They should be grateful.’ 


Laughter. 
It stops abruptly as they see me. The cadets move back to let me pass. Dip their heads to signal respect. 
We follow the curve of the corridor, leaving our sector to go to the Casting Chamber, at the very heart of the Ship. My skin sparks again. Stay calm. Stay focused. 
The other cadets have tried hard with their morphing on this special day. We flick glances at each other. There is Cadet 9 with their cleft chin. Cadet 43 with their attempt at eyebrows. One has even formed hair, shining and spiralled on the back of their head, smoothed behind perfect ears. You would almost believe them human. They morph their skin to practise the skills they may need on Earth when we finally colonise. A necessary step to understanding the new lifeform. This is what those who came before us did, the scouts: morphing, imitating, aping the humans to collect initial data – the data we’ve used to learn more about our future hosts and life on Earth. The data that flashes on the ever walls we pass now, showing us our new world. Project Ultima, and the cadet who wins today, will take it one step further: inhabitation, the final piece in successful colonisation. 
The cadets fall into line behind me as I lead them on. They want to be me. There is a fizz of energy; others too cannot help sparking. I continue towards the Casting Chamber, feel a surge of pride. 
I am strong. I am worthy. I am a Child of Charybdis. 
Some cadets are struggling to keep form. Cadet 12’s face elongates and contracts. Their ears shrink and disappear. Cadet 7’s fingers are buds. They spark as they struggle to retain them. A sign of stress. 


I glance down at my perfect fingers and flex them. I have even imitated veins. They glow silver, branched beneath my skin like the roots and trees of Earth. A nice touch. I hope the Founders will be pleased. See the attention I have put into details. All my preparation, all those extra hours, have led me here. Only one other cadet has practised as hard as me. This is my chance to prove myself, to make the Founders proud. To feel the air of Earth on my skin. 
And to leave this Ship forever. 
The thought of such a possibility almost has me sparking, but I manage to control it. 
Do not show fear. Do not show weakness. 
We pass the Nurture Rooms, where the Monitors tend to the youngest, sparking them if they squall, if they raise their arms to be touched. There is to be no indulging, no physical contact, on the Ship or on Earth. Touching and intimacy is forbidden. Affection makes us weak. It is the most basic rule of the Mantra. 
Only the strongest survive. 
These rooms are barred now. No cadet is ever permitted inside, as I know to my cost. 
We file past the Learning Rooms next. A memory comes: chanting with the other infants: A is for Apple; B is for Baboon; C is for Cupboard. Learning about life on Earth, all the better to live there one day. 
Not for the first time I wonder where all the new infants are. Should they not be here too, especially today? 
I blink the thought away – it is not for me to question. 
The ever walls ripple images of fish and flowers and fauna, teeming and blossoming and leaping. A reminder of what we have lost; what the Barbed Ones took from us when they stole our planet and cast us out, setting our people on a century-long search for a new home. All this will we have again on Earth. 


As we finally ascend to the Casting Chamber, we hear our anthem, the Song of Charybdis, and join in: 
‘We are the Chosen Ones, 
Shielded and true and strong, 
We are the Children of Charybdis.’ 
We are still singing as we enter the arena, even when we feel its presence. The rush of the Vortex. 
‘The Founders protect us, 
Teach us to inhabit 
A new world for Charybdis.’ 
It is hard to focus on our singing when we can feel the whirling column of energy that powers our Ship, our very existence. I watch the other cadets’ faces as they see it for the first time. They cannot stop gazing; their faces are alight with awe. 
The Vortex is beautiful. If you gaze hard enough, you can see within its depths all the colours in the universe. You could look all day and never see one repeated. 
Up this close, its rush can be heard too, low, terrible, compelling. It is the sound of wind-howl; its roar is the rage we all feel for the Great Betrayal; its power a reminder of what we used to be, what we will be again, in our new home. 
Once, many moons ago, I felt its rush on my skin. A secret access point in an abandoned part of the Ship. 
My skin sparks as I remember how I felt then. How exhilarated. And how terrified. 
The anthem’s final note lingers. My skin tingles. I never stop feeling the thrill of it: being a cadet, serving my Ship. 


When our beloved home planet Charybdis was plundered and stolen by the Barbed Ones during the Great Betrayal, our brave Founders, the brightest engineers of their generation, built this Ship to save our species, allowing us to flee to the skies. 
They uploaded their minds to FOUNDR-12, the computer mainframe powering the Ship that became the new Charybdis. Unmattered, our Founders melded into one consciousness. They sacrificed their bodies and skin in order to pilot the Ship and fuel the Vortex. By selecting only the best from the gene pool of survivors, they created a new generation of Charybdians, trained to be pioneers and find us a new home in the stars. We owe our Founders a new planet to make their sacrifice worthwhile. 
Since fleeing Charybdis one hundred years ago, attempts to colonise other planets have failed. Until Earth. The scouts proved in the First Wave that Earth has the right kind of biosphere and that humans are simple and trusting. They would be easy to inhabit. But there have been many recruits lost in previous attempts. We will not fail. We have been selected from the gene pool. Trained and ready for this, our great chance. 
The First Wave to test. The Second Wave to inhabit. 
Everything rests on the cadet that becomes First Pioneer. On what happens today. Now. 
Tiers of seating for spectators rise to the top of this great chamber, curving round the Vortex in the centre of the room. 
The voice of the Founders sounds throughout the room and the murmurs of the cadets fade to silence as they take their seats. 
It is time for the final challenge. A chance for our two brightest cadets to prove their powers. A showdown before the cast-off. We would all like to see what you have learned, how you have progressed. 


The cadets in the crowd spark their approval. The chamber is not full, I notice. 
When I was younger, there were many others on board the Ship: the scouts, the cadets, the infants. I wonder what became of them all. But I trust my Founders. I know that there will be a good reason. Perhaps they did not demonstrate the skills that I did. I feel a flush of pride. 
The Vortex shifts and from its depths rises a platform. It hovers above the Vortex, exposed. The Casting platform, where soon I will battle it out for that prized title of First Pioneer. My whole life has brought me to this moment. 






BEFORE 
A mist descends and from its depths, on the platform, emerge twelve standing stones. Squat, tall, hulking. 
I shudder. They are like the humans, with their different forms, ugly, half finished. Though of course they are only holomorphs created by the Founders. It is all part of the test. We must experience different environments if we are to inhabit the Earth. 
Contenders, take your place behind a rock. 
I step onto the platform and position myself to begin. Cadet 10 does the same on the opposite side. Their eyes are lidded, I see, like a human’s. A clever touch. Their mouth stretches. A smile. They are good. They have to be. Charybdis likes games, and this is the deadliest yet. Because in this final battle, the loser will be sacrificed to the Vortex. 
Now that we will receive the highest prize for winning, it is fitting that failure will result in the severest punishment. Never before has it been a fight to the death. It is a mark of our achievement, Charybdis’s acknowledgement of our success, that it must be so. We two, the last contenders, have proven our power so far. Now we must prove it before the Vortex. 
Having to do battle, to display our skills in the presence of this swirling mass of energy, quickens me. I can feel its surge. I must not show my fear: of falling in if I lose balance, of the suck of its seething power. When I leap, I must watch out when I land, keep my back to the Vortex, ignore its rush. I must take care. One step out of place and I will be swirled into its depths. Must focus on my opponent. Whose powers I know better than anyone. 


The cadets watching from the stands are hushed. 
Let the challenge commence. 
My skin fizzes as I hear the Founders’ instruction. 
I stand beside the tallest stone, hooked like a finger. This will be a stealth test, so I masque my skin to take on its appearance: pitted. Rough. If it were real, it would feel cold to touch. This I know from my lessons. Humans made circles of standing stones. They worshipped their bright sun from them. Worship: to pray, exult, love. 
The rows of watchers fade as I focus. I crouch next to my stone. 
The rules of stealth are simple: silence, concealment, surprise. Be invisible to your enemy. Use every tactic you have to strike them. The last player standing wins. 
A flash. Cadet 10 has revealed their position. I see their outline shimmer, crouched beside the squattest rock. Their fear has given them away. Or is it a tactic, a deliberate lure? 
The mists coil and settle. It is like they are breathing with the stone. Breathing: something humans do. Something I must do if I am to inhabit one of them. 
The Vortex seethes below us, restless in its surging column. It is hungry. It needs stoking. 
Focus. Do not think of the Vortex. Think of your opponent. 
More bright particles dazzle and fade. I leave the protection of my stone, spark at them. And miss. I have given away my location. The Founders see it all. But then … 


There. By a standing stone I see the silver shiver of the crouching cadet. They shoot first. It is a feeble effort, a mere sparking. I glance it off with my elbow. Return it with a scatter shock, raining it over their head and shoulders. This hurts. I see it in their eyes, which flash, then darken. 
The laser cut takes me by surprise: a vicious surge that slices my cheek, just misses my eye. I stagger to standing. I look up. Cadet 10 is watching me, eyes bright, lips curling. They were only feigning weakness. 
Stay strong. Do not fall. Must not show the Founders you are weak. 
I throw my shoulders back, make myself face them. Send a rally of small precise scatter shocks up and down their torso. Cadet 10 does not flinch. Their return bolt hits me in the arm. I am screaming pain. Behind us the Vortex leaps as if it knows I am weakening. 
Their bolt has ripped through my skin. I see its jag, the edges fizzing and curling. Another blast and I will be in the Vortex. Only the strongest will survive. I clench and unclench my hands. 
Face them. Do not let them see your fear. 
Across the platform my rival stands in the triumph pose, arms raised to the spectators, their back to the Vortex. The rest of the cadets are on their feet, shooting sparks to the roof of Charybdis. Cadet 10 thinks their win is secured. 
The Vortex flares as they turn, powering up for a beam. I know what is coming. A final surge that will drain all their power. A flourish of an ending. They cannot resist. 
The rush of the Vortex is in my head, under my skin. Its colours spin. 


If I lose, this is my destiny: to be fed to the Vortex, to spin in its power for all eternity. The ultimate service to the Ship. And the ultimate punishment. 
Think of all you have to lose. All you have to win: the blue-green Earth planet, its fish and birds and flowers; the honour of finding a home for your people. 
I use the last of my power to shoot a flare. A perfect barb they are not expecting. My opponent’s arms drop. They stagger. They fall over the edge, cling with their hands to the ridge of the platform. 
Their face is allshock. And all at once I am seeing Cadet 10, not as my final opponent, but as the infant they once were, in the pod above mine in the Nurture Rooms. 
The force of the Vortex grazes them. 
The cadets in the crowd lean forward, watching. I feel the invisible eyes of the Founders on us too. 
I scramble to my feet, ready to claim my victory, and stand over them as they hang from the platform. We stare into each other’s eyes. 
A flicker of silver. 
They fear. 
One last spark will do it. I clench my fingers, feel a ripple of power. There’s enough left. Just. 
Cadet 10 watches me, what I will do. Their eyes are wide pools. 
Just one spark. 
I raise my hand to strike. 
But instead of sparking, I watch my hand reach down to clasp theirs. 
What am I doing? Quickly I snatch it back. I let my hand drop. Step away from my opponent. 


Cadet 10’s fingers tighten around the edge of the platform. They use the last of their energy to haul themselves up to safety. 
They stagger and stand. 
We face each other. Slowly I turn to the crowd, raise my arms in victory. 
But there are no cheers. All is silent; only the Vortex roars. It whirls harder, faster. It is hungry. It needs to be fed. 
Time shimmers. No one in the stands moves. My limbs feel strange and heavy, as if they are no longer mine. 
What have I done? 
This is not how it is supposed to end. 
I could not stop myself. I almost had it – the prize was within my grasp and I gave it away. To save Cadet 10. 
I cannot win now. For what I have done is worse than failing. To have defied the Mantra in so many ways. Better to have lost the battle, to have been cast to the Vortex myself, than this. 
On the platform beside me, Cadet 10 glares, hating. I have stolen their glory by saving them. Maybe we will both be thrown over the side for my disobedience. 
Then the voice of the Founders echoes around the Chamber. 
The final outcome has been decided. There is no alternative. You do not get to change the rules. Step back from the edge, Cadet 39. 
In a trance, I obey. Do not know what is about to happen. Cannot control my sparking. 
Once again you showed weakness. You took it upon yourself to save your opponent. You reached out to them, showed compassion. The Founders’ voice twists in disgust. Why is this, Cadet 39? You know contact is forbidden. You know the rules. 
I squeeze my hands to stop them sparking. Force myself to raise my head. I look at Cadet 10, where they have dropped to their knees on the platform, shaking. This is my last chance. Maybe I can still save us both. 


‘I wanted to fight longer. For the combat to not end so soon. I had more to teach Cadet 10, O Charybdis. A mistake, I recognise this now. It will not happen again. I have learned from it. I am ready to do my duty. You will not regret choosing –’ 
Enough. Pause. We have been watching you closely, Cadet 39, reading your data. You demonstrated speed, agility and power as you engaged in combat. We believe you have shown a particular skill necessary for our special mission. 
The words of the Founders come as if in a dream. They are words I have wanted to hear forever. My life purpose. My destiny. 
Are they really willing to overlook my error? I cannot bear to hope. 
All our lives the Mantra has taught us to obey the Founders. I have defied them in public. Surely they cannot be rewarding me with this: the highest acclaim. 
Raise your arms and turn to face your people, for you have won the greatest prize of all. Congratulations, First Pioneer. You are going to Earth. 
A rush of joy floods me. The Founders have forgiven me despite my show of weakness. I must make sure that I show my gratitude, prove more than ever that I am worthy. 
But before I can fully comprehend my victory, I watch as tendrils of energy veer towards my opponent’s torso, rapid-spinning, binding them. Charybdis shrills in triumph as, with terrible swiftness, Cadet 10 is launched across the platform, into the heart of the Vortex. 


They cry out as they try to grasp the edge. For a moment it almost seems they will succeed. And then they are whirled, caught in its rush, merging and morphing. Cadet 10 has no chance against its power. 
I lunge to the edge, but their face has already become a howl and it is the howl of the Vortex. I look down at their blazing eyes one final time, and then they are whipped away. 








The memory flickers and fades. My thoughts circle. 
Just like in the Casting Chamber I may have given my chance away by letting the boy go. There is something wrong in me, something different from the rest. Always I have tried to hide it, to press it down deep. This need to connect, to reach out. 
But I must not think about this. Charybdis will know. They always know. 
I have never been like them, the other cadets. Even in the Nurture Rooms, they said I was a crier. That I screamed and did not learn to stop. What was I calling for so loudly? 
You wanted to be Shielded,
the Monitors told me. You wanted to feel power. 
You glow so brightly. You spark the brightest of all of us. How do you do that? Always the note of envy from the other cadets. How could I explain what I have always feared: that my power comes not from strength but from a terrible weakness? 
And yet I won the Casting. I, above all others, was chosen for this mission. But when I next Shield, Charybdis will see all. How I have let them down already. They will ask why I did not inhabit the boy, why I let him go. 
I watched him as he lay. 


But I felt that if I inhabited him then, death might take him. I would have been trapped in his body. 
I stand up, spark off the snow. I am strong. I am the chosen one. I will prove that I am worthy, that I have not defied the Mantra. I will tell them I was observing. Collecting data. Seeing if he was a viable host. 
I will show Charybdis that they have chosen well. I will not make the same mistake again. 
I will take the next one that I see. 








Uff. 
A far-sound. I crouch in the snow. I listen, and it is a dog. 
A dancing light upon the hilltop. There it is, and again. It stops, a length from me. Then a different sound. The noise of a human slow-climbing. No one has come since the boy. The snow has kept them away, I think. I shrink into the trees. 
‘Pepper! Oh God, I’ve lost her again.’ 
A different language from the humans yesterday. But on Charybdis we learned all. 
A rustle of clothes, and then a sniffing, panting. The dog bounds into the clearing. Stops. 
‘Pepper!’ 
The dog is staring at me. Its tail waves. Eyes moon-bright. Around its neck, a band. If I get the dog, I will get the human. 
I reach out my hand. It backs away. Growls. 
I growl back. 
Creep on hands and knees. Slow. There. 
So close. Can almost touch. 
‘Shit – arghhhhhh …’ 
The human is slithering into the still-space of dog and me. A female. I masque, blend into my surroundings, watch and listen. Pale face, dark hair. She is flashing a light. Soon she will pass close, and then I will do it. After a day of waiting for another human to come, this is my chance. 


She is calling, her breath in jags. Passes her hand across her eyes over and over. I watch her. Listen to her words. 
‘Pepper? Pepper!’ and, ‘I do not believe this.’ 
The dog’s face laughs. It turns and dances over the side of the hill, taking the path past the quarry. Runs, down, down, through the nested trees, to where the humans live. 
‘Wait!’ She speaks the boy’s language now. 
I ready myself to leap. 
‘Who’s there? Hello?’ She spins towards where I stand, but now the snow has stopped she cannot see through my masquing. But she knows something is there. She creases her eyes. 
Do it now. Inhabit her. 
‘Have you – have you seen a dog? Big, yellow?’ 
From the trees, I wait. 
‘She’s not mine actually, I’m just the dog-sitter. She is a – how do you say? – a nightmare –’ 
I shift position in the dark. 
‘Is there someone there?’ she says, over and over. Her voice has wire in it. 
I crash then, out of the trees, my skin unmasquing in preparation for what it is about to do. She sees me in my natural form, shrieks and backs away, towards the snow-slumped steps that lead down to the settlement. 
Do not look at her eyes. 
My skin hisses as it unwraps. 
I unmatter, become silver shimmer. 


My skin wraps around her, searching, settling over this human. It sweeps, it scans, it reseals. 
I see a door. Purple. Scratched. Pony glyphs. I take hold of the handle and press down. It is unlocked. The door sticks a little, but then I push it open and I am inside. 








Dense. Solid. Weighty. 
I squeeze and unsqueeze these new fingers, raise and lower the arms. It is effort. I stretch open her mouth, feel the cold prickle of teeth with tongue. 
You are a Child of Charybdis. You are strong. 
I suck in air, and it is cold. 
They breathe. They feed. You must too. 
I breathe in. I breathe out. Her chest rises, unrises. I feel wrong and heavy. This locked-in bulk too-tight, too-tight. I take deeper breaths. Better. 
Her mind pushes and jostles. 
So many thoughts! So busy! 
How she frets. 
I push her consciousness to the edges, the better to sift through her mindfiles. 
I probe: her thoughts, her words, her chaos. She tells me what I need to become her. She tells me her name, shows me her life. I unpeel layers of time, layers of selves. 
My name is Sylwia Kowalska. I am nineteen years old. I am a student of languages. I love to travel, have visited many places. 
This is good. This is what I need to please Charybdis. 


I am from Zakopane in Poland. I am visiting England as part of Project Paws. In return for somewhere to live, language students walk, feed and look after the homeowner’s pets. 
I push further. Sylwia tries to resist but I am too strong; too intent on my purpose. Soon she strops struggling; settles back to the edges. 
My favourite colour is green, my favourite city, Oslo. My first kiss was outside the Doge’s Palace, Venice. His name was Nico, his fringe was blue and his throat smelled of lemons. 
Sylwia’s mind glyphs press and jostle. There are too many, tumbling into my head. 
My favourite person is my grandad. He lives for his garden and for me. He laughed when I said I was leaving, wept when I came home the first time … 
I learn that I like horses and video games and thunderstorms and peanut butter on toast and foxes and electric blues and blueberry pączki and the scent of rain on hot tarmac and a boy with a blue fringe and a girl called Magdalena. 
I want to visit Antarctica and learn to dance salsa and get a fox tattoo and play the Black Dog riff and conjugate English verbs and become a lawyer and drive a tractor and be with the girl called Magdalena. 
I search for what is useful to navigate this strange world. 
Something is wrong. The thought presses, insistent. There is something she has lost. 
Yellow. Panting. Laughing. 
The dog. To become this human, I must find it. 








‘You will be honoured, will have all this world as yours.’ 
Extract from The Mantra, FOUNDR-12, Charybdis 
Uff! 
The dog is waiting for me at the bottom of the steps at the edge of the forest. I name search: Pepper. As I come close, it swerves and gallops away towards the twinkling lights of the human settlement. Noises come: wheels through wet-slush, a distant boom song. 
It races across the road, and I follow fast. 
A landcrawler blares. I search Sylwia’s language file. Car. 
‘Oy, what’yer think you’re doing? You –’ 
I twist round. A human face, round and wet and wording. His vehicle slither-grips in the wet snow. I quickrun after the dog. Up close, everything rushes loud, flashes bright. Buildings, lights, words: 
Late Nite Christmas Opening 7.30 pm! 
Ho Ho Ho! Merry Christmas! 
Only 7 Days Until Christmas – Get Your Giftwrap Here!

I move through the street, flinching each time one of the humans comes too near. I fastbreathe. Everything is so close, so pressing. 
‘Are you all right, love?’ 


A face with round eyes and a twisting mouth pushes close. A female, red-nosed, wrapped in sheep wool. I quicken my pace. Sylwia’s body is less heavy now, more mine. I am getting used to how humans move, how they work. 
On the ground, snowmelt. Lining both sides of the street, glass-fronted buildings shout endless words: Shoes R Us, Teen Style, Phones As U Go. I speak them under my breath. Humans of all shapes and shades and sizes, making sounds: grunts and roars and words and shrieks. Eyes, hands, mouths, teeth. Glaring colours and odours. Windows filled with stiff, still humans. More buildings, more words: TruVision, Natz Nailz, Eye Browze, DIY World. Saying the words calms me. 
‘Oy, love – want warming up?’ 
Another male, red-faced and looming. He reaches and I flinch. I do not like how his eyes slide. I check nobody looks, then spark at him. The human falls back. There is the sound of breaking glass. 
‘My beer, you – you –’ 
I follow the dog through the street, running, weaving in and out of humans, two wheels, infant pushers, street lamps. Sylwia has been here before. I recognise Abdul’s Palace, the Plaice Station, Maldip Plaza. We are close now; the dog and I sense it. Here it is quieter. 
Uff! says the dog. 
It knows this street. Pulls me to a dwelling attached to a row of others. This house has a roof with two windows. A garden at its side. In it, a tall tree with branches that scratch the roof. The dog paws at the front door, turns to look at me. 
Sylwia’s key is in my pocket. I place it in the door and turn. 
I am Sylwia, I am your new dog-sitter. 


Sil-vi-a. I practise how to sound my new name. 
The door opens. I step inside and smells crowd in: the reek of human skin and sweat and dog breath and body oils. I think of my Ship, its scentless air and soothing corridors. I clamp my hands over my nose and mouth. 
I look at the dog and the dog looks at me. We are home. 








‘What are you doing on my bed?’ 
An infant is staring at me. Eyes the colour of sheep dung, hair the colour of dead bracken. They have startled me awake. I leap up into sitting, get ready to run. 
‘Stop, or I’ll shoot.’ 
The girl is standing by the door. She holds a weapon and it is a gun. 
‘Don’t. Move. A. Muscle.’ 
I assess the weapon. Plastic. Made in China. Threat level zero. 
She tightens her fingers and advances slowly. Her clothes have rockets on them. 
‘It’s just as I thought.’ Her voice is steady. She presses something on her Junior Cosmic Stun Gun, and there is a sound: wooowawawa-wooowawawa! Lights dance blue, green, red. ‘You are a spy, sent to destroy my family. I will protect. I will protect. I will protect.’ 
I stand up from the bed, try to get my thoughts in order. I must act like one of them. Must get them to accept me, do what Sylwia would do. 
The girl moves closer and her words are fists. ‘Nobody’s allowed in my room. Except for Finch. And sometimes Mummy. I go in Finch’s room sometimes when I’m not supposed to, but he doesn’t know that.’ 


I could leave by the window, I think. Run back to the landing spot on the hill. 
I push the thought away, whispering the words of the Mantra to soothe myself: I am powerful. I am relentless. I am strong. I am here to stay until I complete my mission. 
‘Of course I can set my dog on you. That’ll make you go away. She’s extremely big, you know. Except she’s asleep at the moment.’ 
‘I am Sylwia,’ I say. I look around for the dog. ‘I am nineteen years old. I travel to see the world.’ 
‘I will be watching you very carefully.’ The girl comes close, and her breath huffs. And then she scampers back out of the room. 
I hear her feet on the stairs. Then voices from below. 
I move to the door. More humans are here now, I can hear their words. 
‘Go and lie down. You look awful. Honestly, tell Tom what happened. That you won’t be able to work today. Or I will if you won’t.’ 
The other voice is a murmur. Then both are raised, loud, louder. The door slams. 
‘It’s fine, Doodles. No, I wasn’t shouting. I was making myself heard – that’s different.’ A pause, then: ‘What do you mean, a girl in your bed?’ 
My name is Sylwia. I am nineteen years old. I travel to see the world. 
I say the words in my mind, move to the top of the stairs. 
‘Hello? Is there someone up there?’ 
A woman and the girl are looking up at me. The woman’s mouth is a wide O. 


‘I told you,’ the girl hisses. 
‘Goodness, you must be the dog-sitter! I’m so sorry, I forgot you were coming today. Doodles, go and put the kettle on. Stop pulling faces.’ The woman is talking very fast and smiling. ‘I’m sorry we were out, but I’m glad you’ve made yourself at home. Can I get you a drink of anything? I’m sorry – I don’t even remember your name.’ 
‘She’s really weird and her name is Silver.’ The girl is shouting from the kitchen. 
‘Doodles!’ The word is a hiss. ‘I’m afraid she can be very blunt. I’m Stella, the monster’s mother. Have you travelled far? Come on down.’ 
I descend the steps, careful not to get too close to her waving arms. The human named Stella has hair the colour of old roses, dark roots where it grows from her head. She wears a skirt, long and jangling with beads and bells. 
‘Come on through, Silver. What a lovely name.’ 
My name is Sylwia, I want to say. The girl got it wrong. But then I stop. I have never had my own name before. Silver. I taste the name with my tongue. 
‘It seems so long since our Zoom chat. Totally forgot you were coming today.’ 
Steamclouds billow from the machine called kettle and Stella’s skirt makes musical notes when she moves. 
‘I don’t like her, Mum. Make her go away.’ 
‘Hush, Doodles. What did Miss Jackson say about being rude?’ Stella opens the fridge door. Tuts. 
‘Why was she in my bed?’ the girl says loudly. 
‘Dora Alice Matthews! If I have to ask you one more time …’ Stella makes to touch my arm, and I flinch away. To touch is agony, to feel is pain. ‘I’m so sorry. She can be very blunt.’ 


A pause, and Stella jingles back to the kettle. Behind her back the girl named Doodles or Dora stares at me and sticks out her tongue so that Stella does not see. I stick out Sylwia’s. 
Stella places a cup of steam in front of me. ‘Let me move these exercise books out of the way … Did Pepper tire you out? She’s a bit lively, I’m afraid. When we got her, she was a puppy, and they didn’t tell us she’d be donkey-sized.’ 
I stare at the steam. 
‘Are you OK with herbal? We’ve got no milk. It’s ginger ginseng. Or it might be chamomile and honey; they’ve all got mixed up.’ 
I am supposed to ingest it, I realise. It is how they feed. Humans are so needy. They depend on so much. On the Ship, all our sustenance comes from the Shielding beam. The Founders provide us with everything we need. I lift the vessel, look at its pale liquid, steam rising. Stella sniffs the herbal teabags and begins putting them into piles. I raise it to my mouth. I make Sylwia’s throat gulp the liquid. This burns. I cough out the rest of my mouthful. I do not understand why humans want to drink when it causes pain. 
Doodles’s eyes widen. 
‘Delicious tea,’ I say. 
Stella turns away from her teabag sorting and sits down with us. ‘It’s a great idea, a spare room in return for dog-walking and -sitting duties. Are you OK making the occasional meal as well? Only I don’t mean to … This is a bit awkward. I’ve never had a cleaner or anything like that before. Um. Right, then. Let’s sit down, and I’ll run through a list of things. The house is a bit of a state, I’m afraid. Since my husband, well, it’s just been me and the kids, and I don’t have the time. But this will really help me out. Pepper’s a real handful – sorry, I shouldn’t be telling you that, should I? Don’t want to put you off before you’ve begun!’ 


I did not know humans could fit so many words into such a short space of time. I try to think how to answer. 
Stella leans forward and I shrink back. ‘OK. Enough of me talking. How about you? Where are you from? I know you’re travelling …’ 
I reach into Sylwia’s mind and see humans in a garden, eating and smiling, and know that they are her family. Words come: ‘I have two brothers, Aleksander and Dawid,’ I say. This feels right. ‘They live in Poland, with my grandfather. I am here to travel and to improve my English.’ 
Stella is nodding. ‘Of course, and it’s such a wonderful idea, isn’t it? Helps everyone out. You get a room to stay in, and we get a companion for Pepper. What with teaching and trying to set up my first exhibition, I need all the help you can give. I’ll let you settle in, and if you need anything, just shout.’ 
A sound makes us look up. 
A boy stands framed against the door. 
‘Her name’s Silver and she’s really strange and she’s come to stay,’ Doodles tells him. 
‘Doodles. I’ve told you about being polite,’ Stella says. She turns to the boy. ‘Finch, meet our new dog-sitter, Silver. Silver, my son, Finch.’ 
The boy comes forward, and I see he has eyes dark as tree shadows. On his forehead, a bruise like a purple moon. 








My mug clatters as it smashes on the tiles. 
‘Oh goodness, don’t worry – it’s only an Easter-egg one. I’ll clear it up –’ 
The pieces are already in my hands. 
‘Wait – you’ll cut yourself, let me –’ 
Stella is on the floor with a brush, and I shrink away. The boy stoops to pick up a piece by my foot. 
My skin sparks. 
‘Ouch – something burned me.’ His hand recoils. 
‘I’m not surprised they sent you home from the pub. Can’t believe you went to your shift. You could have concussion –’ 
‘Oh, Mum, I’m fine. Really. Just leave it, will you?’ 
The boy called Finch does not even glance at me as he grabs a bowl from the fridge and leaves the room. Thudding steps upstairs. 
‘Don’t mind him,’ Stella says. ‘I’ll introduce you properly later … Are you OK? You didn’t cut your hand?’ 
I shake my head and follow her out of the kitchen. 
‘Ahh, there’s your case. Did you leave it inside when you popped in to walk Pepper? Very thoughtful of you.’ 
I access Sylwia’s mindfile. 


‘I lost the dog,’ I say. ‘Pepper leapt outside when I put the key in the door.’ 
Memories come. The yellow dog dancing and laughing ahead, leading Sylwia to the hills. Sylwia running after her, anxious. What if she lost the dog? What if she lost her place to live? What if a car knocked her down? Her bag – suitcase – left and forgotten inside the porch. 
‘I’ll take it up for you. You must be tired, especially after Pepper leading you a merry dance. I’m so sorry. Not a good start.’ 
Merry dance? I decide not to ask what this means. I must be careful to fit in. Especially after Doodles’s face watching me drink the tea. My throat still feels sore, even with me healing it. 
Stella leads me up the steps. 
‘Doodles’s room. My room. Main bathroom. Your room’s another flight up, next to Finch’s …’ 
We climb the twisted staircase, up towards the roof. 
‘Of course, you can use everything in the kitchen,’ Stella says as we enter the last room, ‘but there’s a kettle and microwave in here if you need it.’ 
There is a window facing the sky on the sloped ceiling behind the bed. 
‘The shower in the ensuite’s a bit stiff, I’m afraid. Sorry about Doodles – she speaks her mind, takes a while to get used to newcomers.’ Stella is still talking from the washing room. I go to the bed, press down on it. ‘I’ll get Finch to find you some towels – you’ll want a wash, I expect.’ 
I follow her into the washing room. Turn on taps. Off, then on again. A lower basin, with a lid, for when I need to make dung or water. 


‘There should be everything you’ll want in here. Feel free to use anything – um, I expect you’re rather hot in your coat and walking boots.’ 
She is looking at my feet. I should have removed Sylwia’s boots, I realise. I start to take off my clothes and she turns away. ‘Well, I’ll leave you to shower, then. Let me know if you need anything.’ 
The door closes. I breathe out. Turn on the shower tap and watch the tumbling steam. I wonder what she meant about washing. I try to squeeze Sylwia’s memories, but they flicker, my strength sapped. Tomorrow I must Shield again and update the Ship on my progress. I need to protect myself against these humans. Not that they appear dangerous. I have seen no threat as yet. It is because they are subtle; I must be on my guard. 
I fear the boy. When I first saw him in the kitchen, I could not stop myself sparking. His eyes watched me deep. Does he remember me? But he saw only a shimmer, an outline in the blizzard. He was not conscious of me carrying him to safety. He would remember only my eyes in my Charybdian form. Now that I look like the humans and wear their clothes, how will he know? He has never met Sylwia. Even if he had, he would not know that I inhabit her body and mind. He would not have known her well enough to see the difference. 
I think of his bruise, so ripe against his skin. How the cold made his lips so blue. 
I must be careful. Even with Sylwia’s knowledge I have already made mistakes. There is a lag between my learning of how this body system works and what I can gain from her mind data. 
I continue taking off Sylwia’s clothes. I have difficulty with her boots. My fingers must learn to untie the laces. I stretch out each of her toes. It feels so freeing to be barefoot again. I pull off more layers until they lie in a heap on the floor. 


On the wall there is an oval pool. Mirror. Where humans like to watch themselves. The scouts found this out in the First Wave – how humans, although hideous, are vain. They love to preen and dress up, paint themselves, everything we Charybdians find abhorrent. 
Unwrapped, I stare at my new body, its peaks and dips and ridges. The hair in odd places. A strange indentation in my lower middle. Belly button. Humans are birthed from the female, attached by a meaty rope. Such a primitive, messy way to enter the world, light years away from the Nurture Rooms, with only the best selected, grown in the birthing pods, all nutrients and conditioning exactly measured and controlled. 
My face is pale and angular. Released from its hat, my hair is dark and long, cut straight above my eyes. Eyes brown-green. A nose littered with blotches. Freckles. Sylwia hates them. 
I stretch my mouth into what they call a smile. Touch the hard edges of my teeth. I have long eyelashes like the boy. One of my front teeth is broken. 
An accident when on a bicycle. I borrowed it from my brother. And then the rush as I sailed down the hill and over the handlebars. The red flare of fear. 
I lean forward, make my eyes shine silver. There. I am still inside. Still me. I lean my hands against the glass, staring into its depths. 






BEFORE 
‘Do not be deceived by a human’s cunning. Do not be led astray from your sincere and pure purpose.’ 
Extract from The Mantra, FOUNDR-12, Charybdis 
A lesson on board Charybdis, two or three Earth years before. At the front of the Learning Room, a holomorph of a human stands naked, hairy. Those at the front of the class recoil. 
Since leaving the Nurture Rooms as infants and becoming cadets, we have learned about Earth languages, flora and fauna, Charybdian history, and sparkwork, and we have trained in obedience, strength and agility. We have had lessons on the Mantra, First Wave data, stealth tactics and how to use our skin to masque and morph. A relentless stream of information to prepare us for what will come next. 
Cadets, take your seat for today’s lesson, the Founders’ voice rings out. 
The human holomorph raises its head. This one is a male. It gazes at us with idiot eyes. 
To know your enemy is to have power. Humans are the lowest of intelligent lifeforms. A blight. A scourge. This we know. They swarm over their planet in ever-greater numbers. They infect each other. They survive in chaos rather than order. Humans are like Barbed Ones. Just because they look harmless, does not mean they are. The Barbed Ones hid their weapons until attacked. The humans have hidden weapons too. We must take care. Do you understand? 


‘Yes,’ we say. ‘We understand.’ We have always been taught this. 
Sixteen Earth years ago, intrepid scouts descended upon this planet to test out its dominant species. They morphed and posed as humans to collect data and found them ripe for colonisation: weak, foolish, unguarded. This, along with a near-pristine biosphere that without humans will only improve. But life on Earth challenged the scouts. Many perished following their return to the Ship. And so after we collated their findings, we created a new batch of Charybdians: cadets, born to be the strongest generation yet, born to complete the mission. 
I feel the surge of pride throughout the room. We are those cadets. I glance at Cadet 10. Like me, they have chosen a seat at the front. They are just as eager as I to learn how we might make the Second Wave more successful than the first. We have waited so long to find out. 
The Founders continue. The answer, we believe, and the mission for which we have trained you, is inhabitation. 
There is silence in the room. Confusion. This is not a word we know. 
Your skin has a great many properties. Most notably its ability to unmatter and change form. So far you have only used this for small tricks – morphing and masquing. But there is more you can do with it. A great deal more. And so when you descend to Earth, you will use this ability to choose a suitable human host and become one with it. You will absorb all its thoughts, its adaptations, its knowledge. You will inhabit them. 


As one, we shrink back in our seats in revulsion. 
To get so close to a human as to be inside them is an abhorrence. Our years of training have taught us this over and over. The Mantra forbids it. 
A ripple of whispers as we all stare at the human holomorph. 
The voice of the Founders breaks through. Cadets, calm yourselves. We understand your confusion. Some of you may be feeling panic, fear even. This is normal. It is all part of your training journey. 
Pause. 
We know this seems like a contradiction. But you have been selected from the Nurture Rooms. We know you are all ready for this. 
Almost imperceptibly, there is a shift in the room. We are all sitting up a little straighter. We want to please the Founders. We trust that what they say is true. 
The Founders’ voice, smooth and soft: Are you ready for this challenge, cadets? 
‘Oh yes, yes,’ we say. 
We listen intently as the Founders explain it is the only way if we are to seize the humans’ world and create a new home for ourselves. We will have to take their bodies as our own, until they become ours. Wrap our Charybdian skin around them, enclosing our new form, learning their data, molecule by molecule. It will be a safer way for us to live on our new planet: by using the humans’ natural protection against the microbes, the strange new sun, the atmosphere that could harm us in our natural form. Yes, we could use our skin to morph and mimic their shapes, but it is so much less draining to use the lifeform’s own energy. A more efficient use of resources. This way we won’t succumb to the fate of the scouts, who were worn down by their morphing of humans. 


I concentrate hard, trying to take it all in. I sneak a look around. The other cadets, too, are struggling to grapple with this information. It is not just me. I remind myself that I am strong, that I will prove myself to be the best. 
The risks will be many. Look at this specimen,
the Founders instruct, and the holomorph rotates, showing us the human from all angles. You must stay strong if you do not want it to infect you. Do you want it to infect you? 
We look. We shudder. 
‘No,’ we say, ‘we do not.’ 
Then know that the humans are sly like the Barbed Ones. The host may try to push back, to make you feel compassion, to make you care. Do not care. This is how they will try to control you. Do not let them. You can use their weakness to your advantage. You must be on guard at all times. Remember you are Charybdians. 
We chant the response from the Mantra: ‘I know my true family. I belong to Charybdis.’ 
All of you have been selected from the gene pool for your ruthlessness. You have been trained to be pure and brave and single-minded. Fixed to your purpose. You will be the first to successfully inhabit, as long as you obey the rules of the Mantra. 
There is something I need to know, that burns within me. I raise my hand. 
Yes, Cadet 39? 
‘How do you know it will work? What if we can’t … inhabit?’ 
A long pause. The other cadets turn to look at me. 
Because we have done it before. 


As we watch, the holomorph dissolves into two. A scout steps forward to face the human. A shimmer as they unmatter and wrap themselves over the human; rematter their Charybdian skin once inside. The human recoils and its eyes widen. 
It knows. 
A silver ripple and the scout re-forms. Where the human stood, a small pile of shimmering dust. 
Cadet 10 turns to face me. Their eyes shine. They are enjoying the show. 
Then the scout falls to their knees, weakened and dying. 
Some scouts attempted inhabitation, but were not strong enough. The scouts were only designed to collect initial objective data. You have been bred without their flaws. The one chosen as First Pioneer will use inhabitation to gain first-hand experience of human emotions and weaknesses to enable Project Ultima. Your attempts will be successful. 
‘But what of the human?’ I ask. 
Drained also. It has ceased to exist. Its essence, you might say, has been sucked out. A nothing has become nothing. 
Laughter. A ripple of appreciation throughout the room. 
I stare at the heap of dust. How it shimmered then stilled. 
Inhabitation dust, the Founders explain. A result of staying too long in such a weak species. A mere side effect of inhabitation. If it happens, then simply move on to a new, stronger host. 
‘What if the scout had stepped out of it sooner?’ 
It might have survived. But why does it matter? You are asking many questions. Is something wrong, Cadet 39? 
Everyone watches me, waiting. 
I shake my head. ‘Nothing. It is nothing.’ 








The memory shimmers then fades. I am drained. I crave the air. I am already sick of being penned in with human smells, locked inside this body. I need to be me again. 
Help me, Grandpa. 
Find me, Magdalena. 
Sylwia’s thoughts tug. She has many friends and a family whom she thinks of often. A thought strikes me. What if they wonder why she has not been in contact? It is not enough to step into her physical form. I must become her in every way to succeed in my mission. 
I find her phone and spark it awake. Like the Founders, humans inhabit their computer systems. It seems that this is a space where humans cannot stop poking and prodding each other. 
Thirty-three unread messages. 
What’s the family like? 
How’s it going? 
Why the silence??? You OK?! 
Swiftly I instruct a chatbot to respond each time her people make contact. It is a simple matter to mimic her voice by giving the application access to all her previous messages. 
I step out of Sylwia then, unwrapping my skin from around her, remattering, becoming my own self. I lay her in the bed, draw the covers up to her chin. She sleeps. Inhabiting has drained her as much as it has me. 


An image comes: the holomorph human, trembling. A shimmering handful of dust. 
I blink it away. No time for that. This is what I am here to do. 
But first I need to get out. The Earth night presses close. I push open the window and air rushes in. I want to breathe the wide space of this world again. I summon enough strength to leap up and through. Outside, there is a space, high up on the roof. I climb up to gaze at the sky and draw in my breath. 
The sky is burning. All the colours of the universe are there, mixing and shifting. I try to name them, but neither I nor Sylwia has the words. I cannot stop watching, reach my fingers as if to touch. It is beautiful like the Vortex, but different somehow. The sun’s disc sinks behind inky hills. A star pricks out, and then another. And soon the Earth sky is hung with them. Its moon hovers. 
Never have I thought it would be like this. On my first night on Earth, on the burnt hill where I landed, I slept and missed this sight. And on the Ship there were no windows to see from – the Founders forbid any distractions from their teachings. 
I turn my face to the sky now as if to drink the stars. If I could touch them, would they hurt? Like fire? Like sparking? 
Even without touching them, I feel something like pain. This reminds me that soon I must Shield. The Founders will turn the Shielding beam onto me and I will be bathed and protected; they will give me the power I need to face such a world. 
The snow has stopped falling. The streets stretch away, the cars front-lit now. Below, dark bunched shadows of trees and bushes. The tree in the garden stands quiet and still, as if thinking. 


A sudden clatter. A window is being opened. I freeze, listening. A scent, hot, bitter. The sigh of a human breathing the day away. 
It is the boy. Finch. Our rooms are on the same level. If he climbs out, he will see me as I really am; I will have to masque to hide myself. If that will even work; I think of our first meeting, how he still seemed to know I was there. Being near him seems to make it difficult to use my powers, to focus. Perhaps he is the dangerous kind. I concentrate hard on keeping still. 
Will he come out onto the rooftop? I listen hard. Only his breathing, the scent of bittersmoke. 
I cannot help but spark. 
‘Is someone out there?’ 
I shrink back. The sound of the window being pushed higher. 
But then all is blaze. A deep rumble beyond the hedge. Car door. Footsteps. A call from below. 
‘Finch – you coming out tonight? I heard what happened.’ 
‘Deepa, is that you? Wait – I’m coming down –’ 
The sound of the window slamming. 
Relief as I close my eyes. 








I dream of doorways. A hissing white portal. A purple door, scratched. 
There is the sound of knocking. I look down and my human hands are bruised and scraped. When I stop banging, the sounds continue. I press my palms against the door, lean my forehead against it. I do not know whether I am trying to get inside or out. 

I am awoken by another car. It is a new Earth morning. 
I watch as the humans prepare to leave. They open the door of the house many times, go in and out, shut it again. No one looks up. No one sees me here on the roof. They are bundled up in hooded jackets. The infant called Doodles shouts and wails. Finch stands over her, makes low words. Stella is inside the car, making it roar. Doodles gets inside. Loud slam. The car moves slow over new-thawed road. 
Finch is wearing his black jacket again. I watch him mount a two-wheeler, fire it and then he too is gone. I slide back in through the bedroom window. I must use this time to start my work. 
I could not sleep in the bed. It was different in Doodles’s room. There, Sylwia’s exhaustion from inhabiting, from chasing Pepper through the human town, felled me. But to inhabit a human, to be closed in at night; I could not do it. I could not lie in strange sheets on a human bed, feeling Sylwia pushing at the edges, demanding her body back. She sleeps there now. Her eyelids flutter. Briefly they open. Does she see me? 


Do not think about the handful of dust. 
Quickly I unmatter, let myself envelope her, sinking back inside. 
First I check Sylwia’s bag. There are items, softly rolled. More wrappings. Coverings. Human clothes. A squashy bag with objects, tubes, brushes. A compartment reveals a small shiny booklet with a gold bird on the front. Inside, Sylwia’s picture, staring eyes, blank faced. 
Tucked at the bottom I find red boots, different from the ones she wore in the snow. Their sides have moving teeth. A zip. I sniff, a mingled scent of human and animal skin. I place them back in the bag. 
Next I go downstairs. In the kitchen, Pepper is sitting up very straight in her basket, watching me. Human voices are talking. 
‘Good mooooorning, Worcestershire! Only six days until Christmas. Now that the snow has stopped, let’s treat you all to some festive cheer. All snow-themed of course. First up is our old friend Shakin’ Stevens, you remember him … “Merry Christmas Everyone!” …’
Music starts, a man, singing about snow. 
There is nobody in the kitchen, only the dog. A machine sits on the counter. I wave my hand over it and it fizzes; the voices blur before cutting off. 
Radio. 
‘Good morning, Pepper,’ I say to the dog. 


Her tail thuds. 
I will examine the house, I think, while the humans are out. I will start with the bedrooms, scan them, absorb all that I can for Charybdis. 
What are their weaknesses? How are they vulnerable? 
The dog leaps up at me, uffing. 
‘No,’ I say. ‘Down, down.’ 
I spark at her and she high whines and shivers back to her basket. Her fur flashes and she licks her paws, lowers her face, watching me. 
First the boy’s room. 
Inside, the walls are covered with images of planets, moons and stars. An infant on two wheels flying across a large moon above a forest. Finch’s bed is under the roof slant. Folded clothes and tucked-in corners. I sniff the pillow and it smells of minty wash and dog. By the bed, a pile of pages: 2001 AD. I pick up the top one and sniff that too: sweet and dry. This room feels quiet, a room to hide in. I pass my wrist over it all, feel my skin tingle as it absorbs fresh data. 
Above his bed are images, soft-faded like the petals of old flowers. There are many with the same figures: a black-haired boy standing by a tall man. The boy is different heights and ages in each one, and the man always wears the same jacket as Finch. Black, with the word NASA on the front, a blue-and-white striped flag on the arm. 
Two large screens on a long desk whirr gently. His farlooker – telescope – is set up on a stand, facing out of the roof window. I look through the eyepiece. All is blur and bright sun. 
A sound from downstairs. I am about to leave when a movement makes me turn. 


One of the screens has awakened. On it, creatures with bubble bodies gulp and twist. They pulse, their long tendrils writhing waving hairs. I search for the word: jellyfish. I would see them sometimes on the Ship’s ever walls, drifting among the fish. I watch, rapt. Their pulsing movement lulls me, makes me forget my purpose. Then I notice the envelope glyph at the bottom of the screen. I pass my wrist over it. A word floats: Unsent. And when the jellyfish disappear, the screen is filled with words. 
Dear Dad, 
I know it’s been a while. 
Loads of weird shit’s been happening around here that I can’t explain. 
‘What are you doing in my room?’ 
The lid snaps down. I quickturn. Finch is standing behind me. His eyes flash. 
‘Looking.’ 
‘Looking?’ 
The air feels different. I cannot say that I was searching his room. I cannot say that I need to data-sweep – 
‘That is correct, I –’ 
‘I need you to leave, please. I’m afraid this room is out of bounds.’ His words are very slow and clear. He opens the door wide. ‘Pepper’s been, ah, entertaining herself while you’ve been doing your looking.’ There is glass in his voice as he follows me downstairs. 
The kitchen is strung about with items of clothes. I recognise Stella’s bell skirt on the cooker, a half-eaten shoe under the table. The floor is strewn with what looks like pink paper. 


‘Pepper! Drop that, will you?’ 
Pepper is dragging her basket behind her. She has something frilly hanging over her head. Finch tugs it off. 
He begins to collect the clothing items from around the kitchen. I unhook something dangly from a door handle and hold it out to him. He snatches it from me. 
‘That was Mum’s clean washing. And she appears to have eaten through the bag of dog food.’ 
‘Stella?’ 
‘Pepper.’ He grabs keys from a hook. ‘Left these.’ He turns. ‘Look, you’ve got to watch the dog, OK? Mum left you instructions on the Post-its. I’ve got to go to work, my shift starts soon –’ 
The door slams. Beside me, Pepper grins and pants. 








On the table are sticky pink squares – Post-its. They are ripped and wet where Pepper has tried to eat them. I place them together until the loopy marks on them form words. 
 
	1. When you get up, Pepper will need food (two and a half mugs of dry biscuit – look on top of worktop) and then a walk – you have approx. 5 mins before you must take her out. 
	2. Take her up to the rec (park behind the house) and throw a tennis ball for her until she looks knackered. Best to use the Turbo Launcher. 
	3. DO NOT feed her any other food in the house. 
	4. DO NOT leave her alone. 
	5. Good luck!!! 

The dog-food bag has a head-shaped hole in the side of it. I unclip the top, and inside, nestling in brown gravel, is a yellow mug. I measure out exactly two and a half scoops into her bowl. 
Pepper sits beside me as I pour, swishing her tail against the floor. 
‘Eat,’ I say. She dives her face into the food. Now that she is occupied, I can continue my data-sweeping. 


‘Have yourself a merry little Christmas,’ booms a voice. 
I whip around, sparking. The sound comes from the living area, behind what seems to be a tree. A large screen in the corner has brightened into life. I realise that Pepper has already finished feeding and has stood on a simple power device. Remote control. 
On the screen a family of humans is kneeling around a lit tree pulling at patterned paper. 
As I watch, a small boy rips open a Monster Blaster and the woman smiles and laughs. The boy runs to enfold her. I stare. Spark at it to change the screen. 
A human sits at a desk, unsmiling. Behind them, an ever wall of flickering images. Artillery duels continue, the fight continues, they tell me. 
Dark figures, heads down, running. Buildings on fire. Fire from multi-launch rocket systems. A fresh wave of blasts. 
Trees like shards. Buildings like jagged teeth. A blasted landscape. A scene of death and destruction and war. 
Explosions.
A dying sun. It is just like the Barbed Ones’ invasion. The Founders are right. We will do this better. These humans do not deserve this planet. 
I spark again and the scene switches. 
A female with blue hair is squeezing green swirls over a tower of circular sponges. She has large bright flowers twisting up one arm. 
‘And how does it feel to be in the semi-final of Christmas Showstoppers,
Kate?’ 
‘Totally amazing. I’m doing this for my grandad.’ 
A group of humans around a table. A kitchen. They are huddled close over plates of cake. 
These do not look dangerous. Their faces smile, their eyes are bright. 


I sit close and drink it all in. 
The day slides. 
I learn that Sunshine Flakes are the Only Flakes to Wake Up To, the January sale starts soon! and that humans give each other their hearts at Christmas. 
A close-up of pouring gravy, hot and gleaming. ‘Mmmmmmm.’ The family smile. ‘Thanks, Dad.’ 
‘Feed them with love this Christmas,’ a voice says. 
The scene switches again. 
At first I think it is another species. A two-headed creature swaying and murmuring. Then one of them places their hands either side of the other’s face. Humans after all. The other has their eyes closed, smiling, mouth half open. I lean forward. 
They are locked together. Brushing each other with their lips. 
The screen shifts. I blink. I stare at my hands, Sylwia’s hands. Touch my neck and lips. No. Our way is better. Never to touch. To keep our distance. To Shield and protect. To focus, I whisper the words of the Mantra: To touch is agony, to feel is pain. 
Charybdis knows best. I must be on my guard, like they said. Humans are dangerous, I remind myself, like the Barbed Ones. 
I sigh. There is nothing more to learn here. 
Outside, the sky has darkened. The humans will return soon. I look around. Pepper is feeding from a purple tin. Rippings and wrappings are all over the floor. The tree has half-toppled and is bouncing bright balls. The dog and I look at each other. 
I pull the tin off her, and she spins on her back legs. 
‘Come,’ I tell her. I will have to keep her occupied as I complete my mission. 


I take the dog upstairs. Stella’s room is quiet and dark. A machine stands by the window with Speedo-Runner printed on the side. I step onto it. The floor rolls and I am forced to walk quick-fast as numbers trip across the screen. 
On Stella’s wall, strips of paper flutter, rows of colour headed DIY World. I run my finger down each in turn, touching their words: Warm Sycamore, Autumn Dawn, Roasted Pumpkin. Show Business, Orangeade, Midnight Sea, Fiddlesticks, Lilac Flush. How strange to have a collection of colour. They are like the Vortex, only calmer, more soothing. ‘Cuddle, Marlin, Ocean Surf. Oasis, Airborne, String.’ I whisper each in turn, stroking them. 
Forty calories and one thousand steps later, I have learned them all. 
‘Uff,’ says Pepper. 
She starts to tug the cover off Stella’s bed. I smooth it back again, ready to hurry her out of the room. Then I look at the machine again and have an idea. 

Finch’s screen waits. If I am fast, there is still time. 
I need to know how much the boy has seen, how much he can remember. I do not like the way he looks at me, as if his eyes see inside. 
I’m afraid this room is out of bounds. 
I shake the words away. If I am careful, how will he know? 
This time he has pinned his device with a passcode. It is easy to scan his computer and get inside. 








Dear Dad, 
I know it’s been a while. 
Loads of weird shit’s been happening around here that I can’t explain. I can’t tell Mum, you know that. So I’m telling you instead. Not that you’ll answer me. 
So yesterday I was up on the hills with your telescope, our telescope, the one you’d let me use when I was a kid. A stupid idea – there was a blizzard warning, and for once they were right. Deepa tried to make me leave but I wasn’t having any of it. You know how I get when I’m absorbed. Well, you used to anyway. 
I was on the path to End Hill when I saw something strange. I’m delaying going home because it’s the last place I feel like being, wondering whether Mum’s going to be nagging me about going to uni and how many tantrums Doodles is going to throw about bath-time, and whether anyone will have taken Pepper for a run. So there I am, dawdling, when I see fresh tracks in the snow. They seemed to be human, but here’s what was so weird about them: the footprints were naked. 
I mean, who in their right mind would take their shoes off in the middle of a blizzard? I started to examine them but then I had this weird feeling that I was being watched. So I looked up, and there was a shape. I swear I could see a figure by the trees gazing at me. Something silvery, shimmering, and the snow starting to settle on it. 
It freaked me out and I ran, more scared than I’ve ever been. There was something unearthly about the figure, I mean, it definitely didn’t look human. I lost my footing, went slithering on my backside down the quarry. Managed to grab onto a tree sticking out of the cliff and fell onto a ledge. 
Must have passed out because I don’t remember anything else apart from these weird dreams. I had the sense I was being carried by someone incredibly strong. And there were these eyes, Dad. Silver eyes. Does that sound mad to you? 
I don’t know why I’m telling you all of this. I can never send these because – 
The driveway growls. The family is back. I snap the screen shut, close the door. I will have much to show Charybdis when I Shield tonight, can already feel the glow of their pleasure. 
But something feels wrong. Bad air. Loud noise. 
I creep close to listen. 
‘What is all this?’ 


‘Mum … Mum! Have you seen Pepper?’ 
Rising voices. Doodles. Stella. The bark of a dog. A door slams. Then all is hush. 
What is wrong now? What other human rules have I broken? 
I take a deep breath and descend. 








‘Through their kindness, the Founders will Shield you; this armour and protection to make you strong, to give you power.’ 
Extract from The Mantra, FOUNDR-12, Charybdis 
‘Pepper’s been barking, didn’t you know?’ 
Doodles stands outside Stella’s bedroom scrunching her face at me. One of her hair-clouds is higher than the other. ‘Someone tied her to the Speedo-Runner and she’s escaped and made an awful mess.’ She pushes past me to go downstairs, calling over her shoulder, ‘Mum’s gone to her shed to ’cuperate.’ 
Pepper is no longer secured firmly to the running machine where I left her. The Turbo Launcher I fixed to the front is nowhere to be seen. Worse, the dog seems to have eaten through the side of Stella’s bedroom door. 
I peer at the screen. She has run three thousand steps, which equates to one point three kilometres. 
Back in the kitchen, Doodles is now sitting at the table, which is scattered with coloured pens. She reaches for a cone-shaped, button-covered jar with a rounded head and pointing arms. I scan Sylwia’s mindfiles: Dalek. Merciless conquerors of the universe. This one’s head comes off and contains cookies. Doodles takes one and continues drawing. 


‘Mum wants to speak to you. She’s waiting for you in her shed.’ 
There is a loud uffuffuffing and Pepper bursts in, followed by Finch. 
My hand sparks and I hide it behind my back. Pepper has tinsel hanging over one eye and is trailing a string of lights behind her. 
Finch yanks it off. ‘I thought you were supposed to be looking after her.’ He glares at the lights and places them on the kitchen table. 
Doodles is giggling behind her hands. ‘I’ve told her she needs to see Mum,’ she says. She takes another cookie from the Dalek jar. Colours in something on her picture. ‘There. Finished. Do you like it?’ 
She holds up her paper for us to see. On it, a human with pink hair is shooting at a tall girl with no shoes. Big explosion zigzags come from her weapon, which is almost as big as her and is labelled: Super Gallactik Laser Blaster.


