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“New Year fortune! New Year fortune!”

A host of voices cried out the words, and there was the jubilant clamour of ringing bells. Our Hive city was celebrating the New Year festival, with people gathered alongside the southbound express belts on all the accommodation levels. Those express belts had gradually slowed down across the Hive, and now the traditional New Year processions were going by.

A few minutes ago, we’d watched the white-robed actor playing the part of the New Year ride the belt past us, holding the silver hourglass of 2533 in his hand. The golden-costumed Lady Luck had followed him, carrying her basket of good fortune chocolates, and now the twelve figures of the other first footers were passing by, each joyously swinging a handbell. I didn’t care about the procession at this moment though, because all my attention was on the warmth of Lucas’s lips against mine.

Lucas had been my unit’s Tactical Commander since Lottery testing discovered I was a true telepath, and he had become my partner and moved into my apartment just before Halloween. Now we were celebrating our first New Year festival together, and sharing the New Year lovers’ kiss. Lucas broke off the kiss, and whispered two words in my ear.

“Read me.”

I hesitated. The New Year was the Hive festival for families, so the usually rigid level restrictions of the Hive were relaxed to allow family members to celebrate together in public. Lucas and I had brought a group of mostly Level 1 people from my Telepath Unit to my old home area in Level 27 of Blue Zone, so we could all celebrate the festival with my Level 27 parents, my mother’s Level 31 parents, and my fourteen-year-old younger brother. I was carefully hiding the fact I was a telepath from my parents and grandparents, and didn’t normally risk using my extra sense in front of them, but this was a special moment.

“Please read me,” Lucas repeated, and kissed me a second time. His arms tightened around me to pull me close against him, and I couldn’t resist linking to his mind. Over the last few days, the looming New Year festival had awoken all the insecurities caused by Lucas’s childhood, so his thoughts had been sluggish and tinged with grey. Now his mind was once again its normal dazzling sight to the telepathic view, filled with glittering multi-levelled thought trains that raced past at such high speed that I could only glimpse fragments of them. I was startled when all those thought trains united in replaying the same memory sequence.

I was dragged into a nightmare of flashing images. An impossibly tall man was taking boxes and bags from an apartment, and piling them up in the corridor outside, while an equally tall woman screamed her hatred at me. No, this woman wasn’t screaming her hatred at me, but at a terrified child Lucas.

“This is all your fault, waste you! Having you destroyed my life!”

I knew that Lucas’s Level 1 parents had never wanted children, but his father had grudgingly agreed to take part in our Hive’s duty child programme, a system where one in a thousand citizens with especially valuable genes could have up to six genetic children born to surrogate mothers. Lucas’s parents had opted to have only one child through the duty child programme, and planned to have it adopted at birth. They’d changed their minds about the adoption at the last minute though, and decided to raise Lucas themselves, but then regretted keeping him.

I worked out that Lucas was deliberately showing me his childhood memory of his parents’ marriage ending when he was six years old. Then there was an abrupt jump to another memory sequence. Lucas’s father had left a month before the New Year festival. When the celebrations started, Lucas went in search of him, hoping that the Hive celebrating the festival for families would influence the man into offering him a home.

I’d seen this memory sequence in Lucas’s mind before, so I was braced for the devastating ending. Lucas found his father just before the coming of the New Year, and tugged at his arm, but was brutally thrust away.

Then came a third and final memory sequence that I’d never seen before. This was a thirteen-year-old Lucas running from some taunting boys on Teen Level, instinctively heading back to his mother’s apartment on Level 1. When the door didn’t open for him, Lucas knew his mother had cancelled his authorization, and guessed what that meant. He needed to be absolutely sure though, so he pressed the chime button anyway.

Lucas’s mother answered the door, no longer looking so impossibly tall now that Lucas was seeing her through older eyes. She smiled at him, which made him think he’d misjudged the situation, but then ...

I winced as her strident voice triumphantly told Lucas that she was free of him at last. He had a room on Teen Level and an allowance to live on, so her responsibility to him was ended. Whatever the circumstances, he shouldn’t come to her apartment again, call her, or bother her in any way at all.

The memory sequence broke up at that point, and there were some random flashes of the years that followed. Lucas hadn’t seen or heard from either of his parents again, so he didn’t associate the New Year festival with celebrating family but with being rejected by them. He’d avoided the gatherings and processions every year, hiding himself away until they were over. For the last few days, he’d been haunted by the deep-seated fear that I’d do the same thing as his father, and reject him just before the coming of the New Year.

Now Lucas had faced his old ghosts by coming here to celebrate with me, 2533 had begun, and we were sharing the lovers’ kiss. I finally realized why Lucas was replaying his past like this. He was sharing a key moment of transition with me, as he used his current delight to burn away the pain of past rejection, and moved on to embrace our future together.

Lucas’s thought levels accelerated, and went beyond glittering to become blindingly bright. Wild emotions surged up from his subconscious to flood the highest levels of his mind, filling them with mischievous images of what he’d like us to do right now. I was caught by one particularly graphic image, shared Lucas’s feelings about it, and gave a longing moan in response.

As I pressed myself urgently against Lucas, I heard a cough from behind me, and felt a tap on my shoulder. “New Year fortune, Amber,” said the voice of my counsellor, Buzz.

The group of people from my Telepath Unit had come with Lucas and me to celebrate the New Year festival, because they were unable or unwilling to celebrate with their own families. Most of them had come out of the last Lottery with me. They had ordinary citizen families who found it hard to adjust to either their high level or their Law Enforcement assignments. Buzz was in a different situation. She’d come out of Lottery a couple of years ago, and had only just decided to break contact with her parents. That decision had nothing to do with level differences or working for Law Enforcement. Buzz felt that her parents’ constant quarrelling was having a destructive effect on her life.

The part of me who was still solely Amber recognized the warning note in Buzz’s voice was a reminder that I was in a public place surrounded by crowds of people. The rest of me was caught in a passionate feedback loop with Lucas though, so it took me several seconds to pull back from him both mentally and physically.

Once I’d managed to shut down my telepathic sense, I regained control of my emotions, and gave an embarrassed glance around me. My ever-paranoid Strike team leader, Adika, had stationed the half a dozen of his Strike team members in our group protectively around Lucas and me. Now all those men were looking fixedly at the express belt, desperately pretending they hadn’t noticed my over-enthusiastic response to Lucas.

Judging from their faces, my other unit members, Forge, Crista, Coral, Dillon, and Hallie, had noticed my behaviour as well. I was relieved to see that my parents and grandparents were just breaking off their own more sedate embraces, so they hadn’t seen anything at all. My younger brother, Gregas, was openly staring at me though.

Only a few weeks ago, fourteen-year-old Gregas would have grabbed the chance to tease me unmercifully about my shameless behaviour. Now he just stood in silence, with his initial startled expression lapsing into a thoughtful frown. Gregas was the only member of my family who knew I was a true telepath. He’d recently been caught up in a potentially deadly incident that triggered his own telepathic skills. Once he started having unpredictable brief insights into the core driving emotions of people around him, I’d been forced to tell him that he was one of the Hive’s valuable borderline telepaths, while I was one of its priceless handful of true telepaths with full control of their ability.

Gregas was still adjusting to that new knowledge of the Hive, himself, and me. I guessed that he’d worked out my behaviour had something to do with my telepathy, but he’d probably question Buzz about it rather than interrogate me. My younger brother had developed a teen crush on Buzz, and used every excuse he could to talk to her. Buzz wasn’t just a borderline telepath like Gregas, but a dazzlingly beautiful woman. She looked especially stunning at this moment, wearing a red festival dress that showed off the perfection of her dark skin and cloud of black hair.

I finally turned my attention to the other groups of people lining the belt, and relaxed as I saw they were all still watching the New Year procession. The first footers were being carried off southwards along the belt, taking the sound of ringing bells with them, but I could hear distant music coming from the north. A moment later, I saw the leading entertainers coming along the belt. A group of ten musicians, each dressed in the colour of one of the ten zones of the Hive, were playing the tune of an ancient New Year festival song. Since we were in Blue Zone, it was the man wearing blue who was shouting out the words and waving to the crowd.

“Here we come a singing so fair to be seen,

Through Burgundy, Red, and Orange Zones, to Yellow and to Green.”

I joined in with the rest of the crowd as they sang the chorus back to him.

“Love and joy come to you,

And to friends and neighbours too.

And we wish you good fortune in the coming New Year.

And we wish you a happy New Year.”

The man threw handfuls of golden-wrapped sweets into the crowd as he sang the next two lines.

“Here we come a bringing good fortune chocolate,

To Turquoise, Blue, and Navy Zones, to Purple and Violet.”

The crowd grabbed for the sweets and brandished them aloft as they sang the chorus again.

“Love and joy come to you,

And to friends and neighbours too.

And we wish you good fortune in the coming New Year.

And we wish you a happy New Year.”

The song ended, and the man in blue yelled at the top of his voice. “New Year fortune! New Year fortune!”

“New Year fortune!” the crowd yelled back.

The musicians were already being carried off into the distance by the express belt as the man in blue started his song again.

“Here we come a singing so fair to be seen,

Through Burgundy, Red, and ...”

His voice was lost in the distance, but more entertainers were already coming. A group of jugglers were throwing glittering toys to each other, occasionally breaking off their routine to throw a toy to a delighted child in the crowd and call out the same words as the singer.

“New Year fortune! New Year fortune!”

New Year fortune, I thought ruefully. Everyone kept repeating those words, joyfully celebrating the coming of 2533 and wishing each other good fortune, but I knew that this year could well bring disaster rather than good fortune for all of us. There were over a hundred million people in our underground Hive, living closely packed together on its hundred accommodation levels, and working on the fifty industry levels above them. It would be terrifyingly easy for someone malevolent or confused to either go on a killing spree in person, or take the potentially even more deadly option of destroying essential equipment.

The Hive depended on its Telepath Units to prevent such horrors from happening, so its citizens could keep believing this was a totally safe place, live their lives free from stress and fear, and crucially never be tempted into copying the actions of criminals. The Telepath Units mostly succeeded in doing that. Our Tactical teams would spot the warning signs of what I usually described as a wild bee developing. We’d then go and carry out check runs in those areas, to find and treat the wild bees before their behaviour escalated to being seriously destructive.

The problem was that the Hive ideally needed eight Telepath Units to keep up with every developing wild bee. There were currently only five true telepaths: Morton, Sapphire, Mira, Keith, and me. We’d already been struggling to keep up with the number of check runs, which meant some of the wild bees were reaching the point of attacking people and having to be hunted down with emergency runs. Now Morton needed to stop work to have life-saving surgery, and his unit wouldn’t reopen until the next of the Hive’s four annual festivals, Carnival.

The pressure on the remaining working Telepath Units was going to be unrelenting for the first quarter of 2533. We were in danger of being caught in the disastrous spiral where the increasing numbers of emergency runs meant too few check runs were carried out, more and more wild bees were left running loose, and ...

No! I firmly told myself that wasn’t going to happen. The Tactical Commanders of the Telepath Units had a plan to keep the situation under control. Sapphire and I would need to deal with as many emergency runs as possible, allowing Keith and Mira to focus on carrying out check runs. Since this was my first New Year festival as a telepath, my unit members and I had been allowed a break from defending the Hive to celebrate with our families. I should be making the most of a respite that would be over far too soon, not worrying about future problems.

As more entertainers rode by, and the traditional New Year music was replaced by more modern songs, I deliberately took refuge from my fears for the future by sheltering in my memories of the past. My parents had lived in their apartment near here since before I was born, so I’d been standing on virtually this exact spot at every New Year festival, watching the procession go by.

As a small child, I’d worn a tracking bracelet on my arm, been dressed in a white festival dress, and eagerly grabbed for the New Year gifts being thrown to the children by the passing entertainers. After I reached the deeply significant age of ten, I’d been free of my tracking bracelet, but embarrassed that my mother’s choice of festival outfit for me had far too many childish silver and white trimmings for a dignified rising teen.

When I was thirteen, I’d left home to live in my sliver of a room on Teen Level 50. During my five years there, I’d had to survive on the standard miserly teen allowance, so I’d worn a typically cheap and gaudy teen festival outfit for the New Year festivals. For the first four festivals, I’d been joyfully intent on feasting on the free luxury food, and illegally smuggling as many oddments as possible back to my room.

At the last festival though, I hadn’t been thinking about free food, but about the coming of the simultaneously longed-for and dreaded year of 2532. I knew that the next festival would be Carnival, and on the day after that ended I’d be leaving Teen Level forever to go into Lottery.

Since childhood, I’d known that the Lottery tests of 2532 would irrevocably decide my future status and career. Every year, over a million eighteen-year-olds in the Hive went into Lottery to be assessed, optimized, allocated, and have their minds imprinted with all the information they’d need to carry out their professions. Our Teen Level activity leaders kept emphasizing the point that we would emerge from Lottery as proudly productive adult members of the Hive, but none of them could answer the question that obsessed us.

All through the last New Year festival, I’d been asking myself variations of that question. Would my Lottery result be a glorious success or a dismal failure? Would I be going up the Hive or down? Would my parents be able to keep my photos on public display in their apartment for their friends to see, or would they have to be hidden away in their bedroom?

The New Year festival was the only time of the year when it was socially acceptable for parents to be seen in public with children who’d come out of Lottery more than a level or two lower than their own. Last year, I’d desperately studied the younger adults among the festival crowds, the sons and daughters of my parents’ friends and neighbours, checking their clothes for clues to their level.

I hadn’t been expert enough to spot the difference between my parents’ Level 27 festival outfits and those of someone Level 25 or 30. There’d been a few people in last year’s New Year festival crowd wearing outfits that screamed facts about them though. The ones in elegantly cut clothes made of the finest fabrics had to be from one of the elite top ten levels of the Hive. The ones in garish, coarser materials came from at least as far down the Hive as Level 70.

I’d wondered what clothes I’d be wearing at the next New Year festival, and pictured myself celebrating the coming of 2533 wearing an elite level outfit, before gloomily deciding I’d be wearing the cheapest type of festival clothes suitable for those down at Level 90 or below. Now that New Year festival of 2533 was here, and nothing was the way I’d expected.

My Hive hadn’t dared to imprint my mind in case it damaged my telepathic ability. I didn’t live on any of the accommodation levels, but in a luxurious apartment in my Telepath Unit at the very top of the Hive on Industry 1. I was resplendent in a blue and green festival dress that wasn’t just made of Level 1 materials, but had been specially designed for me to wear.

I was mentally comparing my current clothes to the Level 90 outfit of my fears, when I heard someone shout from behind me. “Amber!”

I automatically turned to see who was calling my name, and was horrified to see a familiar figure elbowing his way through the crowd towards me. He was dressed in exactly the sort of garish low level outfit I’d been thinking about, and was fiercely scowling at me.

I instinctively cried out, and took a defensive step backwards. Adika and his Strike team members instantly responded by thrusting me behind them, drawing the guns that had been hidden under the folds of their festival clothes, and pointing them at the approaching figure.

“Stop right there,” Adika ordered him, “or we’ll shoot you on stun.”
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The new arrival looked so appalled by Adika’s words that I felt guilty. “You can all put your guns away,” I said. “It’s only someone I used to know as a teen. His name is Reece.”

In theory, the true telepath was in overall charge of their Telepath Unit, so my unit members should obey me without question. In reality, my safety was their overriding priority, so Adika and his men kept their guns pointing at Reece.

“Why are you all waving guns at me?” demanded Reece, his face showing an odd mixture of fear and indignation. “Amber just told you I’m one of her old friends.”

Adika took a step forward, his heavily muscled dark figure oozing menace. “When Amber saw you, she didn’t react as if you were an old friend. She reacted as if you were a threat.”

I wasn’t actively using my telepathic skills, but I still sensed the mood of the crowd lining the express belt shift from celebration to shock as they noticed the guns pointed at Reece. They helpfully backed away to give our obviously Level 1 group space to deal with the troublemaker.

“When Forge and I lived on Teen Level, Reece had a room on the same corridor as us,” I said. “Reece was never a friend of mine, but he isn’t really a threat either.”

There was a lot of whispering going on in the crowd now, and I saw fingers being pointed at us. I guessed that the people who’d heard about my parents’ dazzlingly successful daughter bringing a group of other Level 1 people here were busily spreading the news to everyone else. The group of musicians and dancers currently going by on the belt were continuing their performance, but furtively throwing glances at us as well.

Luckily Forge, Adika’s deputy in charge of the Beta Strike team, had taken a break from celebrating the New Year festival with his parents and come to visit me. Or, more accurately, to visit his girlfriend, Buzz. Forge took advantage of Reece’s attention being focused on me and Adika to move stealthily into position behind him. Once Forge was perfectly placed, he grabbed both of Reece’s arms, pulled them backwards, and put restraints on his wrists.

“Threat controlled,” said Forge crisply.

Everyone put their guns away, and Reece turned to see who’d imprisoned him. “Forge!” he said, in an outraged voice. “Why are you tying me up? You know I’m not a threat.”

Forge turned to face Adika. “Reece is from this area of the Hive,” he reported, “but he’s a Level 93 Pipe Technician from an almost equally low level family. He’s absolutely no right to be joining the Level 27 festival celebrations, and he has a long record of abusive behaviour.”

“I’m not abusive,” said Reece.

“Reece was a cruel bully on Teen Level,” said Forge, “playing spiteful tricks on anyone physically weaker or more vulnerable than him. During the great Blue Zone power cut of two years ago, Reece dressed up as the hunter of souls to frighten the teens in our corridor. One of the girls was so scared that she ran off, got lost in the darkness, and was badly injured in a fall.”

“What happened back then was entirely Linnette’s fault,” said Reece sulkily. “She shouldn’t have overreacted to a harmless joke.”

By now the crowd were ignoring the entertainers passing by on the express belt, and avidly watching us instead. I wasn’t surprised when they reacted to Forge’s explanation of Reece’s past with hostile murmurs. Everyone in Blue Zone had nightmare memories of the great power cut that had lasted days.

Some people had been trapped in lifts, while others were injured when the moving stairs and belts suddenly came to a stop. Even worse, the power cut had shut down the life-support systems across the whole zone, so there’d been no fresh air arriving for the ten million people living in Blue Zone. Everyone had to find their way through pitch-black corridors to take refuge in their local parks, where the Hive emergency system, Oasis, was providing a supply of air and power from neighbouring zones.

As a teen, I’d believed the official cover story for the Blue Zone power cut, which claimed the problem had been caused by an equipment failure in power supply nexus 7. Now I knew it was the result of the Hive only having four Telepath Units to keep order during the three years between the death of the legendary telepath Claire and me coming out of Lottery. Mira’s Strike team had responded to an emergency call about a wild bee, but were too late to prevent him entering the Blue Zone power complex and killing himself by jumping into the central core of the nexus.

This was exactly the sort of devastating event that I feared would happen again while Morton’s unit was closed. I was especially worried that last time the Hive only had four working Telepath Units, it had been Morton, Sapphire, Mira, and Keith trying to keep order. Now I’d have to take over Morton’s share of the load. I knew I was a gifted telepath – I could constantly see that fact in the minds of my unit members – but Morton had over four decades of experience as a telepath while I was still in my first year. If I made a serious mistake ...

My brooding thoughts were interrupted by a man in the crowd calling out. “We were all petrified during that power cut. We were all left in total darkness for the first time in our lives. We all know someone who was injured or even killed in accidents. If that slime ball deliberately played tricks on people to make them run in panic, then he shouldn’t be walking free among dutiful citizens.”

The man’s words added fuel to the already hostile mood of the crowd, so it abruptly escalated into outright anger towards Reece. I instinctively brought down a mental curtain to protect myself from the surging emotions around me.

“Yes, lock him up!” called a woman.

“Lock him up!” other members of the crowd echoed the call.

“We shouldn’t lock him up,” shouted a bitter voice. “We should throw him down the nearest lift shaft. My daughter died in that power cut!”

Reece wasn’t looking sulky any longer, but afraid of what the crowd might do to him. Lucas hastily adjusted the settings of his dataview, and spoke into it. His magnified voice rang out across the crowd.

“Our unit’s security staff have apprehended an unauthorized person trespassing on this level. This person has a past history of malicious behaviour, so I’ve called for a telepath squad to arrest him and take appropriate action.”

The crowd instantly switched mood again, this time to apprehension. I heard the same warning word being repeated over and over again.

“Nosy! Nosy! Nosy!”

“Rather than have a telepath squad disrupt the festival celebrations by coming here, we’ll take the unauthorized person to meet them elsewhere,” Lucas continued. “We apologize for the disturbance. New Year fortune to you all!”

There were sighs of relief from the crowd as Lucas put away his dataview and headed for the nearest side corridor. Forge went with him, dragging Reece along by one arm, and I saw Adika signalling to a couple of his men to go as well. When I chose to go after Lucas myself though, everyone from my unit followed me. The crowd moved aside to let our party through, but my mother came chasing after us, and caught me up as we turned into the side corridor.

“Can’t you let Adika and Lucas deal with this trespasser for you, Amber?” she asked. “You get so few rest breaks.”

I glanced back at where the crowd had settled down to watch the entertainers again. “The procession is nearly over now. I want to find out why Reece came here, but doing that should only take a few minutes, and then we’ll all come and meet the rest of you in the park to have something to eat.”

“You’re sure that you won’t need to go off to deal with some emergency and miss the rest of the celebrations?” asked my mother anxiously.

“I know I’ve had to cancel a lot of arrangements since I came out of Lottery,” I said, “but it’s not going to happen this time.”

My mother was still frowning, but Buzz smiled at her. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure that Amber joins you in the park very soon.”

My mother seemed reassured and turned to go back to the express belt. Lucas led the rest of us down the deserted side corridor, and stopped at a crossway.

“We’ll be meeting the telepath squad here.”

Adika glanced at Reece before asking a cautiously worded question. “Does the telepath squad understand the situation, Lucas?”

“Yes. I included a brief explanation in my message, and said that I want to question Reece and have their telepath confirm he’s telling the truth.”

Lucas threw a questioning look in my direction, and I wrinkled my nose in response. A telepath squad was coming to meet us, but their telepath would just be someone acting a part. Lucas was obviously planning that the fake telepath would keep Reece’s attention focused on them, allowing me to make a furtive check on his thoughts. The problem was that I’d rather scrub out a slime vat than read Reece’s loathsome mind.

“There’s no need to get a nosy to rummage through my thoughts,” Reece whined. “I’ll tell you the truth anyway.”

“After all the lies you told on Teen Level,” said Forge, “I’m not trusting a word you say unless it’s confirmed by a telepath.”

“And here comes the telepath squad now.” Adika pointed down the corridor to our left.

Reece made a peculiar gulping sound, and turned to face the approaching telepath squad. He ignored the four men and women wearing the blue uniforms of Health and Safety as being totally irrelevant, and gazed in horror at the grey-clad figure of the nosy. The creepy thing walked silently up to Reece and stood facing him, a purple glint coming from the eyeholes of its weirdly shaped, whole-head mask.

“Thank you for coming to assist us,” said Lucas. “This Level 93 person has a long history of malicious actions. He’s trespassed on Level 27, where he has no family at all, and approached a Level 1 member of our group. I want to question him about his intentions, and be sure that he tells the full truth.”

“Only the guilty have anything to fear,” said the nosy, in an eerily distorted voice.

It took a step closer to Reece, and stared into his eyes. I couldn’t blame Reece for responding with a terrified squeak, and trying to break free of Forge and escape. When I came out of Lottery, I’d been told that the nosies who patrolled the corridors and belts of the Hive were just ordinary hasties like their escorts, putting on an act to make the general population believe there were a host of telepaths watching out for criminal thoughts. I’d even worn one of those inhuman masks and gauzy grey costumes myself. The sight of this nosy still awakened memories of my childhood nightmares though.

Nosy costumes were deliberately designed to be frightening as a protective measure. If people had been relaxed enough near nosies to have conversations with them, they’d soon have learned the nosies weren’t real telepaths. The costumes ensured people hurried away the moment they saw a nosy coming, defensively chanting numbers in the hope of blocking their thoughts from being read. Combined with the help of the five genuine true telepaths and thousands of borderline telepaths in the Hive, that was enough to maintain the bluff that the nosies really could read minds, and deter people from even thinking of committing crimes.

“I am watching the miscreant’s thoughts,” said the nosy, “so you may begin your questioning now.”

Lucas turned to Reece. “How did you manage to find Amber?”

Reece clearly wanted to get this ordeal over with as fast as possible, because he gabbled out a rapid reply. “It was easy to find Amber. The teens on my corridor were all from the same area of the Hive as me, 510/6120. They just came from different levels. Amber was bound to be celebrating the coming of the New Year with her parents at the closest southbound express belt to area 510/6120.”

Reece’s attention was focused on the nosy and Lucas, so this was my chance to read his mind. I normally closed my eyes when I was using my telepathy, because replacing the visual view of the world with the telepathic one made it easier for me to concentrate, but I didn’t want Reece to notice me behaving oddly. I kept my eyes open as I reached out with my thoughts, and the telepathic view of the world was superimposed on that of my other senses.

I always struggled to find the terms to describe my extra view of reality, and having it combined with the standard visual view of the world made it even more confusing than usual. The minds of my unit members looked, felt, sounded comfortingly familiar. There were six strange minds present as well though, and it could be hard to work out which mind belonged to which person.

“But how did you know Amber’s parents were Level 27?” asked Forge. “Teens are told to keep their home level secret because they are all Level 50 and equal. Amber was far too law-abiding to tell anyone her home level, especially you!”

I skimmed across the six strange minds, and was both reassured and depressed. I was used to scanning crowds, looking for the distinctive turbulent mind of a wild bee among those of dutiful Hive members. The five members of the telepath squad all had ordinary minds, while Reece ...

Waste it! Reece was no wild bee, but there was something repellent about the note, texture, shape of his mind. I touched his thoughts, tasting the sourness of his sulky resentment. My initial reaction to the thought of reading Reece’s mind had been that I’d rather scrub out a slime vat. I’d been perfectly right to feel that way. Reading Reece’s mind wouldn’t be like scrubbing the residue from an empty slime vat, but going swimming in a full one.

“I found out everyone’s home level during our first year on Teen Level,” said Reece smugly. “Most of you used the moving stairs to go on your weekly visits to your parents. It was easy to follow you, see where you went, and what your families were like. Margot wasn’t much to look at herself, but her older sister ...”

Reece’s thoughts surged with lechery. I didn’t want to experience his sexual fantasies about Margot’s older sister, so I stayed hovering on the edge of his mind.

“You were constantly listening at doors and spying on us,” said Forge bitterly. “I should have guessed you’d take the next logical step of spying on our families as well.”

“It was entirely your own fault that I spied on you,” whined Reece. “When we arrived on Teen Level, none of you gave me a chance. You excluded me from the corridor group on the first day, refusing to be friends with me, so I had to spy on you to find out basic things like plans for corridor events.”

“That’s not true,” said Forge. “I made sure you were given a thousand chances, and included you in every corridor event until your behaviour in the Blue Zone power cut caused ...”

Lucas interrupted him. “We need to focus on the present rather than the past. Reece, why did you come here to find Amber? Were you planning to play one of your spiteful tricks on her?”

The lechery in Reece’s thoughts was replaced by indignation. “Of course not. After Linnette’s stupid accident during the Blue Zone power cut, I was forced to spend my last year on Teen Level attending tedious sessions where a therapist kept boring me with lectures on morality. After I came out of Lottery though, I was assigned to a new therapist who barely spoke to me at all. He just sat staring at me for a long time, and then announced that more therapy wouldn’t benefit me. The next time I harmed someone, he’d just have me sentenced to scrubbing slime vats for weeks.”

Reece pulled a resentful face. “The new therapist wasn’t satisfied with telling me that. He ordered a group of hasties to drag me down to an empty slime vat, and lock me inside the stinking thing as a final warning. Just being locked in there for an hour was so bad that I’d never risk being made to scrub one.”

Listening to that story, I was sure that Reece hadn’t been assigned to a regular therapist, but a borderline telepath therapist like Buzz. I could just imagine Buzz doing something as unconventional as locking someone in an empty slime vat for an hour to make a point.

“I didn’t come here to cause trouble,” Reece continued, “but to ask Amber’s help with a vitally important problem. I tried calling Amber first, and her old contact details from Teen Level still worked, but some officious stranger answered the call and told me that I wasn’t on the list of Amber’s approved callers. That meant I had to find Amber and talk to her in person.”

“You could have talked to me,” said Forge pointedly.

Reece glared at him. “I knew you wouldn’t do anything to help me, but Amber is ... far more sympathetic.”

I suspected Reece really thought it would be far easier to pressure me than Forge.

“Besides,” said Reece, “after I came out of Lottery, I looked up the results of everyone on our corridor, so I knew you came out of Lottery as Law Enforcement. Everyone in Law Enforcement is recorded on the system as Level 20, but I guessed you’d be one of the basic hasties, so your true level would be much lower. Amber is a Level 1 Researcher though, so she can get everything sorted out for me.”

“For your information,” said Forge, “my true level is ...”

Lucas interrupted Forge again. “So, what is this vitally important problem, Reece?”

“Lottery assigned me to be a team leader,” said Reece eagerly. “My workers are getting sick, and I’ve reported the situation to my supervisor several times, but she hasn’t done anything about it.”

I frowned. Reece’s statement didn’t make any sense. He was a Level 93 Pipe Technician. Someone as low down the Hive as that surely wouldn’t be a team leader in charge of other people. Even if he was, our Hive wouldn’t ignore reports of workers getting sick.

I braced myself, preparing to go deeper into Reece’s mind and find the truth of what was happening, but held back at the last minute. I knew it was ridiculous to feel this way when I had Adika, Forge, and half a dozen other Strike team members standing ready to protect me, but my experiences of Reece on Teen Level hadn’t just left me disgusted by him. I was a little scared of him as well.

“Your people haven’t been given any help at all?” asked Lucas, in a puzzled voice.

“No.” Reece’s eagerness turned to anger. “My supervisor told me to send them for treatment, and I did. I kept being told there was nothing wrong with them though. Eventually, I worked out that my people’s sickness is caused by the area where they’re working. They recover within a couple of hours of leaving it, so all the symptoms have gone by the time they’re being treated. After that, I tried rushing two of the worst cases to the nearest medical facility myself while they were still ill, but the doctors refused to examine them.”

I knew I shouldn’t attract Reece’s attention to me by speaking aloud, but I couldn’t help it. “That’s shameful!”

“Totally shameful,” said Reece. “During my therapy sessions, I was lectured about how I should have consideration for others. Those doctors didn’t care about my workers at all though, and my area supervisor ...”

His face twisted in pain. “The unfeeling woman told me to keep sending my people in to do their work. How can I do that when I see how sick they get? How would she like it if someone treated her that way?”

Lucas was frowning. “What sort of sickness do they suffer?”

“They get giddy and confused,” said Reece. “They can’t seem to hear me or move properly. It’s terrible to see them so distressed. After the medical facility turned them away, I didn’t know what to do, but then I remembered Amber was a Level 1 Researcher. I realized that the doctors and my area supervisor could keep ignoring me because I’m Level 93, but they couldn’t ignore someone who was Level 1. Amber can make them help my people.”

He threw a pleading glance at me. “You’ll do that, won’t you, Amber? My people are hard workers, doing everything the Hive demands without complaint. They don’t deserve to be treated like this.”

“If what you’re saying is true, then I’ll make sure they get help.” I was resigned to the inevitable now. If people were sick and in trouble, then I needed to help them, which meant reading Reece’s mind properly.

“Was there some change in your work that triggered your people into getting sick?” asked Lucas.

I finally plunged into Reece’s toxic thoughts. His mind was a simple one, with only a handful of thought levels. The top level of pre-vocalized thoughts was already forming the words to answer Lucas’s question. A second later, I heard Reece’s voice say those words aloud.

“Yes. My supervisor allocates my team an area of pipes on Level 100 that are due their routine maintenance check. It takes us about fifty days to complete all the cleaning and other work needed, and then we move to a new area. My people were perfectly well before we moved to our current area twenty days ago, but then started getting sick.”

The next level of Reece’s mind was foul with poisonous thoughts about both Forge and me.

Still amazed Lottery made Amber a Level 1 Researcher. She seemed just as stupid as the rest of the teens on our corridor. What’s a hasty like Forge doing here with Amber anyway, and why is he wearing such fancy clothes? Of course Amber was always trailing around after Forge on Teen Level. Maybe she got him transferred to her unit to be her ...

I felt relieved that Reece was surprised by my official Lottery result of Level 1 Researcher rather than suspicious about it, but then I saw a lurid fantasy image of Forge and me. I hurriedly moved down another level of Reece’s mind, and found a new thought train that shocked me. Reece’s thoughts here weren’t about grievances or jealousy, but true concern for others.

... can’t keep sending my people in to work every day, and watching them get sick. Amber has to get someone to help or ...

I was caught up by an emotion-filled memory sequence. Reece had taken Piper and Speedy, his most beloved team members, to the medical facility. The doctors had brutally turned them away, and Reece couldn’t take Piper and Speedy back to their own cold, spartan quarters when they were so ill. He’d carried them to his own apartment instead, and sat crying and stroking them until they recovered. Reece usually loved his work, and the way his team rushed to obey his orders, but this situation was tearing him apart.

I dragged myself free of that painful memory, pulled myself back into my head, and gave a pointed nod. The grey-clad nosy instantly spoke in its distorted voice.

“The miscreant has acted out of malice in the past, but today he genuinely sought assistance for those in need.”

“Very well, Reece,” said Lucas briskly. “I’ll arrange for someone to investigate your problem. Where has your team been working?”

“Blue Zone area 510/6090 on Level 100,” said Reece.

I was startled that Reece was working in an area of the Hive so close to this, then realized I shouldn’t be. When people came out of Lottery, they were normally assigned accommodation and work in their home zone, so they could easily visit their family and have continuity in things like supporting the same sports teams. People in common professions, like low level maintenance workers, would often end up living and working very close to their original home area. My unit members were exceptions, with original home areas scattered all across the Hive, but assigned to my unit because of their rare and valuable skills.

“Are you sure you can get someone to investigate?” Reece looked doubtfully at Lucas. “Shouldn’t Amber arrange this herself? She’s Level 1!”

“I’m Level 1 as well,” said Lucas gently, “and I know exactly the right person to help you. Now the telepath squad will escort you back to join the festival celebrations on either your home level or a level where you have family members. Someone will call you about your problem within the next few hours. You should explain the full details to them.”

“And never try approaching Amber again,” said Adika, in a menacing voice. “I’m in charge of the security for her unit, and I’m not having someone with your past history pestering her.”

“I told you that I only ...”

Reece’s voice broke off. Two of the telepath squad hasties had grabbed his arms and were towing him off to a nearby lift. We all waited in silence while they went into the lift and closed the doors behind them, then Lucas gave me a bewildered look.

“Amber, are you certain that Reece was describing real events rather than just a fantasy? I don’t understand how a situation like this could have carried on for twenty days. When Reece reported the problems, his supervisor should have immediately ordered the team out of the area and arranged an investigation.”

Adika nodded his agreement. “And a medical facility refusing to examine sick people is scandalous. If the doctors there couldn’t treat Reece’s workers themselves, they should have referred them to appropriate specialists.”

“Reece was definitely describing real events,” I said. “His workers truly are getting sick. The reason his supervisor wasn’t concerned about them, and the medical facility turned them away, is because they aren’t human. They’re pipe cleaning robots.”
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Adika burst out laughing. “You mean all this fuss is over a few malfunctioning pipe cleaning robots?”

“Don’t you dare to laugh about this,” I said furiously. “Piper and Speedy are hardworking, dutiful ...”

I saw everyone’s startled expressions, broke off my sentence, and buried my face in my hands for a moment before lifting my head again. “Sorry, Adika. That was the lingering effect of reading Reece’s mind and sharing his feelings about his robots. I’m fine now.”

“Are you sure about that, Amber?” asked Buzz anxiously.

“Yes. Reece’s mind isn’t strong enough to leave dangerously powerful echoes of his personality. I still want us to do something to help his robots though. I didn’t realize the full power of the optimization stage of Lottery until this moment. It didn’t seem possible for Lottery to make someone like Reece happy without allowing him to make other people miserable.”

I waved my hands. “Now I’ve read Reece’s mind though, everything makes far more sense. Reece’s dream was to have a crowd of adoring people around him, all running eagerly to do his bidding. Real people were never going to behave like that, because Reece truly was and still is a horrible person, but Lottery gave him a team of robots to serve him. Reece may have only been rated Level 93, but he was blissfully content with his life until his robots began getting sick.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Now Reece is outraged by the Hive ignoring his robots’ plight. If this problem isn’t dealt with quickly, he could turn wild bee and attack the people he blames for not helping him, such as his supervisor and the doctors at the medical facility.”

“Reece could even try to attack you, Amber,” said Buzz. “I think we should arrange for an expert to repair Reece’s robots.”

“We can’t just hand this case over to an expert in robot repair and walk away,” said Lucas. “I’ve never heard of anything remotely like this, and my Tactical Commander instinct is telling me to take it very seriously.”

“You want us to treat this as a genuine case, Lucas?” asked Adika. “Surely that’s an overreaction to a minor oddity.”

“Minor oddities can be the first warning signs of a major problem,” said Lucas grimly. “Virtually everyone outside Law Enforcement believes that the nosies patrolling the Hive are real telepaths. Nosy patrols obviously focus on populated areas, so wild bees often make a nest somewhere unfrequented. It’s their second home, where they feel safe indulging in their guilty thoughts, storing equipment, or in extreme cases holding hostages.”

He paused. “Level 100, with its endless dusty pipes and recycling equipment, is the perfect place for a wild bee to set up a nest. At least, it’s the perfect place until some interfering Pipe Technician and his pipe cleaning robots start working in the area.”

I frowned. “You think that a wild bee is defending their nest by sabotaging Reece’s pipe cleaning robots?”

“It’s a possibility,” said Lucas, “and the natural progression from attacking robots is to attack the people controlling them. Maintenance workers are imprinted with instructions to report intruders and their nests. Give me a moment while I check the warning sign system.”

He took out his dataview and tapped at it. “There aren’t any recent reports of suspicious sightings on that area of Level 100. Unfortunately, the fact that Reece and his fellow maintenance workers haven’t sighted a wild bee doesn’t mean that a wild bee hasn’t sighted them.”

Adika made a grumbling noise. “We’d better ask one of the other Telepath Units to do an urgent check run.”

Lucas sighed. “There aren’t any Telepath Units doing check runs at the moment. Most people enjoy the New Year festival, but the heavy emphasis on family is stressful for those who either have difficult family situations or no family at all, so there’s an increased number of wild bees escalating to violence. With our unit on a break, and Morton’s unit closing down to prepare for his surgery, all three of Sapphire, Mira, and Keith’s units have to focus their efforts on dealing with emergency runs over the New Year period.”