Inside Stella’s shed, leaves, drawings, paper flowers, fabric scraps and seed paper are strung from the ceiling. Photographs and feathers and string and leaves. Boxes and tubs of clothes and material, newspaper, tumbling beads and ribbons. Jars of buttons. Tubs of small plastic bricks in bright colours. Piles of tightly packed cards, birthday and Christmas and Mother’s Day and Welcome Home and Congratulations and Thank You and Love You, Mummy. 
‘Put that down, please.’ 


I put down the jar I am holding. 
Stella has her back turned to me. This time the bells on her skirt are silent. She is sitting in front of a pile of thin yellow books. As I watch, she shakes out a small stick from a carton of Marlboro Lights. Holds it between her lips, flicks a flame with her thumb and sets fire to the stick. 
I stare. 
A deep inbreath. She taps the end into one of her mugs. Sighs. 
‘Just sit down, will you? I need to talk to you.’ 
The only place to sit is a stool piled high with cut-out handprints. I feel her watching as I remove them and place them on the floor. Her firestick makes bittersmoke. Cigarette. Sylwia smoked one once with the boy with the blue fringe. 
‘Apparently you left Pepper tied up in my bedroom all day.’ Stella’s voice is glass. She leans forward. ‘I would like to hear your side of the story.’ She sits back. Makes more smoke. Watches me. 
From the house, Pepper barks. The air feels dangerous. Is this what Charybdis means about humans? Stella’s eyes bore into me. I need to convince her that I meant no harm to the animal. 
‘Her three thousand steps took exactly ten minutes.’ I want to tell her that she needs much more for a dog her size and weight, but my words dwindle on my tongue. My skin prickles. I feel drained. 
‘I need to Shield.’ 
‘I’m sorry?’ 
Too late I realise I have spoken aloud. 
Stella shows me the pile of yellow books. ‘There. You see what Pepper’s done? What she gets up to unsupervised?’ 
Each book is half eaten away, the name Mrs Matthews on the cover bitten out. I open the top one and see how dog slime has melted its ink. 


‘All my marking, Silver. My exam group’s prep. I’m their teacher, for God’s sake. How am I supposed to tell them my dog’s eaten their homework?’ She snatches the books from me and thumps them on the floor. ‘Not to mention the cruelty of what you did. The poor thing, tormenting her like that.’ 
‘I – did not mean –’ 
But still Stella’s words swell. 
‘Letting her knock over the tree, and don’t you think you should change out of your dressing gown?’ 
I look down at the robe I found on the back of Sylwia’s door. Outside the window, Pepper is tearing up and down the garden, barking at the air. 
Stella’s eyes flash. ‘Silver, I’m just not sure that this is working.’ 
‘Working?’ 
‘You. Being here with us. I know you’re a long way from home – and you’ve certainly tried to be – helpful with Pepper, but your methods –’ 
‘I can help more,’ I say. 
‘It’s just that, perhaps I’m not ready to have a lodger after all. I’m sure you mean well, Silver, but Finch said he caught you in his room this morning, and you’ve let Pepper cause havoc, and now this. I thought having some help around the house would mean I’d be able to work on my exhibition proposal. I was just beginning to think I was getting somewhere, and now I’ve got to get my Year Elevens to do all that work all over again and redecorate the tree and, oh God, now I’m talking too much. Look –’ she leans forward, and her eyes have copper flecks in them exactly like Doodles’s – ‘I don’t think it’s working out, Silver. I’m so sorry, but I think you need to leave.’ 


The room swims. I cannot tell Charybdis that I have failed. Not now, not so early in my mission. 
‘Please,’ I say, and it feels strange on my tongue, though not on Sylwia’s. 
More words come. Stella is talking about knowing people, other teachers who have spare rooms. I have the sensation of falling. 
‘Please,’ I repeat. 
Stella stares at me for a long time, then stabs out her cigarette in her mug. 
‘God, I feel awful, it being so close to Christmas.’ She sighs. ‘Look, we’ll have a trial period, shall we? One week. You keep your room in return for following my exact instructions for dog-sitting Pepper. And at all times you must respect personal boundaries. No more going in the kids’ bedrooms.’ 
I nod and quickly leave before she changes her mind. 
The Earth sun bleeds its impossible colours as I make my way to my landing spot on Burnt Hill. ‘Vermillion, Sun Dance, Coral Craze,’ I say as I walk. 
I fear the humans with their searching eyes. They are suspicious, cleverer than we believed. It is true that they are cunning. When I Shield, the Founders will see that I am failing in my task. That I allowed myself to be seen in my true form by the boy. That Stella does not trust me. One week, she said. Somehow I must convince the Founders that my mission is still on track. 








There is a new star tonight, cold and bright and silver. When I arrive at the landing site I close my eyes and wait. I know that my Ship hovers above, masqued. And now I feel the cold creep of being Shielded. The energy of the Vortex is immediately channelled into my skin, recharging it, sending the information I have collected back in return. But something has changed. Instead of the usual anticipation of hearing the Founders, my borrowed stomach twists with dread. 
I try to stand tall as I whisper the Mantra. ‘I am strong. I am powerful. I belong to Charybdis.’ 
Welcome back, First Pioneer. How long has it been since you last Shielded? 
‘It has been two Earth days since I landed.’ 
How do you feel, child? 
‘I feel safe, I feel protected, I feel strong.’ 
Have you been following the Mantra? 
‘Yes, I have been following the Mantra.’ 
Yet we can see from your data that you delayed with the boy. He was ripe for inhabiting. Pause. Why was that? 
‘I … was not ready.’ 
You were not ready? Even though we have built the Ship Charybdis, gifted you with your life, trained you to be a pioneer since infancy. Their voice is shrill. And you dare to say you were not ready? 


I have fallen to my knees and now my fingers tug at charred grass. ‘I am sorry, O Charybdis.’ 
We do not want apologies. They are for the weak. We want results. What results do you have, First Pioneer? 
‘I have data –’ 
Dogs and colours and a boy’s ramblings. What kind of data is that? You waste time. 
‘I am sorry, I –’ 
Fool! 
I shrink. 
What are your methods? Searching their dwelling. Watching their media. You are passive. This is not how we trained you. The scouts already gave us such information. We need more from you, First Pioneer. What are you waiting for? 
I breathe deep. Close my eyes. ‘What would you like me to do, O Charybdis?’ 
We would like you to focus. The mother suspects. She must trust you. No more errors. They must believe that you are one of them. You were given an ultimatum. By a human! 
I face the bright star that is Charybdis. ‘I will make a plan, O Founders. I will not fail.’ 
Good. There is only one way to truly collect their data, find what makes humans vulnerable. You will inhabit each member of the family. Start with the mother. Pause. A reminder, First Pioneer, to help you focus. 
The air whips. The trees, the gorse, Burnt Hill is gone. And now, in their place, come holomorphs. A human, naked and foolish, arms hanging, stumbling forward. This becomes a crouching dog, with flattened ears and snapping teeth. Now the Earth sun, fierce and bright. Finally the Vortex, ever-spinning in the Shielding beam. I turn my face from its roar, clench my fingers in the charred grass. As soon as it appears, it vanishes. 


The Founders are reminding me of what I am here to do, I tell myself. I have been shown such glyphs before. They sharpen my intent, are necessary, however disturbing. 
Are you capable of this mission, First Pioneer? 
‘Yes, O Charybdis.’ 
Have you remembered your purpose?
Are you still committed to Project Ultima? 
‘Yes, I –’ 
Then do not fail us. 
The star that is Charybdis pulses once and is gone. 






BEFORE 
I am thirteen in Earth years and inside the Behaviour Recovery cell. I have never been in one before, though I know other cadets who have. I am afraid. 
By the wall, a Monitor stands watching. When I entered, they restrained me in a chair. Now we wait. 
Do you know why you are here, child? After what feels like forever the voice of the Founders sounds. 
‘I disobeyed, O Charybdis. I entered the Nurture Rooms when I should not have.’ 
I begin to shiver. 
You are fortunate that you have a dutiful cadet in your sleep sector. They alerted us, of course, when they found your pod empty. 
The ever walls, which until now have been blank, flash with a face I recognise. Bold, eager, bright-eyed. They speak. 
‘Cadet 39 took advantage of the blackout, O Charybdis. I tried to persuade them not to go into the Nurture Rooms but they would not listen.’ Cadet 10 bows their head. ‘I thought it my duty to tell you.’ 
Something cold clenches me inside. I cannot believe that Cadet 10 has done this to me. 


I struggle to name this new emotion. I know that whatever I am feeling is forbidden. What I am experiencing means that Cadet 10 and I had grown too close. That we had become friends, even. 
I shiver more violently as I find the right word: betrayal. 
‘That is not how –’ I begin to say, but the straps restraining me tighten and my head is being clamped in a headlock. I buck against it but in vain. This only makes it tighter. 
Relax, child. We just want to show you some glyphs. To help you focus your mind. You need only to watch the walls. Do not stop watching the walls. 
I am trembling as Cadet 10’s face melds into a new shape. And then another and another. Image after image comes: 
A cat. An infant. A puppy. Flower. Sun. Fish. Growpod. A baby, its arms raised. 
Not a punishment, then. All I have to do is stare at the images. 
A laughing dog. A panda cub trying out its first steps. 
More glyphs appear: Cadet 10. The Vortex. A human, its mouth stretched wide. A human, eyes tightened. A human, unwrapped, shivering by a portal. Cadet 4, cowering on the floor. 
I cringe in distress. 
Open your eyes. 
Do not want to see. 
A weeping child, face streaked with dirt and tears. An old man, reaching out his empty bowl. A mother, holding up her lifeless baby. 
If this is a test, I must not react. But as hard as I try to blank my mind, to not feel, these moving pictures burn. I cannot help but cry out. 


The images do not stop. Instead they speed up, a new one blinking every second. And I’m losing track of time and my eyes are blurring, I am flashing and sparking – 
Until … 
Enough.
You are free to leave. 
My head clamp unlocks. The straps around my body release. 
I sit up and blink. My mind feels foggy, yet some glyphs are still hooked inside. Will they not punish me further? I hardly dare believe it. 
‘You will not send me to the Vortex?’ 
Would you like that? 
‘To die is better than to fail,’ I say, but my voice wavers. 
Thank you, Cadet 39. You are free to return to your lessons. We have everything we need. 
Slowly I stand. My head throbs but also I feel lightened. Drained but relieved. I do not understand what just happened, but it is not for me to question the wisdom of Charybdis. 
The Founders are kind. Always they know what is best. They have seen my weaknesses and they have forgiven me. For this I am grateful. 
‘That is all? Only that?’ 
The portal glides open with a quiet hiss. 








‘Finch, will you go and collect Doodles from school? I really must get on with my exhibition proposal.’ Stella is spreading fans of colours over the breakfast table. 
‘I will go,’ I say quickly. I stretch Sylwia’s face into a smile. 
Sylwia is restless today; I feel her push back. Inhabiting is not how they said it would be. This ever-present feeling, as if this human is not infecting me but I am infecting her. 
I have been waiting for an opportunity to get Stella alone. To inhabit her as Charybdis says, I must step outside of Sylwia’s body, which means I must do it at night when she sleeps. And yet last night I did not. Nor the one before that. 
Instead I have tried to be the perfect house guest and dog walker. Since my warning, I have taken Pepper to the rec and thrown her balls all day with the Turbo Launcher. I have not snooped in the humans’ rooms. I have redecorated the tree. I need to show Charybdis that the humans trust me. 
Stella slants a glance at Finch. This face says: Do not leave Doodles alone with this girl. ‘It’s better that Finch goes,’ she says brightly. ‘The teachers are expecting him.’ 
Finch does not look at me as he laces up his shoes. Then. ‘You can come with me if you want. Bring Pepper – Doodles would like that.’ 


Pepper dances, biting at her lead. 
‘Down,’ Finch commands, and she sits, quivering until her lead is put on. 
Today I am dressed properly. I made sure that I chose clothes from Sylwia’s case that matched the humans on the TV. I am wearing jeans. T-shirt. Jacket. I even made myself wear her red zip-toothed boots. 
‘Shall I bring the Turbo Launcher?’ 
‘God, no. She goes nuts when she sees that thing.’ Finch shudders. 
I know what he means. It took me a long time to wash the dog slobber off my hands from the tennis ball after throwing it most of the day. 
We walk without speaking, following the path that leads to town. I try to think what to say, but it is hard to focus. Sylwia’s head frets. Her thoughts are like fish coming to the surface: her grandad and the dimple on the chin of the girl called Magdalena. She seems to be awake and fighting me. I focus and push her down. 
Silence grows. What do humans talk about? I remember the TV adverts. 
‘It’s going to be a cold, cold Christmas,’ I say to Finch. 
‘Is it? I haven’t really checked the forecast. Not too bad at the moment, though. Not since the blizzard.’ 
I glance at his eyes and think of how I sparked at him in the storm, how his lashes were fringed with snow. 
Silence again. 
‘Sunshine Flakes are the only flakes to wake up to,’ I remark. 
‘I’m sorry?’ 
‘And you can get a lovely bale of pure Egyptian cotton towels, in this season’s latest colours. All with special no-snag fibre. They wash well too.’ I bare my teeth at him like the presenters on TV. 


‘Um. You’re practising your English, right?’ A frown-wiggle appears right above his nose. 
‘Hey, Finch! My man!’ The shout comes from a boy ahead of us and Finch’s eyes leave mine to land on him as he approaches. 
‘No way, Oskar!’ Finch leaves me by a shop, pulling Pepper along with him. 
A crowd gathers round him as more people appear, carrying bags on their backs. 
‘It’s been so long, you traitor!’ 
‘We thought you’d vanished into space. No messages, nothing.’ 
With them is the other one I saw on the hill. Deepa. They are all laughing, back-slapping, bending down to stroke the dog. Pepper bounds and uffs, her tail spinning. 
‘Sorry, Silver –’ Finch is back. ‘Bad manners. Come and say hello to my friends. Some of them are home from uni for the holidays, just arrived from the station. Everyone, this is Silver. She’s Pepper’s new dog-sitter.’ 
‘Good luck with that!’ It is Deepa. Up close, she is … the word that comes to me is vivid. Her eyes shine. Her hat is scarlet. Her coat is the bright turquoise of the fish flickering and darting on the ever walls on Charybdis. She makes to grab me and I jump back. 
‘Oh, wow, sorry. I guess you’re not much of a hugger.’ Deepa mimes a hug instead. ‘Air hug, yeah? Nice to meet you, Finch’s house guest. Pity you, looking after this nutter.’ She nuzzles the dog. ‘Aren’t you? Aren’t you, beautiful? Yes, yes, you are. I love your boots, by the way. Amazing colour. Where d’you get them?’ 
‘From my suitcase,’ I tell her. 


Finch interrupts. ‘Deepa doesn’t let you get a word in, as you’ve probably noticed. Meet the others: Oskar. Cal. Peta.’ 
I remember my manners. ‘Hello, Oskar, Cal, Peta.’ Wait for them to drill me with their eyes, to surround me, to close me in. But they just nod hi and smile. One of them – Oskar – is eating something from paper, hot and steaming. He offers the bag to me. Glistening. Yellow. Crispy. Chips. I shake my head. 
After that, I am forgotten. I watch them as they talk over each other, elbow and dig. How can they tell what each is saying? Why do they not mind being jostled and touched? 
Finch is saying something about having to go and get his sister now. And they are laughing, pulling him and the dog down the hill. At the last minute, Finch turns and beckons me, waves with his hand. ‘Coming?’ 
But I shake my head. 
I watch them walk away, laughing and chatting. I am not ready for this. So much depends on me fitting in, on not arousing their suspicions. How can I ever make them believe that I am one of them? Humans do not seem dangerous or threatening. Only confusing. 
There is another reason I did not join them. I turn to the shop behind me. The words on the sign swing: Toy Box. Because there, in the window, is what I need. 
I move closer, trace my finger over the printed words: Cosmokid Astronaut Play Costume Set with one-piece suit, shiny helmet, stretchy silver gloves and reusable nametag. I smile. I have a plan. 
Inside it is quiet and dark. I look about the shop to see what to do. A father is standing at the counter with an infant tied to his front. He passes something to a man with feathery white hair. 


‘Her first book, is it?’ says Feathers. ‘That’ll be six ninety-nine.’ 
The father nods. He hands over a card and I watch as Feathers passes it in front of a small machine. Then the baby shrills, loud, wet. 
‘She wants feeding. Hold on, mate, would you get her bottle out for me?’ 
Feathers hunts inside the bag fixed to the man’s back. I take my place in the queue as the man plunges a feeder into the baby’s mouth and it stops shrilling and makes gulping noises instead. 
‘Yes, my dear?’ Feathers is smiling at me now. 
‘I need gifts,’ I tell him. ‘For a small girl who wants to be an astronaut.’ I point to the Play Costume Set in the window. 
The old man’s face brightens. ‘Ooh, excellent choice, my dear. For Christmas, is it?’ 
‘It is for now,’ I say. 
I watch him lift the outfit from its place in the window. Finch and his friends are still in sight. The one called Oskar passes a chip to the girl called Cal and she opens her face into a laugh. I press my face close to the glass as they disappear down into town. 
‘And would you be needing anything else in that range?’ Feathers asks. 
I think of the smiling families in the adverts. 
‘All of it,’ I tell him. ‘Everything in the window.’ 
Feathers passes me the Discovery Spaceship with Lift-off Rocket, complete with Moon Crater and Fold-up Solar Panel, and then shows me the space-themed section of the shop, between hanging humans on strings and glass-eyed babies in pink dresses. After careful consideration, we make our selection: 
One Vehicle with 2 Oxygen Tanks 


One Real Kidz Astronaut Backpack 
One Intergalactic Laser 
‘What a lovely haul – such a lucky girl!’ The old man beams. As he packs them into bags I pass my wrist over his paying device. 
‘Now, are you sure you can manage to carry all of this?’ he asks. ‘We do offer a delivery service.’ 
‘I can manage, thank you,’ I tell him. 
I can feel him staring as I hitch the bags and boxes under my arms and push through the doorway into the street. Through the glass, he stands scratching his head at his empty window display. 
As I climb the hill back to the Matthews’ dwelling, I think of the human families’ happy, smiling faces on the television. The music and laughter as they unwrap gifts. Stella and her daughter will be amazed and delighted. 
In this way will I prove to Charybdis that I can be one of them, that they have accepted me. 








‘Be relentless in your mission of gathering intelligence. Take every opportunity to inhabit the lifeforms. Do not be diverted from your task.’ 
Extract from The Mantra, FOUNDR-12, Charybdis 
Finch’s light is on and Stella is out. Pepper sleeps in her basket. All that time at the rec has tired her. I go downstairs and knock on Doodles’s door. 
She is lying on her belly, drawing, a fake furry rabbit propped beside her. 
‘Go away,’ she says. 
‘I have bought you presents,’ I say. I remember to smile. I feel strangely nervous. My skin prickles and tightens. I focus to keep it from sparking. 
She looks up at me. Frowns. ‘Why?’ 
I consider. ‘To say sorry, for sleeping on your bed and fearing you.’ 
‘You do talk funny. You weren’t scaring me. I was scaring you. Wawawawawawaaaaa.’ She pretend-shoots. 
I pass her the gifts, which I have placed in the pillowcase from my bed. 


‘I’m not supposed to accept gifts from strangers, and you are very strange,’ she tells me, but she takes the pillowcase. ‘Are they for Christmas?’ 
‘They are for now,’ I tell her. I feel my belly fizz. 
She lowers her head, pulls the tie undone and reaches inside. Draws out the Intergalactic Laser. Sucks in her breath. I wait. 
‘For me?’ She turns it over, presses the red button, then the blue. 
‘It has fifty different sound effects,’ I tell her. ‘And a glow-in-the-dark light display.’ 
‘Will you get it out for me?’ 
I tug and untwist all the wire-fixers till the laser is freed from its cardboard packaging. 
She grabs it and points it at me. ‘Back away, unknown lifeform, or I’ll blast you to pieces.’ She waves the gun. ‘C’mon, then.’ 
‘What?’ I say. 
‘Hold up your hands like you’re scared and I’m coming to get you.’ 
I do and she comes very close. I shallow-breathe but she smells of nothing offensive. Only coconut and hibiscus. 
Her eyes shine. It would be so easy to inhabit her. 
‘Why are you staring like that?’ 
‘Nothing. It is nothing.’ 
‘Now I chase you.’ 
We jump on and off the bed and Doodles chases me around the room, laughing. 
‘There is more,’ I say. ‘In the pillow bag.’ 
Doodles kneels on the floor and tips out the rest of my presents. ‘Why are you giving me Christmas presents when it’s not Christmas yet?’ she asks. Her eyes are dark and steady. 


I frown. ‘But TV says it is Christmas.’ 
‘It’s not till the twenty-fifth, silly.’ She picks up another box. ‘Is it a Discovery Spaceship? A real one? And with a Lift-off Rocket? Like on TV?’ 
She tears into the packet, and I help her lay out the little plastic pieces. 
‘Sometimes they miss things out,’ she is saying. ‘Mum’s always saying you need to check in the shop before you buy, because she bought some shelves once and they didn’t have loads and loads of the screws you need, and Mum took it home, and then she unpacked it all, and then she said a swear, and then …’ 
We spread out the paper diagram and count the pieces. 
‘Are they all there?’ I ask. 
She smiles up at me. ‘All there.’ 
She hops around as she picks up the astronaut suit next. I strap on her new helmet for her. 
‘I don’t need the one Finch made me any more, do I?’ she asks. ‘Your one’s better.’ She picks up a cardboard box from the corner of the room with silver paper and buttons stuck all over it. 
‘This one is much better,’ I tell her, which is true. 
The room seems light, as if sun spilled. Doodles shows me how to moonwalk, and then we teach her toy rabbit too. She tells me he is named Grumpy Bunny. 
‘Will you feed me some space biscuits through my new helmet, Silver?’ 
She runs downstairs to get the cookies and we play a game where she slow-walks around the room with giant slow-motion steps and I feed her biscuits every time she moon-lands on the bed-space-station. Then we spend time assembling the Discovery Spaceship with Lift-off Rocket, complete with its Moon Crater, Fold-up Solar Panel and Vehicle with 2 Oxygen Tanks. Soon there are tiny plastic figures all over the floor and hanging off the drawers and lampshades. 


We play until the sky outside has long grown dark and the sound of the key in the lock and the front door opening tells us Stella is home. 
‘If I hear one more Christmas song in one more shop, I’m going to wring the turkey’s neck. Or I would if it wasn’t frozen. And already wrung,’ Stella is saying as she comes through the door. She breaks up her speech with lots of sighs. Then she calls upstairs. ‘I’ve got fish and chips, haven’t any energy to cook tonight.’ 
Footsteps, climbing up the stairs, and then her head appears round the door. 
‘Didn’t you hear the magic word, Doodles – “chips”?’ 
Then she sees Doodles in her astronaut suit, slow-scans the solar panel, the spaceship, the moon crater. Her face deepens to flame red. 
‘What’s going on?’ She comes in, and I see she has glitter on her cheek. The sunlight in the room vanishes. ‘Doodles? While your chips are getting cold downstairs, you are going to explain, very clearly, why your room looks like the inside of a toy shop.’ 
‘Mummyyyyy,’ Doodles wails. She shoots me a look. ‘Tell her, Silver. Tell her how you bought all of these for me.’ 
Stella stiffens. It is tiny but it seems loud in this room. Then she takes a long inbreath that sounds like a shudder. 
‘Where did you get all this? Silver?’ She turns to me, and her lips are thin. 
‘Toy Box,’ I say. 


‘Mummy. Don’t make her take them back, Mummy, Mummy, pleeeeeeeeeease.’ 
Finch comes in then. Looks at our faces. ‘What’s going on?’ 
Stella slumps onto a chair. ‘God only knows. She’s got Doodles all this stuff, and now we’ve got to find a way to take it back, and they’ve torn all the packaging, and some of that was on her Santa list and, oh God, I’m exhausted, been sorting out my exhibition proposal all morning, then shopping, and still haven’t done that fricking marking for Year Ten. I wanted to get it done before we break up for Christmas.’ 
She holds her head in her hands. 
I look around at them all: Doodles, her face wet and red inside her helmet. Stella, slumped, staring into space. Finch, on the carpet, trying to count the space-station pieces back in the box. I go to help him, but he shakes his head. 
‘No, it’s fine. Really. I can do it.’ 
Downstairs, Pepper starts to bark. 
‘I’ll go,’ I say, and nobody stops me. 

Pepper lets me fill her water bowl and makes to lick my hand. She jumps back as I spark. 
Above me, Doodles’s screams and wails echo off the walls as Stella tries to coax the helmet off her head. 
I need to Shield; I feel myself draining fast, at risk among these humans. Once again I have failed. Beside me Pepper shivers, and it is as if she feels it too. 
There are jagged lines scribbled through their house, and I made them. I find myself thinking of the girl, Doodles, her eyes that shone till I could see my own face in them. The liquid eyes of the dog and her yelp as I sparked her that first day. It is not how I thought it would be, living among humans. 


I cannot Shield. Not tonight. Charybdis will know how I have failed. Again. 
Pepper watches me from her basket, her face between her paws. I reach to touch her and this time she does not flinch. I feel the warmth of her head, the softness of her ears. An image comes: Sylwia, stroking her grandfather’s dog. Pepper sighs and closes her eyes. 
What am I doing? I snatch my hand back. 








Sylwia dreams. Her eyelids flicker and she lets out little sounds, just like Pepper when she sleeps. My host is aware that something is missing. She wants her body back. I should not let her sleep longer in case she wakes. But to be inside her all night, to live her dreams, this I am struggling to do. What is wrong with me? 
Each morning it becomes harder, not easier, to continue to inhabit, like wearing clothes that no longer fit. I am reminded of Doodles when she refuses to put her uniform on. But this is a life you are wearing. Even if she is only a human, her life is more than a pair of boots. 
Inhabiting is like opening a door. Each living being has a different one. Sylwia’s door is purple and scratched. I wonder what my own mind door is like. Probably it would be chained and locked and bolted, a boulder rolled against it to be extra sure. It would be made of reinforced steel. It would have a sign that reads Keep Out. 
I do not know if pioneers are meant to see doors. Maybe we are meant to simply unmatter, and cast our skin over the other, and then we are in. Brisk. Easy. Definite. 
My mission is to absorb data. This means Sylwia’s dreams too. 
I make myself unmatter and re-enter her dreams. 
Yet if I inhabit her for too long, she will become dust. 








A female on Wake Up This Morning tells me it is only two days until Christmas. The house is quiet. I look about for the Turbo Launcher and find it on top of the fridge. 
At the sight of it, Pepper leaps up and hurls herself at it, spinning and uffing. 
‘No,’ I say. ‘Down, girl.’ Perhaps a walk will calm us both. 
My head is full of scraps and fragments. Sylwia’s dreams. I see her grandfather beckoning, I smell fresh-baked pączki and lemons and hear the squeals of her twin brothers. There is the blue-fringed boy and the soft kiss of her girlfriend Magdalena. But mixed with this are the smooth hiss of the doors on the Ship, the slow hum of the Nurture Rooms. 
How strange that she thinks of Charybdis. Little does she know that these are my memories that have snagged onto her consciousness. 
That we share the same dreams. 

At the rec, I take Pepper’s ball from my pocket. I place it in the Turbo Launcher, aim and throw. 


‘Whooooooo, would you look at that?’ 
I look up and see a group of youths staring. The one nearest to us has paused in the middle of blowing out clouds of blueberry-scented vapour. The female beside him has her hand in mid-air from where she was throwing a rock at the DOG WASTE ONLY bin. 
‘Oy, Supergirl, do that thing again. With your launcher.’ 
‘Did you see how far it went?’ 
‘Should be in the Olympics …’ 
Pepper shoots off across the other side of the rec after the ball. Fifty more throws, I estimate, and then the dog will be tired and sleep. I barely hear the youths shout and clap. 
Pepper stops ball-chasing, squats and releases a steaming neat swirl. 
‘Hey, you got to clean up after your dog, man,’ a voice calls after me. ‘Think of the environment, innit.’ 
‘Got to think of the kiddies playing and that.’ Blueberry Blower is pointing at the dog. 
I use a Scoop-it bag to pick up Pepper’s droppings as they nod approval. 
Pepper is even boundier when I next launch. Except this time she does not return with the ball. I go to find her. 
At the top side of the park I reach a tunnel, a tube made of scribbled-on stone. At its entrance I find the dog’s pink-and-yellow ball. 
‘Pepper?’ 
Inside, a pair of boots, a bundled nest, a piece of cardboard. Pepper is nosing and pushing at the bundle, her tail swaying. 
‘Come away,’ I tell her. I am grabbing her collar when the bundle stirs. 


‘You’ll want to be putting a coat on in this cold weather.’ A man waves a hand at me, and I notice he has two fingers missing. His stumps end in withered knots. Pepper noses him and he strokes her. ‘You’re interested in what’s in my pocket, aren’t you, girl?’ He reaches into his coat and lets her feed from his hand. 
This is his home, I realise. By his bedding is a small pile of books. I read the titles: The War of the Worlds, Frankenstein. On the top, Brave New World. 
‘Great book. Brilliant but terrifying,’ says the man. ‘Have you read it? A glimpse into our future.’ He shakes his head. 
‘Not yet,’ I tell him. I take it from him and scan the contents. 
I reach the final page and drop it as if it is hot. It tells of a world where children are conditioned to have no emotions or individuality; where they are birthed in tubes and modified. A world where they are controlled by the State. 
He frowns at me. ‘Are you all right? Take a seat, my dear.’ 
There is nowhere obvious to sit so I remain standing. 
‘Is it real?’ I ask. I steady my breathing. That book. Those people. It is as if I have inhabited many humans at once, their world, their thoughts and feelings. 
‘Might as well be. He knew what he was writing, Huxley. Some say he was a prophet.’ 
A prophet. A seer into the future. 
‘Imagine living in a world where there’s no private space, where the government has total control over your thoughts. A world where you’re tortured when you exercise free will. I’m having none of that.’ He shakes his head. ‘I like to be free, me. Mind you, it’s getting like that here.’ 


‘What is?’ 
But he taps his nose and will not say. 
I stare at his coat, which is writhing. A dog’s head pushes through the gap and Pepper starts to leap and uff. 
‘This is Elvis,’ he says. ‘And I’m Three Fingers.’ 
Elvis comes and butts his head against me. Pepper licks Elvis on the nose and Elvis whips his tail. His head is soft and broad, and he does not smell like his owner. He only smells of dog. 
‘Used to keep him in my pocket when he was a pup, as he’d not had his injections yet. Couldn’t put him down on the pavement. Never grew out of wanting to burrow in my clothes. Lifesaver, he is.’ 
‘Did he save you from a river?’ I ask. I have watched dogs pull their humans out of the water on the TV, on Pets Save Lives. 
‘A river? No, no, nothing like that.’ 
The man falls into silence. 
A small dog in a glittery jacket rushes into the tunnel then, followed by her human. 
The woman stops when she sees Three Fingers. ‘Oh,’ she says. ‘Pearl – come away, there’s a good girl.’ 
Three Fingers sighs and gathers his things. He stuffs Brave New World and the other books into a carrier bag. ‘Well, it’s been nice talking to you, love. I’ll need to be out now so that the little ones can play in here later.’ He pats his book bag. ‘This lot’ll keep me company.’ 
I pull Pepper away from Elvis and turn to go. At the entrance I remember something the humans said on Wake Up This Morning. 
‘Merry Christmas,’ I say. 
Three Fingers bows his head. 








‘The world was to me a secret which I desired to divine.’ 
Extract from Frankenstein by
Mary Shelley 
‘I can’t kick her out over Christmas.’ 
Stella’s voice, rising from the kitchen. I creep close to listen. 
‘I mean, what kind of person would that make me?’ 
A murmur, which must be Finch. 
‘What do you make of her? Does she seem … odd to you?’ 
I hold my breath. 
The kitchen door swings open then and I quickstand as though I have just come down the stairs. 
Finch is standing there, his arms full of cables. 
Stella calls from the kitchen. ‘Oh, it’s you. Silver – I’ve been meaning to talk to you. Will you come in here for a minute?’ 
My legs weaken. My stomach twists. 
Finch says something about roof-lights, goes out through the front door to clatter. 
‘Be careful up there,’ Stella shouts. And then she turns to face me. ‘Pepper looks happy.’ She pauses. ‘I’ve noticed all the attention you’re giving her.’ 
She watches me. Her mug is half empty and has Best Teacher Ever written on it. There is a pile of marking beside her, but she hasn’t picked up her green pen. 


I move close, hesitate. Stella is alone now. Finch is up on the roof. It is the perfect opportunity for what I must do. 
‘Silver? You’re hovering.’ 
Stella is staring at me. She has put her coffee mug down. 
‘Let me get you more coffee,’ I say. I seize the pot. Some coffee splashes on an exercise book and we both look down at the stain. Tommy Something’s name is a blur. 
‘It doesn’t matter.’ Stella’s voice is a sigh. She stoops to stroke the dog’s head and her tail thumps. ‘Still sleepy. Where did you take her?’ 
I tell her about the rec and Three Fingers. I feel dizzy as if I need to Shield. 
‘Are you sure you’re OK?’ Her face hovers close. I see Sylwia’s eyes, unsilvered, in Stella’s amber ones. 
Do it now. 
I step back, blinking. Pepper twitches in her sleep. 
‘Here. Drink this.’ Stella is pushing water at me. ‘I thought now would be a good time to talk. Before I get too engrossed in Year Ten’s thoughts on Lady Macbeth’s motivation, I mean.’ She pauses. ‘Look, I know things have been a little difficult between us, but I’ve been thinking. Ignore the one-week trial. Of course you’re welcome to stay with us over Christmas. I’m busy with planning my exhibition right now, and it will help us out. It’s just –’ 
I wait. 
‘Please don’t do that again, buying Doodles gifts. I know you meant to be kind, but –’ 
She is close as breathing. Her eyes are wide and warm and open. 


Stella’s door is sunshine yellow. At the top, a stained-glass sunrise. It has a burnished brass handle. It is freshly painted and swings open at a push. 
It is easy to step inside. 








Stella is heavier than Sylwia. Her stomach presses, her thighs rub. I feel the ache in her right knee, the twinge in her shoulders. My fingers are her fingers. Her toes are my toes. I wriggle them all, feel the strangeness. Blink her eyes. Outlines unsharpen; she is short-sighted. 
Sylwia’s body lies at my feet. It is only the afternoon, and so soon she will wake, wonder where she is, where she was. It is not like at night when I can leave her sleeping. 
You do not have long. 
I take a deep breath, fill Stella’s lungs with air. Her skirt jangles. 
I must be careful, not let her know I am here. I start to push, to feel about her mind space, to explore. Feel her flinch and retreat as I settle in. Stella has receded to the corners of herself, and all this bright wide space is mine. 
I want a cigarette. 
I push Stella’s thought away. 
Pepper comes from her basket and gives Sylwia’s face a lick. I stare down at the face that until recently stared back at me in the mirror. Does she still live? Will I turn her to dust? I hold my breath, waiting. Her eyelids flicker. She moans once, then falls silent. 


I release my breath, try to focus. Everything feels wrong. I hold onto the kitchen table. Try to breathe. 
Pepper whimpers and pushes at Sylwia with her paw. 
‘Away,’ I say. 
She growls at me, creeps back to her basket. 
Cigarette, demands Stella. 
Someone coughs upstairs. What if Finch should come in now? Where should I hide Sylwia? 
Outside, the wind rattles, and for a moment it is the sound of the Vortex. 
I seize Sylwia by her jacket and drag her to the boot cupboard. I place her at the very back, where it is dark, behind the potatoes, the wellies, the camping equipment. I close the door and hook the latch, trembling. 
Pepper is watching me between her paws. I move to touch her, and she shrinks, making low rumbles. 
She knows. 
I draw Stella’s hand back. See the paint on her fingernail. Does Stella suspect me too? Wonder at who I am? 
I really need a cigarette. 
I let Stella’s fingers find what she needs. They are hidden in the pocket of her biggest cardigan, the one she uses over her pyjamas when she comes in and out of the house in the rain. 
A carton, slim, neat, hard-edged. On it, a human lung, slimed and blackened. The words beneath read SMOKING KILLS. I stare at the packet. 
Now. 
Stella’s hands know what to do. They flip open the top, draw out a cigarette from its neighbours, tightly packed, white, clean. Rummage in the same pocket and find something small, plastic, green. Flick and flame. Stella wants me to place the stick between my lips. In the window I watch her set the flame to the end of the cigarette, pull deep, deeper, watch smoke flower from her mouth. 


Aaahh. 
I close her eyes, my eyes. Smoke, hot, bitter in my mouth. Deep burn in her lungs. I draw, she draws again. I move, she moves slowly around the room, breathing, sighing, tapping ash into an empty jam jar. Stella lights another. 
I am a terrible mother. 
Thoughts come quick as her mind frets: 
I don’t know how she’ll get on at secondary school. 
He should have gone to uni. He’s wasting his life at that pub. 
I can’t cope. How long have I not been able to cope? 
I open the fridge door and stare at the wine bottle inside. It would be so nice to drink some. I pour myself a large glass of Soave as Stella’s thoughts, my thoughts, crowd: 
I must get Doodles another referral. 
How on earth am I going to be able to afford Christmas? 
And something else, something she has been holding inside for years, much bigger than all those things, something – 
The back door opens, and Finch comes in. 
‘Mum? Are you – smoking?’ 
He stares at me. I drop the cigarette on the floor, grind it with my foot, waft smoke away with my hand. 
‘No,’ I say in Stella’s voice. 
His mouth is open. ‘After everything you said. I don’t believe it. You’re such a … a … a hypocrite.’ He shakes his head. His face is red. 


‘Would you like me to make you a sandwich?’ I ask. This is something I have heard Stella ask many times. 
‘No, I don’t want you to make me a sandwich. I’ll get my own.’ He opens the fridge door. Even his back looks angry. 
I watch him take out cheese, ham. He slices bread, butters it thickly. 
I feel the strangeness of swallowing. The wine is cold and sour. It fills my mouth, warms my blood. I take another gulp, and then another. 
He used to let me stroke his feet when I read him stories. It’s a kind of dying, isn’t it, when children grow up? 
Finch didn’t speak, for months after. 
He wouldn’t touch my bump, wouldn’t look at it. ‘Where’s Dad?’ he’d say, and, ‘I want Dad.’ 
I was never enough. 
And then – 
There it is again. It flickers, just out of reach. I concentrate, try to grasp it. 
I found the text messages and that was when I knew. 
‘Text messages,’ I say. I swallow more wine. 
Finch turns back to us, shoves the hastily made sandwich in his mouth. ‘What? You’re acting weird, Mum. Like, you can’t wait to get rid of me. Why aren’t you going on about me booking my gap year flight like you usually do?’ 
I circle the wine glass with my finger. It makes a high-pitched noise like a mosquito. I stop. 
Finch swallows the rest of his sandwich. ‘Need spare bulbs for the roof-lights.’ He opens the boot-cupboard door. 
‘Stop.’ 


He cannot go in the cupboard. 
He scowls, hand on the latch. ‘Honestly, you’re always going on at me, lecturing about everything … and then, in the kitchen, inside. I mean, you’ve got Doodles, she could be a passive smoker, and did you know kids are twice as likely to take up the habit if their parents smoke, and –’ 
‘Oh for God’s sake, Finch, I’m only human,’ I say, and it sounds exactly like what Stella would say and Finch stops talking and looks grim. 
A sound comes, and it is a banging. 
Finch frowns. ‘What’s that? Sounds like it’s coming from the back of the cupboard.’ 
‘Nothing.’ I think quickly. ‘A rat.’ 
‘A rat?’ 
I must stop him going inside. 
‘It is a very big one. It is best not to look,’ I say in Stella’s voice. 
‘Why are you talking like that? You’re freaking me out.’ 
He starts to rummage in the boot cupboard, and I freeze. 
‘There’s something moving. Wait, I think I see it …’ He stoops as he goes in further. 
‘No.’ 
He turns. 
Our eyes fix. 
‘Don’t know whether I should tell him.’ 
Finch stops. ‘Tell me what?’ 
I have spoken aloud again. 
Something hooked and shadowy lurks in the warm bright patches of Stella’s mind. And then it comes, red and bruised and spiky. It is a memory that makes me sit down, heavily. 


He told me when I was just three months pregnant. I was feeling tired and sick, we’d only just found out, I thought we were both delighted. I’d washed all of your baby clothes, laid them out on the bed. Folding them felt restful, the sun washed the window, the bed, the room. School nearly over for the term, I was happy, looking forward to spending some uninterrupted time with my boy, my family. 
He came in then, from reading you your story. I was listening to the sound of you both, him deep and soft-voiced, telling of stars and planets and wonders of the universe, your voice higher, shriller, purer. I made out odd words – really? And Daddy? And Dad. You’d only just started saying Dad, and it made me sad, thinking how you were growing up. 
I turned to him and smiled. The look on his face made me freeze. I was still holding your baby clothes. 
‘What?’ I said. ‘What is it?’ 
And that’s when he told me. 
‘What is it, Mum?’ asks Finch, still half in, half out of the cupboard. 
‘You have your father’s voice.’ 
Stella’s thoughts are tuning in and out, little hooks of pain. I sip the wine. 
‘Mum? You’re seriously freaking me out now.’ 
‘There’s someone else,’ he said. ‘I’m so sorry.’ He made a boyish moue, and at that moment I hated him. Held out his hands as if appealing against a referee’s decision. If there’d been a mirror, he would have glanced in it, checked how he was doing, to see if the charm was working its magic. 
He talked, oh, how he talked. He was good, Finch. He told me that it had started as friends, they’d so much in common, he’d felt so neglected, what with how busy I’d been at work, and now my new obsession with painting. How he’d always supported me, would always support me, nothing would change in that respect. As for you, his little boy, his special knight, his wonderful astronaut, he’d always be there for you … I flinched when he put his hand to my belly. 


‘My little princess too,’ he said softly, and I wanted to retch. 
He looked hurt then; he was good at looking hurt. Felt it made him look handsome. 
This is the kind of man your father was, Finch. 
The sort of man who walked away and never looked back. 
Her name’s Lorna Jay. She’s American. They live in Houston. They have a new family now, a Spring Valley apartment, a marmalade cat. In the end he made a clean break. They both thought it for the best. 
These are all the things I can’t tell you because … 
Because your version is so much better. 
I can hear Sylwia awakening. The rustle of potato sacks. I can feel Stella pushing against me. 
‘He was a physics teacher,’ I say softly. 
Finch’s face blanks. Then he shakes his head. ‘Fine. Whatever. I hate rats anyway. I’ll leave you to your … refreshment.’ He glances at the wine bottle, then at the cigarette. ‘Nice if you’d let in some air if you’re going to do that.’ 
He throws open the back door and wedges it behind a plant pot. 
‘Have a good one, Mum.’ 
And he is gone. 
I slide to the floor, suddenly weak. Sylwia is making moaning sounds. She has knocked the cans over. I drag her out and prop her up against the kitchen cupboards. Her eyelids flicker. 
‘You,’ she says, ‘you.’ Her eyes widen. 


I pull away from Stella very gently, like old skin from new. Feel the tug as I free myself. Too much and I am in danger of letting my presence be felt. A sigh, a twitch, a fish on a line, and then I remove myself from Stella’s mind space; step out of her body mass. 
Sylwia is very weak. She does not protest as I step back inside. 
Stella sits slumped at the table. I spark at her to make her wake. She starts and runs a shaking hand through her hair. 
‘Such a strange feeling,’ she is saying. ‘I can’t describe it. I’m feeling rather peculiar.’ She glances at me. ‘I think I’ll go and lie down. I’ll lock up later, it’s fine.’ 
She means that she does not want me to lock up the house, because despite what she said before, she does not quite trust me. 
Upstairs, I sink to my bed. I cannot forget Sylwia’s eyes as they flickered open. Wide. Fearful. Accusing. 








I stare into the bedroom mirror. I cannot Shield, not tonight. I will wait until tomorrow. 
‘I am sorry,’ I whisper into Sylwia’s face. Beneath my skin, her own skin is scratched. I caught her cheek on a nail as I dragged her. 
‘I am sorry,’ I say again. I touch her cheek gently, watch as my skin reseals it. 
All is quiet below. Stella and Doodles are in bed asleep. Stella took the bottle to her room with her. Through the skylight, the tree crooks its arms like a cradle. I cannot sleep, not yet. I fear to dream. Inhabiting Stella has drained me. Human minds are troubled and complicated. Taking control of their bodies is easy. It is their minds that protest. Everything feels wrong and I do not know how to make this better. 

Up on the roof, all is still. There are the stars they call Orion, and Cassiopeia, and Ursa Major. There is the Earth moon, with its old man face. I have stepped out of Sylwia and left her sleeping on the bed. I sigh, and feel peace come. Out there hovering masqued over Burnt Hill, Charybdis waits to Shield me and to extract my data. Even though I cannot see it, I feel its presence like a chill. 


Beneath me is the window that is Finch’s room. He is not inside; his lights are off. I think of his computer, just metres away. It would be so easy to access its data. What if he has mentioned me again? Does he suspect? I think of his eyes when I inhabited Stella. The temptation to know is too great. I lean over the roof ledge, pressing my hands against his window until I feel the surge of the computer. 


Dear Dad, 
Me again. Ursid meteor shower tonight. We used to watch shooting stars together. You used to get me to make a wish each time I saw one, told me it would definitely come true. I wonder if you’re watching the shower, too? I like to imagine you, at the Research Centre, frowning as you solve some complex problem, analysing a flight path perhaps, or studying the effects of sensor errors. I guess your job keeps you busy. I mean, not everyone gets to have a dad who works for NASA. 
Mum’s acting weird. She was actually smoking in the kitchen tonight. I think she’s losing it. For a moment I thought she mentioned you. But of course, she never talks about you and I never ask. I guess it’s taboo. We just can’t cross that line, no one can. Like the one where you chose your career over us, your family. 
But I get it. I think I get it. It’s not that I know what I want to do with my life, but when I look out at the night sky like we used to do when I was a little kid, at all of those stars, all that possibility – that’s when I know there’s more to life than this. 
So Mum locks herself in her shed and it’s mostly just me and Doodles and Silver. Silver’s the new dog-sitter. She’s kind of odd but means well, I think. And there’s something about her eyes. Beautiful but sad somehow. 
The main reason I’m talking to you is that I’ve seen something through the telescope. A new star, over the hills. I actually saw it in the day, unmoving, not changing its position. Is that even possible? I thought it was a mistake at first. But your telescope never lies, does it? It’s vanished now. I don’t know what it means. I’ll keep you posted (he says, without a hint of irony). 
Anyway, see you, Dad (more irony). 
Finch 
‘Bloody stupid things.’ 
A clatter, and something being dragged. A ladder. Words I know to be curses, and something is thrown up, snakes over my legs. 
I leap back up onto the roof. My skin glitters silver. Quickly I morph, appear as Sylwia in her nightrobe. 
Wires, tangled and twisted, with bulbs in the shape of stars and flowers. Finch’s head appears. He is panting, dragging more of the tangleweb after him. 
He starts when he sees me. ‘Jee-zus. Frightened the life out of me. What are you doing up here?’ 


I shift to hide the glitterwake from my hands. It has almost gone. I managed to morph just in time. As long as he does not look inside my room, as long as I can maintain my focus, it will not matter that I am not inhabiting; he will think I am the real Sylwia. 
‘Are you OK?’ Finch is peering at me, still holding his lights. 
‘I am thinking about home,’ I tell him. I concentrate on keeping my form. Sylwia’s hair, nose, chin. 
‘What’s home like?’ he asks. 
‘Far away.’ 
‘Oh.’ He coughs. Turns around and begins to unravel the lights. ‘Mum says you’re from Poland, right?’ 
‘That is correct,’ I say. The words hang heavy and wrong. They, like Sylwia, do not belong to me. 
What would this human boy say if I told him the truth? That I am from a place beyond these stars, that it is my Ship that hovers above Burnt Hill? 
‘You all want me to leave,’ I say. 
He stares. ‘You just got off to a wrong start. Mum’s a bit stressy at the moment, she – well, it doesn’t matter. Anyway, it’s Christmas in a couple of days.’ Finch shuffles along on his rear and begins to attach the lights around the chimney and along the roof edge. Hesitates. ‘Look, since you’re up here too – would you mind helping me with this? I’m not looking forward to taking all of these down, but Doodles loves it when the whole house is lit up.’ His teeth shine moon white as he smiles. ‘Silver?’ 
‘Yes, I will help.’ I grab the end of what appears to be a twisted plastic cord. The rest is draped many times about Finch’s neck and shoulders. ‘What are they for?’ I stand up and pull at the lights. 
‘Hey, steady –’ 


He has his hand out towards me. I flinch away. 
‘Be careful. The roof’s not safe here. Loose tiles. Mum’s trying to get the landlord to fix it.’ He edges his way back to the ladder. Starts to climb down again. ‘Did you mean what you said, about not knowing what these lights are for? I mean, Christmas, right? Don’t you have Christmas lights where you come from?’ 
‘No,’ I say, and, ‘Yes.’ Because Sylwia has shown me lights lacing the trees of Krakow, whereas Charybdis … 
We worship only ourselves. 
‘Going to need you to feed me the cable,’ he calls. 
‘Are you sure?’ I shout. He is pulling the ladder from below the guttering, clanking it apart until it is twice the length. I hold it steady as he climbs; wait until he has edged towards the chimney stack. Then I scramble up too, quick and light without him watching. 
‘Here,’ I say, tapping him on the shoulder. He jumps. 
‘Oh God, what are you doing? How did you –? Silver, get away from the edge. And take that away from my mouth!’ 
‘You said feed –’ I begin, but I can see by his wide white eyes that I am wrong about this, that he fears. 
‘I thought you were going to fall.’ We stare at each other and then he shakes his head, laughs. ‘I’ve not got such a head for heights, I guess.’ 
I take the clips he passes me, being careful not to touch him. Then I help him to fix the lights to the guttering and roof tiles. 
‘Where would you like this one?’ I ask. 
It feels good to be doing this, under the gazing Earth moon and its glittersweep of stars. 
‘Oh, that’s Doodles’s favourite. Her snow angel. I thought at the top of her bedroom window – hang on, I’ll help you –’ 


But I have already swung down over the roof edge, using the gutter and window ledges as hand and footholds. 
‘Oh Christ. Oh Jesus –’ Finch is looking over the side, hissing his breath. ‘Did you slip? Wait, hang on, I’ll get help. Oh God, I don’t have my phone with me.’ 
I stare up at him, waving the snow angel in one hand. ‘I am quite all right,’ I tell him. ‘Shall I clip this here?’ 
‘Jeezus. Are you a gymnast or something? Shit. Shit.’ He reaches out his hand, and I shake my head quickly. 
‘I can do it.’ 
I finish clipping on the light and climb back up. Finch is breathing fast. 
‘Never do that again,’ he says. ‘Use the ladder.’ 
‘I was quite safe,’ I say. 
He shakes his head, pushes a hand through his hair. ‘Wait here while I go to turn the lights on inside. Shout if they’re working.’ 
I watch as he turns and feels with his foot for the rung of the ladder. Begins to climb down slowly until he disappears from view. 
A minute later – ‘Are the lights on?’ 
‘No,’ I call. 
‘Must be a faulty connection.’ He groans. 
I look at my hands. Flex them and watch them spark. I check below. Finch is scrabbling about, trying to twist each individual light in turn. I leave him and move to the power source. A plastic box, fixed to a cable threaded through his window. I move my hand over, feel the weak point, the disconnect. Pulsing energy through the looping cables. 
I focus hard. A fizz, a pop, and then … 


I hear him whoop. ‘It’s working! Doodles will be so pleased.’ As I look down to where he stands in the garden, his smiling face is alight with dancing colours – the colours of the jelly sweets that Doodles is not really supposed to have because of E numbers: Bubblicious and Tangerine Twist and Luscious Lime. 
‘Brilliant,’ he says, when he climbs back up. I can still see the coloured lights in his eyes, pulsing on his neck, in his hair. He offers his hand up and motions for me to do the same, then he swings back and hits his palm on mine. A palmslap, like I have seen other humans do. 
I hiss in my breath as if stung, but Finch is still gazing around at the lights. 
‘I’ll go and show Doodles from the front garden. She won’t mind waking up for this. Don’t go jumping off the roof now.’ 
And he is gone again. 
Alone, I stare down at my hand. I do not understand. 
To touch is agony, to feel is pain. 
I stroke my palm where his met mine. 
It is not how they said it would be. 
You are breached. You are compromised. 
His hand touched mine, palm to palm, and for a moment we joined. There was no sparking, no shrinking away. 
I felt. 
I felt his touch and it was not pain. 






BEFORE 
Cadet 10’s voice, quiet and compelling, as we stand huddled in the corridor. 
‘I dare you to go inside.’ 
‘We cannot,’ I say. ‘The Monitors will sense us. They are never turned off. Not even during blackouts.’ 
Nobody knows about the blackouts other than Cadet 10 and myself. The rest of the cadets are all deep asleep in their pods like we should be. I fear the blackouts although I know that they are an opportunity for us to train, to become better skilled than our peers. What does it mean that there are so many of them and always at night? This is something that we can never ask, for that would mean revealing that we are out of our pods, that we disobey the rules. 
‘They will be in low-power mode. And you will be masquing,’ Cadet 10 says. 
We have only just learned to masque. I feel a flare of excitement. We have another assessment soon. What better practice than this? 
We stare at each other. Cadet 10’s eyes are large and wide and silver. Their mouth twitches. 
‘Are you afraid, Cadet 39?’ 


‘Never,’ I make myself say back, even though this is the biggest risk we will have ever taken. No one is allowed in the Nurture Rooms any more. 
But I do fear. I wish that I could share this with Cadet 10. For a moment I imagine taking their hand and confessing that, yes, I fear. How strange yet comforting that would be. Instead I chastise myself, suppress my sparking. This is not friendship, I remind myself. We are training partners only. Closeness is forbidden. I must remember the Mantra. 
Cadet 10 nods. They were the one who led me down the corridor, away from our sleep sector towards the Nurture Rooms. On the way we passed Cadet 4’s empty sleep pod. 
What became of them? I couldn’t help but wonder. And then quickly shut the thought down. Do not think of them. 
The closer we got to the Nurture Rooms, the more I began to doubt my decision. ‘I do not think we should do this after all,’ I told Cadet 10. ‘It is against the Mantra –’ 
‘No more than our extra practice sessions.’ Cadet 10 laughed softly. ‘And they stood you in good stead, did they not? You performed well at your last assessment.’ 
Their words sounded hard. Bitter. I know they care that I beat them. That I was better. 
‘We will just do one circuit and we will be back in our sleep pods before the blackout ends.’ 
We are outside the Nurture Rooms now. These walls used to be transparent, letting us view the success of the birthing programme, all those infants being prepared for the new world we would deliver for them. But now the walls are screened. They have been for some time. Why, I do not know. 


‘Well?’ Cadet 10 is challenging me. 
I hesitate. It has been a long time since we played dare games together. I have missed the thrill of it. 
I find myself nodding in agreement. And curiosity. I want to see the infants. More than this, I like the way Cadet 10 is watching me, how their eyes shine bright when they see that we are of one mind. 
They double-blink at me and I do the same back. 
Cadet 10’s mouth twitches and then they scrunch their face in concentration as they attempt to masque. I watch as they flicker, before their face shivers and fades. Their body melds with the walls. It is not perfect but it is close. 
The door to the Nurture Rooms opens and then there is a snick in the air as they enter. 
I close my eyes, keen not to be left behind. Focus on unmattering just enough to lose my form. There. It is done. 
Inside, the rooms are hushed but for the pulse and suck of the growpods. I concentrate on maintaining my masquing. It only works if you are calm and focused. 
‘I knew you would follow.’ Cadet 10’s voice at my side almost makes me spark. 
‘Where are the rest of them?’ I ask. 
Because now I see that many of the pods are empty. Only the first room is lit, its power source protected from the blackouts. Once there were banks of newgrowns in each of the Nurture Rooms. And young infants too. 
‘Why does it matter?’ Cadet 10’s whisper comes from the direction of the feed beam, with its steady current of nutrients. ‘Let us spark at them. To help the Monitors teach them not to feel or need.’ 


Cadet 10’s eyes dance in the dark and then dissolve. I see the air shimmer and warp as they move between the rows, their masquing slipping occasionally. 
Faint laughter. A spark. Another one. 
Something about Cadet 10’s behaviour troubles me. I long to tell them to stop, but cannot make a sound in front of the Monitors. I can see them lining the walls, occasionally patrolling the rows. 
I plant myself by the door, waiting. I will make sure that Cadet 10 does not take too long, that they do not get into trouble for this. 
A Monitor glides close, squat and smooth and cylindrical. Its bot arms flex, writhing, sensing. I shrink back against the nearest birthing pod. 
Something watches me. A baby. It is not taken in by my morphing; senses I am here. 
We have been taught never to look at newgrowns. They are not yet filled with the Mantra so are considered dangerous. 
This baby stares at the space that is me, blinking. Its eyes are a simmering silver, deep as secrets. It has yet to experience Shielding, but its skin glitters, as if with innate power. Its hands clench and unclench like sea anemones, like stars. 
I cannot help myself. I step closer. 
Its fingers, so small, ready to curl around mine. 
Its eyes widen; it reaches for my shimmer in the air. 
Do not touch. To touch is agony. 
I reach forward anyway. 
I am aware of a flash, a sparking in the dark. I freeze. 
A siren sounds. I look up and see that each Monitor is ranked and facing me. 


Intruder alert. Intruder alert. Intruder alert. 
The Monitors close in, arms snaking. I look around wildly. 
Cadet 10? Where are you? 
Too late I see that I am unmasqued. And Cadet 10 has fled. They have left me here alone. 








‘When falsehood can look so like the truth, who can assure themselves of certain happiness?’ 
Extract from Frankenstein by
Mary Shelley 
Cadet 10’s betrayal still stings sharply, even after all these years. Even though I know they whirl in the Vortex, forever gone. 
But burning brighter than that is one question: why would Charybdis lie to me? I study my hand, the place where Finch’s palm met mine, the faint drift of glitterwake where he touched. Our hands fitted. I did not want to break the contact. I try to find words to describe the feeling: Bright. Exciting. Safe. 
What if, all along, the Founders were wrong? What if this way, the human way, is better? If I had touched that newgrown in the Nurture Rooms, would it have been the same? No pain, only warmth? More memories come, making something inside me twist and burn: 
A baby crying in the Nurture Rooms, sparked at as it raises its arms to be held. 
The infants alone at night in their pods. 
The Monitors patrolling the corridors, warning us to keep our distance. 


No touch, no pain. 
I turn my palm over. It does not hurt. Instead there is a craving. As if I have been hungry for something I did not even know I needed. 
This night I do not dream. I lie awake on the roof, gazing at the moon through the branches. And I stroke one hand with the other. Remembering his hand on mine. 








Cupcake Kate from Christmas Showstoppers is beaming. Her hair is rainbow today. ‘This one’s dedicated to my amazing cat, Dylan, who made every day sun-filled.’ 
‘How beautiful. And does Dylan like Yule Log?’ the presenter asks. 
‘Unfortunately we had to say goodbye to Dylan two years ago, on Christmas Day.’ Her voice wobbles, and she flaps her hands in front of her eyes. ‘God, I’m sorry. What am I like?’ The presenter gives her a hug, and the camera zooms in. 
When she has recovered, she points to the little robin she has made from marzipan. 
‘This is to remind me of Dylan and will be the crowning piece of my Christmas Showstopper.’ She smiles bravely. ‘Dylan used to bring us little robins he’d killed and lay them on the kitchen floor.’ She flaps her hands again. ‘That’s the kind of cat he was.’ 
‘That’s totally amazing,’ agrees the presenter. He turns to the viewers-at-home. ‘So if you want to try to bake Kate’s Bird-kill Yule Log, get onto VidFlip and see how to make these recipes. And now … let the Showstopper commence!’ 
After twenty-nine minutes and thirty-five seconds, both contestants have baked delicious delights full of heart and soul and love, and these have been assessed and poked and tasted and Cupcake Kate has been declared the winner. 


‘And now for a surprise!’ yells the presenter. 
The evicted contestants and their families are beckoned into the room, which is filled with Christmas lights and foliage and hanging angels and stars. They hug and smile and take their places around the table. Music plays. It is like all the adverts in one. 
I wave my hand over the TV monitor to freeze the screen. Stare for a long time, thinking. Then I check on Pepper, still slumped in her basket after fifty rounds with the Turbo Launcher on our morning walk. For my new idea, all I need is Sylwia’s iPhone. 
It takes me seventy-seven minutes to watch all the videos I need to make my final choice. I use Stella’s pink squares to make lists, and data-sweep the contents of her cupboards. There are only five items still to find. 
I smile. The rest should be easy. 

A sign on the door says No Cold Callers. How strange, I think, to judge visitors by their temperature. I ring the bell. Two minutes and seventeen seconds pass. Then the door is opened by a female with a face like creased paper. She is leaning on a frame. 
‘Yes?’ Her voice creaks like Stella’s bathroom door. 
‘Hello. I am Silver. I am your neighbour,’ I say. I remember to smile. 
‘But Chantay’s already been, dear. Lovely girl, she is. Always brings me my books on a Friday.’ 
‘No, my name is Silver,’ I repeat. ‘I would like to borrow some ingredients, please, for my Christmas Showstopper tomorrow.’ 


She frowns. ‘What’s that, love? Is Chantay poorly? Oh dear, and I have last week’s books ready for her to take back. You’d better come in …’ 
A chain falls, the door opens, and I am inside a dark, narrow passageway. Boxes and black bags are piled high on either side. On the floor, teetering heaps of magazines and cardboard and newspapers. Envelopes with words: Mrs Betty Chatterley, 5, The Flats.

‘That’s right. It’s easier to turn sideways down this bit, my dear. Mind the lawnmower …’ 
She shuffles past a dead tree in a pot and I duck under a Swing Ball Set – Fun For All the Family! in its box. A cat springs down from a tower of Muscle Monthly and Good Housekeeping magazines. 
‘Oof, wondered where you’d got to – that’s my Percy,’ she tells me. ‘Much better than the first one!’ And she lets out a sudden harrrummphing sound that seems too big for her body. 
She leads me into a room, overstuffed with chairs. I wonder why there are so many when she seems to live alone. The room smells thick with dust and dead flowers. 
‘Ooh, what am I like? Would you like a cup of tea, dear, or some pop? I always keep a bit of pop in case my great-grandchildren come round – not that they ever do, now they’re all growing up. One’s the same age as you, my dear, used to love my special treats cupboard, she did. Would you like to see it?’ 
‘I need to borrow Madagascan vanilla.’ 
She stares. ‘Oh yes, what am I like? Thought you were the Monday Meals girl for a moment. But it’s not Monday, is it? Wait there …’ 


She comes back a few moments later holding a metal object. 
‘Now that you’re here, would you mind helping me open a tin of soup? I’m mainly living on soup these days, but I sometimes can’t open the tins now my arthritis is bad.’ She shows me her hands, which are roped and twisted. 
I remember my pink square and hold it up to show her. 
‘The Madagascan vanilla,’ I say. ‘And these too. Please.’ 
She frowns. ‘What does that say, dear? Edible glitter? My eyes aren’t so good. The food’s in the pantry, dear, just behind that door …’ 
The pantry is a narrow cupboard crammed with tins, most of them Campbell’s Cream of Mushroom Soup, and a stack of large purple ones all saying Quality Street. 
‘Would you able to make me a little sandwich too, dear?’ 
I have no choice but to do as she asks. It will be practice, I think. For tomorrow. I find an end of bread in a plastic bag in her kitchen. A knife in her sink. I spread salmon paste for her, as she watches. 
‘Are you sure you do not have Madagascan vanilla? I need to make my croquembouche today.’ 
Betty puts the tin opener down on a birdcage. ‘Madagascan what’s that? I don’t hold with all that nonsense.’ She snorts. ‘They’re always trying to improve me. Well, I don’t need improving, not at my age. I know what I like, harrummphh.’ 
I wait. Try not to think of Pepper alone in the kitchen. 
Betty closes her eyes. Her face says she is thinking. Then she opens them. ‘Do you know, I’m sure it’s around here somewhere …’ She gestures at the teetering heaps, the stacks, the piles. 


‘Now they said you wouldn’t mind helping out, lightweight duties like the odd bit of dusting or making a spot of dinner. Would you mind making us a cup of tea, dear? The kettle’s under here somewhere.’ She begins to move piles of boxes and papers from the sofa, then groans. 
‘Are you in pain?’ I ask her. 
‘Just my arthritis, dear, and my creaky back. I’ll live.’ 
‘For between five and ten years,’ I say. 
‘What’s that?’ 
‘The rest of your life. An estimation, based on your current health and lifestyle.’ 
She stares at me, then harrumphs again. ‘Well, you’re different from the last one, I must say. She was all “oooh, aren’t you doing well?” and “let’s just prop you up, shall we?” like I was effing seven years old, not seventy-seven. I like you. You say it like it is.’ 
I think about my power, how we use it on the Ship to repair ourselves. When she is not looking, I let a tiny spark flash from my hand and touch her back, her wrists, her knee. She shivers and straightens. 
‘Oof, that’s better.’ 
‘I must go to make my preparations,’ I say abruptly and begin to walk back to the front door. Time is quicksliding. Then I notice a black bag spilling clothes and stop. ‘Could I have this?’ I ask. 
‘Oh, take what you want, dearie. I never look in them bags. Been meaning to have a clear-out but don’t know where to start. It’s been a long time since I fitted into those clothes.’ 
‘I need a Christmas Day dress,’ I tell her. 
I turn to leave again, waving to the old lady in her dark, narrow passageway. 


For a brief moment, I have a sense of … I feel … 
Aloneness. 
I hesitate. Then, speaking loudly and slowly so that she can hear, I tell her my plan for tomorrow. 
I leave Betty standing in the doorway, staring back at me. 








Christmas Eve is when human families fill stockings with walnuts and apples and ride on donkeys and roast nuts in the fire. Pianos are pulled out and songs sung and last-minute presents bought and wrapped. 
Christmas Eve is when Doodles refuses to go to bed and Finch is on a late shift and Stella cries over the frozen turkey and none of her papier mâché pots have turned out properly. Instead of roasting chestnuts, she sits with her back against the radiator and stares dully at a box of trainers. 
‘It says it takes twenty-four hours to thaw. Why did I buy such a big one?’ 
‘The shoes?’ I ask. It is difficult to hear because of Doodles’s wailing. It is 01:07 and still she will not go to bed. 
‘The turkey.’ 
I cannot tell her that this does not matter, because this would ruin the surprise. 
‘And why did I buy these?’ She nudges the shoebox. ‘Finch and Doodles have banned me from buying clothes for them since I bought them matching elf costumes. What possessed me? He’ll hate them.’ She stuffs the tissue back into their toes and rams the lid back on. Puts her head in her hands. 


I frown. ‘Would you like me to sing a Christmas song? “Feed the World” or “Mistletoe and Wine”?’ 
‘What? Oh God, no. Wine, though. Or maybe coffee. It’ll keep me awake …’ Her voice trails off. 
I make a pot of coffee and pour Christmas-pudding liqueur into one of her little vintage glasses. I add a Curly Wurly bar to the tray and bring it in. Stella is trying to find the end of the Stickotape. Pepper is slumped beside her, in the middle of the wrapping paper, which is covered with Brussels sprouts. Upstairs, Doodles is thumping her chair against her bedroom floor. She is practising lift-offs, something she does when she is angry. 
Stella bends the Curly Wurly whole into her mouth without looking and says something that is not in the dictionary. 
I take the Stickotape off her. I have an idea. 
‘What are you doing with that flour?’ asks Stella. She yawns. 
I finish shaking it over the roll and rub it into the sides. ‘It shows where the edge is, look.’ I show it to her, and she brightens. ‘I saw it on VidFlip.’ 
‘Oh goodness, yes.’ She drains the liqueur. ‘Yum, Christmas pudding. How clever you are.’ 
‘Would you like another one?’ I ask after a while. But she does not answer. She is asleep. Pepper flumps her chin onto Stella’s shoulder and gazes at me. She is tired after chasing Elvis at the rec on our way back from visiting Three Fingers. 
I pull a blanket over them both. Humans and animals like to be wrapped. 
Now I am alone I think, You could go back to Burnt Hill and wait for Charybdis. You could Shield, show the Founders all you’ve learned. 
Then I think about frozen turkey and edible glitter and Doodles and Brussels-sprouts wrapping paper and my pink squared lists. I make my decision. 


‘Just wait until you see your guests’ faces when you present them with your stunning centrepiece.’ 
In this video, Cupcake Kate is wearing Snow Glow eye shadow and Blue Popsicle eye-wings. Her Dutch braids gleam with Unicorn Glitter. I pause the video and scan through my pink squares: 
Task One: Wash your hands. (Est. time 30 secs) 
Task Two: Construct your cone. (Est. time 10 mins) 
Task Three: Make the choux pastry. (Est. time 5 mins) 
It all looks simple so far. 01:45. Plenty of time to prepare Holiday Season Croquembouche, complete with crème anglaise and advanced sugarwork. This reminds me: I remove the turkey from where Stella has abandoned it in its bucket of hot water and spark at it till it has thawed. I place the turkey on top of the oven and get back to my Showstopper. 
Pepper watches me dry my hands carefully on the tea towel and rests her chin on her squeaky ball. Dogs should really be kept out of the kitchen when preparing food, but she is better there where I can watch her. 
Cupcake Kate’s Unicorn Glitter twinkles as I press play and watch her explain how to construct her croquembouche. 
‘Soooo cool,’ she is saying as she makes a giant cone with Christmas-angel-printed craft card. ‘When your stapler doesn’t reach, just use Stickotape!’ she tells me brightly. 


It takes exactly seventeen minutes to find the Stickotape and a stapler. In the end I locate the roll of tape hooked over Stella’s arm, and the stapler under a tottering pile of exercise books. It is large and scratched and has a label with DO NOT TAKE FROM CLASSROOM! THIS BELONGS TO MR NIXON!!! printed on it. 
Cupcake Kate’s croquembouche cone is twenty-seven centimetres tall. I decide to make mine thirty-seven. Kate’s smile is wavering by the time I trim off the ends and stand my completed cone on the table, but that is because I have put her on pause for so long. The laptop is feeling hot, and so am I. I watch as she informs me that I must gently heat, boil and beat butter, milk and flour for my choux pastry. As the pan bubbles, she tells me that in approximately ten seconds I must shoot flour into my choux pastry. The word ‘shoot’ is confusing. Finding, washing and drying Doodles’s water pistol takes another twenty-three minutes. 
The Cupcake Kate who is making choux pastry is wearing her hair in two cute side buns. She has swapped her blue eye-wings for purple flicks and is laughing about her snowman earrings, which she says one of her fans gave her. Each time she beats eggs vigorously into her mixture, the snowmen swing. 
‘You’re aiming for a reluctant dropping consistency,’ she says with a smile, and I look at my spoon. When I shake it, the choux batter does not fall, so I believe this may be reluctant. 
Piping choux pastry balls onto trays is easy, and so is piping crème anglaise inside them once they are baked and cooled. I begin to feel I may get back on schedule. Even Pepper is tired after her extra early morning Turbo-Launching and has gone back to sleep on her ball. 


‘Okaaaaay, guys. This next bit is tricky so you’ll have to watch carefully.’ 
There is a neat snap and then another as Kate gloves up over her holly berry nails. I glance at the clock. 02:56. Finch could come in from work any time now. I hurriedly pour sugar and water into Stella’s cleanest pan and heat it until it bubbles and boils. Somehow I will have to hide the assembled croquembouche until Christmas lunch. 
‘Even a drop of this syrup will give you a nasty burn, so take care,’ Kate warns, and I look at my hands. As I watch, a splatter of sugar ‘glue’ lands on the back of my right hand. A bright burn, livid pink. I suck in my breath as something happens, sharp, brief. Pain. Then I spark it just enough to heal, watching as the mark moves from red to pink to nothing, as my skin smooths and flattens. Not for the first time I wonder what it must be like to hurt easily, like humans do. 
Finch comes in as I am flicking sugar syrup across the door frame. This is the best method to ensure perfect strands. 
He waits patiently until I have finished and ducks under the hanging threads. Surveys it for a few seconds and then looks over my shoulder at Cupcake Kate’s croquembouche. 
‘Ah,’ he says. ‘Interesting.’ He pokes at my choux-bun cone. 
‘I wanted to amaze and delight your family with my Christmas Showstopper,’ I say. 
A pause as Finch stares around the kitchen. ‘You have been busy,’ he says. ‘May I?’ He starts to unpick cereal packet from my croquembouche. ‘Has Pepper been good?’ His eyes are the colour of burnt syrup. Something in my chest flutters. 


I swallow and nod. ‘Doodles is asleep now too,’ I tell him. 
‘Ahhh.’ He pauses. ‘How did you …?’ 
‘Four games of alien blaster, followed by Elf and a selection box.’ 
‘Some of these buns have fallen off. How shall I …?’ 
‘You glue them on with sugar syrup.’ I watch as he gets the saucepan from the hob. I ask him to pass me a teaspoon and it sparks. 
‘Did you see that?’ he says. 
I hide my hand hurriedly. 
‘That teaspoon – it flashed.’ 
‘How strange,’ I say. We both stare at the spoon as if it will do it again. Under the table, my fingers silver and tingle. I want him to touch my hand again. At the same time, I fear. 
Finch shakes his head. ‘Must be imagining things. It was a long shift tonigh.’ He finishes gluing the final choux bun into place. ‘There. Go to bed now. I’ll finish clearing up. Oh – before I forget –’ 
I turn, and he is holding something out to me. I stare at his hand. He has neat clean fingernails; his wrist has dark hairs on it. I take the offering from him, wondering if I will spark again. But thankfully this time I don’t. 
‘Didn’t know if you got these at home,’ he says. ‘Merry Christmas.’ 








He has given me a sock filled with knobbles. 
I empty it on my bed. Two satsumas, three nuts in their shells and four Quality Street. For me. I sniff the satsumas, line up the nuts and sweets where I can see them. One satsuma has a small sticky label with the word Peru. I peel it off carefully and stick it onto my arm. The sock says Friday even though it is not Friday. I go to sleep with it against my cheek. 

Christmas morning begins with a knock at the door. 
I am lying on the bed eating Quality Street. 
‘Can I come in?’ Stella’s voice. ‘Merry Christmas.’ She smiles as she steps into the room. She yawns and passes me a silver bag with a tag on it. ‘Doodles has been up for hours, binge-watching cartoons. She’s already halfway through her second selection box. May I?’ 
Stella wants to sit on the end of the bed, I realise. I move my feet aside. It still feels strange, to be so close to a human, to share their breathing space. ‘I just wanted to say thank you. For all that you’ve done. Wrapping those presents – it must have taken you … Well. Thank you so much. I really appreciate it.’ 


‘Stickotape has a significant design flaw,’ I say. 
There is a pause as Stella considers this. ‘It does, doesn’t it? Anyway, I hope you like your gifts. They’re just small things.’ She pauses. ‘Hug?’ she offers. 
I hesitate. Her arms are wide. And then we are embracing as I have seen humans do. Stella smells of cigarettes and lemons. Even though I know it won’t happen, I wait for the pain the Founders said would come. For a moment I cannot speak. 
When I am myself again, Stella is looking at me with a sad smile. ‘You needed that, didn’t you, love?’ She squeezes my hand. ‘Stay in bed as long as you like – I’d better check on the turkey. It defrosted after all – fancy that.’ 
‘Thank you for my silver bag,’ I tell her. I watch her leave, her skirt jangling. 
Inside the bag are two items, tissue-wrapped. I peel open the first, and it is a wax rose, embedded with glitter. It smells of roses, patchouli and jasmine and has a wick. I breathe in its scent, press it to my cheek and place it on my bedside table next to my presents from Finch. The next gift is a small pot, scratched underneath with an S, for Stella. It is beautiful and crooked like a seed. The items feel cool, but warm at the same time. I fold the tissue paper carefully. 
The bag tag has writing on: 


Silver – 
Sorry we got off on the wrong foot. Thank you so much for all your help in the past few days. We’re all really grateful. Merry Christmas!! 
Stella xxx 
I stare down at my feet and wonder which one Stella means. I untie the tag and place it where I can see it. Warm wafts of meat fat rise from downstairs. I can hear Stella clattering in the kitchen below. I frown. 
Should I have told her that I have invited guests? 








The door buzzes. It is Three Fingers, followed by Elvis and a thin-faced female with skin the colour of Washed Cotton. 
‘Brrrr, it’s awful cold out there. Are you sure it’s all right to come in, love?’ 
‘Oh yes.’ I smile brightly. I am wearing Betty’s Oyster Pink satin bolero jacket, teamed with Viridian Green
high-waist sailor pants. This is a good combination. I saw it on How to Do Vintage with Style. 
This time, instead of keeping my distance, I take Three Fingers’ hands in mine. They are warm and solid. I feel him hesitate and then squeeze mine hard. His hands are like spades, despite his missing digits. We release, and the moment hovers. There. It is both visible and invisible. A trembling in the space between us. Three Fingers’ eyes are glistening. 
‘Well,’ he says. ‘Well. This is nice.’ He coughs, pats my hand again. ‘I brought a guest. I hope you don’t mind.’ 
‘The more the merrier,’ I say, as I have heard on TV. My hands still tingle from Three Fingers’ touch. I do not want to think about Charybdis today. About how the Founders are wrong about the humans. Soon, I will have to think what this means. Soon, but not today. 


‘This is Tat and her dog, Ghost,’ he says. 
Tat wraps her arms around her body and wipes her nose with her sleeve before staring at the floor. Her whole body is shaking, I notice, and she keeps sniffing loudly. Ghost is the little white terrier that I have sometimes seen up at the rec. 
Tat seems to flinch a little when I come close. She is like a watchful bird. I touch her hand gently, not wishing to fear her. 
‘I like your dog,’ I tell her. She darts a glance at me and gives a small smile. 
Tat and Three Fingers smell … complicated. Layers of unwashed skin and damp benches and wet socks and old food and strong cigarettes and body excretions. 
Tat shivers. She barely opens her eyes. She is taller than Sylwia but appears much smaller. As if it is more than her size that has shrunk. 
I show them through to the dining room and fetch Stella’s lamb’s wool blanket from the back of the sofa. 
‘There you are,’ I say, tucking it in around Tat’s sharp shoulders. She does not thank me. Only stares at me with bleary eyes. 
The door buzzes again. Pepper springs from her basket and races up to Elvis and back again. 
‘Would you mind getting that?’ I ask Three Fingers. Finch is working the first Christmas lunch shift and Stella is trying to find matching dinner plates from a box in her shed. 
He looks across at the door. ‘Oh no, love, I don’t think your mum would like – I’ll just use your facilities to clean up a bit, if you don’t mind.’ 
I direct him to the bathroom. ‘I have left something for you to wear in there,’ I tell him. 


I let Betty in. She leans on her walking frame as I help her up the steps. She clutches me and steadies herself. This does not hurt. She is wearing a Fuchsia Pink ballgown and Peacock Blue eyeshadow. Her scent is exotic flowers. Out of the shadows of her house, she is shining. I clasp her hands and they are knotted like twisted wood. 
She pats me. ‘Bless you,’ she says. 
‘I like your hat,’ I tell her. It has dead birds on it. 
‘Hummingbirds,’ she tells me. ‘My Laurie was a taxidermist. I wanted him to do Ginger and Fred, but he wouldn’t let me.’ 
‘Who are Ginger and Fred?’ 
‘My budgies. Beautiful, they were. Used to come and give me a kiss every morning after my first fag of the day.’ She nudges me. ‘My clothes look good on you, dear. Used to love those trousers. Thought they made me look just like Lauren Bacall.’ 
I feel her nudge on my arm for moments after, its slow-dying warmth. 
‘Who are all these people?’ Doodles comes in from the TV room still wearing her Space Wars pyjamas. She wrinkles her nose. ‘They smell funny.’ 
‘Merry Christmas, little lady,’ says Betty. ‘Outspoken, aren’t you?’ She lets out a creaking laugh. ‘Just like I used to be at your age.’ 
Doodles scurries back into the TV room. 
Betty leans close and I do not back away. ‘That man sitting by the dog basket wearing my Barry’s dinner jacket – I’m sure I recognise him from somewhere …’ 
I turn to see Three Fingers reading Anna Karenina. By his side is his usual pile of library books. A Room with a View is his next read. ‘Oh yes, he is your neighbour.’ I smile. ‘Three Fingers O’Malley, from the rec on weekdays, and down by the library on weekends except when it’s raining.’ 


Three Fingers gets up. ‘Pleased to meet you,’ he says. He and Betty shake hands. ‘May I?’ He gestures towards the drinks table and passes her a drink which chinks with ice cubes. I am pleased that he has got much of the dirt out from under his fingernails and now smells strongly of Finch’s Twice As Spice aftershave. 
‘Made some Bellinis, like they serve at Harry’s Bar,’ he says. 
‘Harry’s Bar?’ Betty says. She holds the drink out in front of her like it is precious. 
‘Venice. Hemingway’s favourite drinking spot. Have you read Hemingway?’ 
He appears to be enjoying himself. Betty’s Barry’s suit looks very smart on him, and he seems to be standing taller. They are both doing a lot of loud-laughing and touching. 
Now I see that Finch has entered the room. I wonder about hugging him, but the action feels too huge. 
Three Fingers is helping Betty make another Bellini as Pepper and Elvis and Ghost chase tails. 
Finch stares. ‘Who are these people?’ he hisses. 
‘Just our Christmas guests.’ I smile. ‘Come in, come in. Have a Holiday Cupcake.’ 
‘Does Mum know?’ 
‘Have you met Tat?’ I say. ‘She’s asleep in the dining room.’ I hold a cupcake out to him. 
‘Bellini, lad?’ shouts Three Fingers. He’s found the vintage glassware. Holds his hands high as the dogs spin joyfully around his legs. 
‘That’s Elvis and Ghost,’ I tell Finch. 


He shakes his head slowly. ‘Where did you say Mum was?’ 
Three Fingers is offering round Hemingways now, with a rose petal floating in each one. Even Doodles gets one now she’s slunk back into the room. ‘Held the absinthe on the little’un’s,’ he winks. ‘Lime cordial.’ 
Finch’s mouth gapes. I offer him a plate of Starry, Starry Pies. 
He shakes his head and peers round the door into the dining room. Stops. ‘All right, Tat?’ he mumbles. 
‘All right, mate?’ Tat mumbles back. They give each other a complex knuckle nudge. Finch squats down and starts talking to her. Now that her eyes are open, I see that they are green. 
In the kitchen, the oven pings. The pan lids rattle. The smoke alarm wails. 
‘I think the stuffing’s burning,’ says Betty. ‘Do you want me to see to it, pet?’ 
Doodles is standing by the door holding her hands over her ears. 
‘I’ll go and get Mum,’ says Finch. 
‘Good idea,’ I say. I clap my hands. ‘Now that you have all had your pre-dinner drinks and nibbles, it is time for the entertainment.’ 
It is difficult to make myself heard over the din of dogs, timers, gadgets and smoke alarms. Three Fingers is flapping at the sensor with a tea towel. 
Finch stops me. ‘Um, Silver. I really don’t think you should do any, er, entertainment. It’s just that Mum probably won’t want to and –’ 
‘But it’s important to sing Christmas carols,’ I say. ‘I’ve made a list. We take turns choosing and –’ 
‘Silver. No.’ It is the same voice he uses when he is speaking to the dog. 


I feel my face flush warm. 
‘How about we just get everyone to sit down, and shove the dogs outside in the garden and get those fairy lights off Pepper and –’ 
‘But this is a surprise for Stella,’ I say. ‘This is all for her. It is to say sorry for letting Pepper eat her marking and buying Doodles the wrong presents and –’ 
‘Yes, yes, I know.’ Finch comes to stand next to me. Close. ‘It’s … really special, Silver. But let’s sit round the table now, OK?’ 
The alarm stops and his voice sounds suddenly loud. 
I watch as he starts lifting plates out of the dishwasher and carrying them into the dining room. ‘Doodles – why don’t you go back into the TV room where it’s nice and quiet?’ 
‘Can I make a den under the table instead?’ asks Doodles. 
‘Only if you let me bring you some mini food, OK?’ 
‘Is it astronaut food?’ 
‘Oh yes,’ he says. 
‘Would you let Three Fingers make you a special astronaut drink?’ I ask her. 
She nods vigorously. ‘And can Pepper come too?’ 
‘Yes,’ we both say. 
We find enough chairs to squeeze round the dining table and everybody helps carry the food in. Some of it is cupcakes and some is vegetables and the stuffing is a little burnt, and the turkey is still in its pan and not surrounded by a tumble of roast potatoes and parsnips and pigs-in-blankets like on the picture. I look at my pink squares on the kitchen table and place them behind the bread bin with everything else humans like to never read before it goes into recycling because it no longer seems to matter. 
‘We’ll not bother using the antique tureens. I don’t know where Mum’s got to,’ says Finch. He looks nervous but sits down anyway. 


I take my place next to him and gaze around the room. Betty is laughing at something Three Fingers has just said, and Elvis is licking buttercream off the end of Tat’s fingers and Doodles can be heard singing softly from under the table. Everyone is making ooooh and aaaah noises and I think that there is a word for this feeling and it is warm. 
Then, the sound of the back door. 
Finch looks at me, and his face says, Mum. 








‘Thought I’d have one more go at finishing my pots while the turkey’s in. Was that the smoke alarm I heard? Couldn’t find the turkey platter but did manage to locate the crackers. They were under – oh!’ Stella’s voice strains. ‘What are these dogs doing here?’ 
Finch gets up from the table and goes into the kitchen, where I can’t see him. 
‘Oh dear, oh dear,’ says Doodles from under the table. Everyone stares into their glasses. 
‘She did what?’ Stella’s voice hisses like the turkey in the oven. 
Her head appears round the door. 
‘Hello, lovey,’ says Betty. 
‘Hello,’ says Three Fingers. 
Tat mumbles something. She has crawled back to sleep in the armchair, dragging Stella’s blanket over her head. 
‘These are our, er, neighbours. It’s all right – Silver’s done extra food.’ Finch’s voice sounds taut. He guides Stella to sit at the head of the table. 
‘Here, take my chair, love. I’ll have the piano seat,’ says Three Fingers. Stella allows him to swap the chairs. She looks dazed. 
‘Elvis! Leave Pepper’s fairy lights alone.’ 
Stella’s mouth drops open. ‘Elvis?’ she mouths at Finch. 


Tat lets out a snore and Stella jumps. 
‘Oh, that’s Tat,’ Betty and Three Fingers say together, and he goes on, ‘Very tired, bless her. The hostel was noisy last night.’ 
There is a short silence, and Stella’s chest rises as she takes a breath. We wait, and then: ‘Well, what are we waiting for? Merry Christmas, everyone. Finch, will you carve?’ 

‘Aren’t you eating?’ Finch’s voice, warm beside me. 
I look down at my Christmas dinner, breathe in its rich steam. I have been gazing around the table. 
Finch is smiling at me. ‘They all look happy, don’t they?’ 
I mirror his smile. It feels easy. 
I press my fork into crisp-edged potato, dip it into scented gravy, raise it to my mouth. I have touched humans and felt no pain. I am hungry and I am eating and this is real. This is belonging. 

‘This,’ I say, ‘is my Christmas Showstopper.’ 
Doodles has come out from under the table specially to help me carry it in. The croquembouche is taller and better than the one that Cupcake Kate did in the final round. Nobody notices the bits of cardboard, and everyone makes oohing sounds, and the fizzing and popping sensation gets lighter and brighter. I stand in front of the guests, smiling and smiling. 
I watch them touching, heads close, hands describing their words, a squeeze on the arm, a pat on the shoulder, a tickle under the chin and a rub on the belly for the dogs. 


I wonder how any of this can be wrong, why the Founders lied. 








‘For goodness’ sake, Silver, put it down. It looks like it weighs a ton,’ Betty creaks. ‘I hope the caramel’s not too hard for my teeth.’ 
Finch rummages about in the dishwasher. ‘I think we’ve used all of the bowls.’ 
Stella smiles round. ‘You know, I feel a bit gone. Too many of your delicious Hemingways, Three Fingers.’ 
‘Oh, let’s just use mugs and teaspoons,’ says Betty, coming in from the kitchen. ‘I’ve found plenty of those.’ 
‘Isn’t this nice? Isn’t it lovely? All you lovely neighbours,’ says Stella. Her words are sliding into each other. 
Finch rolls his eyes. ‘How much absinthe did you put in those Hemingways again? Doesn’t it contain wormwood or something?’ 
Three Fingers makes a face. ‘I know exactly how much makes the perfect Hemingway. You don’t want to spoil it by being mean with your measures.’ 
‘Mean with your measures,’ murmurs Stella. She yawns. Someone gives her a mug of croquembouche and a teaspoon. 
‘Creamy as cream,’ says Doodles, who has come out from under the table. She sucks her fingers, then offers them to the dog. 
‘Ugh, Dood. That’s gross,’ says Finch. 
‘Not as gross as doing it the other way round,’ Doodles tells him. 


‘Well, I never,’ says Betty. ‘This croquem-wotsit’s lovely, dear.’ She offers some to Three Fingers, who bows his head and takes a swig of his cocktail. 
‘You know what this spun sugar reminds me of?’ he says suddenly. We all listen. On the sofa, Tat and Ghost are curled up, snoring. ‘On the racecourse, summer morning, crack of dawn. I once lay and watched a spider spinning its web for hours. Each dewdrop gleamed like it was a world of its own. Sun painting the sky in vermillion –’ 
‘Apricot Blush,’ I say. 
‘Violet.’ 
‘Pigeon Pink.’ 
‘Dove.’ 
‘Rose Gold …’ 
‘I watched and it was like time itself had stilled. The whole morning was holding its breath, seeing that spider.’ 
‘That’s beautiful,’ breathes Stella. Her eyes are shiny. She takes Three Fingers’ hand and presses it. They sit and smile at each other. 
Tat sighs in her sleep, still curled under the lamb’s wool blanket. 
‘Bless her, she’s exhausted,’ says Betty. She hobbles over and tucks her in. 
Finch leans over to me, doesn’t quite meet my eye. ‘I didn’t get a chance to tell you earlier, you look nice today.’ 
My chest flutters. 
There is silence apart from the cracking of the caramel and the tinkling of spoons against china and the smooth voice of Nat King Cole from the speakers, which is not silence at all, but is just as peaceful. I made this, as well as the food, I think. All these humans, squeezed around this table. 


And then I remember. 
‘Games!’ I smile. The Perfect Christmas Party says that all good parties contain games. ‘There’s the toilet-paper game, and the egg-throwing game, and Twister, and –’ 
‘Can’t we do something where we don’t have to move?’ slurs Stella. ‘They sound exhausting.’ 
‘Truth or Dare?’ suggests Finch. 
I do not know this game although I know what a dare is. I listen carefully as Finch explains that each player has a choice: to follow an instruction that may be silly or embarrassing or tell something that must be a truth. 
‘What is not a truth?’ I ask. 
‘Well, when it’s a lie.’ Finch’s face looks smiling and puzzled at the same time. ‘I’ll start,’ he says. ‘Three Fingers, truth or dare?’ 
‘Easy. Dare.’ Three Fingers puts down his mug. 
‘OK, you asked for it. I dare you to wash this lot up.’ 
‘That’s not a proper dare,’ says Doodles. ‘Dare you to sing a Christmas carol backwards.’ 
Three Fingers jumps up and sings ‘God Rest You Merry, Gentlemen’ while walking backwards out into the kitchen. Everyone laughs. 
‘Silver’s turn,’ says Finch, looking at me. 
I look back at him, and his eyes are deepwarm. 
‘Truth or dare?’ 
‘Truth,’ I say, because I do not want to walk backwards. ‘Grass is green. Larks sing on the hills. Today is Christmas Day.’ Truth is easy. I can tell many truths. 
‘Not that sort of truth.’ He laughs. ‘A bad one. Like a secret. One that nobody knows yet.’ 


‘A bad truth,’ I say. I look around at them all, these humans. Both Betty and Doodles have whipped cream on their chins. Three Fingers is scribbling in his little black notebook. Stella is sleeping gently on her hand, waking every few seconds with a start. The air around the table is warm and kind. 
It is Stella that gives me the idea. 
‘Does it have to be my truth?’ I ask. 
Finch shrugs. ‘I guess not.’ 
‘I have one,’ I say. I smile round at them all. Three Fingers makes the sound known as belching and apologises. ‘Davy Matthews, the man who is your father, is not an astronaut,’ I begin. No one speaks, so I continue. ‘He is in fact a physics teacher. When you were nine, he did not leave to train at NASA. Instead he met a woman called Lorna Jay online and moved to America with her. He has a new family of twin girls. He has a cat named Yuri and a dog named Buzz. He –’ 
‘Shut up,’ says Finch. ‘Just shut up.’ 
I stop. Something is happening to the air. It has pins and wire in it. ‘He does live in Houston, though,’ I say. ‘So that part is real.’ 
That is when I find out that bad truths hurt. 








‘Nothing is so painful to the human mind as a great and sudden change.’ 
Extract from Frankenstein by
Mary Shelley 
Finch knocks over one crystal Hemingway glass, one salt cellar and one candlestick when he leaves the room. His Christmas hat has fallen onto his chair. The cracker pulling seems many days ago. 
‘Oh God,’ Stella is saying. ‘Oh God, oh God.’ Betty puts her arm around her. Doodles slides under the table again. 
Betty looks up at me and her eyes are kind. ‘Maybe you should go, my dear. We can clear this lot up.’ 
‘Absolutely.’ Three Fingers stands up and gathers plates and mugs and spoons. ‘Leave this to us, love. We’re on the case, aren’t we, Betty?’ 
I must go to Finch, I think. Fix what the Bad Truth has broken. 

Finch has put something against his door, which means I cannot get in. When I swing up onto the roof and listen outside his window, loud music pumps, all pain and jagged edges. The skylight is locked and the blind pulled down. 


When I go downstairs again, Stella is sitting on the bottom stair, an unlit cigarette in her hand. 
‘How could you possibly know?’ she asks, without looking up. 
This time, I know that I cannot tell her the truth. I cannot say, I climbed inside your head, scanned the secret synapses of your mind, trespassed inside your body. I cannot say, I felt the tug of your child deep within you, watched as Finch’s father tore all of your futures into tiny pieces and saw them flutter even as the baby kicked its tiny feet against the warm walls of your womb. 
I cannot say any of these things. There is only one place that I can think to go. 

A raven cries harshly as it flies off the rock on the edge of Burnt Hill. I look down at the settlement, the roof that is the Matthews’. I have broken this house and its family. I tried to make things better but have made everything so much worse. I do not belong there. I never have. I belong nowhere. I am nobody. 
I cannot bear it, this hurting. This is the pain that the Founders warned us about. Here, on this hill, it will finally stop. The Founders will help me. 
I kneel on the cold ground, reach my hands up to the sky. 
‘Please come,’ I whisper. ‘I need to be Shielded. I need you to make this pain go away.’ 
The ground dazzles white and sudden. I stare at my hands and feel the familiar tingle as they start to silver. They have sensed my presence already, tracked me through my skin. They have come to save me. Charybdis. 








‘I know my true family. I belong to Charybdis.’ 
Extract from The Mantra, FOUNDR-12, Charybdis 
Welcome back, First Pioneer. 
It has been six days since my last Shielding. 
You have failed to Shield, despite it protecting you, despite it keeping you armoured. Why is this? 
‘I needed time to complete your task. You requested that I –’ 
The Founders know what we instructed. Pause. And did you accomplish this? 
‘I did, O Charybdis. I inhabited one of them. The mother – Stella.’ 
A strange image comes to my head then: Pepper, dropping her pink-and-yellow ball at my feet. Wishing for a pat on the head, to be praised. 
‘She allowed me to remain –’ 
Allowed? 
‘Oh yes, I –’ 
You are a Charybdian, are you not? As a pioneer, do you believe these humans have to grant you permission? 
‘I – no, of course not. It’s just that I –’ 
You are beginning to speak like them. Take care, pioneer, that their ways do not infect you. Pause. This is what happens when you do not Shield, when you fail to follow the Mantra. 


‘I have absorbed data, O Charybdis. I have kept to my mission –’ 
Silence. This we will find out for ourselves. 
‘O Charybdis, please … I feel such pain.’ I raise my face to the light. ‘Please Shield me.’ 
All in good time. See what happens when you do not Shield, child? You grow weak. You become like them. The whitelight overhead blinks. Tell us again why you have delayed. Pause. And this time, do not lie. 
‘I was … collecting new data. The humans had their Christmas. It is, was … a busy time.’ 
A busy time. Their voice is mocking. Child, you have allowed yourself to become ensconced in their lives. You convince yourself that they care. But behind your back they scorn you. Whisper and mock. These humans do not care about you. Remember that. Only the Founders care. 
‘It hurts so much,’ I gasp. Such a twisting in my stomach, this pain in my chest. Ever since the Bad Truth I have felt it. 
We can fix this. Would you like us to fix this? Cooing, gentle, soothing. 
‘Please –’ 
Prepare for Shielding. 
I stretch forward. Close my eyes as the Shielding beam searches, protects, strengthens. 
Time stretches thin until … 
You have gathered much that is of interest, child. 
I sigh. Feel my body untighten. 
These humans are just as weak as we expected. You have shown us their inner workings, their petty struggles and conflicts. All of it, absorbed into your skin, a perfect bank of data. And yet … 


I look up into the Shielding beam. I cannot see Charybdis, although I sense that it hovers close. It is too much of a risk for the Ship to unmasque over these hills. 
We sense a breach. 
I flinch. 
Hold out your hand. 
‘Please –’ 
As I watch, white fire spreads through the silver of my veins, moving down my arm to my left palm. Their Shielding has found something of interest. I wonder how I ever enjoyed its iced chill.
The place where Finch’s hand met mine burns. 
What is this, child? Their voice is kindly, curious, but the pain intensifies. 
I gasp. 
You are showing signs of attachment. Your skin is showing trace memory where you have been … touched. This is flouting the Mantra. Say the words. 
‘Stay away from the humans. Do not let them under your skin. To touch is agony, to feel is pain … Make it stop –’ 
Searing whitewhitewhite on my palm, where he touched me. 
‘Please!’ 
How did this happen? 
‘I was weak. I let down my guard. It will not happen again.’ 
And the others? 
‘The others?’ 
So many, did you not realise? 
More stabs of pain: Pepper’s lick on my hand. Betty’s clutch on my arm. The brush of Stella’s hair against my neck as she embraced me. Three Fingers’ hands clasping mine. The huff of breath on my face as Doodles leans over me. Each one is a burn. A white flare as Charybdis scans, and sweeps, and reminds me. They have read every touch upon my skin. Every stroke, nudge, squeeze is remembered and recalled. Each one burning like a brand. 


I writhe and twist, moaning. Then the burning stops, as suddenly as it began. I slump forward, panting, onto the burnt grass. 
It is time for a reminder of what happens when we trust. 








The beam of Charybdis darkens and then brightens. And now the hills shiver and vanish. The rocks, the trees, the town below become a gleaming holomorph city. Bright, soaring, proud. 
Once, we were a great civilisation. The Barbed Ones came from the sky, their ship crash-landing onto Charybdis. They were out of power and far from home. We were a compassionate race. We allowed these strangers into our lives, into our homes. ‘Come,’ we said, ‘let us offer you succour, provide you with the resources you need.’ 
The Barbed Ones were all charm, a small, slight people. But what power they lacked physically, they made up for with their words and whispers. They were good at talking, pretending, winning us round. The Charybdians, so trusting, were no match for these strangers. We did not know what they kept hidden. That beneath their cloaks they carried barbs: deadly, sharp, treacherous. 
‘How grateful we are,’ the strangers said, ‘to be offered sanctuary, to be taken in.’ They joined in our dancing, sang our songs, played games with our infants. 
The scene shifts. There is music and dancing. The Barbed Ones, with their dark cloaks and belted blades, join our people in their ritual dances. Here are the Charybdians, as we used to be in the time before, bright-eyed and clapping and swaying. 


I lean forward to see this world that was once mine. This world I never knew. 
They were particularly interested in our Charybdian skin. ‘What power it has! See how it sparks, it shines. And how does it work? What can it do?’ 
How eager we were to show them. What fools we were, to trust. 
We let the Barbed Ones into our trade zones, our seats of governance, our homes. And all the time, the strangers watched and learned, sharpening their barbs and making plans. 
The scene darkens. And though I know what is coming, have seen this story play out many times before, I hope for a different outcome. 
They came by night, while we were sleeping. They burned our cities. 
Fire. Screaming. A shining city, burning and broken. I am forced to relive the horror: the wild eyes, the plunging blades, the piled-up bodies. Infants cowering, crying. 
We learned the hard way how kindness makes you weak. How to never let your defences down. 
A Charybdian runs out into the square. They are on fire, hands beating at their face, skin sparking and silvering. Burning, it cannot heal itself, tries and fails to rematter. 
But there was worse to come. 
The Barbed Ones depleted our planet, moving into power, draining our resources, ruining our beautiful world. They stole our skin and used it against us. 
We did not make it easy for them. The Charybdian rebels fought back, learned how not to trust but to fight, using all their skin’s powers. They morphed to learn their next manoeuvre. They learned how to masque for deception. They learned stealth tactics. 


But all to no avail. In the end the Barbed Ones were too cunning. We had trusted too long, let strangers through our doors, into our homes and cities. 
The bravest of the rebels had a plan. We built a Ship, one which would take the survivors to a new home. Knowing this would take many years, we uploaded our consciousness to the Ship’s control system. We powered it with our own skin, and with all those that had lost their lives fighting. We created the Vortex, a whirlpool of data and energy to thrust us through space. 
Our Ship Charybdis rises huge and bright as a star above the blackened planet. 
We the Founders sacrificed our own skin to steer the Ship, vowing to never repeat the mistakes of the past. Never again to trust. 
The scene shifts back to a Charybdian stumbling alone, their skin sparking with fear. They do not see the Barbed One waiting in the shadows. Do not see them raise their barb, gently placing its tip to the cheek of their young victim. 
Then the slow scream of the knife. 








I cover my eyes with my hands. 
We watched and learned. No more pain. We would become strong. Rebuild our species. We would learn not to be weak. Not to be vulnerable. Not to trust. 
The last word a hiss. 
‘The humans are not the Barbed Ones,’ I whisper. 
Fool. Do you miss the lesson even now? We cannot take the chance. 
The scene shifts. And now rows of infants stand watching me, their steady gaze on mine. Accusing. 
Do you really want to be the one who has failed their people? They deserve the chance to seize a new world. What sort of existence is it on the Ship? Ever drifting, unanchored. This life was only ever meant to be temporary. 
The infants begin to chant the Mantra: ‘And out of every living thing of all flesh, the strongest and fittest we shall bring into the Ship, to keep them alive with you; they shall inhabit a new world.’ 
The bond between the Founders and the Children of Charybdis is unbreakable. We selected you from our dying planet’s gene pool. We altered and improved you for your own protection. Enhanced your powers in the growpods. Shielded you so that you are strong; so that you feel no pain, no disease, no injury. Built this Ship you call home. 


‘It does not hurt when the humans touch me!’ 
I blurt the words out. I want to understand. 
The wind picks up. A leaf flutters. 
What is that you say, child? 
My voice is a whisper. 
‘I do not see signs of danger from the humans. They have welcomed me. Maybe there is another way …’ My voice dwindles. 
You defy us. 
I flinch. A wind whips, gathers into a howl. A far-off raven flies away, protesting. 
Tell us about the human boy. The Founders’ voice is soft now, matter-of-fact, coaxing. 
I swallow. ‘His name is Finch.’ 
His name is not relevant. We want to know if he is vulnerable. Is he valuable to our project? Can we use him? 
To speak Finch’s name aloud feels like a betrayal, as if I have ceded something to Charybdis. As if they have spat him back out. 
Have you inhabited him? 
‘I have accessed his computer. He is disturbed of mind.’ 
He suspects. He watches. You have caused him to notice our Ship cover. 
‘No. He is interested in the stars. His father –’ 
You need to keep a careful watch over this human boy. It may be that there is more. Keep him close. Observe his movements. Inhabit him. But remember the rules. Let us say the Mantra. 
I dip my head. 
Do you recognise your true family? 
‘I know my true family.’ 
Will you be strong? 


‘I will be strong.’ 
Will you be resistant? 
‘I will be resistant.’ 
Will you be vulnerable? 
This last is a trick. I do not fall into the word-trap. I am strong. I am resistant. I am powerful. 
‘I will never let myself be vulnerable,’ I say. 
The image in front of me blinks out and I am once again surrounded by trees. When I look up at the sky, the Ship that is Charybdis is also gone. 








What does it mean, to trust? 
Trust is not about smiling faces. Trust is something between people that trembles in the air. It is the spider’s web that Three Fingers described, threading its weave each to each. It is both delicate and strong. 
There is pain inside me which twists and sickens. It is the pain of knowing that I have hurt the humans. 
Now I have Shielded, I am all-powerful, yet my skin remembers the bright flare of the Founders’ rage on each part that the humans touched. I yearn to not hurt, to feel the mist settle on my forehead, my cheeks, my neck instead. 
A bird calls, answered by another. A hollow fluting, beautiful as an ache. 
The Founders say that humans are like the Barbed Ones. 
But what if this is wrong? What, after all, is Project Ultima? They are using me to inhabit these humans, first Sylwia, then Stella, now Finch. Where will it end? What will I have started? 
I picture the cadets alighting on the hills, streaming down towards this town, these houses. I am helping Charybdis in their plan by living with this family. I do not want to think about what will happen to Finch, to Stella, to Doodles once it happens. To go there is too dark, too burning. 


A voice sneaks: It is Charybdis that harms and causes you pain, not the humans. 
I am squatting in a human body. I come with smiles, am welcomed and trusted. I am treacherous to the humans, not they to me. It is I who am the deceiver. I am the Barbed One. 
On board the Ship, we were taught to be single-minded, to have no mercy, to never show weakness. 
But can I trust the teaching of the Founders? 






BEFORE

‘Blessed are the ruthless, for they shall inhabit.’ 
Extract from The Mantra, FOUNDR-12, Charybdis 
I cast my eyes over the competition. Once we shared the Nurture Rooms. Now we are rivals. It will not do to show the other cadets how I fear. Cadet 10 blinks twice at me and I feel courage. It is our special sign. Two against the rest. 
I have grown tall. I flex my fingers, feeling the warm glow of being newly Shielded. The power that the Founders gift us flows over my skin, through my body. Making me shine. 
Ten of us, then. Not so many as the last phase. I wonder where they go, the cadets who did not get chosen. If they stay on the deck below, relearning their lessons with the infants. There is much to do on the Ship: teaching, watching, maintenance. If we pass this challenge, we rise to the next level, have a bigger sleep pod. If we pass this test, we start to train to be First Pioneer. 
The testing room is blank and empty but for a raised platform. The monitor explains the test. We must one by one climb to the platform and jump, morphing in mid-air before landing safely. 
I glance at Cadet 10 and their eyes are bright. They turn to me and nod. We have practised these skills, in our secret training sessions outside of class when the blackouts shut down the Ship. 


The ever walls flare with the voice of the Founders. 
Welcome, cadets, to this selection phase. Repeat after us. Only the strongest and best will win. 
‘Only the strongest and best will win.’ 
You may begin. 
The Monitor calls the first climber: Cadet 21. 
This cadet is one of the best athletes. They climb onto the platform quickly and neatly, raising their arms at the top, eyes steady and focused. They jump without hesitation, spinning midway through to morph into a silver ball, which lands harmlessly and rolls away into the corner. It is a deft performance. After, however, the cadet struggles to re-form, their limbs pushing and retracting from the sphere shape. It is a long time before they emerge, staggering before standing to face the ever wall. 
A little ambitious, Cadet 21. However, you show courage and determination. Perseverance. Pause. But it is not perfect. And perfection is what we seek. 
The cadet sinks to the ground, head hanging. 
Next it is the turn of Cadet 10. I double-blink at them but they have already turned away to climb. I admire how fluid their moves are, the grace as they step lightly onto the platform. I still my fingers. I will Cadet 10 on. We have done this many times, taking it in turns to jump and land safely. Slowing yourself down by unmattering just a little is the way to do it. But to morph in the middle … That is the challenge. 
There is a tiny pause as Cadet 10 collects themselves. And then they leap. Neatly. Gracefully. Precise as a cat. 


I wait below, trying to stop myself sparking. I must stay strong. 
What will they morph as? 
As I watch, the small, neat torso of Cadet 10 lengthens. Their forehead shortens, their oval eyes widen. 
Me. They have morphed as me. How strange, that they have never shown me before that they can do this. 
Their eyes double-blink at me just before they land. A perfect landing. Not even their foot stepped back. 
A ripple and they are back to their own form. 
Congratulations, Cadet 10. A perfect jump and morphing. You are through to the next phase. 
Cadet 10 dips their head. 
My skin shivers and tingles. They did it. They are through. I wait as others are called up to jump and morph, until there are only two of us left. 
Your turn, Cadet 39. 
At the top, I close my eyes. What should I morph as? Perhaps I should morph as my training ally as they did me, showing the secret bond between us. But this may look suspicious. I hesitate as I look down. 
I know what shape I will mimic. It is the most difficult morphing of all. If I miscalculate, I will not be able to re-form and I will land badly and fail. But there’s no time to rethink it. 
As I jump, I summon up the right shape just before I land. Not so neatly as Cadet 10, but … 
A pause from the ever walls. Then: 
A human, Cadet 39. How interesting. A difficult challenge. And to add in a roll. A risk. 
I wait. Was it too much of a risk? Will they think it foolish and misjudged? 


I stare at the ever wall. I can feel Cadet 10’s eyes on me. I do not know what they are thinking. I do not look back at them. 
You have done well, Cadet 39. You take first place. 
I bow, clenching my fists to stop from sparking. 
The final contender is Cadet 4. 
Cadet 4 is quaking. Their eyes slide. I remember them from the Nurture Rooms. A whimperer. One who clutched at air as if to seek something that was lost. 
Please climb. 
The Monitor’s voice is cool and smooth. 
I know what is to happen before it does. Cadet 4 is standing all wrong. They will fail. They will fall. 
And this is good, I tell myself. They will leave the process. This is good for me. 
But they will hurt. They will feel pain. 
They stumble, they blunder. An ugly jump. I cannot – 
I cannot watch. 
Of course they fall. They could not morph, could not decide. They land badly. The silence straight after is wide as the room. Unnatural sounds come: keenings, wails. We wish they would stop. We stand around, wait for the Monitors to help. But they do not move. 
The ever walls flare. Cadet 4, you have failed. 
This we know. We wait. 
Gather round the fallen one, cadets. Repeat the Mantra: It is kind to teach the weak a lesson. It is better to die than to fail. 
Cadet 10 is the first to spark at them. 
‘Only the strongest survive. The weak must fall,’
they cry. They spark again and this time the other cadets join in. 


The fallen cadet cowers and covers their eyes. They are still half-morphed, an ugly sight, misshapen. 
‘What are you?’
Cadet 10 jeers.
‘Could you not even jump?’ 
Another spark. This one comes from the tall cadet, the one who morphed into a ball. It strikes Cadet 4 in the throat. 
Why do the Monitors not help? I think. Why do the Founders not call a halt to this? And yet I know it is kind to teach them a lesson. 
Still the cadets chant. ‘Only the strongest survive. The weak must fall.’ 
I hover at the edge of the room, skin fizzing. We must teach them a lesson. It is for the good of the Ship. But
I cannot do it. I cannot spark at Cadet 4. Even though I know the Founders will see that I did not join in. 
The Monitors stand and watch. The ever walls are silent. Only the chanting continues, the repetition of the Mantra. 
Cadet 10 darts a glance at me, eyes glowing. I cannot read their expression. But it feels like excitement. Triumph. Enjoying the game. 
When it is over and we are returned to our sleep pods, I ask a Monitor what will become of Cadet 4. They wave me away. 








When I get back to the house, Finch’s door is still shut. I knock. No answer. He’s not there. I open the door. His room is dark except for the green shine of a constellation of stars stuck to the ceiling above his bed. His computer glows. 


Dear Dad, 
I hope you are OK learning to be an astronaut. Is it fun? Have you had your suit fitted yet? What’s it like being weightless? I miss you. 
Lots and lots of love from Finch xxx 
P.S. We’ve got a puppy and her name is Pepper. She’s really small but she has enormous paws. 
Dear Dad, 
I know that you’re too busy to read these, but I’m going to keep writing them anyway. You haven’t replied to any of my others, not even one. Maybe Johnson Space Centre, Houston, Texas, is too big a place to send emails to. I’ve asked Mum what your home email is but she says she doesn’t know. But I’m going to keep writing these anyway. It makes me feel, well, it doesn’t matter. 
Shall I start with telling you about school? Today we did a project on the Victorians and then we learned how to do Venn diagrams. I’m in the Maldip Colts football team, but defensive midfield not centre forward. 
Love Finch 
Dear Dad, 
I’ve realised that there’s just no way you can be an astronaut. I mean, who gets to be one of those? Also I’ve looked you up, and you’re nowhere online, and you would be somewhere, wouldn’t you? I mean, if I googled your name and just put ‘astronaut’, it’d come up, wouldn’t it? So. 
I’ve decided you must be an aerospace engineer instead. It’s an important job, Dad. I’ve researched it. Without you, aerospace vehicles wouldn’t get designed. They wouldn’t get tested. Navigation and control systems wouldn’t get built. So it’s just as important. Totally. 
Finch 
Dear Dad, 
Hello? Hello? Hello? 
Are you there? 
Are you ever there? 
Your son (remember me???) 
Finch 
Dear Dad 
Fuck you. 
There are many more of them: one hundred and ten, almost one for each month since Finch’s father left. There are only three from the last year, though. They become shorter and the word count gets lower as time passes. Sometimes they appear to be unfinished, as if Finch has lost the words, has unplanted them. 
I stop reading. 
I do not know why. Only that it feels wrong. I am seeing secret thoughts, intruding upon another’s life. Like inhabiting Sylwia. I have stolen her life, her dreams, her body. 
It is the same feeling as I had when watching the others torment and mock Cadet 4. A wrongness. A twisting. I cannot do this: deliberately hurt another. I have been taught that weakness is something to be mocked and reviled. But seeing Finch’s pain in words, remembering Cadet 4’s cries of pain as they are kicked and sparked at, feeling Sylwia needing her body back to be freed … 
At first I took what I needed, stepped inside Sylwia, and then into Stella. But now, all is different. I did not know the humans up close then. I believed I was a good pioneer, working hard, gathering data, following instructions, unquestioning, knowing no other way. Now everything is changed. 
You have let yourself become close, let them get under your skin. 
The Founders are wrong. I can never go back to how I was before. How, then, can I ever do what Charybdis demands and inhabit him? 
I shut the lid and leave Finch’s room, closing the door gently behind me. 