“Then what do we do about this?” I asked anxiously.

“Maintenance workers only carry out essential work during the New Year festival,” said Lucas, “so no one will be going near that area of Level 100 for several days. I left Beckett in charge of our unit, so I can ask him to collect all the available information, do a preliminary case analysis, and give me his recommendations.”

I pulled a face. “Beckett’s not just in charge of our unit. He’s the only operational team member there. I know he doesn’t want to attend any New Year festival celebrations, because he’d suffer dreadful sensory overload from the crowds and the music. It still seems unfair to expect him to deal with this case alone.”

“Beckett will love the chance to do a whole case analysis alone,” said Lucas. “He never trusts anyone else to carry out analysis to his exacting standards.”

“Not even you?” asked Buzz mischievously.

“Particularly not me,” said Lucas. “Beckett thinks I’m an expert in too many other areas to match his skill at analysis. He’s totally right when it comes to pattern analysis, because Beckett is the finest pattern specialist in the Hive. He’s totally wrong when it comes to general case analysis, because Beckett’s weak spot is failing to recognize sociological factors, but I can check for those myself later. I’ll call Beckett now and explain the situation.”

“No, you won’t,” said Buzz. “We have to go to the park before Amber’s mother starts panicking.”

“The rest of you can go to the park now,” said Lucas. “I’ll catch you up in a few minutes.”

“No, you won’t,” repeated Buzz. “After everything that Amber has been through lately, it’s vitally important for her to have a relaxing time with her family. We can’t have anything upsetting Amber’s mother, so we’ll all go to the park together. You can call Beckett as soon as we arrive there.”

She turned to head back the way we’d come, and raised a hand in an imperious signal. “Follow me, everyone!”

I coughed. “There’s actually a shorter route to the park if we go down this side corridor.”

Buzz laughed. “In that case, everyone should follow Amber.”

I led our group down the side corridor, turned right, and then took the second turning on the left. When we reached the southern park entrance, we abruptly went from the brightness of corridor lights that had been left at daytime settings for the New Year festival, to a park with most of the suns turned down to moon level. I took a dimly lit path to the children’s play area, and saw my parents and grandparents sitting on their favourite long curving park bench, positioned under a tree that was decked with the traditional white lights of New Year.

My mother anxiously waved a small basket at us. “You’d better go straight to the food tables. Most people have already collected their food, so supplies will be running low.”

“I’d really like to make my call to Beckett now,” said Lucas plaintively.

“You make your call,” I said. “I’ll get baskets of food for both of us.”

Lucas backed away to make his call in private, while the rest of us headed to the nearest group of food tables, conspicuously placed under one of the few sun effect lights that were still at full brightness. Many of the trays were half empty, and only a scattering of crumbs showed where the popular Burgundy Zone pineapple cakes had been, but there was still a good selection of breads, fruits, pastries, cheeses, and crucially several chocolate crunch cakes.

I’d just picked up two baskets from the stack next to the tables, when Adika grabbed me, swung me aside, and Forge threw himself to the ground and rolled under the table. A familiar voice immediately yelped in protest.

“Let me go!”

“It’s only Amber’s brother hiding under here,” reported Forge.

Seconds later, Forge and Gregas came crawling out from under the table, and dusted off their festival clothes. “Why did you twist my wrist so hard?” complained Gregas.

“I saw an unknown person hiding in ambush near Amber,” said Forge. “He was holding what could be a weapon, so I twisted his wrist to make him drop it.”

“That wasn’t a weapon,” grumbled Gregas, “but my last slice of Burgundy Zone pineapple cake. You didn’t just make me drop it, but knelt on it as well, so I’m not sure it’s edible any longer.”

I shuddered. “Please don’t try eating the cake to find out.”

“It was too dark under the table for me to see who you were or what you were holding, Gregas,” said Forge. “When in doubt, I’m imprinted to always go straight for the disarm rather than wait around to be shot, stabbed, or bludgeoned.”

“I suppose that makes sense,” said Gregas grudgingly. “Can you teach me how to disarm people?”

“No, he can’t,” I said firmly. “You’re only fourteen years old, and should never be in the sort of dangerous situation where you need to disarm people.”

Gregas pouted. “I’ve been in a dangerous situation once already.”

“That was only because you went crawling around the air vents playing ridiculous Teen games with your friend Wesley. You surely won’t be doing that again.”

“Probably not,” said Gregas.

I glowered at him. “Definitely not. Why were you hiding under the table anyway?”

“That was totally your fault.” Gregas helped himself to a slice of fudge cake from the nearest food table, and gulped it down at staggering speed. “I was following your advice, telling our parents I was moving to a room in a different area of Teen Level to get away from Wesley and make more responsible friends. Wesley appeared out of the trees at exactly the wrong moment, overheard what I was saying, got horribly upset, and ran off along the path.”

I groaned.

Gregas picked up another slice of cake. “I know Wesley’s a bit unreliable, but he’s been a friend of mine for years, so I chased after him and explained I was just making up an excuse for my parents. Wesley naturally asked the real reason I was moving room. That was awkward because I couldn’t tell him the truth, could I?”

The truth was that Buzz had advised Gregas to move to one of the areas of Teen Level allocated to teens born on Law Enforcement’s private Level 20. That would mean Gregas was surrounded by teens who’d grown up knowing all the secrets about telepaths, so he wouldn’t need to hide being a borderline telepath from them.

“I agree it was impossible for you to explain that to Wesley,” I said sympathetically.

Gregas munched his way through the extra piece of cake, then licked cake crumbs off his fingers. “Well, Wesley kept whining at me and asking questions, so I ended up running off. He chased after me, and I hid under this table.”

“You and Wesley can’t keep chasing each other around the park for the whole of the New Year festival,” said Buzz. “I suggest you tell Wesley you’ve met someone you’re attracted to, and arranged to move room to be closer to them.”

“That’s a good idea,” said Gregas, “but Wesley’s bound to ask questions about my new girlfriend.”

Gregas and Buzz started inventing details of an imaginary girl, while everyone filled baskets with food and bottles of juice. We finally returned to where my parents and grandparents were sitting, and found Lucas was spreading out blankets on the grass in front of them.

I handed Lucas his food basket. “Where did all those blankets come from?”

“Gregas stole a dozen blankets earlier,” said my father, in a disapproving voice.

“I didn’t steal them,” Gregas defended himself. “I borrowed them. There are piles and piles of blankets over at the event area for people to use when they sit on the grass.”

“Those are for people to sit on the grass at the event area,” said my father, “not for teens to take away and use all over the park.”

“I didn’t borrow the blankets for myself, but for Amber’s unit members,” said Gregas virtuously. “All the park benches are crammed with people, and you surely don’t expect Level 1 members of the Hive to sit on the grass.”

I was impressed by Gregas’s tactics. My father lapsed into frustrated silence, obviously torn between his respect for rules and his respect for high level members of the Hive.

“That was very thoughtful of you, Gregas,” said Buzz. “It would be a shame to spoil our festival clothes with grass stains.”

We sat down on the blankets to form a companionable group, and Lucas inspected the contents of the basket I’d filled for him. “Bread, fruit, and the finest Violet Zone cheese,” he said approvingly.

“It’s a shame that the food tables didn’t have any of your favourite Teen Level tomato soup, Lucas,” said Buzz, with an overly innocent air.

My mother looked puzzled. “Do you really like Teen Level tomato soup, Lucas?”

“I loathe Teen Level tomato soup,” said Lucas. “Buzz recently tortured me by making me eat some.”

“Were there still some chocolate crunch cakes left when you got to the food tables, Amber?” asked my grandmother. “I saved two for you in case ...”

The rest of her sentence was drowned out by my unit members laughing.

“I’ve got several chocolate crunch cakes in my basket, thank you. Look!” I waved a crunch cake at my grandmother before beginning to eat it.

“Then I’ll eat these myself.” My grandmother took a crunch cake from her basket, and joyfully bit into it.

“I’d offer to eat one of the chocolate crunch cakes,” said my grandfather, in martyred tones, “but I learnt my lesson the day I met Palma. That was only a couple of weeks after we both came out of Lottery. Our dataview manufacturing facility held an event to welcome its new workers, and ...”

“You can’t tell that story now, Emmett,” my grandmother interrupted him. “You’ve been boring our family to death with it every New Year festival. You mustn’t start boring Amber’s unit members as well.”

I smiled. “It’s a New Year tradition that grandfather tells the story of how you two met.”

“And it’s vital for me to tell the story this year,” said my grandfather. “Lucas needs to be warned about what happened.”

Lucas raised his eyebrows. “I need to be warned?”

“Definitely,” said my grandfather. “I was fresh from Teen Level, and used to making the most of any free food, so I went back to the food table at the end of the event to see if there were any good leftovers. I noticed a single chocolate crunch cake left on a tray, and innocently reached out to take it. That was when Palma appeared. She shoved me aside so violently that I had to spend three days in the Blue Zone Major Casualty Unit with a broken leg.”

“Emmett always exaggerates what happened back then,” said my grandmother placidly. “I simply stepped in front of him to reach the crunch cake first. It was pure coincidence that Emmett trod on a piece of squashed fruit and slipped over at that particular moment.”

“I wouldn’t have slipped over if you hadn’t pushed me,” said my grandfather.

“I didn’t push you,” said my grandmother. “It might be true that I collided with you, but that was entirely your own fault. Anyone paying the remotest attention to other people would have realized I was already reaching for that chocolate crunch cake. It was dreadfully ill-mannered of you to try to steal it from me.”

“Well, I ended up lying on the ground, and screaming in agony from my broken leg,” said my grandfather. “Palma borrowed a powered chair and took me to the Blue Zone Major Casualty Unit.”

Lucas spotted the flaw in my grandfather’s description of events. “Why didn’t anyone call Hive Emergency Services? They’d have sent paramedics with a proper stretcher to transport you.”

“All the Blue Zone paramedics were busy at a party,” said my grandfather glibly. “Anyway, Palma felt so guilty about the accident that she spent the next three days at my bedside apologizing.”

My grandmother sighed heavily. “The truth is that Emmett didn’t spend the next three days in the Blue Zone Major Casualty Unit with a broken leg, but the next three hours in an ordinary medical facility with a slightly bruised ankle. The doctors would have sent him away after the first ten minutes if he hadn’t kept inventing a whole series of alarming symptoms. As for staying there because I felt guilty ...”

She laughed. “The only reason I stayed at the medical facility with Emmett was because I’d promised to return the powered chair and he refused to get out of it.”

“Your version of the story may be technically accurate,” said my grandfather reproachfully, “but mine is far more entertaining. Anyway, Lucas needs to be warned that Amber has inherited Palma’s passion for chocolate crunch cakes, so he must never try to steal one from her.”

“I’ve already learned never to get between Amber and one of her favourite chocolate crunch cakes,” said Lucas.

“Everyone in our unit has learned never to get between Amber and one of her favourite chocolate crunch cakes,” said Buzz.

All my unit members laughed. I made an embarrassed sound of protest, but I was secretly relieved that even Dillon, a Level 52 Law Enforcement General Maintenance Worker, felt he could safely laugh at Buzz’s comment. I’d learned that most telepaths went through a distancing stage during the early years after gaining control of their abilities, where they could be inhumanly callous. Keith still seemed stuck in that stage after thirteen years as a telepath. His unit members lived in fear of his moods, and he’d forced a conflict on me that had escalated to the point of him deliberately endangering my life and the lives of my Strike team.

No one had been able to take effective action against Keith over his behaviour. Telepaths were so rare and so desperately needed by the Hive that we were effectively above the law and untouchable. Keith was the least skilled of the current telepaths, and had the problem that his telepathy could randomly cut out at critical points during emergency runs, but he’d still been in a powerful position when the Hive had only five working telepaths.

Now we were facing the situation of only having four working telepaths until Carnival, Keith’s position was utterly unassailable, so I’d been desperate enough to buy peace with him by promising him a future favour. I was sure I’d regret making that promise, but I’d had no other option. If I’d let the conflict between Keith and me continue, it could have cost vast numbers of lives, and threatened the safety of the Hive itself.

I was deeply grateful that I could never become like Keith. None of the other true telepaths in our Hive could read more than three levels of thoughts below pre-vocalization at most, and they were normally barely aware of the feelings of their targets. I could reach all the way down to the subconscious though, and experienced the emotions of the person I was reading as if they were my own, which made me naturally immune to distancing.

While being immune to distancing was a great advantage, experiencing the emotions of others gave me other weaknesses. I could easily be drawn into the depths of a target mind, and get so caught up in their memories, joys, and pains that I completely lost track of myself and what I should be doing. I also seemed especially vulnerable to the echoes of my targets’ minds. Telepathy was a perilous gift for all those lucky or unlucky enough to receive it.

My family and my unit members were still making crunch cake jokes. “Is Gregas addicted to chocolate crunch cakes as well?” asked Buzz.

“Gregas will eat his own bodyweight in any type of cake,” said my father. “In fact, he ...”

My father was interrupted by a distinctive sequence of chimes, and Buzz gave a despairing groan. “Lucas, I know you use that chime sequence for urgent work-related calls. You should have arranged for someone else to deal with those calls while our unit is closed.”

“I arranged for Beckett to deal with those calls,” said Lucas grimly. “He’s only supposed to contact me if there’s an emergency that he can’t handle himself.”

“Please don’t say that you all have to go off to deal with an emergency,” said my mother.

My grandparents exchanged confused looks. “How can you have emergencies at a Research Unit, Amber?” asked my grandfather. “Are your experiments likely to explode?”

I had a panicky moment. Since I came out of Lottery, I’d been keeping a steadily increasing number of secrets from various groups of people. Our Hive tried to prevent all contact between telepaths, so I had to hide the fact telepaths had a secret method of communicating with each other from everyone including Lucas. During our last major case, Lucas and I had learned some facts that had to be kept secret from everyone except six members of Hive Politics. The most difficult thing of all though, was keeping the fact I was a telepath secret from my family.

I’d found it hard enough hiding things from my family when they all believed the same set of lies, but now the situation was growing increasingly complicated. My grandparents still believed the original official cover story, which was that I was a Level 1 Researcher with my own Research Unit. My parents had learned that I actually ran some sort of Hive Security Unit, which did terrifyingly dangerous work and used information obtained by the loathsome nosies, but I’d reassured them that I had no direct contact with the creatures myself. My brother didn’t just know the real truth about telepaths, but was a borderline telepath himself.

Now I couldn’t think of a reply that would satisfy everyone, but Lucas calmly answered. “Amber and I need to talk to Beckett to find out what’s happened. That conversation may involve discussing classified information, so I’m afraid we’ll need to go somewhere private.”
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Lucas and I moved well out of earshot of the rest of our group, then Lucas tapped at his dataview to make a miniature holo of Beckett appear in front of us. I saw that Beckett was sitting at his desk in our unit’s Tactical office, wearing the noise-cancelling headset and light-adjustment glasses that helped protect him from sensory overload. His genetically modified comfort cat, Cee Cee, was curled around his shoulders.

“What’s happened, Beckett?” asked Lucas. “Is there an emergency in area 510/6090 of Level 100?”

“There is currently no emergency,” said Beckett, “however Gold Commander Melisande has called asking to speak urgently with you and Amber.”

Lucas and I exchanged startled glances.

“Gold Commander Melisande has authority over both Hive Defence and Law Enforcement, so I decided her request overrode your instructions that you shouldn’t be disturbed,” added Beckett.

“You were absolutely correct to make that decision,” said Lucas. “Please transfer the Gold Commander’s call to me.”

Beckett’s holo image was instantly replaced by that of Gold Commander Melisande. I was used to seeing her wearing Hive Defence uniform, with her long fair hair arranged in a simple plait down the middle of her back. Now she was wearing an elegant festival dress in shades of blue, and her hair was a mass of curls.

“New Year fortune to you both,” said Gold Commander Melisande briskly.

“New Year fortune,” Lucas and I chorused in return.

“I apologize for calling you during your New Year festival break,” Melisande continued rapidly, “but I’ve just been contacted by the head of Hive Politics.”

Senior Ambassador Elliott had called Melisande! I didn’t dare to say anything, or even look at Lucas, just fought to keep my expression as neutral as possible. Elliott’s call had to be related to the secrets Lucas and I had learned during our last major case. Secrets so staggeringly important that we had to hide our previous interactions with Elliott from Gold Commander Melisande. While she was totally trustworthy, Keith had opportunities to read her mind, and he mustn’t find out this information.

“Senior Ambassador Elliott informed me that two flights are incoming to our Hive,” said Gold Commander Melisande. “The first flight carrying a Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement inspection team, and the second a delegation from Hive Genex.”

I frowned. Senior Ambassador Elliott had warned Lucas and me that a Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement inspection team would be coming to our Hive, but that wasn’t supposed to happen until after the New Year festival. There’d been no mention at all of a delegation from Hive Genex.

“I naturally asked Senior Ambassador Elliott why he’d given Hive Defence so little warning of these flights arriving,” said Gold Commander Melisande grimly. “He told me that the flights were connected to our Hive’s claim for compensation against Hive Genex for their attempted kidnapping of Amber, but he’d been expecting them to arrive after the New Year festival. He had no idea why Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement had rescheduled them to come today.”

Gold Commander Melisande paused. “I was concerned by this unusual change of plans by Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement, and even more worried when Senior Ambassador Elliott added that the Hive Genex delegation was led by Adversary Aura.”

“Who is Adversary Aura, and why is her presence so worrying?” asked Lucas.

Gold Commander Melisande hesitated for a moment, and then tapped at her dataview. A second, much smaller holo appeared next to her, showing a full-length figure of a woman standing in front of a curiously glowing background. Adversary Aura was wearing a black hooded cloak that stretched almost to the ground. She had the hood of the cloak pulled up over her head, but I could see that she had long blonde hair and an oddly enigmatic face.

“This is an image of Adversary Aura entering the Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement Chamber at another Hive,” said Melisande. “The image was taken during some trade negotiations a few years ago, when nearly twenty different Hives were competing for limited places in a key trade treaty with the Northern Americas group of Hives. There was a regrettable issue with one of our Hive’s diplomatic messages, and Adversary Aura used a minor point of Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement’s trading laws to ...”

Gold Commander Melisande gave an impatient wave of her hand. “Well, what happened back then proved Aura was a dangerously brilliant Adversary. Senior Ambassador Elliott wants to hold a Hive Politics conference call about the situation as soon as everyone returns to work after the New Year festival. He made the perfectly reasonable suggestion that I join the conference call. Far less reasonably, he wants both of you to join it as well.”

Melisande made an exasperated sound. “I pointed out the extreme undesirability of involving Amber in a conference call that would awaken bad memories of the attempt to kidnap her. I said that Amber had been under severe pressure ever since she came out of Lottery. I explained that the situation would be even worse while Morton’s unit was closed.”

I was getting the impression that this hadn’t been a discussion between Senior Ambassador Elliott and Gold Commander Melisande, but a furious tirade from Melisande. That was confirmed when her voice moved on from annoyance to open anger.

“Sadly, Senior Ambassador Elliott is an obstinately uncooperative man. He said Amber was so closely involved in the claim against Hive Genex that she had to be invited to join the conference call, and it was desirable for her Tactical Commander to be included as well. When I still objected, Senior Ambassador Elliott insisted this was his decision because Hive Politics has full authority over everything involving Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement and other Hives. I was therefore obliged to tell you about the invitation, but I’ll happily decline it on your behalf.”

I moistened my lips and said a single cautious sentence. “I want Hive Genex to suffer as many penalties as possible for trying to kidnap me, so I wish to accept Senior Ambassador Elliott’s invitation to join the conference call.”

“You’re sure?” Melisande scowled in frustration. “Given the recent legal developments, there’s no point in you spending time on our Hive’s compensation claim against Hive Genex.”

“What recent legal developments?” asked Lucas anxiously.

“The evidence against Hive Genex is so strong,” said Melisande, “that everyone assumed its legal team would want to negotiate a guilty plea in exchange for a reduction in penalties and compensation payments. Unfortunately, Senior Ambassador Elliott has just told me that Adversary Aura has rejected the guilty plea option. That means the case will have to go through the full trial process, so Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement won’t be making a decision for at least another year.”

“Another year?” I shook my head in alarmed disbelief. “How can it take Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement so long to make a decision?”

“Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement despatches its airborne Valkyrie forces at impressive speed to contain treaty violations,” said Gold Commander Melisande bitterly. “Its judiciary process is agonizingly slow though, especially when it comes to such a major case as the attempted kidnapping of a telepath. First, the inspection team has to collect and collate evidence. Then there are endless challenges and legal arguments from both sides before a trial date is set. Even when the trial has actually taken place, Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement can take a painfully long time to consider its decision.”

She shrugged. “Something that a ten-year-old child could decide in five minutes ends up taking a year or two. It’s best if you forget all about the claim for now.”

“I definitely want to join this conference call,” I said firmly. “I just hope that I’m not called away by an emergency run.”

Melisande groaned. “If that’s what you want ... Would you like me to travel to your unit to offer you my physical support during the call?”

“There’s no need to go to so much trouble,” I said hastily. “Lucas will take good care of me.”

“Then I shall inform Senior Ambassador Elliott that you’ve graciously accepted his invitation.” Melisande ended the call in her normal, abrupt fashion, and her holo vanished.

Lucas put his dataview back in his pocket. “I wonder why the Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement inspection team changed their scheduled arrival time?”

“I don’t care about the Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement inspection team,” I snapped, but then rapidly corrected myself. “No, I obviously do care about it. Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement is massively powerful, and some of the treaty rules they enforce are close to barbaric. Senior Ambassador Elliott warned us the inspection team would be coming here though. My worry is that he didn’t mention anything about a Hive Genex delegation.”

“Senior Ambassador Elliott must have thought we’d realize a Hive Genex delegation would be coming here,” said Lucas. “He’d told us that when Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement’s inspection team arrived at Hive Genex, they invited our Hive to send a delegation to join them. It presumably works the other way around as well.”

“I expect you’re right, but the fact the leader of the Hive Genex delegation has caused serious problems for our Hive in the past is ... ominous.”

“I expect Senior Ambassador Elliott is unhappy about Adversary Aura coming here as well,” said Lucas, “but I can’t believe our Hive has the right to object to Hive Genex’s choice of delegation leader.”

I gave a resigned sigh. “I don’t understand Gold Commander Melisande’s attitude to Senior Ambassador Elliott. Why would she describe him as an obstinately uncooperative man? He seemed perfectly reasonable when we talked to him.”

“I suspect Gold Commander Melisande had a major clash with Senior Ambassador Elliott in the past,” said Lucas. “When I came out of the 2529 Lottery and joined Keith’s Tactical team, I was specifically warned that anything related to Hive Politics was a sensitive area, and should immediately be passed to our Tactical Commander. Read me.”

I linked to the top level of Lucas’s thoughts, and saw the words laid out for me.

Gold Commander Melisande just told us how Adversary Aura took advantage of an issue with one of our Hive’s diplomatic messages to cause problems during some key trade negotiations. Do you remember Senior Ambassador Elliott telling us how Keith had got curious about a Hive Politics situation, went searching through records to find more information, and then interfered with disastrous results?

“You think they were both talking about the same incident?” I asked.

Yes. Keith must have interfered in the Hive Politics negotiations by tampering with an important message. Either deliberately, or through ignorance of Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement’s trading laws, he gave Adversary Aura a chance to wreck our Hive’s negotiations.

I groaned. “We absolutely can’t let Keith wreck our Hive’s compensation claim against Hive Genex.”

I agree. Gold Commander Melisande mustn’t learn about the three people Hive Genex kidnapped over thirty years ago. If Keith saw the information in her mind, especially the fact one of those three people was a borderline telepath, he’d get curious and start searching the Hive Politics records for more details.

“And then we’d be doomed,” I said gloomily.

We’d be totally doomed. Our Hive has to keep records of the exchange of messages between Senior Ambassador Elliott and Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement about our claim. Those messages will naturally include all the details about how our Hive isn’t just making a claim for the original three kidnapped people to be returned, but the eighteen genetic children they’ve had through the Hive Genex duty child programme as well. We both know exactly how Keith would react to the borderline telepath’s twenty-four-year-old eldest son being a true telepath.

I nodded. Keith was currently enjoying the ultimate power of being one of only four working telepaths in the Hive. He’d see the possibility of a new telepath arriving from Hive Genex as a threat that would undermine the strength of his position, and do anything he could to sabotage our Hive’s claim.

I’d used my ability to read authorization and security codes in people’s minds to help me do things like contact other telepaths. If I was Keith, and wanted to destroy our Hive’s chances of getting that new telepath, then I’d ... No! I mustn’t start imagining all the things Keith might do if he discovered the new telepath’s existence.

“Only minutes ago, I was thinking how hard it was keeping secrets,” I said. “We’ll need to keep this secret from Keith and Gold Commander Melisande until Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement makes a decision on our Hive’s compensation claim.”

“And if what Gold Commander Melisande said earlier was right,” said Lucas grimly, “Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement won’t be making that decision for at least another year.”
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Lucas and I walked back to where everyone else was sitting, and my mother looked at us anxiously. “Well?”

“There’s nothing to worry about,” Lucas spoke in the calm Tactical Commander voice included in his imprint, which was designed to build confidence in everyone listening to him. “Amber and I have just been invited to take part in a conference call when our unit reopens after the festival.”

My mother smiled in relief, but Adika was frowning. “What is the conference call about?”

Lucas gave him a pointed look. “I’ll explain that later.”

Adika sighed, and Lucas and I sat down on our blanket again. I picked up my food basket, and munched my way through a series of tiny pastries and fruit whirls, while listening to snippets of three entirely separate conversations. On my left, my mother and Buzz were discussing the latest fashions in clothes. Directly ahead of me, my grandparents and Adika had discovered a common interest in ballroom dancing. On my right, Gregas was still trying to persuade Forge to give him lessons in disarming people.

“I’d never dare to wear a dress with that style of waistline,” said Buzz sadly. “It’s dreadfully unflattering to anyone with even a hint of curves.”

“But we still came second in the waltz,” said my grandfather.

“I could teach you to swim or surf though,” said Forge.

I ate the last fruit whirl from my food basket, put it aside, yawned, and leaned against Lucas’s side.

“I’ve noticed you like wearing red,” said my mother.

“My work is far too demanding for me to enter ballroom competitions these days,” said Adika.

“But I’m supposed to use my time on Teen Level to try out as many different activities as possible,” said Gregas, in a coaxing voice.

I considered telling Gregas to stop nagging Forge about learning combat skills, but decided I’d already made my feelings clear. Gregas might ignore what I’d said, but Forge would follow my orders.

The three conversations seemed to blur together, and then there was a loud burst of laughter. I found that I wasn’t leaning against Lucas any longer, but lying down on a blanket.

“What’s funny?” I asked.

Lucas looked down at me. “You’ve woken up Amber.”

I sat up and blinked bleary eyes. “Nobody woke me. I wasn’t asleep.”

There was another burst of laughter. “Amber, you’ve been asleep for over half an hour,” said Buzz.

My mother gave a scolding shake of her head. “Amber is obviously exhausted. She works far too hard.”

Lucas stood up. “You’re right. Amber does work far too hard. We’d better take her to our temporary apartments before she falls asleep again.”

All the rest of my unit members stood up as well. They began gathering their possessions and stacking the empty food baskets, while Lucas reached down a hand to help me to my feet.

“Are you sure you’ll be comfortable staying in these temporary apartments for the New Year festival?” asked my mother. “You said that the whole corridor of apartments was empty for refurbishment work, so they could be in a terrible state.”

“We shouldn’t have any problems,” I said. “My Senior Administrator arranged for us to have the use of this corridor of apartments so we wouldn’t have to keep travelling to and from our unit. She made a personal visit to check their condition, and said the refurbishment work had been completed except for fitting the comms systems.”

At the mention of my Senior Administrator, my mother gave a puzzled look around our group. “Where is Megan? Isn’t she spending the New Year festival with you, Adika?”

“Megan is expecting her late husband’s twin babies, and felt she should spend the New Year festival with his parents,” said Adika, in a coldly expressionless voice.

My mother was already deeply confused by Adika and Megan’s relationship, and this comment seemed to leave her even more bewildered. “I see. Well, if you and Lucas do find the temporary apartments uncomfortable, Amber, then you should call us at once. My parents are staying in your old bedroom over the New Year festival as usual, but you and Lucas could have Gregas’s old room while he sleeps on the couch.”

“I’m going to stay in the park with the other teens anyway,” said Gregas. “The all-night party will be starting soon.”

“What all-night party?” asked my father. “The revels won’t be starting until after tomorrow’s Circle of Life service.”

“This is an unofficial teen party,” said Gregas.

My grandparents instantly turned to face him. “An unofficial party sounds fun,” said my grandmother eagerly.

“It’s a teen party,” said Gregas pointedly. “Absolutely no adults allowed.”

“But Palma and I are teens at heart,” said my grandfather. “I’m sure no one would mind if we sneaked into the party.”

“I’d mind,” said Gregas. “I’d mind a lot. I know what happens when you two get involved in teen parties.”

“I’ve no idea what you mean,” said my grandmother.

“Amber told me how you behaved during the teen New Year party three years ago,” said Gregas.

I winced. Gregas had a bad habit of thoughtlessly saying things that got me in trouble. I kept hoping he’d grow out of it.

My grandmother was looking reproachfully at me. “You promised not to tell anyone about that, Amber.”

I gave a nervous glance at my mother, and spoke in a carefully virtuous voice. “I didn’t tell anyone about it until Gregas moved to live on Teen Level. At that point, I felt it was my duty as his older sister to warn him about your behaviour.”

My grandmother pouted at me.

My mother gave me a distinctive steely-eyed stare. For the first eighteen years of my life, that stare had meant I was either going to be lectured or interrogated. I didn’t think my mother would lecture me now that I was Level 1, but ...

“Exactly what did your grandparents do during the teen New Year party three years ago, Amber?” she demanded.

I quailed at the tone of her voice, but reminded myself that I was surrounded by bodyguards. “I’m afraid I can’t tell you that.”

I was relieved when my mother just gave me a frustrated look before turning to Gregas. “Exactly what did your grandparents do during the teen New Year party three years ago, Gregas?”

Lucas gave a polite cough. “Amber and I need to go and get some sleep now.”

“That’s right,” I agreed hastily. “I’m very tired indeed.”

Lucas and I waved farewell to my family, and led my unit members towards the eastern exit of the park. Behind us, I heard my mother’s voice take on a strident note as she interrogated my grandparents and Gregas about the incident three years ago. I knew that my grandparents were capable of protesting their innocence for decades, but Gregas would surrender within minutes.

“How tired are you really, Amber?” said Lucas.

I was still feeling embarrassed about falling asleep earlier. “I only said I was tired as an excuse to escape the argument. I’ve been called out on so many night-time emergency runs that I’ve no problem staying up late for the New Year festival.”

We were out of earshot of my mother now, reaching the point where the path was lined with trees. Every New Year festival of my life, the park keeper had linked these trees together with chains of white lights, in the traditional shapes of laughing children holding hands. I was ridiculously pleased to see the same lights were there again now. So many other things in my life had changed during the last year, that this one trivial bit of continuity was reassuring.

Lucas shook his head. “I wasn’t asking how you felt because you’d stayed up late, or even because you’d read Reece’s mind. You were among large crowds of people lining the southbound express belt, and then came to a busy park. Whether you’ve been consciously aware of it or not, you must have been having to work hard telepathically to block all those thoughts, and that’s not just a mental but a physical strain.”

“Oh.” I’d been among similar crowds every New Year festival, so hadn’t even considered that it might be a problem now that Lottery had triggered my telepathic skills. “Well, I am a bit tired.”

“There’ll be an even bigger crowd for the Circle of Life service,” said Lucas anxiously. “I know how much you want to attend the service with your family, but you must tell us at once if you have any difficulties. The Hive can’t afford for you to overstress yourself now.”

“If I have even the slightest problem, then I promise I’ll tell you at once,” I said, “but it’s not as if I’ll be sitting in the middle of a packed crowd of people. Everyone will be spread out around the banked edge of the event area.”

Our group walked on in silence until we reached the park doors and went out into a disconcertingly bright corridor. “I’m not sure it’s a good idea to keep the corridor lights at daytime setting all through the New Year festival,” I said. “I’ve just been completely dazzled.”

“I think the idea is to avoid visitors getting hopelessly lost in the dimly-lit, maze-like corridors of housing warrens,” said Buzz. “Sadly, having the lights at daytime setting just means those visitors get hopelessly lost in the brightly-lit, maze-like corridors instead. I’ll just check where we’re going.”

She took out her dataview, frowned at the screen, and groaned. “Our temporary apartments are in corridor 129 near the eastern side of this housing warren. Should we take the simple but long route around the edge of the housing warren to get there, Amber, or do you know a quicker way?”

“We should be able to go straight ahead along corridor 18, turn right into corridor 20, left into corridor 22, and then take the short cut past the school to reach corridor 120,” I said. “At least, my parents haven’t mentioned any significant corridor alterations recently, so that route should still work.”

Buzz studied her map again. “I can’t see any way to get from corridor 22 to corridor 120.”

I pulled a face. “That’s because the short cut past the school is a bit ... unauthorized.”

Buzz didn’t ask what I meant by that. “So, once we get to corridor 120, we just need to turn right to reach corridor 129?”

“Actually, Hive Water installed a new water booster pump in corridor 93 a few decades ago to fix a pressure issue,” I said. “The extra power drain of that meant Hive Power had to make some changes as well, so the end result is we’ll have to turn left in corridor 120, and then make two right turns to reach corridor 129.”

“I’m not going to ask how installing new equipment in corridor 93 could affect the route from corridor 120 to corridor 129,” said Buzz. “Just lead the way, Amber.”

I laughed, and led our group straight ahead along corridor 18.

“We’re deeply fortunate that wild bees usually head for deserted areas of the Hive to hide from nosy patrols,” said Forge cheerfully. “It would be far harder to hunt them down if they stayed in their confusing home housing warrens.”

We arrived at a crossway, and turned right into corridor 20. “The ridiculous thing is that there aren’t any of these complications on Teen Level,” said Buzz. “The corridors there are all laid out and numbered perfectly sensibly.”

“On most accommodation levels of the Hive, it’s a nightmare getting a whole corridor of apartments empty at the same time to carry out essential refurbishment and maintenance work,” said Dillon. “People hate the disruption of moving out and then moving back in again later, so there are endless arguments. You end up having to work around someone who stubbornly refuses to move. Then they keep complaining about things like not having any running water or their lights flickering on and off.”

“If that comment is aimed at me,” said Adika, “then I explained why I couldn’t move out of my apartment during the installation of the water pipes for the unit’s new animal and bird area. The main unit security controls are in my apartment.”

Dillon gave him the understandably nervous look of someone aware that Adika wasn’t just over a foot taller than him, and twice his weight, but trained to be lethal in every form of combat. “I was just repeating an example from my imprint to explain that it’s hard to get a single corridor of apartments empty, and virtually impossible to empty entire blocks of corridors. Sizeable equipment installations end up being wedged into silly places. After a century or two of alterations, things get all muddly.”

Dillon’s face took on a dreamy expression. “Teen Level is a wonderful place for maintenance workers though. Each corridor gets emptied once every five years when the resident teens go into Lottery, and you’ve got weeks to refurbish the rooms and carry out minor maintenance before the next wave of teens move in.”

He shrugged. “Even if you need to do something that drastically affects an entire block of corridors, it isn’t a problem. You can just inform Accommodation Services, and they order the teens to move to different rooms for as long as necessary. That means there aren’t any mad rushes to get maintenance work done while someone is feeding the birds in the park, or ...”

Buzz gave an urgent cough, and Dillon lapsed into guilty silence.

I stopped walking to give him a wounded look. “You could just tell me if you need extra time to mend something in my apartment.”

“No, no, Amber,” said Dillon hastily. “Everyone in the unit knows it’s vital for you to get uninterrupted sleep and relaxation time after emergency runs, to help you get rid of the echoes of your target’s minds. That’s going to be even more important now that Morton’s unit will be closed until Carnival.”

I began walking again, unnerved that even my unit’s maintenance staff were worried about Morton’s unit closing. “I should be spending a lot of relaxation time in the new animal and bird area from now on.”

“Yes, all the alteration work on your pavilion should have been completed by the time we’re back at the unit,” said Dillon eagerly.

I blinked in alarm. “What alteration work? I don’t want anyone changing my beautiful pavilion.”

Lucas laughed. “Your pavilion isn’t being changed, just having some minor improvements like installing a larger kitchen unit. Buzz’s original idea was that the new area, filled with the restful minds of contented animals and birds, would help you recover from emergency runs. The pavilion was placed at its centre, so you could rest there in comfort for a few hours.”

He paused. “But the animal and bird area has turned out to be far more helpful than we expected. You’ve made the key step forward of cleansing your mind of the echoes of your targets in there instead of having to leave the Hive. The pavilion improvements will allow you to stay there for longer periods when you’re under extreme stress.”

We reached the next crossway, and I turned left into corridor 22. I was torn between thinking that improving the pavilion was a good idea, and worrying that Lucas clearly believed I’d be under extreme stress while Morton’s unit was closed.

“It’s very kind of everyone to arrange these things to help me,” I said aloud.

As a borderline telepath, Buzz could only get vague insights into people’s feelings, and even those insights didn’t work on a true telepath like me. She must have realized something was wrong from the tone of my voice though, because she firmly changed the subject.

“Amber, your parents are quiet, dutiful citizens, and seem very conscious of you being Level 1. I assumed your grandparents would be the same. I was worried they’d be overwhelmed by spending the New Year festival with so many high level people, but ... They’ve adjusted remarkably quickly.”

“My grandparents were obviously stunned when I came out of Lottery as Level 1,” I said. “My family normally meets up at my parents’ apartment every few weeks, but Lucas and I have been so busy that we’ve only managed to get to two of those meetings. At the first one, my grandparents were unnaturally quiet in front of my bodyguards.”

“That’s perfectly understandable,” said Buzz sympathetically, “and especially if Adika was leading the Bodyguard team himself. Given how much he scares me, your grandparents must have been utterly terrified of him.”

Adika glowered at her, and deliberately used her official name rather than her nickname. “I hadn’t noticed any signs of you being scared of me, Simone.”

Buzz gave him a teasing smile. “I do my best not to shake with fear in your presence, Adika, but it’s often a struggle.”

Adika gave a despairing sigh, and I hurried on with my explanation. “Anyway, my grandparents were starting to adjust to the situation by the second family meeting, and now it’s the New Year festival, which makes a huge difference. My grandparents always take full advantage of the traditional New Year festival, with its mixing of people from every level.”

“It’s good that your grandparents are happy spending time with us,” said Buzz.