Doodles is standing in the hallway. ‘Everyone’s left and Mum’s crying.’ Her face is very serious. ‘It’s because Finch has gone all the way to America.’ 
Downstairs, Stella is staring at a new note on the fridge door. ‘I’ve had too much to drink. I can’t drive. I don’t know what to do. He can’t go, he –’ Her face crumples. 
I look at the note. 
Mum, 
I managed to get a last-minute ticket to Houston. I’ve used my gap-year money. I’ve got to know, Mum, got to meet him and see for myself. I want you to know it’s not your fault. I don’t know when I’ll be back. 
Love, 
Finch 
‘I can help,’ I say. 
Stella looks up, and her face says, Have you not done enough? 
‘I can help,’ I repeat. I fiddle with my sleeves, fearful that I may spark. 
‘We could ask the reindeers if they’ll help us,’ says Doodles. She twists her fingers. ‘I expect they will if they’re not too tired.’ 
I nearly tell her that reindeers do not speak or fly, but this would be another Bad Truth. Instead, I tell her that Houston, Texas, is exactly four thousand, seven hundred and forty-three miles away from Maldip. 
Stella bursts into fresh tears. 
‘But it’s only one hundred and twenty point three miles to Terminal 2, Heathrow Airport,’ I add. I have scanned this and know it to be the next Christmas Day flight to Houston. 


I must get him back. He cannot leave, not now. 
‘I’ve been drinking,’ Stella says. ‘He’s taken his motorbike. I can’t drive –’ She looks up. ‘Can you?’ 
I close my eyes to scan Sylwia’s memories for the relevant information. Then I open my eyes and nod. ‘I can now.’ 
Somehow I must find a way to get Finch back. Without him, I cannot do as Charybdis wishes, fulfil the Founders’ command. But it is more than this. Their warnings on Burnt Hill already seem far away, like something seen through the wrong end of a telescope. My real reason is both complicated and simple. 
Without Finch I cannot say that I am sorry. 








Sylwia has driven her grandfather’s car once, and his tractor many times. Human vehicles, fuelled with fossils, are clunking, grumbling, choking things, on pitted, obstacle-snarled roads. 
I look through the windscreen at the drifting night clouds and imagine I see Charybdis, watching and burning. I shiver. Newly charged, my hand sparks, and I pull down my sleeve to hide it. 
‘Are you sure you’ve passed your test?’ Stella breathes fast as we mount the kerb to take the shortest route out of town, across the playing fields. 
‘I want to go home and watch Doctor Who,’ says Doodles for the third time. 
I sweep the satellites and traffic data for possible routes. Destination: Heathrow. Finch’s bike is 1000cc. Stella’s Vauxhall is 1200. This vehicle has a full-velocity potential of one hundred and nine miles per hour. To reach Finch, we need to travel one hundred and twenty point three miles. This means we will reach our destination at approximately 21:28 hours. The next flight to Houston is at 21:45 hours. It is still possible. 
Stella looks a little wild from her panicked scramble for passports, money, keys. I have Sylwia’s ID and purse. Stella’s pecking at her phone, trying to buy cheap plane tickets to any location. ‘In case security won’t let us through,’ she mutters. ‘I shouldn’t have drunk all those Hemingways.’ 


‘Pleeeeeease. Muuuuuuuum. We’re missing Doctor Whooooo …’ 
‘Eat your Pringles, lovey.’ 

Everything is sharp since my Shielding. My skin fizzes. I allow an old human with a small dog to cross the road and then I slam my foot full down. 
To drive a 2009 Vauxhall Corsa 1200cc at full velocity is exhilarating. I ignore such impediments as traffic islands, lights, crossings, roadworks, queuing vehicles and speed signs and take the most direct route. It helps that the roads are mostly empty, save for container trucks, due to it being Christmas night, and that the extra lane humans call the ‘hard shoulder’ is almost always clear. 
Once on the M4, I veer sharply around a stray Mini Cooper and its attendant traffic cone, undertaking several Eddie Stobarts. Stella is by now too tired to scream. 
I have left the string of blue flashes far behind. The speed-camera administrators will find that their data footage has been scrambled by my well-aimed sparks. Doodles has fallen asleep over her Pringles. 
20:58. All is good. 
‘I always meant to tell him, you know.’ 
Stella’s voice is soft. I weave in and out of a cluster of holiday travellers in full-to-the-brim VW Transporters, presumably also making their way to the airport. Stella tightens her hand on the passenger strap but otherwise makes no movement. 


‘Was it after I’d drunk that bottle of wine that I told you? It wasn’t your fault, Silver. I’m the one to blame. He won’t leave us, will he? Please don’t let him leave the country.’ 
I am not sure whether this is a prayer or to me. 

Half an hour later I park the Corsa by a sign that says Departures. Stella wakes Doodles. 
‘We have seventeen minutes,’ I tell her. 
I have saved us eleven by bypassing the Park and Ride. I watch Stella help Doodles from the back seat. It is then that we both realise she is not wearing shoes. 
‘Oh God, I’ll have to carry her.’ 
‘Flight UA4 from Gate 8,’ I say. Stella nods. 
Leaving a traffic attendant poking at the car, we hurry through towards Departures. An airport terminal is very like shopping at Christmas: bright overheads and twinkly floors. Slow-revolving stairways. Strangers patterning busily. 
Stella is near collapsing. I watch her struggle with the weight of her sleepy child and wonder how it would be if I offered to help. The breath on my neck, the outrage from Charybdis. 
I am powerful. I am strong. I reject all intimacy. 
‘You can walk now, Doodles. Come on.’ 
‘But I’m not wearing shoes, Mum!’ Doodles’s voice is a wail. ‘I can’t walk in socks. I can’t –’ 
‘This way,’ I say. The distance to Finch is shrinking. I will get him back. I will find him for Stella. 
‘Boarding passes, please.’ 


Stella turns to me. ‘We’ll take it from here. I’ve managed to get us two tickets to Paris – just to get us through to the gates.’ She quickens her step, places her phone over the scanner. ‘At least it’s not busy on Christmas Day. Wish us luck –’ 
They hurry towards a sign saying Security. 
I cannot stay here. Cannot wait without doing something. I go to follow them. 
A woman steps in front of me. Blue suit, grey headscarf, a badge on a blue ribbon: Making Every Journey Better.

‘I need to get to a passenger –’ 
‘I’m sorry. You can’t get through, not without a boarding pass.’ 
They will be too slow. 
Ahead of me, Stella is absorbed by the crowd, staggering, still half-carrying a complaining Doodles. What if they are not in time to stop him? 
When the attendant moves away, I step up to the barrier. Place my wrist where my boarding pass should be. Focus. There. The gate opens. 
People are taking plastic trays, tipping in their things. Security guards stand watching. Too late, I realise that there are scanners to walk through. 
I wait in line, probing data, checking, seeing. A crude electro-magnetic machine. Will it pick up on my skin, realise I am not all-human? 
My skin begins to spark with panic. I try to tamp it down. 
The travellers in the queue are too slow. A family and their child, gathering belongings, unlacing boots, unzipping laptops, fumbling for bottles, keys, bags. I wait my turn, recite their colours to soothe myself, to keep calm. Pebble. Jelly Bean. Burnt Earth. 


‘Move it, won’t you?’ A woman in pink is scowling at me, arms folded, slow-chewing. She is behind me in the line. 
I realise an officer in uniform is beckoning. She wants me to pass through next. 
Can I do this? 
I take a deep breath and step inside the machine. 
Pulse. 
I can feel the waves trying to pass through. 
Pulse. 
Disturbing. Intrusive. My whole skin throbs as it pushes back. I am on the brink of sparking. I focus on containing it, make it do as I wish. I need it to let me through. 
Calm. Stay calm. You can do this. That’s right. 
It is an electromagnetic pulse, that is all. My skin contains metallic elements. Which means my whole body is distorting the pulse. I just need to cancel out this distortion, steer the wave. Manipulate the magnetic field. Push it back, away. 
At first, nothing. The security guard’s eyes narrow as she watches me. 
Concentrate. My whole body trembles. 
And then she nods curtly. I am safe. I can go through. 
A huge rush as I relax and step out of the scanner, move away. I think I see him ahead: Finch. 
‘Hey – hey! What’s happening?’ 
An alarm sounds. 
I walk faster. The young man I am following turns to see what is causing the noise. No, it’s not Finch. Only someone with the same dark hair. 
Raised voices behind me. I turn. The woman in pink is waving her arms as security officers lead her away from the sparking machine. 


The heart that is Sylwia’s hammers. That was close. But I am through. I am safely past the security system. 
If only I am in time to find Finch. 
I run over twinkly floor tiles, through a spritz of perfume fug, under the glaring lights of Duty-Free and up the escalator. People stare but I do not stop, must find Stella and Doodles, must find Finch. 
At the departure lounge of Gate 8 there is a crowd of passengers. I scan them quickly. Pushchairs. Couples. Families. Children sitting on luggage. I push through to the front desk. 
‘I’m sorry, you can’t do that. You must wait in line.’ 
‘Do you have a priority pass? If not –’ 
I scan and re-scan as passengers stream past me. 
‘He’s not here, oh, he’s not here –’ Stella suddenly appears, panting. Looks around wildly. A woman with a Steward badge is cordoning off the boarding area by the desk. 
‘I’m sorry, these passengers are for the next flight. That one’s had its last call.’ 
‘But I need to talk to one of your passengers –’ 
‘I’m sorry, madam.’ 
‘But I’m his mother –’ 
Stella places her hands on either side of the desk. Doodles runs to the window. 
‘I must ask you to step back, madam.’ 
‘I need you to show me the list of passengers.’ 
‘I am not at liberty to give you that information, madam.’ 
‘It’s flying, Mummy, it’s flying!’ 


We turn and watch a Boeing 747 flash down the runway and heave itself into the sky. 
Stella lets out a wail. 
‘You always were rubbish at identifying planes.’ 
He is standing with his rucksack on one shoulder. I realise that for the first time he is not wearing his NASA jacket. 
‘Finch – oh my God –’ 
‘That’s not the Houston aircraft. It’s a 787.’ His voice cracks. ‘I couldn’t do it, Mum. I was scared to know.’ 
‘Oh, Finch.’ 
His face is wet, Stella’s too. I move away and watch the three of them clutch each other. It is as if only they exist, this tight, damp huddle. They sit on the bench for a long time, talking and hugging and touching. Doodles wriggles to sit close to her brother. They watch the planes through the window. Around them, people come and go, form lines, eat and drink, sit and read and watch and wait. 
The three of them make patterns of their own: vivid, bright, warm. 
I slump in my chair, overcome with relief and fatigue. 

‘Silver?’ 
It is Finch. He is holding out a drink – something steaming in a paper cup. 
‘I thought you might like a coffee. After your drive.’ 
The coffee steams in my hands. Finch’s face is blotchy. If I touched it, it would be damp. His eyes burn. 
‘Thank you,’ I say. There are so many more things I want to tell him. His lips quirk into an almost-smile. 


We drink our coffee in silence and then return to Stella and Doodles. 
Together we ride back down the escalator, Finch carrying his little sister. 
‘Are you sure about not going?’ asks Stella. 
‘There’s always Zoom,’ says Finch. His answer is short. 
When we get outside, she turns to him. ‘Please travel back with us.’ 
‘It’s all right, Mum. I’m not going anywhere. I’ll just follow on my bike. I can’t leave it here.’ 
Stella gives her son a quick hug. ‘I’ll see you back at home, then.’ She glances at the Corsa. ‘I can’t believe we didn’t get clamped.’ 
I kick the clamp into the bushes. I unfused it while they were talking. 
The journey home is quiet. Stella and Doodles sleep. As I drive, I stare at the night sky. I have done my duty for Charybdis. The Founders will be pleased. I have found Finch and now I will be able to inhabit him. 
I try not to think how this prospect makes me cold. 
But if I fail, what punishment awaits me? 
Will I, like Cadet 10, be cast into the Vortex? 






BEFORE 
‘Infant 39, are you awake?’ 
My eyes snap open to see Infant 10 hanging over me. Their eyes gleam in the dark. 
‘Where is the ever sun? What is happening?’ I ask. 
The walls are silent. The light which shines always on our Ship, within each chamber, dimming only a little at night, is gone. 
‘It has vanished. Everyone sleeps but for us.’ 
‘But why? Where is it? We must raise the alarm –’ 
‘Be calm. They must have a reason for this blackout.’ 
The word is unfamiliar and strange. I have never before seen such a thing occur on the Ship. 
Infant 10’s sleep pod is above mine. I hear the hiss as it slides fully open. ‘What are you doing?’ I ask them. 
Now they are standing before me. ‘I have an idea. This is the perfect time to practise our skills. Now we are seven in Earth years, we are in line to become cadets.’ Infant 10’s mouth flickers. ‘You do want to be chosen, do you not? This is our chance to get ahead of the others.’ 
I stare. ‘But we have to stay in our pods.’ 


‘Do you fear?’ 
‘It is against the Mantra,’ I tell them. We have just started learning its lessons. 
‘The Mantra states that in order to be cadets we must be relentless in our quest to be the best. A blackout is the perfect time to practise.’ A pause. ‘Will you join me?’ 
Infant 10 is right. We can use this time to practise our lessons. Our sparking, agility and duelling. Maybe even try to masque and morph ahead of cadet training. While the rest of the infants sleep on. 
My skin fizzes. 
‘There have been blackouts before,’ Infant 10 tells me. ‘I found out from the Monitors. They are times when the Ship becomes quiet. Even the ever walls are stilled, to preserve power. We are supposed to chant the Mantra until the ever sun brightens and makes everything shine again.’ They lean closer. ‘They told me to keep this secret, to not fear the other infants. But I am telling you because you are like me. You are brave.’ 
Infant 10 watches me intently. Their eyes have sparks of fire and light inside. 
‘When we begin our cadet training, there will be tough competition. We must learn to jump, climb, hide, fight. But we will win, you and me. If we stick together.’ They double-blink. ‘Two against the rest.’ 
‘Two against the rest,’ I repeat. My hands flare with excitement. I feel the fizzing of this connection between us, this secret thing we are about to do. 
‘Where shall we practise?’ 
‘I know a place.’ 


‘Will we be seen? What if the Monitors –’ 
‘The Monitors watch only the growpods during blackouts. I have seen this.’ 
We slip past the other sleepers, the banks of newgrowns and infants each in their separate rest pod. The portal glides open as we approach. We are never locked in. Why would we be? The Founders keep us safe. 
Infant 10 leads me to the blocked portal of the old gymnasium. The aperture is just wide enough to squeeze through if we unmatter. On the other side we rematter, bright with daring. 
Inside, the shadowed equipment is dim now that the ever sun sleeps. Infant 10 is right. This is the best time to practise our skills. What we can do in the dark, we will perform even better in full light. 
This room is in the old part of the Ship, built when it was first engineered. It is no longer used now that there are modern arenas. 
‘What shall we practise first?’ I ask. 
‘We could play a dare game.’ 
‘What do you mean?’ 
Infant 10 considers. ‘We take it in turns to think of dares for each other. But they have to be practising a skill: sparking, masquing, morphing.’ 
‘We don’t know how to do those things yet.’ 
‘I know that. But one day we will.’ 
One day we will. Infant 10 means for our pact to be long-term. My skin fizzes warm. 
‘My turn first,’ they say. ‘Let us play hide and spark.’ 
Laughing, we chase each other in the dark, ducking behind gym equipment, squirreling over practice boulders, our flashes giving each of us away. 


‘Now my turn.’ I consider. ‘First to climb the wall. We spark at the loser.’ 
‘Easy –’ 
We launch ourselves at the climbing wall, finding footholds and grips, unmattering and remattering to squeeze through apertures. We reach the overhang at the same time and rest together, waiting to get our energy back. 
‘What did it feel like, to be chosen for extra Shielding?’ I ask, thinking of our first Mantra lesson. 
‘It was incredible. Warm. Golden. Like the ever sun, only much, much better. You will be chosen next, you will see. Then we will both be extra powerful.’ 
‘And then they will choose us to be –’ 
‘Pioneers and –’ 
‘We will get to go to the new world,’ we say in unison. 
We crouch at the top of the climbing wall. Even if a Monitor comes, even if the blackout ends early, no one would ever think of looking up here. 
Suddenly Infant 10 shifts. ‘Can you hear that?’ 
They are placing their head to the wall. I do the same. 
There. A rushing. Something ceaseless, hungry. 
‘What is that?’ I ask, listening close. 
Infant 10’s eyes are wide. ‘I think it is the Vortex. We should go and see it.’ 
‘No, we must not. The Vortex is sacred – nobody has ever seen it.’ But I know we both want to get closer. To see. To feel. 
Infant 10 wriggles towards a gap at the back of the overhang. They turn to me. ‘Here. The walls are thinner in this old part of the Ship, and the panel is missing.’ 


They are right. There is a gap just big enough to reach a hand through, and beyond it I glimpse a large chamber and within it … Ceaseless spinning. A million colours. A roaring. 
Oh. 
A yelp of surprise from Infant 10 drags my eyes away from the whirl of the Vortex. 
‘What is it?’ 
‘The casing has come away. I can feel the Vortex itself! Put your hand inside.’ Infant 10 turns to me, eyes gleaming. 
‘No, no, I cannot,’ I say. 
‘I dare you. I did your dare.’ 
I squeeze into the gap between the top of the climbing wall and the ceiling. The sound is louder here, the rush of it. I am aware of Infant 10 watching behind me as, slowly, I place my hand in the gap. At first the Vortex repels me; it is impossible to push back against its force. But then it draws my hand in, enveloping it, tugging, insisting. I am connected to the Vortex. I can feel its call. 
‘Infant 39?’ Infant 10’s voice sounds strange. Jealous. Yearning. Wistful. ‘Do you feel anything?’ 
‘Yes, I feel it.’ I wriggle closer, twisting to look. 
But wait. There is someone in the chamber below. A figure, standing at the edge of the platform, very still, looking over into the Vortex. 
‘I want another turn.’ Infant 10’s voice is insistent. 
‘There is someone there,’ I say. ‘I see them.’ 
‘Who can it be?’ 
‘I do not know.’ 
‘Let me take a look.’ 


Slowly I withdraw my hand, wishing I had learned to morph to ease my transition through the narrow space. I am reluctant to leave the Vortex, its skin-tingling energy, but I move aside to let my companion take their turn. 
‘Oh, it is wonderful. Better than Shielding even. Oh, I see them too. They are stepping forward …’ Then Infant 10 starts to twist and writhe. 
‘What is wrong?’ I ask. 
‘It is becoming stronger. I cannot – pull my hand away –’ Infant 10’s voice becomes ragged. ‘Too strong –’ 
Suddenly the ever sun blinks on, glaring light into the gymnasium. 
‘Oh, oh,’ I cry. 
The power is back. That is why the Vortex is increasing in strength. 
The Vortex is hungry. It will not let Infant 10 out of its grip. I make as if to reach out, but stop at the look in their eyes. Just in time I remember the Mantra, try to push down my fear. 
A gasp as Infant 10 finally manages to pull away. 
They are safe. We stare at each other for a moment. 
Infant 10 speaks first. ‘Come,’ they say. ‘The Monitors will be waking. We must return to our pods.’ 
They do not look at me as we hurry back, but I know that they are shaken. I wonder what would have happened if they had not managed to pull away in time. Whether they, as I do, fear the power of the Vortex. 








A few days later, when all has returned to normal, Doodles is having one of her episodes, as Stella calls them. Pepper slinks to her basket. Finch stays in his room. In the kitchen, Stella is making a mug of tea. 
‘Can I help?’ I ask. 
Doodles’s voice rises, shouting and crying. 
Stella puts down her mug and teabag and gets wine from the fridge instead. She shakes her head, leaves the kitchen by the back door. I see the light snap on inside her shed. Pepper looks at me. 
‘What shall I do, Pepper?’ 
She gazes at me and thumps her tail against the basket. 

On Doodles’s bedroom door, there is a sign that says KEEP OUT!

I knock on it. I have brought her two biscuits and a glass of milk because she hasn’t eaten her dinner. She opens the door, takes the milk, and throws it at me. I sit on the stairs outside her room, the white liquid dripping onto my clothes, and wait until the door reopens. 
‘You can come in now,’ Doodles says. Her eyes are the same red as her mother’s. She twists her hands before letting me into her room. ‘I’ve done a very bad thing,’ she says. ‘Don’t tell Mum.’ 


Her bedroom looks very different, it is true. Her chair is toppled over, her bed pulled out from the wall. There is bedding thrown across the floor, and the contents of both her bin and schoolbag have been emptied everywhere. She begins to cry, and I sit down on the floor and watch her. 
‘I broke all of my new pens,’ Doodles says. Her face is blotchy and snail-slimed. 
‘Why?’ I ask. 
‘I can’t go to bed. My room is horrible.’ 
The crying noise resumes, then stops. 
‘Shall we clear it up?’ I suggest. 
Doodles nods. 
We sort her things into different piles: her books about space, mermaids, fire engines; her drawing paper and pens. We collect the snapped-in-half felt-tips and arrange them like a rainbow on the carpet. We line up the contents of Stella’s old make-up bag in order of size and then colour. We try to organise Doodles’s book spines by colour too, but they are mostly white. 
‘I like my bed better here,’ says Doodles. We have pulled her bedding onto the floor and are sitting in it like a nest. Doodles is drawing a spaceship on her wall, and I add a space girl and a yellow dog. 
‘Will Mum be very cross with me?’ 
I shake my milky hair. This might be a lie, but it is necessary to prevent her crying again. It is getting too dark to arrange the rest of her things, so I get up to turn on the light. 
She shakes her head violently. ‘Dark.’ 
I turn it off again. 


‘Finch’s room has stars in it,’ she says. 
I remember the glow-in-the-dark stars on his ceiling. I have an idea. ‘Would you like stars in your room, Doodles?’ 
She throws Grumpy Bunny across the room to hit the wall. ‘You can’t make stars come in my room.’ 
‘Look across at that wall, Doodles. And don’t turn round. Do you promise?’ 
A pause. Then: ‘Yes, I promise.’ 
Doodles shuffles to retrieve Grumpy Bunny and sits close to me. She heavy-breathes as she stares at the far wall. It is empty and blank now that she has torn down her posters and drawings. 
I hold out my right hand. Then I squeeze my eyes in concentration, open them, and shoot sparks at the wall. 
Doodles sucks in her breath, leans against me. 
Her body presses close. She wriggles and sighs. My skin dances and her body is warm and I do not pull away. 
‘Again,’ she says. 
‘All right, but remember no looking.’ 
I make sparks, small as dust motes, dancing, arcing. Doodles breathes, soft and heavy, and all is calm. 
‘You like it?’ 
‘Do some more.’ 
The door swings open then and the landing light floods in, vanishing the last of my sparking. It is Finch. 
‘Bloody hell,’ he says, when he sees the state of Doodles’s room. 
Doodles looks at her torn-up posters and wall drawings and begins to cry again. 
‘Don’t tell Mum,’ she says, and, ‘You’ve made the stars go away.’ 
Finch crouches down and hugs her. ‘What stars, Doodles? What are you talking about?’ 


‘The stars that Silver made.’ 
He looks at me. 
I hide my hands hastily. ‘Doodles and I are going to make some stars for her room. Aren’t we, Doodles?’ 
Doodles dances around like Pepper. ‘Stars, stars, stars!’ she sings. 
Finch shakes his head at her. ‘Well, I’ll leave you two to it. Going to check Mum’s all right.’ He stares at me, lifts a hand as if to touch then lowers it. ‘Did you know your hair …?’ 
‘Is milky.’ I nod. 
‘Ah. OK.’ He closes the door gently. 
Doodles is watching me. ‘Are we really going to make stars, Silver?’ she asks. 
‘Oh yes,’ I say. 

Outside, I can hear Finch’s voice, and then Stella’s, and then the shed door closes. A dog barks somewhere far away. Light rain spatters on the window. 
‘Why have we got that box?’ Doodles asks. I have saved some cardboard from the recycling. 
‘We are going to turn it into a star cave. Everyone needs their own star cave.’ I wriggle inside, and Doodles watches. ‘How many stars do you want?’ 
‘Forty or fifty,’ she says. 
‘Can you find me your sharpest pencil?’ 
She nods and checks each point carefully, before handing me the purple one. I stab out a pattern. 


‘Cygnus,’ she says. 
‘Correct. Now your turn.’ 
I hand her the pencil and she pokes out her own constellation. 
‘Lyra?’ I guess, and she grins. Then she gives the pencil back to me and makes me do more, shouting out the names as I go. 
‘Vega!’ 
‘That one’s easy. Orion!’ 
‘Probably enough?’ I ask when we have done each side and the ceiling. 
‘Probably enough,’ she agrees. 
‘Now for the finishing touch. Pass me those fairy lights, Doodles.’ 
She unravels the lights from her bookcase and I show her how to press each one into a hole in the cardboard. Then I pat the floor for her to crawl inside. 
‘Close your eyes,’ I say. She puts her hands over her eyes. 
‘It smells all cardboard-y in here, Silver,’ she says. 
‘Do you like the smell of cardboard?’ 
She nods vigorously. 
I press the plug into the wall socket and switch the fairy lights on. I remember how humans introduce surprises. ‘Ta-daaa!’ 
Doodles gasps as she opens her eyes and takes it in. ‘Are they real stars, Silver?’ 
‘No, but this is a real star cave,’ I say. 
She pats the space beside her. I hesitate, then squeeze inside. It is strange, being so close to a human, even now. All is peace and breath and warmth. I hear Charybdis’s voice, high and shrill: To touch is agony, to feel is pain. 
They lied, I think. 
Doodles and I lie next to each other, watching the green and pink and blue lights throw tiny burrs against the cardboard, like small supermoons. 


‘You could draw inside here if you wanted,’ I tell her. ‘When you feel a bit stressed.’ 
‘Beautiful,’ she whispers, snuggling close. 
‘Are you both cosy in there?’ Finch has returned from walking Pepper. He squats down by our cave entrance. 
‘Oh yes,’ says Doodles. ‘Silver says this is my special place for when things get stressy. And I’m going to eat my milk and biscuits in here too,’ she adds. 
‘You’ve performed magic, Silver,’ Finch says, his eyes twinkling in the fairy lights. 
I hide my hands, which are tingling again. ‘Oh no, not magic,’ I say. ‘It’s only from Doodles’s Let’s Go Crafty book.’ 
‘Will you really have your milk and biscuits in here, Dood?’ he asks. 
She nods. ‘Yes.’ 
‘And you’re not going to throw it over Silver again, are you?’ 
Doodles wraps her arms around my neck. ‘Sorry, Silver,’ she says, and my hair is warm where she breathes into it. 
She climbs out of the cave and tugs at her brother. ‘Now your turn,’ she insists. 
A beat. Finch clears his throat. ‘Um, I don’t think –’ 
‘I want you to,’ Doodles commands. 
He sighs. ‘Well, OK …’ 
He ducks inside and joins me in the cave. All is hush and still. Only the twinkling lights and the scent of cardboard and the quietness of warm breath. 
‘It’s perfect,’ he says, turning to me. His face is very close. ‘What you’ve done here. Perfect for Doodles when things all get a bit much.’ 


There is a butterfly breath between us. Our hands, close as kissing. 
The word comes into my head, and I freeze. 
Beware. They will try to get under your skin. 
‘Lyra,’ he says. I look at the pattern Doodles pricked out. 
‘Yes,’ I say. 
He shifts. ‘Well. Shall we?’ 
I hold my breath, but he is wanting us to get out of the box. 
‘Did you like it? Did you?’ asks Doodles when we’ve both crawled out. 
‘Oh yes,’ says Finch. 
I wonder if a kiss is like food, whether you can taste it. 








‘So do you fancy coming too?’ 
I look up from How to Train Your Dog in Thirty Days. Finch is making words at me. I remove Doodles’s headphones. 
‘Mum said it’d be nice to ask you. I mean, I want you to come too. Obviously.’ He reddens. 
‘Where?’ I ask. 
‘To my friend’s New Year’s Eve party.’ 
‘I’m to bring Pepper?’ 
‘No, just you. Dogs hate fireworks. Even Pepper. She usually buries herself in the laundry basket.’ 
I stare at Finch’s hand as he ruffles Pepper under her chin. 
‘So? Do you want to go?’ 
‘Yes,’ I say. My face is already in a smile. 
‘Great. Cool. I’ll see you at eight, then. It’s at my pub, the Pen and Moon. I’m working unfortunately, so I’ll have to meet you there. Oh, I forgot to say. It’s fancy dress.’ 
He nods and gets his jacket from the cupboard. The door slams and there is the sound of his motorbike sputtering into life. 
I look at Pepper and she gazes back at me, unblinking. 
A party. 
What should I wear? 


The Pen and Moon is swagged with Christmas lights. Happy Birthday Deepa! is painted on a banner. A sign points to Party This Way. 
‘Silver! It is Silver, right?’ 
Deepa has her black hair in two long plaits and is wearing a school uniform. 
‘I’m supposed to be Wednesday,’ she explains. ‘Everyone’s mistaking me for a Slytherin, though. So annoying.’ 
I mindscan Rotten Tomatoes. ‘Wednesday Addams,’ I say, ‘sister of Pugsley, daughter of Gomez and Morticia.’ 
She looks pleased. ‘Yeah! Had to come up with something quickly – the fancy-dress idea was a bit last minute. The pub looks great, doesn’t it? Finch has really worked hard.’ 
I look around. Branches of trees are hung with silver threads. I recognise the ribbons from Stella’s workshop. 
She looks at me. ‘An alien, right? How did you get your skin to sparkle like that? Your body paint is amazing.’ She stares hard at my eyes. ‘And those silver contacts! So cool.’ 
I do not tell her that I am not wearing lenses. For one night only, the temptation to be myself, even if just a little, was too much. My own eyes shine silver through Sylwia’s. Tonight if my skin shimmers, it is all part of the costume. I had not realised what a relief this would be. 
I remember myself and smile back at Deepa. 
She takes hold of my arm and pulls me inside. 
It is hot and pulsing. Thumping noise is being emitted from the speakers in each corner. There is a wolfman, a pair of twins in white socks, a clown, a cat and a green-faced ogre gyrating and waving their arms. Several guests in school uniforms and gowns, brandishing wands and broomsticks. A boy with scissors for hands. 


‘Finch said you’d be coming. Meet the gang –’ 
I am enclosed by people who hand-slap, drink-clink, shout each other’s names. Jen and Dan and Sanj. Sully and Hana and Em. I am pulled in. I am hand-slapped too. I am handed drinks. I see Finch collecting glasses wearing a black shirt, black leather coat and shades. 
‘Great costume,’ someone tells me. 
‘Come and get some Polyjuice Punch. The Hogwarts lot made it.’ 
I peer inside a cauldron. A green liquid bobs with jelly spiders and froth. I decide to decline. 
Deepa waves her phone, her plaits bouncing. ‘Selfie, come on, all of us.’ I am gathered too. 
‘Finch!’ she yells. ‘Come here, you loser.’ 
And now Finch is squeezed beside me, our hips and shoulders bumping. I am aware of how close his hand is to mine. 
‘I’m glad you made it,’ he says quietly, just to me. 
‘Whoa, I just felt an electric current.’ 
‘Me too –’ 
Too late, I realise I am sparking. 
But everyone is laughing, shaking out their limbs and hands. Impossible to know who felt what, when. 
They drift off after that and Finch and I are left alone. 
‘I’m glad you and Deepa are getting along. I worry about you being stuck in the house all day with Pepper.’ He cranes closer to shout at me over the music, which has been turned up. 
‘Worry about me?’ 


‘Yeah, yeah, I do. You can always hang here, you know. Bring Pepper. It’s dog-friendly.’ 
Hang. To dangle. To fall. To suspend. 
‘Any time you want a bit of company. And Deepa’s cool. She’s always been there for me, you know. But she started uni a few months ago.’ 
To keep company. 
‘I would like that,’ I say. ‘To hang.’ 
‘Amazing costume by the way. “If I only had a heart,”’ he sings. 
I stare. 
‘You know, the Tin Man’s song? From Doodles’s favourite film. Even though it scares her. Except you’re much more attractive than the Tin Man, I mean, God, it’s hot in here. Going to have to take some layers off.’ He is looking flushed and shiny, and it makes my chest feel tight. He takes off his leather coat and I’m hit by his scent, warm, earthy, familiar. ‘I’m supposed to be from The Matrix. Can’t see a thing, though. There, that’s better.’ He stuffs his sunglasses in his pocket. ‘Your skin’s amazing. How did you get it like that?’ 
‘It was easy,’ I tell him. 
What would he say if I told him the truth: that it is my real skin, not body paint; that being near him makes it shine brighter? 
‘Feels weird to be working tonight,’ says Finch. 
‘You’re always working,’ shouts Deepa. She has finished gyrating and rejoined us. 
‘Not according to my mum, I’m not.’ 
‘She’s just worried about you. It’s what mums do. What are your people like?’ Deepa’s looking at me now. ‘Are they cool? Or super controlling?’ 


I think of Charybdis. I find that I do not want to bring the Founders here, inside this space. ‘They like order,’ I say. 
‘Order?’ 
‘They value efficiency. A long-term plan. People knowing their place.’ 
She wrinkles her nose. ‘No wonder you wanted to travel.’ 
Finch sighs. ‘Bit busy out the back there. And a barrel needs changing again.’ He nudges me. ‘Will you be OK? My friends will look after you. I’m sorry to abandon you.’ 
‘I will be fine,’ I say. Although this is a half-truth. I wish he would stay. I wish he would nudge me again, make my skin tingle. 
‘Oh my God, I love this song. Got to dance. Come on, Silver.’ Deepa is pulling me in among the moving, gesturing people. Finch watches us go, as if regretful. 
I study Deepa. She is flinging up each arm in turn, gyrating her hips, planting her feet wide. She wags the finger of one hand and then the other. Everyone is doing a different dance, with different moves. Every so often, all the dancers mouth the song words into each other’s faces. It is a strange ritual but the feelings I am receiving are: fun, euphoric, silly, happy. 
‘Come on, Silv,’ Deepa demands. She wags her hand at me. The singer tells us that we’d better get this party started. 
Nobody has called me Silv before. I find that I like it. I glance around for Finch. He’s carrying a tray of glasses, weaving through his friends, jumping up and down. He laughs and ducks away. Disappears behind the bar. 
A boy is dancing in front of me. He has edged the others away and is grinning and waving his arms. I grin and wave my arms back. 
He is mouthing words at me. ‘What’s your name?’ 


‘I am Silver,’ I shout in his face. It is very difficult to talk and listen with this music. I do not know why he has chosen this moment to have a conversation. 
He shouts something back which might be ‘Dave’ or ‘Dale’. I wonder what I am supposed to do with this information. 
‘Love your costume.’ 
What to say? I do not know what he is supposed to be. He is wearing a red hooded top and has black face paint with a white triangle. A toy machine gun over his shoulder. Plastic. Made in China. Danger risk: negative. 
‘Squid Game,’ he shouts, pointing to his face triangle. 
There doesn’t seem an obvious response to this so I continue to gyrate and wave my arms. I believe that I am good at this dancing. I mindscan Sylwia’s phone and find ‘Best Party Dance Moves of All Time’. 
Soon I am aware that the other dancers are watching me, standing back and clapping. A space has been created. I step inside and now there is much more room to perform my booty-pop, whoa, bust down, hip sway moves. I feel the beat as everybody claps to join me. 
Everyone keeps clapping as I end on twenty perfectly executed air flares, which Dancetastic tells me were very popular during the eighties craze for breakdancing. 
Then the music switches to a much slower rhythm with yearning female vocals. I – I miss you, I – Miss you, I – Miss you. She is singing about being skin to skin. 
People drift back to the bar, to talk in groups. Some pair up, lay their heads on each other’s shoulders. Deepa and a girl in a witch’s hat hook hands and lean into each other’s smiles. Humans sway in dark corners, hands planted on different body parts, cheek to cheek, mouth to ear. 


Dave or Dale appears. The boy’s hand is around my middle, pressing close. I keep my own hands hanging, unsure of which body part to place them on. His face hovers closer, smiling. I can see the pores on his nose. One of his front teeth is crooked. He has a pierced eyebrow and pale blue eyes. His scent is Instinct
aftershave. 
I turn my face away. 
‘Um, Silver, can I ask you to help me with something?’ 
Finch is by my side. He is carrying a tray of empty glasses. 
I remove myself from Squid Game’s hands, ignoring his protests, and leave the dance floor with Finch immediately. 
‘What is it I am to help you with?’ I ask him. 
‘Oh, er, nothing.’ Finch opens the dishwasher and starts stacking glasses. ‘I just thought you might need rescuing.’ He doesn’t meet my eye. 
‘I liked the fast dancing better,’ I say. ‘Especially the bee-bops.’ 
‘I see.’ I catch his mouth quirk in a small smile. 
I help Finch empty the racks and restack with dirty glasses. We do not speak to each other, but this does not feel uncomfortable. 
‘Actually, there is something you could help me with if you don’t mind. It’s just outside. But I think your friend is, ah, waiting for you.’ 
I turn to see where Finch is looking. Squid Game is waving and beckoning, making a sign by curling his fingers to his chest. 
‘I think he’s quite taken with you.’ 
‘I will come and help you outside,’ I say hurriedly. It is not Squid Game I want to dance with. 


In the pub garden, there is sudden quiet. A silence full of stars. 
Finch comes to stand next to me. ‘You’re full of surprises, Silver.’ He is smiling. ‘You never told us that you were a dancer.’ 
‘I wasn’t until tonight,’ I say honestly. 
‘Peaceful here, isn’t it?’ 
A mermaid and a pirate start kissing under a tree. Finch shifts and coughs. 
‘You don’t know anything about fireworks, do you?’ He sighs. ‘Basically, Tom, he’s the pub landlord, got a job lot cheap from a mate’s mate. Anyway, they don’t work. I think they’re damp or something. I’ll show you what I mean.’ 
In the grassy area behind the pub garden, Finch has planted various cones and tubes on sticks in the ground. Bright yellow tape separates this from the viewing area and a handwritten sign warns people to not go further. A van with its doors open is half-full of boxes labelled Inferno King. 
He climbs over the tape and squats in front of the nearest firework, a gold tube with red letters: Roman Candle. 
‘Totally useless. Look.’ He takes a long match and lights it. 
A damp fizzle. We watch as it dribbles out a thin trickle of sparkles. A faint whiff of eggy smoke. 
‘Oh,’ I say. ‘Not good.’ 
‘No.’ 
I mindscan our lessons from the Ship. The data on humans the scouts collected. The data we intercepted from satellites. New Year’s Eve. London. Edinburgh. Cardiff. Berlin. Paris. 
‘It should be better than this. It should be –’ I search for a word – ‘spectacular.’ 
‘Exactly.’ 


‘Which this isn’t.’ 
‘Definitely not.’ Finch shakes his head. ‘How am I going to tell Deepa?’ 
‘Do not say anything yet.’ 
‘Why?’ He frowns. ‘What are you going to do, Silver?’ 
‘That is not a firework,’ I say. 
Quickly, I move to another. The flat cylinder tells me that it is a Comet Sizzler. Making sure Finch isn’t looking, I spark it alight and then add a display of my own. Glittering trails arc through the night sky, over and over again. 
‘This is a firework.’ 
‘Wow.’ Finch cups his hands over his eyes. The kissers under the tree break apart and cheer. ‘How did you do that?’ he asks. 
I think quickly. ‘My home town is famous for its light show.’ I make a decision. ‘Leave it with me,’ I say. ‘Don’t worry. Deepa will get her fireworks display.’ 
‘Are you sure? I mean, you’ll be careful, won’t you? It’s just that I have to get back to the bar and Tom’s landed me in it and Deepa’s counting on me and –’ 
‘I can do spectacular,’ I tell him. 
He hesitates. ‘I believe you.’ 








Deepa’s guests are crowding outside the pub now, laughing. Speakers are booming the chimes of a bell. 
Ten … 
Nine … 
Eight … 
‘Are you sure this will work?’ Finch whispers. 
‘Do not worry,’ I tell him. ‘I have this. Make sure that you start the music.’ 
He squeezes my shoulder. ‘Thanks, Silver.’ 
I close my eyes, just for a moment. A whisper of a touch, but I can still feel it. My skin will retain the memory. I know that, whenever I want, I can return to this. The vast night sky. The brimming stars. The flare of his touch. The countdown. 
‘Three … Two … One … Happy New Year!’ 
This is my moment. I am doing this for Deepa. For Finch. For all of these humans. I will give them fireworks to remember. 
Flying Fish. Spinners. Fountains. I set them all soaring, cascading, splintering the night. I add silver ribbons to the bursts of colour, streamers of scattered stars, drifts of glitterwake. I break open the sky. Music beats as the fireworks crackle. More dark figures gather and cheer, their faces lit by rose and gold and cerulean. 


At the finale I send silver jets straight to the moon. Sign off with the only human symbol that seems to fit: two arcs meeting to a point below. 
The music stops. Then: whooping, laughing, cheering. 
I rejoin the guests. Deepa swoops me into a hug. ‘That was incredible. Did you see the display? Better than London on the telly! I must thank Tom’s friend. Wow. Just wow.’ 
They liked it, I realise. They are grateful. I did this. This time there has been no Bad Truth. Just joy. 








A girl staggers along the road, weaving from one side of the pavement to another. She is wearing a green sequinned dress flaring out at the ankles and clutches a wig of wavy red hair. As we watch, she stops and leans against a tree. Then she bends forward, heaving. 
There are no street lamps on this road, only the occasional lights from passing cars. 
Finch mutters beneath his breath. ‘We’d better help her.’ 
Up close, the girl has black rivers beneath her eyes. One of her eyelashes is unpeeling. 
‘Can’t walk properly,’ she mumbles. ‘This dress. Too tight.’ 
I recognise her as the mermaid who was kissing the pirate. The top part of her dress is shaped like two shells. One of the shells has fallen down, exposing her left breast. 
Finch has taken off his jacket. ‘Quickly, help her put this on, Silver.’ 
She doesn’t resist as I help her. 
‘What’s your name?’ Finch asks. His voice is gentle. 
‘Can’ remember. Ariel, tha’s right. Ariel.’ Her words slide into each other. Then she sighs and sinks to the ground. Her head hangs. 


‘Oh God, she’s in a right state. I’d better call a taxi. Can you find out where she lives? Look in her bag.’ 
Finch supports the girl while she releases the liquid contents of her stomach through her mouth. She wipes her mouth on her wig, moaning. He gives instructions to the voice on the end of the phone. 
The contents of her bag have spilled too: phone, Lil-Lets, keys, coins, bank cards, tissues, lip gloss, an inhaler. All of her data, right there. This girl is Poppy Parker of 131 Bellevue Close. Here is her data. Her mind. Her body. 
For the taking. 
‘Silver? Is something wrong?’ Finch is off the phone. 
I am a thief. What I have stolen is – 
Someone’s life. Their body. Their identity. 
I do not answer. I hand Poppy Parker’s ID to Finch and then I gather up her things, one by one. Tuck them all back into her handbag. Loop it over her shoulder so that it doesn’t slide off again. I let her lean her head on my shoulder. She smells sour and sweet. Her face is sticky from where she has vomited. She seems to be sleeping. She trusts me. I could be anyone. 
‘Am I home yet?’ She mumbles the words against my neck. 
‘Almost,’ I tell her. ‘We are taking you home. Keeping you safe.’ I stroke her hair as she closes her eyes against my shoulder. 
‘Here’s the taxi now.’ Finch waves his hand to the car turning onto the road. Bob’s Taxis. ‘It’s OK. We know him. She’ll be safe now.’ When the car pulls up, he leans in and tells the driver Poppy Parker’s address. 
Safe. That word again. Only this time I am keeping someone safe instead of causing them danger. 


All those humans, dressing up, pretending to inhabit a different identity. At the end of the party their costumes come off, their wigs, their sunglasses, their lashes. 
All except for me. I can never be myself. 








I stare into the mirror. Touch Sylwia’s face, her eyelids, her cheekbones, her chin. None of this is mine. I squat inside, steering her while she has no choice in the matter. It is a terrible thing that I have done, that I am doing. 
Charybdis is lying to me. They want me to Shield only to mine my data. They do not care about protecting me. I am not free. But I want to be. 
I step out of Sylwia, leaving her body asleep in her bed. I tuck the sheets beneath her chin. She seems at peace. She does not stir. I do not feel like sleeping. The party, the girl, the fireworks still fizz in my mind. Instead, I masque so that I am camouflaged and make my way downstairs to the quiet kitchen. Pepper’s tail thumps. She knows I am there, even though she cannot see me. Stroking her soft head calms me. She sighs and falls back to sleep. How much easier, to be a dog than a human. 
Never have I felt so content and yet so troubled. There is so much I want, and yet … Such imaginings that I have. Impossible things. 
Silent as the night, I make my way back upstairs. Outside Finch’s room, I hesitate. Then, pushing open the door, I enter. 



Like Sylwia, Finch sleeps.
If he wakes, all he will see is a silver shimmer. I watch him, learning the curve of his jaw, the way his fringe falls, the jut of his lower lip. I hold my breath; lean forward to touch him. 
As I move closer, he stirs. His shoulder is bare where the duvet falls away from him; his room is warm, despite the cold night. He has his skylight open. Night breeze makes his hair move and lift, just a little. 
‘Finch,’ I whisper. Still he does not waken. He is in rapid sleep. His lashes tremble. What does he dream of? 
If I inhabited him, I would know what he thinks of me, whether I am in his dreams. 
My fingers tighten. I could do it now, as he sleeps, share his dreams with him. And then Charybdis would be satisfied. They will not leave me alone till I do it. They will try to find me if I do not check in, do not Shield. 
Only a quick procedure. Do it now. 
But I cannot. I will not. I do not wish to inhabit Finch. 
Suddenly his eyes flutter open. He frowns. 
‘Is somebody there?’ 
I flinch, step away. 
‘Silver?’ 
He sees. 
I look down at myself. Just in time, I morphed into Sylwia. 
Finch is sitting up in bed now, staring at me. His hair is mussed, and his chest is bare. He has a line of fur running downwards from his navel. He pulls the sheet up when he sees me looking. 
‘Silver? Bloody hell. What are you doing? What’s wrong?’ He reaches across and yanks his T-shirt from his chair. ‘Is it Mum?’ 


I think quickly. If I say yes, he will be disturbed and find that this is a lie. What truth can I tell? 
‘Jupiter is outside. Now,’ I tell him. This is true. I watch as he covers up his fur-line with his Asteroids Are Coming T-shirt. 
‘Wow. Really?’ He checks the Stargazer application on his phone and his face transforms from sleepy and startled to awake and happy. ‘You’re right. It says you can see it to the west. Shall we go up to the roof?’ 
I nod and he gets up, gives me a hand to climb out through the window. I accept it even though I don’t need it. 
I sit under the stars waiting for him to join me, and wonder at the fact that he accepts me as Sylwia even when I am only morphing. 
‘Here,’ he says when he joins me on the roof a few minutes later. He throws a rug over my legs. It is one of Pepper’s and smells of doggy breath. In his other hand he holds a bowl. 
‘Popcorn?’ It is warm from the microwave, sticky with marshmallows. He settles next to me, close. ‘There’s Jupiter, look. It should be about twenty-five degrees above the horizon.’ 
I gaze where he is pointing, over to the west. I sky-scan, watchful. Flinch at each new star. 
‘Orion. And Sirius. You can see the constellations pretty well tonight as the moon’s not bright.’ He turns. ‘Let me under, then.’ 
I spark. Hide my hand quickly. 
Finch’s forehead is a squiggle. ‘Have I done something to upset you?’ 
I shake my head. He pulls the blanket so it covers the two of us, and I hold my breath at the closeness. Finch reaches into the popcorn, and I gaze at his hand, how dark the hairs are on his wrist. 


‘Thank you for saving the day at Deepa’s party. That was kind of you to help. Even though I’m not sure what sort of magic you used.’ 
‘It was not magic,’ I say. 
‘Well, it was kind anyway.’ He scratches his neck. ‘I wondered, Silver … Do you have someone back at home?’ 
I think of Sylwia and Magdalena, and before I even know what I’m saying, ‘Yes.’ 
His eyebrows downturn. ‘Have you … been with this other person for a long time?’ 
‘Yes,’ I tell him. 
‘Are you missing them?’ 
‘No.’ This time, my answer gets through before Sylwia’s. 
‘Oh.’ He looks confused. I am too. 
We both stare hard at the sky. 
Finch coughs. There is silence as he munches popcorn. Then: ‘Here, you have this.’ He passes me the bowl, then climbs back through the skylight. I hug my knees around the ache that I feel at his absence. 
When he returns, he is carrying something else. ‘Binoculars,’ he says. ‘My trusty stargazers. I’m too sleepy to look through the telescope. Here, have a go.’ 
I feel warm again as he passes them to me and our fingers graze. I hold the binoculars to my eyes. The image blurs, then sharpens into focus. A silver sickle. 
‘Waxing crescent moon,’ I say. 
‘That’s right. And in a couple of weeks it’ll become the Wolf Moon. Want to know why it’s called that?’ 
‘I do,’ I say, although I already know. 


His voice is soft. ‘It comes from the Native Americans. They named the moon phases after the natural cycle of the year. So the Wolf Moon got its name from packs of wolves that were howling outside villages in the depths of winter. They were probably hungry …’ He trails off. ‘My dad knew all of the moon names.’ 
‘What was he like?’ I ask, although he is not dead, only absent. 
Finch smiles, and his gaze is on the moon. ‘He was funny – very different from Mum back then. Mum was always serious and tired, but Dad always had big, mad ideas and a head full of jokes. He was clever, clever enough to be an astronaut, but lazy, I think. He was good at telling stories, but not so good at making them happen. I wonder if that matters.’ He turns to me. ‘Aren’t stories just as real, in their own way?’ 
I think of Charybdis’s lies, and then of Anna Karenina, which Three Fingers made me read after Christmas. I read it slowly instead of quickscanning it, the better to absorb its emotion rather than data. It is a book about love and desire and despair. When I finished, I put the book down, trembling. I did not want to leave the world of Anna and Vronsky and Karenin. I had to turn back to page one, and read the whole book again, to keep Anna alive. 
‘I do not know whether stories deceive or tell the truth,’ I say at last. I turn to him. ‘Maybe you should ask Stella for his current email address. Perhaps you could write to him for real.’ 
He is silent. 
I pass him back his binoculars. ‘We’ve missed Venus,’ I say. ‘I believe we would have to wait for sunrise to see it again.’ 
‘You’re right.’ Finch’s voice is quiet. What he is agreeing with, I am not certain. He shifts position. ‘It’ll be another few hours before we see her. She’s lovely, bright and silvery.’ He yawns and smiles. 


Silence comes, warm and easy. I yawn as well. I am tired. But
I do not wish to leave, I think. Want this Earth night to last forever. 
The clouds part then, and Finch tenses. ‘There it is again, that star, or is it a satellite? I’m not sure. I’ve seen it a few times recently, over the hills.’ He shivers. ‘Feels like something’s watching us.’ 
He passes me the binoculars and I know already what I will see: burning, white, insistent. Not Venus, but Charybdis. 
‘Silver?’ 
‘I – I am sorry. I am tired, suddenly. I need to go to my room –’ 
I can feel him staring as I crawl back inside, shutting my window. I leave Sylwia cocooned in the covers of our bed. I drag blankets to the floor and close my eyes, trying to shut out the bright burn of Charybdis’s imprint. 
By unmasquing, Charybdis must mean for me to see the Ship. It is a warning, a reminder that they are there. 
They have forced their way into this perfect night, shattered it with their presence. I feel my skin fizz and spark as my fingers clench. No more. 
It is time for a new beginning; time to shed the old ways, heavy and choking and no longer fitting. To be unburdened of the teachings of Charybdis. 






BEFORE

No touching. Keep your distance. Remember the no-contact rule. 
The Monitors spark at any infant standing too close to another. 
It is our first time out of the Nurture Rooms. We look in awe at The
Book of the Mantra lying in its place of honour, brought from the Archives. 
Please sit. 
The ever walls echo with the voice of the Founders and we look at each other, thrilled. We leap to sit down, careful not to touch each other. There are many of us, ready to hear our first lesson on the Mantra. Since we were birthed, its words have flowed into our growpods, from the ever walls, but never before have we seen the Book, voiced its lessons together. 
One hundred Earth years ago, we put all our great lessons in one book: the Mantra. This book was written to guide us; to keep us safe. 
The Mantra sits in its case upon a plinth. This ancient book is like nothing else we have on our Ship. It is ragged-edged, its pages filled with ancient markings and images. It would take four of us to lift it. We gaze at it in awe. 
Now hear the First Lesson. 
Unmattered, our Founders did meld into one consciousness. They sacrificed their bodies to save us all. To steer our Ship and guide us. Let us praise them. Let us give thanks. 


‘Let us praise them. Let us give thanks,’ we chant. 
It is a weakness to trust another. That is how we allowed the Barbed Ones to get under our skin. We must not let our defences down. To touch is agony, to feel is pain. 
We shuffle away from our neighbours as we repeat the words. 
‘To touch is agony, to feel is pain.’ 
Excellent, infants. You show great promise. Now, who would like to lead our song? 
‘I will lead.’ 
We all turn to look at the speaker. It is Infant 10. Their eyes burn bright. They are sitting up very straight as if wanting to be seen. 
‘I wish to be first to read from the Mantra.’ 
Infant 10 takes their place next to The
Book of the Mantra. They raise their voice and sing: 
‘We are the Children of Charybdis, 
We fight to the death. We die to serve. 
Only the strongest survive, 
It is better to die than to fail.’

I admire their poise. How solid and fearless they stand. How strong their feet are planted. As if they are a cadet already. 
We all join in the refrain: 
‘The Founders protect us, 
Teach us to inhabit 
A bright new world.’ 
Well sung, Infant 10, the Founders say. 
The singer dips their head in acknowledgement. They know they have sung well. 


As a reward, please step forward for Shielding. This is how we will protect you as you begin your training. This is how you know you have done well. 
The Shielding beam opens and Infant 10 is enveloped in a shaft of light. We envy them its warmth. As we watch, the infant’s skin begins to creep silver, and soon they shine. Bright as fire and ice. Bright with the Founders’ love. 
You see, infants, how good that feels? To earn the praise of your Founders? The glow from Shielding is all the touch you need. 
I catch Infant 10’s eye and they blink at me. Twice. 
It is a secret sign, meant only for me. 
‘That is because I believe you sang almost as well as me,’ they whisper to me as they sit back down. ‘Two blinks, one for each of us.’ 
I glow. It is almost like their Shielding has made me shine too. 
I double-blink back and Infant 10’s mouth twitches. The Monitor sparks at us for sitting too close, but this time I hardly feel it. 








The station has flowers outside in baskets. Pansies. Cyclamen. Primula. They serve no use except to bring colour, a very human thing. 
It is New Year’s Day, a day when the humans celebrate new beginnings. I wheel Sylwia’s case to the platform and check once more that she has all of her documents. 
Passport. Bank card. The train tickets to Birmingham Airport. The boarding pass I purchased in a wallet on her phone. The front section of her bag contains several small bottles into which I have decanted liquids I think she might need. Sylwia’s clothing is freshly washed. I have repacked everything more neatly than I found it, rolling each item as I have seen the Perfect Packer do on her life-laundry show. When she travels in future Sylwia will find that she has a better, more efficient system in place. 
I will be sorry to lose her red zip-up boots. I have grown fond of them, and their colour complements Betty’s teal tea dress, which is folded in my shoulder bag. But they are not mine to keep. I must set her free, once and for all, body and mind. 
The thought both fears and excites me. 
I check the time on the station clock. Fourteen minutes. 
I look down over the bridge. Only three people on Platform 2 to Birmingham. A couple gazing at each other’s faces and a lone male scowling at his phone. I will need to be quick. 


I walk down the steps, try the door to the toilets. Locked. I spark it open. Place the suitcase behind it. 
Hurry, hurry. 
I set out the clothes that I have brought with me. The train is due in eight minutes. 
With a sigh, I ease myself out of Sylwia’s body. I do not have long. It is early and she has slept all night, so in a few moments she will wake. I lean her on the floor, against the door. I am sorry that it is not very clean. Her head lolls, reminding me of the drunk mermaid. Have I inhabited her for too long? Is she harmed despite me leaving her each night? Will she wake? With a lurch I remember our inhabitation lesson on Charybdis. 
A nothing has become nothing. The amusement at the pile of dust. 
Please let Sylwia be strong enough to recover, I think. 
Quickly I rematter. My skin glitters as it remembers each and every cell of Sylwia’s body. Morphing requires energy, far more than inhabiting. That is why it does not form a part of Project Ultima. 
I pull out Betty’s tea dress and quickly put it on. Someone is rattling the doorknob. I plant my foot against the door, wedge the suitcase tighter beneath the handle. A coat, too big, one of Betty’s husband’s. Next, a baseball cap I found in the boot cupboard. Wedge it low over my brow. Trainers. Sunglasses. There. Only the tiniest amount of glitterwake from the change. 
I feel weak, but there is no alternative. I summon up enough power to spark Sylwia awake and pray my plan works. 
Earlier this morning, I planted the thought-memory. 
I miss my family. 


I am returning to Magdalena. 
I am coming home. 
Sylwia breathes in hard, then sighs. Her eyelids flutter open. 
‘Go. You must hurry. Your train. Four minutes,’ I whisper to her. 
I help her stand up and place the handle of the case in her hand. I hold the door open, averting my face. 
‘Go. Now. Three minutes.’ 
She stumbles out and there is no time left. I walk swiftly past her, to the steps that lead back to the railway bridge. Once on the bridge I stop to watch. Sylwia is standing by the yellow line, looking around. The couple hug and release their embrace. The boy slides his phone into his back pocket. A distant rumble becomes louder, and then here is the train. It glides under me, blocking my view of the platform. I hurry to the end of the bridge. One half of the couple climbs aboard, his partner waving frantically. The boy with the phone follows. Only Sylwia seems frozen. She stares into space. 
Move,
I will her. 
Then she shakes her head like I have seen Pepper do, picks up her bags and boards. The doors slide shut. There she is, at the window. I watch the train leave. I watch until I can see no more. And then I pick up my own bag and make my way back to Finch’s house. 

It is done. As I walk, I can feel my skin shifting and seething as it relearns, seeks to retain Sylwia’s form. I feel empty. Sylwia was a constant presence. Without her, who or what am I? I am weak. It is hard to keep myself from unmattering. 


Almost home. There is the tree in the garden. There are the fairy lights. 
Home. The word slid into my mind. 
The light is on in the living room. Quietly, I let myself in by the kitchen door. Nearly there. Just the staircase and then I will be safe in my room. I struggle to hold on to my form. I can feel myself begin to dissolve and unmatter. 
Once inside, I relax my skin with a sigh. I feel Sylwia’s features sink back to my Charybdian form. Smooth, blank, featureless. In the skylight I see myself. A silver horror, like the posters on Finch’s walls. It will be hard to stay morphed, so much harder than inhabiting. 
But I am free. 
It is not only Sylwia’s body that I am releasing. There is something else that no longer fits me, that must be shed. 
I can no longer believe the lessons of the Mantra. Never again will I Shield; I will not allow Charybdis to get inside me any more. 
I am free. As Sylwia is too. 
Free to feel. Free to be me. 








Octavia Mountley shivered as the Count’s hand brushed against hers. The harsh shuddering rain ripped through her bodice, icing her flesh within. 
‘Let me bring you inside where it is warm and dry,’ he breathed, and she gasped as his words tickled the delicate inner whorls of her ear. 
‘I can’t,’ she moaned, twisting away from those strong yet sensual hands. ‘My father is expecting me back –’ 
I close the first of Betty’s Heart and Fire books and examine the cover. A woman with Flame Red lips is arched under a man with flaring nostrils. A full moon makes the man’s teeth gleam. 
‘What’s that you’ve got there? Ooh, Desire Me Darkly. Wish I could get me a man like that to carry me off.’ When she laughs Betty’s throat quivers and the beads around her neck jangle. ‘Would you like to borrow it, dearie? It’s a library one, but if you’re careful …’ 
‘I have read it now,’ I say, putting it down. It appears to be full of gasping and arching and shuddering, and an awful lot of rain. It made my stomach fizz and it was not unpleasant. 
‘But you can’t have, surely? You’ve only just picked it up …’ Betty stares. Then she picks up another book, Diamonds Are For Never. ‘This one’s my favourite. I’ve borrowed it umpteen times.’ She pushes it at me. ‘It’s about a woman who gets ravished in a diamond mine. One of the miners saves her, but they're parted, never see each other again. And then he finds a diamond and names it after her: Gloria. Makes his fortune, but he never gets the girl. Made me cry, that one did. Rosie didn’t know what came over me.’ 


‘Rosie?’ 
‘My cat. Gone to the great cat heaven in the sky, bless her soul. Used to read the books with me, she did. Understood every word.’ 
‘Cats do not read,’ I inform her. 
‘Well, mine did.’ She watches me closely. ‘You like him, don’t you? Finch.’ She nudges me. ‘Bit of a looker, isn’t he? Those dark intense eyes. I’ve seen you staring at him.’ She makes her harrumphing sound. 
Pepper wriggles up on the sofa in between us. I have been helping Betty to clear space in the sitting room, in exchange for some of her clothes, now that I need my own. Betty has made a place for Pepper on the newly cleaned sofa, with an old blanket for her to lie on. She’s exhausted after the squeaky cupcake finding and the ten thousand steps I made her do before we got here. 
‘So do you like him?’ 
My skin tingles. 
‘He’s a nice lad. Helps Stella a lot with his sister. Must be a handful, that one.’ Betty shakes her head. 
I don’t know what to say. Don’t know if there’s any point admitting it. Would Finch ever see me the same way, if he knew what I truly was? 
I put down Diamonds Are For Never and remember why I came. ‘Do you want to go through these black bags next?’ I point to one of the only remaining piles in the corner of the room. 


Betty’s cup of tea rattles in her favourite saucer, which I found on top of stacks of Muscle Monthly. ‘Oh, I’m not sure, dear.’ 
‘This one is filled with small clothes,’ I say, standing up and rifling through the nearest bag. ‘And here are photographs and camera equipment, and here, jars of shells and buttons.’ 
She takes the top item from the clothes pile, a doll-sized lemon-yellow knitted cardigan, and presses it to her chest. Stoops her head and breathes into it deeply. She does this very slowly even though there are many items to get through if we are to declutter her flat like in Zen Your Life. 
I navigate her back to our task. ‘We can sort them into categories. Pile one, small clothes: I will ask Doodles if she wants any of the very small cardigans for Grumpy Bunny. I believe the size to be similar,’ I explain. Betty still does not look up. ‘The rest I will take to the charity shop. Pile two, photography: I will sell those online, use the internet as a guide to the best price and pay you accordingly. You can spend the money on library fines and soup,’ I add. 
Betty makes a small noise into the cardigan. 
‘Finally, pile three, buttons. These I believe are excellent for art projects and collaging, so I will share them equally between Stella and Doodles. Three Fingers also has two missing buttons on his coat. You could use the jars to make chutney. It is beneficial for isolated people to have an engaging hobby. Hobbies can connect you with other people and add up to ten years to the average lifespan –’ 
‘Stop,’ she says. Her voice sounds wet. ‘Please.’ Her hands are shaking as she smooths the nape of the cardigan, over and over. ‘I don’t want to make chutney. I don’t even like effing chutney.’ 


‘You could give it as gifts –’ 
‘I can’t give this away –’ 
‘No space to breathe. Bad feng shui.’ 
‘We named him Peter.’ 
The room pauses, thickens, waits. Her words ache and the room slides into indigo shadows. I look at the pile of too-small clothes, at the cardigan she still clutches, and I place my hand over hers and I feel: 
A tiny hand with seed-pearl nails, gripping my finger. 
Empty arms. The ache of milk, unused. 
Cards, too many, clustered on the mantelpiece. 
‘We had four more after, but it didn’t stop me feeling the hole inside, where he’d been, where I’d carried him.’ 
I gaze at Betty. When I placed my hand on hers I felt such a charge. So many feelings, so much sadness. Like a … a touch memory. It is not something they taught us about on the Ship. I wonder if all cadets have this ability or if it is only me. I do not know what it means. 
I pick up another small cardigan and press it to my face, close my eyes. It is quiet and blue and peaceful as flower-dust. 
‘There,’ I say. I pass it to Betty. ‘Can you feel that?’ 
We breathe in and listen and feel, each tiny button, each purl stitch, each small cuff and trim. 
‘Shall we pack them in this special box?’ I ask, pointing to a vintage vanity case. Betty nods. 
‘You can have the buttons,’ she says when we’re done packing the clothes away. 


I look at her. She is smiling, fingers stroking the top of the case. 
‘Are you sure?’ 
She bows her head. ‘And all those cameras belonged to my dad. He doesn’t need them any more, does he? You might as well sell them.’ She winks at me, then her head nods and I realise she has fallen asleep. I study the tear shine left on Betty’s cheeks and wonder what it feels like to cry. 
I don’t want to leave her yet, so I pick up another Heart and Fire book. 
‘I want you,’ he hissed. ‘I have always wanted you.’ He lifted her in one easy movement and hurled his cloak over her bedrenched body. Into that selfsame ear he whispered, ‘And what I want, I always get.’ 
And this time she let him lift her, over the swirling mud, along the churning lane, to the blood-red velvet throat of his waiting carriage, where low lamps flickered and his four wild-eyed horses flared and stamped. 
I touch my throat and shiver. 








‘Her heart surged and her breath quickened as his mouth found hers, hot and fierce, firm and craving. 
“I want you,” he growled. 
“And I you,” she gasped.’ 
Extract from Desire Me Darkly by
Cassandra Lovelace 
‘Um, Silver?’ Finch is unloading the dishwasher, and I am putting away. Pepper is lying with her head on the battered teddy bear that Betty gave her. 
‘Yes?’ 
‘Why do you keep staring at me like that?’ 
‘Like what?’ 
‘Like you’re in some sort of film from the 1940s. I mean, do you have something in your eye?’ 
I think of the film I watched with Stella after Christmas: Brief Encounter, where a woman named Laura escapes her duties by sneaking off to kiss a stranger she met at a train station. 
‘Oh yes,’ I say, remembering to sound husky. I undo the top button of my ditsy-print blouse. 
‘Well, do you want to try to get it out, then? I can finish these.’ 


I put down the plate I’m holding. Lean alluringly against the worktop. ‘I want you to do it.’ I bend backwards and look up at him. 
‘Oh. Well, OK. Hang on a minute.’ He takes his rubber gloves off and hangs them over the tap. ‘Um, shall I use kitchen roll or something?’ 
‘Use whatever you like,’ I breathe. I wonder whether Betty’s top is like a bodice and whether I should rip it off or wait for Finch to. 
‘Right – oh. Wait there.’ The sound of searching, then he comes back. ‘OK – look towards the ceiling, now left, now right. Hmmmm. I can’t see anything. Is it an eyelash, do you think?’ 
‘I don’t know,’ I say truthfully. ‘Finch, what is the weather doing outside right now?’ 
‘The weather? Well, it’s a bit drizzly and breezy. Why?’ 
I smile. ‘Perfect.’ 
Finch breathes down my neck as he prods and pokes around my eye. I remember Betty’s romance books, try to imagine lashing rain and stamping horses. Instead, Pepper jumps up at us and tries to lick my face. 
‘Get down, Pepper.’ Finch shoos her away. 
‘There should really be stallions,’ I say. 
‘What’s that?’ Finch puts the twist of kitchen roll down on the worktop. ‘I can’t find anything, sorry, Silver. I’ve had a good look. Perhaps you should check in the mirror …’ 
‘Will you carry me? My legs have gone all weak,’ I tell him. 
‘Carry you? Have you gone nuts?’ 
The sound of a car in the driveway makes him turn away and go to the front door. 
I slump down into a chair at the kitchen table. I have sighed and heaved to no avail. He didn’t call me his delicious angel, and he got nowhere near my velvet cushions. 


A minute later Doodles bounds into the room, just back from school, and leans her head against mine, twisting my hair in her sticky fingers. I sense her day of harsh lights and sharp smells and clashing corridors. Then the relief of being home again, and peace. 
After a while I stop feeling so heavy. I have never known what it is to belong, but I think it might feel something like this. 
Hammering on the window makes us all jump. Stella is waving and smiling, and it is spitting rain. Finch goes to let her in. 
‘Doodles took my key. Oh, Finch, Silver, I did it, I did it!’ 
‘What?’ 
‘I’ve been given the go-ahead for my exhibition! I open in April!’ 
‘Mum, that’s brilliant.’ Finch goes up to her, hugs her hugely. 
Stella beckons me with her hand. ‘Come on, Silver, this needs a group hug. Oh, all right, Pepper, you too.’ 
And they are laughing, we are laughing, as hair and arms and bodies press and tangle and we squirm away from Pepper’s eager licks. My hand is around Finch’s back. I can feel his shoulder blade under his shirt. I can feel his hand on my waist, my lower back, gripping me hard. 
As we pull away, I notice his dark eyes watching me while Stella turns to open the fridge. I wonder what his bare skin feels like, whether it is cool or warm. I move my gaze away first. I do not know what I saw there, what he is thinking. 
‘Champagne!’ says Stella. ‘This calls for champagne. Silver? You’re good with lids.’ 
She hands me a bottle and I twist and pull and groan, and they all laugh. 


‘You’ve lost your touch,’ Finch says. 
Stella places the bottle between her knees, twists the whole thing round as she pulls. The cork lands in Pepper’s basket. Froth spills from the bottle. 
Finch takes it from her and pours the three of us a glass. Doodles gets some lemonade. 
We cheer and I drink the foam and it tastes happy. 
‘And finally, on Midlands Now … Astronomers believe that the strange new star that has been sighted in the Milky Way may be getting closer. Known as Bright Star, experts are baffled as to its exact nature as it seems to appear and disappear at random intervals.’ 
‘How strange,’ says Stella. ‘The radio’s switched on by itself. Must be the gremlins. Finch – turn the sound up.’ 
Finch does so, frowning. ‘I’ve seen that star,’ he says. 
‘Primary schools across the UK are engaged in #BrightWatch, with the promise of an amazing prize for the best Young Astronomer project. We’ve got the class of Kingstown School here to tell us more about it. What do we want to see?’ 
‘Bright Star!’ 
‘And what do we want to win?’ 
‘The big prize!’ 
‘And what do we have to do?’ 
‘Produce a Bright Star diary of five hundred words, including drawings and facts and measurements. The most original entry wins!’ says Doodles. Her eyes shine. ‘Miss Jackson told us today!’ 
Stella gives her a kiss. ‘With your lovely drawings, you’ve got a great chance, Doodles.’ She tips back a mouthful of golden bubbles. ‘I wondered why you were suddenly so keen on homework.’ 


Doodles tugs at me. ‘Will you help me with my project, Silver? Like you did with my star box?’ 
Her eyes are hope. 
‘Yes,’ I say. Even though I do not want any part of this. Even though my skin feels like it is crawling. 
‘Promise?’ 
‘Promise.’ 
The words in the radio shiver and hiss. Stella frowns. 
Through the white noise, a high, thin voice rises: Why do you not Shield, First Pioneer? It has been a long time. Should we doubt your allegiance? Inhabit the boy. Do as we have ordered. You know we can reach you. We know where you are. We know … 
Stella switches the radio off at the plug. ‘What on earth is happening? What was that awful high-pitched screaming sound?’ 
Finch shrugs. Doodles still has her hands clamped over her ears. 
My stomach writhes. It is clear that none of them heard the voice. 
It was meant only for me. 








‘Spring is the time of plans and projects.’ 
Extract from Anna Karenina by Leo Tolstoy 
The Founders cannot know that I have left Sylwia’s body. Bright Star is a way to frighten me, that is all, to force me to Shield. 
Inhabit the boy. The thought of this is so abhorrent to me, so alien, that I know that I have made the right decision. Charybdis will not risk being unmasqued for long. They cannot reach me here, not really. I am safe as long as I do not go to the hills. 
‘Mum’s stressy cos she’s got no ideas for her final piece.’ Doodles is in her usual place at the kitchen table, eating biscuits and colouring in. I look over her shoulder. It is a space T. rex holding a hand drill. 
‘Final piece?’ I ask. 
Finch sighs. ‘For her exhibition. She wants something with a big impact, to unveil after she’s done her speech on opening night. She’s not sure her pots have enough oomph.’ 
‘Oomph,’ says Doodles. ‘Oomph, oomph, oooooomph.’ 
‘OK, that’s enough oomphing.’ 
‘Mum’s always cross.’ Doodle colours in squeakily. ‘I expect it’s cos she’s a frustrated artist.’ 


‘Doodles,’ says Finch. His voice has a full stop in it. 
‘Well, she is. You’re always saying.’ She unplugs the lid from Sugared Lilac.
Switches to Mint Macaroon. 
Finch sighs. ‘She’s just stuck for ideas. That’s why she’s always in her shed. Artistically blocked.’ 
‘Not feeding us.’ Doodles jumps out of her seat and takes a biscuit out of the Dalek jar. 
‘She’s working,’ Finch insists. ‘She’s feeling the pressure now she’s been given the green light, that’s all. Has to finish her pieces.’ 
Doodles yawns. ‘She should draw things that look like stuff. Like I do.’ She slides off her chair again and sticks her drawing on the fridge. ‘I’m going to watch three or four episodes of Super Sanjay and then –’ 
‘Um, Dood, don’t you know you’ve got school in the morning?’ 
‘Well, Mum’s not here to say, is she?’ She takes two more biscuits and leaves the room. We hear the thumping of her feet as she runs upstairs. 
Finch is looking at me like he wants to say something. I feel uncomfortable after the other day and avoid meeting his eye. 
‘Well, I best get off to work,’ he mumbles, and pushes off the kitchen counter. 
After he leaves, I feel flat. I decide to go and see Stella in her shed, look at some of these pieces she’s working on. 
She has her hands deep in a bucket, patting wet slaps of something over twisted wire. She’s surrounded by jars of different- coloured buttons, piles of wool and clothes and socks and string, bags of plastic bottles. 
‘Gatherings,’ I say. 
She looks up. ‘Sorry, love?’ 


‘Gatherings, from people. What they leave behind.’ 
She notices where I am looking. ‘Well, I suppose you could say that. It shouldn’t be gatherings, as you call it, any more. Most of it should be made into art. When it gets finished. If it ever does.’ 
She says the last part like it’s an enemy. 
‘Can I help?’ I ask. I point to the bucket. ‘I could make more slop.’ 
She laughs. ‘Slop. That’s a good word. Slop. Sloppy. Slip, slap, slop.’ She starts to make wet sounds with her voice. It sounds like pain. Her eyes water. ‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry.’ She gives a great heave. ‘Oh dear. I don’t know what’s come over me.’ 
I turn to go. I have made it all worse, not better. As usual. 
‘Yes.’ 
I turn. 
She is looking at me. ‘Yes. You can help. It’s papier mâché, and I do need to make some more. I’d like you to stay and help me. Thank you.’ 
She shows me how to rip strips of newspaper and mix it with coloured tissue and wallpaper paste. ‘I add seeds too, and buttons sometimes, for texture. I’m trying to get a feel for who they are,’ she explains. 
‘They?’ 
‘To me, my sculptures are characters. They’re a sort of family. They come to life somehow when I create them. Does that sound stupid?’ 
‘No,’ I say. I think of how Betty’s collections kept her company, brought back memories. 
I rip small shreds and scraps, and sometimes I add tiny nutshells and seashells and leaf skeletons and sometimes pieces of fabric from the scrap box. Each time I place my hands on these memory relics from Finch and Doodles’s childhood, I feel the love in them, their quiet comfort. 


‘This one’s coming along well, don’t you think?’ Stella smiles and holds up a twisted pot like a seed pod. ‘I think you’re bringing me luck.’ 
‘It’s beautiful,’ I say. And it is. I watch her take handfuls of paper pulp and smooth it over the frame. Her hands are sure and certain. She places the pot on one of the empty shelves to dry. 
‘I want to make something really special, for my final piece, the star of the show, but I seem to have hit a bit of a wall.’ 
‘Hit a wall?’ I know better than to think her words are truth. 
‘Become blocked, got stuck.’ She gets up to wash her hands. ‘Can’t think of a single idea. I’ll know it when I see it, though.’ 
‘I like that picture.’ I point. It is a little girl’s face, and when I look closely it’s made of plastic toy bricks like the ones in Doodles’s room, with tiny socks and bottle tops and buttons. ‘Doodles,’ I say. 
‘Yes. There’s one of Finch too.’ She points to a much younger version of him. ‘That’s his first tooth, and that’s from his first haircut, and there’s a piece of Raggy, his blanket. He used to hold it to his cheek …’ She shakes her head and smiles. 
I am about to leave when I spot something else. ‘This one,’ I say. ‘It wants to fly.’ It’s a spiralling form, made from paper and wire and scraps of fabric. Tiny beads and buttons and shells are threaded through. 
She stares. ‘It does, doesn’t it?’ She takes it down and turns it, lifts it up to the window. She’s humming now, searching about in her tangle box. I leave her stitching fishing line to the bottom of it. 


‘What’s Mum doing?’ Finch is home from his shift and staring out of the window. 
‘She’s playing with kites,’ announces Doodles, who is meant to be in bed. She has her hand in the Dalek jar again. I take it off her. 
We all look outside. Stella is whirling about the garden, Pepper jumping up at her as she trails a sculpture in each fist. The pieces lift and tug and billow, dance in the moonlight and wind. 
After a while Stella comes in and makes herself a cup of tea. She is humming. Finch and Doodles stare at each other. 
‘All right?’ Stella beams. And then she’s gone, back to her dancing, swooping sculptures. 








How To Kiss Your Crush 
1 First, it is very important that you prepare yourself: try to have clean teeth and fresh breath if you can. Parsley is known to get rid of any bad-breath gremlins! Try not to eat garlic beforehand. Other smelly foods to avoid when locking lips with your gal or guy are cheese, onion, coffee and of course the dreaded tuna! 
2 Do they want your kiss? To make sure, look into their eyes meaningfully, then slowly draw your eyes down to their lips and back to their eyes again. If your crush is doing the same back, they do! 
3 Use mostly your lower lip for kissing. Don’t pucker up. Keep your lips loose and try to relax. Don’t worry if you bump noses – that’s totally normal! Breathe gently in and out of your nose. Keep the kiss to just under twenty seconds. 
4 If you want to really blow their mind, you can try an advanced technique called the French Kiss. Read more about the French Kiss here. 


5 Afterwards, it’s a good idea to compliment your crush on their kissing style, saying things like: ‘You’re a really good kisser’ or ‘I enjoyed that.’

Extract from Miss Sassy’s Blog, Flirtathon 
‘Are we nearly there yet, Mum?’ Doodles is desperate to get her seatbelt undone. She sees I have her iPad and holds her hand out with a frown. This does not matter. I have read Miss Sassy’s blog post many times now. I have come prepared: have avoided the dreaded tuna, have filled my pockets with parsley from the garden. I need to act, need to know. 
In the front seat, Stella is frowning. ‘That’s strange. It’s like the car’s losing power.’ She presses hard on the accelerator, but the car slows to a halt. ‘I don’t understand. I had half a tank left.’ 
‘Do you want me to push us, Mum?’ 
‘Hold on – we’re not far now. If I can just get her past this bit …’ Stella leans forward, like this will urge the car onwards. But it sputters and stops. ‘Everything’s off. All the electrics, everything.’ She shakes her head. 
Doodles throws her iPad down. ‘This screen’s gone dead too.’ 
It is only now that I look up and see where we are. Everything wobbles. We are on the way to look at Stella’s exhibition space for the first time. I didn’t know it would be here, in the very heart of the hills. We are surrounded by the Maldips. 
‘Must be the battery,’ Finch says. 
‘But it’s a new one. Got it fitted when it was last serviced.’ Stella starts to stab at her mobile phone. Sighs. ‘No connection. Typical.’ 


‘There’ll be some when we get inside – come on, Mum. We’ll just carry the stuff. How far is the venue?’ 
‘It’s not as far as it looks. Just over there.’ She points through the window. ‘You can walk down that path and it’ll lead you back to town eventually.’ Stella sighs. ‘I guess that’s what we’ll be doing, after we’ve unpacked everything.’ 
‘Silver? Are you OK?’ Finch has climbed out and is opening my door, his brow pinched with worry. 
‘I think I will stay in the car.’ I keep my smile fixed and hard and bright. They must not see how everything sways. 
‘Is she ill? Should we take her back?’ Doodles’s voice. 
Finch hovers, looking at me with concern. ‘I thought we were going to help Mum unpack everything.’ 
It is not that I do not want to help, it is that I dare not. I recognise the lane winding to the left. It is close to where I landed; the path where I first met Sylwia, leading from Burnt Hill. 
I try again. ‘I could stay in here and unwrap your kite sculptures for you.’ 
Stella’s face presses close. ‘But why? It’s such a beautiful building. Do come and see, Silver.’ 
They are all looking at me. They are disappointed, I realise. They want me to share in this. 
‘Please, Silver.’ 
I look at Finch’s face, his hope-filled expression. I pat my pockets, feel the soft give of parsley. And then I nod. 
‘It’s so beautiful here. Stunning,’ Stella is saying as I get out. 
Finch passes me a box. ‘Too heavy?’ 
I shake my head. 
‘It’s a lovely walk – just along that track there.’ 


We follow Stella along a path skirting woodland. The trees hunker close. I fear this place, even in the daylight. 
Doodles is moaning, something about wanting to watch Harriet the Spy and everything being too heavy. ‘You can hold my special piece, then,’ says Stella, and she cheers up at once. Carries the cardboard tube carefully against her shoulder like it’s a precious thing. 
Finch’s elbow nudges mine as we carry the boxes. A white turret gleams ahead, in among the trees and valleys. It looks like the tower in Doodles’s fairy-tale books. 
‘Built by a Victorian eccentric,’ Stella says. ‘Tucked away and abandoned until it was restored by a Lottery grant. And now it’s going to be an exhibition centre for artists. A workshop space. I might even get to teach here someday.’ Her eyes are bright and swimmy as she leads us round the side of the building. ‘There’s the clock tower, and at the back’s an observatory, although that’s all locked up, it’s not fully restored yet. And in here …’ 
She ta-daaas, and lets us in. 
‘Well, this is it.’ Stella sweeps her arms. ‘This is where I’m having my exhibition.’ 
‘Wow, Mum. It’s amazing!’ Finch puts an arm round her shoulder and squeezes. 
‘It’s wonderful, isn’t it?’ Stella is saying. ‘Didn’t even know this place existed until someone at work –’ 
‘What’s in those rooms? Are we allowed inside?’ Doodles is running in and out of corridors, with Pepper at her side. 
‘Careful – there are other exhibitions. Mine’s not the only one. But I’m the only one who gets to do a launch,’ Stella says. Her voice seems full. 


‘There’s loads of other rooms, and pillars, and signs, and labels saying –’ Doodles scrunches her face – ‘Breathe and Out of This World and Sexploits. What’s sexploits, Mum?’ 
Stella and Finch look at each other. ‘Perhaps I’d better check out the rooms first, before letting you loose in them,’ Stella says. 
Doodles pulls at her arm. ‘There’s a shooting thing in one of them. Can I have a go on it? Pleeeease?’ 
‘I’m not sure …’ 
‘It says you’re allowed.’ 
Doodles drags us to the exhibit named Out of This World. 
‘Hmmmm,’ says Finch. ‘I think your stuff’s better, Mum.’ 
It is a small chamber, empty but for many plastic balls and a synthetic smell. A large clear tube is angled at a small black hole. 
‘See? You can shoot the balls in!’ Doodles pushes a red ball into the tube. ‘Turn the machine on for me, Finch.’ 
‘Say please,’ says Stella. 
Finch presses a pad and there is a sucking, rushing sound as the ball shoots up through the tube into the air, bouncing off the back wall. 
‘Missed, Dood. It’s supposed to go into the hole.’ Finch turns to Stella. ‘So, what’s this piece meant to mean, Mum?’ 
Stella scrunches up her face. ‘I think it’s about, um, aiming at a void that signifies precisely the non-being of what it represents.’ 
‘Mum! You’re just reading that off the card.’ 
Stella laughs. ‘Come on – let me show you the rest of the building.’ 
She ushers us up a spiral staircase, and onto the top floor. It opens out into a viewing area, a covered rooftop garden. ‘They’re letting me have this space too, just for the launch. I thought we could just about cram everyone up here, for the toasts and thank-yous.’ Stella pauses. ‘Well, you lot? What do you think?’ 


Finch is walking around. ‘The old observatory must be up here somewhere.’ 
Doodles hangs over the railings. A long curved metal plaque shows the directions and distances from here to other locations. ‘That way’s the Black Mountains,’ she reads. ‘And over there’s Birmingham. We’ve been there, haven’t we, Mum?’ 
I scan the skies, freezing when I think I see something flash, but it is only a plane, stitching its way across the sky. 
‘You seem a bit on edge.’ Finch has come to stand next to me. He nudges me. ‘I thought this was your kind of thing. Imagine the stargazing out here.’ 
‘I think I have seen all that I need to.’ I turn to go back downstairs. 
Stella calls us. ‘Look, I’ve got loads to sort out. Are you sure you’re both OK to unload those boxes, start on the white emulsion? It’s probably going to take a month or so to get it all prepped. Feel free to undrape anything in the exhibition space. I want other artists’ work to be on display too.’ She takes Doodles’s hand and hurries back to the car, leaving Finch and me alone. 
Once back downstairs, within the walls, I feel safe again. I remember Miss Sassy’s blog and rest my gaze on Finch’s lips before dragging it up again. 
He points to the boxes. ‘We’d better get a move on. I’m on another early shift tonight.’ 
‘OK,’ I say brightly. 
Finch touches his mouth, frowning. 
We move the rest of Stella’s boxes to the end of the main room. I check that I still have what I need in my pocket. 


‘Shall we start with taking off these sheets?’ Finch suggests. 
I pull drapes from silent forms and figures. Then I start unpacking Stella’s pieces, revealing twisted sculptures, smooth curved wooden forms, seed pods and giant fruits. 
‘Pretty amazing, aren’t they?’ He is standing behind me. ‘I like this one.’ He is staring at the portrait from when he was Doodles’s age. 
‘It’s you,’ I tell him. 
‘That’s my Buzz Lumen badge, and my first Venture Camp badge, and, oh –’ 
‘What is it?’ 
He’s stroking something small and oval, imprinted with a name and number. 
‘My first dog’s name tag from when she was a puppy. Foxy. She used to climb on my bed in the mornings, scratch at the door to come in. It was our secret.’ 
I stroke it too. Feel cold nose and hot licks and ticklish whiskers. 
Finch smiles. ‘She was lovely.’ 
We tug the sheet from the last sculpture in the room. It is a reclining couple, arms and legs entwined, mouths pressed. Their stone eyes are closed. If they were living, their breath would be fragrant with mint and parsley. I know without touching that they are made of marble, but something about the way they melt into each other makes them seem so very soft. Their naked skin may be hard and cold, but they have folded into each other’s very essence. 
I touch their skin, run my hand down their smooth stone limbs. Finch watches, and his colour deepens. I reach into my pocket, push the parsley between my lips while he isn’t looking. 


‘It is beautiful,’ I say. I turn towards him. 
Finch takes a step back. ‘Why are your teeth all green?’ 
The door swings and Stella breezes back in with the dog. Stares. ‘What are you two up to? Listen, it’s the strangest thing, but the car’s completely working again. Everything’s back – all the electrics. I’m going to take Doodles home now. Are you OK with me leaving Pepper?’ 
‘Oh yes,’ we both say. I swallow the parsley, cringing, wishing this moment could end. 
When Stella has left, Finch speaks first. ‘Shall we –’ 
‘Paint?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
He passes me a tin of white emulsion and a paintbrush. 

‘Silver, are you awake?’ Doodles’s voice, low. 
She is standing in my bedroom doorway. Quickly I morph. I am thankful that I am getting much better at this. It requires less energy than before. 
‘You should be in bed, Doodles. Do you want me to tuck you in again?’ 
‘In a minute. There’s something important I need to do first. Will you help me?’ 
‘You have school in the morning.’ I just want to stare at the night and sigh. 
‘It’s for school, though. Miss Jackson said we had to.’ 
‘Come in, then.’ 
She explains that she needs to make recordings for her Bright Star project and I lift her to lean out of the window. ‘Not too close to the edge.’ 


‘I’m not,’ she says. She smells of strawberry toothpaste. Her braided hair makes her eyes huge. ‘Are you happy, Silver? You look all frowny. And you’ve got paint on your nose.’ 
I smile at her and pull her onto my knee. ‘Yes, I believe I am happy.’ All the time, I am listening for the sound of Finch’s bike. His footsteps on the gravel. His scent of night and leather. 
‘So –’ Doodles passes me something that crackles – ‘what we need to do is, we both look through the ’noculars, and then we fill today’s diagram in, and then we compare results and write a conclusion.’ 
I look at what she has placed in my hand. 
‘What is this, Doodles?’ 
‘It’s my Bright Star measurer, silly.’ 
My stomach twists. ‘Can we do this tomorrow instead?’ 
‘No. Miss Jackson says that to win the competition I must do this every day. Here.’ She passes me her book and a torch, and I see the notes she has already made as she leans against the window ledge, puts the binoculars to her gaze. 
On each day, a carefully drawn circle. At first I think it is the phases of the moon, but that cannot be. I turn back to the beginning of the book. Day 1, she has printed, in careful writing with a newly sharpened pencil. Below it, a circle; at its centre another circle, very small. Around it she has coloured in neatly, blacking in the surrounding space. 
‘The first day’s sighting was tiny. Miss said it was very difficult to see with the naked eye,’ she says. She is leaning over my shoulder now, shining the torch on her work. ‘But each night it’s getting bigger and bigger.’ She turns the page. ‘There’s my writing on stars. I got a Gold Learner sticker for that one. There’s stars in everyone, did you know?’ 


A bright burn comes, searing the sky. Doodles gasps. ‘Quick, quick, Silver!’ 
‘What do you see?’ I hold her tight. 
‘Pass me my star measurer. Hold my arm steady, Silver.’ 
I do, and she breathes heavy as she gazes. I dare not look. I dare not see. 
After, she bends down over her book. Draws a new circle and colours in around the edge, holds it up and smiles. Inside the outer circle, the one that represents the star measurer, there is now only a tiny sliver of a gap. Charybdis has returned. 
‘See?’ She beams. ‘Much, much closer.’ 








Is Charybdis getting closer? Can I believe what I saw in Doodles’s measurer? 
These frets and fears – they are remnants of my old life, that is all. All the lies and mistrust. No wonder that seeing Bright Star unsettled me. But surely I am safe now that I am no longer Shielding. And I have everything in this new life that I want. 
I turn to look at Finch, painting beside me. He is quiet, only the slosh and sweep of the paintbrush. He has his earbuds in. His furrow is deeper than ever. 
I poke him. ‘What is it?’ 
‘Nothing,’ he says. He lies. 
Something buzzes and it is his phone. 
He continues to sweep the walls. A paint drip falls and he does not wipe it away. 
‘Are you going to look at it?’ 
Humans, I know, cannot resist checking messages. 
‘I did it. I did what you said.’ His voice is flat. 
‘What? What did you do?’ 
He does not answer. He snaps his earbuds out. Takes out his phone. 
Something is wrong. His back stiffens. His brush falls. 


‘Finch?’ 
‘I asked Mum.’ His voice is dull. ‘She had his email address all along.’ He hands me his phone without a word. On the screen, an email is opened. It is from Davy Matthews. His father. 
Hey kiddo 
You sound great, it all sounds great. And your kid sister’s how old?? Wow. Just wow. Can’t believe how much time’s passed. It’s been how long? I’m pretty busy over here, with the twin girls – five years old, can you believe it???? and my teaching job. You must come visit some time, you’d love it here, kiddo. 
Hey, I’m sending you a little something through the post – Lorna Jay’s idea. Lorna Jay’s the twins’ mom, you’d love her, everybody does, especially me!!!! 
And just you keep watching those moons, son, that’s the spirit. Forgot we used to do that – it’s all princesses and unicorns now!!! 
Your loving Dad

I pass it back to him. ‘It is a bit –’ 
‘Short.’ 
‘Yes.’ I consider. ‘He sounds a bit –’ 
‘Of a wanker.’ 
‘Yes.’ 
His voice is forced. He shields, I realise. He tries to pretend he does not care. 


‘And all of those exclamation marks,’ I point out. ‘It is like laughing at your own joke.’ 
He does not reply. 
‘F. Scott Fitzgerald,’ I explain. 
His voice is thickened. ‘He’s just like Mum said he was. A total arse. Self-centred, a –’ 
‘Narcissist?’ 
‘Yes, that too.’ 
‘What are you doing?’ I ask. 
‘I’m deleting them.’ 
I look over his shoulder. 
‘All of them?’ His finger hovers over the delete button on his unsent folder. ‘Are you certain?’ 
‘These are what you were reading, weren’t they? That day when you first came?’ 
I bow my head. ‘I am sorry. It was private. I shouldn’t have.’ 
He jabs his finger. The folder is gone. 
‘I can get it back for you,’ I say. ‘I am good with computers.’ 
‘No.’ His voice is hard. ‘It’s better this way.’ 
I think about his wall, his photographs. ‘But he was a good father, back then?’ 
He nods. ‘I thought so. He was fun. He taught me things. Then I find it’s all a lie.’ 
I think of Charybdis. ‘I understand.’ 
There is a pause, and then: ‘This came as well.’ His voice breaks. He pulls out a padded envelope from inside his jacket. 
‘When?’ 
‘A few days ago. I didn’t dare open it.’ 
‘Why don’t you open it now?’ I say. 


He does so, flitting glances at me. He fears, I think. He hopes. 
‘What has he sent you?’ 
‘I’m not sure … Oh.’ His voice is flat. 
He holds it up. It is a NASA T-shirt, far too small for him, a child’s size. I know not to speak. 
There’s a toy monkey too, dressed as an astronaut. Across its suit, words: I Need My SPACE.

‘Well,’ I say. 
‘Well.’ 
‘There is only one thing to do with these.’ I take the T-shirt. 
He stares. 
‘Follow me.’ 
I lead him past the installations until we are at the right one. And then he sees what I mean to do. 
‘Will you do it, or shall I?’ 
‘You do it.’ 
‘I am a very good aimer,’ I warn him. 
We are at Out of This World. I hold the toy up to the shooting tube. ‘Goodbye, space monkey,’ I say. 
Finch smiles, a little. 
‘Ready?’ 
He nods. I take the monkey and stuff it into the tube, aim it at the black hole in the centre of the exhibit. Then I turn on the air-suction machine. Instantly, the toy shoots up the tube, a fast blur, until it gets stuck at the top. We see its face grinning merrily, before there is another pull, and the force of air fires it out, over the blank space and neatly through the hole at the centre. 
‘Good aim,’ Finch says. He takes the shooting tube. ‘I’ll do the next one.’ 


I watch him cram the NASA T-shirt into the opening. He hits the suction pad, watches it being sucked up the tube. 
It is a perfect shot, and the T-shirt, like the monkey, disappears. 
I turn, and he is smiling properly this time. 
‘Better?’ 
‘Much better. Thank you.’ 
He takes my hand and squeezes it. 
For the rest of the afternoon my skin remembers Finch’s hand gripping mine. 

The envelope lands on the doormat after breakfast the next day. A Polish stamp. A dog paw-print sticker. I cannot help but scan its contents even though it is not addressed to me. 


Dear Stella 
I just wanted to write you this note to say that I’m so sorry for letting you down over Pepper at Christmas. I know it has taken a while to contact you but I’ve had such a strange few months and I’ve been unwell, some sort of breakdown. My therapist says that it would be good to write you this, a form of closure. 
I guess I just wasn’t ready to be so far from home and my loved ones. It’s all a bit blurry. I can’t really remember much about that time, only that I felt taken over as if I was a passenger in my own life. I had such strange dreams. I wasn’t really myself, but I’m fine now. Magdalena (my girlfriend) has been wonderful 🙂 
I hope that you found someone else and that I didn’t leave you in too much of ‘the lurch’, as you would say in English. I enjoyed our few chats, even if it was just on Zoom. I did love Pepper! Even in the few hours we had together, I could tell she is such a character. 
Anyway, say hello to your family, and I’m glad your art’s going so well. I read about your success online. 
Šciskam 
Sylwia 
Xxx 
P.S. Give Pepper a kiss from me! 
I hold the note as if it is hot. It hurts to read this, to touch this page of pain and exhaustion. I have harmed Sylwia by inhabiting her. She still feels the effects, even though she has her loved ones to help her. 
I cannot let Stella see this. She will know that I am an imposter. And everything is going so well. Everyone is happy. This note will only cause distress. To morph Sylwia is not harming her in any way. I did the right thing by uninhabiting her. I let her go. I made sure she was safe. 
I stare at the letter for a while before sparking it to cinders. 








‘He stepped down, trying not to look long at her, as if she were the sun, yet he saw her, like the sun, even without looking.’ 
Extract from Anna Karenina by Leo Tolstoy 
‘I’d better take these two home.’ Stella has emulsion in her hair and wears masking tape on her arms like bangles. She pulls some of it away from where Doodles has wound it round Pepper. 
‘We can keep Pepper if you like. Then she’ll get her last walk.’ Finch turns to me. ‘OK with that, Silver?’ 
I nod. 
‘Well, if you’re sure.’ Stella takes Doodles’s hand and picks up her car keys. 
We are alone, Finch and me, like we often are now. This space is peaceful as brush-strokes. With each white sweep, the room readies itself for Stella’s pieces, packed in tea chests at the back. We are a team, and this is easy as breathing now. 
Pepper flumps on her side, and half sleeps. We will walk her home together. I hug this thought and dip the brush, scrape the excess from its side. 
Everything is calm until the rat. 


‘What is that?’ 
Finch is holding his dripping brush, a look of disgust on his face. He is staring at the far corner. Beside him, Pepper lets out a low growl. 
At first I see nothing, then a face pushes through the tangle of fabric strips piled up on the floor. It is narrow, brown, twitching. 
‘Ugh, ugh. Gross. Get away!’ 
The rat emerges, watching us back. I begin to say that I do not think it will harm – but then Pepper is up on her legs, sharp barking, rushing, and the rat does not hesitate, but smooths out of the exhibition room and through the open door marked No Entry Beyond This Point. Pepper follows. 
Finch says, ‘Shit! After her!’ and we drop our brushes and follow the animals along a dark corridor. 
‘She’ll cause havoc,’ Finch pants. ‘Don’t let her break anything.’ 
More doors, more steps, more signs: Local Artists, Students’ Exhibits, Photography. We laugh as we chase the animals through another open door that says Extraordinary Perceptions. I run ahead, into a room labelled: This way to Breathe.

There is sighing and hissing from within. 
‘Please remove your shoes.’ 
A male voice, soothing: ‘Welcome. You are about to enter Piers Polloni’s unique and stimulating installation: Breathe. Part of a critically acclaimed and celebrated suite of balloon constructs, this formless sea of spheres both challenges the perceptions and offers an immersive experience, navigating the interplay of physical experience and sculptural constraint. It should be added that the aura of the figurative–narrative line–space matrix contextualises the remarkable handling of light.’ 


All is dark and hush. The space is filled with hundreds of balloons, pale ghosts shifting and settling. 
I can’t look away. The rat and Pepper are forgotten. 
Behind me, Finch arrives. 
‘Silver? Is that you?’ 
I take off my shoes and wade into the sea of balloons, Pale Lilac in the gloom. 
I am almost halfway across the space, the balloons rising and brushing against my body and face. I turn and try to see Finch, but aside from the pale forms, the room is dark. 
But I know he is still here. I hear him kick off his own shoes and then the squeaks and rustles as he too wades in. 
The male voice smooths over us. ‘All around you is a representation of the liminality between space and light. You are being invited to leave your prejudices behind and immerse yourself in its confrontational form.’ 
Then he is beside me. ‘Pepper’s gone back into Extraordinary Perceptions,’ he says. ‘Does it matter?’ 
‘No,’ I whisper. 
‘Silver?’ His voice is low, changed. 
This is how it begins, I think. This. Here. Now.

His eyes are solemn and thoughtful, lit by the soft glow of the balloons. I touch his cheek, trace my finger over the frown-wiggle in his forehead, and this time he does not move away. 
‘Silver, I –’ His voice is low and quiet. 
‘Hush,’ I tell him. This time I do not want words. Our hands have found each other, and they are clasped tight and there is no pain, only this: that I am with a boy with brown eyes, and there is a butterfly’s breath between us. 


A beat, and then another – 
We move to kiss and our noses get in the way just like Miss Sassy’s blog said they would. He lets out a breath-laugh. 
‘Sorry.’ 
‘Sorry.’ 
Balloons around us bob like ghost orbs. His breath smells safe as whispers. And then it is all eyes that glitter, and hair tickling mine, and shifting closer in the dark. 
Our lips touch, and it is new and now and sudden. Hands clasping and unclasping. The moment stretches and we become the space in between words. I want to dissolve. I want to unmatter. 
Instead I feel the quick-slow beat in my neck, my chest, a caught bird in my throat, within my ribs. I press my hand to my chest to feel it again. Since I stepped out of Sylwia’s body, I have had to work hard at retaining her form, inside and out, but I am surprised by how easy it is now, how similar to being in that human body. There it is, a quickening, a twin thudding. A fish that leaps and twists, caught in the very core of me. Its significance catches at me. 
This is my human heart, not Sylwia’s. 
‘Are you OK, Silver?’ Finch is stroking my hair. 
‘I felt –’ 
‘Yes?’ His voice is soft. He presses closer. The beat quickens. 
‘Do you feel it?’ I whisper. I place his hand over the leaping. 
‘Your heart, Silver. Is that what you mean?’ He rests his hand for a long time. He puts my hand where I can feel his too. 
We reach into each other’s space again, taste each other’s words, so there is no between, it is only we, our, us. I feel the sound of its beat and it says: 
I am, I am, I am, I am, I am … 


His heart, my heart, strong and fast and beating. 
Suddenly there is a bang and we both jump. 
‘Bloody balloon,’ says Finch. His mouth twitches. 
‘Bloody balloon,’ I agree. 
We look at each other without words. Finch’s eyes have my face in them. It seems urgent that we kiss again. 








‘Um, Doodles, don’t you think you should be going up to bed soon?’ 
‘When I’ve finished this picture.’ She puts down her biscuit and picks up a Laughing Yellow
gel pen. 
Finch is looking at me. We haven’t been able to stop gazing at each other since we got home. 
‘Can Silver come up later to say goodnight?’ asks Doodles when she has coloured in the dinosaur’s space gloves. 
‘Only if she says yes.’ 
‘Yes,’ I say. Our eyes burn. 
Doodles grabs her drawing book and is gone. I start clearing the table. 
‘She’ll be a while yet,’ says Finch. He puts down the Marmite knife. I put down the Dalek jar. 

‘You’re doing that thing again.’ Finch is smiling at me. 
I move my hand away from my neck. 
‘As if you’re taking your own pulse.’ 
It is true. My skin is learning all it needs to be fully human. I cannot help but feel my new heart. It speeds when I see him, quickens when we kiss. It feels right, so much part of me. 


This is my body and I choose to be human. I am no longer crouching in another. 
The front door unlocks, and we break apart. 
Stella comes in. 
‘Shattered,’ she says. ‘Before you ask.’ She dumps a Lo-Cost bag on the floor. 
Finch begins to unpack it. ‘Have you got everything finished for the exhibition yet?’ 
‘Nope.’ Her word is short. She sits down, opens her laptop and sighs. 
I watch Finch open the fridge and place butter and nut milk inside. He has beautiful wrists, I think. I move my focus to his face, and he looks up. His eyes say: I want to do that again. I make my eyes tell him the same back. 
Stella hisses in her breath. 
‘Mum?’ 
Her skin has turned to Pale Parchment. 
‘OhGodohGodohGod!’ she says. And, ‘I thought it couldn’t get any worse.’ 
‘What is it?’ 
‘Only bloody Ofsted. The head’s just sent round an email. There’s a drop-in inspection and it’s tomorrow!’ 
‘Oh, Mum.’ 
Stella begins to type. ‘Couldn’t come at a worse possible time. I was going to spend this evening in the shed finishing my kites, and instead –’ Jab. ‘– I’ve got to –’ Jab. ‘– write effing lesson plans.’ Jab. 
‘Tea?’ I ask. Stella nods distractedly. I get out three mugs and boil the kettle. Remember to steep the teabags for three minutes. All the time I feel Finch’s gaze. 


Doodles calls from upstairs. 
‘I’ll go.’ Stella sighs heavily. ‘Do you know, I think I’m all burnt out. Shattered. I’ll do these in bed.’ She walks to the fridge and fills a glass with Pinot. Takes her laptop and tucks it under her arm. ‘Night, you two.’ 
I wonder what to do with the third mug of tea. 
‘Leave it.’ Finch comes very close. 
Stella has hardly creaked on the floorboards above us before we are kissing again. This time I feel beneath his shirt, touch the hollow at the base of his spine. His hands on my skin are both soft and firm. Time stills as we learn and taste and breathe each other. 








Betty answers the door straight away. 
‘I was looking through my spyhole, dear,’ she says when she sees me. ‘You can’t be too careful nowadays.’ 
She is wearing a purple head covering with three bird feathers sticking out of the top. 
‘Swan,’ I say. 
‘Heron, dear. I found them by the river when I went down to visit Three Fingers. So majestic. Like my Mikey.’ 
‘Mikey?’ 
‘My budgie. Lived for seventeen years. Handsome devil.’ 
‘I have brought you food,’ I say. ‘I am practising for Stella’s opening night.’ 
She looks at it doubtfully. ‘What’s this? For my lunch? Well, it’s very kind of you, I’m sure.’ 
‘Wild mushroom paté with a coulis of apricot.’ 
‘What’s that, dear?’ 
‘And pumpkin and gorgonzola pufflettes.’ 
‘Have you been watching Showstoppers again? I can’t stand that programme. Makes everyone think their life’s a little bit shit. What’s wrong with a can of tomato soup, I say? All that farting about with windberries and woo-woo beans and what-not.’ 


‘It was very time-consuming,’ I say, remembering. 
‘Well, it’s very nice, dear, but you really don’t need to go to so much trouble in future.’ She reaches forward and pats my hand. ‘I just like the company.’ Then she steps aside to reveal her hallway. ‘Ta-daaa!’ 
‘You’ve cleared it,’ I say. 
The final few banks of books, folders, magazines, newspapers, bags, prams, plastic boxes, black binbags, coats, tins, jars and cans of soup are gone. The living room, too, is clear. I breathe deep. The space feels light and free. 
‘You inspired me, lovey.’ 
‘And Laurie’s clothes?’ I have offered to take them away to the Dog Care shop. 
Betty shakes her head. ‘All gone. Three Fingers came and sorted through them with me. He’s kept all the suits and shoes and taken the rest to the homeless shelter.’ She chuckles. ‘Very handsome he looked too. Nice to see them get an airing.’ 
I remember the other reason why I came. ‘Here are your books back.’ I hand her the rest of the Heart and Fire books. 
‘You can keep them a week longer, dear. The return date’s not till the end of March.’ 
‘I have read them all,’ I tell her.
‘And Three Fingers suggests I read Madame Bovary next, for its objective portrayal of a woman whose view of romantic love is ruined by overexposure to scandalous and sensational fiction,’ I tell her. ‘If Madame Bovary were real, he says, she’d probably read Heart and Fire books.’ 
‘Lovely man, Three Fingers,’ Betty says. ‘Rubbish taste in books, though.’ 
‘I like his book recommendations,’ I say. ‘I very much enjoyed A Room with a View as well as Anna Karenina. Three Fingers said it depends on whether I prefer happy or sad endings.’ 


Betty winks. ‘Romantic love, eh? How’s things with your brown-eyed boy?’ 
My skin flashes and I hide my hands quickly. ‘Your books are wrong about kissing,’ I say. ‘But then, so was Miss Sassy’s blog.’ 
Betty is making chuckle noises. ‘I remember what it feels like: can’t settle to anything, all starry and moony, daydreaming all day. Percy on the pier. Laurie under the moon. Charley-boy on the bridge.’ 
I am glad that my skin prevents my face blushing. Otherwise it would be Amber Glow. 
‘And now, all I’ve got is Passion Island,’
Betty is saying. ‘Lovely lads on that show, though, have you seen them? Very nice tattoos. If Percy’s looking down at me, he’d say, “There you go, Betty. Always did have an eye for the young’uns.”’ She laughs, and it turns into a cough, and then turns into a laugh again. 
I glance up at the ceiling. 
‘You’ve really fallen hard, haven’t you? I can see it in your eyes.’ Betty jabs me with her elbow. ‘You make the most of it, dearie. Young love doesn’t last forever.’ 








‘Silver!’ Doodles pats the seat beside her. The sofa is a tumble of toys and blankets. 
Finch comes and sits with us, threads his fingers through mine. He told Stella and Doodles about us a few days ago. They were happy. ‘Eat your popcorn, Doodles. Stop feeding it to the dog,’ he says. 
She scrunches her face. ‘Healthy,’ she says, frowning. 
‘Delicious,’ Finch says. Some pieces fall on the carpet and Pepper scrambles to get them. 
‘I usually need two people next to me with this film because it’s so scary. That’s true, isn’t it, Finch?’ 
‘Yes, Dood. Do you want to watch a different one?’ 
‘No. Definitely not.’ 
‘Well, I’d better go and sit the other side of her,’ he says in my ear. 
I watch Doodles snuggle Finch, turn her face away when he offers popcorn again. She is still in her uniform, just back from school. Her bunches have come undone. 
‘I don’t like this bit, do I, Finch?’ says Doodles. 
Finch puts his arm around his sister. ‘Are you sure you want to watch it, Dood?’ 


‘Yes, I’m sure. It's my favourite.’ Her voice is small as an ant. ‘I probably need my blanket, though.’ 
A lion roars and the film starts. 
‘Ooh, you’re brave, watching this.’ Stella is back, dragging her wheelie bag of marking. 
She flumps on the end of the sofa. She’s still exhausted after her school inspection visit. 
‘The witch, Mum, the witch!’ 
Doodles hides her face behind her cushion. On the screen, a grim-faced woman is riding a bicycle, a little dog wriggling free from a basket behind her. 
Stella starts singing ‘Somewhere Over the Rainbow’
to Doodles until Doodles laughs and joins in. Finch turns up the volume and sings too. 
‘Oh, I almost forgot. Finch, I really need you to help me with something for the exhibition. I wonder if …’ 
They are both looking at me. 
Then Stella turns to Doodles. ‘Would you be OK here with Silver while we pop out?’ 
Doodles nods very fast. 
‘Well, that’s all sorted, then.’ Stella smiles. ‘It’s just finishing fitting out my main space. Won’t be too long.’ 
Doodles offers me the end of her blanket as the others leave. ‘You can share my blanket if you want.’ Her voice is sleepy. 
I note the dimples on her hands, the small dabs of varnish on her nails. This room feels safe, even without Stella and Finch. I tuck in beside her, stare at the TV. 
Within minutes, Doodles falls asleep, clutching her squashy astronaut helmet. 


I carry on watching the film. 
The girl is running about now, the little dog clutched under her arm. The skies swirl, a tree flies. A wooden house, they hurry inside. Outside, the sky twists. I watch as a column of spinning fury shivers its way across the land. 
The Vortex. 
I sit up straight, tuck the blanket up to my chin as it comes for the girl and her dog. It smashes her home, whirls it up into the air – 
And then the film freezes. Its black-and-grey world wobbles and snaps into blankness. Only the whirlwind remains. It grows as I watch, next to the sleeping girl. I shrink away from the screen, want to hide, but cannot. I am fixed here, forced to stare into its giddying depths. It swells, too big for its screen, nothing can contain it. 
It will find me out, drag me in. 
I can only wait as it becomes all voice. 
We know where you are. You dare, you dare, you dare to betray – 
Its shrill fury. I will be sucked into its heart. Its voice rises to a single shriek, my hair is whipped as the Vortex rages. It has broken the bounds of the screen. Any moment now, I will be snatched and swept into it. Again and again it whips round and I grip the seat, hold on to the armrest. I cannot cry out because my voice is trapped, cannot hang on – 
‘Silver?’ 
A small hand touches my face. 
‘Is it the film that’s upsetting you? It’s a scary one, isn’t it? Let’s watch a nicer one, shall we?’ 
Doodles is awake now, her face hovers close. Her eyes are wide and soft. The screen is back to Dorothy. My heart rate slows. 


She points the clicker and changes The Wizard of
Oz to Paddington. 
‘Actually that one’s scary too. Hmmmm, I know.’ She switches to Zombieland. ‘This one’s better.’ 

The Founders rage because I have not Shielded. But I refuse to give in. 
They would tell me I have been caught by the humans, let them get under my skin. But it is the Founders who I feel controlled by, not this family. 
They have lied to us. I am not getting weaker without Shielding. By now I should be hurting. I should have lost my powers. Each touch sensation should give me pain. 
But the truth is, Shielding does not protect me; it never has. I feel so much more alive than ever I did on Charybdis. A different sort of power. 
I used to believe that Shielding armoured me, formed a carapace against outsiders. That without it I would become sick and infected, all my powers drained. Once, being Shielded meant basking in the warm glow of the Founders’ praise, a reward for good behaviour and compliance. 
But they have always used it both ways: to punish as well as praise. 
I trace my finger over the skin of my hand, releasing an arc of sparks into the air. The room flashes bright and the glitterwake shimmers as it settles. 
I remember the iced pain as they searched my skin data every time I stepped under the beam. They do not wish us to know that we do not need their power or protection. Our strength and agility, our ability to leap and spark, to masque and morph – it is ours. None of it depends on the Founders. 


Shielding does not give us power. It is only a way for them to monitor and control us. That is why they are so desperate for me to return. 
And if Shielding is not for our protection, and touch does not hurt, then what other lies have they told us? 








‘Want to join me for a walk?’ Finch asks as he comes into the kitchen the next day. ‘We can take Pepper. Do you want to come, girl? Do you?’ 
Pepper prances and uffs. 
‘I think she’s saying yes.’ I smile. 
‘Just wait there a minute. I need to find something.’ Finch rummages in the boot cupboard and brings out: 
a rectanglular plank 
a length of chain 
a metal box with a handle. 
‘Are you OK to hold this?’ 
I take the box and he takes the dog, the plank and the chain. 
‘Something I’ve wanted to do for ages,’ he says. ‘Is it still raining?’ 
‘Only a little,’ I say. ‘I like it, actually.’ 
Nowadays I seem to feel everything with more intensity. The rain on my skin is like a thousand gentle needles, cool, awakening. 
‘You sure you don’t want to borrow a raincoat?’ He is offering one to me, eyebrows raised. ‘I know that you’re hardcore, but …’ 
I pull the item over my arms, hating its rustle and shine. I wonder why humans like to wrap themselves when they could be in their own skin. 