“It’s mostly good,” I said thoughtfully. “Now they’re feeling more relaxed about mixing with Level 1 people, my grandmother will probably try to make Adika dance with her in the revels.”

“I would be honoured to dance with your grandmother, Amber. So long as she doesn’t find me too terrifying.” Adika threw an aggrieved glance at Buzz.

“And there’s the complicating factor of how my mother will react when she learns the full details of the teen mud battle three years ago,” I added gloomily.

“You mean that your grandparents joined in with this mud battle?” asked Forge.

“I mean that my grandparents organized the mud battle.” I shuddered at the memory. “Fortunately, the park keeper had already had years of experience coping with my grandparents, so he didn’t blame me for not controlling them.”

“I’m surprised that Lottery assigned people as ... exuberant as your grandparents to manufacturing dataviews,” said Buzz. “Surely that work requires painstaking attention to boring details.”

“My grandparents don’t actually manufacture the dataviews,” I said. “Their job is testing the new Teen Level models. My grandparents are really good at doing unexpected things that make the dataviews go wrong.”

I could see the school ahead of us, so I lifted my hand in a warning gesture. “Everyone has to be very quiet now, because we’re approaching the dangerous bit of our journey.”

Adika looked urgently around. “What’s the danger here, Amber?”

“The danger is that the route past the school should technically only be used by people visiting the school administration office. We’ll have to sneak past the office in total silence, or my old headteacher will come running out, shout at us, and send messages of complaint to all our parents.”

“Your headteacher can’t send a message of complaint to my parents,” said Lucas cheerfully. “I’ve carefully avoided looking up their details since they dumped me, so I don’t know how to contact them myself. Besides, your old headteacher won’t be at the school now, but celebrating the New Year on their own home level or with their relatives.”

I grimaced. “You can’t be sure of that. Headteacher Regan is really dedicated.”

Adika laughed. “You’ve no need to worry, Amber. If this Headteacher Regan comes running out, my Strike team members and I will fight off the attack.”

“You wouldn’t be laughing if you’d met her,” I said darkly. “Headteacher Regan could frighten the hunter of souls and his demon pack into running away.”

“Your Headteacher Regan sounds nearly as bad as my parents,” said Buzz sympathetically. “They’re both imprinted as teachers, and just need to look at people to freeze them with fear.”

“Exactly,” I said. “We aren’t taking any foolish risks here. Everyone will sneak past the school administration office in total silence, and that’s an order!”

Everyone dutifully sneaked past the school administration office and reached the safety of corridor 120. One left turn and two right turns later, I pointed triumphantly at a corridor sign. “Corridor 129!”

“And we didn’t get lost at all,” said Buzz joyfully. “Well done, Amber! Now Megan’s list of apartment assignments said that Amber and Lucas would be in apartment 5, with Adika opposite them in apartment ...”

Buzz was interrupted by a dataview chiming and turned to look reproachfully at Lucas.

“Sorry.” Lucas took his dataview out of his pocket, tapped at it, and a holo of Beckett’s head appeared in midair.

“Hello, Beckett,” said Lucas, in a resigned voice. “Does Gold Commander Melisande want to speak to Amber and me again?”

“No, Lucas,” said Beckett. “We now have an emergency in area 510/6090 of Level 100.”

The rest of us exchanged anxious glances, and gathered around Lucas to listen to the conversation.

“What’s happened on Level 100?” asked Lucas.

“There have been no new developments at that location,” said Beckett, “but I have gathered additional information that shows the pipe cleaning robot issue could be far more significant than we believed. When I talked to Reece, he described his robots as having periods of very distinctive spinning motion, and there are only five records of prior incidents this century where pipe cleaning robots showed the same pattern of abnormal behaviour. Three of those incidents were related to the activities of wild bees, but two were due to contamination by toxic materials.”

“Toxic materials!” repeated Lucas sharply.

Beckett nodded. “Hive protocols dictate that we should send a Hazard Response team to carry out in-depth checks of the suspect area, but if the problem is actually due to a wild bee, then we would endanger the lives of the Hazard Response team members. However, if we send in a telepath and their Strike team to check the suspect area for a wild bee, and the problem is actually due to contamination by toxic materials, then we’d endanger the lives of the telepath and their Strike team.”

“So we’d need to use both a Hazard Response team and a telepath’s Strike team to deal with this situation,” said Lucas. “How critical is it that the hazard checks are made immediately?”

“Lucas, area 510/6090 of Level 100 contains the air purification plant supplying air to one hundred thousand people,” said Beckett. “The people breathing that air currently include you, Amber, and the rest of our unit members visiting area 510/6120.”
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I gasped. “You mean that our air could be contaminated? Waste that!”

Adika was urgently sniffing the air. “I can’t smell anything odd, but we need to get Amber clear of this area.”

Crista pulled some sort of mini scanner from her pocket. “My imprint is for a doctor specializing in injury and emergency treatment, so it includes some general hazard information. You wouldn’t be able to smell some air problems.”

She adjusted the scanner and started waving it around, while Adika looked impatiently at Lucas. “We need to get Amber clear of this area,” he repeated.

“There can’t be an air problem here,” said Lucas. “Remember what we were taught in school. There’s continuous quality monitoring of the air and water being pumped around the Hive. If the air coming from Level 100 area 510/6090 was contaminated, Hive Air would know about it long before it reached us here on Level 27, and shut down the suspect air purification plant.”

“I suppose that’s true,” said Adika grudgingly.

“I’m not detecting any problems with our air right now,” confirmed Crista, “but we still need to make sure the hazard checks on Level 100 are carried out immediately. If toxins reach the air purification plant, it could take weeks to decontaminate it properly. That would mean Hive Emergency Services has to move everyone out of the affected areas, and any large-scale evacuation in Blue Zone would awaken everyone’s traumatic memories of the great power cut. We could have a major panic on our hands, and panicking crowds lead to accidents.”

“I agree that the hazard checks need to be carried out immediately,” said Lucas. “Calling in a Hazard Response team won’t be difficult, because there are always emergency teams on standby. The problem will be getting a telepath and their Strike team. I know Sapphire’s unit is still in their mandatory twenty-four hour recovery period after their last emergency run. What’s the current status of Mira’s unit, Beckett?”

“Mira and her Strike team are currently in pursuit of a target in Purple Zone,” said Beckett, “but Keith’s unit could respond.”

Everyone groaned.

“Keith’s Telepath Unit is half the Hive away from here,” I said. “We’re virtually on the scene already, so it would be much simpler to deal with this ourselves.”

“Amber, are you seriously suggesting that we go on an emergency run with a Strike team of only eight men including Forge and me?” asked Adika incredulously.

I shrugged. “We wouldn’t be going on an emergency run. We’d just be doing a basic check run, going somewhere close to area 510/6090 of Level 100, and letting me spend a few minutes scanning it for a wild bee hiding inside pipes or other equipment. That’s bound to be simpler than calling in Keith. The Hive rules on preventing telepaths meeting mean that if Keith brings his Strike team anywhere near here, then we’d have to retreat to at least half a zone away until he’s gone.”

“Amber is right,” said Lucas. “The best way for us to deal with this situation is to go to area 510/6090, take a lift down to Level 96 or 97, and let Amber scan the levels below us while a Hazard Response team runs tests for contamination. We’d obviously need to take the precaution of wearing hazard suits, but we should be able to keep Amber safely inside a lift through the whole run.”

Adika made a low grumbling noise. “A check run will only be simple if Amber doesn’t find a target. What happens if she does discover a wild bee? A Strike team of eight men isn’t anywhere near enough to both adequately bodyguard Amber and chase a target around Level 100.”

“If we discover that the problem was caused by a wild bee tampering with the robots, and there are no toxic materials involved, then the situation becomes far less worrying,” said Lucas. “If Amber confirms that the wild bee has only been indulging in a little quiet sabotage to defend a nest, and hasn’t progressed to the stage of being actively violent, then we could leave the situation to be dealt with after the New Year festival. If the wild bee has progressed to being actively violent, we might have to call for Keith and his Strike team after all.”

“I’m not happy about this plan,” said Adika. “Even the most straightforward check runs can go horribly wrong, because wild bees are dangerously unpredictable.”

“I’m not ecstatic about this plan either,” said Lucas grimly, “but I’m convinced that Keith is a greater threat to us than any wild bee, and I’m deeply suspicious about a problem happening while Amber’s celebrating the New Year festival with her family. What if Keith has arranged this to let him get close to Amber? He knows she’s in a vulnerable situation, several zones away from the safety of her unit, and with only a few men guarding her.”

Adika raised his eyebrows. “You think that Keith might try to trick his Strike team into breaking the telepath separation rules and attacking us? His Tactical Commander must surely have enough sense to stop Keith doing that.”

“Gaius might not be able to stop Keith doing that,” said Lucas bitterly. “Remember what happened when Tobias turned wild bee. Keith used Gaius’s identity to set Tobias free to attack us, and we were deeply fortunate the situation ended with only one Strike team member being seriously injured rather than multiple deaths. I know that Keith’s apologized since then, and claims to be a reformed character now, but do any of us believe that?”

“I don’t believe that Keith has reformed any more than I believe he can fly,” said Adika.

There was a chorus of agreement from everyone, including me. Despite the future favour I’d promised Keith, I was sure he’d break our peace agreement the moment it suited him, and something was terrifying me. None of my unit members knew the reason our Hive had a strict rule that telepaths must never meet, but Morton had entrusted me with the secret.

If two telepaths met, and one attempted to read the mind of the other, then an uncontrollable defensive reaction could lock both of them into a mental combat to the death. Long ago, that situation had happened in our Hive, with one malicious telepath deliberately attempting to kill their rival. Their Strike teams had physically fought to the death as well, each trying to kill the opposing telepath to save their own.

I knew that no telepath had ever told Keith about that past disaster, but I was worried he could have learned it from some obscure Hive records. The information had to be held somewhere, and Keith had a bad habit of prying into secrets.

I made a split-second decision. I’d been having nightmares where Keith trapped me into a mental combat with him. I needed to do everything possible to protect myself and my Strike team from that horror.

“Sapphire has been refusing to take over any of Keith’s targets for years,” I said. “I’m fully aware that her refusal has cost lives, but the Tobias incident has convinced me that we need to do the same thing. Keith mustn’t be allowed anywhere near me and my Strike team.”

“I agree,” said Lucas. “If Keith did manage to bring his Strike team close to us, he could take over Gaius’s identity again, change the codes to block Gaius himself from the comms, and then tell his Strike team some fantasy situation to trick them into attacking us.”

He paused. “I’ll formally notify Gold Commander Melisande and the other Tactical Commanders that our unit won’t engage in any target handovers with Keith or allow him anywhere near Amber, whatever the reason. If we do have to call Keith in to deal with a wild bee here, then we’re going to start heading south before he even leaves his unit, and we won’t stop until we’re in Violet Zone.”

He gave me an apologetic look. “Amber, I’d also want us to take your parents, grandparents, and brother south with us. I realize doing that would alarm them and ruin everyone’s New Year festival break, but I don’t think we have any choice. Keith could make some sort of attack on them rather than directly on you.”

I gave a reluctant nod of agreement. I hadn’t expected Lucas to suggest such extreme safety measures for my family, but he was right that they were necessary.

Lucas glanced around our group. “If anyone thinks I’m overreacting, they’re welcome to say so, but I’m not going to change my mind about this. I spent three years working for Keith, so I know exactly how malicious he can be.”

Beckett’s holo face frowned, and he spoke in what was a startlingly forceful voice for him. “I agree with Lucas. Keith is a destructive person, and we need to protect anyone likely to be targeted by him.”

“I don’t think it would be an overreaction to take Amber’s family with us to Violet Zone,” said Buzz. “In fact, in that situation I’d suggest asking Hive Defence to have an aircraft on standby in the Violet Zone aircraft hangar. If there was any hint of Keith following us south, we could fly everyone to our Hive’s sea farm.”

Adika seemed to forget his grievance over Buzz teasing him, and gave her an approving look. “That’s an excellent suggestion. Megan told me that when Keith came out of Lottery, he had less than the standard conditioned fear of the world outside the Hive, so coped well with his training at our abandoned seed Hive and the flight back to the main Hive. Later on though, Keith became more paranoid about Outside, so there’s no danger of him getting into an aircraft and following us to the sea farm.”

“I agree,” said Lucas. “Keith doesn’t have such an uncontrollable fear of Outside as Morton, but he definitely couldn’t travel in an aircraft without being sedated.”

I pulled a doubtful face. “The problem is that we couldn’t take my family to the sea farm. Gregas might be willing to go flying in an aircraft Outside, so long as the windows were covered. My parents and grandparents would be just as scared as Keith though.”

“I could sedate all your family members for the flight to the sea farm,” said Crista.

I opened my mouth to object to the idea of casually sedating my entire family, but Lucas was already talking. “We have a provisional plan then. Beckett, please activate our unit’s crystal comms. Coral, can you message the rest of the Liaison team members, and ask if any of them are able to join the crystal comms and help support us during the check run?”

While Lucas was giving orders, everyone else reached into their pocket, produced a crystal unit, and put it in their ear. I began checking the pockets of my festival dress, and realized there was no chance of finding a crystal unit in them just as Adika handed one to me.

“Thank you,” I said, and put the crystal unit in my ear.

Coral waved her dataview at Lucas. “I’ve messaged everyone on the Liaison team, and they should be joining the comms within the next minute or two.”

“Excellent,” said Lucas. “Hallie, can you ...?”

“I’ve already messaged the rest of the Tactical team,” Hallie interrupted him.

“I want Liaison to arrange for a Hazard Response team to go to a bank of express lifts in area 510/6090,” continued Lucas. “They should descend to Level 96, carry out contamination checks, and then await our arrival before descending further.”

I turned on my crystal unit just as Coral repeated Lucas’s instructions on the crystal comms. Her words were followed by a high-pitched screeching that made me wince and turn down the volume of my ear crystal.

“We’ll need hazard suits delivered to our temporary apartments for our Strike team members, Amber, and me,” added Lucas.

Coral repeated that on the crystal comms as well. I’d been going to ask Lucas why he wasn’t speaking on the crystal comms himself, but I was distracted by him requesting his own hazard suit.

“You’re planning to come with us on this check run, Lucas?” I asked anxiously. “It’s not going to be a standard run.”

“And that’s precisely why I want to come with you,” said Lucas. “I’m normally in the Tactical office during a run, surrounded by my team members, and with a mass of equipment for monitoring and assessing events. If I wait around in a random empty apartment, I’ll be making decisions based on minimal information. That’s asking for trouble when we’ve got a seriously understrength Strike team heading into a totally unpredictable situation.”

He grimaced. “We could find there’s genuine contamination by toxic materials on Level 100. We could find a wild bee in the early development stages. We could find a wild bee that’s already lethally dangerous. We could well find absolutely nothing. If the problem on Level 100 was caused by a wild bee, then that wild bee is quite likely to be somewhere else at the moment, joining in New Year celebrations with family or friends.”

“That last suggestion is definitely possible,” said Adika. “This check run could end up achieving nothing at all.”

“We may not find a wild bee,” said Lucas, “but we should crucially be able to confirm or eliminate the toxic materials theory. I’m not going to make Amber do more check runs during what’s supposed to be her break, so the Liaison team will need to supply us with twenty of Hive Defence’s surveillance cameras.”

Hallie gave him a shocked look. “You’re planning to use surveillance cameras inside the Hive, Lucas? But it’s a basic rule that we never do that. You can either use surveillance cameras, or you can make people believe that the nosies patrolling the Hive are all genuine telepaths, but you can’t do both at once. There’s no credible reason to use surveillance cameras when telepaths are constantly checking minds for guilty thoughts.”

Lucas smiled. “I was about to add that we’ll need some customized signs printed, that warn of maintenance work starting and say hazard suits will be mandatory due to potential toxic contamination. That will mean nosies can’t patrol the area because they wouldn’t fit into human-shaped hazard suits.”

“That’s an utterly brilliant idea, Lucas,” said Hallie, in an awed voice.

Lucas laughed. “If we’re going to have to call in a Hazard Response team, and wear hazard suits ourselves during this run, then we might as well use the situation to our advantage. If we don’t find any explanation at all for the problem with the robots, then we’ll put up our warning signs and surveillance cameras around the area, and I’ll ask Beckett to keep an eye on what’s happening down there.”

Coral repeated Lucas’s requests on the crystal comms, then there was another screech, followed by the voice of my Liaison team leader, Nicole. Most posts in my unit had been filled by people coming out of Lottery with me, but my team leaders had needed to have actual working experience as well as imprinted knowledge. Adika had arrived with seventeen years of Strike team experience, and Megan with thirteen years in Admin roles, while Lucas’s brilliance had meant he’d been appointed with the minimum three years of experience on a Tactical team. Problems with my original Liaison team leader had meant Nicole was thrust into the Liaison team leader role when she was only one year out of Lottery though. Her voice always held an uncertain note, and now it was even more obvious than usual.

“Estimated time for requested item delivery is fifteen to twenty minutes. We should be able to get the surveillance cameras sent over from the Hive Defence stores at the Blue Zone aircraft hangar. My deputy, Akiko, is currently on Law Enforcement’s Level 20, so she can print the customized signs for us. The biggest problem is getting the right type of hazard suits in the correct sizes.”

Coral repeated that for Lucas’s benefit, while Nicole continued talking on the crystal comms. “Beckett, can you please try to work out what’s causing the screeching noise on the crystal comms?”

“I’m already running diagnostics,” said Beckett. “The problem seems to be external to our unit systems.”

“Can we have an equipment status check now?” asked Adika. “All of my Strike team members except Forge were expecting to be bodyguarding Amber, so they should already be wearing body armour under their festival clothes, and have their guns and other equipment with them.”

There were hasty nods from the Strike team members.

“And I naturally put on body armour and brought my equipment when I came here,” said Forge virtuously. “Whether I was officially on bodyguarding duty or not, I had to be prepared to defend Amber.”

Adika gave him an approving look. “Amber, do you have suitable clothes, body armour, and your other emergency run equipment in your luggage?”

“I’ve no idea,” I confessed. “I never do my own packing.”

“When Megan decided she wouldn’t be spending the New Year festival with us,” said Buzz, “she sent me enough notes on temporary apartments, luggage, and extra details to cover the entire history of the Hive. Just give me a moment.”

Buzz tapped rapidly at her dataview. “Amber’s luggage should be waiting for her in the main bedroom of apartment 5, and everything she needs for the check run will be in the red bag.”

“Good.” Adika turned to face Lucas, folded his arms, and spoke in a gloatingly amused voice. “What about you, Lucas?”

Lucas cringed in embarrassment. “I’m not too sure what I packed for this trip. I may need to borrow a few things.”

“A few things including a crystal unit?” asked Adika.

“Well, yes,” admitted Lucas.

Adika shook his head sadly. “A Tactical Commander forgetting his crystal unit is even worse than a Strike team member forgetting his gun. I’ll discuss this with you later.”

“Would it make a difference if I point out that I’m the Tactical Commander in charge of unit operations, and therefore your boss?”

“Has it ever made a difference before?” asked Adika.

“No, but Gideon has been training me to speak to people using full sentences and projecting more authority.”

“The first is working,” said Adika. “The second isn’t.”

Forge silently held out a crystal unit to Lucas.

“Thank you.” Lucas put the crystal unit in his ear and turned it on. “I’m now on the crystal comms, everyone. Did I miss anything?”

“You missed some annoying random screeching, and the Tactical team members making bets on how long it would be before you confessed you’d forgotten your ear crystal,” said Gideon’s voice.

Lucas sighed. “I assume Emili won.”

“She did.” Gideon’s words were followed by another screech on the comms.

“What else do you need to borrow, Lucas?” asked Adika.

“Actually, I may not have packed anything at all. I was distracted worrying about the New Year, and ...”

Buzz interrupted him. “Lucas’s luggage should also be in the main bedroom of apartment 5. According to Megan’s notes, when our luggage was being sent down in the freight lift to be shipped across to the temporary apartments, she noticed Lucas hadn’t packed a bag. Her new deputy, Nora, packed Lucas’s ordinary clothes in the grey bag, and everything he needs for an emergency or check run in the identical grey bag with a slightly scratched handle. Nora says that you’re in urgent need of some new socks, Lucas.”

“I bought some new socks just after our unit went operational,” protested Lucas.

“Clearly not enough of them,” said Buzz. “Nora also suggests that you get a bag that isn’t grey to make it easier to find your emergency and check run equipment in this type of situation.”

Lucas groaned. “Amber and I will now go to apartment 5 and change into our body armour and appropriate clothes. Strike team will be moving as soon as we’ve got Amber into a hazard suit.”

“We’ll also need to fit Amber with a blood oxygen alarm in case of a fault with her hazard suit air supply,” said Crista. “That problem would be immediately obvious with most people, but Amber is usually sitting down with her eyes closed when she’s working.”

“Excellent point,” said Lucas. “Strike team will be moving as soon as we’ve got Amber fitted with a blood oxygen alarm and into her hazard suit.”
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Twenty minutes later, the Strike team, Lucas, and I were walking at crawling speed down corridor 129. We were all wearing bright red hazard suits with the hoods down. The hazard suits looked rather like maintenance overalls, but were much bulkier, included boots and gloves, and were appallingly heavy.

Adika paused at the end of the corridor. “Amber, are you sure we just need to turn right here to escape from this housing warren?”

“I’m perfectly sure.”

Adika turned right. “The maddening screeching on the crystal comms seems to have stopped at last. Does that mean you found out what was causing it, Beckett?”

“Yes,” said Beckett’s voice on the crystal comms. “The screeching was caused by signal interference from another Telepath Unit running an encrypted crystal comms on too similar a frequency to ours.”

“I thought there were automated checks to prevent that happening,” said Lucas.

“There are automated checks on Telepath Unit official crystal comms,” said Beckett. “However, Morton’s unit has now closed in preparation for his surgery. Morton will be undergoing his preliminary surgery on the day after the New Year festival, then have a recovery period of at least ten days, and finally have his main transplant surgery. Some of his unit members are running an unofficial crystal comms for mutual support during this time.”

“So, how did you deal with the signal interference issue?” asked Lucas.

“While our Telepath Unit’s official crystal comms for a check run would normally take priority over an unofficial comms, I remembered one of Keith’s runs encountered a similar situation. After two of Sapphire’s Beta Strike team were killed by the vast fire in Burgundy Zone, Sapphire was catatonic for several days, and her unit was running an unofficial comms.”

Like the Blue Zone power cut, the Burgundy Zone fire was one of the disastrous events that had happened when there’d only been four Telepath Units battling to keep order in the Hive. I vividly remembered Lucas telling me how Sapphire’s Beta Strike team had been caught in that fire. Everyone on Chase team duties had been trapped, encircled by flames, with Sapphire trying to use her telepathic skills to guide them to safety. She’d managed to save most of her team, and was still stubbornly linked to the minds of the last two when the flames reached them.

Lucas had said that Sapphire refused to touch any case involving firebugs or fire since then, but he hadn’t mentioned anything about her being catatonic for days. I’d been repeatedly warned that I must never read a person’s thoughts at the moment of their death, and never had the courage to ask what would happen if I did. Perhaps this was my answer.

“Gaius chose to waive the rules and move the official crystal comms to another frequency in that case,” said Beckett. “I decided to follow that precedent now.”

“An excellent decision,” said Lucas. “If the crystal comms is working properly now, we can finally do the start of run checklist.”

“Limited capacity Strike team is moving,” said Adika, in a disapproving voice.

“Tactical is at ready status,” said Beckett.

“Liaison is ready,” said Nicole, “but you’ll have already noticed we’re depending on Beckett to run the crystal comms, and I’ve no idea about tracking status at all.”

She hesitated before continuing. “The problem is that I’m staying with my sister for the New Year festival. My two-year-old nephew insisted on trying all sixteen types of ice cream on offer at the park earlier. When we got back to the apartment, he was gloriously sick over the apartment comms unit, and seems to have terminally damaged it. That means I’m having to work using only my dataview, and it can’t handle the tracking feed as well as all the Liaison coordination links.”

“Tracking status is green here on the Tactical office main screen,” said Beckett helpfully.

My hands were clumsy inside my hazard suit gloves, so I needed two attempts to bring up the familiar tracking display on my dataview. I was instantly struck by how few glowing dots there were compared to a standard run, and then I saw something odd.

“My dataview is showing the ten dots that are our group,” I said, “but there are an extra two dots quite a distance away.”

“That’s Penn and me,” said Jalen’s voice on the comms. “We were both in Blue Zone visiting our families when Adika told us about the check run, so we volunteered to join you. We’re fully equipped, collected hazard suits on our way, and are now riding an express belt towards the meeting point lifts. However, Adika is aware that we’ll arrive there at least five minutes after you.”

“I’d never consider delaying a run because Strike team members were late arriving,” said Adika defensively, “but this is an entirely different situation. Jalen and Penn aren’t late, they’ve been called in as reinforcements for a desperately understrength Strike team, so I feel we should wait for them to join us.”

“Definitely,” said Lucas.

“Adding Jalen and Penn to the team lists now,” said Nicole.

I wondered briefly how much choice Jalen and Penn had had about volunteering to join us, decided ruefully that they’d probably had none at all, and then tapped the circuit button on my dataview. Even with the addition of Jalen and Penn, the circuit display had a worryingly low number of names, and everyone including Lucas was currently listed as Bodyguard team.

“We are green,” I completed the checklist. “Jalen and Penn, I’m sorry this run interrupted your family time, but I very much appreciate you joining us.”

“It’s not a problem,” said Jalen. “My aunts were already having the annual argument about the broken vase, so I’m delighted to escape.”

“And my parents work in Law Enforcement themselves,” said Penn, “so they’re fully aware of the importance of our work.”

“That’s good,” I said. “At this point, I must reluctantly admit that Adika was right when he said I’d find it too tiring to walk in this hazard suit.”

Adika picked me up, and our group started moving at a much faster speed.

“How can these suits be so heavy?” I asked. “Is the material made out of rocks?”

“This model of suit is especially heavy because of the radiation shielding in the lining,” said Adika.

I blinked. “I thought we were expecting to be dealing with toxic materials rather than radiation.”

“Nobody seems to know what’s causing the problem on Level 100,” said Nicole, “so we supplied you with the Hive’s best broad-range protection hazard suits.”

I turned to see how Lucas was managing now our group was moving faster, and saw he was easily keeping up. “You’re coping with wearing a hazard suit much better than me, Lucas.”

“I’ve worn this model of suit a couple of times when I was on check runs with Keith,” said Lucas. “I’d better warn everyone that I can manage walking speed, but only a slow shuffling run, and there’s no hope of me climbing ladders.”

“Neither you nor Amber will be doing any running or climbing ladders,” said Adika firmly. “Both of you will be staying in the lift throughout this check run, and if we get into trouble that lift will immediately head up to Level 27.”

“I agree that Amber should stay in the lift throughout this run,” said Lucas, “but I may decide I’m better placed elsewhere.”

“The minimum acceptable staffing level for a Strike team is seventeen members,” said Adika, in a voice of steel. “Adding Jalen and Penn only brings us to ten. I’ve agreed to break all the rules and do this check run anyway, because you’ve convinced me it’s less dangerous than calling on Keith’s Telepath Unit for assistance, but the safety of both Amber and you is my responsibility. You will both stay in the lift at all times, or I’m reporting the situation to Gold Commander Melisande.”

“My attempt to change my leadership style and speak with more authority seems to be a failure,” said Lucas plaintively.

“It is an abject, utter, and total failure,” said Adika. “I don’t understand why you’d suddenly want to change your leadership style anyway.”

“There’s been some criticism of it,” said Lucas, “so I thought I’d experiment with a few changes.”

Emili spoke on the crystal comms. “As your deputy, Lucas, I’d like to point out that Adika may complain about your lack of dignity, but he just said that he’s agreed to break all the standard rules and do this check run because you’ve convinced him it’s our least dangerous option. Adika has absolute trust in your ability and judgement. We all do. Your leadership style may be unconventional, but you’ve no need to change it because it works.”

“Of course Lucas doesn’t need to change his leadership style,” I said indignantly. “Who suggested that he should? Gold Commander Melisande?”

“Gold Commander Melisande has enough sense not to meddle with a Telepath Unit that’s achieving brilliant results,” said Emili, in an aggrieved voice. “It’s Mira’s Tactical Commander, Roden, who has been giving Lucas what he claims is helpful advice from someone older and more experienced. In my opinion though, Roden is actually criticizing Lucas because he’s jealous of him becoming a Tactical Commander at such a young age.”

I already had a grudge against Mira’s Tactical Commander over some advice he’d given to Lucas, and was furious to hear he’d been interfering again. “Emili, please send Roden a message from me,” I said icily. “Tell him that if he makes any further attempts to interfere in either my love life or the running of my unit, then I’ll make a formal complaint to Gold Commander Melisande.”

I paused. “I suppose it might be going a bit far to tell Roden to go and waste himself.”

There were some startled gasps on the crystal comms. “Please let me deal with Roden myself, Amber,” said Lucas hastily.

“You already tried dealing with Roden during the last Joint Tactical Meeting,” said Emili, “and he just grabbed the chance to give you a patronizing public lecture on accepting constructive criticism. That didn’t just undermine your confidence, but your status with the other Telepath Unit Tactical Commanders as well.”

Lucas groaned. “I realize that I made a complete mess of the last Joint Tactical Meeting. I was falling apart because of my fears about the New Year, and let Roden verbally stamp all over me. I’m fully recovered now though, and it’s much better if I deal with Roden myself. Escalating the situation to involve Amber could mean Mira gets drawn into defending Roden. With Morton’s unit closing until Carnival, and Keith being even more dangerously unpredictable than usual, we must keep working smoothly with both Mira and Sapphire’s units.”

“That’s true,” I admitted.

“Now that I’m thinking clearly again, it’s obvious that I should just thank Roden for his concern and say that I’ll be consulting Gaius on these matters,” Lucas continued. “I can make the perfectly valid argument that I worked for Gaius for three years, so he has in-depth knowledge of all my strengths and weaknesses. Far more importantly though, Roden will back down the second I mention involving Gaius.”

I frowned. “He will? Why?”

“Roden will never challenge Gaius on anything,” said Lucas, “because Gaius was Mira’s original Tactical Commander.”

I blinked. “I didn’t know that. How did Roden end up taking over? I can’t believe that Roden is a better Tactical Commander than Gaius.”

“Gaius is one of the Hive’s handful of truly gifted Tactical Commanders,” said Lucas, “and Roden definitely isn’t, but there’s an extra factor in this case. Gaius has always followed the standard approach of questioning his own decisions and encouraging his Tactical team to make alternative suggestions. Mira found the doubts and debates about multiple tactics unnerving though, so Gaius decided to bring in Roden to take over his position.”

Lucas pulled a face. “Roden’s belief that he knows better than anyone else can be annoying to other people, and he makes more mistakes than Gaius, but Mira finds Roden’s self-confidence deeply reassuring. She finds it easier to concentrate on her telepathy when he’s in charge, so the end result is that her unit is more successful.”

“So, what did Gaius do after that?” I asked.

“He returned to his previous post as a deputy Tactical team leader until Keith came out of Lottery,” said Lucas.

I grimaced. “Does Gaius regret his decision?”

“I’m sure Gaius would have found it much more pleasant staying with Mira than having to struggle with Keith,” said Lucas, “but he doesn’t regret making the decision that was best for the Hive. Anyway, my point is that Roden knows he’d never have got his Tactical Commander position if Gaius hadn’t literally handed it to him.”

We finally reached the junction between our corridor and a much wider one with a belt running along it. “We’ve escaped the housing warren and reached civilization!” said Forge jubilantly.

Adika led our group onto the belt, and then put me down on my own feet. “I don’t consider this civilization,” he grumbled. “This is only a medium speed belt.”

“This may only be a medium speed belt,” said Nicole briskly, “but it takes you directly to the meeting point bank of express lifts. Liaison has locked lifts 1 and 2 for priority usage. Lift 1 is positioned on Level 27 ready for you, and the Hazard Response team are waiting inside lift 2 on Level 96. If anyone else wants to use one of that bank of lifts, they’ll have to wait for lift 3, but there shouldn’t be much lift traffic at this time of night during the New Year festival.”

Only a couple of minutes later, we jumped belt and went into lift 1. I was used to setting out on emergency runs from my unit, where the Strike team raced to reach the lift ahead of me, and it started moving as soon as the doors closed behind me. It felt strange to have the lift doors stay open waiting for Jalen and Penn.

Adika was clearly frustrated by having to wait around in the lift. “Jalen and Penn, status report,” he demanded, on the crystal comms.

“We’ve just left the nearest express belt, and are running to join you,” gasped Jalen’s voice. “Incoming in five minutes.”

“There’s no rush for Jalen and Penn to get here,” said Lucas, “because we have to discuss some details before we take the lift down to Level 96. Liaison, will we need to use a cover story when we talk to the Hazard Response team, or can we get them to join our crystal comms?”

“This is one of the specialist Law Enforcement Hazard Response teams,” said Nicole. “They know the truth about telepaths, so we can be absolutely open about what’s happening, but I strongly advise against them joining our crystal comms. They seem to have a massive group crush on our unit, particularly Amber. I think she’d find their gushing comments distracting.”

“Why would they have a group crush on our unit?” I asked.

“Because of the incident where we stopped the Green Zone power supply nexus from exploding,” said Nicole. “This team is normally based in Turquoise Zone, so it was among the first response teams being rushed into position by Gold Command.”

I frowned. “I hadn’t realized that first response teams were being rushed around during that incident.”

“It makes sense that Gold Commander Melisande wouldn’t just have her team supporting our attempt to prevent the power supply nexus from exploding, but also be positioning first response teams in case we failed,” said Lucas. “It also makes sense that she wouldn’t distract us by telling us that detail.”

He paused. “Has the Hazard Response team already checked for contamination on Level 96?”

“Yes,” said Nicole. “They say that it’s perfectly safe down there.”

“Then as soon as Jalen and Penn join us, we’ll take lift 1 down to Level 96,” said Lucas. “I’ll stay in lift 1 with Amber and her Bodyguard team. Chase team can join the Hazard Response team in lift 2 and relay my instructions to them.”

“The fact we only have ten men in our Strike team makes it even more vital to have the standard five bodyguards remaining with Amber,” said Adika pointedly. “That means I can only assign five men to the Chase team.”

Lucas nodded. “I appreciate that, and will be trying to keep the Chase and Hazard Response teams well away from any wild bees.”

Adika made a resigned sound, and tapped at his dataview. “Setting Bodyguard and Chase team assignments now.”

Both Lucas and I checked our dataviews. My circuit display showed that Adika was sufficiently worried about the situation to take charge of my Bodyguard team himself. He’d assigned Forge to lead a Chase team of Dhiren, Warwick, Jalen, and Penn.

“Once Chase team has joined the Hazard Response team in lift 2, Amber will start scanning for a wild bee on Level 97,” said Lucas. “If that’s clear, lift 2 can descend to Level 97, and the Hazard Response team can make their checks. Amber and the Hazard Response team will then continue checking each level in turn until we either find a wild bee or toxic contamination.”

“I’m not sure that Amber will be able to scan all the levels down to 100, Lucas,” said Nicole.

“I shouldn’t have any problems being on Level 96 and scanning down as far as Level 100,” I said. “There won’t be any large groups of minds on Levels 97 to 100 to limit my range, because it’s mostly just maintenance and storage areas down there.”

“It’s mostly just maintenance and storage areas on Levels 97 to 100,” said Nicole pointedly. “However, there are a few other oddities as well, and we happen to have hit one.”

“I assume that’s one of the oddities on our avoid list,” said Lucas. “Amber, please don’t read anyone’s mind during this conversation, because you could see some disturbing images.”

“I promise,” I said nervously.

“I’m now sending plans of this area on Levels 97, 98, 99, and 100 to everyone on the crystal comms except Amber,” said Nicole.

Everyone except me studied their dataviews. I waited in suspense for someone to tell me what the waste was going on.

“I see there’s a water reclamation plant down on Level 100 as well as the air purification plant,” said Lucas sharply. “You didn’t mention that earlier, Beckett.”

“I didn’t mention the water reclamation plant earlier,” said Beckett, “because it was decommissioned seventeen years and five days ago.”

“That’s an excellent reason not to mention it,” said Lucas.

“The oddity is on Level 98, Lucas,” said Nicole.

Lucas studied his dataview again, then gave a heartfelt groan. “Buzz, as Amber’s counsellor could you please explain this oddity to her?”

“Of course,” said Buzz. “Amber, you know there are certain things in the Hive that are officially disapproved of, or sometimes even technically illegal, but are still permitted to exist.”

“Things like Teen Games and the Hive Ramblers Association,” I said.

“Yes,” said Buzz. “In fact, this oddity has a lot in common with the Hive Ramblers Association.”

I was startled to hear Rothan, Adika’s deputy in charge of the Alpha team, speak on the crystal comms. “As a life-long member of the Hive Ramblers Association, I strongly object to that statement.”

There was smothered laughter on the crystal comms.

“I can’t see much similarity between them either,” said what sounded like Matias.

Eli’s unmistakable cheerful voice joined in the conversation on the comms. “No, Buzz is definitely right. Both this oddity and the Ramblers Association centre on physical activities.”

“Eli, when will you be fully recovered from your operation and back on active duty?” asked Rothan.

“In a few more days,” said Eli warily. “Why are you asking?”

“Because if you aren’t extremely careful what you say next, then I’ll be assigning you to do some training runs through the waste system.”

“On second thoughts,” said Eli, “this oddity and the Ramblers Association are totally different.”

There was more laughter on the crystal comms.

“That’s enough of the comedy routine, Eli,” said Adika. “Please leave the crystal comms clear for relevant communications.”

By now, I’d worked out why Rothan was on the comms. He was Emili’s boyfriend, and the two of them were spending the New Year festival together. When Emili had been officially notified of this run as Lucas’s deputy, Rothan must have decided to join the comms as well. I’d no idea how Eli had found out this run was happening though, and the amount of laughter on the crystal comms was making me suspicious.

“How many of our unit members are on the crystal comms at the moment?” I asked.

“Official notifications were limited to essential operational support staff, but there appear to have been extensive unauthorized notifications as well,” said Beckett disapprovingly. “All the operational team members are now on the crystal comms except for Zak.”

“I’m here as well,” said Zak’s voice. “Raphael and I are sharing a dataview link.”

“Continuing my explanation of the oddity on Level 98 of this area,” said Buzz firmly, “the Ramblers Association provides an outlet for Hive citizens with a psychological need for more space and contact with nature than is possible inside the Hive. Our oddity is one of the places that provides an outlet for Hive citizens with other needs. It’s called an overnight club.”