I take Finch’s hand and feel the quiet sink of its warmth. We walk in easy silence, Pepper laughing and prancing beside us as the day deepens into dark. 
At the rec, Finch makes straight for the children’s play park. 
‘Been wanting to fix this for ages,’ he says. He points out a broken swing. 
‘It is not your job, though. A swing-fixer.’ 
‘Does that matter?’ 
‘But why?’ 
‘Why not?’ He shrugs. ‘So that someone can use it, I guess. Not just Doodles. She’s grown out of swings a little. I just like to think that somebody sees that it’s fixed and uses it, that’s all.’ 
I hold the broken plastic seat while he replaces it with the new wooden one. 
‘You OK?’ Finch is looking at me. 
A surge, as I touched the seat, of thousands of small humans, flickering like pages in a book. Being swung high, squealing in delight. 
I shake my head and smile back at Finch. ‘This is a very kind thing that you are doing.’ 
‘It’s nothing, really.’ He loosens the nut and replaces the chain. Loops the chains together with a J-hook. ‘Do you want to test it out?’ 
I sit on the new swing and he pushes me, laughing. I close my eyes at the feeling of his hands on my back. 
‘Is it holding up?’ 
I stretch out my legs and make them touch the moon, which is just rising in the sky. ‘Yes, it is holding up,’ I shout. ‘It is very strong.’ 
An easy rhythm, back and forth. 


‘It’s a bit squeaky,’ I say, after a while. 
‘Ah. I’ve thought of that. Look.’ He waves a can at me. ‘Will you do the honours?’ 
He holds the swing steady as I stand on its seat, applying the oil to the bolts and screws on the top beam. 
‘We should do the others,’ I say. He holds the seats again as I oil the other two swings and then move over to a swinging metal cone with seats. 
‘Ahh, the Witch’s Hat. They were going to take this one away on account of it being too dangerous,’ Finch tells me. ‘But everyone complained so they left it in the end.’ 
‘A metaphor,’ I say. 
‘I guess it is. What else would you call it?’ Finch sinks back onto the netted ropes. 
I clamber on too and snuggle into his arms. Pepper dances on the playing field, her lit-up collar showing us where she is. 
‘A kissing cone,’ I say. 
‘Mmm-mm?’ Finch stops my words with his mouth. The ropes creak as we make ourselves comfortable. A minute later, something wet and cold nudges me. A pair of bright eyes. 
‘Pepper,’ Finch groans. ‘She wants her ball.’ 
I pick up the Turbo Launcher, remembering just in time to hold back when I throw the ball. Pepper’s glow collar zigzags in the evening light as she chases after it. 
‘The rain has stopped,’ I say. 
‘So it has.’ Finch turns to me and smiles. ‘I want to know more about you. Tell me about home. Tell me about Poland.’ 
I look away. 
‘Silver? Have I said something to upset you?’ 


I shake my head. I do not want to tell him about Poland. That is Sylwia’s story, not mine. 
‘What about your parents? What are they like?’ 
‘I do not have parents.’ 
‘Oh, sorry. It’s just that I thought – Are you fostered, then?’ 
‘Fostered?’ 
‘Have you been through the care system?’ 
‘I believed at the time that I was safe. But my people, the Founders – they do not know what it is to care.’ 
‘The Founders?’ Finch frowns. ‘What is that? Sounds like a cult or something.’ He watches me, then shakes his head. I cannot read his expression. ‘Sorry. Look, it’s none of my business.’ A pause. ‘I can see that you’re uncomfortable talking about it. I just want to know you, that’s all.’ 
I take his face with my hands and kiss him, his lower lip, the place where his neck dips. ‘Is this not enough?’ 
He pulls away. ‘It’s just that sometimes I feel that you’re holding back, that there’s stuff you’re not telling me. That’s all.’ He sighs. 
I gaze at Pepper dancing after her ball. ‘You were kind fixing the swing,’ I say. 
‘Ah. OK. Subject change.’ 
Pepper deposits the ball at our feet. 
‘It’s no good. She never stops once she’s got the idea of a game in her head.’ The witch’s hat lurches as Finch jumps off. 
I climb off too. 
He indicates the swings. ‘I ought to just test them once more before we go.’ 
I watch him sit on one and start swinging. Have I made him angry? There is something about his face that seems closed. 


‘Better?’ I ask when I walk over. 
‘Much better. No creakage.’ He falls silent. 
‘What is it?’ I climb on the swing next to him. 
‘It’s just seeing End Hill,’ he says, looking up at the dark peak ahead of us. ‘Something really strange happened to me there once.’ 
‘Burnt Hill,’ I say. 
‘Is that your name for it?’ 
I nod. ‘Did this thing happen …’ I hesitate. ‘Did it happen before I arrived?’ 
‘Just before.’ 
I wait. 
‘I got lost, there was a snowstorm. Totally lost my bearings. Phone went dead, and I saw –’ 
‘Yes?’ 
‘I saw a figure. At least, it was the outline of one. Shimmering. Invisible except for the snow.’ He laughs. ‘Sounds mad, doesn’t it?’ 
I fix my eyes on the hills. ‘Maybe.’ 
‘I must have fallen. Anyway, after that I was aware of someone incredibly fast and strong, lifting me, carrying me to a place filled with shadows. There was a kind of silver light … I don’t know.’ He shakes his head. ‘Obviously I was dreaming. Mum said I probably had a concussion, so …’ 
‘It may have been real,’ I tell him. 
He smiles. ‘Depends on what your version of real is, doesn’t it?’ He hesitates. ‘Anyway, this new star Doodles has been watching.above End Hill, you might think I’m imagining it, but I think it’s on the move.’ 
‘That’s impossible,’ I say. But inside I am cold. 
He points. ‘Look. Swing high and look over there and you’ll see.’ 


I look skywards. Finch is right. The Bright Star that is Charybdis has moved from the top of Burnt Hill. Now it hovers over the town. As if it’s searching for me. 
I clench my nails into my palms to stop myself from sparking. Charybdis is trying to make me fear, that is all. The Founders believe that by sending me these threats – their voice on the radio; the vision of the Vortex; unmasquing as Bright Star – they will force me to Shield and be under their control again. 
I must remember that they cannot reach me, not really. These are only empty threats and holomorphs. I think of the blackouts on the Ship. How they increased in recent years. How the Founders wanted nobody to know. Maybe they are running low on power. They wouldn’t risk exposing themselves here in the town. And besides, they don’t even have a presence; they are permanently unmattered. So how can they harm me here? Especially when they have destroyed Cadet 10, the only one with powers equal to mine. 
I feel my breathing slow. To keep safe I just need to stay away from Burnt Hill and their Shielding beam. 
I can do this. I am strong. 
And this time it is my own words, not the Mantra. 








Later that week, in Finch’s pub, Deepa studies me hard. ‘Can I be very direct?’ 
I nod. 
‘It’s just that Finch has been through a lot. That thing with his dad – it makes it difficult for him to trust people. You will take care of him, won’t you? He’s my best mate. We kind of look out for each other. He really likes you, Silver. He won’t say, but I’ve seen how he looks at you.’ She takes out a notebook. ‘I have a list of questions. Just so that I cover everything. I do it to all his prospects.’ 
‘Prospects?’ 
‘Girlfriends. Lovers. Significant others.’ 
I blush, feel my cheeks flare. 
‘I know this is kind of intrusive but I’d do anything for Finch, you know? He’s like a brother. We’ve known each other since –’ 
‘Magic Moments. You kissed in Home Corner.’ 
‘Yeah, that’s right. We started young but it didn’t last. The budding flame cemented into strong friendship.’ 
‘Mixed metaphors,’ I say. 
‘I’m sorry, what?’ 
‘Cemented. Flame. Budding.’ 


‘Ah, I get you. It’s still true, though. The friendship bit.’ 
She’s watching me, her dark eyes serious. 
‘Anyway, here’s Question One. How long are you expecting to be around for? It’s kind of important. Finch needs reliability. Something long-term.’ 
I feel pinned by her gaze. What can I say? How can I say forever when I don’t know if I can promise that? I want so much to tell the truth but it is so hard. 
She is waiting for my answer, a slight frown hovering. In the end there is only one thing I can think to say. ‘I can stay for as long as I am on the Project Paws programme.’ 
Weak. Wrong. Pathetic. It is not even my own answer. It is another girl’s story. Even without Sylwia’s body, I still steal her life. 
‘Right. OK. Well, I guess you score two points for that question. Not ideal but we can work with it. Finch wants to travel after all – maybe he could come with you to Poland.’ Deepa takes a sip of her hot chocolate and then scribbles something in her notebook. 
‘You are writing my answers down?’ 
‘Yup. I like to be organised. You OK with that?’ 
I nod, staring at my hands. 
‘Question Two. How did your last relationship end? Are you and your ex still friends? Finch said you were with someone, before.’ 
‘We weren’t meant to be,’ I say, thinking of Sylwia and Magdalena. ‘They are better for someone else.’ At least this answer is true. 
‘Wow, that’s mature.’ She nods approvingly. ‘Question Three. Who shaped you the most during your childhood and teens?’ 
At last, one I can answer without any thought. ‘The Founders,’ I say. It feels good to answer truthfully, without plundering Sylwia’s life story. I smile, even though saying their name causes my belly to lurch, like it did with Finch the other day. 


Deepa raises her eyebrows. ‘The Founders? Um, who or what are they?’ 
What to say? How can I describe the Founders to a human? 
‘They are the old ones. They rescued us as infants. Trained us not to be vulnerable, to be proud and strong …’ My voice trails away. I cannot read Deepa’s expression. 
‘But everyone’s vulnerable, right? I mean, it’s human to be vulnerable.’ 
‘Yes, but they valued obedience above vulnerability.’ 
Deepa puts her mug down, frowning. ‘What happens if you don’t want to obey?’ Her eyes drill me. 
I look away. 
‘Oh. I see.’ Her voice softens. ‘Is that why you left home? To escape all of that? It sounds kind of restrictive. Suffocating.’ She pushes my mug towards me. ‘You’ve got to try this hot chocolate. It’s the best. Really.’ 
I pluck a pink pillow from the swirl of cream. Marshmallow. Sweet and silly. The taste of kindness. Finch made them specially for us. I look over to where he dries glasses behind the bar. The door to the Pen and Moon opens then and a girl walks in. 
‘OK, next one: have you ever stolen anything? If so, what’s the worst thing you’ve taken? I find this question a good indicator of character.’ Deepa laughs. ‘Me, I once stole a load of pencils. I always liked to go into a stationery shop, touch the sharp pencil points when they’re all stacked together. You know what I mean? Once I found myself outside the shop with a pocketful of pencils. The worst thing was, I forced myself go back inside and replace them. That was far worse. I really thought I was going to get caught.’ She smiles. ‘You?’ 


I stare into the fire. So many colours. Purple and green dancing, wriggling. What have I stolen? 
I am the worst sort of thief. I am a taker of bodies. I steal human memories and lives. 
‘Anything?’ 
I shake my head. 
She looks disappointed, as if she knows I am holding back. But only nods and scribbles something else in her notebook. 
‘OK, next one: when you were a child, what did you want to be when you grew up?’ 
‘I wanted to be the best. The best …’ 
What to say? Pioneer? Killer? Stealer of minds? I wanted only to please my Founders. What sort of life was that? 
Deepa’s pen hovers. It is purple and sparkly with a panda swinging from the end. Doodles would love it. 
I swallow. ‘I wanted to make my people proud.’ 
‘Your people? As in these Founders? They’re like your family, right?’ 
‘Will you tell Finch my answers?’ I interrupt. 
‘God, no. Don’t worry.’ Deepa nudges me. ‘Just one more, I promise. You’re kind of private, aren’t you? Look, I know I’m being intrusive, but I’m just doing this for Finch.’ She smiles. ‘I know you’re all right, truly.’ She winks. ‘I’ve never known him so happy.’ 
My left hand sparks, tiny but bright. I move it quickly under the table. 
‘Last question. When was the last time you cried?’ 
I shake my head. ‘I have never –’ I swallow. 


Deepa is staring at me again, her eyes wide. She is wearing a tiny red stone in her nose today; when she turns her head, it catches in the firelight. I cannot tell her that I have never cried; I do not know how to. It is not physically possible for me. Instead I force myself to give a little shrug. I name a popular show in which the dog dies. ‘This episode made me weep buckets,’ I tell her. 
She nods vigorously. ‘Oh God, me too. So awful. That poor owner, left all alone. Couldn’t sleep after.’ Deepa beams. ‘You’ve passed! Just remember what I said about Finch, yeah? Don’t let him down. Only get involved if you’re here for the long game. He needs someone he can trust.’ 
Finch comes over then. ‘Thought you two looked like you might need another one of these.’ He plants two more mugs of hot chocolate with whipped cream and marshmallows in front of us. ‘I didn’t like to disturb you before. You looked very deep in conversation.’ 
‘Just discussing life, love and the universe,’ says Deepa, winking at me. She takes a sip and sighs hugely, a whipped cream moustache on her upper lip. ‘Wow, Baileys. Thanks, Birdbrain.’ 
Finch kisses me on the lips before moving back to the bar and Deepa beams again. Beside us, the fire dances and sparks. If I were not focusing so hard, my whole body would be shooting fireworks. 
Deepa’s eyes flit past my shoulder. ‘Urgh. Why is she always in here now?’ 
I turn. The girl I saw enter a few minutes ago is leaning against the bar. She has shiny hair in a high glossy ponytail. She is laughing at something Finch is saying. She flicks back her hair and glances at me. She has bright bold eyes. Her mouth twitches at the corner. 


‘Don’t worry,’ Deepa hisses. ‘Finch is extremely loyal. She’s just picking up some shifts here every now and again. Just passing through, she said.’ 
I study her beautiful face, her confident expression. ‘She’s perfect,’ I say. 
Deepa scoffs. ‘Well, who wants that? Here’s to being a little bit shit.’ She raises her mug. 
‘A little bit shit,’ I repeat. 
We chink mugs, and the fire logs settle. 








A knock on the shed door. Finch is standing outside, smiling. We pull each other in and inhale each other. Pepper is lying peacefully in her basket after her sorting duties. I have trained her to tidy up after Stella as she works on her final piece. So far, she has sorted buttons, shells, rags and pebbles into different boxes, which will make things so much easier for Stella. 
‘I thought you were at work today,’ I say, after a hundred and one years of kissing. 
‘I was, but I managed to escape.’ His eyes glitter. ‘Do you want to go on a date with me?’ 
A date. I have watched these on Date or Mate – You Choose. 
‘I would like that very much,’ I say. 
‘Close your eyes, then.’ 
I do so immediately and something heavy is placed in my hands. ‘A motorbike helmet?’ 
I open my eyes and Finch’s face crinkles. ‘I borrowed it for you. I’m taking you to one of my favourite places.’ 
He leads me by the hand to where his bike is parked in the front garden. I haven’t been on it before, but I am excited. I climb on behind him and place my arms around his waist. Leaning my head against him, I watch the roads stream by. 


We cruise on the motorway for a while and then take a slip road and begin to climb a steep hill. 
When we pull into a pub with a parking area outside, for a break, I tap Finch on the shoulder. 
‘I’d like to drive.’ 
He grins, like he was hoping I’d ask this. ‘You OK with everything? Want me to take you through the controls?’ 
I shake my head. ‘I’ve got this,’ I say as we switch places. 
Finch’s leather-clad body nestles behind my back. I am very aware of the heat of him, the way we are a perfect fit. I accelerate. I am full of energy and charge. Plenty to spare, to give the engine a little boost. 
‘Whoa!’ 
I laugh as I hear his whoop of exhilaration. 
We carve through the landscape, blurring past the few other cars and trucks. We reach Wiltshire. At the edge of a town I slow. There are screams and thudding music from a fairground. The drift of frying onions. 
‘Not far now,’ Finch calls. ‘Let’s swap over again. I know the way.’ 
We remove our helmets, scrabble for warm skin, his, mine, ours. And now it is all melding mouths and tongues. Distant shrieks. Light rain that we no longer feel. 
‘Um. OK, we’re wet through.’ Finch frowns at the sky. ‘Hopefully it will stop soon.’ 
We ride on until we reach the lights of another village, sunset just beginning to fall. 
‘This is what I wanted you to see,’ he says, parking up the bike. 
We are on a small hill. Below are standing stones in a circle in a field. Others are dotted about in the landscape, here, there, in the distance, on the hills. 


I freeze. 
‘Silver?’ 
I shake my head. ‘Nothing,’ I say. ‘I was just reminded of something, that is all.’ 
Memories of the Casting flash back to me. I have not thought about it in so long. How I battled among the standing stones, fearing for my life but without the words to express it then, wanting only to prove myself. 
But these stones are different, bathed in the glow of this early spring evening. And now I have Finch too. 
We beam at each other. There is a pause which weighs more than silence. Finch coughs to clear it. 
‘A bit random, but I wondered whether we could warm some bread on the rear cylinder of the bike. Saw it on a cooking programme once and thought it’d be fun to try.’ 
‘Baker Blokes on Bikes,’ I say, and nod. 
‘You’ve seen it too? I’ve brought some garlic bread to try it out.’ He rummages in his rucksack. ‘And hot chocolate.’ He waves a flask. 
We unfold a picnic blanket and wedge the foil-wrapped rolls behind the engine. The side of my hand catches on the hot metal and I jerk it back, don’t want him to see how the burn instantly heals, does not hurt me. 
‘Careful! Let me take a look.’ 
‘It is nothing.’ I show him my resealed hand. 
‘Asbestos fingers,’ Finch says, and kisses them. ‘Won’t take long for the garlic bread to warm up. I’ve put cheese inside to melt. In the meantime …’ 


I snuggle next to him on the blanket. This time our hands seek a way under the layers. Leather jacket, jumper, shirt. And then warm skin, soft hairs. Ridges and hollows. 
Finch’s breathing has deepened, as has mine. We break off, gazing at each other. 
I am lost, I am forgetting. I want to let go, to lose this shape that is Sylwia. I do not want to morph any more. I just want to be me. 
‘Is something wrong?’ Finch strokes my hair. 
It takes all of my effort to keep from reverting to my true form. It would be so easy to unmatter, to reveal what I am. And so impossible. 
He kisses me, then breaks away again. ‘You look so serious.’ 
What to tell him? That it feels wrong for his hands to be on this semblance of Sylwia? It is not me. I can never be human, only a bad copy. 
If he unpeeled my clothes, wriggled his hands to where my skin lies waiting … He would not know. You could just enjoy his touch, close your eyes. 
My skin taunts me, threatening to shoot sparks where it senses Finch’s hand. 
I jerk away. 
‘Silver?’ 
I shake my head, sit up. ‘I am sorry. I – I was not ready.’ 
‘Oh God. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean –’ 
‘No. Finch. I wanted to. I want to. It is complicated.’ I hesitate. ‘I am –’ 
I am what? Inhuman. Other. I do not, can never, belong. I am a fraud. A Bad Truth. I cannot tell him. He would find me disgusting, an abomination. 


And, just like that, there are galaxies between us. 
‘Silver …?’ Finch hesitates. ‘Is there someone else? Your ex? It’s just that you seem so far away sometimes. You would tell me, wouldn’t you?’ He reaches for my hand. ‘I’ve never felt like this before. When I’m with you, it’s like there’s an electric current tracking through my skin.’ 
‘Is it wrong? Do you not like it?’ I pull away. 
‘Of course I like it. It’s amazing. Incredible.’ He traces my palm. ‘Even this. When we hold hands. It’s so intense.’ He moves my palm to his mouth and I hold my breath. 
I close my eyes, trying to focus on keeping Sylwia’s shape. If I relax, even for a moment, it feels as if I will burst into flames. 
‘Oh shit. Do you smell that? Smells like the cheese is burned.’ Finch leaps up and pulls on his leather gloves and feels behind the engine cylinder. ‘Can’t quite reach it. Ah, there.’ He takes out the foil-wrapped package. ‘Ouch, it’s hot.’ 
‘Let me.’ I reach for it and carefully unfold it. 
Inside is a gooey mess, flattened bread and burnt edges. 
‘Hmmm, not exactly high-end dining. Want some?’ He hands me half a squashed roll. We both burst out laughing. ‘Obviously not up to your catering standards, but at least it’s warm.’ 
We have a few bites and then give each other a garlicky kiss. 
‘Bad-breath gremlins,’ I say. 
‘What’s that?’ He has his mouth full again. 
‘It’s raining again,’ I say. 
‘Maybe we can shelter by the stones. Come on.’ 
We clasp hands, running down the bank to the nearest stone. 
‘This one is like a throne. Sit on it, Silver. I’ll take a photo of you.’ 
I climb up onto the rain-drenched stone. Finch points his phone at me, laughing. ‘You look so serious sitting there. Imperial. I’m going to make it my screensaver. It’s an ancient place. You can feel it, can’t you?’ He takes his phone and moves it round, filming the panoramic view. ‘The stones aren’t exactly keeping the rain off, though, are they?’ 


‘I don’t mind,’ I say, and poke him until he laughs. 
And now we are back to normal again. It feels better this way. To just pretend. That way, you get to keep him. 
‘I know what to do,’ he says. ‘Come on – there’s room for two under my jacket.’ He wriggles out of his leather coat and pulls me under its shelter. Hugs me, pressing me into his layers of leather, wool. I breathe in the scent of his neck. I never want to leave this place, where his heart is. 
‘You OK?’ Finch is drawing back, studying me. 
I nod. These stones are nothing like the holomorphs of the Casting. These are real. They are safe and wise and ancient. 
‘I wonder what the stones are saying.’ 
‘Let’s listen.’ We each press an ear against a stone, clutching gloved hands, wool in wool. 
‘Hmmm. I think mine’s saying, how about something more to eat?’ 
‘I am still hungry,’ I agree. 
Finch clears his throat. ‘Actually, I think my stone wants to tell your stone something else.’ His face hovers. ‘Just three words. That’s all.’ 
I look at him. From all of my reading, I know there are only three words this could be. 
Once, I did not know what love was. Then the humans taught me of its existence. And now? 


Now I feel it, both light and heavy. Fragile yet strong and beating. It is as certain as this rock, the heft of it against my back, holding me, supporting. I hardly dare trust it. But I do, I do. 
Finch’s face is very close to mine. A moth’s wingbeat between us. 
I press my ear against my stone, listening. 
And then I smile, his eyes watching, willing, hoping. 
‘Mine says the same thing back.’ 








‘You’ve missed a bit, here, and here,’ I say. 
‘I most certainly have not.’ Finch kisses me on the ear, and then on my nose. 
I point at the unpainted patches. ‘I meant –’ 
‘I know what you meant. Are you saying that I don’t have good workmanship?’ He flicks Brilliant White at me and I quickswerve, laughing. 
‘I’ve watched the Invisible Lives show and it’s really, really boring.’ Doodles has come into the main gallery, followed by a grinning Pepper. She scowls. ‘There’s just a flame and nothing else happens.’ 
Finch and I look at each other. ‘Oh dear,’ Finch says. ‘What about the films in the other rooms? Have you watched them?’ 
Doodles rolls her eyes. ‘Liminal Spaces is even boringer.’ 
‘OK.’ Finch puts down his paintbrush. ‘Harriet the Spy it is.’ He rummages in his bag and finds Doodles’s iPad. 
‘I’m hungry. And so is Pepper.’ 
‘Just as well that I bought you snacks, then.’ Finch throws crisps and a packet of cookies at his sister, and she squeals. He settles her down on a pile of dust sheets. ‘Will you be OK there for a bit while Silver comes and helps me with something?’ 


Doodles doesn’t answer. She is deep inside her screen. 
‘Where are we going?’ I ask as Finch leads me upstairs. 
‘Cover your eyes – hang on –’ He places his hands over my eyes, warm and firm. ‘Careful where you’re treading.’ 
Dark presses. I let him guide me up the step and over a threshold. Air bites and I know we are up on the viewing balcony. 
‘Not much longer. Don’t open them yet.’ 
He opens a door and guides me through. 
‘You can look now.’ 
I open my eyes. At first I think that we are within a wooden ship, or the inside of an egg. 
‘A guy at work’s uncle is involved with the observatory’s restoration. I got permission for us to come inside. Managed to persuade them to lend me the key,’ he says. ‘Isn’t it amazing?’ 
Wooden walls, ribbed and webbed. At the corners, large heavy wheels. 
‘They’re part of a pulley system designed to open the ceiling for stargazing. The Victorian telescope’s long gone to a museum, though.’ 
‘It’s beautiful,’ I say. ‘Cosy as a cave.’ 
Finch rushes round to light candles in jars and then he pulls me onto a blanket he has spread on the floor. I don’t know when he set this up or what I have done to deserve this. 
‘Oh, and I got us a flask of coffee.’ He hands me a mug and pours. 
We sip and then give each other a coffee kiss. 
‘Highest point for miles,’ he says softly. 
‘Higher than Burnt Hill?’ I shiver. 
‘Yes, I think so. Cold?’ He puts his arm around me. ‘It’s warm for March. You can wear my jacket if you like.’ I snuggle inside his coat, and it is warm still from his skin. I breathe his scent in deep. 


‘Worm Moon tonight.’ 
‘Named because?’ 
‘It is when the earthworm casts appear, heralding the return of spring.’ 
And then we are kissing, pushed up against the turning wheel. I want to feel his skin against mine. It is better than books, better than words. 
We only separate when the coffee flask overturns. 
‘Oh God, sorry. Has it gone on you?’ 
Ouch, I think. A pain like a surprise. I am getting used to this, human pain. How long ago was it, I wonder, when I believed my skin would lose its protection and ability to heal by not Shielding? 
Finch kisses my hand. ‘Better?’ 
‘Better,’ I say. I hide my hand behind my back where a brief spark of warmth has already sealed the wound. 
Finch checks his phone. We’ve still got some time before Doodles’s film ends. ‘Oh, almost forgot – I have another surprise. Hold on –’ He gets up and starts to turn one of the wheels. ‘You turn the other one. See the pulley – watch.’ 
‘Wait,’ I say. 
‘What is it?’ 
‘I don’t think we should open it.’ 
‘Why not?’ He looks puzzled. 
How can I tell Finch that I fear? I have been avoiding being outside after dark. Each time the TV and radio have been switched on I have walked out of the room. But there has been nothing from Charybdis since the twister in The Wizard of Oz turned into the Vortex. Maybe they have given up, maybe they will let me be. 


I watch as Finch continues to turn the wheel. It is smooth and worn by many hands. 
‘Oak, I think,’ he pants. 
The wheel turns, stiff, slow, before the rope twitches free from its cobwebs and starts to tighten. 
‘It’s beginning to move, Silver – look!’ 
Only then do I see that he is right, feel the cold rush of the evening as the roof opens like unfolding petals. See the whole chamber brighten and blind. 
‘Do you see that?’ 
We hide our eyes with our hands, cower back. And then I realise what he has done. Finch has let in more than the night sky. 
He has let in Charybdis. 








‘Yet across the gulf of space, minds that are to our minds as ours are to those of the beasts that perish, intellects vast and cool and unsympathetic, regarded this earth with envious eyes, and slowly and surely drew their plans against us.’ 
Extract from The War of the Worlds by H.G. Wells 
It is starting. I feel the Shielding beam searching for me, its flare of triumph as it locks onto my skin. I feel my eyes silvering as I spin round, crouch to the ground. 
‘What’s wrong?’ Finch asks. 
‘I need – space, cannot breathe.’ But still he hovers close, concerned. 
‘Silver?’ 
I turn my face away. He must not see my eyes. All over, my skin prickles. ‘I must leave.’ I lunge to my feet, push him away. 
‘What? But why?’ 
I grapple with the door, but it is sealed. Finch must have locked it to give us privacy. I am trapped and Shielding, connecting to the Ship against my will. My skin dazzles as the Shielding beam seeks to unmorph me, strip me to my true form, the better to scan my skin. I hide my hands. Feel the slow creep of silvering taking over my body. 


‘The key! Give me the key!’ I demand. 
‘Silver, look at me.’ His voice is urgent. He tries to steady me but I shake him off. ‘What the hell’s going on?’ 
‘Please,’ I gasp. ‘Let me outside –’ 
His hands are fumbling for the keys, but I cannot wait any longer. He will see, will see what I am. 
I twist the handle, use all my strength to wrench the locked door open. Quick-scramble across the roof terrace and clamber over the edge, ignoring Finch’s calls. A tree helps my descent. I seize its branch, swing into its shadows until I am safe. 
Still he calls, and then the sound of a door slamming, running footsteps inside. My skin ices and shines. My morphed human form falls away completely. And then I am all-silver. I am Charybdian once again. 
Voices, and Finch appears in the car park. Pepper barks. 
I drop from the tree onto the grass below, land in a crouch, panting. My heart pounds. And then I am running, along the path, between the trees. I need to get off the hill, I – 
Cold light ices. The clearing is lit up, but not by moonlight. Above, Charybdis hovers. 
I am caught all over. They have found me again. I cannot move. I am trapped in the snare beam. Light pulses. As I watch, the Ship’s belly gapes open like a mechanical flower. At its centre, the Vortex whirls its ceaseless colours. 
In the beam I am unmattered. 
Whitelight. 
All of Earth vanishes. 


And now I am in a room. White. Harsh. Glaring. 
I am crouched, entirely silver. I am alone. There is no line where the ceiling stops and the walls end. No portals. Only ceaseless cold white. And then it comes to me: I am in a Behaviour Recovery cell. 
I am back on Charybdis. 








Welcome back, First Pioneer. 
I am back and it is as if Earth has been a dream; as if I have never been away. 
How had I ever thought the voice of the Founders welcoming? Kind, even? It is thin and chilling. 
‘Why have you brought me here?’ I make my voice calm. I must not show that I am afraid. 
We have missed you, First Pioneer. It has been a long time since you Shielded. 
I do not answer. 
We have noticed that you have discarded your human host. Why is that? 
‘I no longer had a use for it.’ 
A twist in the air as they absorb this. No ‘O Founders’, no ‘O Charybdis’. I cannot believe I am so defiant. This is new. This is different. A buzz. I feel the rush of it, the power. 
A hissing fills the room, causing the ever walls to waken. And now they are no longer blank but flare with the Vortex, leaping and twisting. 
A tightening, slight, almost imperceptible. I feel it snaking first around my wrists, then over my chest. I am being clamped by invisible cords. Cold bright light. I am fixed in my crouched position, cannot move or struggle. 


Lift your head. Look up. And now their voice is kind. 
The Shielding beam snaps on. 
On the ever walls, the Vortex shrinks, then morphs into Finch’s face, moving closer. He is smiling, closes his eyes. I see his lips. Feel the warm surprise of kissing, until – 
No. 
They are stealing my data, trying to find a way in, to read my skin, to see where I have been touched. As before, they will scan each caress and make it burn. 
This time I will not let them in. 
I will not allow them to see: 
Finch’s hands clasping mine. The way his fingers trailed over my arms, across my throat and shoulders. So many kisses. His mouth, warm on mine. Our tongues twining. The scrape of his teeth on my lower lip. 
I will not share my heartbeat nor the heat of our breath nor the pushing aside of our clothes. Nor the whispered words of so many evenings and mornings. 
These memories are mine, not theirs. I will not put Finch in danger. I will not let them know him the way I do. 
The Shielding light shines and my skin glows and I – 
I reverse the Shield. 
The light flickers and unshines. A sparking and then Finch’s face vanishes from the ever walls. 
Now the only light comes from my skin. It shines but not from Shielding. This is my own energy. I look down at my hands, at my power. 


The voice of Charybdis, the Founders, blares shrill, livid. 
You hold back. 
But it is more than that. 
Something is happening to my mind. A flicking like the pages of a book, faster and faster. 
And then a door, white, hissing. I recognise the room by its sound. The hushing and sucking of the incubating tubes. The faint hum of the soothescape. Around it, rows and rows of growpods, stacked layer upon layer. I have been here before, a long time ago. I am inside the Nurture Rooms. 
Inside each pod, a baby, unbirthed. The Monitors check their vitals: levels of amnio-lux; their skin enhancement; the modification of skin bioplates. The nearest one is being Shielded. As I watch, a shine spreads. The Shielding creeps over its skin, hissing, gripping, owning. 
The child sucks its thumb. Immediately the soothescape stops, a sensor blares, the pod sparks; the foetus jerks its thumb away. 
I read its identification screen: Batch #30. 
In this vision I am unbodied. I am one of twelve. I am a Founder. I hear their commands as if they are my own. 
Dispose of this batch. Correct the empathy gene for the next cohort. Feed their skins to the Vortex to boost the Ship’s power and prevent another blackout. 
The baby moves then. It has turned its head to face me. 
As I stare, its lids open. It fixes me with its silver gaze. It moves its thumb back to its half-open mouth, seems to remember it must not, then flinches it away. 
Wait. Save this one as a residual. A control with which to compare the new batch. 


The pods around it drain. The fluid level, amnio-lux, falls. A hissing clunk, and the seed heads of the other growpods split open, gaping like hungry mouths. The contents wet and glistening. The Monitors move in, and the vision dissolves. I am back in the Behaviour Recovery cell, gasping. What just happened? 
The invisible restraints are still on my neck and wrists. The ever walls remain blank. 
I do not understand. What was that vision? What did I just do? It was as if I inhabited the Founders’ mind; was able to probe their memory. 
And then it comes to me. In reversing the Shielding, I not only blocked Charybdis from reading my skin data, I was able to read theirs. Somehow, I entered the Founders’ consciousness. I was inside the mind of the Twelve. 








So you think you are special, pioneer? 
The cords restraining me are pulled taut and I am no longer crouched on the floor but laid out on a raised dais. I struggle against them, but reverse Shielding, if that was what it was, has exhausted me. Do the Founders realise what I just did? 
I find the strength to raise my head. I must get out of here. 
‘You have everything you want. I have Shielded –’ 
You lie. 
The ever walls shift and flicker. 
You are not the first. 
I fall still. 
There have been others who fell before you. Let us show you what happens to those who betray us. 
A thin wind blows. The room shimmers into a holomorph of the Casting Chamber. Before me, the Casting platform, teetering over the Vortex. A figure stands looking over the edge. I have seen them before. It is the same Charybdian that Cadet 10 and I saw being pushed towards the Vortex that first time we sneaked out during a blackout. 
This scout lost their way. They forgot their focus, failed in the Mantra. Worse, they coupled with a human. 


A scout? 
I do not understand. 
We were always taught that the scouts in the First Wave were weaker than us. They lacked our power on Earth because they were not bred to inhabit, only for morphing. 
The scout lifts their arms. 
Take off your skin,
the Founders’ voice in this memory commands them. 
My own skin tightens. As I watch, the scout hooks their nails into the back of their neck and tugs. 
You are nothing without your skin. We enhanced it; Shielded you. It is our gift and you spurn it. 
The scout screams. I feel each point of their nails like a blade edge. I feel each rip as if it were my own skin. 
See what happens when you defy us? The Founders’ voice is a hiss, and now they are addressing me again. This scout became so human they forgot who they were. They no longer deserved their Charybdian skin. Like you, they refused to Shield, scorned our protection. They allowed the humans to paw at them, to mix their drool and tears.
There were others too, who were so infected by the humans that they chose to stay with them. The Founders’ voice becomes sorrowful. Such a waste of all our care and resources. This was the only way to teach the ones we caught; to teach all the others. 
And now I am looking down from the parapet of the Vortex. Gazing up at me are the scouts, the ones we were told succumbed to earthly diseases, were worn down by their mission. But now I see they were sacrificed to the Ship, their skin harvested, punishment for their perceived weakness. 
I feel their pain as if it is mine. The Founders have stored their skin memory and now they are using it to hurt me. To remind me this fate awaits me if I betray them further. 


I try to focus on good things. Force myself to think of Finch. His eyes. What are they like? Kind. How about his scent? Smoky. Lemony. Green. The dog. Think of Pepper. Her eyes tracking me about the kitchen. Paws crossed one over the other. The twitch of her whiskered brow. 
Still my skin unwinds as, locked in the scout’s memory, I unpeel. I am nothing but a silver shriek until – 
If you do not comply it will be your turn. This is your final warning. 
‘I am still me,’ I whisper as I am thrust back to Earth. 








‘Silver?’ 
I open one eye. Earth sky sways. 
I am lying in a clearing. Brown eyes, kind, look down at me. 
Finch hisses in his breath. ‘Silver, your skin – it’s covered in burn marks. What the hell happened to you?’ 
I shrink away, try to cover myself. 
‘Let me –’ 
My skin is on fire. It hurts. Everything hurts. 
‘Your face, your neck. All over. I don’t understand. It can’t be lightning, can it? I need to get help – a doctor –’ 
‘No!’ 
A harsh cry. My own voice. 
‘Oh, Silver. Does it hurt?’ 
I nod. It is taking everything in me to keep my human form right now. 
‘Can I hold you, just gently?’ 
I shake my head. Oh, how I want him to hold me. 
‘Touch you, then. Just a tiny bit, finger to finger. Hands?’ 
‘You cannot … I can’t.’ 
‘But why, Silver?’ The sound of his breathing. A sigh. ‘Look, it doesn’t matter. You don’t have to tell me. Not now. Wait there.’ 


I shiver, burying my head in my arms. I want to hide like an animal. I cannot tell if this night is warm or cool. The owls are back, throwing their hovering call. A thread, caught and held, tree to tree. I cannot forget the harsh cold light of Charybdis. I cannot unsee the scout’s face as they fed their own skin to the Vortex. 
My parting gift from the Founders, or perhaps my final warning: my own skin has been branded. It will take a long time to heal. More even than that, the memory burns of what I saw in the Nurture Rooms. 
I cannot yet assimilate all that happened. For now, all is pain. 
Finch is back, kneeling beside me. 
‘Look, I’m not going to touch you, Silver. I promise. But please let me help.’ He sighs again. ‘I have a blanket. It’s really soft, one of Doodles’s. You know she can’t cope with anything harsh or rough on her skin. Shall I lay it over you, really gently, so that you’re not shivering?’ 
I give a tiny nod. 
‘I really want to hold you right now, Silver. It hurts me that you’re hurting.’ His voice is strained as he tucks the blanket around me. 

Each raindrop cuts me. Each step is broken glass. 
Walkers stare as I make my way down the steps to the road. I do not know how much time has passed. From far away, I hear Doodles’s voice: ‘What’s wrong with her, Finch? Should we phone Mummy?’ 
‘No, no, Doodles. She’ll be fine. She doesn’t want to worry Mum, OK?’ 


Firm hands, guiding me home. Once inside the house, that’s it, that’s right, one step and then another. The sound of water. And then I am led gently into the bathroom. Towels are handed to me, warm from the airing cupboard. 
‘I helped run it for you,’ Doodles says, more quietly than usual. ‘I’ve put in some of my Christmas Darth Vader bubble bath. It smells like apple, but I don’t know if that’s what the real Darth Vader smells like.’ 
Finch’s voice, anxious. ‘Will you be OK? You won’t, um, faint or anything?’ 
I shake my head. I start to unfasten my top and he looks away. The door closes, and I step into the water which is hand-warm. I sink, down, down, down, my face too, beneath the surface, let the bubbles tickle my cheeks and ears, let my hair wreathe and wave. I touch my skin, and it is pain. I sit up and hug my knees close and shiver, even in the soothing water. I see the burn marks and think of all the places I would not allow the Founders to see. A kiss here, a caress there, the time Finch tucked my hair behind my ear, trailed his fingers across my throat. 
My skin is a story. Once I did not feel. Now I feel too much. 
‘Silver?’ Doodles’s voice, through the door. It pulls me out of the gentle water, makes me open my eyes. ‘I’ve got something for you. A cup of tea for when you’re sad.’ 
I hear the tinkle of mug on plate. She must be carrying it very carefully. 
‘Can I come in? Mummy likes it when I bring her tea in the bath.’ 
I tell her yes and she opens the door gently. She balances the plate and the mug on the corner of the bath. She has added sugar, the spilled crystals wink. There are chocolate biscuits with mug-melted edges. She licks her fingers, frowns. 


‘Can I have one?’ 
She perches on the toilet lid and eats noisily. I sink back in the water. She kicks her legs against the pedestal and eats her biscuit and stays. 
Under her steady gaze I lift my mug and sip strong sweet tea, and eat my biscuit. 
‘Did somebody hurt you, Silver?’ 
‘A little bit,’ I say, and she nods, satisfied. 
‘Thought so. You tell me next time and I’ll get them with my Laser Blaster.’ 
When Doodles gets bored and clatters off with the empty mug and plate, I sluice off my biscuit crumbs. I touch my skin, feel the suddenness of pain like fire. I watch the water swirl away, lift myself out of its scent, make myself stand, holding on to steady myself. Slowly I pat myself with the towel. Wrap myself up like I am breakable. 
Another knock on the door, quieter. 
‘How are you doing?’ Finch passes me a pot of balm. ‘Mum always uses this on burns.’ 
I put it in my dressing-gown pocket. ‘Thank you.’ 
He hesitates. ‘I don’t know what happened, but I want you to know that I’m just here to help you. Do you want to come to my room? Just to lie on the bed until you’re feeling better.’ 
I look at him. ‘I need some time alone first. But then I’d like that very much.’ 


I shiver, pulling my dressing gown around me. I am sitting on Sylwia’s bed. My mind tugs. 
Why have the Founders allowed me to come back? The Ship’s power is low, it is now confirmed. That is what the Founders said in their memory. They blamed the blackouts on this. Maybe travelling to Earth caused the power drain. 
I hope that they were not aware of my reverse Shielding, how I gained access to their mindfiles. 
I was a Founder. I was inside the mind of the Twelve. And I felt – 
This is what chills me most of all. When the infants in the growpods were terminated, I felt no sorrow. Instead I felt glee. Triumph. A step closer to our goals. A job well done. 
I poke about in my mind, carefully, tenderly, as if at a loose tooth. 
If what I saw is true, then why are the Founders killing the babies? They are so carefully grown. How does this fit in with the plan they told us – of mass colonisation? Unless only some of the babies are being terminated, those with this empathy gene. What did they mean by a residual? 
I do not know whether the memory was recent or from long ago. Either way, it explains why those rooms have been out of bounds for so long. Maybe maintaining the Nurture Rooms and growing the infants uses too much power. 
Just as with the failed scouts, the Founders are feeding the babies’ skins to the Vortex in order to keep the Ship running. This shows how desperate they must be. 
And if there are no more babies, then the stakes are even higher: it all depends on the current cadets. 


So the Founders are not as powerful as they say they are. 
We were told that the scouts in the First Wave were too weak and physically vulnerable for their task on Earth. But that wasn’t the whole truth. 
I am not the first to defy the Mantra. I am not the first to fall in love with a human. It sounded as if some scouts even got away. The Founders kept this from us, of course they did. Why plant seeds in our minds unless to enforce their own power? They must have thought it too much of a risk to fetch the rebels back. Easier to grow a new crop of cadets, these ones more ruthless, stronger, more agile. All the better to do the Founders’ bidding. 
I imagine the scouts who escaped living as humans on Earth, out there somewhere. If they could do it, why not me? 

‘So will you tell me? What happened at the gallery, I mean. Why you ran from the observatory?’ 
We are lying side by side. Finch has dabbed balm very carefully on the worst of my burns. There is only the shared tide of our breathing. 
‘I … cannot.’ 
‘Was it somebody you know who did that to you? Are you hiding from someone? Is that why you came here?’ 
He is closer than he knows. 
I want so much to be able to tell him everything. But I am afraid of more Bad Truths. I do not want to lose him. If I lost Finch now, I would not exist, not fully. I would be a half-thing, spinning in the void. With him by my side, I feel anchored. Here, with him, I am come home. 


‘Please, Silver. Maybe I can help.’ 
‘You can’t help me.’ My voice is a whisper. 
‘I can’t bear to see you in pain, Silver. I … I really love you.’ Pause. ‘There, I’ve said it. I wasn’t going to because I always felt you were holding back from me. I wasn’t sure how you feel. But it’s true. So. I wanted you to know that.’ 
I turn my head, just a little, very slowly. Shift so that I am facing him. His eyes, dark and warm, meet mine. I tell him a truth that he can and must hear. ‘I love you too.’ 
All night we lie beside each other. 
Holding each other with our gaze. 








Days later, I can still remember stepping inside the Founders’ mind like a taint. I cannot forget the splitting open of the growpods. And even though my skin is slowly healing, it is as if Charybdis is always here, hovering, on me, inside me. They want my skin for its data. 
Humans will get under your skin, they said. The Founders warned me of this; it is written in the Mantra. But they never said how it would be. Once again they lied. Never being touched hurts far more than touching. 
I turn my hands palm down, trace the veins that track beneath my skin. I know that this flesh is only a copy; that my Charybdian skin is only morphing a human. But this body feels like mine. I feel human. 
Once, I was what the Founders wanted me to be, like the rest of my kind. They birthed me, trained me, made me compliant. I never questioned this. Who was I before? Was I ever more than a half-thing, a product of Charybdis? 
They made me believe they were family, that this was enough. They never said that to kiss another being is to lose your very essence. But in doing so you become a newer, truer self. Did they know this once and have erased it since? The Founders have turned to stone. They have long forgotten what it is to trust, to become the softest part of yourself. 


Being on Earth has made me hunger for so much more. 
‘Silver!’ Doodles comes rushing into the kitchen, where I’m keeping Finch company while he makes us lunch. She hands me a piece of paper with her drawings on it. 
‘Not now, Dood,’ Finch tells her. 
She pulls a face and runs back out. There are thumps as she goes upstairs. 
Finch sighs. ‘You’ve been quiet ever since that night. Is it me? Have you gone off me?’ 
He is trying to make light, but nothing is or can be. 
‘Does it still hurt?’ 
‘A little.’ I pull down my sleeves. 
‘And you still won’t tell me?’ Finch is slicing tomatoes for cheese sandwiches. He is turned away from me but I know by the way he holds his back that my answer matters. 
‘I want to. Very much.’ I take a deep breath. ‘One day maybe I can.’ 
One day perhaps the Founders will realise that I will not give in to their threats. Even after what happened this week. Because I know now their threats are empty. 
The Ship is dying, losing power, its population dwindling. There are no more babies to become the next pioneers. The other cadets lack skills, did not even make the Casting. My only equal, Cadet 10, was already fed to the Vortex. So all I need to do is stay away, focus on keeping the Founders out, like I did before. I only hope it will work. This time I will make it work. No more complacency, no more errors. 


Finch does not respond. I watch him cut his sandwich into neat quarters. Then he frowns. He walks over to where I sit at the table. ‘Do Doodles’s drawings look a bit weird to you?’ 
‘What do you mean, “weird”?’ 
‘Well, aren’t they a bit disturbing? This one, for instance …’ 
He holds up her latest one and we both peer at it. 
My heart chills. ‘I see what you mean.’ 








‘If you want to keep a secret, you must also hide it from yourself.’ 
Extract from 1984 by George Orwell 
‘Are you all right, love?’ 
Three Fingers is in his favourite spot by the library steps. His latest book is 1984. I sit beside him on the pavement. Elvis nudges me for a stroke. Eight disposable cups of coffee are lined up next to his master’s sleeping bag. 
‘Hate the stuff,’ Three Fingers says, turning a page with his thumb. ‘I like my coffee black and strong, like they have in Italy. Espresso doppio, that’s me.’ He says it in an accent. ‘None of this flabby white nonsense. Still, people mean well. And Betty’s offered me her spare room. I helped her clear the last of her things out the other day. She said she feels like she’s got her home back, thanks to you.’ He tickles Elvis under the chin. ‘I’m thinking about it,’ he says. ‘Says I’ll keep her company.’ He looks at me. ‘Something up?’ His eyes are kind. 
A woman with a pushchair throws some coins into his cup. 
‘There are people trying to find me,’ I say. 
Three Fingers looks at me closely. ‘Are you in trouble, Silver?’ 


‘No. Yes.’ 
‘I thought you seemed quiet. Is there anything I can do to help?’ 
I shake my head and he sighs. I cannot tell him about the drawing in my pocket, how it chills me. At first glance it seems a beautiful picture. Doodles has used a rainbow of colours to show the rain. But Finch was right – it is disturbing. Only I know how much. 
It is not even how the rain swerves away from the figure and does not settle. Or those eyes, coloured in with Frosted Steel. Too large, really, for the figure that stands by the tree. It is the tree itself, the elbowed crook of its central bough, the yellow dog standing beneath it, that gives it away. 
This is our tree, our garden. 
And even more disturbing is the second drawing, the one with the sleeping child. Doodles has given the girl bunches, a scribble of hair at each side. In her arms Grumpy Bunny, with his missing ear, is carefully coloured in. Standing over the child is the same figure: tall, shining, silver eyes drilling, watching. 
I quickscan Three Fingers’ book, and it is about surveillance and rats and treachery. 
‘Makes me shiver, that book.’ Three Fingers is looking hard at me. 
I drop the book and leave. 








Crackle, fizz. We all turn to the radio. 
Stella finds her keys in Pepper’s treat box. ‘It keeps doing that. I wonder why?’ 
It is because I have still not Shielded, I think. They are trying to get through to me, screeching and squealing. Pepper looks up at me and whines. She hides her head in her paws. 
I turn the radio off before it becomes high, thin words, before it becomes the howl of the Vortex. 
‘No!’ Doodles protests. ‘Turn the radio back on this minute.’ 
‘Doodles, stop being so rude.’ Stella comes back, arms full of exercise books. She looks at me apologetically before switching the radio back on. ‘If I’ve told you once –’ 
‘Shh, Mum. They’re going to make the ’nouncement.’ 
‘And yes, we’re all very excited here, to announce the big prize for this big competition. For all you youngsters out there, I hope you’re listening –’ 
‘This is it, this is it!’ Doodles starts jumping up and down. 
The radio coughs and crackles, and then a bright voice. 
‘Drum roll, please.
OK, guys, this is good.’ Pause. ‘I can now announce … that the big prize … of Radio Maldip’s Bright Star competition … is …’ 


‘Come on, come on, come on.’ Doodles is rocking back on her chair. 
‘An Astronaut Experience Day: including realistic take-off simulation, weightlessness, a lunch of actual space food …’ 
Doodles is dancing around the kitchen. Pepper’s joining in too. Stella tries to still her. ‘OK, Doodles, you do know you may not win, don’t you?’ 
But Doodles is looking at me. ‘I will with Silver helping me. Won’t I, Silver?’ 
Stella smiles at me. ‘You’re an angel. Out of my depth, I’m afraid. What was it you have to do again, Dood?’ 
‘Mum, I told you.’ 
‘Oh, I’m sorry, you did, love, you did.’ Stella’s frowning over her bag. ‘Year Nine marking, check. Year Ten essays, check. Falafel wrap, che— Oh, Pepper!’ 
I drag the dog’s head out of Stella’s bag. 
‘So, with Bright Star drawing ever closer, you’ve got no reason not to enter right now, and get on with that project. Have you, kids?’ 
‘NOOOOOO!’ yells Doodles. 
‘And now, to the latest sightings. We’ve got Bill from Derbyshire, who says he caught a sighting of Bright Star from Matlock in the Peak District. And Chloe from Buckingham … And Robert from East Anglia … And Sanjeed from Dudley … 
‘So it seems that there have been more and more reports of disturbances … Jaz from Burham says she’s been the victim of unexplained activity right here in the Maldips … “It profoundly affected me … The car was losing power, slowing down. Then it just stopped. No power at all. All of the lights on the dashboard went off.”’ 
‘That’s what happened to us.’ Stella’s eyes are wide. 


‘Jaz says the next thing she remembers is waking up, parked on the side of Old Quarry Road.’ 
‘What can it be?’ 
‘What are they saying, Mum?’ 
The radio fizzes and silences. 
I wait until they leave for their different schools and then pull back my sleeve to see my arm. My burns are shining again, each one livid as if to remind me. I have failed to obey, have not been able to keep away from human touch. 
I can cope with the pain, though. All I need to do is to avoid the hills. If I refuse to Shield then Charybdis will not have my data. Without my data they cannot invade. Finch and his family will be safe. I just need to be strong and stay on my guard. Learn from what happened in the observatory. I repeat it over and over, my new Mantra. 
Finch’s last fingerprint – he stroked my wrist, just here – burns bright as a warning. I pull down the sleeve of Betty’s polka-dot blouse to hide it. 

‘Has Pepper had a walk today?’ Pepper is racing up and down the stairs, tongue flying. 
Stella looks up from stitching her kites. She is attaching threads from Finch and Doodles’s first babygrow to her latest paper sculpture. This one looks like a bird. It shivers in the breeze from the open door, longing to fly. 
‘The sun’s out. They’re saying it’s the hottest April for years.’ She is wearing a sundress, orange threaded with gold. It bursts with scarlet parrots and exposes her arms and shoulders and much of her cleavage. She leans back with a sigh and faces the door. ‘Looks like rain later, though. I love the sun, me. Absorb it like a lizard.’ 


‘Do you want me to walk her?’ Finch’s eyes are bruised. It must be from all his late shifts. 
‘No, let me,’ I say. I fix the lead onto Pepper’s collar and she bounces and spins. It is too obvious that she has been trapped inside all day. I can feel Finch wondering as I find a raincoat, reach for the Scoop-it bags. ‘I will go now.’ I click the door closed. 
Outside, the sun is sinking. Pepper tugs. She will not let me off. I turn and wave at Finch, who is at the kitchen window. I have no choice but to walk her. 
I know that it is irrational, but I feel safer inside, even during the day. It is easy to forget the threat of Charybdis within this home, in the mess and noise of this family. As long as I avoid the hills, I believe they cannot reach me. Although the eyewitnesses on the radio have sighted Charybdis over the town. Finch too, from his swing. 
But surely now that I can reverse their Shield, I am safe. They cannot track me; will not be able to hook me again in their snare beam. But they will have data from before. They know where I am living. 
Maybe I should continue to Shield to convince them that I am compliant. But then I would be making Finch and his family vulnerable. 
No. Charybdis will retreat to the hills where they will be unobserved. They will have to wait for me to come to them. Won’t they? 
As I lurch between thoughts, Pepper tugs impatiently. Do I or do I not unclick her? If I let her race around the field, she will unleash all her energy and sleep calmly. But she might dash off. She may find a scent, of fox or badger or rat. I will be forced to hunt for her. I look at the darkening evening sky and shiver. 


I unclip Pepper’s lead in the end because my fear isn’t her fault. Instantly she shoots off, joyful and free and uffing. Something streaks ahead. A pale shape, lean and easy, something between cat and dog. 
‘Pepper!’ I shout. Nobody is around. I run full sprint across the field, into the wooded clearing. The fox slides into the night. Pepper scrabbles at a fence, whining. 
I seize her collar and reclip. The fox has gone, but now the sky has brightened with stars. 

Three Fingers is asleep. He clutches a tall can in one hand, a book in the other. On his head, his head-torch. Elvis wags his tail but does not get up. I move Three Fingers’ book so that his Special Label
does not spill on it. 
Pepper nudges my hand. ‘Hush,’ I tell her. 
‘Is something wrong?’ Three Fingers’ voice is foggy. 
‘Too many stars,’ I say. 
‘Ah.’ 
‘Can I wait here?’ 
‘Be my guest. Thought I’d have one more night in my old home. It’s a free country, or so I’m told.’ He sighs and falls asleep again. 
Silence settles, soft as the pages of his book. The only sound is Elvis snoring and the sometimes sweep of Pepper’s tail. I zip my coat up to my eyes. It is Finch’s. Deep within my hood I can smell him, warm and safe and mine. 


I do not know how long we stay inside the tunnel, but finally the rainclouds arrive. 
‘Come,’ I whisper to Pepper. 
Somehow it feels safer not to see the stars stabbing the sky. Not to see Bright Star. Being with Three Fingers and Elvis made me feel sheltered. This dark open park does not. Even Pepper feels it. She has stopped tugging and huddles close, trembling. 
We reach the playground, empty now of humans. The swings dangle. A crisp packet turns over by the bin. A sudden gust of wind throws my hood back, bares my face. 
A prickling feeling sweeps me. A tightening, brief and hurting, and then it is gone. I blink. 
Pepper whimpers. 
It is only when I stare hard that I see it. 
Something is wrong with the rain. By the swings, it does not run straight, but curves, swerving around mass. There is nothing, but the nothingness is solid, unyielding. The rain slides, and I see that it is becoming a figure. 
The figure is standing still, and it watches me. From its face, two orbs shine silver. Rain gives it form. As I watch, it makes to move, then judders. A zigzag rends it. A shiver of rain, and it is gone. 
I begin to run. I cannot look back, know that it too can run, will keep up, quick-fast, smooth as liquid. 
But as we break out of the trees and the house comes into view, I begin to hope. Was I just seeing things? Was my mind playing tricks? 
We continue running, Pepper uffing beside me, stop only when we have slammed the front door. But I no longer feel safe, even in here. 


We are playing a new game now. I wish I knew the rules. 








‘I want you to have this, my dear. For helping.’ 
Betty comes back into her front room, where she has colour-coded her Heart and Fire books according to their spines. Her collections no longer push and jostle. Her arms spill shimmering blue fabric. She shakes out a ballgown, pinch-waisted, button-fronted, gathered bows at the hips. 
‘For you.’ She presses it at me. ‘Silk taffeta. Like a Dior one I saw in a magazine. Thought you could wear it to Stella’s opening night.’ She breathes deeply and smiles. ‘It smells like yesterday.’ 
‘I cannot have it.’ 
‘Whyever not?’ Her Turquoise Delight eyeshadow sparkles. ‘Tell me what you feel, like you did before.’ 
Taking the dress, I breathe in its touch memory, feeling salt spray and laughter and warm hands at my waist. 
‘Whispers and dancing water,’ I say. ‘The bounce of the boards beneath your feet.’ 
Betty shivers. 
‘All of that, my dear. All of that. That was with Percy. My first love. We danced, oh how we danced. You are right about the boards. I remember them bouncing under my sparkly shoes. That was on West Pier, 1959. I always went for the ones who could dance well, could keep a beat. We left the ballroom and wandered outside, and kept on dancing, slow waltzing, all the way to the end …’ She sighs, and the fabric sighs with her. ‘It never leaves you, that feeling, even when they have … long after they’re gone …’ 


The dress feels like a new skin. As I hold it against myself, the sun through Betty’s newly cleaned windows makes its satin shimmer. I press it to my face, breathe deep. Charybdis and the Founders and whatever I thought I saw in the park last night seem far away. 