I relaxed. “Oh, I know all about overnight clubs.”
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There was a startled silence, and then Lucas spoke in a cautious voice. “Amber, I’m reasonably certain that you’ve never been to an overnight club yourself. When you say that you know all about them, do you mean that you’ve seen the words mentioned in someone’s mind, or that you’ve seen their thoughts about what happens in these places?”

“I mean that I’ve seen the memories of one of the unit members who visits them,” I said. “I obviously don’t deliberately pry into private thoughts but ...”

My second sentence was drowned out by a reproachful chorus of voices on the crystal comms. “Adika!”

I frowned. “I didn’t say it was Adika.”

“You didn’t need to say it was Adika,” said Buzz. “Lottery assessed your mental attitudes to things like personal relationships, and virtually all your unit members were chosen to be compatible with your preference for long-term commitment to a single partner. That’s why so many of our Strike team members are still pining for the partners that they had on Teen Level.”

“I’m not demanding long-term commitments or pining for Shanna,” said Forge hastily.

Buzz ignored his comment. “Amber, the only people in the unit who weren’t chosen to share your relationship preferences were your four original team leaders who had to be picked primarily for their ability and experience, some Tactical team members chosen for varying viewpoints, our unit mural painter, and me.”

She paused. “I haven’t been going to overnight clubs, Fran is dead, Sofia is so absorbed in her painting that she barely spares time for her boyfriend, you’re avoiding reading Megan’s mind, and you hardly ever read the minds of your Tactical team members either. If Lucas has been sneaking out to overnight clubs, then I’ll eat my festival dress, so that only leaves Adika.”

“I don’t see why it’s a problem if I occasionally go to overnight clubs,” said Adika grumpily. “Neither Mira nor Morton ever complained about it. Mira wasn’t interested in the private lives of anyone outside her circle of close friends. Morton preferred his Strike team members to put our duty to the Hive ahead of having relationships, but didn’t care what we did during our relaxation time away from the unit.”

I knew that Morton had tried to force someone into a relationship with him decades ago, and then dedicated his life to serving the Hive out of remorse. I was thinking it was unfair of Morton to make his Strike team members copy his lifestyle, when I was surprised by Megan’s voice speaking on the crystal comms.

“I don’t see why it’s a problem either.”

“Megan!” Adika sounded just as surprised as me. “When did you join the comms?”

“I’ve been listening to the comms since the beginning of the run,” said Megan, “but I couldn’t say anything until now because I was in the middle of a commemorative service for my husband. Dean was born just after the New Year of 2501 arrived, and his parents wanted to hold a private family ceremony on the anniversary of the moment of his birth.”

I had multiple reasons for finding Megan irritating, and her current complicated situation was entirely due to her own decisions. She was the one who’d suggested this compromise arrangement with Adika. The idea was that Megan would get what she wanted, honouring her husband’s memory by asking Fertility Services to use his stored tissue samples to help her have his twin babies. Adika would get what he wanted, which was an immediate engagement to Megan. I didn’t think that Megan had realized just how difficult things would be over the New Year festival though, and couldn’t help sympathizing with the way she was being torn between past and future commitments.

“The ceremony is over now,” continued Megan. “I’m finally alone in Dean’s old bedroom, and I agree with Adika that it shouldn’t be a problem if we occasionally go to join in the dancing at overnight clubs. We only go dancing when the unit is in the mandatory twenty-four hour shutdown after an emergency run, and it clearly doesn’t worry Amber.”

“Oh,” Buzz sounded disconcerted. “Well, it obviously isn’t a problem if the two of you are going out dancing together.”

I didn’t dare to say a word. There was usually music and dancing in the public areas of overnight clubs, but they got their name from the fact that many of their customers stayed overnight in private rooms. Adika and Megan had been in a conflict-filled relationship since they joined my unit. I knew about them going out dancing together, but I also knew there’d been times during their more serious breakups when a frustrated Adika had gone to an overnight club alone and done far more than dancing.

“Of course it isn’t a problem if you two go out dancing,” said Lucas. “In fact, it’s very helpful that Amber has seen some of your memories of dancing in overnight clubs. Mira reacted extremely badly on the only occasion she went near an overnight club, and we’ve been worried that Amber would have issues with them as well. So far, Keith, Sapphire, and Morton have taken all the runs that went near those places, but we may be forced into taking some ourselves now.”

He paused. “Amber, given what you’ve seen of overnight clubs in Adika’s memories, do you think you’ll have problems scanning minds near one of them?”

“I shouldn’t have problems scanning minds near an overnight club,” I said, “but it would be awkward for me to scan minds actually inside one. Given that walls are invisible to the telepathic view, I wouldn’t be able to tell who was in the public areas and who was in private rooms until I read their thoughts, and I don’t like intruding in minds at intimate moments. I normally deal with that by rapidly moving on to read someone else. In the overnight club situation though, I might hit a whole series of ...”

I let the words trail off, and Buzz spoke on the comms. “I suggest we establish a unit standard protocol that Amber scans minds around overnight clubs, but not inside them. A wild bee isn’t going to make a nest inside an overnight club. I admit that doesn’t mean wild bees won’t go into an overnight club for entertainment, but in that situation their thoughts would be focused on other things than their criminal behaviour.”

“I agree with Buzz,” said Lucas. “Telepaths can only see what someone is currently thinking about, not directly access their memories themselves, so there’s little chance of Amber learning anything useful from reading the minds of people inside overnight clubs.”

“I agree in general,” said Adika, “but we’d have to reconsider the situation if we were doing an emergency run in response to an overnight club fight.”

I blinked. “There are fights at these clubs?”

“The problem is that overnight clubs sell their customers alcoholic drinks and other substances,” said Adika. “These are intended to help the customers relax, but some people can react by becoming quarrelsome. Fights rarely get out of hand though, because the customers will pile in to help the overnight club staff deal with any trouble. They all know that anything serious will be reported to Health and Safety, and it won’t be an ordinary hasty patrol that responds to collect the guilty parties but a nosy squad. The mere rumour that a nosy is coming empties an overnight club at incredible speed.”

Buzz laughed. “Do you indulge in alcoholic drinks or other substances at these clubs, Adika?”

“Armed Strike team members can never indulge in substances that impair their judgement,” said Adika stiffly, “and effectively we are never unarmed. Given the information imprinted on our minds, and the training we are given, our own bodies are weapons.”

I was frowning. “I don’t understand how the overnight club staff can deal fairly with fights. They can’t be totally sure if someone was just randomly violent or provoked.”

“They know their regular customers well enough to make a reasonable judgement of blame,” said Adika, “and persistent troublemakers can get themselves banned from every overnight club in the whole zone or even the whole Hive. As I said before, if anything serious happens, then a nosy squad collects everyone involved. They’re then sent to a Telepath Unit to have their minds checked, to both confirm the guilty parties and find out if they actively intended to injure people.”

“We haven’t been sent any overnight club confirmation cases yet,” said Lucas. “We’ve flagged them as unsuitable for our unit, and most confirmation cases go to Keith anyway because of his intermittent telepathy issues.”

“Yes, it doesn’t matter if Keith’s telepathy cuts out when he’s reading the mind of someone in his unit’s holding cells,” said Megan harshly, “but it does matter during an emergency run after a lethal target.”

There was an awkward silence because we all knew that was how Megan’s husband had died. Then came the sound of footsteps and panting breaths as Jalen and Penn sprinted into the lift.

Adika instantly moved to the lift controls. “Going down to Level 96.”

The lift door closed, and the lift started moving down at express speed. That still felt slow to me though, because I’d grown used to the even faster speed of our unit’s dedicated lifts. Jalen and Penn began putting on the hazard suits they’d been carrying, and Adika snapped out an order.

“Everyone, hazard suit hoods must be kept in place and sealed from now on.”

I reached behind me for my hood, and tried to pull it over my head, but somehow managed to get it twisted sideways. Lucas and Forge had to help me position it so I could see out through the small, clear faceplate area. Forge sealed my hood into place, adjusted the controls, and chilly air blew into my face.

“Your air is being supplied from your backpack now, Amber,” said Forge.

“The air is too cold,” I complained.

“Hazard suit users will find the heavy insulation causes a significant temperature rise when the hood is sealed,” said Forge. “This is particularly true when the user is engaged in strenuous physical activity. To compensate for this, the backpack air is automatically chilled to an individually customized level, providing the optimal suit internal temperature for user comfort.”

“You’re reciting those details from your imprint,” I accused him.

“Yes, I’m reciting imprinted information, but I know that information is true from personal experience. Adika gave us a few training sessions in hazard suits, making us run laps around the park. We’d have got dangerously overheated doing that without the chilled air supply.”

“I’m not going to be engaged in strenuous physical activity though,” I said. “I can barely walk in this suit, let alone run.”

“That’s where the individual customization comes in,” said Forge. “Your suit should have already worked out that you’re standing still, and be adjusting the air supply temperature.”

“Well, it does seem to be getting a bit warmer,” I conceded, “but somehow the suit seems even heavier with the hood sealed.”

“Try sitting down and relaxing, Amber,” said Buzz. “If you start feeling short of breath or trapped inside your suit, then tell us at once. We can bring the lift back up to a safe level to allow you a break with your hood down.”

I sat down on the lift floor, leaned back against the wall, and felt it gently vibrating.

Lucas sat down next to me. “Did you have a special reason for making that last comment, Buzz?”

“I’m concerned that Amber’s adjustment to spending time in the vast spaces Outside could have increased the risk of her getting claustrophobia.”

“We certainly don’t want Amber to develop claustrophobia,” said Lucas anxiously.

“I feel fine at the moment,” I said. “If I do have any problems being shut inside my suit, then I can take refuge in the mind of one of the Strike team. Doing that blocks my fear of heights, so it should work for claustrophobia as well.”

“That’s a good point,” said Buzz. “Lottery obviously selects Strike team members who have a high resistance to fears of darkness, heights, enclosed spaces, and anything else they’re likely to encounter clambering around maintenance areas of the Hive. In fact, they seem to be selected to have no common sense at all when it comes to danger.”

“That must be true,” said Forge solemnly, “or I’d never dare to go anywhere near you, Buzz.”

As Buzz burst out laughing, I felt the lift braking. Once it came to a stop on Level 96, Adika opened the doors to let Forge lead the Chase team out, and then closed them again.

“Shall I scan Level 97 now, Lucas?” I asked.

“Yes, you can go ahead.” Lucas smiled at me from inside his hazard suit hood.

I closed my eyes, and reached out with my telepathy.
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My telepathic view of the world seemed to vary from one day or even one minute to the next. I wasn’t sure if that was because my telepathy randomly mimicked one of my conventional senses, or because I was inventing similarities to help me interpret what I was experiencing.

Whatever the reason, this time I was weirdly reminded of a night-time park sky. The dark void around me was broken by the glowing shapes of nearby human minds looking like moons, and more distant minds were like the smaller, fainter lights of stars. I normally oriented myself by reading some of the familiar minds around me before starting a telepathic scan of an area. Lucas’s mind was right next to me, shining much brighter than the rest, so I let myself get drawn in by his racing, multi-levelled thoughts.

... don’t understand what’s going on down on Level 100. That’s always a bad sign, often a very bad sign, and sometimes even a ...

... wish the faceplate of these hazard suit hoods was bigger. It can be very revealing to see Amber’s expression change when she reads target minds and shares their ...

Amber was supposed to have a restful break over the New Year festival, but ...

... relieved that Adika chose to lead the Bodyguard team himself. In theory, Amber should be perfectly safe inside this lift, but going on a check run with a Strike team of only ten men, and those a random selection from the Alpha and Beta teams is ...

... even when I was a total wreck before the New Year festival, I should have known better than to let Roden bully me into ...

... worried about having this delegation from Hive Genex in our Hive, and even more worried that Gold Commander Melisande considered Adversary Aura dangerous enough to show us her image. My imprint doesn’t include any information on visitors from other Hives, but they surely can’t be allowed to wander around freely. There must be an arrangement for ...

... not ecstatic at the thought of a team of Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement inspectors being here either, and it’s hugely disappointing that Gold Commander Melisande thinks there won’t be a decision on this case for at least another year. Problems will keep escalating while Morton’s unit is closed, so getting a new telepath to help during the last few weeks would have saved lives. Potentially hundreds of ...

... still together. After all my fears, Amber and I are still together. My father thrust me away as the New Year was coming, but ...

I had other plans for tonight. Plans involving skin-to-skin contact, not Amber and me being sealed inside hazard suits and ...

The depths of Lucas’s conscious thoughts were suddenly engulfed by a longing that came from his subconscious. I felt myself responding, hastily dragged myself out of his thoughts, and studied the other minds nearby. Eleven of them were packed closely together in what had to be the next lift. Of those, five had the familiar shape, colour, scent of the Strike team minds that I’d been reading since I came out of Lottery. The other six minds were the strange ones of the Hazard Response team.

I linked to one of the strange minds and found myself standing by some lift controls. This was the leader of the Hazard Response team, who was alternating between checking the readings on the sensor they were holding, and throwing awed glances at the men from the Telepath Unit that Law Enforcement called Light Angel.

... shame that we’re all wearing hazard suits, so it’s hard to get a proper look at their faces. They all seem very young, so I expect they came out of the last Lottery with Amber and ...

... to think that Amber herself is in the next lift to us. I hope we get the chance to meet her and explain how ...

“Amber is now scanning the area below us,” said Forge. “If she doesn’t find any threats on Level 97, we’ll take the lift down to there, and you can carry out the next round of hazard checks. Thank you again for helping us.”

The Hazard Response team leader’s emotions surged in response to Forge’s words. The man from the Light Angel unit was thanking us when we should be thanking him for saving Green Zone and us from ...

A memory sequence abruptly triggered. The Hazard Response team leader started reliving the moments they could never, ever forget. The emergency message from Hive Gold Command had arrived during the test closure of bulkhead doors between zones of the Hive. That message had ordered all Yellow and Turquoise Zone first response teams to move to the bulkheads with Green Zone, but not given any details of what emergency they’d be facing.

A minute later, a message arrived that had only been sent to two teams. Our team, as the Law Enforcement Hazard Response team on emergency standby in Turquoise Zone, and our counterpart in Yellow Zone. It told us that the Green Zone power supply nexus was under attack, currently going unstable, and we should be prepared to follow the power supply nexus explosion protocols.

The details of those protocols were imprinted on our minds. If the Green Zone power supply nexus exploded, the sealed bulkhead doors should hopefully contain the damage within Green Zone. How badly Green Zone was affected would depend on the exact nature of the explosion. In the best-case scenario, the containment measures would be successful, so there’d just be massive physical damage to a limited area of Green Zone. In the worst-case scenario, the containment measures would fail, releasing lethal levels of radiation.

If the Green Zone power supply nexus exploded, then the two Law Enforcement Hazard Response teams would be the first people to enter Green Zone. Our job was to assess whether conditions at either end of Green Zone were survivable, and decide if the Hive should commit to a colossal rescue operation or if it would be a pointless sacrifice of extra lives.

There was a discontinuity, as the memory sequence skipped ahead in time. Now my team was standing by a small, heavily reinforced door that led to one of the emergency access routes through the bulkhead between Turquoise and Green Zones. We’d just had a weirdly calm discussion, and agreed that if our sensor readings showed Green Zone had to be abandoned, then we’d report that fact and stay in Green Zone to die ourselves. Lottery had assigned us our work because we loved protecting others from danger. Living with the guilt of pronouncing a death sentence on ten million people would be ...

Lucas’s voice talking on the crystal comms reminded me that I wasn’t the leader of a Hazard Response team waiting by an emergency route through the bulkhead to Green Zone. I was Amber, sitting in a lift with my bodyguards and scanning minds.

I fought my way free of the Hazard Response team leader’s memories, but escaped their emotions only to be hit by my own. When my unit had been working to stop the sabotage attempt on the power supply nexus, I’d known that failure could mean there’d be a gigantic explosion. I hadn’t known that explosion could potentially release a wave of radiation.

Our Hive’s policy of controlling information frustrated me, but there were times when I learned things by reading someone’s thoughts and wished that I’d stayed in blissful ignorance. This was one of those times. Hive cities were dreadfully vulnerable to sabotage attacks, and now I knew they could cause even bigger disasters than I’d realized. Our Hive depended on its telepaths to prevent those things from happening, and our job would be much harder with only four of us working.

As I hovered on the edge of the Hazard Response team leader’s mind, I saw their dark mood change to one of pure joy. The Light Angel Telepath Unit had saved the Green Zone power supply nexus. There’d been no explosion. There’d been no radiation release. There’d been no need for them to decide the fate of ten million people. They hoped they’d be able to meet Amber after ...

I’d adjusted to today’s type of telepathic view now, and the minds I’d read had given me as good a sense of distance and direction as possible without walls or floors to guide me. I let myself drift out through blackness, pausing to touch the minds of two maintenance workers. They weren’t on duty, but had returned to the site of their last repair work to have some crucially important private time together. Their minds were blissfully free from thoughts of disaster as they hesitated on the brink of saying what they were thinking, admitting what they were feeling, and sharing the kiss that would change their relationship forever.

“Level 97 is very empty,” I said. “Only two moons and a scattering of stars. How big an area do you want me to scan, Lucas?”

“Query. Meaning of moons and stars comparison?”

“Sorry,” I said. “I forgot that I’d only thought about the moons and stars thing, not said it aloud. Moons are the brighter nearby minds. Stars are the fainter distant ones. In this case, the stars are probably over five corridors away.”

“At this point, I want to focus on confirming the air purification plant hasn’t been contaminated by toxic materials,” said Lucas. “You just need to make sure there aren’t any wild bees within a couple of cors of the lift area where the Hazard Response team will be making their checks.”

“In that case, it’s clear for them to go down to Level 97 now,” I said. “The nearest two people are at least three cors away, perfectly innocent of any crimes, and hesitating on the brink of a first kiss moment.”

“You can take your lift down to Level 97 now, Forge,” said Lucas. “Amber, please watch for any new minds entering the area.”

There was a tedious wait until Forge reported that Level 97 was free from contamination, and Lucas told me to scan Level 98. With Level 97 so empty, I’d already been aware of the larger number of minds below it, so I just needed to confirm distance and direction.

“Level 98 is much busier,” I said. “There’s a cluster of minds about a cor to the west of us, which must be the overnight club. There are about a hundred and fifty minds there, but a trickle of them are moving further west.”

“Most of the overnight club’s regular customers will have gone to the southbound express belts to watch the New Year processions with their family and friends,” said Adika. “That means tonight’s crowd would have been much smaller than usual from the start, and the people who came with a partner for the dancing will have already left. Now the people who were hoping to find partners and stay overnight, but haven’t met anyone that interests them, will be going home as well.”

“So, everyone on Level 98 is at least a cor west of our block of lifts?” asked Lucas.

“Yes,” I said.

“Forge, you can take lift 2 down to Level 98 now, and let the Hazard Response team make their checks. Amber, please keep watch on what’s happening down there.”

As the eleven minds in lift 2 arrived on Level 98, I went back to scanning the area around the overnight club. I experimented with touching one of the minds heading home, and found myself walking down a peculiarly blurry corridor, while singing tunelessly.

“The suns were shining in the park.”

There was a burst of laughter on the crystal comms. “Did I sing that aloud?” I asked.

“You did,” said Lucas. “I assume you’re reading one of the minds leaving the overnight club.”

“How did you know that, Lucas darling? But of course you’d know. It’s a Tactical Commander’s job to know things, and you’re very, very, very smart. I meant to say something, but I seem to have forgotten ...”

I rubbed my forehead, and then raised my voice in triumph. “Now I remember what I meant to say. I was going to ask why I didn’t realize I was singing aloud. Am I suffering from echoes or something?”

“I think you’re reading the mind of someone who has taken a relaxing substance,” said Lucas.

“Amber sounds like she’s reading the mind of someone who’s managed to trick the club staff into selling them multiple relaxing substances,” said Adika anxiously.

I considered that for a moment, and giggled. “Would that explain why the lights in this corridor are all whirly swirly?”

“Probably,” said Lucas. “I think you should leave that mind now, Amber.”

“But it’s nice in here.” I giggled again. “No worries. No fears. Just whirly swirly, whirly swirly.”

“Please leave that mind, Amber,” said Lucas.

“Must I?” I whined.

“I’d really like you to leave that mind, Amber,” Lucas’s voice took on a pleading note.

I gave a resigned sigh, pulled out of the mind I’d been reading, and my thoughts abruptly became less happy but distinctly clearer. “That was a bit strange. Everything seemed to go fuzzy, and I couldn’t think properly.”

“It was strange and rather worrying.” Adika seemed to be choosing his words extremely carefully. “Morton never acted that way when he was reading target minds near an overnight club.”

“From what you’ve told us, Morton doesn’t feel the emotions of his targets, or reflect their facial mannerisms and voice patterns when he’s reading their minds,” said Lucas. “My Tactical team members have been worried that Amber would find the thoughts of people in overnight clubs disturbing. Now we know that she’ll also be affected by the relaxing substances they’ve taken, I think we have to accept it’s impossible for Amber to read minds either in or near overnight clubs.”

“Definitely,” said Adika. “The thought of having lives depend on a telepath who just keeps repeating whirly swirly and giggling is ... concerning.”

“Sorry,” I said.

“Amber, it’s absolutely not your fault if other people have taken too many relaxing substances,” said Lucas. “Can you tell us where the nearest people are without actually reading their thoughts?”

“Yes, I can do that.” I watched the trickle of glowing minds leaving the overnight club. They were moving in a straight line horizontally for what looked like about two cors, before suddenly changing to move vertically upwards. The sight was curiously restful, reminding me of a line of ants scavenging cake crumbs in a park.

“The people leaving the overnight club seem to be using a bank of lifts two cors further to the west,” I said. “That’s odd because our bank of lifts would be closer for them.”

“I suspect that people are using the other bank of lifts because it takes them straight up to an express belt interchange,” said Buzz. “People prefer to travel to overnight clubs at a distance from their home area, often going to overnight clubs in a different zone of the Hive.”

She laughed. “At the risk of annoying Rothan again, one of the similarities between overnight clubs and the Ramblers Association is that they blur the normally rigid level distinctions of the Hive. Someone from Level 10 might be on friendly terms with someone from Level 70 at the overnight club, but wouldn’t want that person doing the same thing as Reece and following them home.”

Adika shook his head. “Buzz’s information on overnight clubs isn’t entirely accurate. The main reason people go to overnight clubs at a distance from their home area, is to avoid the potential complications of meeting a neighbour or work colleague.”

“Well, I’m bound to get some minor details wrong,” said Buzz. “I’ve only heard about overnight clubs from friends, because I’d never dream of going to one myself.”

“I find that very surprising,” said Adika.

“You wouldn’t find it surprising if you’d thought through the issue of me being a borderline telepath,” said Buzz acidly. “I get random uncontrollable insights into the minds of the people around me, and those insights are more frequent when a person is feeling strong emotions. My imprint explicitly warns me against going to overnight clubs, because I’d be hit by a constant stream of insights.”

“People seem to have stopped leaving the club now,” I reported. “There’s just one person still walking from the overnight club to the western bank of lifts, and they’re moving very slowly. Should I check their mind to see if they’re all right?”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” said Lucas hastily. “Just keep watching for anyone approaching our people.”

I hovered in darkness. The last person leaving the overnight club reached the lifts and headed upwards. Now there was just one sprawling pool of light that was the minds of the people staying in the overnight club. Eventually, Forge’s voice spoke on the crystal comms.

“Level 98 is free from contamination.”

I didn’t wait for Lucas to tell me to check Level 99. “Both Level 99 and Level 100 seem to be deserted. I’ll just do a final scan to make sure.”

I reached further below me, skimming across total darkness with only the faintest of stars in the distance, before speaking aloud again. “There’s nobody down on Level 99 or 100 at all.”

“That simplifies things,” said Lucas. “Take your lift down to Level 99, Forge.”

The eleven minds in lift 2 moved down to Level 99. I was left watching the darkness around them, and found myself thinking about the past. At the last New Year festival, I’d been living on the same Teen Level corridor as Forge, Shanna, Atticus, Casper, Margot, Preeja, Linnette, and other friends, as well as the loathsome Reece. We’d said our farewells when we entered Lottery, and I’d never expected to see any of them again. The Hive encouraged teens to break off all their old relationships at that point, because friendships between people divided by a vast level gap could turn toxic.

But like so many of my other expectations, that one had turned out to be wrong. Forge had become a Level 1 member of my Strike team, due to a combination of his own ability and the side-effects of the Hive Genex agent’s method of trying to kidnap me. Atticus hadn’t just been imprinted as a Level 3 Physician Surgical entirely due to his own ability, but was one of the six highly gifted surgeons who’d been given the enhanced imprint needed to carry out Morton’s surgery, and had worked with my unit. Shanna ended up as a Level 9 Media Presenter, and had been taken to my unit for protection when Hive Genex’s agent was trying to take revenge on me. Now Reece had taken advantage of the New Year festival traditions to find me and ask my help.

I’d often thought it was a strange coincidence that Forge, Atticus, and I hadn’t just met again, but had all ended up doing crucially important work for the Hive. Shanna and Reece briefly reappearing seemed less significant, but ...

We had nothing to do right now, other than wait around for the Hazard Response team to make their checks, so I asked a question on the crystal comms. “Beckett, could you check how the teens are selected to live on a particular Teen Level corridor? My own Teen Level corridor, for example. Blue Zone, area 510/6120, corridor 11.”

I heard a startled sound on the comms, that I guessed came from a confused Forge, but Beckett didn’t ask the reason for my question. There was just a lengthy pause while he looked up the information, and then he began speaking.

“Teen Level accommodation is decided by one of the Hive’s automated processes. Whenever possible, teens are allocated to a corridor on Teen Level in the same area as their home, so the support of their family is only a lift ride away.”

That was exactly what I’d always been told. “Other than that, it’s a purely random allocation?”

“It is purely random unless one of several modifying factors apply,” said Beckett. “Two teens from the same level of the Hive cannot live on the same corridor. Two teens with the same name cannot live on the same corridor. Teens flagged as having special potential are grouped together in fours, as the optimal grouping size to maximize development during the teen years while also maintaining normal teen social interactions.”

“I didn’t know there was a deliberate grouping of teens with special potential,” said Lucas’s startled voice. “My imprint covers Lottery selection because the Tactical Commander role includes watching for failures in the Lottery process. There’s very little about earlier teen assessment though.”

“Amber, you requested information on your own Teen Level corridor as an example,” Beckett continued. “Your Teen Level corridor contained a special potential group for your Lottery year and area. Forge was flagged for athletic potential. Atticus was flagged for intelligence potential. Shanna was flagged for creative potential. You were flagged for gifted ancestry.”

I blinked. It hadn’t been random chance that Forge, Atticus, and I had lived on the same corridor, but a deliberate grouping of teens from different levels of my home area who were flagged as having special potential. A few weeks ago, I’d have been bewildered by the fact I’d been flagged for gifted ancestry, and wondered which ancestor of mine had been considered of great value to the Hive. Now I knew the answer. The legendary telepath Claire, who’d died three years before I came out of Lottery, had been my great-grandmother.

Claire had been a devout Hiveist, so naturally agreed to take part in our Hive’s duty child programme at the higher level limited to one in a million citizens. She’d had a staggering twenty-five children, born to surrogate mothers and raised in her unit. My father had been one of Claire’s even more numerous grandchildren, born through the Hive’s duty child system as well, but his genetic parents had chosen not to raise him themselves. Instead, he’d been adopted at birth, only to be rejected by his Level 14 adoptive parents when he came out of Lottery a mere Level 27.

I’d told Keith about my ancestry because he was a grandson of Claire, and I’d hoped that the fact we were distant cousins would help me make peace with him. Other than that, I’d only shared my ancestry information with Lucas. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to tell anyone else or not. The situation was complicated by the fact my father had never been told he was adopted.

I was still floating in the telepathic darkness, thinking through the implications of Forge, Atticus, Shanna, and me being part of a special potential group, when Forge spoke on the comms. “The Hazard Response team reports that there is no contamination on Level 99, but there is an unusually high level of electrical interference.”

“That’s it!” said Eli’s triumphant voice on the comms.
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“I thought I’d already made it clear that you shouldn’t be speaking on the crystal comms, Eli,” said Adika disapprovingly.

“I am providing relevant information as the Strike team expert on robots,” gabbled Eli hastily. “Our Strike team has several robots for use in hazardous areas or places with limited access. Spike has autonomous onboard artificial intelligence, but the others are remote controlled. If electrical interference messed up those robots’ control signals, they’d receive the equivalent of the painful screeching we had on our crystal comms earlier, and either not respond at all or act strangely.”

“If Reece’s robots were getting sick because of something as simple as interference affecting the control signals, he’d surely have realized what was happening,” said Lucas. “Our Hive is careful not to imprint people with more data than their mind is capable of integrating, so a Level 93 Pipe Technician would have a relatively small imprint, but it should still include details of a common interference problem.”

“That’s the odd thing,” said Eli. “This isn’t a common problem. In fact, it should never happen at all. The robot control signals are on a dedicated frequency that’s well away from everything else to avoid conflicts. Each robot also has its own identity code, so it ignores signals intended for other robots.”

“You must have spent a lot of time studying information on robots.” Adika sounded impressed.

“Well, I haven’t really studied this information,” confessed Eli. “I know it because my father works in Hive Power Resources, using remote-controlled robots to replace burnt-out components in the geothermal heat pumps connected to the Hive’s structural shielding.”

Eli gave a long-suffering sigh. “All through my childhood, my father kept bringing his robots home to give me and the twins demonstrations, and lecturing us on how they worked. When Spike joined our team, I told my family about him, and said he was far more intelligent than my father’s robots. My father didn’t believe me, so when our unit closed for the New Year festival, I grabbed my chance to take Spike to meet my family and prove ...”

Eli’s voice was drowned out by everyone laughing. “I have a whole new understanding of Eli’s fascination with robots in general, and Spike in particular,” said Adika.

“So, Eli thinks the pipe cleaning robot problem is being caused by this electrical interference affecting the control signals,” said Lucas thoughtfully. “Forge, please ask the Hazard Response team what could be causing the electrical interference.”

There was a pause before Forge replied. “The interference could be coming from ageing electrical equipment, or it could be due to deliberate sabotage by a wild bee. Can we go down to Level 100 now and find the source of the problem?”

“Yes,” said Lucas.

Eleven minds moved deeper down into the total blackness at the bottom of the Hive, and then Forge spoke on the comms. “The Hazard Response team reports that the levels of electrical interference are even higher on Level 100. There are no threats to human health though, so we can take off our hazard suits.”

I joined in the loud cheer from everyone wearing hazard suits.

“Everyone except Amber,” said Adika. “We can’t take any chances with her safety.”

“If it’s safe for people to take off their hazard suits down on Level 100, then it’s safe for me to take off my suit in a sealed lift on Level 96,” I said firmly.

“I agree,” said Lucas. “If we’d known there was only electrical interference down on Level 100, then we’d never have considered wearing hazard suits at all.”

“I still think Amber should keep her suit on,” said Adika.

I pulled back into my own mind, opened my eyes, and saw everyone else was taking off their hazard suits to reveal their ordinary clothes underneath. “I am tired, I am uncomfortable, and anyone who tries to stop me taking off my hazard suit will spend the rest of the New Year festival scrubbing slime vats,” I announced in menacing tones. “And that includes you, Adika.”

“Now that’s the sort of threat that Lucas should be making if he wants to become a proper authority figure,” said Adika approvingly. “When I was Morton’s deputy Strike team leader in charge of the Beta team, one of my team members spoke disrespectfully to our Tactical Commander. Saanvi made the entire Beta Strike team scrub slime vats for days.”

I’d just managed to undo my suit hood. I dragged it down, and turned to stare at Adika.

“I always thought that references to scrubbing slime vats were just for dramatic effect,” I said. “You mean that people genuinely are made to scrub slime vats as a punishment?”

“You didn’t realize that?” Adika shook his head sadly. “Now you’ve spoilt your threat.”

I was still thinking this through. “So, when Reece’s therapist told him that if he played tricks on people again, he’d have to spend weeks scrubbing slime vats ... That was actually true?”

“Hive Defence has a tradition of making people scrub slime vats as a punishment to prove their toughness,” said Buzz’s voice on the comms. “Those working in closely related areas, like our Strike team members, have picked up the tradition, but it’s extremely unusual for other people to be threatened with scrubbing slime vats. That threat, combined with the timing of Reece being assigned to his new therapist, makes it obvious he’d been referred to a forensic psychologist for special intervention during Lottery.”

“What does special intervention mean?” I asked.

“In Reece’s case, it means his Teen Level therapy sessions had shown he wasn’t harming others out of ignorance or because he couldn’t control his behaviour,” said Buzz. “Reece just enjoyed playing malicious tricks on people so much that no amount of standard therapy would make him stop.”

She paused. “Lottery was the best and possibly only chance to break his destructive behaviour pattern, so Reece was assigned to a forensic psychologist who arranged for him to be given a combination of positive and negative behaviour reinforcement. The positive reinforcement was Lottery assigning Reece to work that he loved. The negative reinforcement was convincing Reece that in future harming others would mean he was dragged away from his adoring robots to spend weeks scrubbing slime vats.”

“And that tactic seems to have succeeded in correcting Reece’s behaviour,” said Lucas. “What I don’t understand is why Adika is encouraging me to make his Strike teams scrub slime vats.”

“Amber indulges her Strike team members far too much,” said Adika, “constantly sympathizing with their problems as if they were two-year-old children instead of adult fighting men. A few days scrubbing slime vats would be good for them.”

“No, it wouldn’t,” I said indignantly.

Lucas hastily changed the subject. “Forge, do the Hazard Response team have a method of locating whatever is causing that electrical interference? Preferably a method that you can use yourself rather than subjecting them to unknown dangers.”

I’d got rid of my hazard suit hood, but was still struggling to escape the suit itself. I glowered pointedly at Adika, and he helped me take it off.

Forge’s voice spoke on the comms. “The Hazard Response team does have a method of tracking where the electrical interference is strongest, but their leader is arguing that they should use that method themselves. They have the greatest respect for us as experts in dealing with dangerous people, but they are the experts in dealing with dangerous electrical hazards.”

“That’s perfectly true,” said Lucas. “Please tell the Hazard Response team leader that we defer to their expertise, and request that they allow our Chase team to accompany them as they locate the source of the electrical interference. You’d better set your crystal units to visual mode now, so the rest of us can see what’s happening down there.”

Lucas and Adika tapped at their dataviews to let them see the view from Forge’s camera, but I just closed my eyes to link to Forge’s mind instead. Seeing the view from someone’s eyes was always better than watching the images from their crystal unit camera extension, and sharing Forge’s thoughts meant I’d instantly know if the Chase team was in trouble.

I, Forge, was walking beside the Hazard Response team leader, while everyone else followed behind us. We were heading along a grimy corridor that had motion-activated lighting. That type of lighting was convenient, but I was painfully aware of its great flaw.

... lights turn on as you approach them, and off as you move away, but they also turn off if you stand still for too long. That means a wild bee just has to stay completely still to remain hidden in the darkness and ...

... can’t be a wild bee here. Amber said there was nobody down here on Level 100, and the Hazard Response experts think this is just electrical interference caused by failing equipment, but ...

... not surprising my nerves are on edge. We’d normally have at least a dozen men on a Chase team. If something goes horribly wrong on this run, then there are only five of us to protect the six members of the Hazard Response team and ...

If Adika is serious about making the Strike team scrub slime vats, then he won’t make exceptions for his deputy team leaders. In fact, he’ll make Rothan and me spend extra time in the slime vats. I know he’s harsh on us because he expects Rothan to succeed him as Amber’s Strike team leader one day, and believes I may get a chance to be a Strike team leader eventually as well, but the smell of slime ...

That triggered a new thought train, heavily overlaid with bleak emotions.

But Adika probably won’t have the chance to make us scrub slime vats. We’re going to be so overloaded with emergency runs while Morton’s unit is closed that ...

I returned to the top level of Forge’s thoughts, and focused on the view through his eyes. The Hazard Response team leader kept pointing a small device at the walls, ceiling, and even the floor. That device was making bleeping noises, and the important thing seemed to be how fast it bleeped.

“Whatever we’re looking for is somewhere to our right,” they said.

The next set of motion-activated lights turned on, illuminating a corridor junction ahead, and Forge checked his dataview. “The next right turn leads to the disused water reclamation plant. That can’t be the source of our electrical interference. All the power would have been turned off when it was decommissioned seventeen years ago.”

“Not necessarily,” said the team leader. “Things like lights and monitoring equipment are left active in these disused areas, and even the power circuits that were turned off seventeen years ago could have been turned back on by mistake. Suddenly supplying power to long abandoned equipment can cause a lot of problems. That’s how yesterday’s electrical fire in area 530/6810 of Level 100 started, and why our team is temporarily stationed in Blue Zone rather than Turquoise Zone. The fire is supposed to be out now, but sometimes a hot spot smoulders on behind walls or in the interlevels, so Hazard Control is keeping extra Hazard Response teams on duty in Blue Zone for the next couple of days.”

“I thought there were other specialist teams who deal with fires,” said Forge.

“They deal with standard fires,” said the team leader. “Hazard Response was called in to help with yesterday’s fire because there were toxic fumes from burning insulation material.”

We took the next right turn, the bleeping from the device speeded up, and then the corridor walls and the ceiling abruptly ended. Several lights came on to illuminate a set of structural pillars surrounding a massive circular object that was at least two levels high.

The team leader led us around the outside of the circular object, while waving the rapidly bleeping device. “The electrical interference is coming from inside this disused water storage tank.”

I felt Forge’s forehead crease as he frowned. “Isn’t it unusual to have electrical equipment inside a water tank?”

“It’s even more unusual to cut gaping holes in water tanks,” said the team leader. “Someone has made what looks like a doorway in the side of this one.”

A disused area of Level 100. A doorway cut into the side of a water tank. Everything about this screams that we’ve discovered the nest of a wild bee. That wild bee isn’t home at the moment, but ...

“No maintenance worker would have done this,” said Forge. “I think this problem just changed from your area of expertise to mine again.”

He adjusted his ear crystal and spoke on the crystal comms. “Lucas, we’ve found a disused water tank with a doorway cut into the side. There’s what looks like a grey curtain blocking the view into the tank. Shall I take a look inside?”

“We can see the doorway on your camera image,” Lucas replied. “Go closer so we can see more details, but don’t touch anything.”

“Everyone, please wait here.” Forge walked up to the doorway. “Yes, the curtain is very thick and a similar grey to the water tank itself.”

“The doorway and curtain strongly suggest a wild bee has made a nest in that water tank,” said Lucas. “Are there any signs of recent activity?”

Forge studied the curtain and the floor. “That curtain looks almost new, and the floor is suspiciously clean.”

Lucas sighed. “I wish Eli and Spike were with us, so we could send Spike in to check for traps.”

A memory lit up Forge’s mind, dragging me into his past experience. I was wringing wet, naked except for my body armour, and crawling on my hands and knees through a drainage pipe. A layer of mud and silt had accumulated in the bottom of the pipe, and Lucas had ordered me to use a stick to test it for traps as I crawled along. I was thinking that Lucas was being ridiculously paranoid, when I prodded the silt ahead of me with the stick, and something metal leapt upwards. There was a sick moment as I saw its jagged teeth closing on the exact point where I’d have put my hand if it wasn’t for Lucas’s instructions.

I, Forge, spoke in what I hoped was a perfectly calm voice. “You’re worried there might be a trap inside that water tank, Lucas?”

“Yes,” said Lucas. “If this wild bee is deliberately using electrical interference to keep Reece’s robots away from their nest, then they could have taken other defensive measures to protect their nest from human intruders.”

Waste it! Waste it! Waste it! I hate traps.

“Given the electrical interference, I’m particularly worried about something designed to electrocute intruders,” added Lucas. “Can you find a long pole? It has to be made out of something that won’t conduct electricity.”

I’m back to prodding things with sticks again.

I looked around at the sides of the tank and the completely bare floor, then turned to face the others. “I need a long pole made out of something that won’t conduct electricity. Has anyone noticed anything suitable?”

“My equipment includes a pole,” said one of the Hazard Response team members eagerly.

I watched as he dumped his backpack on the floor, unclipped a short pole, and then extended it to be about as long as I, Forge, was tall. “If the red button on the end touches an electrocution hazard,” he said, “then there’ll be a loud warning buzz.”

“Thank you.” I accepted the pole. “Lucas, I’ve got a pole designed to warn of electrocution hazards.”

“Good,” said Lucas. “See if you can use the pole to open the curtain.”

I advanced on the doorway, tried prodding the curtain with the pole, and found the material slid aside with startling ease. For an instant, there was total darkness inside the water tank, then lights flashed on, and a loud voice spoke.

“Welcome, Mighty Prospero. Which groupette sequence do you wish to play?”
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The part of me that was Forge burst out laughing. “Relax, everyone,” he said. “We haven’t found a wild bee’s nest, but the illegal groupette hall of someone called Prospero!”

The part of me that was Amber was bewildered by this. I pulled back into my own head, opened my eyes, and found that Lucas had projected a holo image of the view from Forge’s crystal unit camera on the lift wall. Everyone else was looking at it and laughing like Forge.

“I don’t understand,” I said. “Why would anyone make an illegal groupette inside a water tank, when they could just hire a public bookette room or a groupette hall? When I was on Teen Level, our corridor group regularly hired a small groupette hall. It didn’t cost that much divided between the twenty-two of us, though we always had to nag Reece for days to get him to pay his share.”

“Anyone can hire a public bookette room or groupette hall,” said Lucas, in a carefully neutral voice, “but Media Monitoring Division restricts what type of bookettes or groupettes you can play in them. Given this illegal groupette hall is quite close to an overnight club, it seems possible the groupettes being played here are ... non-standard.”

“Oh.” I felt myself blush, and babbled a few random sentences to cover my embarrassment. “Yes, well, there were strict restrictions on what groupettes we could play in Teen Level groupette halls. When last Carnival was delayed, the final year teens were allowed free sessions in groupette halls on other levels of the Hive as a way to keep us occupied, but our choice of groupettes was even more limited than usual. We could only play ones on a specially approved list.”

Rothan laughed on the comms. “It’s strange. When Carnival was delayed, I found it pure torture to have to wait extra time before going into Lottery, but I don’t think I’ve thought about that delay or the groupettes we played since I walked through the doors of my Lottery assessment centre.”

“Strike team candidates, particularly those imprinted for Strike team leader, are selected for their decisive natures and ability to bounce back from stressful situations,” said Lucas, in an amused voice. “You would have found the delay far more frustrating than someone like Amber. The moment that delay was over though, you’d have been wholly focused on Lottery and your future career.”

I was guiltily aware that I hadn’t found the extra wait frustrating at all. I’d been so cowardly about going into Lottery that I’d been grateful for the delay.

“The groupettes were all chosen to be morally or spiritually uplifting,” said Eli’s nostalgic voice on the crystal comms, “but some of the ones where you played the forces of light defending the Hive were good. My corridor group’s best time for Defend the Hive Against the Purple Demons was forty-one minutes.”

“Thirty-eight minutes,” said Rothan.

“Twenty-four minutes,” Forge’s voice oozed smugness.

I wrinkled my nose. I could still remember my horror when Defend the Hive Against the Purple Demons started playing, and the holo surroundings appeared. Our corridor group had been standing on top of towering Hive walls, looking down what seemed like a hideously long drop to where a mob of demons were climbing up towards us. Given my fear of heights, I’d just stood there, frozen in terror, while the battle raged around me.

“How the waste did your corridor group wipe out the hunter of souls, the dark angel, and the hundreds of purple demons in only twenty-four minutes?” demanded Rothan.

“You remember how the massive demon with the three horns climbs up to the top of the holo Hive walls,” said Forge. “Casper ran to fight it, bumped into Amber, and she fell off the Hive wall at precisely the right point to flatten both the hunter of souls and the dark angel.”

I hadn’t just killed the hunter of souls and the dark angel in that fall, but been groupette killed myself. From my point of view, that had been a huge improvement. The groupette had automatically given me the part of the glowing spirit of a fallen defender, so I’d been able to roam happily around the bottom of the Hive walls, intimidating the smaller demons until the rest of the group won the battle. Then the light angel appeared to resurrect me and congratulate us on our victory.

“You know that it’s easy to mop up the rest of the demons after both their leaders are dead,” added Forge.

Rothan made tutting noises on the comms. “I’m shocked and appalled by your negligence, Forge. You let your telepath fall off the Hive walls!”

“I’d no way of knowing that Amber was a telepath back then,” said Forge defensively, “and she wasn’t hurt. The holos make the Hive walls look as if they’re a hundred levels high, but they’re actually only a couple of steps off the cushioned flooring, so ...”

His explanation was drowned out by Rothan’s laughter. Forge belatedly realized that Rothan had only been teasing him, and hastily changed the subject.

“The groupette electrical equipment is on some shelves next to me, Lucas. There’s a cluster of luxurious tables and chairs in the middle of the water tank, and I can see what must be the holo projectors high up on the inside tank walls.”

“We’re looking at your camera images,” said Lucas. “Am I right that there are twenty chairs and five tables?”

“Yes,” said Forge.

“Please look directly at the groupette electrical equipment,” said Lucas.

The holo image rotated to show several shelves of electrical items. “Should I try to get the groupette to play something?” asked Forge.

Lucas gave a nervous glance in my direction. “I’d rather you didn’t. Is our Electrical Maintenance Specialist, Sakshi, on the crystal comms?”

“Yes,” Sakshi’s shy voice answered him.

“Please check Forge’s view of the groupette equipment, Sakshi, and give us your expert opinion.”

“Technically, that isn’t groupette equipment,” said Sakshi. “A standard dedicated bookette room has a bookette unit that can handle up to six people playing an active role in the bookette, while Amber’s bookette room has one of the advanced models that can cope with ten. If you want more active participants than that, you need a groupette hall. Small groupette halls have a groupette unit that allows up to twenty-four roles in the groupette, while large ones allow up to forty-eight.”

As always, Sakshi’s voice grew more confident as she talked about something in her area of expertise. “Forge is looking at three standard bookette units that have been linked together to form a makeshift groupette unit. That obviously won’t give such a good result as a proper groupette unit, but the water tank wouldn’t have the automatically adjusting scenery needed for compelling results anyway.”

“Am I right in thinking that having two standard bookette units linked together would have allowed twelve people to play an active role in the groupette, while these three linked units allow up to eighteen people?” asked Lucas.

“Yes,” said Sakshi.

“And it would be easier for someone to get bookette units than groupette units?”

“It would be far easier,” said Sakshi. “Everyone on the elite top ten levels of the Hive has a dedicated bookette room in their apartment. Old bookette units are constantly being discarded because they’ve broken down or been replaced by newer models. Groupette units are only supplied to groupette halls though, so someone would immediately notice one going missing.”

“That means the owner of this groupette, Prospero, uses it for a group of over twelve but not more than eighteen people including himself,” said Lucas. “The fact that there are twenty chairs and five tables suggests that the group size is closer to eighteen than thirteen. It makes sense to have more chairs than people, to allow them to move around freely, but you wouldn’t want to take too much unnecessary furniture to a secret location.”

He frowned. “Those chairs and tables look like elite level luxury furniture. Someone in the group, probably Prospero himself, must be Level 1 to afford it all. Nicole, can Liaison search the records for the purchase of that furniture?”

“We’re working on that now,” said Nicole.

“Someone in the group, and again that’s probably Prospero himself, must also have some electrical knowledge to be able to link the bookette units together,” said Lucas thoughtfully.

“Whoever did this must have a lot of electrical knowledge,” said Sakshi. “They didn’t just need to link the three bookette units together, but synchronize their control systems for the groupette to function, and that’s a highly skilled task. They must have made an error with the physical connections though, which caused the electrical interference.”

“I’ve never come across anyone called Prospero, so that’s probably not the groupette owner’s real name,” said Lucas.

“It’s definitely not their real name,” said Nicole. “I’ve just checked the records, and there isn’t anyone in the Hive called Prospero.”

“The groupette owner could be doing the same thing as Buzz,” said Lucas, “using a nickname rather than their official name, but I suspect they’re actually using the name Prospero to hide their true identity from their group.”

Gideon’s voice spoke on the comms. “Lucas, I think the groupette owner may have chosen the name Prospero because it has a special meaning to them. Claire was a great admirer of Shakespeare’s plays, and a group of her unit members used to put on very amateur performances for her. I once played the part of a character called Prospero in The Tempest.”

“What was this Prospero character like?” asked Lucas.

“He was a powerful sorcerer,” said Gideon. “That seems consistent with the way the groupette welcomed the mighty Prospero.”

“You’re right,” said Lucas. “That means the owner of this groupette is probably Level 1, male, admires Shakespeare’s plays, knows how to synchronize the control systems of three bookette units, but oddly made a mistake with the physical connections. Prospero also has a grandiose ego, and sees himself as conjuring up magical holo images for his group. Unfortunately, there’s a chance that the ego comes from the fact he isn’t just Level 1, but holds a high position in the Hive, and his friends may hold important posts too.”

Lucas gave a rueful laugh. “I’ve been chasing shadows here. I was obsessed with the idea that Keith had arranged this situation to put Amber in danger, but there’s no threat to either Amber or our unit here. Prospero must have chosen this area to set up his groupette by pure chance.”

He sighed. “Sadly, the fact that Keith isn’t involved doesn’t mean we can abandon the hunt for Prospero. He’s been holding secret meetings to play groupettes for his followers, and someone with a grandiose ego will be tempted to make the meetings increasingly dramatic.”

Lucas paused. “Eventually, Prospero will escalate things to the point where just playing groupettes isn’t enough. He’ll move on to taking some real-world actions, and those actions could be harmful to others. If it’s true that Prospero and his friends hold important positions in the Hive, then those actions could be harmful in the extreme. Have you had any luck finding records of the purchase of that furniture, Nicole?”

“I’m afraid not,” said Nicole. “We’ve identified the particular type of tables and chairs, and it isn’t for sale. It’s one of the types of furniture supplied to high level meeting rooms throughout the Hive. Prospero’s group must have either gradually stolen individual tables and chairs, or diverted a whole shipment intended for a meeting room.”

Lucas stood up. “I’ll go down to Level 100 to look at the groupette myself. I think it’s best to keep Amber safely on Level 96, so Liaison will need to send lift 2 up to collect me.”

“You’re staying with me, Lucas,” said Adika.

“We’ve established that there aren’t any genuine dangers on Level 100,” said Lucas wearily. “I want to check the groupette myself for any further clues to Prospero’s identity, and then organize putting up our hazard warning signs and surveillance cameras so Beckett can monitor the situation. We’ll resume the hunt for Prospero when our unit reopens after the New Year festival.”

“You’re staying with me, Lucas,” repeated Adika. “That’s because Dhiren is going to come up in lift 2 to take over leading Amber’s Bodyguard team, and then you and I will go down in lift 2 and check the groupette together. When we play the groupette sequences, I might notice some details that you wouldn’t.”

“Nobody is playing any of the groupette sequences,” said Lucas, “and that’s a direct order. If any of our unit members watch them and they contain disturbing images, then Amber could see them in our thoughts.”

“That’s a good point,” said Adika.

“We can avoid the problem by arranging for someone from Media Monitoring Division to inspect the groupette and send us a summary report,” added Lucas.

“You really don’t need to be so protective of me,” I protested. “I’ve seen the personal fantasies of dozens of people.”

Adika and Lucas exchanged meaningful glances. “It’s best not to take any risks, Amber,” said Lucas. “No one would go to the lengths of creating their own illegal groupette hall unless they wanted to play groupettes that included ... some highly unusual content.”

Adika moved across to the lift controls, and firmly changed the subject. “Lucas, you still haven’t explained to me why both you and Amber will need to take part in a conference call when the unit reopens. Telepaths don’t normally take part in Joint Tactical Meetings.”

“This conference call isn’t for one of the Joint Tactical Meetings between the Telepath Unit Tactical Commanders,” said Lucas. “It’s for a meeting with Gold Commander Melisande and some people from Hive Politics.”

Adika had just opened the lift doors, and was about to walk out into the corridor, but turned to stare at Lucas instead. “Hive Politics?”

Lucas nodded, and went out of the lift. Adika strode after him, and three of my bodyguards moved to form a defensive wall across the open lift doors, while Dex stayed protectively at my side.

“Is this conference call about Hive Genex’s attempt to kidnap Amber, and our Hive’s claim for compensation?” asked Adika.

“Yes,” said Lucas. “I’m afraid I have some bad news for you. Gold Commander Melisande called to inform us that two flights were incoming to our Hive. The first bringing a Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement inspection team.”

Adika said a single extremely crude word.

“And the other bringing a delegation from Hive Genex,” said Lucas. “The conference call is obviously to discuss the situation.”

Adika had strong feelings about a Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement inspection team being in our Hive, and positively explosive feelings about a delegation from Hive Genex being here. I winced as he started forcefully expressing those feelings.

Dex turned to me, and spoke in a low voice. “Amber, may I ask you a question?”

My attention was on Adika. “Yes,” I said vaguely.

“You have a true telepath ancestor. Would that true telepath ancestor be Claire?”

I blinked, and forgot about Adika ranting away outside the lift. Seventy-year-old Gideon had worked for Claire, retired when she died, and then come back to assist Lucas’s Tactical team when my unit was formed. We’d recently recruited six more of Claire’s old unit members to help us cope during the pressured time ahead, with four of the youngest of her Strike team members joining my Alpha Strike team to act as my regular bodyguards on runs. The only one of Claire’s old unit members who had come to spend the New Year festival with me though was Dex.

“What makes you think I have a true telepath ancestor?” I asked nervously.

“Beckett said that you’d been flagged as having gifted ancestry as a teen,” said Dex eagerly. “I remember Claire mentioning that Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement sometimes used the term gifted for true telepaths. Claire’s twenty-five duty children were all entered in the duty child programme themselves at the standard rate of six children. Some of those duty grandchildren were adopted at birth, so it has to be possible that ...”

Dex’s voice was breaking up from emotion. “I had to ask. Claire was always deeply disappointed by Keith’s behaviour, but you’ve been following her proud tradition of service to the Hive. It would mean so much to know that you aren’t just following Claire’s tradition but ...”

I didn’t know what to say. Dex was physically shaking as he waited for me to answer the question that was critically important to him. I’d only told this secret to Lucas and Keith so far. I didn’t feel ready to share the news with anyone else yet, but waste it!

Claire’s unit members had all adored her, and her Strike team members had been especially devoted. It would be hideously cruel of me to lie about this to Dex when I knew that the truth would make him blissfully happy.

“I’ve only just discovered that my father was one of Claire’s adopted grandchildren,” I said. “I’m her great-granddaughter.”

Dex covered his face with his hands. “The Hive knows best,” he said, in an awed voice. “I had the honour to serve Claire, and now I have the honour to serve her true heir.”

“This has to be kept secret,” I added anxiously. “If my father found out about it, then he’d be dreadfully shocked. He doesn’t know the truth about telepaths, or that he was adopted at birth. In fact, I don’t think either of my parents had even heard about duty children before Lucas explained that he was born through the duty child programme.”

Dex let his hands drop to his sides, and I saw the betraying moisture on his face. “Can I tell Claire’s other old unit members? They’d be delighted to learn that you’re Claire’s great-granddaughter, and I’d make sure they understood the need to keep it secret.”

I remembered the times when I’d discussed my problems with Gideon, and asked him questions about Claire. Now that Dex knew the truth, I should definitely tell Gideon, and it would be unfair to tell two of Claire’s old unit members and exclude the other five.

“Yes, you can tell them.”

Adika finally stopped ranting about the delegation from Hive Genex, and he and Lucas headed for lift 2. Dhiren and my other three bodyguards came to join me and Dex in the lift, and closed the lift doors behind them. I was aching from tiredness, so I reached out for some of the discarded hazard suits on the lift floor, and dragged them together to form a lumpy mattress.

I lay back with a sigh of relief, and stared up at the lift ceiling. I was already regretting telling Dex that I was Claire’s great-granddaughter. Now I was able to quietly think things through, it was obvious that I couldn’t just tell my unit members who’d worked for Claire. I’d have to tell everyone else in the unit as well.

I’d have liked to have more time to absorb the fact I was Claire’s great-granddaughter before making public announcements, but this situation was like making my promise to Keith. Something I didn’t want to do but was unavoidable.
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I awoke and was instantly aware of three things. I was floating in the warm air of a sleep field, I was desperately hungry, and the glorious scent of hot potato slices and protein sizzles was coming from somewhere nearby.

I opened my eyes, and found Lucas was standing next to the sleep field, waving a protein sizzle enticingly close to my nose. I opened my mouth, and blissfully savoured the warm mouthful.

“There’s a lot more food on the table in the living area,” said Lucas encouragingly.

I rolled out of the sleep field and stood up, my head still fuzzy from sleep. Lucas and I were in a small, unfamiliar bedroom. Confusingly, there was no furniture other than the sleep field. The storage wall was open though, and the sight of half a dozen bags started my memory working properly.

Lucas and I, together with a random group of my unit members, were staying in temporary apartments in my old home housing warren for the New Year festival. We’d gone on a check run to investigate a problem with Reece’s pipe cleaning robots, and discovered an illegal groupette hall inside a water tank. I couldn’t remember coming back to the apartment though, and I was still wearing last night’s clothes, so ...

“Did I fall asleep on the check run?”

Lucas laughed. “You didn’t fall asleep until we were tidying up at the end of the run.”

“I never said thank you to the Hazard Response team for helping us,” I said guiltily.

“I thanked them on your behalf,” said Lucas, “and explained that you’d fallen asleep from exhaustion. You mustn’t worry about that, because the telepathic effort of coping with the crowds by the express belt, reading Reece’s mind, and then doing the scans on the check run was bound to wear you out. You didn’t wake up when we carried you back here, so I thought it best to let you continue sleeping, but I’m sure you’ll want to eat now. Using your telepathy always makes you hungry as well as tired.”

“I’m dreadfully hungry.” I followed enticing food smells out of the bedroom to where bottles of drink, a covered tray, and a stack of clean plates and cutlery were waiting on a table.

“Be careful of the heated tray,” warned Lucas. “I ate earlier, so I know the cover is safe to touch, but the inside surface of the tray itself is very hot.”

I lifted the cover from the tray, and saw there were some gaps from where Lucas had had his meal, but the tray still held a tempting array of breakfast foods. Hot bread rolls, potato slices, protein sizzles, savoury pastries, and even some of the ridiculous Blue Zone bean animal shapes I’d adored as a small child.

I piled a plate high, and spent several minutes eating before I spoke again. “Did this food come from the park?”

“Yes,” said Lucas. “The kitchen units in these apartments have only been stocked with a basic selection of food packs, so we sent four of the Strike team members to raid the park breakfast tables. We’ll have to remember to take the plates and heated trays back later.”

I finished everything on my plate, had an extra helping of potato slices, and then gave a satisfied sigh. “I know last night didn’t work out as you’d hoped, but we could go back to the sleep field now and ...”

“I would love to do that,” said Lucas, in a wistful voice. “I would absolutely love to do that, but Beckett sent me a message earlier saying the head of Hive Politics wanted to call us in ...”

He glanced at his dataview. “In twenty-five minutes from now.”

“What? Senior Ambassador Elliott is calling us?” I squeaked, and scrambled to my feet. “Why didn’t you say that earlier? I need to get ready right away.”

“I didn’t want you rushing your meal when ...”

My cry of despair interrupted him. “I have to shower, change clothes, and ... Where has my festival dress gone?”

“There’s no need to panic,” said Lucas. “Buzz took your festival dress away to put it through a laundry cycle. You just need to shower and ...”

I missed the end of his sentence because I was already dashing off to shower. I made the mistake of washing my hair, forgetting it would take longer than usual to dry with only Level 27 shower facilities. When I finally ran back into the bedroom, I found Lucas was already wearing his festival outfit. He gestured at where my gorgeous blue and green dress was hanging next to the storage wall, and a pile of other oddments were balanced precariously on top of a bag, then dodged out of the way to let me dress.

“Buzz is waiting in the living area to help you with your makeup,” he said.

I frantically pulled on my clothes, and sprinted through to the living area. Buzz was already standing there, wearing a different red dress than the one she’d worn yesterday. The table had been cleared, and she pointed silently at the chair where I’d been sitting earlier. Once I’d sat down, Buzz took a mirror from a bag, placed it on the tabletop in front of me, and started working on my face.

“I hope that ...”

“Hush, Amber!” ordered Buzz. “I can’t do your lipstick if you’re talking.”

I obediently kept quiet while she completed my makeup, produced a brush to sweep my tangled hair skilfully into place, and then added the artificial flower that matched my dress. “You look perfect,” she said.

Lucas’s dataview chimed just as Buzz finished packing her mirror and makeup away in her bag. She hurried out of the apartment door, and Lucas came to sit beside me at the table. He tapped at his dataview, and a holo of Senior Ambassador Elliott appeared floating above the table.

Elliott looked even more strikingly handsome than I remembered, resplendent in a dramatic blue festival outfit. He gave a formal, respectful nod that was aimed at me rather than Lucas.

“New Year fortune to you both,” he said swiftly. “Should Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement or Gold Commander Melisande discover I contacted you at this moment and question you about the reason, then the conversation began with me thanking you for agreeing to join my conference call.”

He paused. “After a lengthy exchange of polite pleasantries, I informed you that some new developments meant I needed to hold my conference call earlier than planned. We talked for a significant period of time about various New Year festival events and possible new arrangements for the conference call.”

“Which is an excuse to let you spend time briefing us on the situation,” said Lucas.

“Precisely,” said Elliott, “but we should decide the new arrangements for the conference call first. Amber, would it be convenient for you if I schedule it during the long interlude between tomorrow morning’s pageant and the afternoon’s sports competition?”

“Given the importance of our claim against Hive Genex, I will be available for the conference call whenever you wish,” I said grimly.

“In which case, I’ll schedule the conference call for eleven tomorrow morning,” said Elliott. “We can now move on to the briefing. The people attending my conference call will be both of you, my brother, my four sisters, Gold Commander Melisande, and Adversary Nalini.”

Lucas raised his eyebrows. “Adversary Nalini is ...?”

“Adversary Nalini is our Hive’s best specialist Adversary,” said Elliott. “She’ll be leading our case against Hive Genex, so she needs to be informed of every detail, but we’re taking precautions to ensure Keith can’t read her mind.”

“What sort of precautions?” I asked anxiously.

“We’re using the same approach as with Lucas,” said Elliott. “Our Hive has a system to prevent telepaths from meeting each other. If Lucas doesn’t leave your unit without you, then Keith won’t be able to get anywhere near him. The same system is also used to prevent telepaths from meeting those imprinted for certain positions. My brother, my sisters, and I are all imprinted for either full Ambassador or Senior Ambassador, which are on the exclusion list. Adversary Nalini will be spending her every moment in close proximity to at least one of us until this case is completed.”

Lucas nodded. “Which means Gold Commander Melisande will be the only person taking part in the conference call who doesn’t know about the new telepath?”

“Yes,” said Elliott. “I’d prefer to tell Gold Commander Melisande the truth as well, but she has a well-established pattern of responding to Keith’s problem behaviour by descending on his unit in person, to interrogate his staff and give him face-to-face lectures. If Gold Commander Melisande breaks that pattern and starts avoiding Keith, he’ll work out she’s hiding something crucial from him, and go to obsessive lengths to learn the secret.”

He shrugged. “We’re therefore holding a formal conference call that includes Gold Commander Melisande, to convince both her and Keith that she’s being kept fully informed about the Hive Genex claim. In reality, there must be no mention of the three kidnapped citizens and their children during the meeting, and absolutely no reference at all to the possible new telepath. Gold Commander Melisande must be left believing that our Hive is only claiming financial compensation from Hive Genex. Once she believes that, Keith will read her mind and believe it too.”

“Understood,” said Lucas.

“So, what are the new developments that mean the conference call needs to be held earlier than planned?” I asked.

“I believe Gold Commander Melisande has already informed you about Adversary Aura formally rejecting the offer of negotiating a guilty plea with our Hive and Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement,” said Elliott.

I nodded.

“We were surprised by Adversary Aura’s decision,” said Elliott, “but her reasons became clear this morning. She’d rejected the offer of negotiating a guilty plea, so she could use the opposing tactic of pleading innocent and registering a legal counterclaim against our Hive. A counterclaim that directly concerns you, Amber.”

I blinked. “It directly concerns me? How?”

“I’d rather wait to explain the full details during the conference call,” said Elliott. “We can’t risk making Gold Commander Melisande suspicious, and your genuine surprise at hearing the news will be far more credible than any acted response.”

I wanted to insist on him explaining now, but ... “I’m not the best actress in the Hive,” I admitted reluctantly.

“I agree that the full details are best left until the conference call,” said Lucas, “but I need to check one point with you now. Amber and I were hoping that the new telepath would arrive in our Hive before Carnival. We were shocked when Gold Commander Melisande told us that Adversary Aura’s rejection of the guilty plea negotiations means the case has to go through the full trial process, and that will take at least another year. Is that really true?”

“I’m fully aware that the closure of Morton’s unit will leave the four remaining Telepath Units under massive pressure,” said Elliott. “I know how much it would help to have a new telepath arriving before Carnival, particularly one that’s already experienced in using their abilities, but sadly Gold Commander Melisande is correct.”

I groaned.

“Our Hive registered the original complaint with Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement immediately after the last Halloween festival,” Elliott continued. “Since then, the inspection team has been collecting evidence at Hive Genex. The inspection team’s investigation at our Hive will probably take a similar length of time, and then Hive Genex will be doing everything possible to delay the trial.”

“Why would Hive Genex want to delay the trial?” I asked. “It isn’t as if they can keep the telepath working for them until our claim is decided. Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement are keeping our original three kidnapped citizens, and the eighteen children they had through the Hive Genex duty child programme, in protective custody.”

“The key point is that those people are being kept in protective custody in a diplomatic facility at Hive Genex,” said Elliott. “In theory, no one outside Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement should be able to contact them, but Hive Genex will surely find a way to smuggle in messages. Every person has the right under Joint Hive Treaty to move Hive once during their lifetime. Hive Genex will be trying to persuade the telepath to bypass all of the legal proceedings by announcing he’s using that right to stay in Hive Genex.”

“Is the telepath likely to do that?” I asked anxiously.

“We believe the deciding factor will be the depth of the telepath’s attachment to his family,” said Elliott. “Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement keeps the information they gather during the investigation phase of cases strictly confidential, so we’ve only been given the minimum relevant facts about our three kidnapped citizens and their eighteen duty children. We know from our own Hive records that our original three citizens requested transfers to Hive Genex over three decades ago, with one of them requesting transfer in each of three successive years.”

I winced at the thought of what had happened to those people back then, and had so nearly happened to me last Halloween. “They didn’t make those requests of their own free will,” I said bitterly. “The Hive Genex agent who organized those past kidnappings presumably used the same method Elden used on me, imprinting them with orders when they were only small children.”

Elliott gave me a nervous look. “Yes. In each case, the person made their transfer request the moment they’d gone through Lottery testing, so they were never imprinted by our Hive.”

I frowned. “That means Hive Genex’s past agent was somehow able to trigger the imprinted orders as soon as the candidate completed Lottery testing.”

“We believe this timing was an essential part of the plan,” said Elliott. “If the Hive Genex agent triggered a candidate’s imprinted orders before they entered Lottery, then the detailed testing might reveal the candidate was being controlled. If the Hive Genex agent waited until after a candidate was imprinted by our Hive, then there was the danger of a full-sized standard imprint overlapping the tiny Hive Genex control imprint and destroying it.”

I shook my head. “So why didn’t Elden follow the same plan with me?”

“I’m sure that Elden tried to follow the same plan with you,” said Lucas, in a voice harsh with emotion. “The Teen Level community centres are used as assessment centres during Lottery. Elden just needed to find out where you’d be sent for testing, and then infiltrate the appropriate community centre, pretending to be one of the people called in to help with Lottery testing.”

He paused. “Elden’s plans went wrong on your first day in Lottery assessment though. One of the mandatory tests flagged you as a potential borderline or true telepath, so you were transferred to a different assessment centre. Elden would have been prepared for the possibility of you being transferred, but there wasn’t time for him to follow you to your new assessment centre before your next tests confirmed you were a telepath.”

Lucas pulled a face. “From that moment on, your testing process was taken over by specialists, and there was a protective security lockdown around you. Elden couldn’t get anywhere near you, and then our Hive flew you to our abandoned seed Hive as a suitably peaceful place for your training. Elden knew that our Hive would never risk imprinting a telepath, so the control imprint he’d given you was still intact, but it was too difficult for him to reach you at Hive Futura. He had to wait for you to return to our Hive and then try to find a way to trigger your imprint.”

I had an uncomfortable moment imagining Elden lurking in the background at my first Lottery assessment centre, being blocked from following me to my second Lottery assessment centre, and then glowering in frustration when I was flown to Hive Futura. “Are our three kidnapped citizens still under their imprinted compulsion, or are they free to think for themselves now?”

“We’ve been told that our kidnapped citizens were freed to think for themselves soon after they arrived at Hive Genex,” said Elliott. “They were left believing they’d made a wildly ill-judged decision to transfer Hive. They deeply regretted doing that, but knew they could never return to our Hive since all transfers are irrevocable lifetime commitments.”

He sighed. “They had no choice but to accept being imprinted by Hive Genex and making a new life there. They only learned that their transfer requests hadn’t been made of their own free will when they were questioned by Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement inspectors after last Halloween.”

I imagined all the years those people had spent regretting their decision, blaming themselves for doing something incredibly foolish, only to learn that it hadn’t been their own choice after all.

“We know that none of our three citizens formed a lasting relationship with anyone at Hive Genex,” continued Elliott. “Once they reached the qualifying age of twenty-five, they each agreed to take part in the Hive Genex duty child programme and have six children born to surrogate mothers, with the other genetic material contributed by a parent selected by Hive Genex.”

“Did our three citizens actually agree to those things themselves,” I asked sourly, “or were their control imprints used again?”

Elliott gave me a startled look. “It’s very perceptive of you to ask that question, Amber. As you’ve obviously realized, it has huge legal implications in this case. Hive Genex and our Hive have equal genetic claims on the eighteen duty children, but Hive Genex’s claim is weakened by them having kidnapped one parent from our Hive. If our citizens freely agreed to enter the Hive Genex duty child programme, then it can be argued that mitigates the issue of them having been kidnapped.”

He paused. “If there was a second offence of compulsion though, either in agreeing to take part in the Hive Genex duty child programme or agreeing to Hive Genex selecting the other genetic parent, it wouldn’t just totally destroy Hive Genex’s claim on the duty children. Hive Genex could also face massive penalties under the Joint Hive Treaty rules governing duty child programmes.”

It didn’t seem worth pointing out that I hadn’t been thinking about legal implications but human suffering when I asked the question.

Elliott waved his hands. “Whether our citizens willingly agreed to enter the duty child programme or not, they all chose to exercise their right to raise the children themselves. Crucially, one of the three kidnapped citizens was a borderline telepath. When her eldest son went through Hive Genex’s equivalent of Lottery at eighteen, he was discovered to be a true telepath.”

I frowned. “Wait a minute. Are we sure Hive Genex didn’t discover he was a true telepath until he was eighteen?”

“That’s what Hive Genex told the Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement inspectors,” said Elliott. “Do you have a reason to question that detail?”

“Elden gave Amber her control imprint when she was three years old,” said Lucas. “We assumed he had some way of knowing she’d grow up to be a telepath.”

“I don’t think that can be true,” said Elliott. “If Hive Genex had some way of knowing a child would grow up to be a telepath, they’d have known about the borderline telepath’s son, and would surely have taken closer control of his upbringing.”

“But Hive Genex must have had a specific way of selecting their kidnapping victims,” said Lucas. “You can’t possibly pick four small children randomly, and have one of them become a borderline telepath and another a true telepath.”

Senior Ambassador Elliott seemed to hesitate. “Speaking in strictest confidence, we believe the Hive Genex agents involved in the original three kidnappings had gained access to our Hive’s genetic records on true telepaths, and used that information to select their victims. I know that Amber recently requested her own paternal ancestry details.”

I blinked, considered asking how Elliott knew that, but focused on the key issue. “You mean that Hive Genex targeted small children with true telepath ancestry? They didn’t give me a control imprint because they’d some way of knowing I’d grow up to be a telepath. They gave me a control imprint because I was the great-granddaughter of the legendary Claire!”

“Yes,” said Elliott. “Hive Genex belongs to the genetics group of Hives, which is notoriously eager to expand its gene pool to include telepathic genes. Only about one in two hundred citizens of the telepathic Hives has telepathic genes though, so we’ve agreed not to trade such a precious resource to Hives outside our own fellowship.”

My parents worked in genetics, so I understood the full implications of what Elliott was saying. I exchanged wide-eyed glances with Lucas. We’d both believed that every other Hive had telepaths, but the Hives in the genetics group didn’t, and it sounded as if some of the other Hives might not have telepaths either!

I wanted to ask how many of the other one hundred and six Hive cities had telepaths, but I suspected Elliott’s comment was carefully planned to give Lucas and me certain information and no more. If I tried questioning Elliott about the telepathic Hives now, then he wouldn’t answer, and it might deter him from trusting us with more information in future.

“Hive Genex couldn’t simply physically kidnap someone with telepathic genes to expand their gene pool,” said Elliott. “Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement would eventually discover some of their citizens had telepathic genes, and ask awkward questions about how they appeared from nowhere.”

“So, Hive Genex came up with the brilliant plan of imprinting some of our citizens with orders to request transfers,” said Lucas. “When Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement discovered Hive Genex had citizens with telepathic genes, there would be records to explain it. People with telepathic genes had legally requested transfers to Hive Genex, and then agreed to take part in their duty child programme.”

“Exactly,” said Elliott. “You’ll both be aware that our Hive discourages its citizens from requesting transfers to other Hive cities by strictly limiting information about them.”

“The lack of information on other Hives makes requesting a transfer like taking a leap into a darkened lift shaft,” I said. “I suppose that’s why our Hive prevents telepaths from meeting anyone imprinted for either full Ambassador or Senior Ambassador. Those imprints must contain details on all the other one hundred and six Hive cities.”

Elliott gave me the same startled look as earlier. “You’re right. Our Hive believes that a full set of information on living conditions at other Hives could tempt people into requesting a transfer. The information is limited to full Ambassador and Senior Ambassador imprints, and Lottery only selects candidates for those positions who are absolutely loyal to our Hive.”

Lucas nodded. “And the candidates are also selected to have such strong family ties that no other Hive could ever bribe them into turning traitor. Which is one of the reasons you and your siblings are among the highest-ranked people in Hive Politics. The six of you were all born through our Hive’s duty child programme, but raised by your genetic parents, and have an incredibly close family bond. Combined with your looks, innate diplomatic abilities, and deep loyalty to our Hive, your family bond made you unbeatable candidates in Lottery.”

Elliott smiled. “You are correct in your assumption, Lucas. I can see why you and Amber work so well together, both personally and professionally. Your shared intelligence makes you the perfect complement for each other.”

I laughed. “Lucas is staggeringly intelligent, but I’m not.”

“Intelligence can manifest in many ways,” said Elliott. “To continue though, our Hive trades goods with nineteen other Hives, but only ever trades people with fifteen. Whenever possible, we limit trading people to the inner circle of seven other telepathic Hives that speak our language. With the vast majority of people arriving here coming from these seven Hives, rumours inevitably circulate about their living conditions. That means our citizens wanting to transfer Hive usually request to go to one of the inner circle.”

He grimaced. “Our Telepath Units would have been deeply suspicious about a sudden rush of telepaths’ relatives asking to transfer to an obscure Hive that has no direct trade relationship with us. Hive Genex avoided that problem by targeting children who’d been born through the duty child programme and adopted.”

“Or were in my own position of having a parent who’d been born through the duty child programme and adopted,” I said bitterly.

“Hive Genex’s plan succeeded,” said Lucas. “They got their telepathic genes. They were lucky enough to get a true telepath among the first generation of children. They could have got away with the whole thing if they hadn’t been greedy. When they tried using the same kidnapping plan again, and Amber turned out to be a true telepath, they should have immediately abandoned the attempt. Carrying on was far too risky, but I suppose they couldn’t resist it.”

“Of course they couldn’t resist it,” I said. “This is like when my parents were working on breeding some new genetic lines of comfort cats, and wanted to add a cat with advantageous genes to their breeding programme. Hive Genex had a male true telepath aged twenty-four. If they stole a female true telepath aged eighteen, then the two of us could never physically meet, but they could put us in their duty child programme to have genetic children together using surrogate mothers.”

I gave an angry shake of my head. “Joint Hive Treaty rules have a regular limit of six children under the duty child system for each person, but Hives are allowed to select one in a million citizens for a higher limit of twenty-five. My great-grandmother willingly agreed to have twenty-five duty children born to surrogate mothers for our Hive. Hive Genex could have compelled me to do the same for them.”

All the emotions I’d been holding back exploded in one furious sentence. “Hive Genex wasn’t just trying to kidnap me, but my unborn children as well!”
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There was a moment where I was lost in rage, and then I went beyond rage into a frozen, emotionless state. “Senior Ambassador Elliott, you were explaining that the borderline telepath’s eldest son went into Hive Genex’s equivalent of Lottery at eighteen and was discovered to be a true telepath. Please continue.”