It is the night of the exhibition. 
‘Silver, Silver – Mum says you’ll do my hair for me.’ Doodles waves her iPad at me. She wriggles onto my knee. ‘I want that one.’ 
‘You do?’ 
‘Yes. With those braids just the same.’ 
The iPad shows a girl whose gleaming hair is a complication of patterns, looped and woven and threaded with stars. 
‘Can you do it on me?’ 
‘Absolutely,’ I say. ‘As long as you do mine after.’ I scan the image. Once I have analysed the patterning, it is obvious that I need to divide Doodles’s hair into four sections at the front, divide each of these into three, twisting and alternating the strands while working away from the scalp. I take the comb she hands me. Her body in its pyjamas is warm and smells of apple blossom, hyssop and calendula soap. Doodles positions the picture so that she can see it as I am working. 
‘Mum always uses hair cream before she plaits,’ she tells me. She passes me a tub with a picture of a flower on it: Coconut and Hibiscus Curling Crème. 


I scan the small print rapidly and then squirt a bit out. 
‘Mummy puts much more than that on.’ 
‘Stella is wrong,’ I tell her. ‘The label states that I must use one pea-sized amount.’ 
The smoothing of her hair in my coconut-slicked fingers, the little tune she is humming under her breath, fill the room with quiet song. 
‘Silver?’ 
‘Mmmmmmm?’ 
‘Do you ever have bad dreams?’ 
‘Sometimes.’ I tuck a section of her hair in its place. ‘Why? Do you?’ 
Doodles looks down. ‘I’m not telling.’ 
‘Why is that?’ 
She shrugs. ‘Can I do you next? Can I? Can I?’ 
She points to Stella’s old make-up bag that is tipped out over her bed. 
‘Yes,’ I say. ‘But go and look in the mirror first.’ 
Doodles scrambles up off my lap and runs to the mirror. She squeals. ‘It’s exactly the same.’ 
I move aside as she leaps on and off the bed. 
‘How did you do it so fast?’ She wriggles back on my lap. ‘Mummy takes hours and yanks my head like this.’ She performs a series of head-jerks. 
We survey the finished result, which is exactly like the photo, apart from the hair ornament I fashioned from one of her astronaut figures. 
Doodles beams as I tilt the mirror. ‘Do you think Mum will be surprised when she sees my hair?’ 


‘She will be amazed and delighted,’ I tell her. ‘It is technically perfect.’ 
‘You are funny. Do you like surprises, Silver?’ 
I consider. ‘Only when they’ve … got tickles in them.’ I show Doodles what I mean, and she squeals and shouts. 








Stella looks like the Good Queen in Doodles’s picture book, draped in Rich Damson velvet. There is a large star in her piled-up hair. She has Doodles hanging onto one arm, and a glass of champagne in the other hand. 
‘You look amazing.’ Finch stares at my ballgown as he joins me in the exhibition room. He leans in to kiss me and I pass him a glass of champagne from my tray. 
‘Ditto,’ I say. He still has wind and rain in his hair. He looks down at his fitted black suit jacket, his crumpled shirt. 
‘We-ell,’ he says. ‘Had to go and get more provisions. Oh, and Betty.’ He runs his hand through his hair. 
It feels dangerous to look for too long, so I turn and wave to Betty, who is deep in conversation with an older man with a fox draped around his neck. Its paws bounce as he laughs at something she says. Betty winks at me. 
‘In her element,’ Finch says. He nods towards my face. ‘So did Doodles, er …?’ 
‘Yes. She designed my face and my hair,’ I tell him. 
‘Well, the astronauts and, er, mermaids are very detailed. I’m liking the glitter.’ He peers closely at the side of my head. ‘And is that a lobster in your hair?’ 


‘It is. We made it with silver foil.’ 
‘Well, it’s extraordinary.’ 
‘Totally extraordinary,’ I agree. 
‘Shall we mingle? There are some important people here. That man with the flowery waistcoat for example. Mum says we have to schmooze.’ 
‘Schmooze?’ There is rain-mist on his eyelashes. I want to drink him. He looks at me the same way. 
‘Yup. You take waistcoat. I’ll take yellow catsuit. See you in a bit.’ He hurries off and I watch him weave his way to a woman in Acid Lemon with skin like burnished rosewood. Her body-hugging outfit is backless, and each shoulder muscle ripples. Something spikes me as she turns to Finch, smiles at him. She is flawless. 
I turn my attention to the old man. Offer him champagne. 
‘What do you see, my dear?’ With his flower-print waistcoat he is wearing a vermilion-and-amber necktie. His chin is white sandpaper. 
I consider Stella’s first piece, a sculpture made of tiny socks and handmade paper. ‘It is like a kite,’ I say. ‘It longs to be airborne. It would be a good name because of the pun.’ I explain how ‘borne’ and ‘born’ are homophones and he nods. ‘It wishes to fly, to be free, and yet there is always this pull, this tug. It is the tug of the umbilical cord. A very human thing.’ I turn around, look at Stella and Doodles together, Doodles’s hand stroking her mother’s hair. 
The man is mark-making in his notebook. He has drawn it from one of his pockets and it says Moleskine. His pen is silver. 
‘What are you doing?’ I ask. 
‘Writing, my child, writing down everything that you say. I’m reviewing the show for Forum. And here we are at …?’ 


He waits, emotional state: expectant. 
I tell him about the way Stella’s sculptures begin from a single gathering. How gatherings are the beginnings and endings of memory. How objects are human memories; they become them, love is held and captured in them. 
‘Marvellous,’ he says, busy scribbling. ‘Simply marvellous.’ 
‘I live with someone who draws,’ I say. 
‘Ah, yes. Their medium?’ 
‘Sparkly gel pens.’ 
‘Interesting, interesting. Subject matter? Themes?’ 
‘Alien squirrels, mostly.’ 
I move away to sit by Betty, who is resting her legs. 
‘Don’t know what to think of this place. Stella’s a lovely girl, don’t get me wrong, but I like to know what I’m looking at. If it’s a cottage, it should look like a cottage. And if it’s a person, it should have all its arms and legs in the right places. Maybe I’m old-fashioned, but I know what I like.’ She nudges me. ‘There’s your lad, looking at you. Go to him, my dear. I know that gaze. Can’t take his eyes off you.’ 

‘I love kissing you.’ Finch’s words are warm against my hair. 
I squeeze his hand. ‘It’s beautiful up here.’ 
‘Isn’t it?’ 
From the roof terrace we can see over three counties, the slopes and sweeps of the land, the distant rub of the Black Mountains, the apricot glow of street lights in the dip of the hills. This part of the space is set out with chairs, and plants climbing through trellises. We tuck ourselves into a corner, watching the crowd, smiling at everything, at each other. The starry flowers of the clematis waft sweet and gentle. The sun still lingers on the horizon. The rain has eased for the moment. 


All feels safe. 
‘I’ve never seen Mum so happy,’ Finch is saying. I want to kiss him again but then someone is chinking a spoon against a glass. Shhhh, people say. It must be time for the speech. 
Stella smiles around at everyone, wipes something away from her eye. Phones are held up, pictures taken. Around her, people fall silent, and then start to clap. 
She stops them with a hand gesture. ‘Thank you all so much for coming. It’s so beautiful up here, as I’m sure you’ll agree.’ 
‘She looks wonderful, your mother,’ whispers Flowery Waistcoat, who has appeared beside us, and I start to correct him, do not. I reach for Finch’s hand, and find it already waiting. 
‘And thanks goes to my lovely family. For their support through what has been a difficult time – what with Ofsted –’ 
All the teachers hiss. 
‘And my, um, creative block. I was inspired by a spider’s web story told to me by a dear new friend one Christmas afternoon. I imagined the invisible threads that connect us all, even when we are not touching.’ Stella shrugs. ‘Sorry, I’m babbling. Too much of this.’ She laughs at her champagne. 
‘To invisible threads!’ shouts Three Fingers from somewhere near the front. 
‘To invisible threads!’ everyone echoes, raising their glass. 
‘It was Silver who gave me the idea for my final piece, though.’ Stella beams when everyone’s taken a sip of their drink. ‘I’ve always been a collector. But I realised that these memories, these cherished items, wanted to fly, to tug and dance. They needed to be given air, to be free. Sometimes, being a mum, it’s tempting to be over-controlling. You have to let your children find their place. Find independence and freedom. It was my lodger who gave me the idea that I should set my sculptures free, so I turned many of them into kites. So, special thanks to my lovely house guest, Silver.’ 


‘To Silver!’ 
Everyone is raising their glass at me now, and Finch squeezes my hand extra tight, and I feel warmth as rich and bright and yellow as the sun. 
Stella moves to unveil her final piece. 
The sculptures look like beautiful flowers, giant birds. I recognise the paper that she was making, sculpting the pulp over the containers and tubs, trying to get it to shrink to the perfect form, curves and folds. She has woven in tiny seeds from the garden and threads from baby blankets. A feather from a goldfinch. Daisy petals. Doodles’s drawings and pages from Finch’s old school books. 
She leans over the railing. Warm air wafts across the terrace. 
‘Right now they are tethered. But they want to fly …’ Stella’s voice trembles. ‘So … here we go …’ The kite in her hand gives a final tug and lifts like a bird into the night air. ‘There he goes.’ Stella gives a sigh. 
Finch has a smile playing about his mouth. He moves to his mother and squeezes her hand. Everyone claps as they embrace. 
And then the rest of the guests are dispersing, moving to congratulate Stella and ask her about her pieces. 
‘Mum should get some sales out of this.’ Finch is back beside me, face flushed and beaming. ‘She’ll be over the moon. She’s never sold any of her art before. This is a big night for her.’ 


‘Her work is the best in the gallery,’ I tell him. 
He looks proud. ‘I think so too.’ 
Something has changed between Finch and his mother. A release of tension that has always been there, like invisible wire. Now it has gone. The space between them is warm and bright. 








‘What’s wrong with Pepper? She seems awfully unsettled.’ 
‘Maybe it’s the weather.’ 
The evening lull has switched to drumming rain. Finch strokes Pepper, who is whining and pawing at the kitchen door. 
A knock then, followed by another. 
Stella frowns. ‘Who could that be?’ Her hand hovers over pouring champagne. We are having one more glass, just the three of us, now that Doodles is in bed. 
‘One of your exhibition guests popping round?’ Finch suggests. ‘Our light’s still on.’ 
‘It’s awfully late.’ 
‘I’ll go and see.’ Finch gets up and Pepper bustles after him as he opens the kitchen door. 
Stella and I look at each other. 
‘I suppose I’d better see who it is.’ Stella gets up a little unsteadily and I follow. 
A girl is standing on the doorstep. She is drenched. Her hair clings. She is shaking her head and saying, ‘No, no, I can’t. I mustn’t.’ 
‘Hey, stop that, Pepper!’ Finch lunges to seize her collar. ‘Silver, will you hold her?’ 
I pull Pepper back. 


‘Mum, this is my friend, remember me saying? She needs somewhere to crash for a few nights until she can sort herself out. Her friend’s let her down.’ Finch looks stressed. 
‘Come in from the rain, love,’ Stella says. ‘Oh my goodness, with all the buzz of my show I totally forgot. I hadn’t realised it was tonight. My mind’s been all over the place.’ 
The girl steps inside. ‘It’s OK. I must have made a mistake, got the wrong date. I thought you meant tonight. Gosh, this is awkward.’ She gazes around. ‘I’ll go. I can tell you’re busy. I’ll find somewhere else. It’s totally fine.’ She pushes back her dripping hair. 
Stella speaks first. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, love, we wouldn’t hear of it. No friend of Finch is going out in this. Of course you must stay. There’s the box room opposite Doodles’s room with a little bed we use for guests sometimes. It’s tiny, I’m afraid, but you’re welcome to stay as long as you need.’ She grabs a towel from the radiator and pushes the girl through into the kitchen. 
‘God, I’m so sorry,’ Finch says. ‘I haven’t introduced anyone. Um, Mum, meet Nat. Nat – Mum, er, Stella. And Silver, my girlfriend.’ 
My girlfriend. Never have I heard him introduce me as this before. The words make me glow. 
The newcomer smiles. ‘Hi, Silver, I’m Nat,’ she says. She holds out her hand and shakes mine quickly. ‘Great to meet you.’ 
She is small and neat, her make-up flawless, her nails polished. The eyes gazing into mine are green, her skin New Linen. Her voice is smooth and featureless. Now that I am able to look at her properly, I recognise her as the girl Deepa and I saw at the pub, the one who only recently started working there. It doesn’t make me feel any better. 
‘And we have champagne!’ says Stella. ‘You’ve come on a good night. We’re celebrating. Go and find a glass for Nat, you two. One of the nice ones.’ 


‘Did I mention her to you?’ Finch says under his breath as we get a glass from the dining-room cabinet. 
I shake my head. 
‘It’s a bit of a mix-up.’ Finch frowns. ‘I said I’d ask Mum if she could stay. I didn’t realise she meant tonight.’ 
Back in the kitchen, Stella fills our glasses: hers, Finch’s, mine, Nat’s. 
‘Cheers, everyone!’ 
‘Wonderful.’ The girl named Nat smiles. 
‘Do you have bags, dear?’ 
‘Oh no, I travel very light. Everything I need’s right here.’ She indicates her small backpack. ‘What are you celebrating?’ 
‘I’m an artist.’ Stella says this with pride. ‘I’ve just had my first show.’ 
‘Wonderful,’ Nat repeats. 
‘Well, it’s nice to have you. You can stay as long as you want,’ Stella says. 
‘Oh, I won’t need to stay too long.’ She smiles brightly again. A little too brightly. ‘I’ll soon have everything in order.’ 








The next morning, Nat is sitting in my place at the kitchen table. 
‘Coffee?’ Finch gets up and pours. He passes Nat a mug and I notice it is the one I usually use. 
I tell myself this does not matter. 
‘Thank you.’ She smiles at him. Her clothes look expensive and stylish. Grown-up clothes, in shades of cream and honey. ‘Love your look,’ she says to me, noticing me noticing her. ‘So original.’ 
I fiddle with the embroidery on Betty’s satin jacket. 
Finch sits back down next to her. ‘Yeah, Silver’s really into vintage. She always finds the best pieces. Anyway, where did you say you were from again, Nat – before moving here?’ 
‘It’s a long story.’ Nat stares into her coffee. ‘We moved around a lot. For my family’s business. What are you drawing?’ she asks Doodles. 
‘It’s a space-rabbit colony on the Maldip Hills,’ I tell her, because this is obvious. 
Doodles has put down her felt pen and is staring at Nat’s hair, which she wears in Dutch braids. I make a note to search the technique on VidFlip later. 
Stella gets up and opens the fridge door. ‘I was just telling Nat about my amazing luck, Silver.’ 


‘It wasn’t just luck, Mum.’ 
‘About that art critic buying my piece last night –’ 
‘It’s talent.’ 
‘How wonderful, to have such a talent,’ Nat says. She sips her coffee. 
‘You can show Nat if there’s anything I’ve forgotten, can’t you, Silver?’ 
‘That would be kind,’ says Nat. Her green eyes glitter. Beneath the table, I see that she is barefoot. ‘I can help out with any jobs, of course. I’m a competent cook, and I absolutely love animals.’ She sighs. ‘I used to have a dog myself. A little white terrier. I miss him terribly.’ 
‘What happened to him?’ asks Doodles. 
Nat makes a sad face. ‘I had to let him go.’ 
‘How awful,’ Stella says. She begins to crack eggs. 
‘Let me,’ says Nat. She takes the whisk and pan. Begins to open cupboards. ‘Have another coffee. You must be tired after your exciting evening yesterday.’ 
‘Do you know, I think I will.’ Stella sits back down, smiling. 
‘I’ll make some more,’ says Finch. 
‘You can help me if you like.’ Nat places her hand on Finch’s arm as she squeezes past him. 
I watch as she moves around the kitchen like it’s hers. 
‘That smells lovely, Nat,’ Stella says as the scent of cooking wafts around the room. 
Nat shrugs. ‘Just something simple.’ 
After a few more minutes she passes round plates. ‘Eggs Benedict. I just whipped up a quick hollandaise sauce. Took the liberty of squeezing fresh orange juice too.’ 


This makes Doodles look up from her colouring. She picks up her glass and drains the orange juice. 
There is silence as we eat. Nat has even sprinkled chopped chives over the creamy sauce. It is very different from our usual jam and toast. 
‘Have I cooked your eggs as you like them, Silver?’ 
Nat is addressing me, head tilted. 
‘Everything is perfect,’ I say, as I feel my stomach knot. 
‘That was delicious, Nat,’ Stella says, mopping up the last of her egg with her muffin. ‘Yummy.’ She lays down her fork. ‘Let me give you this.’ I watch as she rummages in a drawer and hands Nat a spare key. 
Then they disappear upstairs together for a full tour. 
Finch nudges me. ‘Well, that’s good, then,’ he says. ‘She seems nice enough, doesn’t she?’ 
I try to make a smile come, but it feels tight at the edges. 
After he goes to get dressed, Doodles and I look at each other. 
‘Is she nice?’ I ask. 
She considers. ‘As nice as a pancake,’ she says. 
I feel relief. Doodles hates pancakes. 

When I come down to feed Pepper a little later, Nat is on her knees with her head in a cupboard. On the floor, pots and trays and pans. 
‘Hello again,’ she says. Her voice is bright. 
‘What are you doing?’ 
‘It’s a surprise for Stella. A way of saying thank you for taking me in at such short notice. I couldn’t help noticing things were a bit disordered earlier when I made the eggs.’ 


On the table, Stella’s marking and exercise books are neatly restacked. Beside them, I recognise the contents of Stella’s anything-and-everything drawer. 
‘Such a lot of belongings,’ says Nat. She has left her cupboard cleaning and is standing behind me. 
‘Stella does not like things to be too ordered.’ 
‘Oh, she will not mind, I’m sure.’ She restacks the tins rapidly, pushes them back inside with the labels facing out. ‘There. Much better.’ 
‘I need to feed Pepper,’ I say, looking around for her bowl. 
‘I’ve put its feeding bowl here. All washed.’ Nat has the measuring mug in her hand. ‘I’ll feed the dog.’ She smiles. 
‘No,’ I say. ‘It’s my job. I am the dog-sitter.’ 
‘But that’s not really a job, is it?’ says Nat. She is still smiling. She leans over Pepper with the mug of kibble, ready to tip it into her food bowl. Pepper growls, and she snaps back her hand. 
The door opens and Finch comes in, changed out of his pyjamas. 
‘Hello, you,’ says Nat. ‘Still on for our run?’ I realise she is wearing running clothes. So is Finch. 
‘Absolutely,’ he says. ‘I’m in awful shape, though, ugh.’ 
Nat’s eyes tell him, I wouldn’t say that. I feel my hands sparking. Quickly I contain them. 








Tonight, in the living room, Nat looks sleek and comfortable as a cat. Her eyebrows are neat-furred stencils, her eyeliner perfect flicks. She is all honey. Is she watching him? I wonder. Is he watching her? She curls on floor cushions, too close. 
‘Only one more episode, Doodles, and then it’s time for bed.’ Stella sounds distracted. She takes a gulp of tea and returns to her laptop. 
‘Three more,’ says Doodles. 
‘One.’ Finch’s voice is firm. 
‘That was so kind of you, helping me today, Nat,’ says Stella. ‘I’m sure you’ve got plenty of uni work to do. Did you say you’re studying Human Psychology?’ 
‘It’s more research-based actually,’ Nat says. ‘Don’t worry, I’m finding plenty of time to study.’ She is wearing silky gold pyjamas. She has taken a shower and her long hair is loose. I can see Doodles sneaking peeks at her. Unbraided, Nat has mermaid hair. Doodles has always wanted long hair like a mermaid’s. 
Nat murmurs something to Finch, and his smile is easy. 
I could sit by him, show her that he is mine. 
But this is playing games, and I will not play games. 
He should sit by me, show me I am his. 


What to do? 
My head is all-noise. 
‘Harr-i-et, Harriet the Spy, Harr-i-et, Harriet the Spy,’ Doodles sings. ‘Can I have my snuggle blanket, Finch?’ 
‘I’ll get it,’ says Nat. She reaches forward and the screen crackles. 
Finch jabs the remote. ‘Weird.’ He frowns. ‘Don’t know what’s wrong with it.’ 
Doodles wails. ‘We’re missing the good bit! Harriet’s just about to leap out of the building and catch the baddie!’ 
‘Calm down, Doodles,’ says Stella. ‘Finch can always replay it.’ 
Nat passes Doodles the blanket and she allows her to tuck her in. She sits back down, extends her legs and wriggles her toes. ‘That was a lovely run earlier,’ she says with a yawn. 
Finch sees that I’m looking at him. ‘What?’ he mouths. 
Nat cat-stretches. ‘You should have come with us, Silver.’ 
‘Oh, Silver never goes up on the hills,’ says Finch. ‘She much prefers the roof.’ 
‘Maybe we should take a walk on the hills together some time.’ Nat smiles at me. ‘I’d like that.’ 
‘Shhhh,’ says Doodles. ‘I can’t hear.’ 
Finch comes over to sit with me. Whispers in my ear, ‘Are you OK? You seem a bit off.’ 
I shrug. 
He stares and I see him realise. ‘Oh, come on,’ he mouths. ‘You don’t think I like her that way?’ He gives me a dig. ‘Don’t be daft. I’ve only got eyes for you.’ Leans close. ‘Meet me on the roof later?’ 
‘Oh, are you into stargazing?’ asks Nat. She smiles at us. ‘Me too. Perhaps I could join you.’ 
Her eyes meet mine, and I could swear they look hungry. 








‘What is it, Silver? You seem distracted.’ Finch squeezes my hand. ‘It’s not Nat still, is it?’ 
‘Yes. No,’ I say. 
We are curled up on his bed. We did not go up on the roof in the end. I managed to persuade him to stay inside, where it feels safer. 
‘She’s all right. Just wants to be helpful, that’s all. I don’t know why you’re so suspicious of her.’ He stares. ‘You’re not jealous, are you? I’ve never had a girl be jealous about me before.’ He nudges me. ‘I quite like it.’ He sees my expression. ‘Joke.’ 
‘It is not that.’ But is it? I am no longer sure where lies start and truth ends. 
I think of Nat’s voice, soft and composed. The little smile that plays about her mouth. 
‘She unsettles me,’ I say. 
‘Unsettles you?’ He looks confused, then gives me one final hug before he gets up, puts on his shoes and jacket. ‘Look, I’ve got a late shift tonight. Don’t stab her while I’m gone, will you?’ Calls over his shoulder: ‘Also a joke, by the way.’ 



I wake. 
The sound of a window opening. 
And then footsteps outside, fluid, swift. 
I frown. Finch, back from his shift? I leave my room, go out onto the landing, where the window looks out onto the road. Outside, under the street lights, a running figure, swift, dark. There is something about its movement. Smooth as a shadow, smooth as fluid. I watch as it takes the path that leads to the hills and disappears. Somewhere, a dog keens. I stare out at the empty street, then make a decision. 
There is no light under her door. I hesitate, then knock, once, twice, very soft. When she doesn’t answer, I try the door, but it is locked. I cannot force it or I will be found out. 
But there is another way. 
I climb out of my own window and down to Nat’s, which is dark, closed but unlocked. I can tell by the scuffs on the ledge that she has used it too. For a fleeting second I think of them both, on the roof, under the pinking moon. Imagine her pressing her lips where mine are meant to be. I let out a sound and it is pain. 
I think of the two of them, her cat’s smile. Nat showing Finch warm-up stretches against the wall. Their laughter. 
I must know. 
I take a stone and ram it under the window. Fear forces it open. 
The first thing I notice is that her room is neat and strangely empty. In the fitted cupboard she has arranged her clothes, tidy, racked and stacked. I rifle through: several tops, blouses, sweaters, her preferred shades of gold and honey. They smell new and unworn. Then I frown. They still have the labels: Chic. I recognise the name of Maldip’s most expensive boutique. From what I know about college students, this is strange. Beneath are rows of shoes. I turn each over to check the soles. Unscuffed, unworn. 


I rapid-check the pockets, under the bed, in the drawers. Sigh when I find nothing to connect Nat with Finch. Then I stop and look again at her bed. I sniff the cover and frown. This is not just Nat being neat and organised. She has not just made the bed, pulled the sheets and duvet straight. These covers are brand new. 
This bed has never been slept in. 

‘Are you OK?’ Stella says at breakfast the next morning. She places a hand on my arm. ‘You’re very quiet, Silver.’ 
I sit next to Doodles and take comfort in the soft squeak of her felt pen as she colours in. 
Nat watches me as I wash Pepper’s bowl, refill it with kibble. Does she know that I was in her room last night? If she does, she gives no sign. Something feels bad in the air, like everything is wrongly tuned. I am aware of Nat’s eyes on me. 
Doodles shows me her picture and I swallow. She has drawn a spaceship, squat and low-bellied. I know without asking that it is hovering over the Maldips. Nat laughs as the little girl makes lasers shoot out from its undercarriage. 
She drops a felt pen and I stoop to pick it up. Nat’s bare feet are neatly tucked under her chair: small, clean, Oyster-painted nails. And then I remember what has been niggling me since last night. There was something about the running figure. 
Shoes. She had no shoes. 


Like me, she is an imposter. 








There is a light under Doodles’s door. 
A glowing strip, too shiny. Muted voices, the soft laughter of a child. 
I wrench open the door. It gives easily and I stumble inside. 
‘Hello, Silver.’ Nat’s voice is amused. ‘We wondered when you would join us.’ 
Doodles is sitting on her desk chair in her Space Wars pyjamas, knees bunched while Nat braids her hair. She smooths hibiscus cream with one hand, has a cluster of hair grips in her mouth. 
I scan the room. ‘What are you doing in here? Please leave.’ 
‘Whatever do you mean? You’re upsetting Doodles.’ 
‘Who are you?’ I ask. 
‘She’s our house guest, silly.’ Doodles’s eyes are bright. ‘Nat’s doing special Dutch braids. She’s even faster than you, Silver.’ 
Nat laughs softly. ‘I am, aren’t I, Doodles? Would you like me to look at your star measurer next?’ 
Something is wrong. Why is Nat in this room? And why does Doodles not mind? 
‘Doodles, come with me a minute.’ I make my voice sound calm. 
‘But she hasn’t finished yet.’ Doodles’s voice is a wail. 
Nat’s hands fly through Doodles’s hair. She does not need to look at them. She stares at me and it is a challenge. 


‘Leave her alone.’ I make my voice slow. 
She laughs without humour. ‘We are bonding, Doodles and me. There is no harm.’ 
‘Nat knows loads and loads of stars we can’t even see,’ says Doodles. ‘Don’t you, Nat?’ 
‘I bet Silver does too,’ Nat says. ‘Isn’t that right, Silver?’ Her eyes blink green. Doodles’s head jerks as Nat braids, faster and faster, her fingers a blur. Then a sudden spark and Doodles’s head slumps forward. 
I lunge but Nat holds up a hand. More sparks flash from her fingers in warning. 
‘My host barely struggled when I stepped inside. Weak, pathetic, these humans. Her puny body was no challenge.’ Her voice is matter-of-fact. 
‘Why are you here? Who are you?’ I try to think how to get Doodles away from her, out of this room. 
Her eyes widen. ‘Do you truly not know me? We are old adversaries, you and I.’ Her face twists. ‘I have never forgotten – how you saved me in front of the Founders. You made me fail. Took away what was supposed to be mine.’ 
She double-blinks. 
And now I recognise her. 
Cadet 10. 
‘But – but – you died – I saw you fall from the platform. The Vortex … it took you.’ My words stumble. 
‘There was another blackout. I was spat out again when the Vortex faltered.’ Cadet 10 smirks. ‘I told the Founders that they should have chosen me after you prevented me from offering myself to the Vortex. They gifted me this opportunity to prove myself.’ She shakes her head. ‘You even struggled with this most basic of tasks, Cadet 39. Why waste energy morphing when you can inhabit?’ 


‘What do they want from me?’ I ask. 
‘The Founders are taking your rebellion very seriously. They sent me to bring you back into line.’ She frowns. ‘You are failing to Shield. You were warned on the Ship what would happen if you don’t.’ 
‘The Founders already have my data. They seized me and beamed me back to Shield.’ 
‘Not all of it. They need to know everything. What you have been holding back.’ 
‘I have held back nothing –’ 
‘Are you so sure about that, Cadet 39?’ Her voice becomes low, honeyed. ‘Your data so far has been most illuminating; we are so close now to Project Ultima. We just need the rest of what you have gathered – their weaknesses.’ Her mouth twitches. ‘And of course you are best placed to find these, as a residual.’ 
‘A residual? What do you mean?’ It is not the first time I have heard this term. 
Her eyes glow. She likes that she knows something I don’t. ‘Despite our reprogramming, you alone have retained the original attributes of our ancestors’ skin. The empathy gene, their great weakness. But our Founders have in their wisdom seen a way to use this to their advantage.’ 
I think of the reverse Shielding – the Founders’ memory of the one newgrown they chose to save while terminating all the rest. Batch #30, the ninth pod along. 


My skin silvers and sparks in realisation. 
Me. The baby was me. 
And suddenly many things are clicking into place. All those times I yearned for connection on the Ship when I was young, how as an infant I cried for it. My desire to befriend Cadet 10 even when it went against all the rules. My ability to collect touch memories on Earth: Betty’s baby cardigan and ballgown. Seeing scribbles of distress in Doodles’s room. Alone with Finch, the flare of desire. 
‘You are like those Charybdians who were too weak, who let the Barbed Ones in. Who were predisposed to feel,’ Cadet 10 continues, her voice twisting in scorn. ‘To need, even crave, physical touch and intimacy. All that we have eliminated to make us strong.’ 
She leans forward. ‘Do you not see how you have been played?’ Her voice is a whisper, laughing, mocking. ‘Are you OK, Silver? Do you feel your heart, Silver? I think my stone wants to tell your stone something.’ 
I grow cold. Her voice has become that of Finch, soft, warm, caressing. 
‘It has been such fun to inhabit these humans since I arrived, the boy in particular. You two have been busy, haven’t you?’ 
‘You have inhabited him?’ I whisper. 
‘But of course,’ she hisses. ‘I wanted to see for myself why the Founders allowed you to live, chose you for this mission. And I do see now. Your empathy gene is a gateway to the humans. Your weakness is our advantage – showing us touch memories, exposing the subjects’ feelings and thoughts. A way to manipulate them and make inhabitation easier.’ 
I remember the Founders’ words: Save this one as a residual. A control with which to compare the new batch. I was an experiment, all part of the Founders’ plan. They needed me to be like this, all the better to use me. 


As if reading my mind, Nat smiles. ‘Thanks to you, we will soon know everything about humans, understanding them inside and out – we will be optimised to sense their emotions and anticipate their actions, predict their feelings, influence their beliefs and sway their opinions. As soon as we have all your data we will have everything we need for the colonisation to begin.’ 
She glows. ‘I have been honoured by the Founders. I am the chosen one they will use to transfer their consciousness so they can descend to Earth. The first to carry their hive mind.’ She pauses. ‘As long as I bring you back on board.’ 
It is all my fault. Because of me, because I couldn’t control my urges, wanted only to be safe on Earth, to feel my skin flare from Finch’s touch, I have put his whole family in danger. I have opened the door and let Charybdis in. No matter how much I hoped it wouldn’t be true, now I know they will not stop until they retrieve everything I know about the humans. 
Nat prods at Doodles and my hands spark. She laughs. ‘See how you care? You should never have been made First Pioneer.’ 
‘Take your hands off her.’ I make to move, but Nat shakes her head, sparking at me. 
‘You are jeopardising everything. The Founders should have terminated you along with all the others.’ 
I cannot stop watching Doodles in case Nat hurts her again. I long to help the little girl but find I cannot move. But then the one who calls herself Nat places her hands on my shoulders, and all is a blur. She is not Nat any more but Cadet 10, eyes bright, head tilted, convincing me to go into the Nurture Rooms. 


‘Come. Let me help you to be strong again.’ Her eyes shine. ‘Let us Shield together like the old times.’ 
And now Nat’s eyes shine silver and I cannot look away. ‘Come,’ she says, and her voice is that of Charybdis. ‘Let us say the Mantra together.’ 
Behind her, Doodles slides onto the floor. 
‘Leave the human,’ she says softly. ‘We have been worried about you.’ And she has the voice of the Founders, of my people, my family. 
‘You were the best, the hungriest, the most loyal. Your skin beautiful, shining, strong. What has happened?’ she whispers. ‘How have they infected you?’ 
And now it is hard to focus. The humans, this house, seem far away. Instead, a longing: to be welcomed back to my family, my own world. 
‘We see how they have worked on you. Their false smiles, their gifts, their sly ways of making you feel wanted, needed, loved. We see it all now. We are ready to forgive you if you can correct your weakness, this misplaced love for the humans. We can help you.’ 
Doodles will be in the draught on the floor, I think. She will need her blanket. 
Nat is watching me. ‘You can save them,’ she whispers, and now it is her own voice again. ‘This one and the boy and the mother. They will live as themselves, will not be inhabited. You will be honoured, will have all this world as yours. You will have opened the way for others, for the rest of our kind.’ 
She smiles, her silver eyes reflecting mine. ‘You will be part of our history. A new life, a new body, a new home.’ 


‘Doodles? Dinnertime.’ Stella’s voice startles. Footsteps on the stairs. 
I surface with a gasp. Nat’s eyes unsilver as she takes her human host’s form again. I crouch by Doodles. Her skin is cold and her eyes roll. 
‘What have you done to her? Bring her back.’ 
‘Doodles? Is everything all right in there?’ Stella calls. 
Nat eye-rolls and sparks at the little girl. Doodles sits up, rubbing her eyes. 
‘Why, hello, Stella,’ Nat says as the door opens. 
Stella smiles round at us. ‘Come on, you,’ she says, taking her daughter’s hand. ‘Stop bothering these two. Goodness, doesn’t your hair look fabulous? I hope you’ve said thank you.’ She drags a protesting Doodles out of the room. 
Nat takes out an eyeliner from her pocket. Leans forward to retouch her flicks in the mirror. ‘Such strange forms, these humans, this molecular structure.’ She pushes her finger deep into her eye, sinking it until her eye mass moulds around her finger, then withdraws, watches with her remaining eye as the ruined one re-forms. 
‘How are you doing that?’ I watch her, sickened. 
She laughs. ‘Oh, the initial data you collected proved very useful. Charybdis has learned much about inhabiting such a simple lifeform. They have used the data to make certain improvements. We can unmatter the host too, now. Such fun.’ 
She twists her head round and round, slow-releases till she faces me again. ‘The best improvement of all is that we no longer –’ 
The door opens and Stella walks back in. 
‘– need to be in only one body at once. Imagine the possibilities.’ 


Both of their mouths wag with her voice, silky, low. My skin ices. 
‘How we may make such progress, so much faster. A mass inhabitation, and so soon.’ They smile. Their eyes flash bright. 
‘Stop it,’ I say. ‘Leave her alone.’ 
‘If you come quietly; if you Shield, there will be a place for you in this new world. It is not too late. We will give you two Earth days,’ she hisses through both bodies. ‘Then you must make your decision.’ 
‘And if I refuse?’ I ask. The room swims. 
‘If you refuse to Shield? But we do not need you alive, pioneer.’ Thin laughter rises from the mouths of Nat and Stella. ‘We need only your skin.’ 
The door clicks, and Stella leaves the room. 








‘Are you all right, Silver? You look tired.’ Stella gives my arm a squeeze as she passes me coffee. 
Nat cuts toast into small, neat pieces. Butters each square in turn and then adds honey. She has done her eye-wings. Has her hair up in a knot. 
I have not slept for two nights. Must keep watch. First I must check that Nat is sleeping or out. She disappears often. I listen for her scramble down from the roof, the creak and rustle of the tree’s branches as she descends, quick as a squirrel. I assume that she goes up onto the hills, to Shield and contact Charybdis. I wonder about her host, who is this girl that she inhabits? There is something familiar about her. But more, I wonder what she is telling the Ship – how she betrays the humans. 
Her nightly departure means that I can go through the rest of my ritual: check the house. Check Pepper in the kitchen. Stella, fallen asleep over her coffee and marking. Doodles, snuggling Grumpy Bunny. Finch, huddled and facing the wall. Each one I watch. 
Only when I have completed my rounds do I know that they are safe. I make certain that Nat is not back or that she is shut up in her room. And then I begin again. 


‘Hello. Mission control to Silver.’ Stella nudges me. 
I start. My eyes feel rock-heavy. I am sick with not sleeping. I sip scalding coffee and wait for its jolt. 
‘Miss Jackson says you can see Bright Star in daylight now,’ says Doodles. She feeds one of her toast squares to Pepper. 
‘Is that right?’ Stella kisses her on the head. 
‘Maybe I could take you up to the hills to use your star measurer after school,’ says Nat. She watches me and her eyes gleam. 
‘No.’ My spoon clatters. 
At the same time, Doodles yells, ‘Yes!’ 
Nat’s lips curve. 
‘Silver’s right, love,’ Stella says. ‘You’ve got your spelling homework, remember?’ 
‘Hate homework. Hate spellings,’ grumbles Doodles. 
‘Another time, then.’ Nat smiles. 
She gets up and empties her crusts into the pedal bin, stacks her plate in the dishwasher. She stoops to tickle Pepper under the chin, and Pepper low-growls. 
Nat laughs. ‘Silly dog. It’s not much of a life, is it, sleeping, eating and walking?’ She speaks low, and it is only to me. ‘Makes you wonder why they keep them.’ 
Today is the day. Over and over I have tried to plan, and still I do not know what to do. All the options sprawl before me. 
I must protect the family. Must keep my focus. If I hold back when they Shield me, they will not be able to sweep for final data. But they will know and then they will kill me, peel me of my skin. 
You could do what she says, give yourself up. 
That way, Finch and his family would be safe at least. They will live as they are, steering their own bodies, unharmed, unaffected. But everyone they know will be changed. It will be a nightmare world: Betty, Three Fingers, their friends and acquaintances and teachers, all will be inhabited. A world of horror, at once changed and unchanged. A world of squatting imposters. The Founders, greedy for land, for light and air and space, will grasp and not stop grasping. 


You would see Finch, though. He would be unchanged, unharmed. 
But this is a lie. He would not look at me, after. Could never see me in the same way. I would have destroyed his world, invaded his family. I would be unspeakable. 
I cannot do it. Cannot live in this world and watch and see and be held up as the forerunner. 
So I could warn Finch. Tell him to take his family and run. I could run away too, far, far from here. Live as a human off-grid, just like those rogue scouts before me. 
Would Charybdis still go ahead without their final data? I do not know, have no way of knowing. It is a risk too great for taking. Through my skin they already have so much definitive data on the human lives they wish to take for their own: habits, impulses, desires, dreams. They have absorbed and assessed. They have seen the world and it is good. They will not give up so easily. 
And Nat wants to shine. She is toying with me, making the most of her time here, wanting to prove her aptitude as a pioneer. I remember the hunger in her eyes as she told me of Charybdis’s plans. She will not give up either. 
I have enabled this. I have put the family in danger. 
You thought you could be like them. Thought you could kiss and touch and play at being human. 
Of course that is why Charybdis wants me so much. I am the only residual. As well as my data on humans, I alone have the true powers of the original Charybdians. All along I have been the pawn in their game of chess. All a carefully planned endgame. Nat is the true First Pioneer. She is the ruthless one, fearless, single-minded to their cause. She always was. I wonder if, even in our childhood games, Cadet 10 was being controlled by the Founders. Studying how far they could push me, the lengths I would go to. Observing my weaknesses: reaching for the baby; my horror at the pile of inhabitation dust left behind. 


I cannot run and hide. I cannot underestimate them again. 
But apart from protecting the humans, I do not know what to do. 
The sun is sinking now. By the end of the day I must give Nat my decision. 








Nat is waiting for me on the roof. It is raining. 
She is dressed in her running outfit, and her hair is wet. ‘Have you made your decision? Which is it to be?’ she asks. 
She does not seem to notice that I do not answer. Leans forward, over the edge of the roof, surveys the town, the fields, the distant hills. She cannot stop gazing at the tiny glints of cars, the sliding train, the sodium haze of lights. Her eyes are hungry for this new world. Charybdis will reward her well, this bold pioneer. 
She turns to face me, her eyes bright with silver fire. ‘I felt it as soon as they landed me. Such strength spread through my skin, this body. And the air here, so pure, so real. You never told, Cadet 39. You kept all this to yourself. All this light, this world.’ She breathes deeply. ‘Come, I can feel Charybdis close. Let us Shield together.’ 
I still do not know what to do. I feel so torn. 
I managed to stop them before. Our intimate memories: lying on his bed in his room, the time we lay beneath the stones, kissing in the park, in the gallery, seizing each other in doorways, on the landing, falling onto each other in the rain, these are still mine and Finch’s. 
If I did it once, I could reverse the Shield again. 


I think of the pain as my skin was burned. It is healed now but the memory stings. It will be worth it to buy more time. 
There is also the fact that they do not know that I have access to their hive mind, so maybe I can do something with that … I could go back inside and plant false data. 
What would turn FOUNDR-12 away from this planet and its inhabitants? If they believed that humans are too weak, not viable. That they drain our powers, are too difficult to inhabit. Would they believe this now that Nat has inhabited humans too? Could I make them believe that Earth is not the Found Land after all? 
Nat turns back to me then. Must see the indecision on my face. 
‘I knew you would not come quietly.’ She smiles, hard and bright. ‘So I have something to incentivise you.’ 
She jerks her head to the tree, and I follow her gaze. 
Near the budding branches, something is shining. It is Finch. He hovers in mid-air. As I watch, he jerks upwards and bounces down hard, so that his feet hit the branch below. His clothes are rain-sodden. He is washed in a silver beam of light. 
I cry out, run to the edge of the roof. My heart trips fear. But he seems to be sleeping. His eyes are closed. 
‘What have you done to him?’ I turn, and there is Nat, sitting cross-legged on the roof. The glow from her skin glances the rain away. One arm is raised, aiming the silver beam at Finch. 
‘I gave them all sleeping pills, used by the mother,’ she says. ‘Foolish creature, to leave them in the kitchen drawer.’ 
She makes Finch twitch. His sleeping body lifts and falls, lifts and falls. Then he is dropped, swift and sudden, and I cry out again in fear. 


Nat stops him a hair’s width from the ground. ‘Higher or lower?’ she asks, and her voice is sweet. 
She flicks her wrist and Finch jerks, is tugged up hard and high. 
‘Put him down!’ 
Nat stays him just as his feet touch the grass. 
‘You really do care for these humans,’ she says, with wonder. ‘Does the Mantra mean nothing to you?’ She arcs her finger like she is conducting an orchestra and tilts her head, considering. ‘It is so easy to step inside one. To use them. Look how they dance to our tune.’ 
Finch jerks and twitches in the rain like a marionette. His head lolls in sleep. 
Maybe if I was still inhabiting Sylwia, I would be able to save him. But morphing for so long has weakened me. Even though I now know that Shielding is all a lie, I used to believe it gave me strength. Once, that belief would have enabled me to squirrel along a branch and carry Finch safely to the ground. I could have folded him in my arms and held him tight and guided him back to bed. Instead, I can only watch. 
Nat laughs. ‘What will you do to save him, Cadet 39? You are as weak as he is. You scorn the Founders’ protection. You are not Shielded. You do not shine.’ 
Finch dances as the rain continues to fall. 
I raise my head. ‘They are liars,’ I say. ‘They only use Shielding to control us.’ 
She ignores me and slowly raises Finch’s sleeping form until he is level with the highest branch. The tree bumps and scrapes at him, but still he does not wake. Nat hooks him by his T-shirt. 
‘There,’ she says. ‘There’s your human boy. A prize for you if you Shield.’ 


She is enjoying this, I think. If she had a tail, it would twitch. 
‘Bring him down.’ I cannot take my eyes from the place where Finch dangles in the tree. If I do, he will be yanked high and will fall. My veins run with fear. I know the taste of it, its metallic pain. 
‘Oh no, Cadet 39, that is not how this works.’ Nat is watching me now, eyes bright and steady. 
I can reach him,
I think. It is not far. But even as I move towards the edge of the roof, I falter. The ground swims. The nearest branch feels light years away. 
Nat laughs. She swings her legs, silvered against the rain. ‘Take care you do not fall, Cadet 39,’ she calls. ‘You will break like the humans now that you have scorned Charybdis’s protection.’ 
My head dizzies, and it is not just the rain that makes everything wobble. I fix my gaze upon Finch. Nat’s eyes gleam as I grip the roof edge, lower myself over. 
I must reach him. Make him safe. 
I take a deep breath and drop. 








It is Nat who saves me. 
‘Fool,’ she hisses, but her eyes fear. 
Despite her threats, she needs to bring me back undamaged, I realise. They are not done with me yet. They need me still. 
She is standing on the grass now, her hand splayed out towards the slippery ledge as she sparks me to shield my fall until I slide onto the muddy ground. 
‘He cannot stay out here, in this storm,’ I tell her, getting to my feet unsteadily. ‘Unhook him. Let me take him back inside.’ I struggle up. ‘This is not his problem. It is between you and me.’ 
Nat laughs. It is cold and hard as stone, the laugh of Charybdis. I think of Stella’s, warm and rippling, the surprised snort of Finch, Doodles’s infectious giggles. 
My insides twist. ‘Let him go,’ I say. ‘What will you prove by this?’ 
‘Prove? I am a Charybdian. We need prove nothing.’ 
Nat trains her eyes upon the tree. As I watch, she drills her gaze, focusing it on the point where Finch is hooked. Already the silver beam has lanced through the bark. Now it is slicing through wood, easy as butter. 
She is cutting through the trunk – 


I howl and stagger to the tree. I slip, often, am blinded by the rain, which is drumming down now. Must try to reach him, before – 
‘Too late,’ calls Nat. 
The tree falls. 








The tree groans as it topples into the roof of the house, smashing down as tiles shatter and clatter and glass showers, falling like splintered rain. 
I reach Finch just before he touches the ground; he lands on me, hard, heavy. We both crash onto the grass, but I catch him. I get there first. I am sheltering him as the tree’s huge branch crushes us. I put out both hands to protect Finch’s face and eyes. Clutch him tight, bury his head in my chest, kiss his hair. 
The tree pins us, pressing down on my face, forcing the breath from me, its twig claws cutting into my cheek and shoulder. I think, This is how we die. 
But something is happening to my skin. 
Where I am touching Finch, it silvers. Through the leaves I watch as the silvering ripples along my fingers, my arms, across my shoulders. And now it is at my throat, inside my chest. Something unfurls inside me, a glow. A warmth that spreads over my whole body. 
My hands clench and spark. 
Never have I shone so brightly. 
It is a kind of energy, both familiar and new. 
A power. 


And then with a shudder of leaves and groaning branches I heave the tree aside as if it weighs nothing at all. 
‘Cadet 39?’ Nat stands watching. Her eyes are wide. 
She fears. 
‘Stay away from the boy,’ I say. 
I lift Finch, light and warm in my arms. 
She stares as I lay him gently out of danger. 
My skin is strong. I shine again. I am not Shielded but I blaze. 
I gaze at my hands. What is this new power that comes from deep within? I touch my skin, watching as it crackles. 
I can hardly contain the energy. It is more, far greater than the strength they told me came with Shielding. Familiar and yet new. 
And all at once I know. 
It is an ancient thing, a gift from my ancestors. This, then, is my skin’s original purpose. This is the residual in action. Much stronger than that of the new batch. This power is all mine, fuelled only by the purity of love and touch and connection. 
And I will not let Nat or the Founders take it from me. Instead, I will use it. 








My first spark has power in it. I centre on her face, strike Nat full-hard between those gloating eyes. This feels good. She hurtles backwards through the night air, slamming against the wall. 
My eyes re-silver. I turn to Finch and bathe him in their glow, shielding him from the rain. 
Nat staggers to her feet, throws her hands up to her face. She hisses. There is a burn upon her forehead, a bright mark that flares before it heals. This hurts. I see that she fears. She looks at my hands. 
She sparks at me. I glance it away, quick-flash. 
I hold out my hands, and my veins glow silver; my skin burns bright. 
This is not their power, it is my own. 
I project a lance of silverlight and move it to her throat. Nat stills, watching me. 
‘You have failed in your task,’ I say. ‘I will never come back.’ I picture drilling deep, removing for good her cat’s smile. But I falter. Even now I cannot take her life. 
Nat laughs and her eyes flash. 
I am thrown, hurled by her gaze, and all is rushing air, and I crash through the greenhouse like eggshell, glass shatters like spun sugar. Hairy stems snap like spines. Tomatoes smash seeds on me as I reel and try to breathe and refind balance. 


I am alone, and sprawled among tools and trays of earth. The sound of gravelling rain, bursting loud. 
I climb out through the frame, feeling little teeth of glass in my feet. 
Nat is waiting for me. 
‘Is that all you have, half-girl?’ she mocks. ‘You are like them, those weaklings.’ 
‘Why?’ I ask her. ‘I thought we were once friends.’ 
She laughs. ‘You always were a fool, following me wherever I led you. Even as an infant, I knew you were different; that you would be my rival, the one to beat. Always you would spark and fizz; you never could hide your emotions. I could not understand why the Founders kept giving you chances. I wanted their attention too.’ 
So it was all jealousy. How very human,
I think. 
‘The easiest way was to keep you close,’ she continues. ‘So easy to make you believe that I liked you, that I wanted friendship. When you knew very well it is forbidden by the Mantra.’ 
‘I have learned that there are more important things than the Mantra,’ I say. 
Images come: Doodles, squeezing my hand. Fingers, inter-weaving. Breath, mixing with mine. 
I have felt his words in my hair. 
Nat laughs. ‘When they told me that you were a residual, it all made sense. How good it made me feel. You were never special. Only a blight on our Ship. Something to be used and discarded. I am the trusted one. Everything is as planned. Only I know how it all ends.’ But her eyes flicker. ‘This power you have, it is an anomaly. I will get you to Shield,’ she pants. ‘I will bring you to order.’ 


She crouches on the lawn, shakes her head as she comes at me again. I focus hard, remember Finch’s thumb curling mine, the rough-soft of his lips, the wet sweetness as we kissed. I launch a spear of silverlight, striking her in the belly, a gut punch. Hurl the Charybdian over the skies, over the top of the greenhouse, hear the splash which tells me she is in Stella’s pond. The water fizzes. 
Glitterwake. Then Nat rises, howling, her head and hair slimed. 
And I want to laugh, because she looks maddened and writhing and Doodles would have giggled, and I think, Her eye-wings are not so perfect now,
as I hit the ground. Pain hammers my head, arms, back, pelvis. And then a gut crunch as something lands on me hard. I open my eyes: Nat is sitting astride me, clamping her legs to pin me down. 
Her hair drips. ‘You will not mock Charybdis,’ she says. 
A sound, to the right. 
Our eyes lock. Then hers swivel back to the house. 
Finch. 
I left him on the bench, shielded from the rain. Now he stands watching us, his eyes black holes. 
Nat’s mouth twists. She clenches her hand. ‘You will not win,’ she pants. ‘This world and its people are mine.’ She lances silverlight at him, aiming for his throat. 
With the last of my strength I cast an arc over Finch, shielding him with a force of my own, better, stronger. Nat’s lance glances off, falls into more harmless glitterwake. 
I turn back to her. See a flicker across her forehead. A juddering. Something is happening to her face. 


‘My human is failing,’ she whispers. She clutches at me. Her eyes unsilver. 
‘Which human?’ I shake her. ‘Who did you inhabit?’ 
It is only now that I see. The girl whose body she inhabited was many lives away from Nat’s version of her. It is Tat’s face that looks back at me, briefly, before she flickers and fades. A rush of silver motes, leaving a pile of honey-gold clothes and a small heap of dust. 
Nat, and the girl named Tat, are gone. 








‘Silver? Oh my God!’ 
Stella’s voice is axed with fear. She stumbles out of the house, still in her bathrobe. 
‘You need shoes,’ I tell her. ‘There’s glass on the ground.’ 
She rams wellies onto her feet, crunches through the glass to stare at the garden. 
‘Nobody is harmed,’ I say. ‘The tree fell in the storm.’ 
We both look at the damage: the greenhouse, smashed panes, the ripped-out tree. 
Stella’s mouth widens. ‘How did all of this happen? Finch – where’s Finch?’ 
‘Mum?’ Finch comes tottering up, his voice blurry. 
Stella hugs him fiercely. ‘Thank God you’re safe.’ She stares wildly at the roof where his room is. ‘Oh my God – the roof – Doodles!’ She rushes back inside. 
I stand unsteadily. The garden is bright with moonlight. 
I turn to face Finch. He is sitting on the step watching me. When I move to sit beside him, he flinches away. 
‘Finch –’ 
‘What. The fuck. Just. Happened?’ His words are forced and slow. His dark eyes are those of a stranger. What I feel now is true fear. Nothing that Nat or the Founders did compares. 


‘Finch, please –’ 
Stella comes back outside, carrying the still sleeping Doodles. 
‘I can’t wake her! We’ll need to take her to A&E.’ Her voice is terror. ‘She was on the floor by her bed.’ 
I force myself to think. I cannot let Stella take her to hospital. They will find the drugs in her bloodstream and wonder who gave them to her. A roof tile clatters. Finch and Stella gaze up at the damage. 
Finch will not look at me. Not now or ever again. 
Quickly I spark at Doodles, who twitches and opens her eyes. 
‘Ouch!’ she says in a clear voice. ‘What’s going on?’ She stares around. ‘Why aren’t I in my bed? It’s not time to get up yet. I should be in my bed.’ 
‘I’ll take her back up,’ says Finch. He does not look at me. ‘I think I should check on her every hour. We need to make sure she hasn’t got concussion.’ 
‘What’s concussion?’ asks Doodles. ‘I need a biscuit.’ 
Stella laughs, but still looks shaken. ‘I think we all deserve some hot chocolate. What a shock! I’ll phone round to get the roof fixed tomorrow.’ She frowns. ‘I can’t find Nat anywhere. It’s very strange. Her bed’s not been slept in.’ 
‘I do not think that Nat will be coming back.’ I hesitate and look at Finch. ‘She left a note. I believe she went back to her family.’ 
I will write the note later. My mind feels slow. All the power I felt – it has left me as abruptly as slamming a door. I feel felled. I do not know how to mend things. I do not know how much he saw. 
‘What, without even saying goodbye? How very strange. After all we did for her. I thought she seemed really settled.’ 


Finch speaks then. ‘It’s fine, Mum. She did say she wouldn’t be staying long.’ He stares at me hard. ‘I think she had other plans.’ He scoops up his sister and turns her away from me. ‘Don’t worry about hot chocolate, Mum. Come on, Dood.’ 

On the top landing, a branch of the ash tree stabs through the skylight. Rain puddles the wooden floor. Leaves and twigs and glass swim. 
I try to push Finch’s door open, but it is blocked by the tree. 
‘Finch?’ 
Silence. Weighted, knotty. 
Then he is there, in the gap between us. His face is different. His eyes – the way he sees me. Everything is changed. 
‘There are things I need to explain,’ I say. I push my way into his room and this time he doesn’t stop me. 
I go to sit down on his bed, then see his face. Move to the window instead. Try not to look at the posters on his wall – of space movies and the ugly creatures in them. 
‘You’re totally pale. Sit down.’ His voice is tired. I settle on the chair by his desk. He remains standing, the light casting his face in shadow. 
‘Finch – I –’ 
‘What did I just see, Silver? Who are you? Actually, scrap that.’ He laughs and it is a sound without joy. ‘What are you?’ 
‘I am –’ 
How can I say? I cannot risk losing him. I want to go back to before. I want that look in his eyes to vanish. I want the warmth back. Not this. Never this. 


Fear. He fears you. 
‘I saw …’ He takes a deep breath. ‘I saw you and Nat – the girl I thought was Nat – fighting.’ He stares at me. ‘But it wasn’t just fighting, was it? No, it was the frigging Terminator meets Alien rolled into one. I mean we’re talking throwing each other around and ripping up trees and, and –’ 
I wait. 
‘There was light – shards of electricity or something – and you were basically hurling it at each other. And your skin was crackling like you were lit from inside.’ 
My stomach twists. He hates. He fears. When he sees what I am, when he knows, then I will have lost him forever. 
‘Tell me I was seeing things. Or I bumped my head.’ He sits on the bed and stares at me. ‘Talk to me, Silver.’ 
I take a deep breath. ‘You are right, Finch. I am not like you. I am … not from around here.’ 
Silence. I can read nothing in his eyes. 
‘Here, they call it Bright Star.’ My words catch. ‘But I know it as Charybdis – my family, my people. They have found me, and they are trying to get me back.’ I touch his telescope. ‘That is why they sent Nat.’ 
He sits very still. It feels so good, to finally talk, to tell him the truth, that I cannot stop, the words keep tumbling. 
‘You’re in danger. Your whole family is. This – sending down Nat – is only the beginning. They have a greater plan, to colonise. You will be the first ones they will inhabit. It is all my fault –’ 
‘Your fault.’ 
This is when I need to tell him another Bad Truth, even if it scribbles over everything we had together. But I have no choice. 