“Are you all right, Amber?” asked Lucas anxiously.

“I now understand exactly why Hive Genex wanted to kidnap me,” I said, in an icy voice. “We need to make sure Hive Genex suffers such massive penalties that no Hive will ever try to kidnap a telepath again. I want Senior Ambassador Elliott to continue his explanation now, because we won’t be able to mention the new telepath’s existence in front of Gold Commander Melisande.”

“That’s true,” said Elliott nervously. “Well, the telepath grew up living with his mother and duty child siblings. Hive Genex speaks a different language to us, but we’ve been told that the family spoke our language at home, so the children grew up being bilingual. We believe there was a similar arrangement for the two other families as well, and they’ve been closely connected with each other over the years. It’s noticeable that the only formally registered relationships involving the duty children are within the group of three families.”

He paused. “We believe we’re dealing with what’s effectively an extended family group. Hive Genex may have actively encouraged this situation to prevent any of the eighteen duty children requesting a transfer to our Hive. As you just pointed out, Lucas, someone with close family ties would never consider moving Hive and leaving their loved ones behind. The three original citizens couldn’t request to transfer Hive again. Even if they encouraged their duty children to leave as a group without them, the children couldn’t request transfers until they were eighteen.”

“And by the time the youngest duty children were eighteen, all the older ones, except for the telepath himself, would have been imprinted by Hive Genex,” said Lucas grimly. “Requesting a transfer would have meant Hive Genex would remove their imprints, wreaking havoc with all their associated personal memories.”

Elliott nodded. “But now they’ve been offered an unprecedented opportunity. If Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement rules that they are all legally citizens of our Hive, they’ll be able to move here as a group without having their imprints removed, and still have the option to transfer Hive again later if they’re unhappy. If all the telepath’s extended family decide to move here, and he’s sincerely attached to them, then Hive Genex won’t be able to bribe him into staying there alone. They’d have to persuade the whole group to stay, which could be extremely difficult.”

“It should be impossible to persuade our kidnapped citizens to stay,” I said fiercely. “If Hive Genex had succeeded in doing that to me ... If I’d spent my life blaming myself for foolishly requesting a transfer away from everyone and everything I’d loved, and then learned that decision hadn’t been made of my own free will ... I assure you that absolutely nothing could stop me from taking the chance to go home and persuading my children to go with me.”

“We hope that’s what’s happening in this case, and our three original citizens are encouraging the extended family group to leave,” said Elliott. “I’m afraid we have to end this call now to avoid it becoming suspiciously long.”

“Of course,” I said.

“Then I will have the pleasure of speaking to you again at eleven tomorrow morning,” said Elliott, and his holo image gave me a respectful nod before vanishing.

I allowed myself a full minute to calm down before speaking. “I wonder how Elliott knew about me requesting my paternal ancestry details.”

“I expect the person in charge of that information reported your request to him,” said Lucas. “Elliott seems to know a lot about telepaths.”

“Yes,” I said. “I was stunned when Elliott told us the genetics group of Hives doesn’t have citizens with telepathic genes.”

“I think Elliott was telling you that,” said Lucas drily. “I just happened to be present when he did it. The last time we talked to him, he mentioned the Council of Gaia. As I said back then, I think that was intended as a heavy hint you might eventually be allowed to meet the true decision-makers of the Hive. I suspect Elliott is feeding you trickles of information to either prepare you for that day or test your discretion. Probably both.”

I was still in a bad enough mood to make a resentful huffing noise. “Elliott will have to accept that he either shares his information with both of us, or he keeps his secrets to himself. Do you think it’s only the genetics group of Hives that doesn’t have citizens with telepathic genes?”

“Read me,” said Lucas.

I linked to his mind, and found his thought trains eagerly analyzing the question of the telepathic genes. I focused on the pre-vocalization level, where he was forming thoughts that were specifically aimed at me.

There are two distinct possibilities. One is that telepathic genes were originally present in all Hives, but the genetics group of Hives mistakenly labelled them as undesirable during their genetic restriction phase, and deliberately eliminated them from their gene pool. In that case, every Hive outside the genetics group is likely to have citizens with telepathic genes. The genetics group of Hives imposed far more rigorous genetic restriction measures than other Hives, so have a far narrower gene pool.

“And what’s the second possibility?” I asked.

That telepathic genes appeared spontaneously in one Hive and spread to others through transfer requests and trading personnel.

“Elliott said that the telepathic Hives never trade citizens with telepathic genes outside what he called our own fellowship.”

It could have taken Hives a long time to discover the value of telepathic genes. Any borderline telepaths who risked describing their insights to others would have been laughed at and dismissed as delusional. When a true telepath finally appeared, able to repeat every word someone was thinking, then people would stop laughing. Hives would begin actively hunting for anyone with telepathic ability, and ensuring they didn’t accidentally trade someone with telepathic genes.

“Yes, it could have worked that way,” I said.

In which case, there might be a relatively small number of telepathic Hives. We still have very little understanding of how telepathy works. Elliott implied that the telepathic Hives have a fairly consistent rate of one in two hundred citizens with telepathic genes.

Lucas’s thoughts flared bright with calculations.

Our Hive has over a million eighteen-year-olds going into Lottery each year, so about five thousand of them will have telepathic genes. My imprint tells me that Lottery finds just under a thousand borderline telepaths each year, and on average it takes just under six years to find a telepath.

He groaned.

That means only one in five people with telepathic genes will manifest as a borderline telepath, while only one in thirty thousand will manifest as a true telepath. What’s happening obviously can’t be as simple as someone having the known telepathic genes. There must be some extra factors involved. My own theory is that a telepath or borderline telepath’s mind needs to be in some way compatible with their ability, but I’ve never been able to find a pattern that ...

Lucas’s dataview chimed, and he glanced at the screen. “That’s a message from Adika saying it’s time for us to leave for the Circle of Life service. Everyone else is already waiting outside in the corridor.”

I hastily stood up. “Then we need to join them at once. My parents will be dreadfully upset if I’m late for the Circle of Life service.”

“We aren’t going to be late for the service,” said Lucas soothingly. “Adika’s leaving time is calculated to get us to the event area ahead of the main rush of people and ...”

I missed Lucas’s last words because I was already leading the way out of the apartment door. Adika’s message had said that everyone else was waiting in the corridor, but I saw two people were missing.

I looked at Adika. “Jalen and Penn aren’t here. I suppose they went to rejoin their families after last night’s check run.”

Adika just grunted an acknowledgement before focusing his attention on Lucas. “Why was the head of Hive Politics calling you? Has something happened that I should know about?”

Lucas grimaced. “Senior Ambassador Elliott has changed the timing of the planned conference call. It will now be at eleven tomorrow morning.”

Adika made a grumbling noise. “Why has he changed the time?”

“I’ve no idea,” said Lucas. “Senior Ambassador Elliott said he preferred to leave explaining until the meeting.”

Adika made the grumbling noise again. “Listen closely, everyone. The plan is for our group to arrive at the event area early, to make sure we can all sit together at the front of the crowd. We don’t want any structural pillars blocking our view of the service, or Amber and Lucas having to make their way through crowds of people to take part in their path of life steps.”

“Am I taking part in a path of life step?” Lucas looked disconcerted.

Everyone except Buzz and me scowled at him. I spent so much time reading Lucas’s mind that I couldn’t have any doubts about how much he loved me. Buzz would be sure of that too, because her borderline telepath insights worked on everyone but me.

“Of course you’re taking part in a path of life step.” Adika’s tone was infinitely threatening as his bulky figure loomed menacingly over Lucas. “You can’t share the New Year lovers’ kiss of commitment with our telepath, and then refuse to take part in the relationship step with her.”

“Particularly when it was such an enthusiastic kiss,” added Buzz mischievously.

I blushed.

“I’m not refusing to do anything,” said Lucas. “It’s just that I don’t know what to do during the relationship step. The last time I attended a New Year Circle of Life service was when I was five years old, and my only memory is of taking part in a ribbon dance with the other children. I looked at where my parents were sitting in the audience, hoping they’d be pleased with me, but they were busy arguing. My mother suddenly stood up, came to drag me off the event lawn, and we all went back to our apartment.”

He pulled a pained face. “I wasn’t taught anything about the Circle of Life service in school, because my teachers assumed their pupils were attending the service every year. My imprint only covers a few technical points about the steps, and I was so overwhelmed with my fears about the New Year that I never thought of looking up any details of the service before we came here.”

He hesitated. “The relationship step doesn’t involve any complicated dancing, does it?”

I gave him a reassuring hug. “There’s no dancing in any of the adult steps. We’ll just have to hold hands and parade in a circle with the other couples.”

Lucas looked relieved. “I should be able to parade in a circle without falling over my own feet.”

“If you do manage to fall over your own feet,” said Adika, “then Forge can pick you up.”

He turned to Forge. “When we arrive at the event area, make sure that you and Buzz are sitting next to Amber and Lucas. I want the two of you to be walking right behind them during the relationship step parade.”

“What?” Forge looked even more disconcerted than Lucas had been earlier. “Buzz and I didn’t share the New Year lovers’ kiss, so we won’t be in the relationship step parade.”

“Yes, you will,” said Adika, “and that’s an order.”

“I came to celebrate the New Year festival with Amber, because I want to break free from my parents and make my own choices in life,” said Buzz furiously. “I’m not letting anyone order me to make relationship commitments!”

Adika folded his arms and glowered at her. “I’m not ordering you to make a relationship commitment. I’m ordering Forge to be right behind Amber in the relationship step parade. There’ll be six Strike team members taking the Lottery step with Amber, but the relationship step is a major problem. I can’t let Amber go parading around the event lawn without a bodyguard. Forge is both my most reliable man here, and the only one with any sort of partner present.”

Adika shrugged. “If you don’t want to join the relationship step parade with Forge, then he’ll have to pick someone else to pretend to be his partner, because he’ll look far too conspicuous on his own.”

“Oh,” said Buzz. “Well, if Forge and I will just be acting a part to protect Amber ...”

“Actually, the best solution would be if I join the relationship step parade myself with you as my partner,” interrupted Adika.

“No, no,” said Buzz hastily. “You’re engaged to Megan. She’d be incredibly upset if you joined the relationship step parade with someone else as your partner.”

“If Megan cares that much about the path of life steps, she should be here to take part in them with me,” said Adika.

I was trained to link to the minds of my Strike team when they were in trouble. The bleak note in Adika’s voice dragged me into thoughts that were dark with anger and frustration.

... all the years of putting my duty to the Hive ahead of my personal life. Having to sit with my parents on the banked edge of the event area each New Year festival as a single man, applauding others as they walked the step of a new relationship. Finally resorting to lies, claiming I had to work during every New Year festival, and ...

... but this festival was supposed to be different. Amber is the opposite of Morton, actively encouraging her Strike team members to have relationships and children, and Megan has the perfect combination of status and appearance to be my wife. I told my parents that I’d be spending the New Year festival with them, celebrating reaching the career pinnacle of being a Strike team leader, and walking the circle with my chosen partner in life, but...

... and even when Megan announced she’d be spending the New Year festival with her husband’s parents instead of mine, I was more than generous about the situation, offering to go and spend the festival with her. Megan just said that her husband’s parents wouldn’t like that. What about my likes and needs? What about our path of life and ...?

... totally supported Megan’s decision to have her husband’s twin babies before marrying me. The man was a Strike team member, a brother in arms who gave his life in the service of the Hive. Megan agreed that we’d marry as soon as her twins were born though. She chose me to become their father. She promised to celebrate those commitments by taking two path of life steps with me today. The step of new life for Dean’s twins and the relationship step for ourselves. Waste Megan! Changing her mind at the last minute is the worst possible type of low down behaviour, pushing me into lying to my parents again, and accepting Amber’s invitation to ...

... knew I’d be humiliated in front of the Strike team members who came to celebrate the New Year festival with Amber. Now Forge has turned up as well, which makes the situation even worse. My deputies are less than a year out of Lottery, but they’ve both made better progress on the path of life than I have after seventeen years. Rothan will be taking the relationship step with Emili during the Circle of Life service. I don’t understand what’s going on with Forge and Buzz, but at least they’re in the same place for the New Year festival. I’ll be sleeping alone tonight while Forge and Buzz ...

I saw a sexual image of Forge and Buzz that sent me recoiling out of Adika’s mind. I winced, and saw Buzz was wincing too. As a borderline telepath, she couldn’t have read Adika’s thoughts, or seen that image in his mind, but she’d obviously had an insight into his angry, wounded pride.

“I’m happy to join the relationship step parade with Forge,” she said, in a pacifying voice.

“Then let’s go to the park.”

Adika stalked off down the corridor, and the rest of us trailed after him in an awkward silence. When we reached the danger point of the short cut past the school, I didn’t need to remind everyone to be quiet, because nobody was speaking anyway.

Once we were safely past the school, Lucas put his arm around me and whispered in my ear. “Read me.”

I checked the top level of his thoughts.

Adika was expecting to be taking path of life steps with Megan today, and is naturally furious that she’s chosen to celebrate the New Year festival without him. I should have realized their relationship was heading for yet another major conflict when our group set off from the unit yesterday with Adika but no Megan. I was too busy battling my fears of the New Year though. I wasn’t thinking at all until we’d shared the New Year lovers’ kiss. After that, I was thinking about ...

I gave Lucas a reproving look, and whispered back to him. “I know what you were thinking about then. What you’re thinking about right now. The top levels of your mind are worried that our unit is going to have a massive workload while Morton’s unit is closed, and a breach between Adika and Megan could bring us to disaster point. The lowest levels are fantasizing about the two of us though.”

I paused. “You mustn’t feel forced into taking the relationship step with me today. I don’t care whether we do that now, wait until the next New Year festival, or never do it at all. What matters to me isn’t Hive traditions, but how we feel. I love you, and I know you love me.”

The pre-vocalized thought level of Lucas’s mind flared to be as bright as the Truesun of Outside.

Buzz has chosen to break free of her parents, and come to celebrate the New Year festival with us instead, because she wants to make her own choices in life. I want to make my own choices in life too.

I won’t be deterred by the memory of my parents’ destructive marriage, or my imprinted knowledge of how the Hive uses the Valentine and New Year festivals to pressure its citizens into having relationships and children. You’re right that the only thing that matters today is our feelings for each other. I’m freely choosing to take the relationship step with you for the only valid reason. We love each other and want to build a life together.
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When our group reached the park, we stopped at a food table to return our breakfast trays, plates, and cutlery. I was still feeling full after my generous meal, but I couldn’t resist wrapping a chocolate crunch cake in a paper napkin, and sneaking it into my pocket for later. When we headed on towards the vast, bowl-shaped event area, we found that only a few early arrivals were sitting on the neatly mown grass of its banked edge.

I saw my family waiting for us next to some towering heaps of blankets. My mother beckoned us to join them, everyone collected a blanket, and then our combined group followed Adika to a large gap in the crowd. We spread our blankets on the gently sloping grass and sat down, with Lucas and me sitting at the front. Forge and Buzz were on our left, my parents, grandparents, and Gregas on our right, and the rest of my unit members sitting behind us.

I turned to look at where Adika was sitting protectively close to me, and found the grimly resigned expression on his dark face even more worrying than his earlier furious mood. I considered suggesting he went somewhere else during the Circle of Life service, but realized he’d never agree to that. Adika would rather be humiliated in front of his men, than have them witness him turning coward and running away.

Only a trickle of people arrived over the next few minutes, but then the park suns flashed red in a warning sign that the Circle of Life service was about to begin. The trickle of arrivals promptly turned into a flood, the banked edge of the lawn filled up with people, and then the suns started dimming.

As the suns reached moon level and still kept darkening, the park became a place of ominous shadows. I felt the growing nervous tension of the crowd around us, but then a beam of light shone down on the stage at the centre of the flat, circular event lawn, illuminating a woman in the flowing robes of a Hiveist Ministrant. Her solemn voice spoke over the event sound system.

“The old year of 2532 has ended. We are grateful for the care and protection the Hive gave us during that year.”

I felt, saw, heard something changing in response to the Ministrant’s words. Whenever I was inside the Hive, sleeping or waking, deliberately using my extra sense or not, I was always aware of the roaring of the Hive mind on the deepest telepathic level. The thoughts of the hundred million people crammed into our underground city.

The Hive population was usually contented, so the sound of the Hive mind was reassuring and restful, reminding me of the waves on one of the Hive’s beaches, the rain falling in one of its parks, or the humming of bees in a hydroponics area. There were times when the mood of the Hive population became troubled though, and the Hive mind took on a disturbingly harsh note.

Now the Hive mind was changing in a way I’d never encountered before. The New Year Circle of Life was the only Hiveist service that virtually everyone in the Hive attended. Apart from some essential workers, and a few people who had personal reasons for avoiding the New Year celebrations, the whole of the Hive’s population had gathered in the parks to take part in this service.

Every one of those people, whether they were a practising Hiveist or not, would be hearing a Hiveist Ministrant repeat identical words at identical times. For the first time since Lottery testing had awakened my latent telepathic skills, I was experiencing what happened when the hundred million thoughts of the Hive aligned in response to the Circle of Life service.

“We are grateful for the homes, the food, and the many comforts the Hive showers upon us,” said the Ministrant.

I was engulfed by the heartfelt gratitude of the Hive mind. Music came over the sound system, and I joined in with the crowd singing the first two lines of Hive Duty song number ten. Lucas was singing as well. He didn’t know the details of the Circle of Life service, but the Hive schools trained every child in the Hive to recite the Hive Obligations and sing the Duty songs.

“The Hive is our world.

It houses and feeds us.”

“We are grateful for the Hive’s wisdom in building a strong shield to protect us from the blinding Truesun and the demons of Outside,” said the Ministrant.

“The Hive is our world.

It guards and protects us.”

The Hive mind’s gratitude was even more fervent as we sang this response. A year ago, I’d been utterly terrified of Outside, particularly the Truesun. Our Hive didn’t want its citizens using their right under Joint Hive Treaty to move Hive once in their lifetime, so it used social conditioning surrounding the festivals of Carnival and Halloween to encourage a fear of the world beyond the Hive walls. My own fear had been far stronger than normal though, because a horror of the Truesun had accidentally been included in Hive Genex’s control imprint.

Once Lucas had managed to remove that control imprint from my brain, I’d been able to overcome my fear. I’d walked under the Truesun of Outside, and learned to love the wild countryside and the peace of being away from the constant pressure of the Hive mind. At this moment though, I was swayed by the attitudes of the crowd around me, and the multitude of other crowds throughout the Hive, so I found myself thinking of the Outside as a nightmare place.

“We are grateful for the work that the Hive gives us, and the infinite knowledge that it imprints on our minds,” said the Ministrant.

“The Hive is our world.

We delight in its service.”

The Hive mind wasn’t quite as united in gratitude this time. There was a nervous edge to it that I was sure came from the oldest teens. The candidates for the next Lottery would be growing increasingly worried about what work they’d be given and what imprinting might do to their minds.

All the adults around me though, even Lucas, sang the response ardently. They’d all been through the optimization stage of Lottery, and been given work that wasn’t just needed by the Hive but that they loved doing as well. I felt oddly excluded by their fervour. Telepaths were among the few Hive members with talents too vital to be optimized. Whether I loved or hated my work, my talent was far too rare for the Hive to use me in any other role.

I wondered if Buzz shared any of my feelings of being excluded. Probably not. As a borderline telepath, she hadn’t been through full optimization, because the Hive needed her to fill one of a limited set of posts, but she had been imprinted for the one of those posts best suited for her. Buzz also loved the luxuries of her position at the top of the Hive, and enjoyed the freedom of carrying out her role as my personal counsellor.

Yes, Buzz might not be quite as blissfully happy with her work as Lucas or Adika, but she was far better suited to it than I was to mine. I envied her that, but not the fact the Hive knew it was safe to imprint borderline telepaths. I was often frustrated by the way members of my unit could effortlessly draw on a mass of imprinted information, while I had to learn things for myself. If the Hive did discover it was safe to imprint me though, I’d be wary of accepting that easy route to knowledge.

Hive Genex’s attempt to kidnap me had shown me how easily imprints could be misused to plant emotions in someone’s mind or to control their decisions. Removing imprints caused problems too, because it also removed all the personal memories associated with the imprint. My control imprint had only been active for three days, so removing it had barely affected me, but anyone who had a long-term imprint removed would be left with only meaningless shredded remnants of their past memories.

Besides, our Hive didn’t really imprint infinite knowledge on its people. The imprint for each position in the Hive was carefully restricted to the information necessary to do that work. Our Hive was well aware that knowledge was power, and controlling it was a way to control people. Someone couldn’t be influenced by facts that they didn’t know existed.

“We are grateful for our fellow Hive members, who work with us for the common good,” said the Ministrant.

“The Hive is our world.

Our family and friends.”

The Hive mind took on an edge of sadness as we sang the response, already anticipating the Ministrant’s next words.

“The old year has ended,” said the Ministrant, “and some of our number have ended their service too. Let us silently honour the memory of the fallen.”

Tradition dictated that I should remember the fallen member of my unit, Fran, at this point. I should be dutifully thinking of all the years she’d faithfully served the Hive before she joined my unit. I couldn’t forget the problems she’d caused during her brief period as my Liaison team leader though, and it was even more painful to think of what had happened after she left.

My worries about Morton’s unit closing made me forget about Fran, and think about some of the telepaths the Hive had lost instead. One of the reasons we only had five telepaths now was that our Hive had lost two of its telepaths at tragically young ages. York and Olivia had both broken under the strain of being a telepath. All I knew about York was that he’d come out of Lottery thirty years before me, and been so traumatized by his first encounter with the mind of a wild bee that he’d taken his own life. I knew far more about Olivia, because I’d been involved in a recent crucial decision about her.

Olivia had come out of Lottery eight years before me, failed to find a way to clear her mind of the echoes of malevolent targets, and been gradually overwhelmed by a multitude of invading personalities. When I discovered the tortured state of what remained of Olivia, I’d encouraged the Hive to try to rescue her from what was effectively a living death, by unravelling her personal memory chain eight years to before she came out of Lottery. Olivia had control of her own mind again, and I hoped she would have a happy new life to make up for the eight years that she’d lost, but resetting her mind had subtly changed her personality and left her just a borderline telepath.

Keith had told me that it was my involvement in Olivia’s mind being reset that had triggered his conflict with me. I spent a moment uneasily remembering how I’d bought peace with Keith, wondering when he’d ask me to honour the promise I’d made, and exactly what he’d ask me to do. Finally, I moved on to thinking of a telepath that had been lost by our Hive three years ago. My own great-grandmother.

Claire had been the opposite of York and Olivia, successfully overcoming the dangers of being a telepath to serve the Hive devotedly for seventy-five years. Ever since I’d learned about Claire, I’d considered her an inspiring example of a telepath, and felt an increasingly personal connection to her. She’d owned my unit before me, lived in what was now my apartment, her ashes had been scattered in the unit park, and first Gideon and then six of her other unit members had come to work for me. When I came out of Lottery, I hadn’t just been shocked to learn I was a telepath, but totally bewildered. Now I knew that I was Claire’s great-granddaughter, everything made far more sense, and ...

I became aware of a disturbance in the crowd behind me. People were grudgingly shuffling aside to let someone through, while making huffing sounds of disapproval at them being so colossally ill-mannered as to arrive during the remembrance part of the Circle of Life service. My Strike team members weren’t just reacting with disapproval though, but turning, hands poised ready to draw weapons, to see who was coming through the crowd towards us.

I was wondering if I should make a telepathic scan of the crowd to check for wild bees, when I heard a familiar voice whisper apologetically.

“Sorry I’m late.”

“Megan!” Adika’s voice was startled but approving.

Everyone relaxed, and Lucas leaned to murmur thankfully in my ear. “Disaster averted.”

I gave him a deeply relieved nod, and there was some more confusion as our group made space for Megan to sit next to Adika.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?” Adika’s question was incautiously loud.

“Because I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to get here in time,” Megan’s reply was carefully judged to be barely audible. “When Dean’s family decided to hold a commemorative service to mark the moment of his birth, I couldn’t refuse to attend. That was a private family service, so it was held in Purple Zone. Today, there was a much larger gathering to celebrate Dean’s life. People were coming from all across the Hive, so the gathering was held at a more central location in Turquoise Zone.”

Megan paused. “I knew the celebration of Dean’s life would be timed to finish before the Circle of Life service. When you said that you’d be spending the New Year festival with Amber in Blue Zone rather than going to your parents’ home in Red Zone, I thought I might be able to attend the gathering and still make it a zone south in time to take the path of life steps with you. I didn’t want to tell you I was coming though, because even the slightest delay would have meant I was too late.”

She hesitated before adding anxiously. “I know you wanted us to spend this New Year festival with your family. Perhaps we could go and visit them tomorrow.”

“Yes,” said Adika, with a self-satisfied air. “We can spend tonight here. Tomorrow morning, I’ll leave Forge in charge of protecting Amber, while the two of us go to spend a few hours with my parents at their local park. Both of my brothers will be there with their families, and I’ll be able to introduce you to all my parents’ friends and neighbours as well.”

Adika was talking even louder than before, so some nearby people overcame their ingrained respect for our high level group enough to give pointedly disapproving coughs. I was relieved when the Ministrant began speaking again.

“The ashes of the fallen have been scattered, but the memory of their past service lives on, and their spirits will be reborn to serve the Hive again.”

“The Hive is our world.

And we are the Hive!”

I joined in the triumphant singing of the last two lines of Hive Duty song number ten, and then the whole event stage suddenly blazed with light. The Hiveist Ministrant spread her arms wide, and shouted in a jubilant voice.

“The New Year of 2533 is here! Good fortune to the Hive!”

“Good fortune to the Hive!” we responded joyfully.

The lights in the ceiling above the whole event area increased to full sun brightness again. “We celebrate the Circle of Life,” cried the Hiveist Ministrant, “and walk the steps of its path together. High up!”

“High up!” responded the crowd.

“We call forward those who walk the step of new life,” said the Ministrant.

I turned to smile at Adika, and saw him eagerly spring to his feet, and hold out a hand to help Megan up. Other people were standing up as well, and picking their way down through the crowd on the banking to reach the flat event lawn.

I faced forward again, and watched the people gathering together for the procession. The higher level people were expected to be at the front of the line, and the combination of Adika’s intimidatingly muscled figure, and his and Megan’s obviously Level 1 clothes, inevitably meant that everyone else formed up behind them. The audience started chanting as Adika and Megan led the parade around the circular event lawn.

“High up! High up! High up!”

The audience paused to clap twice between each repetition of the words “High up!” I joined in the chanting and clapping, but then the proud expression on Adika’s face dragged me into sharing thoughts that weren’t just celebrating this moment, but joyfully imagining the future as well.

Megan and I will be walking both the step of new life for Dean’s twins and the relationship step for ourselves in this festival. In the next festival, we’ll be walking the step of new life for Dean’s twins again, as well as the parent step. If everything goes to plan, then the festival after that we’ll be walking the step of new life again for my own genetic child, and the parent step is repeated at every festival so ...

Adika was glorying in the chanting and clapping that wasn’t just his now, but would be repeated at every future New Year festival. He smiled at Megan, and studied her appearance with approval.

Perfectly ordered hair. Perfectly made up face. Perfect choice of festival dress to show off her breasts and legs, while making it clear that others can admire and envy but only I get to touch and ...

... looking forward to seeing the faces of my parents’ neighbours when they see Megan displayed on my arm. There’ll be no more pitying comments about finding the right girl soon, or ...

I pulled out of Adika’s mind and was left feeling mixed emotions. I was pleased that he was happy, but faintly disturbed by the fact he wasn’t thinking about Megan as a person he loved at this moment. She was a possession to be proudly displayed to others.

I reminded myself that most of my unit members had been chosen for their work because they had similar attitudes to me, but that didn’t apply to my team leaders. Buzz had told me that Adika and Megan wanted very different things from their relationship than I wanted from my relationship with Lucas, and I should just accept their decisions without worrying about them. Buzz was right.

Other people chanted and clapped, but I sat silent and still as I watched the line of people in the parade. I’d always thought it an oddity that parents walked the step of new life twice for each baby. Once during the New Year festival after the beginning of the pregnancy, and a second time the following year. That meant some of the women were like Megan, in too early a stage of pregnancy for it to be noticeable, while one or two looked as if they could give birth at any moment. Others carried babies that ranged from newborn to a year old.

There were mostly couples in the parade, though a few women were alone, and one girl had what were obviously her parents walking on either side of her. A woman in a green and gold dress caught my attention. She was alone, riding a powered chair near the front of the parade, and glowing with delight as she held a sleeping baby on her lap.

If I read her mind, I knew I’d be caught up by her feelings, and share both her delight and her personal story. If I read the thoughts of anyone else in that parade, or anyone in this audience, then the same thing would happen. The reason I felt so compelled to protect my Hive from threats, was that I knew every single one of its hundred million citizens was a uniquely irreplaceable person.

The Hiveist Ministrant had just said that the spirits of the fallen would be reborn to serve the Hive again. I wasn’t sure if I believed that or not – my great-grandmother would have described me as still seeking my truth. I was sure that any fallen spirits who were reborn would be changed by living a new life, just as Olivia had been changed by having her memory reset.

I’d been doing my best to think about anyone and everyone except myself, but the parade was moving painfully slowly around the circle, with people stopping to exchange waves with members of their family in the audience. When the leaders were halfway around the circle, and disappeared briefly behind the event stage before reappearing again, I finally gave in and faced the problem that was screaming for my attention.

I was watching other women celebrate the fact they were either expecting babies, or had recently given birth to them. I would never experience either of those things myself though. The Hive would never permit me to be pregnant, because telepaths were too rare and precious to be allowed to take even the slightest risk.

Not being permitted to be pregnant myself didn’t mean I couldn’t have children though. My telepathic genes were so valuable that Hive Genex had tried to kidnap me, while my own Hive would take the slightly more ethical step of pressuring me to take part in its duty child programme at the higher limit. My great-grandmother had had the maximum permitted twenty-five duty children, all born to surrogate mothers and raised in a communal arrangement in her unit. Gideon had been the genetic father of Claire’s youngest two duty children, and he’d told me the system had worked reasonably well, but ...

I felt Lucas take my hand, turned to look at him, and saw he was anxiously studying my face. “Watching this is difficult for you,” he whispered.

“Yes. How does the step of new life work for a duty child?”

“The surrogate mother walks the step of new life during the first New Year festival after she becomes pregnant. The parents who’ll be raising the child walk the step of new life in the following New Year festival.”

That explained the oddity that parents walked the step of new life twice for each baby. It was arranged that way so the surrogate mothers of the duty child programme could be celebrated for bringing new life into the Hive. I thought sourly that the Hive had a practical reason for everything it did. Even the optimization stage of Lottery, which ensured that virtually all the Hive’s citizens were given jobs they loved, only existed because happy people were far more productive than those who loathed their work.

“You don’t need to worry about duty children yet though,” added Lucas. “Joint Hive Treaty rules state that no one can be invited to take part in a duty child programme until they are twenty-five years old, so you won’t need to make any decisions for years.”

“We won’t have to make any decisions for years,” I said. “If I do agree to have duty children, then I’m not allowing anyone but you to be their genetic father.”

I forced myself to join in the clapping and chanting as the parade continued around the circle, then there was a last shout of “High up!” from the crowd, and everyone came back to their seats. I could forget about the duty child issue for now, but Adika had been put under steadily increasing pressure every year that he sat watching the relationship step of the Circle of Life service as a single man, and the same thing was going to happen to me. The new life step in the Circle of Life service would remind me of my Hive’s expectations every year, and once I was twenty-five my Hive would begin inviting me to take part in its duty child programme.
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The Ministrant called for the step of childhood next, which was the traditional New Year dance for children aged one to nine. The older children immediately ran out onto the event lawn, dressed in white New Year festival outfits, and flourishing long white ribbons. A wave of younger ones tottered eagerly but unsteadily after them, the smallest helped by an anxious parent or older sibling. I heard a frustrated cry from a parent in the audience.

“Eric, come back here at once! You’re supposed to be helping your little brother.”

A boy of about six, presumably Eric, yelled back. “I told you I didn’t want a little brother.”

There was a burst of laughter from the audience, and Forge took his chance to speak. “Adika, now that you and Megan will be taking the relationship step together, I assume you won’t need me out there with Buzz.”

Adika glanced at him. “You assume wrong. With two of us out there, we’ll be able to protect both Amber and Lucas in a crisis.”

Forge pulled an apologetic face at Buzz, and she gave a resigned shrug.

A young activity leader appeared on the event lawn, organized the older children into a square formation directly in front of the event stage, persuaded the younger ones to stand on either side of them, and then retreated towards the audience. For a moment, I was worried that he’d get too close to me, and Adika would intervene. The activity leader crouched in front of Forge though, and raised his right hand in a signal.

Music came from the sound system, and the older children began the New Year ribbon dance. The younger ones on either side stood waving their white ribbons, but a few soon lost interest and dropped them. One especially small child didn’t wave their white ribbon at all, simply yawned, sat down, and started sucking their thumb.

“This is the step I remember from when I was five years old,” murmured Lucas.

“Does watching this bring back distressing memories?” I asked.

“No.” Lucas hugged me closer to him. “Now we’re together, the past doesn’t matter any longer.”

In front of us on the event lawn, the small child sucking their thumb closed their eyes, then seemed to fall asleep still sitting up. I watched in suspense as the child teetered from side to side, before slowly toppling over sideways to lie on the grass, still blissfully asleep. The rest of the younger children on that side stopped waving their ribbons, turned to look at the sleeper, then lay down and closed their eyes as well.

I heard a despairing groan from the activity leader, followed by a comforting whisper from Buzz. “There’s no need for you to worry. Everyone understands the smaller children are exhausted after staying up so late to watch last night’s New Year procession.”

Buzz had a talent for encouraging others to confide in her, so I wasn’t surprised to hear a sad reply from the activity leader. “I came out of the last Lottery, so this is the first time I’ve been involved in organizing a New Year festival. I wanted everything to be perfect.”

“It’s traditional for something to go wrong during the children’s step,” said Buzz. “The crowd would have been extremely disappointed if things went perfectly.”

“I suppose that’s true.” The activity leader seemed happier now.

The older children were throwing bewildered glances at the group lying down, but continued valiantly with their ribbon dance. They finally reached the dramatic climax of the ribbon dance, tossing their ribbons into the air with a cry of high up!

The audience rewarded them with enthusiastic applause, and the activity leader sprang up from his crouching position. He hurried forward to organize the children into pairs for the parade. There were a lot of parents hurrying forward as well, collecting the smaller children who’d fallen asleep. The child who’d first fallen asleep got an extra round of applause as their mother carried them off, but still didn’t wake up.

Once the remaining children had paraded in a circle, there was another period of confusion while they went back to join their families. After that, the Ministrant called the rising teens to gather on the event lawn. I remembered I had a chocolate crunch cake in my pocket, and couldn’t resist getting it out and taking a furtive bite.

“Palma, are you eating a chocolate crunch cake in the middle of the Circle of Life service?” asked my grandfather, in a reproving tone.

“Absolutely not,” said my grandmother virtuously.

“Well, someone is eating one,” said my grandfather. “I heard the distinctive crunch.”

I knew that at least three of the Strike team members had seen me sneak the crunch cake into my pocket earlier, but they loyally kept quiet. My family all turned to look suspiciously at me though, and Gregas studied my face before pronouncing judgement.

“It’s Amber,” he said. “She’s got her mouth full of cake.”

I hastily swallowed my bite of cake. “No, I haven’t,” I said, but gave a betraying guilty giggle that made everyone laugh.

The rising teens began their ribbon dance, proudly conscious they were no longer wearing tracking bracelets and childish white festival outfits. They carried out every complex dance movement with faultless precision, before parading around in a circle and returning to their families.

Gregas had been among the rising teens at the last Circle of Life service. Now he watched that step with a superior air, and jumped to his feet when the Ministrant called for the teen step. My parents gave him matching worried looks. The teens had a tradition of starting a conventional ribbon dance they’d been taught by their long-suffering activity leaders on Teen Level, then abruptly changing it to add some pre-arranged gesture of rebellion.

“I hope the teens haven’t got anything too drastic planned for their step, Gregas,” said my father pointedly.

“And if they have, then I hope you won’t get drawn into joining in with it,” said my mother. “I don’t want you doing anything that will bring disgrace on yourself, our family, and our area.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” said Gregas, in an unconvincingly innocent voice, and he ran onto the event lawn.

“We’re doomed,” said my father. “Gregas is going to do something shocking.”

My mother nodded gloomily. “He’s already got into serious trouble once since moving to Teen Level. Amber helped him escape the consequences that time, but he needs to keep his record clean from now on, or he’ll end up as a Level 99 Sewage Technician.”

I knew there was no chance of Gregas becoming one of the Level 99 Sewage Technicians who lived in tiny rooms among the pipes and were the butt of every Hive joke. Every profession lower than Level 96 was just a myth that made everyone in the Hive feel comfortingly superior. Even if those professions had existed, Gregas was a borderline telepath, so he was virtually guaranteed to come out of Lottery as Level 1.

I couldn’t explain any of those things to my parents, but fortunately my grandmother was taking a more cheerful view of the situation. “Teens always indulge in a little rule breaking, but that doesn’t mean they won’t come out of Lottery as valuable Hive citizens. I remember my last year on Teen Level. I did something dreadfully shocking during the teen step of the Circle of Life, but I still came out of Lottery as a respectable Level 31 citizen.”

My grandfather gave a sorrowful shake of his head. “I would never describe you as respectable, Palma. When we were younger, you kept making me run away from nosy patrols. You were scared of having your mind read and your criminal thoughts discovered. In fact, you’re still making me run away from nosy patrols even now. It’s just that we run much slower these days.”

“I don’t run away from nosy patrols because I have criminal thoughts,” said my grandmother, in a dignified voice. “I run away from them because nosies are frighteningly repellent, inhuman creatures.”

My parents made fervent noises of agreement, while my unit members were nervously silent, and I stared down at my hands. This was the problem with my parents and grandparents hating nosies. My conversations with them could go from joyful to hovering on the brink of disaster without any warning.

I was grateful that Gregas was safely on the event lawn, taking his place on the edge of a formation centred on the oldest teens. Now that he was a borderline telepath, he’d find these situations just as difficult as I did. I’d either have to discuss the problem with him myself, or ask Buzz to do it.

“I’m not frightened of nosies,” said my grandfather, “but I agree that they’re repellent and ...”

Music came over the sound system, saving me from hearing any more comments about nosies. The teens began what seemed like a perfectly conventional ribbon dance. Nobody in the audience was fooled into thinking they’d behave themselves though. We all waited in suspense to find out what this year’s teen gesture of rebellion would be, and there were puzzled murmurs when the ribbon dance continued flawlessly to its end. It was only after the last note of music had died down, that the teens all pulled Halloween masks out of their pockets and put them on.

“We are Halloween!” they cried in unison, and the oldest teens stepped forward as a group.

“Our pack is summoned to learn our destiny,” they chanted, “but those who have braved the darkness have no need to fear that summons.”

Our unit members all recognized those words from the Teen Game Lucas had started during our last major case. They turned to look at him, while the teens chorused the last line together. “There is no light without darkness, and no darkness without light.”

The confused audience dutifully chanted and clapped as the teens paraded around the event lawn before returning to their seats. When Gregas sat down and removed his mask, my father frowned at him.

“I understand wearing Halloween masks for the parade as a gesture of rebellion, but what were the words about?”

“I’ve no idea what the words were about,” said Gregas, in a suspiciously innocent voice. “A message was passed around all the Teen Level corridors in this area, telling us that this year’s rebellion gesture was to put on Halloween masks after the dance finished and recite those words. That means the teens at the Circle of Life services on every level of this area of the Hive will have said the same thing, but the message didn’t explain what the words meant.”

I was sure that Gregas knew those words were connected to the Teen Game, Halloween. I was also sure that it wasn’t just the teens in this area that had said them. I suspected that, at a minimum, all the teens in Blue Zone had recited those words, and quite possibly all the teens in the Hive.

At that moment, the Hiveist Ministrant called for the new adults who’d come out of the Lottery of 2532. Forge and the other five Strike team members who’d come out of Lottery with me stood up, along with Coral and Dillon. Buzz took advantage of the disturbance to lean across and whisper to Lucas.

“Your Halloween game is becoming a teen legend.”

I didn’t hear Lucas’s reply, because Forge had taken up a protective position beside me. Our newly adult unit members moved forward onto the event lawn as a proud group. I was unnerved to find all the other new adults responded to the sight of our mostly Level 1 group by hurrying over to line up behind us.

I gulped, waited for the music cue, and then Forge and I began leading the parade around the event lawn. Forge startled me by saying the exact words I was thinking.

“If someone had told me last year that you and I would come out of Lottery as Level 1 and lead a parade of new adults together, I’d never have believed them.”

“Are you reading my mind, Forge?”

“I’m glad I can’t,” he said frankly. “I know it would mean I’d be able to do vitally needed work for the Hive, but I have my ideal life now.”

The people in the crowd were chanting and clapping, just as they’d done during all the previous parades, while families joyfully called out the names of the new adults who’d done especially well in Lottery. I blushed as I heard my grandfather bellow my name, then was ridiculously touched to hear Gregas screaming my name too.

I was hit by a guilty realization. “Adika shouldn’t have made you stay here to guard me, Forge. You should be parading in front of your own family.”

Forge grinned at me and dropped his voice to a confidential whisper. “You promise not to tell Buzz this?”

“You know that I’d never deliberately betray a secret.”

“I am parading in front of my own family. They were so curious to see Buzz that they sneaked down to join the crowd here on Level 27. They’re sitting three rows behind our group. They keep bobbing up and down, trying to get a good look at Buzz, but Adika’s bulk is blocking their view.”

I burst out laughing. “Well, they’ll get a good view of Buzz when you walk the new relationship step with her.”

“Yes,” said Forge uneasily. “When Adika ordered me to join the new relationship step with Buzz, I sent my family a message explaining we’d only be taking part so I’d be in a good position to protect our unit leader, but I’m worried my parents will still overreact. They were so worried about me after I split up with Shanna, that they’re eager to see me in a committed relationship with someone new. You understand that neither Buzz nor I are ready to rush into anything serious though.”

I didn’t understand what was happening between Buzz and Forge. I never read Buzz’s mind because that could cause problems in our counselling sessions, and I usually only shared Forge’s thoughts during emergency runs when he was tensely focused on his work. I was sure that reading Forge’s mind at this moment would tell me everything about his relationship with Buzz, but I wasn’t going to pry into their secrets. It didn’t matter whether I understood what was happening between Buzz and Forge. Despite the oddities of their relationship, I never felt the same sense of unease about them that I did about Adika and Megan.

“You and Buzz seem happy together,” I said. “You should keep doing whatever makes you happy.”

We walked on around the circle, pausing every few steps to wait for members of the parade who’d stopped to wave at their families. I wasn’t actively using my telepathic sense, but I could still feel the emotions of the crowd watching our procession. When we reached the point in the circle where the event stage blocked our view of the other unit members, the volume of those emotions suddenly increased, becoming so loud that I had to raise my mental barriers to shield myself from them.

We finally completed our circle of the event lawn. At this point, the new adults traditionally scattered across the event lawn to stand facing their families in the audience, and give a ceremonial bow as the music ended. The other five of our unit’s new adults didn’t have families watching them, so I beckoned them forward to stand beside me and Forge. We all linked hands to make the bow together like actors at the end of a play.

The audience gave a last enthusiastic cheer, and then most of the new adults headed back to their seats. A few, including me and Forge, remained on the event lawn to wait for the new relationship step.

A distinctive series of chimes came from Forge’s pocket, and he frowned as he pulled out his dataview. “That’s Buzz calling me. She must have persuaded Adika to change his mind about making us walk the relationship step, and is calling me to say I can go back to sit with her.”

I couldn’t tell if Forge was pleased about that or not. He sounded as if he wasn’t sure about it himself, but he answered his dataview just as the Ministrant announced the new relationship step.

I saw Lucas stand up and smile at me, and found a strange physical thrill running through me in response. I wished I could link to Lucas’s mind and share his thoughts and feelings, but it would be utterly reckless for me to use my telepathic skills in front of an audience of thousands of people.

As Lucas started walking towards me, I was puzzled to see Buzz get up and follow him. If Buzz was coming out for the relationship step, and wasn’t even holding her dataview let alone using it, then she obviously wasn’t the person calling Forge. I was just wondering who else could be calling Forge, and why he’d assumed that person was Buzz, when I heard a voice from the past speak from Forge’s dataview.

“New Year fortune to you, Forge.”

I cringed. Now I understood why Forge had thought Buzz was calling him. Shanna had been both my best friend and Forge’s girlfriend all through our years on Teen Level. Forge had used a distinctive series of chimes to warn him when Shanna was calling him on Teen Level, and had made the mistake of using the same series of chimes for Buzz’s calls now.

Forge made a shocked sound. “Why are you calling me, Shanna?”

I shook my head at Forge, in an urgent warning that he needed to end that call right now. Buzz was only half a dozen steps away. I’d never seen her lose her temper before, but anyone would be furious if they arrived on the event lawn to walk the relationship step and found their partner busy with a call from an old girlfriend.

“I was remembering our time on Teen Level,” said Shanna, in a terrifyingly audible voice, “and having some wistful thoughts about how we should have been walking the relationship step together. I know you’ll have been thinking the same thing as me, and it’s not too late for us to make a future together.”

I glanced apprehensively at Buzz, and saw from her raised eyebrows that she’d heard Shanna’s words. We’d escaped a major conflict between Adika and Megan, but the idea of a major conflict between Forge and Buzz was far more frightening. I couldn’t cope with being torn between my oldest friend and my counsellor.
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All four of Lucas, Buzz, Adika, and Megan were standing next to us now. “Forge,” said Adika disapprovingly, “you should be concentrating on guarding Amber rather than calling people on your dataview.”

“Forge didn’t call Shanna,” I intervened. “She called him. Forge only answered because the call chime sequence made him think it was Buzz.”

Forge ignored all of us, and spoke icily into his dataview. “Actually, I wasn’t thinking about you, Shanna. Even if I had been, there wouldn’t have been any wistfulness involved, just heartfelt relief that our relationship was over. When I visited you after Lottery, your behaviour showed you’d never really cared for me.”

“I know I made a dreadful mistake sending you away that day,” said Shanna. “I only said those hurtful things because the Hive encourages teen relationships to end at Lottery. I regretted it as soon as you’d gone.”

Forge grimaced at his dataview screen. “You didn’t regret it as soon as I’d gone, Shanna. You regretted it as soon as you found out I was Level 1.”

“Now you’re being unfair,” said Shanna. “Let me explain what really happened back then.”

“There’s no point in you explaining anything,” said Forge. “I’m about to walk the relationship step with another girl who is vastly more attractive and loving than you.”

Shanna gave one of her artificially musical laughs. “So, you’re resorting to inventing an imaginary girlfriend to save you from admitting the truth.”

Buzz reached out to take Forge’s dataview, and spoke into it in a dangerously friendly voice. “I’m not imaginary, Shanna, and I’m not just vastly more attractive and loving than you. I’m also higher level, far more intelligent, and infinitely better dressed. I’m surprised to see a Level 9 Media Presenter with such a childishly immature taste in clothes.”

Shanna gasped in outrage at what was, for her, the ultimate insult.

“As you just pointed out, the Hive encourages teen relationships to end at Lottery. The Hive knows best in this matter.” Buzz tapped Forge’s dataview to end the call, and handed it back to him.

“I’m sorry,” said Forge nervously. “I should have realized Shanna would still have hopes of living in Level 1 luxury with me, and might try to use the nostalgia of the New Year festival to manipulate me. If I’d blocked her calls, or at least changed the call chime sequence for her to be something different, then ...”

Buzz interrupted him. “I know exactly why it never occurred to you that Shanna would try calling you during the New Year festival. You haven’t thought about her since you met me. You’ve moved on and left Shanna in the past where she belongs, and assumed that she’d have done the same. She hasn’t.”

Buzz paused. “Shanna waited for this particular moment to call you, because it would put the maximum possible emotional pressure on you. Now that she knows you’ve got a Level 1 girlfriend, she’ll either give up chasing you or try to cause trouble between us. You’re lucky that I won’t allow her to interfere in our relationship.”

“I know that I’m unbelievably lucky,” said Forge, in a fervent voice.

“Our group needs to get organized now, because we’ll be leading the relationship step,” said Buzz briskly.

I was hugely relieved that Shanna’s call hadn’t caused an argument, and finally paid attention to what was happening around us. As before, people were forming up for the parade behind our Level 1 group. Adika and Megan moved into line after Lucas and me. They were followed by Forge and Buzz, and then the rest of the column adjusted its position. Finally, I took Lucas’s hand, and we exchanged smiles before walking slowly forward.

As the crowd responded by chanting and clapping, Lucas spoke in a low voice. “Query. Read me now?”

“I can’t.” I pulled a regretful face. “The crowd’s thoughts and emotions are deafening me, so I have to keep my mental barriers raised to protect myself.”

“Do you have a headache?” asked Lucas anxiously.

“No. I just can’t risk reading your mind in front of this crowd. You’ll have to use words instead. Lots of words. I won’t be able to fill in gaps in your sentences by checking your thoughts.”

“Do you remember our first meeting?”

I could never forget my first meeting with Lucas. I’d been flown to the peace of the abandoned Hive Futura, for Megan to give me my first training in using my telepathic skills. After a week, my other prospective team leaders, Adika, Fran, and Lucas had come to Hive Futura for me to check their minds. Adika’s thoughts had impressed me, and Fran’s thoughts had appalled me, while Lucas ...

Oh, I’d been feeling so lost and lonely at Hive Futura. I was bewildered by everything I’d learned, shocked that I was one of the telepaths I’d grown up loathing, and still hoping it was all a mistake or a bad dream. Then Lucas had arrived like a light in the darkness. He was young, friendly, refreshingly undignified, and the glory of his complex mind had shown me telepathy could be a delight as well as a burden.

I hesitated, glanced over my shoulder, and saw that Adika and Megan were busy talking to each other. Besides, the crowd was chanting and clapping too loudly for anyone to overhear my conversation with Lucas.

“You lusted after my legs,” I said.

Lucas gave me a wicked look. “Lusting after your legs right now.”

I pulled a reproachful face at him. “But when I suggested we could be more than friends, you turned me down.”

“I explained that I didn’t dare to start building a relationship with you. I’d lived with rejection all my life. I believed that once we were back at the main Hive, and you’d met the host of attractive young men on your Strike team, you’d reject me too.”

“And I told you that I wouldn’t.”

“I still can’t believe that you didn’t,” said Lucas. “I’m imprinted with extensive knowledge of human relationships, but still manage to be a complete mess socially, and it’s totally unprecedented for a telepath to be in a relationship with their Tactical Commander. Lottery carefully chooses the candidates for a new telepath’s unit to match the mental and physical preferences of the telepath, but the team leaders have to be chosen purely for their ability and previous experience.”

“Nobody chose us to be together,” I said smugly. “We chose each other.”

No amount of mental shielding could block my awareness of Lucas’s mind flaring in response to my words. “We chose each other,” he repeated.

We walked on in a happy daze until we reached the point in the circle where the event stage blocked our view of the other unit members. My steps faltered here, as I felt the same effect as before, with the volume of emotions around me suddenly increasing. Even with my mental barriers in place, I winced at their intensity.

“Is something wrong?” asked Lucas.

“The crowd’s emotions are much stronger at this point. I don’t know why, because there are always fewer people sitting on the banked area here behind the event stage.”

Lucas stopped walking, and turned to study the crowd. “Amber, do you see the elderly man with a beard?”

I nodded. The bearded man was impossible to miss, because the current Hive custom was for men to use shaving cream daily. You occasionally saw a man who still followed the semi-shaven fashion of a decade ago, but beards were incredibly rare.

Adika and Forge came to stand on either side of us. “Is the bearded man a threat?” asked Adika.

“The bearded man is Gideon from my Tactical team,” said Lucas. “He’s disguised himself with a fake beard, which I assume he wore when taking part in amateur performances of Shakespeare’s plays in Claire’s unit. Dex is with our party, but I can see the other five people we recruited from Claire’s unit are out in the crowd with Gideon. They haven’t gone as far as wearing disguises, but they are wearing lower level clothes, presumably in an attempt to be less noticeable.”

Adika frowned at the crowd. “A lot of Claire’s old Strike team members are out there too.”

Megan and Buzz were staring at the crowd now as well. “I can see Claire’s old Senior Administrator,” said Megan, “and several other familiar faces from her unit. Why are they all here?”

By now, I’d worked out exactly what was going on, and why I could sense such a volume of powerful emotions. Over three years ago, Claire’s unit members had stood in what was now my unit’s park, watching Claire’s ashes being scattered. Now they’d come here to remember Claire during the silence, and then watch her great-granddaughter walk the Lottery step. At this moment, they were swearing their loyalty to the Hive, to Claire, and to me for carrying on her tradition of service.

I hesitantly lifted a hand to wave at the crowd, and an unnerving number of people broke off their chanting and clapping for a moment to wave back.

“Waste it!” said Adika. “Is everyone who ever worked in Claire’s unit out there?”

“I think so.” Lucas turned to me. “I don’t know how it happened, but they’ve clearly found out about you.”

“Dex worked it out,” I said, “and asked if he could tell the others from Claire’s unit. I thought he meant the six other people who’d joined our unit, but ...”

Lucas gave a resigned shake of his head. “Dex actually meant everyone who’d worked in Claire’s unit.”

“What are you talking about?” demanded Adika. “What did Dex work out about Amber?”

I sighed. “I only found this out recently. I wanted to keep it secret while I adjusted to the idea myself, but now all Claire’s old unit members know about it, I’ll have to tell everyone in our unit as soon as possible. I’d better start by telling those of you that have come to celebrate the New Year festival with me. My father was a duty child who was adopted at birth. He’s Claire’s biological grandson, and I’m her great-granddaughter.”

I saw Adika’s eyes widen. He glanced from the crowd to the procession waiting patiently for us to get back in line and move on, and then back at the crowd again.

“Of course Claire’s old unit members would come to watch Amber walk the Lottery step. Keith is Claire’s grandson, but he was always a massive disappointment to her. Claire would have been proud of Amber though.”

“Amber, we need to start walking again now,” warned Lucas, “or your family will get worried about the delay.”

“And my Strike team members will come to investigate,” added Adika pointedly.

I gave a hasty final wave to Claire’s unit members, then we got back into procession order and continued walking. Lucas was holding my hand again, and smiling at me. I smiled back, but my happy daze of a few minutes ago had gone.

“I warned Dex that my family mustn’t find out about this,” I said anxiously. “I hope he passed that message on to the others. Even without the telepath issue, the news would be a dreadful shock for my father. He has absolutely no idea that he was an adopted duty child.”

“There’s no need to worry about your family finding out anything, Amber,” said Buzz, in a soothing voice. “Everyone in our unit understands that they have to be obsessively careful what they say to any of your family members, even Gregas. Claire’s old unit members have obviously taken your warning seriously as well. That’s why they’re all lurking here, at the far side of the event lawn from your family.”

I made a sound of acceptance, but I was still worried. As soon as my unit reopened after the New Year festival, I’d have to call all my unit members together and announce that Claire was my great-grandmother. After that, I’d have to decide whether to tell Gregas about her or not. My complicated life had just got even more complicated.

We completed our circuit of the event lawn, and the members of the procession split up to go and stand facing their families in the crowd. “This bit is like the end of the Lottery step,” I told Lucas, “but we don’t bow but kiss.”

We turned to face the audience. Adika and Megan moved to stand on one side of us, and Forge and Buzz on the other. When the music stopped, Lucas put his arms around me, and we exchanged a self-conscious kiss. There was a final burst of clapping from the audience, and then everyone returned to their places in the crowd.

As Lucas and I sat down next to my parents, my dataview vibrated in my pocket to signal an incoming message. I frowned as I tried to work out who could be messaging me. Any emergency calls should be going to Beckett in our unit, and he’d contact Lucas about them rather than me. The Hive custom was to wait until after the opening ceremony of the revels to send messages wishing people New Year fortune, and no one would dream of disturbing someone with casual calls or messages during the Circle of Life service itself.

A worrying thought occurred to me. This message could be from Shanna. She knew that Forge worked in my unit, and could be trying to involve me in her attempt to get back together with him. That was followed by an even more worrying realization. If Shanna was celebrating the New Year festival with her parents, then she’d be in the same area as us, just a lift ride away on one of the elite top ten accommodation levels of the Hive. She could be planning to do the same thing as Reece, and take advantage of the New Year festival to come and see Forge in person.

My dataview vibrated again. I sneaked it out of my pocket, tapped it to make it unfurl, and saw the screen was black except for a one-word message.

“Alone?”

I thrust my dataview back into my pocket. That message wasn’t from Shanna. It was the standard one-word message used by one telepath to ask another to join a secret call, and only one telepath had sufficiently bad manners to call me during the Circle of Life service. This was a call from Keith!
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The dataview in my pocket vibrated a third time. Keith was obviously getting impatient. I knew it was dangerous to ignore him, but I couldn’t answer his call in front of Lucas, my family, and a group of people from my Telepath Unit. At best, answering Keith’s call would tell my unit members that telepaths were in secret communication with each other. At worst, it would tell my parents and grandparents that I was a ...

My dataview vibrated yet again. How the waste was Keith managing to message me anyway? Telepaths secretly communicated with each other by furtively linking into the dedicated secure connection between the Telepath Units, and then starting a conference call. I hadn’t known it was possible to use that method to reach someone outside a Telepath Unit, but Keith must have found a way to relay calls. I rubbed my forehead, and gave a soft groan.

Lucas frowned at me. “Do you have a headache, Amber?”

I grabbed for a way out of this situation. “Yes.”

My parents turned to look at me. “Amber has always had problems with headaches,” said my mother anxiously. “You’d better take her somewhere quiet to recover, Lucas. Would you like me to come as well, Amber?”

“There’s no need for that,” I said hastily. “You stay and take part in the parent step as usual.”

“I wouldn’t mind going to take care of Amber,” said my grandmother. “Walking both the parent and grandparent steps every year makes me feel horribly adult and responsible.”

“You’re still as irresponsible as ever, Palma,” said my grandfather fondly.

“The Ministrant will be calling people for the next step soon, so we need to leave quickly,” said Buzz.

Everyone from my unit stood up, and my grandmother blinked. “It seems that Amber will have plenty of people to care for her.”

Buzz smiled. “Yes, we’ll take excellent care of Amber.”

“We’ll be at the same spot as yesterday evening during the break between the Circle of Life service and the opening ceremony of the revels,” said my mother.

Buzz nodded. “We’ll either meet you there or message you to say what’s happening.”

Adika threw a glance at the packed ranks of the crowd behind us on the banking, before leading us around the edge of the event lawn to where an access aisle had been left clear. Once we’d followed that through the crowd to one of the main paths, he paused.

“Where should we go now?”

“Anywhere away from the event area will be quiet now,” said Lucas. “The problem is finding somewhere that will stay quiet when the service ends and people scatter across the park. Perhaps we should take Amber back to our temporary apartments.”

I’d been desperately trying to think of a way to talk to Keith in private. I might be able to do that at the temporary apartments, but it would take us a while to get there, and my dataview was impatiently vibrating every few seconds.

“I just need somewhere to lie down for a while,” I said. “There’s a store room just outside the southern park entrance.”

Buzz tapped rapidly at her dataview. “That’s a large store room, so it should be perfect. We can scavenge some blankets on our way there, and collect a bottle of water for Amber as we go past one of the food tables.”

We continued south along the path. Now we were leaving the deafening roar of the crowd’s thoughts behind us, I finally dared to risk lowering my mental defences. I instantly became aware of a soft, distressed, keening note on a deep telepathic level. I stopped, turned to my left, and spotted a boy of about eighteen or nineteen huddled at the base of a structural pillar.

... shouldn’t have come. Knew it was no use, but ... My Lottery result made me so happy. Why did my parents have to spoil everything by sneering at me and calling me a disappointment? How can they dump their own child and then smugly walk the parent step of the Circle of Life?

“What’s wrong, Amber?” asked Lucas.

I pointed at the huddled figure. “That boy is deeply upset. His parents dumped him after he came out of the last Lottery as only Level 54. He came here hoping the New Year festival customs would make them change their mind, but his parents just rejected him again.”

“You shouldn’t be reading random people’s minds, or worrying about their trivial problems, when you’ve already got a headache,” said Adika sternly.

Most of our group members were spending the New Year festival with me because they’d been dumped by families who couldn’t cope with them being assigned to Law Enforcement. Dillon was an exception, with high level Law Enforcement parents who’d been dreadfully disappointed by his Level 52 Lottery result. Even the Strike team members gave Adika frosty looks, while Coral made a huffing sound of disapproval.

“Being dumped by your parents isn’t a trivial problem,” I said. “I live in fear of my parents finding out that I’m a telepath and dumping me.”

“And I’m living proof that being dumped by your parents can have profoundly damaging consequences,” said Lucas. “My imprint only covers limited areas of psychology, so I’m not really qualified to give therapy sessions, but ...”

“You and Buzz need to concentrate on helping Amber,” interrupted Megan. “I’ll go and talk to the boy.”

Megan hurried off, and the rest of us walked on along the path. As we passed the deserted children’s play area, I found myself rubbing my forehead again. The cumulative effect of my worries about Adika and Megan, the telepathic overload from the crowd at the event area, and Keith calling me was turning my pretend headache into a genuine one.

We arrived at the southern park entrance, and went through the double doors with the green park symbol into the open area where three corridors met by a bank of express lifts. Adika opened a discreet door opposite the lifts to reveal a store room with shelves of gardening tools, boxes of animal food, and colour-coded crates. There were stacks of chairs at the far end of the room, and a heap of bags piled in the corner that were heavy with the scent of freshly dug earth.

The Strike team members carried the chairs out into the corridor to make extra space, spread blankets on the floor, added a few of the chair cushions, and then retreated outside. I sat down on the cushions, and Buzz put a bottle of water beside me, before slightly dimming the lighting.

“Would you like Lucas, me, or both of us to stay with you, Amber?” she asked.

“I’d rather be left alone to doze,” I said.

Lucas nodded, and stooped to kiss me. The moment that he and Buzz had gone out of the store room, I stood up again and dragged a crate in front of the door. That wouldn’t stop anyone from coming in, but it should delay them enough for me to cut off a call before they saw anything suspicious.

I was checking that the door was solid enough to prevent anyone overhearing me talking to Keith, when my dataview vibrated again. I tapped at the screen, and saw I had dozens of identical messages.

“Alone?”

I grimaced, and sent a reply to the last message. “Yes.”

My dataview screen instantly flashed into life, showing Keith’s face. I knew that he’d do everything he could to dominate this conversation. If I was going to hold my own against him, then I’d need every clue I could get to what he was thinking and planning, so I projected his full-sized holo image in front of me.

Keith appeared to be standing in a park, but it seemed far more likely that he was in the expansion section of his unit, which he’d had converted into a giant bookette room. Keith had come out of Lottery thirteen years before me, so was just past thirty. The first time I’d spoken to him, I’d been wearing my festival outfit, and he’d tried to disconcert me by wearing nothing at all. Now I was wearing the same festival outfit, but Keith’s clothes were the same blandly neutral type that my Strike team wore on emergency and check runs to help them blend into crowds on any level of the Hive.

I noticed that Keith had had a haircut, and seemed to be progressing from being semi-shaven to having a beard. What really surprised me was the fact he was wearing glasses. They looked like the light-adjustment glasses Beckett wore, but if Keith had had the same sensitivity to his environment as Beckett, then Lucas would have mentioned it long ago. Besides, the lenses of Keith’s glasses weren’t tinted but an impenetrable black.

I’d been expecting Keith to mock me for hiding in a store room to talk to him, but instead he made a reference to our last conversation. “I still can’t see much of a family resemblance between us.”

“Neither can I.”

“It was bad mannered of you to take so long to answer my call.”

I finally worked out that Keith had just returned from an emergency or check run, and the glasses were part of his run equipment. When I was using my telepathy, I closed my eyes to block out visual distractions. Keith must wear these glasses instead.

“It was far more bad mannered of you to call me during the Circle of Life service,” I said.

Keith waved his right hand in a dismissive gesture. “You shouldn’t be wasting your time attending a Circle of Life service, Amber. The last time I saw my illustrious grandmother in person was on the day before I entered Lottery. I told her that the Circle of Life service, the twin festivals of Light and Dark, and everything else to do with Hiveism was manipulative nonsense, invented to control the stupidly gullible.”

“What were you hoping to achieve by saying that to a devout Hiveist?”

Keith laughed. “Claire had just said she hoped Lottery would set me to work cleaning waste chutes, so I felt entitled to insult her in return. I wish I’d seen her face when she learned Lottery had discovered I was a true telepath.”

He paused. “Are you turning into a devout Hiveist yourself, Amber?”

“I’m seeking my own truth,” I said coolly. “Can we please move on to you explaining why you called me?”

“Of course.” Keith gave me a gloating smile. “You bought peace with me by promising me a favour. I called because it’s time for you to honour your promise.”

I tensed. “What do you want me to do?”

“What do you want me to do? What do you want me to do?” Keith repeated my words in a childish, taunting voice. “It should be obvious what I want you to do, Amber.”

I wished that I could see the expression in Keith’s eyes. “It may be obvious to you, but it isn’t obvious to me.”

“Then I’ll spell it out for you. I want you to give Olivia back to me.”

I stared at him in disbelief. “I don’t understand what you mean.”

“I told you how Olivia and I kept secretly calling each other and fell in love,” said Keith. “Olivia never found a way to clear herself of the echoes of target minds though. Day by day, the invading army grew stronger, taking control of her mind for longer and longer periods. In the end, Olivia was lost so deep in fragmentation, that there were only a few precious moments each day when she was her true self.”

His voice rose in anger. “Then you came along, smugly believing that you knew better than everyone else, and robbed me of even those last few precious moments. You persuaded the Hive to reset Olivia’s mind to before she went into Lottery. You took away all her memories of me. You made her only a borderline telepath instead of a true telepath.”

“You told me all this before,” I said anxiously. “I explained that I was just trying to free Olivia from her fragmentation, and apologized for not knowing how it would affect you. I still don’t understand what you mean about giving Olivia back to you. All Olivia’s memories of the years since she came out of Lottery have been unravelled. They’re gone forever, and it’s impossible for me or anyone else to restore them.”

“You really are a tiresomely unintelligent girl,” said Keith. “I know memories can’t be restored after a reset. Olivia will never remember the lost years of our past, but the two of us can make new and better memories in future. Now that Olivia’s only a borderline telepath, there’s no Hive rule preventing us from meeting in person.”

I blinked. “You’re planning to meet Olivia?”

“I’m not just planning to meet Olivia,” said Keith. “I’m planning to build a new life with the woman I love and who once loved me. I’m planning to make her my counsellor, have her live in my unit, make her fall in love with me again, hold her in my arms as a physical person rather than just a holo image, and eventually marry her.”

I rubbed my forehead. “But Olivia is living a new life as a borderline telepath now. She may not agree to become your counsellor, and even if she does then she may not fall in love with you again.”

“Oh, Olivia will agree to become my counsellor, and she will fall in love with me again,” said Keith. “From the first time I called Olivia, we were like the light and dark angels from Carnival and Halloween. I was drawn to the light in her, while she found the darkness in me even more irresistible. I just have to call Olivia, promise to shower her with luxuries if she becomes my counsellor, and she will accept my offer. The problem is that Gold Commander Melisande doesn’t trust me, so she’s bound to intervene to block the appointment.”

Keith stabbed a forefinger at me. “And that’s why I need your help, Amber. When Gold Commander Melisande intervenes, I’ll suggest she gets you to read Olivia’s mind to check she genuinely wants to become my counsellor. Once Olivia takes up her position in my unit, you can read her mind again at regular intervals, and confirm that she’s still happy and acting of her own free will.”

Keith gave me an especially malicious grin. “I made sure that our recent conflicts were sufficiently drastic that Gold Commander Melisande will never suspect you’re helping me.”
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It took me a moment to realize the full implications of what Keith had just said. “You mean that all your attacks on my unit were part of this plan? Even arranging for Tobias to be released?”

“Of course,” said Keith. “The moment I heard that Olivia was just a borderline telepath, I started planning how to get her into my unit. I set up conflicts between you and me to make it clear that we were enemies rather than allies. I tried to take your counsellor, Buzz, to set up the idea of me wanting a borderline telepath counsellor myself. I was as destructive as possible, to make you eager to buy peace with a promise of a favour.”

He smiled. “And now it’s time for you to honour your promise. As my relationship with Olivia develops, you’ll be reading her mind every step of the way, and giving reassuring reports of her happiness to Gold Commander Melisande, my Tactical Commander, and all the other people worrying about my motives.”

“But what if Olivia isn’t happy?” I demanded. “What if she hates being in your unit and wants to leave? Are you expecting me to lie about what I see in her mind?”

“You won’t need to lie,” said Keith. “Olivia will be ecstatically happy with me. Our relationship will go even more smoothly the second time around. With Olivia physically present in my unit, there won’t be any false steps or silly quarrels. I’ll be able to read her thoughts and give her precisely what she wants.”

I found that idea profoundly worrying. Olivia’s borderline telepath skills wouldn’t work on a true telepath like Keith, but he’d be able to study her thoughts and manipulate her feelings.

“When we made our agreement,” I said, “I carefully stated a list of conditions that applied to the favour. It couldn’t harm my family, my people, other true telepaths, or the Hive. Olivia is a true telepath, so you can’t use the favour to manipulate her.”

Keith laughed. “You can’t use that excuse to wriggle out of your promise, Amber. You know perfectly well that Olivia was no longer a true telepath when we made our agreement.”

I gave him a frustrated look. “Why are you going to such lengths to have a relationship with Olivia? Her mind was reset to before she entered Lottery. The Olivia that exists now won’t be the same person that you called eight years ago. Becoming a telepath, experiencing the thoughts of those around you, changes people irrevocably.”

“But that’s exactly why I want to have a relationship with Olivia,” said Keith. “Becoming a telepath changes people irrevocably. From the first moment we experience the thoughts of others, roaming around their minds like all-seeing gods, we begin slowly drifting away from the rest of humanity. By the end of the first year, we’re suffering the full effects of distancing, aware of how superior we are to the talentless masses, and conscious of how powerful a position we hold in the Hive.”

He lifted a hand. “And don’t smugly tell me that you’re untouched by distancing. I already know that. When I read the minds of my unit members, I see them wishing that I was like you, caring about their feelings too much rather than not caring at all. Sometimes I wish that I was like you too, but the reality is that my unit members stand on one side of a vast lake, while I stand on the other.”

“Someone told me Claire had said that to them. What does it mean?”

“Oh yes, it was our legendary ancestor who came up with the lake analogy to explain the gulf between true telepaths and the rest of humanity,” said Keith. “It’s like we’re standing at opposite sides of a vast, uncrossable lake. The distance dividing us from the ungifted makes them and their concerns seem insignificant. The Hive won’t allow us to meet other telepaths, so we are left drifting through life, isolated and unbearably lonely.”

He was silent for a moment before speaking again. “There are obviously a few exceptions. The telepaths who love one or more of the ungifted so much that they don’t drift far from the rest of humanity. The telepaths like you.”

“And like Mira,” I said. “She told me that she wasn’t distant for long because she had Geo.”

Keith’s voice took on an edge of contempt. “Yes. Mira was in a mutually adoring relationship with Geo when they were on Teen Level. The Hive custom is to encourage teens to end their relationships before they enter Lottery, but none of the standard rules apply to telepaths, especially when it comes to protecting them from distancing. Mira and Geo were reunited immediately after Lottery, so Mira has her love for him linking her to ordinary humans.”

He shrugged. “None of the other current telepaths were involved in a serious relationship before Lottery, so the Hive chose our unit members to include attractive potential partners.”

“The Hive chose all my Strike team members to be potential partners for me,” I said ruefully.

“Yes. I was amazed when I heard you’d tossed the ribbon to Lucas rather than one or more of your Strike team. Why choose someone who wasn’t just socially inept and sexually inexperienced, but plain-faced as well?”

Lucas had worked for Keith for three years before moving to become my Tactical Commander. I knew that Keith had a habit of nosing around the minds of his unit members, and threatening to reveal their intimate secrets. I was surprised he didn’t understand the irresistible appeal of Lucas’s glittering mind. Then I remembered that Keith could barely read the level of thoughts below pre-vocalization, while the other telepaths in our Hive could only go a couple of levels deeper. I was the only one who could see the full glory of Lucas’s many-levelled mind.

Keith was still speaking. “I sometimes think the Hive should have just arranged a single potential partner for me. With so many attractive possibilities available, it was hard to choose between them. I ended up standing on the far side of the lake, gazing back at the tiny figures of my unit members, and caring as little for them as the blades of grass beneath my feet.”

He gave a sour, humourless laugh. “Claire kept preaching at me, telling me that being distanced was damaging for both the telepath and the Hive. She said that nobody could help me unless I helped myself, and I needed to engage myself in the lives and loves of my unit members. She said that she’d done that herself, and discovered she still stood on the opposite side of a lake to her people, but the distance between them was far smaller now.”

Keith waved his hands. “I’m long past the point of caring for ordinary humans though. They’re useful for satisfying my physical needs, but it’s far too late for me to develop feelings for one of them. Even the borderline telepaths only have the faintest glimmer of my talents.”

I was thinking that Keith was utterly loathsome even before he added some more words in a superior voice. “No ordinary human can ever be my equal.”

I was tempted to say that most ordinary humans weren’t Keith’s equal, but his superior in every way that mattered. I knew there was no point in me doing that though. Claire had tried to reason with Keith and failed. Whatever I said to him now, he’d just laugh at me.

“Olivia was different though.” Keith’s voice changed to hold a breathless hint of wonder. “I knew that the first time I spoke to her. She was another telepath, eager for my company and worthy of my love.”

“Olivia isn’t a telepath any longer,” I said pointedly. “She’s just one of the borderline telepaths you dismiss as having the faintest glimmer of your talents. Doesn’t that change your feelings for her?”

“I have the problem of my telepathy cutting out at intervals,” said Keith fiercely. “I never think of myself as becoming an ordinary human at those times, and I don’t think of Olivia as being an ordinary borderline telepath now. Olivia may have lost her gift of telepathic sight when her mind was reset, but she remains my one and only love. You will help us be together and have our happy ending.”

Keith sounded very convincing when he said that, but he’d sounded convincing when I talked to him before. The version of events he was telling me now didn’t match the one he’d told me then, and I was sure he’d tell me a third or fourth version at some point in the future. Keith would always twist reality to justify what he wanted, and right now he wanted Olivia.

“I’ll need a few days to make a decision,” I said.

Keith’s voice took on a commanding note. “I’m not waiting around for your answer, Amber. I want it as soon as your unit reopens after the New Year festival, and I suggest you consider some harsh facts. If you break your promise to me, then you break our peace agreement as well. If you won’t make me happy, then I will make you join me in abject misery. Our Tactical Commanders are conspiring with each other to stop me from going anywhere near you or your family members, but I can wreck your life without setting foot outside my unit.”

His lips widened in one of his typical malevolent smiles. “Knowledge is power, Amber. It would be easy for me to share some information with the trivial humans you love so much. Lucas joined my unit when he came out of the 2529 Lottery. As the following New Year festival approached, he was ripping himself to shreds over bad memories of his parents rejecting him, so I amused myself by finding out more about those parents. I could use Gaius’s identity to message Lucas about the fascinating facts I discovered back then.”

I didn’t trust myself to say a single word in reply. Lucas had finally banished the ghosts of his childhood, and Keith was threatening to summon them back.

“I know secrets that would devastate other people in your unit as well,” continued Keith, “or I could just focus my efforts on your parents. My unit members have been thinking about the celebration of Dean’s life for days. I was called out on an emergency run to Navy Zone this morning, and made sure that my route took me straight under the park in Turquoise Zone where the event was happening.”

He laughed. “In fact, I was several levels below that park, but you must be well aware that it’s easy to link to familiar minds. I found Megan was alternating between thinking of the life she’d lived in the past and thinking of the life she’s living now. Did you know that Megan is obsessively jealous of Buzz taking over the job of counselling you?”

I felt sick. I didn’t care that Keith knew about Megan’s jealousy of Buzz. The worrying thing was ...

Keith said exactly what I’d feared. “Conveniently, that meant Megan thought about your old counselling sessions, and some of the details she’d learned about you. Such as the fact your parents hate nosies, so your greatest nightmare is they’ll discover you’re a telepath.”

The room seemed to blur around me. An open crate on the shelves in front of me was overflowing with ribbons for the Valentine festival, and their red lengths looked like trails of blood.

“If you don’t keep your promise to me, and help me get Olivia into my unit, I will destroy everything and everyone you care about.” Keith ended the call, and his holo figure vanished.

I sat down on the cushion-strewn floor and summed up my feelings in two bitter words. “Waste Keith!”



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]










Chapter Nineteen


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


I spent most of the next hour fighting to get my emotions under control. I’d had a host of conflicting feelings about Keith since I came out of Lottery. I’d been disgusted by him using his unit members’ secrets to blackmail them, and hated him for attacking my unit. I’d also felt sorry for him being labelled the most disappointing of Claire’s multitude of children and grandchildren, and having to struggle with telepathy that cut out at random intervals.