‘It was me, Finch, who caused this. I was like Nat at first. Sent to find a human host family. I wanted only to scrutinise your family. Deliver back all the data I collected. You were …’ I pause. ‘… test subjects.’ 
‘Test subjects. I see.’ His voice is dead. ‘So you stalked me. Followed me here, to my home. Infiltrated my family?’ He laughs, but again it is without humour. 
‘Not that.’ I falter. ‘Not exactly.’ I breathe out. ‘It all changed, Finch. I changed. My feelings for you – they were all real. Are all real.’ I stop. There is a strange feeling in my chest, a rising, tightening, aching sensation. I touch my eyes. For a moment I felt … My finger comes away wet. How can it be? 
‘Stop. Just stop.’ Finch stands up again. ‘There’s nothing more to say, is there? Either you are an alien spy using my family for some horrible mass land grab. Or, I don’t know, you’re mad, I guess. But this whole thing is madness, isn’t it? How can any of it be true?’ He looks out of the window. ‘Saying that, it explains a lot.’ 
‘It does?’ My voice is a whisper. 
‘Your … your oddness. How you were, at the beginning. The way you were on the roof that time, scrambling about like you were frigging Spider-Man. I saw you leap.’ He glances back at me. ‘I was terrified.’ 
‘I was in no danger.’ 
‘I didn’t know that.’ His voice is bitter. 
‘Finch.’ I lean forward on the chair and seize his hands. ‘I am still me. I am still the same.’ 
For a moment it seems that it will be the same as it always was, that he will take my hands and squeeze them. But then he sighs and pulls away, gently but firmly. This, somehow, is worse. 


‘But you’re not, though, are you? I don’t know who you are. What you want from me and my family. I have to protect Mum and Doodles, keep them safe.’ 
I have the notion that this is not wholly accurate; that perhaps they can protect each other, but something tells me to hold this back. 
‘You’ve lied to me, right from the beginning. I thought you were from Poland. That’s what you told me. Why should I believe you now?’ 
‘I wanted to tell the truth. I always have.’ But my words sound hollow. We both know this. 
‘I trusted you. We all did.’ 
Trust. That word again. 
‘Finch – I do not want to lie to you any more.’ I try to take his arm. 
He sighs, shaking his head. ‘Please. Just go. I think you need to stay away, Silver.’ 








A white moon, pale as a petal. Two figures, silver-bright. They lean into each other, reach to touch each other’s faces. They sigh and sway. He buries his face into the girl’s neck; she murmurs as she breathes him in. The boy strokes her cheek, then digs in with his nails. He pulls, a magician’s trick, and her skin comes away in silver ribbons, unravelling towards the moon, which has become a vortex. 
The girl looks up and her face is mine, not Sylwia’s. She brightens, a silver howl, before splintering into nothing. 

I wake, trembling. The sheets have tangled about me as I lie on the floor. I cannot get my dream out of my mind. Not Sylwia’s this time, but my own. My first since being out of her body. 
A knock on my bedroom door. 
Finch is standing there, holding two mugs of tea. I wonder whether I am still sleeping. 
‘It’s all true, isn’t it?’ 
I look at him. From the bruises beneath his eyes, he has not slept well either. I let him in and he closes the door behind him. 
‘What I saw yesterday – it wasn’t a dream, was it? Nat and you. Your powers.’ 


I shake my head. ‘No. It wasn’t a dream.’ But I am hardly registering what he is saying. He has made me tea. He wants to learn. He is trying to understand. 
‘Everything you told me: about your people and their intentions. That’s all true too.’ 
‘Yes,’ I say. ‘All of it.’ 
‘So you’re really not … not –’ 
‘No,’ I say. ‘I am not human.’ 
‘But you look human now. You feel human.’ He turns away, cheeks red. ‘But when I saw you last night, you were changed, different. And Nat – she just … vanished.’ 
‘We have the ability to inhabit living organisms.’ 
‘Bodysnatching, you mean? Jesus, Silver.’ 
There is a long silence. 
‘So who are you inhabiting?’ 
‘I’m not. Not any longer. I did at first but then I set her free.’ I hesitate. ‘And I once inhabited Stella. Only for an evening.’ 
Finch hisses in his breath. 
I swallow. ‘It is how I found out about your father.’ 
‘You have to promise me that you will never do that again. This bodysnatching. It’s, it’s –’ 
‘Abhorrent. This I know.’ I hang my head. ‘I am no longer that person.’ 
We are quiet for a minute. 
‘How come you look human?’ he finally asks. 
‘I … we have special skin. It has properties. We can change form.’ I sigh. ‘I am taking the form of my original host. Sylwia.’ 
‘Sylwia? So you stole her name too?’ 


‘No.’ My voice is firm. ‘My name is Silver.’ 
Finch’s head is in his hands. ‘How does it work? Your skin – those powers?’ 
‘It is technically advanced, formed using bioplates, but our skin is still part of us, we are birthed with it.’ 
‘Birthed?’ 
‘In the growpods. It keeps us strong. Protects us.’ 
‘Like a carapace.’ 
‘Yes.’ I hesitate. ‘It … has other powers too. We can matter and unmatter. Dissolve our form to take on that of another. We call it morphing.’ 
‘And you’re doing that now?’ 
I dip my head. 
‘Morphing. A technologically enhanced skin. Sounds like something a Silicon Valley tech billionaire would come up with.’ 
‘No, only the Founders. They told us we had to Shield our skin often to protect us, but really it is a way for them to read our data.’ 
‘So your skin is a data scanner.’ Finch turns to me. ‘Is there anything else I should know?’ 
There is a silence, heavy as a stone. 
He clears his throat. ‘I want you to show me.’ 
I do not have to ask him what he means. 
‘I cannot –’ 
‘I need to see. Prove it to me. Do it here.’ 
We stare at each other. I take a breath. And then, in the dark shadowed room, I silver my eyes. I do not go further – he is not ready for that. 
The glowing twins of my eyes are reflected in his dark ones. I hold his gaze steadily, unblinking, see my silver fire mirrored back. 


‘You see?’ I say softly. 
For a long time he does not move. I wait, hardly breathing, for his gaze to turn, first to fear, then revulsion. 
But it doesn’t. He just says, ‘It was you, wasn’t it?’ 
I unsilver my eyes. 
‘The girl I saw in the cave, all that time ago, in the snowstorm. You carried me back from the ledge, didn’t you? I didn’t imagine it.’ 
‘Yes,’ I say. ‘It all happened.’ 
‘I would have died out there, if you, if you …’ 
‘I could not let that happen,’ I say. But inside I know that I was the one who placed him in danger in the first place. I cannot bear being so far away from him. I move across the room to take his hand. 
Finch sighs. ‘Mum’s car breaking down. The radio going on and off. That star over the hill – what do they call it? Bright Star. It’s all been there, right from the beginning.’ He gazes at me as if I’m a difficult text he’s trying to decipher. ‘I knew you seemed familiar.’ He looks down at our hands. ‘The Founders hurt you, didn’t they, that day outside the gallery? Your skin.’ 
I look away. 
‘Oh, Silver.’ 
‘Don’t forget your tea,’ I tell him. 
‘I want to see where it happened. Where I fell. I want to remember.’ 
‘I will show you everything,’ I say. 
We stare at each other, drinking tea. It tastes of new beginnings. 








Outside, the tree has been cleared away. The garden looks strange without it. The sky is bright, but clouds hover. 
‘They say there is another storm coming. Maybe we should stay here after all.’ 
I am scared to go outside, even though I want to show Finch. I do not know how Charybdis will respond to Nat’s failure to bring me back. What the consequences will be. But they have few options. Nat was their last resort, their best remaining cadet. They lose power, can no longer feed the Vortex. 
While we stay here, while we are all together, we will be safe. 
Finch grabs Pepper’s lead and looks at me. ‘I think we should still go.’ 
Doodles bangs on the glass of the upstairs window, waving and swooping with her star measurer. 
‘We won’t be long, Doodles,’ Finch calls. ‘Mum’s in her shed.’ 
She pokes out her tongue. 
Our feet match as we reach the hill path. We do not hold hands. It feels empty. 
‘Pink Moon tonight,’ Finch says. 
‘That sounds beautiful.’ I study the golden gorse on the ridges beside us with the mist of bluebells beyond. ‘India Yellow, Mountain Breath, Woodland Folly,’ I say. ‘Nothing pink, though.’ 


‘You and your paint colours.’ 
I wonder if he is thinking about how I learned them and why. 
‘Silver, can I ask you something?’ 
I look at him. 
‘What did you tell them about me? About Mum and Doodles?’ 
I swallow. ‘A bit – at the start. My skin remembers and records everything. Every time I contacted them, they received that data. But I stopped Shielding after Christmas. And then at the gallery that day they tried to force me, but I found a way to stop them. It was like I was in their mind rather than them being in mine. I think my power is becoming my own. I was able to block certain data. Skin memories.’ I blush. 
‘Ah, I see.’ Then Finch stops walking. ‘Do you hear something?’ 
A giggle and a scurry of feet and then – 
‘Doodles! What are you doing here?’ 
The little girl is wearing her Cosmokid anorak, her rucksack on her shoulders. ‘I followed you. I need to collect star dust for my project. You promised!’ 
‘Did I? You’re really naughty to leave the house on your own. Mum’ll blow her top when she finds out.’ 
‘Well, she won’t find out, will she?’ Doodles frowns. She tugs at us. ‘The hills, the hills, the hills. We’re going to collect star dust and do some measuring. I’ve got everything we need in here.’ She pats her bag. 
Finch looks at me. I can tell what he is thinking. He doesn’t want me around her. 
‘Do you want me to go back?’ I offer. 
‘Noooo, we need you to stay, Silver,’ Doodles wails. 


Finch’s dark eyes search me. ‘We all go, together.’ He takes his sister’s hand. ‘Dood’s desperate to win that competition, aren’t you, Dood?’ 
Doodles whoops and bounds between us. ‘Do me a swing seat, ple-ease,’ she begs. 
Finch and I look at each other. There is a pause and then our hands grasp each other’s. I cannot help sparking, a tiny flare. Finch’s eyes widen but he does not release his grip. His hand in mine feels like coming home. 
Doodles scrambles onto our seat. 
‘Only up this bit, you’re heavy.’ 
We swing her back and forth as we walk up the path, come to the point where it curves round, the fence of the quarry beyond. 
I stop still. ‘It’s this way.’ 
‘You look pale.’ Finch’s eyes are concerned. 
‘I am OK, I think.’ 
‘Hurry uuuup.’ Doodles is getting impatient. She kicks her legs. ‘I don’t really like this bit.’ 
‘Well, this is the way we’re going. Oof, that’s enough, Dood.’ 
We lower her down. She scowls, runs after Pepper along the path. 
Finch shivers. ‘I don’t like to come up here either. It has a strange atmosphere, doesn’t it?’ 
Doodles is already at the top of the ridge, her face glowing. ‘I’ve put Pepper on her lead cos of the sheep,’ she calls. 
‘Good girl.’ Finch stands by a gate in the fence now, the wooded area sloping sharply away to the left, dropping into the quarry. 
‘Come on,’ Doodles shouts. 
Finch looks at me. ‘Do you mind if we do some measuring first?’ 


I shake my head. We make our way up to the top of the ridge, where Doodles is crouched over the grass. I watch as Finch helps her get out her investigation book from her school bag. 
‘Is this really where you landed?’ he whispers when he returns. 
I give a tight nod. 
‘We’ll just do this quickly. She’ll go mad if I don’t. Make sure you record the location carefully,’ Finch calls to her. ‘You might be able to see some star dust among the rabbit droppings.’ 
‘Finch, Silver, I can see marks in the turf,’ Doodles is calling excitedly. ‘We need the measuring tape. They could be important.’ 
Finch glances at me. As he goes to crouch by his sister, I remember: 
Hovering, waiting, in tunnels hushed and soothed. The voices telling me to be strong. All this will be new, they said. Shield, often, and one day we will return for you. 
A bright flash, and then unmattering as I enter the snare beam. 
Splintering, and then a sudden stillness. 
And then the gasp and the chill, and the tumbling, out into Earth air, Earth sun. 
Somewhere there is a bold sweet note, repeated. I recognise a blackbird, and this comforts, brings light into the gloom. 
The shadows are lengthening as evening draws in. The woods are made up of tall skinny trees like the ones in Doodles’s witchy book, the one she doesn’t like but makes me read anyway. Baba Yaga is coming. Baba Yaga is coming to get you. 
Finch hands something to Doodles and she squeals. 
‘Night-vision goggles!’ 
‘Take care with them. They’re proper military ones. Cost me a whole month’s wages.’ 


In the dusk, with the goggles on, Doodles looks like one of the aliens from Finch’s posters, moving around, sifting her supposed space dust. 
‘It’s like looking through green jelly!’ she shouts. 
She lines up the test tubes he has given her, frowns as she labels them, pushes earth into one with a pencil. Then she reseals each one and places them into a plastic sandwich bag. 
She looks up at the sky and squints. ‘Why can’t we see Bright Star, Finch? I need to record that too.’ 
‘It’s too cloudy, Dood. They said on the news that we might not be able to see it tonight, remember?’ He crouches beside her. ‘So, how about we get packed up now?’ 
‘Just two more minutes, Finch. I need to finish my soil samples.’ 
Their words are snatched away. The gorse bushes shiver and bristle. The wind is up. 
‘Looks like a storm’s coming.’ Finch looks up at the sky, then at me. ‘Dood’s in her element.’ He scans the hill, squinting. ‘So, where is the cave?’ 
I show him the ridge, point beyond the fence. ‘Just below here. Not far.’ 
‘Will you show me? She’ll be OK here for a few minutes.’ 
Our eyes meet. The night is still and quiet with our breathing. A pair of tawny owls haunt each other through the trees. I watch Doodles weigh down one end of her measuring tape with a rock. 
I check the sky. Nothing. It is easy to pretend that this is all there is now, that things will stay like this forever. The tawny owl calls again, melancholy. An answering echo from the woods. I take Finch’s hand. 
A pause, and I hold my breath, and his fingers tighten over mine. I hear him breathing. Can feel his dark eyes glitter. Pepper scuffles as she sniffs about the trees. I pull him closer, against the cool grooves of a sweet chestnut, into the nested shadows. Faintly, I hear Doodles singing from up on the ridge. I only want to hold and press against him. I pull at his hand and our feet slither a little down the bank. I want him to remember our time in the cave. I want him to remember. 


‘Hey, steady –’ 
His arm steadies me, stops me falling. When I have righted myself, when we are in the crux of the tree, I do not let go. My eyes are in his eyes and he is smiling and our kiss is warm and soft and does not end. My hands have tucked themselves into his jacket and we are a perfect fit. Small sounds as we lean into each other in the mothy dark. Distant bleats on the moving restless hills. 
‘It’s huge. Bigger than the moon!’ 
Doodles’s voice, faint, far off. 
‘It’s filling it, Finch, it’s filling it up all the way inside!’ 
He pulls away. ‘Hold on, Dood … won’t be a minute …’ 
Then a cry – 
‘Doodles!’ 








Finch sets off. I follow. He is already clambering up the bank, shouting her name, over and over. Everything feels spiky, legs clumsy, leaden as I try to drag them up. Too slow, too difficult to breathe. I break through small trees and bushes, trample bracken to get to her, get up the hill. My breath rasps iron fear. 
The hilltop is washed with light, bright, cold, then gone. 
Up on the ridge, the wind grabs us with both hands, tears our screams and rips them thin. 
‘Doodles!’ 
‘She must have run for shelter –’ 
‘We were only gone a minute –’ 
‘She knows these hills. She does, she –’ 
We call again. And again. We take each grass-tugged path, find her star measurer, twisted and scorched. Finch breaks when he sees it. 
‘What the fuck – what the fuck –’ 
Doodles is no longer on the hill. 
I wish for strength and speed and sharpening senses, but there is only muddy fugginess, and this throttling wind, and Finch is shouting at the trees, at the sky, and I am stone, and it is hard, it is hard … 
to be human. 


By the cave, the dog lies shivering, head trembling on front paws. Finch breathes out a sigh, barely looks at her as she whines, pushes past into our cave. 
‘She must be in here – out of the storm, she’s sensible like that. Doodles. Doodles!’ 
Its floor blows litter: Cornflake Bars, Minty Gumdrops, pages from OS maps, crisp wrappers, carrier bags. 
Finch stares at me and his eyes are wild. ‘This is the cave, isn’t it? Where you took me.’ 
I nod bleakly. 
I know without looking that she’s not in here, wouldn’t ever have been able to get over the fence on her own, and I know that Finch knows it too. Still he searches the ledges and clefts, the shadows at the back. 
‘Doodles – are you playing hide-and-seek?’ His voice cracks. ‘Please answer me.’ 
I cannot bear this. Cannot bear his pain. 
I leave his flashing torchlight, his frantic calls. She is not in there. 
If I hadn’t kissed him, hadn’t held his hand in the dark … 
If. If. If. 
Like a sleepwalker, I return to the ridge where the storm is flinging stars at writhing trees. I am watched only by the full moon. No sign of Charybdis and yet … 
My foot crunches on something hard, thin: Blueberry Dream, Peach Melba, Lime Fizzle. Doodles’s felt-tip pens, her favourites, spilled. I touch one and it sparks instantly, one, two glitter motes, winking and vanishing, whirled by the wind. 


Finch freezes when he sees what I am holding. Looks around wild-eyed. ‘Her bag,’ he says. 
It is in the bracken. The wind has flung it. 
No, not the wind, I think. 
‘Doodles!’ Finch is crashing over gorse. Pepper knows the air is all wrong, runs back and forth barking at the sky. 
I take Doodles’s bag, put the pens inside it. Something is snagged on the gorse: a piece of paper. It is from her Bright Star journal, wind-whipped. I straighten it out and look at the last drawing Doodles made. She has drawn it carefully, coloured it in silver gel pen. 
The star fills the loop completely, glowing with menace and shine. 
Beside me, Finch sinks to his knees and howls. 








‘All happy families are alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.’ 
Extract from Anna Karenina by Leo Tolstoy 
Blue lights and yellow jackets. Stella cannot be reached. 
‘She’s in her studio. Her phone will be switched off,’ Finch keeps saying, and his voice is pain. 
They take Doodles’s bag, and her star journal, and her star measurer, and they talk into their radio transmitters and shake their heads. 
‘Storm’s coming,’ they say. But when they look at Finch and me, their eyes say: What were you doing? What were you thinking, leaving that little girl alone? 
When they tell us that we might as well go and wait in the car, an officer will take us back down the hill, Finch shakes his head over and over, struggles. Still no one can get hold of Stella. The storm’s affecting mobile reception, they say. Best go back down to the main road. Inside, the car smells of synthetic pine. I have never hurt so much before, and none of it is for me. 



Stella is sleeping on the sofa. After we told her what happened, she insisted on searching the hills, over and over. In the kitchen, many hours later, PC Azikiwe makes yet another herbal tea and settles down to read the paper. ‘Call me Blossom,’ she says. 
Stella wakes. 
‘I don’t know what to do,’ she keeps saying to the officer. 
‘I know, love, I know.’ 
Mugs of tea are lined up on the coffee table, all unfinished. 
‘I should have been there, should have kept her safe.’ 
‘You weren’t to know. They’ll find her. They’re still looking. The search party –’ 
‘Last time I saw her, she …’ Stella stares at the iPad in front of her, places it down on the cushion. ‘I’ve been so wrapped up in my exhibition. She wanted to go on the hills, for her Bright Star project. I was always too busy …’ 
‘It’s not your fault,’ Blossom says. 
‘I’m such a terrible mother.’ 
‘Don’t say that. Hush, hush.’ Blossom strokes Stella’s back, over and over. 
Stella looks up and sees me in the doorway. ‘They’ve taken Three Fingers in for questioning,’ she says dully. ‘They found Doodles’s drawings inside his sleeping bag.’ 
I stare at them both. ‘But Doodles gave him those pictures. He would never take her.’ And it is then that I know I need to go now. Get Doodles back so no one else is hurt by what happened. 
The room giddies. 
Stella shakes her head. ‘I know, love. I don’t know what to think.’ 
I reach for Stella’s hand and she grasps it, clenches once before it slips away. 


I think of the scent of Doodles’s hair and something inside me twists. I remember the way it felt to smooth cream through with my fingers and comb it into tight braids. 
I go upstairs to collect my things. I do not want to leave Stella with a mess to tidy up behind me. On the way, I pass Doodles’s room, empty now. 
Her pillow smells of her. Its scent makes my chest tight again, so I leave her bed and crawl into her star cave. It is still where we dragged it, right under the eaves, in the furthest corner. I reach round and switch the fairy lights on. Fading now, she’ll need a new battery soon, but still magical, still starry. I am weak with loss. Once I could have placed my palm over the cheap battery pack to recharge it. A pause, a fizzing, and then the lights would glow, strong and steady. I try it now but they stay faint. 
I curl up small and tight like Doodles when she needs a break from the too-bright, too-noisy world. In here it is quiet and peaceful. I close my eyes and wish that, like Stella, I could slip into sleep. Switch off my thoughts, if only for a while. 
Impossible. I reopen my eyes, trace the stars that Doodles pricked out. They will not be kind to her, this much I know. My heart ices. I think of the vision I had of the growpods, how the newgrowns were terminated. 
I have no choice but to go. I must offer myself and my data in the hope that they will give Doodles back. Cadet 10 and the Founders will have what they want after all. They will not let anything stand in the way of Project Ultima. They will come for the others, if I do not go willingly. 
This could not last, this life. I belong to Charybdis. I can never be the girl called Silver. All this time I have only been playing at being human. I have destroyed Finch’s family. Betrayed them just like the Barbed Ones did my people. 


How foolish, that once I thought being human was as easy as using my skin to mimic another. 
My fingertips spark with the pain of it all. 
And that’s when it occurs to me. 
Maybe there is a way to save Doodles and stop Charybdis. I gaze at my hands and watch them spark again. I do have power, and it is mine. It is time to use it. 








‘Who controls the past controls the future: who controls the present controls the past.’ 
Extract from 1984 by George Orwell 
The Founders know that I love Doodles, would do anything to save her. 
But they are forgetting something: the original power of the Charybdians resides within me and it is stronger than their power. So much stronger. 
I know what I must do. There is only one way to save Finch’s family, stop Charybdis and put an end to Project Ultima. 
I know my true power now; how it felt to protect Finch and his family against Nat’s attack. Attacking me has only strengthened me. 
I know how it is to have no control, no free will, someone inhabiting your mind. Now it is the turn of the Founders. 
There is only one way to stop all this. The humans have a phrase for this: they call it ‘turning the tables’. But for my plan to work I will need to be Shielded one last time. 



Under Finch’s door there is no slice of light. I hesitate and then go inside. His stargazer is propped towards the skylight. I know without looking that it will be trained on Charybdis. 
At first I think that the room is empty, but then I see that Finch is on his bed, in the dark, curled up and facing the wall. He is clutching something to his chest, and it is Grumpy Bunny. His shoulders jerk, a tiny movement. A heaving sound comes and it is pain. 
I want to cry too. But I can’t. I do not know how. 
‘Finch?’ I touch his cheek. 
He wakes immediately, turns to me, eyes panicked. 
I take his hand. Think of how it fits mine, so familiar, so warm. I will miss this most of all, I think, human touch. 
I climb onto the bed and curl my body behind his, wriggle my arms until they are wrapped around his waist. His skin is warm, and there is wetness on his cheeks, his neck. I kiss it away, and it is salt. He smells of Finch. He smells safe. He will stop those pain sounds soon. I will make him better. 
‘Please don’t.’ 
I stroke his hand, which is still holding Doodles’s rabbit. 
‘Hush,’ I say. I kiss his hair, squeeze his hand tight. 
‘I mean it. Don’t do that.’ 
He turns then. Moves onto his elbow and looks at me. The room is dark, but I can see his eyes, black and impenetrable. 
‘Don’t you think we’ve done enough?’ 
I watch as he wipes his face violently with the edge of the duvet, looks at Grumpy Bunny and throws it to the end of the bed. His sweat, his breath is sour. 
‘Tell me, Silver –’ His voice cracks. ‘Was it them? Your ship? Did they take her?’ 


I should have known he would work it out. 
There is so much I have inside me, so much I need to say, that it is all knotted up like Betty’s yarn, and I cannot see where the ending is, to know how to begin. 
‘She’ll be so scared, Silver.’ His voice is a whisper. ‘My little sister –’ 
He hides his face in his hands. His world has shrunk to this pain, this hurting. 
‘I thought it’d be dead annoying when Mum said I was having a sister. I thought I’d hate her because I blamed the bump for Dad leaving. But I didn’t. It wasn’t. She liked it when I stood her on my lap, made her bounce. She liked looking at the Christmas tree lights, that first Christmas the three of us were together.’ He turns to me, and his eyes are dark with pain. ‘I lost her, Silver. I lost my little sister because of what we did.’ 
I move to touch him again, and this time he lets me. He buries his head in my shoulder. ‘It was because of us, Silver. It was our fault. We sneaked off to kiss behind the trees, and we left her, on her own, in the dark, on the hills.’ Tears now which he doesn’t wipe away. 
I take his hands, grip them tightly. I must make him understand, make him know that it was not his fault. 
‘No, Finch. You are wrong.’ I lean close, stare into his eyes to try to reach him. ‘It would have happened anyway. It was because –’ Here my voice stumbles. 
He waits. I have his attention. 
‘They want me. My data. I am different to them. Stronger, because of my differences. They want to harness my power, use it in their mission. I think … if I give it to them, they will let her go. She is taken as bait, as a lure. They want me, Finch, not your sister.’ 


He turns on his side. ‘So you can contact them, give them your data? That’s all you need to do.’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘It’s that simple?’ 
I look away. 
‘Silver? Tell me.’ 
‘I should have seen this was coming, that they would not stop after sending Nat. I thought it would be you, though.’ I think of how the Founders rifled through my memories of him. But they also got memories of the others. They were just as vulnerable. ‘Not Doodles. I didn’t see that.’ I clutch his hands. ‘I’m so sorry, Finch. I’ll set it right.’ 
‘How? You’ll … call them? Charybdis? They will respond to you?’ 
‘Yes. All I need to do is Shield. I will bargain with them: your sister for my data.’ 
‘And what happens after? With us, I mean.’ 
I hesitate. ‘They have promised me a place in the Found Land if I comply. Your family will be safe.’ This is enough. I cannot promise him more. It is too much. He wants things that are both simple and huge: me. His family safe. His sister back. However much I want to, I cannot tell him my real plan; this would be another Bad Truth. 
He weeps, and I hold him. I stroke his hair. Words come, muffled. 
‘You’ll keep yourself safe? You’ll come back?’ 
I kiss him on the frown-wiggle between his eyes. ‘I will keep safe.’ 


‘Can I come too?’ 
‘No.’ My voice is sharp. 
He shifts on his side to gaze at me. 
‘It can only be me,’ I say quickly. ‘Alone.’ I take his hands. ‘You need to be here for Stella. She needs you. I will get Doodles back.’ 
He needs more. I stroke the back of his hand, trace his veins, the indentations between his fingers. 
‘And what about their plan, this Project Ultima? Will it really happen?’ 
‘If I can persuade them that humans are not viable, how I am touched by you, corrupted, then maybe they will reconsider. I believe that they already suspect this, and they despise weakness.’ Empty words meant only to soothe him. 
I watch as Finch squeezes his eyes closed, as if in pain. He turns back to face the wall. His breathing becomes heavy and regular but I do not think he sleeps. 
I must act soon. I must convince Charybdis that I will strike a deal with them. 
I will get Doodles back. And after that – 
I will end this. 








When I believe he is asleep I turn to leave. But Finch stirs and speaks. 
‘Your eyes,’ he says. ‘When I saw them that first time …’ 
I wait. 
‘They were burning, blazing.’ 
‘I would not harm you.’ 
‘I was afraid.’ 
I feel the unfamiliar sensation of liquid pooling in my eyes once again. ‘I am leaving now.’ 
His breath catches. ‘So soon?’ 
I nod. 
‘Will you show me now?’ 
‘Show you?’ But I know what he means. 
‘Your true form.’ He watches me. ‘Like you were on the hills. I want to see you as you are, Silver.’ 
‘You would not … I cannot.’ I swallow. 
‘But why?’ 
‘In case …’ I turn away. ‘In case you find me disgusting.’ 
‘Disgusting?’ He shakes his head. ‘I could never think that, Silver. I know you, who you really are.’ 
How can I tell him? Because I found you repulsive once. You and all humans. I was conditioned to think that. I did not question. I believed in their fake truth, their lies. And you have grown to love Sylwia, her face, her body, her eyes, her smile. I am not her. 


‘Silver?’ He is still waiting. 
Maybe I should give him this one last wish. It may help him. Afterwards. 
‘Close your eyes,’ I tell him. I gaze at him, his beautiful face, the dent in his chin, the bad shaving, the tiny hole by his lip, which he said was from chicken pox, his thick tousled hair. I unmorph. My skin sighs as it releases what is left of Sylwia, unlearning her form. 
And then I unmatter. Molecules disperse and scatter. I am a shimmering nothing. A bright horror. 
The boy on the bed uncovers his face. He shades his eyes. 
‘Is that you, Silver?’ A whisper. ‘I can feel you here …’ 
He gropes the air with his hands. 
As he watches, I re-form. I become many things: human, humanoid, and finally Charybdian. 
I hover anxiously, stripped and raw. I burn bright with love and fear. I search his gaze. I see myself reflected: a silver form with too-large eyes. Too tall, too smooth, too terrible. 
Not human. Strange. Other. 
I wait for his recoil. His turning away. His cry of horror. 
Then: ‘Silver?’ His voice breaks. ‘I know that it’s you. I would know you anywhere.’ He breathes out, slowly. His face is wonder. He reaches his hand towards me, fingers outstretched. ‘Please. I want you to come closer.’ 
His face is bright with my shine. I dare not speak. My voice would fear him. Then I reach my hand out too, tentative, touching. We spark, tiny flashes, silver in the gloom. 


‘Oh, Silver.’ 
We clasp hands and there is glitterwake. Every molecule of me craves him. He lets me unwrap him. I am all touch. My skin is his skin. I can no longer help sparking. Sinking, I unmatter again. Land kisses, all at once, on his lower lip, the underside of his chin, the edge of his chest bone. His skin is one big shiver. He closes his eyes. 
‘Are you sure?’ And this time I am thought-speaking, I am inside his mind. 
‘Yes,’ he says. His word a gasp. 
I wrap my skin over him, molecule by molecule. Sink myself deep inside him and he sighs. He is under my skin too, he is within me deep. And now we are inside each other, shifting, moving. In the dark we spark and shift. We are one body, unbound. Breathing, touching, learning each other. Each molecule electric, sparking. 








‘We shall meet in the place where there is no darkness.’ 
Extract from 1984 by George Orwell 
After, we lie tucked into each other. I stare up at the ceiling, the clustered glow-stars gleaming green, wishing these minutes were hours. I am returned to my human form. It feels more natural to me now than anything else. And I will need this body for going to the hills. One more time. 
‘Silver?’ 
I turn. Finch is watching me. 
‘You’re leaving, aren’t you?’ 
I nod even though I never want to leave this warm bed, the home of his arms. 
‘But you’ll be back – with Doodles.’ His eyes are full of hope. I cannot break him further. 
‘Of course I will get Doodles back,’ I say. ‘I promise.’ I kiss his hands. 
‘And after that?’ 
‘I will give them the data they need.’ 
‘Then what?’ 
I take his hand, ask for forgiveness for my lie. ‘We will head for the Dark Skies. All of us. We will be safe there. As safe as we can be. They will focus on the cities.’ 


His eyes look panicked suddenly. ‘But you said you’d be able to convince them. That humans aren’t viable. Your people will just leave, stop this takeover plan of theirs.’ 
I hesitate. What should I tell him? Not another Bad Truth. I cannot. 
‘Maybe I will convince them, yes. They will go to another planet. Start the process all over again.’ I swallow, run my fingers over his hand. 
Finch exhales. ‘So we will be safe. We won’t need to run.’ He seems content with this. His words blur. He needs to sleep. ‘And then, when this is all over – I was thinking – Silver, will you come travelling with me? There’s so much I want us to see together. Nevada. The Grand Canyon.’ 
I think of the fish on the ever walls. ‘The Great Barrier Reef,’ I say. 
Talking almost makes it real. If we keep talking. If we keep clasping hands. 
Do not stop. Never stop. 
Then I will never have to go to Charybdis. Never have to leave him. 
‘We could visit each Dark Sky in turn, not because we have to, but because we can. The Atacama Desert. Kruger National Park. Utah. Mauna Kea Observatory in Hawaii. La Fortuna in Costa Rica. We could go by motorbike. Share the driving.’ His voice is sleep-filled, slowing down. 
‘We’ll head for the Dark Skies,’ I repeat. I try to smile but my face feels wrong. 


Please don’t stop talking. I won’t ever leave until you stop talking. 
But his eyes are closed now. His breathing has deepened. I learn his face, every molecule. Every imperfection, every pore. 
‘I can’t wait,’ I tell him. I plant a kiss on his cheek and he sighs. 
‘I love you, Silver.’ 
And this is the only thing Charybdis has ever been right about: the pain, the agony of being human. 








The girl in the mirror looks back. Her eyes burn silver, irises swirling and shifting, both molten and smoke. She longs to sleep, to stave off what has to happen next, but she cannot. She has been stealing Sylwia’s life but not any longer. Soon this semblance of her body will be gone too. 
She checks the window. Daybreak. She does not have long. 
The girl looks about her room at her few possessions. Touches a dress the colour of peacocks, the one she wore to the exhibition. She takes a piece of paper, presses it to her cheek. It is a drawing, one of her favourites. All of them sitting together on the sofa, Pepper’s head in her lap. Three Fingers has been squeezed in too, and his smile reaches from ear to ear. The girl in the window kisses it. 
The dog has come up the stairs to find her. Her slow tail wags as her liquid eyes try to understand. The girl places her hands on the dome of the dog’s head, whispers her name. 
She takes one last look in the boy’s room, then heads to the door. She takes the path to the hills. She reaches the steps and climbs. Away from the human settlement, back to where she belongs. 








The sky hangs heavy. Each step is leaden. It hurts to look over the town. The hills, too, make me ache with their beauty. I see Finch in the tree shadows, the light tilting the hillside. His name is in birdsong. 
I climb slowly, past the gorse, along the rabbit trails up to Burnt Hill. And now the hills lighten and pulse. Above the ridge, Charybdis waits, the cloud that masques it dispersing. And now I see its true form: scaled and armoured, jaws open and ready. 
I unmorph from my human form and step forward to stand beneath its beam, pulsing, strong. 
Welcome back, First Pioneer. The voice of Charybdis is iced triumph. We have been waiting for you. Prepare for Shielding. 
I take a deep breath. 
‘No.’ 
We said, prepare for Shielding. 
‘Not until you release the girl.’ 
Far away I hear shouting and scrambling. There must be people on the hills. 
We do not take orders! The voice of the Founders is shrill. I wonder how I ever thought it benign. 
‘Then I will not Shield.’ 


My skin tightens in Charybdis’s light. I feel the cold creep as the Shielding beam craves to sweep my data. 
‘No,’ I gasp. ‘Not this way. Not any more.’ 
The pain intensifies, a cold clamping, a white fire, as I push back against it with my own light. My fingers burn cold, then my temples, my belly. Charybdis hisses as it seeks to forcefully Shield me. 
But my skin silvers back, burns stronger. 
‘I need to know the girl is safe. Then you may have my data. You must guarantee it by handing her back first.’ My skin blazes with power. 
You cannot bargain with us. 
‘Then you will never have me. You will never understand or harness my power.’ 
You defy us. 
‘Give back the girl. She has done nothing; she is an innocent.’ 
Shield! 
‘Hand back the girl.’ 
I shine harder and brighter. I raise my arms in the position of power. My skin is mine. It has my memories. It has been touched and stroked and loved. Human hands have warmed it. It belongs to me now. I focus, pressing their Shielding force with my hands and push it back, resisting, repelling. It is like the jellyfish on Finch’s computer screen, this pulsating dome that I am forcing back. It shimmers and twists as I redirect it onto Charybdis. Now it is the Ship that shines silver. 
I stop, drained. Hope I have done enough. 
The hiss of Charybdis builds to a shriek. 
And then: Release her. 


The lower portal opens. The snare beam spills, bleaching the hilltop, and then: 
Doodles, apparently unharmed, appears on the ground. Only a faint glitterwake sparks about her hair. She stands in light that brightens, then dims. She is still in her Cosmokid anorak. She looks around and blinks. 
‘What’s going on? Why am I here?’ She shades her eyes with her hand. 
‘Run home, Doodles!’ I say. ‘Go back to your family.’ 
She squinches her nose. ‘Silver, is that you?’ She starts towards me. I pulse her back gently and she runs, stumbling, over to the ridge. ‘Finch, Finch – Silver is here and she’s all changed.’ 
I spin around, confused. But he is here now too. Of course he has come to the hills to find us. I watch as he swoops his sister into his arms, clasps her as if he will never let go. 
‘You’re strangling me –’ Doodles squirms away. Stands staring at me, open-mouthed at my unmorphed form. 
‘Silver, you did it. You brought her back. Oh God, thank you.’ Finch surges towards me. 
I take a step back towards Charybdis. ‘Leave,’ I shout. ‘Take her home. Do not follow me.’ 
Finch’s eyes narrow. ‘What are you doing? You said you made a bargain. That you would let them Shield –’ 
I look at him. Behind me, the Ship’s portal reopens. 
Finch’s face twists. ‘Oh God, no. You can’t go back. I won’t let you.’ He reaches for me, but the force from the Ship prevents him. ‘Please – don’t go. Don’t leave me.’ 
I shake my head. I can’t, won’t, tell him what I have done, what I have decided. 


‘It’s not safe for you here, Finch. Please, leave. Take Doodles. Go home to Stella.’ 
His voice breaks. He drops to his knees. ‘You let me think you were coming back. We were going to see the stars together.’ 
My words choke. ‘I wish there was another way. I am sorry,’ I whisper. There is something on my face, and it is wet. 
Tears, warm and real and hurting. 
‘Look for me in the stars,’ I whisper, and then I stand below the portal. Raise my arms to the cold light of Charybdis. 








I am dissolved. 
I am remattered. 
I am in corridors, their armoured walls white and crystalline. I am gliding, being glided along. 
I am lying on a dais. Tendrils fasten me. The air is iced breath. Lights glare too-white. 
A voice tells me that I am to lie still. The voice is unbodied, soothing, heartless. 
I fear. 
The bed tilts back. Above me, a glyph. Blue ocean, blue sky, magenta flowers. It is from a perfect planet, the sort that swirls green and blue. It looks very like Earth. 
The Shielding beam snaps on. 
Initiate data sweep. Initiate data sweep. Initiate data sweep. 
I am all exposed. Its light pokes like probing fingers, trying to collect all that my skin has absorbed. I must not fear, must remember my plan. For this I need strength. I must summon my new power. I close my eyes, and think of nights fat with stars, warm breath mixing, a hand clasping mine. Words come: 
‘Do you think stars remember?’ 
‘She likes you, don’t you, Pepper?’ 


‘I don’t know why, but I feel at peace with you.’ 
I smile. 
Touched by so many humans,
the Founders sneer as they read my thoughts. My skin flinches as the tendrils force and probe. But I need to harness these memories, not let them be corrupted. 
Must stay calm, must focus. 
Bees. The sound of the Shielding is like bees in summer, wings whirring as they sip from the throats of flowers. I find the word: fremitus. A beautiful Earth word meaning the ever-thrumming of insects. Think of that. And now I do not fear. I remember what it is I must do. 
Now to reverse the Shield. Now to scan them back. 
The Shielding beam brightens as I concentrate. Think of the Founders’ plans. Search their memories. Remember I have the pass key. I summon their portal. That’s right. White. Smooth. Hissing. Open it and then step inside. 
I am inside the Casting Chamber. 
And now I see what happened next, what the ever walls never showed us about the ones who were not chosen. Here is Cadet 4, the one who trembled and hesitated at their testing, the one who was sparked at for failing. I see how they were encouraged up onto the Vortex platform and forced to look down. All is clear now. 
As I scan, Cadet 4 looks up, briefly, and their face is fear and something else, between ecstasy and awe. They have been told to step over and so they do. Like me once, they have been taught that the Vortex is a force to both fear and revere. The ultimate punishment is the ultimate sacrifice. 
Memories flicker, faster and faster, as I transfer the Founders’ consciousness onto my own skin. 


I see cadet after cadet ascend and jump. All the ones who failed, on the Ship, all the scouts in the First Wave. The bright skins of newgrowns, split from their pods. My own skin vibrates with its new load. 
A new memory appears: distant shouting, splintered buildings. 
It is the same scene the Founders showed me long ago on the hills. I recognise the ruined street, the running children, the stench of burning. It is my home planet, Charybdis. Only this time, something is different. 
Above it all, a feeling of gloating amusement. 
There is a voice, that of the Founders. 
See how easy it is to take them. 
And now the scene starts to make sense. 
The flare of pleasure as the Barbed Ones, clutching their flaying weapons, bright with false smiles, move in on the unsuspecting Charybdian families. 
I feel their triumph. Their power surge as they seize the infants for their Ship; take the skins for their own. 
The voice continues, high and pleased. 
Poor Charybdians, they were victims of their own empathy. We crash-landed, needed time to repair. Physically weak, but we had our barbs. We saw how their skin burned with a bright new power; how it blazed when they protected their own, their infants, their families. How we could make use of it, make it our own. 
And when their planet was depleted, how easy, to build a ship. To build up a pool of infants from which to select the finest and strongest, the most obedient and resilient, for our ultimate plan. Making ourselves immortal. Uploading our consciousness until such a time as we will have a new planet to inhabit. New bodies to take as our own. 


A fond memory, this, for the Founders. I feel the pain of the parents as their children are seized. I hear the hissing clamp inside the testing chambers, the tug of the barb against skin. 
You are about to exceed your data allowance 
Abort abort abort 
With a gasp I close the door. 
Close my eyes, shuddering. 
I think about what I have seen. Their gloating triumph. The flickering images, snatches of triumphant memory. Too much, it is too much to have in my mind, on my skin. 
The history they taught right from the Nurture Rooms. The Great Betrayal and how the Founders were brave rebels and heroes, fighting for their stolen planet, saving the children. 
Lies. All lies. The Founders are not, have never been, Charybdian. 
They are the Barbed Ones. 








The Founders lied. They are not our saviours but the ones who destroyed our planet. The Ship they said they built for our rescue was their own, repaired by plundering Charybdian resources. They were never part of the Vortex. They never sacrificed themselves to power the Ship. When their bodies grew too old, they uploaded their consciousness, lying safe and immortal inside the Ship’s mainframe, controlling all: the cadets, the Monitors, the ever walls. It was the carbon skins from the failed Charybdians that powered the Ship and kept FOUNDR-12 alive all these years. 
No more. 
It is time to put a stop to this. 
It is time to do what I came here to do. 
And then I am breaking free of my constraints, the tendrils burning and smoking as I blast through them. 
Access denied access denied 
You do not have permission 
I spark at the portal to slide it open. 
And then I am running. Through the empty Ship that was once my home. All the way to the heart of it. To where this began, all those months ago. 
They told us that we were special – bred to be better than our ancestors, the failed scouts. This much is true. But all the time they were using us as a weapon against the humans. 


So much has been lost. Our skin’s original purpose was to inhabit in order to connect and to feel, not to own and possess. Thrown over another in order to immerse fully in their perspective, the better to understand. Never as a weapon. We lived by love. They have corrupted us from what we could have been, all that made us Charybdian. The Barbed Ones did that. 
But I alone have my ancestors’ powers and I will use them. I am a product of my own history, not of the Barbed Ones. Knowing this makes me free. 
I pass rows of cadets, lined up and waiting to descend to Earth. But something is different. No longer the cadets who used to train with me, they are become blank-eyed shells; they have opened the door of their minds and let FOUNDR-12 in. This was the Founders’ plan all along. Nat told me as much. It was never about them being gifted a bright new world for their service and skills. That is why it never mattered that there are so few, not while their endgame was to mass-inhabit. They will spread like an infection from human to human, wheedling under their skin; into computer systems, through the wires and satellites. 
I have to stop them. 
As one their eyes pivot in my direction. 
The Founders must have already inhabited them. 
As I run they turn to run too, straight after me. We are in the same passages we used to walk to our lessons, the corridor where the ever walls sang our anthem. No longer my Ship family, they are foot soldiers. Have the Founders made a copy of FOUNDR-12 and already placed it into their cadet army? If so, their hive mind is that of the Founders. My plan will never work, not unless I destroy them too. 


Their arms pump and their feet drum. They run in unison, their mouths wide Os of triumph. 
We have found them. Found the one who defies. 
Seize them. Seize the residual. 
I am almost there. Almost at the open portal of the Casting Chamber. 
The faces of the cadets are one big howl, eyes blank-flashing, as they raise their arms ready to pulse. But their sparks and lances barely touch me. 
I focus hard; raise my hand to strike. I spin round to pulse them back. Somehow I will have to access their hive mind and transfer this too. But I cannot hold any more data. My skin judders and trembles. 
Then the cadets freeze mid-stride. Their eyes deaden. What has just happened? They cannot have the true hive mind of FOUNDR-12. I have that. It seethes upon my very skin. It was a ghost response only, their chase only a muscle memory of being controlled. 
It is I who have their data now. It is they that are residuals. 
For I am the stronger. I have always been the stronger. I throw myself inside the Casting Chamber and hurl the portal shut. 
Inside, the Vortex greets me like an old friend. I surge towards it, ready to unleash everything I have, and the Vortex screams. 








And here is what the Founders never told us. 
I see them all now, the lost ones whose skin makes up the Vortex’s power. They swirl, reaching out to me, calling. 
Here are my ancestors, my homeland, my people. Stolen infants from a long-ago planet. 
The dying planet of Charybdis, burning low, its blackening earth. 
Defeated Charybdians in their wrecked homes, the dying embers of their fire. 
The ones who fought back until their shining skin was seized. 
The harvested stolen suns we passed on our journey to Earth. 
Rows of babies in the Nurture Rooms, their growpods split open. 
The failed cadets and scouts, encouraged to leap for the good of the Ship. They fear. Oh, how they fear in their yearning. All this I see and more as the Vortex swirls. 
‘You killed them all – all those cadets and scouts who failed, who vanished from the Ship. You forced them to leap into the Vortex.’ I address the Founders as the Ship tilts and shudders. 
They went willingly. They wished to serve their Ship in their final act. Their voice is in my head; my skin seethes. For whoever fails will lose their place on the Ship, but whoever faces the Vortex without flinching will enter the new world. 


‘You lie! The Vortex powers only yourselves. I know what you are. How the Barbed Ones hurt my people.’ 
Your ancestors were weak and pathetic. It was we who harnessed the power of their skin. 
‘You killed the infants. You discarded them all like rags.’ 
The Vortex is raging now, the Ship rocking and tilting. The Founders can no longer control it, but still they mock as one. 
The terminated infants would have been like you: refusers, grown up to rebel against Project Ultima. We need a compliant population. How else can we inhabit our new planet? 
‘This is not the way.’ 
We gave you a better world. 
‘It is not ours to take.’ 
It is not ours to take. Their voice is sneering. You had such promise, Cadet 39. 
‘My name is Silver.’ 
Your name is nothing. You are nothing without us. Remember that. 
I think of all the ways I have underestimated the Founders – their desperation, their greed. But, even more, all the ways they have underestimated me. I smile. 
I take a step closer to the edge as I spark. The Vortex swirls faster, the Ship bucking and rearing. 
I think of the scouts still on Earth, living and loving as humans. This is for them. And for all of those who made sacrifices, the newgrowns in the Nurture Rooms, the innocent cadets stripped of their identity, the ones who were brave enough to reject the Mantra. This is for them too. 
‘Do you not see?’ 
I take another step forward. It is time. 


‘There is a much greater power than the ones you taught me. Being on Earth has enhanced my skills, not diminished them.’ 
I show them the images flickering on my skin. 
‘This time I am inhabiting you.’ 








You lie. 
I shake my head. ‘Oh no. It is you who are lying, to yourself.’ I laugh. ‘Everything since the Nurture Rooms, my whole existence, has been a lie. Until I stepped on Earth. It was the humans that taught me how to love, to trust, to feel. 
‘It is they who enabled me to fully embrace my power. Meanwhile, you live a half-life. This is a terrible world that you have created. And you know this. Don’t you?’ 
They fear so much. They fear outsiders. They fear each other. 
You cannot inhabit – impossible – 
I hold out my hands, seeing my skin buck and spark as the Founders realise what I have done, how I have tricked them. My power comes from within. It comes from empathy, touch, love, humanity. 
It is the thing they fear. 
And so I will use it. 
All these Bad Truths. The Vortex is filled with them. The lost and howling ones, trapped in its whirlpool of power. Only I can release them. 
‘You can never know the true power of my skin, of my ancestors,’ I say. ‘You would never understand.’ 


I close my eyes. It is time to summon all I have learned while on Earth. 
Yet I fear. 
Before me, the Vortex howls. Voices in my head, so many voices. The shrill hiss of the Founders. The cries of children. All those who came before and were fed to the Ship to keep it running, to fuel the Founders’ dreams. 
Always that endless rushing. I am not ready for this, what I must do. 
But it is the only way to stop Project Ultima. To destroy Charybdis. When I reversed the Shielding I took the opportunity to download FOUNDR-12’s consciousness. My skin now carries their hive mind. If I step inside the Vortex now, I will take the Founders with me. There will be no one to steer the Ship. Besides, the sheer force of such energy will destroy it. A different sort of Project Ultima. 
I smile. I do not have to do this alone. 
I close my eyes and remember: 
Doodles, braiding her hair. Her sticky hand holding mine. 
Stella, sweeping her arms over her art, a star in her hair. 
Betty, holding the ballgown against me. The scent of a baby’s cardigan. Fingernails like seed pearls. 
Three Fingers and Elvis curled up over a book. 
Pepper hurling herself after the Turbo Launcher on the rec. 
And most of all, Finch, the frown-wiggle above his nose, dark eyes solemn as he traces a path across my skin. 
Remember me, I say. 
He turns to me and nods. Slips his hand in mine. 
Always and forever. 


‘I am ready,’ I whisper. 
And then I let my power surge for a final time. Before me, the Vortex brightens. 
An ending, I think, but on my terms. 
I step off. 








I am dissolved. 
All is howling. I am become fragments. Only the memory of his hand in mine remains. This I squeeze until it scatters and is nothing. I am whipped and dispersed, little pieces of me. The Vortex battles to consume me, and I battle to consume it. 
I am 
a face, a howl, 
a silver mouth shining 
oh oh oh 








I splinter and scatter, and there is this: 
‘Silver, oh, Silver – please wake up. Is she dead?’ 
‘I’m first-aid trained. Let me through.’ 
‘What happened here?’ 
‘There we are now. Help her up.’ 
I am wrapped in blankets. Helped to sit. A tumble and a warmth, and a body pushing, pawing, licking my hand. 
‘Don’t worry, Silver. Pepper will kiss you better.’ 
I wrap my arms around the dog. I look up. 
There is sunlight and there is larksong. The world rings. Stella and Doodles and Finch are looking down at me. 
Stella gives me a hug. ‘She’s fine. Don’t know what just happened. Was it a meteorite?’ 
People who have come to watch Bright Star are walking about the hilltop. They are rubbing their heads and looking dazed. A girl stoops to examine a scorch-mark on the ridge. She is barefoot. Her dress drifts. 
‘Here.’ Finch passes me a blanket, helps me to wrap it around myself. 
I look down. Something has happened to me. I am barefoot and bare-legged and cold. My toenails are grubby, and I have a bruise on my right leg. I reach down and run a hand over my shin. Hairy skin, human. 


‘Would you look at that?’ 
People are pressing around a scar scored into the top of the hill. Three deep gouges. Scorched grass, dead gorse. But the larks will be back, tug-lifting on invisible strings, and the coconut scent of yellow flowers will waft again through this charred air. 
Finch’s hand squeezes mine and Stella smiles and winks. 
‘Come with me, Doodles, let’s go and say thank you to everyone for all they’ve done. Look – there’s Betty. Bless her – she’s come all the way up here to see you back safely. How did she get up these hills with her hip?’ 
Kissing Finch is warm and slow and gentle. Kissing Finch is like coming home. Time stills, and we are still kissing. When I open my eyes, he is all blurry. 
He reaches up to my cheek. ‘Kissing’s not supposed to make you cry.’ 
I touch the place he has touched, and he is right. I am crying again. Warm, wet, all too human. I wipe my eyes with Finch’s jacket but still the tears come. 
On the path, Stella is talking to Betty. Doodles makes a huge love-heart sign at us with her arms. 
Finch is watching me. ‘You’re not – one of them any more, are you?’ he says. 
‘No,’ I say. ‘I believe that I’m not.’ 
I look down, and there is something snagged around my ankle, something vaguely silver but dulling quickly. I move my foot and it flutters off, tugged by the wind till it is tangled on the gorse. 
I lean my head onto Finch’s shoulder, stare down into the valley. My skin shimmers, once, then the wind takes it, and gusts it off, over the side of the hill. I squeeze Finch’s hand and feel it spark from mine. 


My name is Silver and I am human. 

All of this I imagine, as unbodied, dissolved, I spin. 
Until, finally, an explosion. And then the Ship is no more. 
Unmattered for the last time, I am whipped into the skies, shot back to the hills, as above me the stars are set alight. 
Below, the humans are dazed. They creep about the hill that was once mine, poking and lifting turf, staring at the sky, wondering, as all around them glitterwake rains down. 
It was the only way to save them. 
But there is only one that I want now. I find him on the wind with his sister. The mother stands close. She cannot let her go far, not now, not for a long time. 
The boy breaks away, walks to the rock where he fell all those moons ago. He stands and remembers. 
There are no barriers now. 
I scatter and one last time I fly to the boy and whisper in his ear. 
Finch looks around, his face tear-stained and broken. Strains to find me, but I am only dazzle. I dance, silver motes dispersing over the hills, whirling about the leaves, the underbellies of birds. I am light as larksong, free as trees. 
Oh, Silver, his face says. 
I am all laughter, and he closes his eyes, finding peace, as I kiss him one last time before the wind takes me. 
I am Silver. Once, I knew what it was to be human. 






Acknowledgements 
This book was written some years ago and began with a vision of a girl sitting on a rooftop. I didn’t know who she was, but thought she might be from another planet. It took a while to get to know her, but I’m glad I did. 
I’d like to thank my agent, Clare Wallace, for your kindness, wisdom and unfailing support. And for sparking me into action with your deadlines, rereadings, and critical insight. Slowly, Silver materialised and became a book. 
After years where my story was lost in the Vortex, and a global pandemic, the stars finally aligned and sent me Ella Whiddett. Ella, thank you. It’s been a joy to watch Silver being shaped. You are the queen of plot unknotting, character development, world-building and all-round rigour. Never have edits been so hard and so much fun! 
Without you both, Silver would be permanently unmattered. 
I’d also like to thank the team at Hot Key Books: Talya Baker, for copyedits, Jas Bansal, for marketing, and Amber Ivatt, for publicity. Thanks to Dominica Clements, for your cover design and Tom Goyon, for your beautiful cover illustration. It’s perfect. 
I’d also like to thank the team at Hot Key Books: Talya Baker, for copyedits, Jas Bansal, for marketing, and Amber Ivatt, for publicity. Thanks to Dominica Clements, for your cover design and Tom Goyon, for your beautiful cover illustration. It’s perfect. 
I’d like to thank Kristina Egan, Head of International Rights at Darley Anderson Children’s Literary agency. 
And my writing group, Scribblers, for reading very early drafts. Ellie, Cathy, Sarah, Penny, Mel and Mike, you were the first ones to meet my alien girl and encourage me to keep going. 
Thanks to Dan Knight, for reading and critiquing an early draft. 
And to Emma Finlayson-Palmer, and the rest of my Birmingham SCBWI critique group. Those monthly sessions when Silver was still an idea kept me motivated. 
A special mention to Jim Baker, who patiently and meticulously answered questions ranging from ancient technology to alien anatomy. I’m hugely grateful. 
Finally, many thanks to my family (including its newest member!) for much support, encouragement and hugs. 
And of course Mike, for always listening to my latest ideas. 




Olivia Levez 
Olivia Levez is the critically acclaimed author of YA novels The Island and The Circus. As well as writing, Olivia spent many years teaching English at a secondary school. She now works freelance as an author, tutor and mentor for students from under-resourced backgrounds, and co-runs writing retreats for Inkwell. Olivia lives in the Midlands and she loves to walk on the Malvern Hills, where a starry night and a snowy day made her wonder about an alien girl landing there, inspiring her third book, Silver. @livilev 








Thank you for choosing a Hot Key book! 

For all the latest bookish news, freebies and exclusive content, sign up to the Hot Key newsletter – scan the QR code or visit lnk.to/HotKeyBooks

Follow us on social media: 






bonnierbooks.co.uk/HotKeyBooks




First published in Great Britain in 2024 by 
HOT KEY BOOKS 
4th Floor, Victoria House, Bloomsbury Square 
London WC1B 4DA 
Owned by Bonnier Books 
Sveavägen 56, Stockholm, Sweden 
bonnierbooks.co.uk/HotKeyBooks

Text copyright © Olivia Levez, 2024 Cover art copyright © Tom Goyon, 2024 
All rights reserved. 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher. 
The right of Olivia Levez and Tom Goyon to be identified as author and illustrator respectively of this work has been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988. 
This is a work of fiction. Names, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 
A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library. 
ISBN: 978-1-4714-1664-4 
Also available in audio 
This eBook was produced using Atomik ePublisher 
Hot Key Books is an imprint of Bonnier Books UK 
bonnierbooks.co.uk


cover1.jpeg
: .  THEIR LOVE
: WILL SET THE
: : STARS ALIGHT . ...

. o

®—e

‘GRIPPING”  *

Wren James

‘UNFORGETTABLE’ |
Kathryn Evans

‘EXTRAORDINARY’
Jan Dunning

OLEVIEALEVEZ





images/00009.jpg





images/00011.jpg





images/00010.jpg
HOT S
KEY
R 00KS





images/00012.jpg





images/00002.jpg





images/00001.jpg





images/00004.jpg





images/00003.jpg





images/00006.jpg





images/00005.jpg
wn

I
L
\
E
R

OLIVIA LEVEZ