Now Keith’s malevolent smile as he threatened me and the people I loved had swept away my last remaining shreds of sympathy for him. Keith was just like Reece. They were both bullies who whined about the unfairness of their own situation, while mercilessly tormenting other people. Reece had been given both positive and negative behaviour reinforcement when he came out of Lottery. He was assigned to work that he loved, but told that in future harming others would mean he spent weeks scrubbing slime vats. That tactic had made him grudgingly reform his behaviour.

The Hive should have taken similar action against Keith, but that had been impossible when there were only five working Telepath Units. Now Morton’s unit was closing until Carnival, the situation was absolutely desperate. The brutal truth was that our Hive needed Keith to keep working as hard as his intermittent telepathy allowed, or we’d all face total disaster. Keith knew he was in an overwhelmingly powerful position, and was going to take full advantage of it to get what he wanted. If I refused to help him get Olivia into his unit, he’d ...

No! I firmly told myself to forget about Keith’s threats. The New Year festival would last for another three days, so I had plenty of time to think through the situation and decide what to do about my promised favour. Right now, I had to rejoin my unit members before anyone grew worried enough to come in here after me.

I stood up, used my dataview as a mirror to check my appearance, and opened the store room door. I’d assumed some of my unit members would have returned to the park, leaving a few bodyguards, Lucas, and probably Buzz, waiting for me. Instead, the number of people either standing around or sitting on the chairs from the store room had significantly increased. Megan had rejoined us, and was sitting on a chair next to Adika, while the other six members of my unit who’d worked for Claire had arrived and were standing in a group with Dex. The only person who’d actually left seemed to be Dillon.

The sudden silence, and the way they all turned to face me, told me that the news about Claire had already spread around our group. Dex gave a pleading look at Gideon, and the pair of them moved to stand in front of me like guilty children. Gideon removed his fake beard before speaking in an apologetic voice.

“Amber, we’ve discovered there was a slight misunderstanding over who Dex was allowed to tell about Claire being your great-grandmother.”

“Yes,” said Dex guiltily. “I shouldn’t have assumed that you were reading my mind when I spoke to you, and would know exactly what I meant. Claire was always complaining about people doing that, and saying that she couldn’t read every mind in her unit at once.”

I wished for about the thousandth time that Claire was still alive, and I could use the secret telepath communication method to call her. There were some fundamental differences between us – like our opinions on duty children and Hiveism – but we had many things in common, including a mutual contempt for Keith.

I hastily reminded myself not to think about Keith, and focused on reassuring Gideon and Dex. “Please don’t worry about the confusion. It isn’t a problem.”

“You’re sure?” asked Dex doubtfully.

My conversation with Keith had made me realize the vast difference between secrets that had the potential to cause disaster, and secrets that only had the potential for minor inconvenience. “I’m perfectly happy with all my unit members and Claire’s old unit members knowing about me being Claire’s great-granddaughter. The vital thing is that my parents and grandparents don’t find out about it, or about me being a telepath.”

I smiled. “Please tell all Claire’s old unit members – and I really do mean all of them this time – that I thought it was a wonderful gesture for them to come and applaud me walking the steps of life. I was just surprised by the sheer number of them.”

“There are a lot of us because Claire served the Hive as a telepath for seventy-five years,” said Gideon. “When the unit moved location during my twentieth year working for Claire, some people were already retiring or moving to less physically demanding positions.”

He paused. “Those people naturally requested to live in apartments that were on Law Enforcement’s Level 20 in one of our unit’s home zones, so they could keep visiting the unit and joining in with all the plays and parties. The arrangement benefited our unit both socially and operationally. The serving members of the Tactical team often discussed a difficult case with our retirees, and their long experience gave us valuable new insights.”

“Just as your long experience means you give valuable new insights to our Tactical team,” said Lucas.

“Well, I hope that’s true.” Gideon’s face abruptly twisted in pain. “When Claire was eighty-one, she had her first heart attack. It was typical of her that she wasn’t worried about herself at all back then. Her concerns were centred on what would happen to the Hive and her extended unit community without her. When Keith came out of Lottery, the Tactical Commanders wanted to adjust the spread of Telepath Units across the Hive. Claire volunteered to move our unit location on condition that there’d be special arrangements for her old unit members.”

His expression changed to one of nostalgia. “So, we moved to what’s now your unit, Amber, while area 410/2900 of Law Enforcement Level 20 was refurbished and exclusively reserved for our old unit members and their families. The existing retired unit members moved there at once, so they could live among all their old friends. After Claire’s death when she was ninety-three, the rest of us went to join them.”

He sighed. “Most of us were old enough to retire completely, but some of the younger ones took positions in nearby Security Units or worked on nosy patrols. Whether we took other positions or not though, at heart we all remained part of Claire’s unit. I know you’ll understand that.”

“Of course I understand that,” I said. “I’d never ask the seven of you who work for me now to forget the decades you worked for Claire. There’s no conflict between your past and present loyalties.”

Gideon nodded eagerly, and I didn’t need telepathy to be aware of his soaring emotions. “There was never a conflict, and now those two loyalties have merged into one. Dex chose to spend the New Year festival with you and your family, because his personal situation is still a bit messy after his divorce. The other six of us went to stay in our old apartments in area 410/2900 though, to celebrate the New Year festival with the rest of Claire’s unit members. We were all in the local park, just finishing a late-night performance of one of Claire’s favourite Shakespeare plays, when Dex called to tell us you were Claire’s great-granddaughter.”

He paused to get his voice under control. “We’d all felt deeply frustrated that Keith was the only one of Claire’s children and grandchildren to become a true telepath. He’d been a spiteful child, grew into a bullying teen, and then came out of Lottery as an even more malicious telepath. Claire was particularly appalled when Keith misused his knowledge of our unit to play a series of petty tricks on us.”

Gideon waved his hands. “We know that Claire would have been proud of you though, Amber. You haven’t just inherited Claire’s telepathic ability, but her loyalty to the Hive. There was a mass decision that we should all go to watch you walk the Lottery step in the Circle of Life service. So, this morning we all dressed to blend in with a Level 27 crowd, and travelled here to Blue Zone.”

Gideon glanced down at the fake beard he was holding. “It may have been a mistake for me to bring the beard I’d been wearing in the play.”

“If the idea was to blend in with the crowd, then bringing the beard was definitely a mistake,” said Lucas.

“Gideon always gets carried away with his theatrical costumes,” said Dex.

“You’re in no position to criticize me,” said Gideon, in a superior voice. “Remember how you used permanent green dye on your hair when you played the part of Puck in A Midsummer Night’s Dream.”

Everyone who’d worked for Claire laughed, and Dex gave them a despairing look. “You’re never going to let me live that down, are you?”

“There’s nothing wrong with green hair,” I said comfortingly.

“That’s what I said at the time,” commented Megan’s new deputy, Nora.

“Our Strike team leader thought there was a lot wrong with green hair,” said her husband, Osric.

“At least, he thought there was a lot wrong with green hair for a Strike team member who was trying to blend inconspicuously into crowds,” added Vance.

“Dex’s attempts to dye his hair a more normal colour made things worse rather than better,” said my deputy Liaison team leader, Akiko. “Dex ended up shaving his head and letting his hair grow back naturally.”

“Personally,” said Kris, “I thought Dex looked much better with his head shaved than ...”

Megan clearly felt this conversation had taken up enough time, because she bustled forward to speak to me. “Amber, you’ll want to know what happened to the boy you were worried about. I tried counselling him myself, but he was understandably reluctant to confide in someone even higher level than the parents who’d dumped him.”

I frowned. “You mean that nothing’s been done to help him?”

“I mean that nothing professional has been done to help him.” Megan gave a disapproving look at Buzz.

“I felt this was a case where amateur help could be better than professional,” said Buzz. “I asked Dillon to talk to the boy, because they’re similar levels and have similar family problems.”

“That was an excellent idea,” I said.

“Dillon messaged me to say the two of them were going to spend the rest of the day in a park on Level 54,” added Buzz.

“It’s good of Dillon to help the boy,” I said.

Megan gave a pointed cough to attract my attention back to her. “Amber, I assume you’ll want to attend tomorrow afternoon’s sports competition.”

“I’ll want to attend both the pageant in the morning and the sports competition in the afternoon,” I corrected her.

Megan tapped at her dataview and studied its screen. “We won’t have to make any special arrangements to attend the pageant, but I’ll need to organize everyone’s entries in the sports events. Amber’s mother has already entered Amber for the adult running the rail event, and Gregas for the teen one cor dash. Running the rail is obviously too hazardous for you, Amber. Should I withdraw your entry entirely, or just change it to a safer event?”

I’d already been feeling deeply annoyed with Megan. I accepted it wasn’t her fault that Keith had read her mind. The problem was that when Megan was my counsellor, she’d taken advantage of me being a vulnerably dutiful new telepath to pressure me into answering a host of prying questions about my childhood and my secret fears. It had felt like she was misusing our counselling sessions to steal personal information from me. I’d finally rebelled, refused to accept Megan interrogating me any longer, and Buzz had taken over as my counsellor.

Buzz had taken the opposite approach to Megan, treating our counselling sessions like two friends discussing problems, and letting me decide exactly what I did or didn’t want to tell her. I’d thought that I’d moved on from the past, with just a slight lingering grievance that Megan still knew all my secrets. Now I realized I hadn’t moved on from the past at all. Part of me bitterly resented Megan having her stolen knowledge, and hated her making even the vaguest reference to it.

Now Megan’s past prying had brought disaster down on me. Keith had read her mind, learned all my deepest fears, and would be using them against me for the rest of my life. Megan being officiously overprotective about my sports event was just a trivial annoyance in comparison, but tipped me over the edge into snapping at her.

“You won’t withdraw or change my entry. I’ve run the rail for the last five years as a teen, and I’m running it again this year as an adult. There’s nothing hazardous about it. Even if I lose my balance and fall off, I won’t injure myself when the rails are only a couple of inches off the ground.”

Megan sighed. “Which events would other people like to ...?”

Buzz interrupted Megan. “Before any of the rest of us decide what events they’re entering, I’d like to remind everyone that Level 1 people are expected to set an example of good behaviour in the Hive. When Megan turned up late for the Circle of Life service, I had strong insights from both of Amber’s parents. They were dreadfully embarrassed by Megan forcing her way through the audience when everyone was honouring the memory of the fallen.”

Megan gave Buzz a startled, guilty look. I was feeling guilty as well. I’d been so focused on the steps I was going to walk, that I hadn’t noticed my parents were embarrassed by Megan’s arrival.

“Amber’s parents felt they couldn’t complain to Megan about her behaviour because she’s Level 1,” said Buzz. “That’s why I’ve decided to complain on their behalf. I feel especially strongly about what happened, because Amber’s parents generously agreed to Amber giving us an open invitation to join their New Year festival celebrations. Megan has had multiple demands on her time this New Year festival, but many of us thought we’d spend this festival as alone and miserable as the boy in the park. The kindness of Amber’s parents means we’re enjoying ourselves with friends instead.”

There was a rumble of agreement from other members of our group.

“We absolutely mustn’t embarrass Amber’s parents a second time,” said Buzz. “We need to show our support for the local sports competition, while ensuring we don’t grab more than our share of the prizes.”

Lucas nodded. “Our Strike team members will have to choose their events carefully. We don’t want anyone thinking they’re professional athletes breaking the rules by entering the New Year festival amateur sports events.”

“I can enter the skydive competition as a pillar defence,” offered Forge. “I adore skydive, but I’m clearly too tall and heavily built to be a professional pillar defence.”

“Vance, Osric, Kris, and I don’t want to take part in the sports events at all,” said Dex. “After the way that Reece came to ambush Amber at the express belt, we’d prefer to concentrate on bodyguarding her.”

Adika gave an approving grunt, but I was confused. “Does that mean Vance, Osric, and Kris are staying here for the rest of the festival?”

“All seven of us who worked in Claire’s unit would like to stay here for the rest of the festival,” said Gideon.

“If Amber and her parents are happy with that,” added Vance hastily.

“Of course you’re welcome to stay,” I said. “There are plenty of spare apartments in the corridor we’re using.”

“Megan and I will be visiting my family tomorrow,” said Adika, “so neither of us can enter the sports events here. If Amber has her four Alpha team bodyguards protecting her, and Forge is playing skydive pillar defence, the remaining Strike team members can take part as a last survivor light group. That means only one of them can win a prize.”

Megan was looking uncomfortably flushed, but still determinedly tapping at her dataview. “Does anyone else want to enter anything? Gideon, there’s a one cor dash event for the over-sixties.”

“Which I will cheerfully sit and watch,” said Gideon.

Lucas grinned. “I’ll have a go at skydive pillar attack, and amuse myself by throwing things at Forge rather than the targets. Hallie, would you like to join me?”

“I’d rather enter the long jump. As a child, I loathed all sports, but my parents always insisted on me taking part in the New Year sports competition. I worked out the long jump was the least effort, because I only needed to jump three times before being eliminated.”

“I’d like to have a go at the four cors run,” said Crista.

“Anyone else?” Megan asked hopefully.

The remaining people shook their heads.

Megan gave a resentful look at Buzz. “Shouldn’t you be showing support for the local sports competition by entering an event yourself?”

“Sadly, my only sport is combined martial arts,” said Buzz calmly. “That isn’t included in the New Year festival sports competition because training is strictly limited to Hive Defence and Law Enforcement personnel.”

Adika gave Buzz an incredulous look. “How the waste did you get involved in combined martial arts?”

Buzz smiled at him. “All borderline telepath imprints cover some core information, such as basic counselling and how to act the part of a nosy. We’re also given a short training course in simple defence skills to use if we get attacked, and then offered the chance to continue to do combined martial arts training. I got my fifth belt just before I left Turquoise Zone to join Amber’s unit.”

“You’ve got your fifth belt in combined martial arts!” Adika’s eyebrows shot up, and he turned to Forge. “Really?”

“Really,” said Forge.

Megan gave an aggressive tap at her dataview. “I’ve put in all the sports entries.”

“Now that’s settled, can we collect some baskets of food and find my family?” I asked impatiently.

“Yes,” said Megan. “You obviously won’t want to attend the crowded opening ceremony of the revels when you’re recovering from a headache, so I messaged your mother to ask about suitably quiet places in the park. We agreed that your family should meet us at the picnic area by the side of the lake.”

I’d been looking forward to attending the opening ceremony of the revels for days. It was going to include live coverage of my favourite singer and songwriter, Pasquale, performing at the Level 1 Blue Zone Arena. Now Megan had decided I shouldn’t go to the opening ceremony. I couldn’t argue against that decision when I’d been pretending to have a headache, but it felt like Megan hadn’t just betrayed all my personal secrets to Keith. She was actively conspiring with him to rob me of every moment of pleasure during this New Year festival. Even worse than that, she was ruining my family’s pleasure as well.

I glared at Megan. “So, you weren’t satisfied with embarrassing my parents by disrupting the silence during the Circle of Life service. You had to pressure them into agreeing to miss the opening ceremony of the revels and come and sit with us by the lake. You were so busy officiously organizing everything, that you never stopped to think my whole family had been looking forward to watching Pasquale’s performance in that opening ceremony.”

I turned to stomp off along the path to the nearest group of food tables, and Lucas hurriedly chased after me.
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Lucas and I led the way along the path to the food tables, with everyone else trailing at a wary distance behind us. “I’m not surprised you’re angry with Megan,” said Lucas. “I’m angry with her too. She should have told Adika that she’d be trying to come and walk the steps of life with him. If she’d warned him that she couldn’t get here until after the Circle of Life service started, we could have arranged for her to wait at the back of the crowd. When the step of new life was called, she could have come forward to join Adika.”

He paused. “That would have saved Adika and us a huge amount of stress, and avoided Megan disrupting the silence and upsetting your parents. I’m sure those things were a major factor in you getting a headache, having to leave the Circle of Life service early, and making you and your family miss watching Pasquale in the opening ceremony.”

I couldn’t tell Lucas the whole truth about my headache, because it would give away the fact that telepaths were secretly communicating with each other. That would put Lucas in the dreadful position of having to choose between his loyalty to me and his loyalty to the Hive. Rather than lie, or tell him some half-truth, I chose not to say anything at all.

When our group reached the food tables, I saw that, once again, we’d arrived after the main rush of people. Most of the trays were nearly empty. I collected a basket, and was reaching out for the last squashed survivor of a tray of pastries, when Forge sprinted up.

“Wait just a moment, Amber.”

I watched, puzzled, as he stacked the empty trays into a heap, then looked carefully around before nodding. “It’s all clear. Go!”

Four Strike team members instantly dropped to their knees, crawled under the table, and then came out again dragging crates. They opened them, took out covered trays, and put them on the table. Forge lifted the tray lids with a flourish, revealing that some contained a range of hot food, while the others had a variety of rolls and cakes.

“How did you know there were crates of food under the table?” I asked in bewilderment.

Forge grinned at me. “We hid the food there earlier.”

“We couldn’t risk our telepath going hungry,” said Yosh virtuously.

I laughed, and loaded my basket with a piping hot carton of potato slices, several pristine pastries, a cheese roll, fruit, and cake. When I moved away from the food table, I had time to eat a couple of the pastries before Lucas and Buzz came to join me, each brandishing their own basket of food.

Buzz smiled at me. “I think Megan was right about it being a bad idea for you to attend the crowded opening ceremony of the revels when you’re recovering from a headache. However, I happen to have a portable holo conference unit with me.”

She took a small metal hemisphere from her pocket and waved it at me. “When we join your family at the picnic area by the side of the lake, would you like me to play the live stream of Pasquale singing at the Level 1 Blue Zone Arena?”

“I’d love that,” I said eagerly.

Lucas reached out to take the hemisphere from Buzz, and frowned at it. “I don’t understand why you’re carrying a holo conference unit around with you.”

“After the problems Amber had on that ghastly emergency run after Tobias,” said Buzz, “I asked Megan to get us two portable holo conference units, and arrange for them to be set up with a long-distance, high-security direct link between them. The plan is that I’ll carry mine with me at all times, while Amber’s bodyguards will take the other with them on runs.”

She paused. “Suppose there was another chaotic emergency run where Amber urgently needed counselling. The Strike team would just need to find a quiet location for Amber, like a lift or storage room, then press the red direct link button for me to give her proper counselling support. I could even use the conference facilities to give a perfect holo illusion of Amber and me being physically together in a suitably relaxing place.”

Buzz’s voice took on a gloomy note. “The conference unit’s high-security direct link is set up for a long enough distance to cover any future situations where Amber goes Outside. Every Strike team member has acclimatized to going Outside, and some of our ordinary unit members have managed the adjustment as well, but all my own attempts have failed.”

“You mustn’t feel under pressure to follow me Outside,” I said hastily.

“I don’t feel under any pressure,” said Buzz. “It just seems ridiculous that a psychotherapist can’t overcome her own fear.”

Lucas had turned the hemisphere over to study the base, but now he handed it back to Buzz. “Using portable holo conference units to give Amber counselling on emergency runs is an excellent idea.”

Buzz forced a smile. “All of my ideas are excellent. Everyone seems to have their food now, so let’s carry on to the picnic area.”

I walked on down the path, with Lucas beside me. I was reaching for the cheese roll in my basket, when I noticed a peculiar expression on Lucas’s face.

“Is something wrong?” I asked.

“Nothing is wrong,” said Lucas. “It’s just that Buzz’s holo conference unit was too small to have been made in our Hive. It must have been imported from a specialist technology Hive. Do you remember me telling you that my father was traded to this Hive?”

I grimaced. “I’m hardly likely to forget something like that.”

“Well, my father was one of the very few people traded to this Hive from Hive Zurich, one of the leading technology Hives. When he went through their equivalent of Lottery, he was given a choice between being imprinted for a moderately high position in Hive Zurich or being offered on the trade system.”

I blinked. “I always found the idea of being traded away from our Hive and never seeing my family again utterly terrifying. I assumed one of the reasons your father treated you badly was because he was unhappy about being traded here against his will. You say that Hive Zurich gave him a choice about it though?”

“In theory, Hives are allowed to offer someone on the trade system against their will,” said Lucas, “so long as it’s done after their equivalent of Lottery and before imprinting. In reality though, it’s impossible to complete a trade without the person’s consent, because the trading process involves them using their right under Joint Hive Treaty to transfer Hive once in their lifetime. Trading personnel between Hives has to work that way, because the entire system would fall apart if traded people could just decide to go back home at any point.”

He paused. “Take my father’s case as an example. My father was extremely ambitious, so he chose to be offered on the trade system without any Hive language or other restrictions, and several Hives bid the full reserve price for him in first-round trading. The huge benefit of being traded rather than just choosing to move Hive yourself is each bidding Hive gives you a legally binding offer of your working position and social status. You also get to see Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement’s summary report on the conditions at the bidding Hives.”

Lucas shrugged. “The only problem was that all the Hives bidding for my father spoke a different language to Hive Zurich. If my father had been unhappy about that, the trading rules allowed him to use his right to transfer Hive to exit the trade process and remain in Hive Zurich. Instead, my father chose to continue to be traded to Hive England.”

“Did that mean our Hive’s language had to be included in his imprint?” I asked.

“Yes. My father occasionally grumbled about the language details cluttering up his imprint, but he reserved most of his complaints for the primitive electrical items in our Hive. He’d known that he’d be giving up some luxuries in exchange for status when he chose to be traded here to Hive England though. I don’t think he ever genuinely regretted his decision. The constant complaining was just his way of emphasizing his innate superiority over everyone else.”

“Your father sounds like a deeply unpleasant person.”

“He was dreadfully self-centred,” said Lucas. “Anyway, the point I was originally trying to make was that I wondered if Buzz’s portable holo conference unit had been imported from my father’s old Hive. I studied it carefully, looking for any marks showing its origin, but of course I didn’t find anything. Thinking about it logically, our Hive would never import something labelled as originating from another Hive.”

He pulled a rueful face. “I thought I’d overcome my issues with the New Year festival reminding me of my father abandoning me, but I’m still obsessing about him.”

“You have overcome your issues,” I said. “You’re here celebrating the festival with me and my family, and seeing a random electrical item that reminds you of your father’s Hive isn’t the same as obsessing about him.”

Lucas smiled and took my hand. “That’s very true.”

We walked on, still holding hands, and arrived at the picnic area to find my parents and grandparents sitting on some of an array of chairs and benches facing the lake. Lucas and I went to sit on a bench near my parents, and I looked around with a frown.

“Where’s Gregas?”

“He’s gone off to the event area with his friend, Wesley,” said my mother wistfully. “They’re going to watch the opening ceremony of the revels with Wesley’s family.”

My father gave a sorrowful shake of his head. “Gregas told us he was moving to a new area of Teen Level, so he could break away from Wesley and make more responsible friends. He’s still spending all his time with Wesley though.”

My grandmother took a pastry from the basket that was hooked over the arm of her chair. “It’s hard for Gregas to avoid Wesley when they’re celebrating the New Year festival in the same park. Gregas will probably stop seeing Wesley as soon as they’re back on Teen Level.”

“It would be nice if that happens,” said my father, “but those two have been inseparable since they were eight years old. I don’t believe that Gregas moving to a different area of Teen Level will be enough to divide them. I think they’ll end up as one of those sad cases where friends keep clinging to each other after Lottery.”

My grandmother waved her pastry at him reprovingly. “You’re being far too negative about the situation. Gregas is a sensible boy. He’ll accept it’s better for old friendships to end at Lottery than to be soured by jealousy over level gaps.”

“I’m being completely realistic,” said my father. “Gregas has never shown any sense at all about Wesley.”

Everyone in our group except Adika and Megan had sat down now. Megan gave a nervous cough before turning to my parents.

“Adika and I are going to spend the rest of the New Year festival with his family in Red Zone. We came here so we could say goodbye to everyone, and I could apologize for disturbing the silence during the Circle of Life service. I was so focused on my own concerns that I behaved without any consideration for others.”

I blinked, and my parents exchanged startled glances. “Yes, well, goodbye and New Year fortune,” said my mother uncertainly.

“Goodbye and New Year fortune,” I automatically echoed my mother’s words.

Adika and Megan walked off along the path, and I stared after them in bewilderment. I was just wondering whether I dared to read Adika’s mind in front of my parents, when I was distracted by Buzz carrying one of the chairs over to the edge of the lake. Several ducks hopefully swam towards her, only to halt in disgust when she took her metal hemisphere out of her pocket and put it on the seat of the chair.

“I’ll set things up to play the live stream of Pasquale opening the revels now,” said Buzz.

My mother gasped. “We’ll be able to watch Pasquale after all?”

Buzz nodded.

“I don’t understand how you can play the live stream of Pasquale singing,” said my father. “Only the arenas and the park event stages are allowed to play live performance streams.”

“Access to live performance streams and recordings of live performances is strictly limited, because the Hive wants these things to be special community events,” said Buzz. “Our unit has diamond priority though.”

She tapped the top of her hemisphere to make it glimmer with swathes of constantly varying colours. A second tap made a holo control screen appear. Buzz worked on the controls for a moment, and our view of the edge of the lake and the ducks was abruptly blotted out by a holo stage shimmering with traditional white New Year festival decorations. In the centre of the stage was a circle of electronic equipment, with giant red numbers above it showing the time counting down to zero.

“Amber, I’ve set a cap on the peak sound levels,” said Buzz. “That should prevent the noise from causing you problems, but you must tell me at once if your head starts aching.”

“I will,” I promised.

I could hear the murmuring of a large audience, but not see it. This live broadcast was set up to have the holo stage seamlessly appear over the event stages in parks, so it looked as if Pasquale was actually present and singing for the audience there. Hearing the audience from the Level 1 Blue Zone Arena just added to that illusion, but showing the audience there would spoil it.

“Ten minutes to go,” said Buzz.

I grabbed my carton of potato slices from my basket, took out the cardboard fork, and began eating. By the time the red countdown was down to five minutes, I had my basket hanging on the arm of the bench, and was leaning forward expectantly, my eyes fixed on the holo stage. When the audience in the Level 1 Blue Zone Arena began rhythmically clapping and calling out Pasquale’s name, my family joined in, and everyone else followed our lead.

“Pasquale! Pasquale! Pasquale!”

Three alarmed ducks flew up through the holo stage, and a scream came from the trees behind us.

“Bodyguard!” yelled Forge.

All the Strike team members leapt to their feet, drew their guns, and my bodyguards surrounded me to form a protective wall with their bodies. I was carrying out a hasty telepathic scan of the area, when Gregas’s voice called out from among the trees.

“Don’t shoot! There’s only Wesley and me here.”

I was about to confirm I’d scanned the area and there definitely weren’t any threats, when I remembered I couldn’t say that in front of my parents and grandparents.

“Situation secure,” said Forge grudgingly.

The other Strike team members relaxed and returned to their seats, but Forge stayed on his feet, glowering at Gregas and Wesley as they emerged from the trees.

“The way all those men leapt to guard Amber was so high up,” gasped Wesley. “Just like one of the entertainment channel thrillers about Hive Defence teams hunting enemy agents. Your sister’s research is obviously hugely important, Gregas.”

Forge stabbed an accusing finger at Gregas. “The next time either you or Wesley hide under tables or in trees, I’ll shoot you myself, and it won’t be on stun. Do I make myself clear?”

“So high up,” repeated Wesley, gazing at Forge with a hero-worshipping expression.

“We weren’t deliberately hiding in the trees,” said Gregas, in a wounded voice. “We were taking the shortest route here from the event area, and had just come into view of you, when everyone shouted and frightened the ducks into flying up in the air. Wesley is terrified of birds, so he ran into the trees to hide, and I chased after him to help.”

Wesley looked nervously around. “Ducks are nasty, vicious things that keep trying to kill me. I saw those three fly off to the other side of the lake. Are there any more lying in wait for me?”

We were at a picnic area next to the park lake. There were bound to be more ducks waiting hopefully for spare food. I couldn’t believe any of them wanted to kill Wesley though, so I ignored his question.

“What are you two doing here anyway?” I demanded. “You were supposed to be watching the opening ceremony with Wesley’s family.”

“That was the original plan,” said Gregas, “but Wesley made the mistake of telling his father he’d been awarded a gold card for bookette writing.”

“I thought I should break the news to my father while he was in a good mood,” said Wesley. “Unfortunately, he was even more upset about the gold card than I expected.”

Gregas shuddered. “Wesley’s father started ranting at Wesley, while everyone around stared at us. When the park keeper arrived to intervene, Wesley and I decided to grab our chance to leave.”

I frowned at Wesley. “Why was your father furious about the gold card? You’re only in your first year on Teen Level, so winning a gold card entitling you to attend advanced sessions in an activity is a massive achievement.”

“I was delighted about it,” said Wesley, “but my father thinks it’s a disaster. He said I spend far too much time fantasizing already, so my activity leader shouldn’t encourage me by giving me a gold card for bookette writing.”

“You mustn’t let your father discourage you from taking advanced sessions in bookette writing, Wesley,” said Lucas. “It’s vital that teens develop their abilities, likes, and dislikes free from parental influences before they enter Lottery. That’s one of the main reasons our Hive arranges for teens to spend five years living alone on Teen Level.”

“Another reason being that it allows long-suffering parents to have some peace and quiet,” said my father.

Gregas pulled a face at him. “Anyway, when Grandmother messaged me about you having your own private viewing of Pasquale singing, Wesley and I decided to come and join you. It ...”

“Hush, Pasquale is about to appear!” called my mother urgently.

I turned towards the holo stage just in time to see the red countdown numbers disappear. Gregas and Wesley hastily sat down on the nearest chairs. My family joined in with the rhythmic chanting from the Level 1 Blue Zone Arena’s audience again, this time with added volume from Gregas and Wesley.

“Pasquale! Pasquale! Pasquale!”

“Pasquale is clearly incredibly popular in his home zone,” said Lucas.

“Everyone in Blue Zone adores Pasquale and his wife,” said my grandmother. “During the great power cut, they helped transport patients from the Blue Zone Trauma Casualty Centre to the nearest park. They went back out into the total darkness three times to get everyone to safety, and then ...”

She broke off her sentence, because the familiar figure of Pasquale had run out onto our holo stage. His costumes were always primarily blue, and today he wore a glittering blue and silver festival outfit. He waved to us, and shouted at the top of his voice.

“High up, Blue Zone!”

“High up!” Our group cried out in response, and clapped madly.

Pasquale waited a few seconds before speaking again, allowing his live audience in the Level 1 Blue Zone Arena, and the watching audiences in all of Blue Zone’s parks, to quieten down. “It’s a great honour to be asked to open the Blue Zone New Year revels again. I know you’ll want me to begin with the festival song, so ...”

Pasquale went to sit in the circle of electrical equipment, spun his chair a quarter turn to tap at several controls, and there was a series of rippling notes. Pasquale blew a kiss at the side of the stage before singing the first lines of the song he’d written just before the great power cut.

“We met at Carnival.

Her mask was silver, and her hair was gold.”

The song was interrupted by the intrusive chiming of a dataview, and everyone turned to look reproachfully at Lucas.

He groaned and stood up. “That’s Beckett calling me. I’ll just go and find out what’s wrong.”

Lucas walked off towards the trees. I hesitated, gave a last regretful glance at where Pasquale was singing, and then got to my feet and hurried after Lucas.
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Inevitably, Forge and my four bodyguards followed me away from the picnic area, and Buzz chose to come with us as well. We caught up with Lucas at the edge of the trees, where he was having a conversation with the floating holo head of Beckett.

“... just got an alert from the surveillance camera inside the illegal groupette,” said Beckett. “It’s showing the lights are on, all the equipment and furniture has been taken away, and a man is in there waving at the camera. The other cameras in the area must have malfunctioned, because they haven’t registered any activity at all.”

“Can you patch me the feed from the groupette camera?” asked Lucas.

“Doing that now and ...” Beckett’s holo face frowned. “The man has vanished. I don’t understand what’s happened, because the groupette camera is just showing darkness now, while the surrounding area cameras still aren’t registering any activity.”

“Well, show me the sequence of images you already have of the man,” said Lucas.

Another holo appeared next to Beckett, showing the full-length figure of a very familiar man dressed in blue and gold.

“I’ll call Nicole and ask if Liaison can identify the man from these images,” said Beckett.

Lucas, Buzz, and I turned to look at where the holo figure of Pasquale was starting the second verse of his festival song.

“We were partners at Valentine.”

“There’s no need to bother Nicole,” said Lucas. “Those images show the famous singer and songwriter, Pasquale, who is currently singing in front of a packed audience at the Level 1 Blue Zone Arena.”

“Pasquale being in the Level 1 Blue Zone Arena seems inconsistent with our surveillance camera images of him being in Prospero’s groupette,” said Beckett.

“There are two main reasons why we avoid using surveillance cameras,” said Lucas. “The first reason is you can either use surveillance cameras, or you can make people believe that the nosies patrolling the Hive are all genuine telepaths, but you can’t do both at once. The second reason is it’s far too easy for someone to either destroy surveillance cameras or feed them fake images.”

He paused. “We already knew that Prospero had to have electrical knowledge to set up his illegal groupette. Now it’s clear that he can create fake images and feed them to surveillance cameras as well.”

“Are we going on an emergency run after Prospero?” I asked anxiously.

“Absolutely not,” said Lucas. “You’re still recovering from your headache, and I’m certain that Prospero left the area hours ago anyway.”

“What makes you so sure that Prospero has gone?” asked Forge.

“When Prospero came to visit his groupette,” said Lucas, “he found surveillance cameras in the area, and warning signs about maintenance work starting with potential toxic contamination. He decided to abandon the groupette and move all his equipment, tables, and chairs to safety, but knew that he couldn’t move everything by himself.”

He sighed. “I think Prospero took control of the surveillance cameras, set them to keep transmitting the same sequence of dark images over and over again, and then got his group to help him move the equipment and furniture. Once they’d done that, Prospero’s group members left, and then Prospero gave the surveillance cameras some carefully timed orders before leaving himself. The groupette camera was set to transmit images of Pasquale at the exact moment he began his performance in the Level 1 Blue Zone Arena, after which all the cameras would revert to normal transmission.”

While we all thought that over, Pasquale started singing the third verse.

“We ran with the demon pack at Halloween.”

“Prospero sending us images of Pasquale has to be some sort of joke,” commented Buzz.

“Yes,” said Lucas. “I thought the groupette welcoming the mighty Prospero was a sign of a grandiose ego, but it was actually the complete opposite. Prospero was just sharing a joke with his friends.”

Beckett didn’t seem interested in Prospero’s jokes. “If you think Prospero has already gone, then how are we going to hunt him down? The groupette hasn’t been inspected yet, because Media Monitoring Division closes over the New Year festival. Now all the equipment has gone, it’s probably too late to learn anything.”

He groaned. “If I’d known Prospero had the ability to tamper with our surveillance camera images, I’d have asked for a hasty squad to guard the groupette until Media Monitoring Division reopened, but ...”

Lucas interrupted him. “We don’t need to hunt Prospero down any longer, Beckett. There were two main reasons I was worried about his activities. The first was that we thought he had a grandiose ego which could spiral out of control. The second was that an illegal groupette so close to an overnight club might be showing intimate images of overnight club customers that had been taken without their consent. That situation inevitably leads to the images being shared elsewhere, and can cause massive distress to the victims.”

He shrugged. “I’m not concerned about either of those possibilities any longer. Prospero doesn’t have a grandiose ego, and he could have sent us images of some random innocent person to make us question them about the illegal groupette. Instead, he sent us images of Pasquale when the man was singing live to an audience that included most of the ten million people in Blue Zone.”

“I agree,” said Buzz. “Prospero is the type of person who likes jokes, but goes to extreme lengths to ensure those jokes don’t harm others. Someone like that would never take or share intimate images of other people.”

Lucas nodded. “Whatever Prospero was doing in that groupette wasn’t harming anyone except Reece and his robots, and that was by pure accident. Now Prospero has taken his equipment away, there won’t be any more electrical interference affecting Reece’s pipe cleaning robots. Reece can carry on with his work and forget all about what happened. So can we.”

“We can’t forget about Prospero,” said Beckett indignantly. “Even if he isn’t harming people, creating a secret groupette hall is illegal. The groupettes Prospero was playing there must have been illegal too, or he could have just hired a public groupette hall.”

“That’s true,” said Lucas, “but Media Monitoring Division sometimes bans bookettes and groupettes for having undesirable content when they don’t really contain anything deeply worrying. Prospero could just be a member of the Ramblers Association who is sharing images of Outside with his friends.”

“Even if we were sure that was the right explanation,” said Beckett stubbornly, “we should still hunt down Prospero. The rules for the Ramblers Association are perfectly clear. While inside the Hive, members must not discuss their hobby, share images of Outside, or otherwise attempt to recruit new members.”

“Again, that’s true,” said Lucas. “However, we have to remember that the Hive will only have four working Telepath Units until Carnival. We need to focus our efforts on carrying out emergency runs after dangerous targets, and abandon any cases that turn out to be relatively trivial.”

“Abandon cases!” Beckett repeated the words in horror.

Lucas sighed. “I know how much you hate abandoning a case, but we’ve got to accept the reality of our situation. It’s more important for us to hunt down potential murderers than someone running an illegal groupette for his friends. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” said Beckett glumly, and his holo vanished as he ended the call.

I turned to look wistfully at where Pasquale was singing the last words of his song.

“And when the New Year festival came,

I walked the steps of life,

With my beautiful wife.”

The rest of my family applauded madly, and I joined in with some sad clapping of my own. I loved the festival song, and I’d never seen Pasquale sing it in a live performance. The last time he’d opened the Blue Zone New Year revels was before the song was written.

Lucas turned to Buzz. “Would you be able to replay Pasquale’s session from the beginning for Amber?”

I gave Buzz a startled, hopeful look, and she nodded. “There’s a rewind window on the live stream to allow for the park event stages having technical problems.”

“I’ll go and explain what’s happening to Amber’s family,” said Lucas, and he headed back to the picnic area.

I was about to follow Lucas when I remembered something. “Buzz, I thought Adika and Megan weren’t leaving for Red Zone until tomorrow morning. Do you know what happened to make Megan apologize to my mother and then rush off to Red Zone with Adika today?”

Buzz laughed. “What happened was that Megan came up to me at the food tables, and complained about me publicly lecturing her on her disrespectful behaviour during the Circle of Life service. Lucas overheard her and ...”

She paused. “Do you remember Lucas telling us that Gideon had been training him to speak with more authority?”

“Yes. Adika said it wasn’t working.”

Buzz grinned. “This time, it did work. Lucas said that you’d had to spend most of your break working, and Megan and Adika’s relationship problems had disrupted your remaining time with your family. Then he ordered Megan to apologize to your parents and get out of Blue Zone before he threw her in a slime vat.”

I blinked. “That doesn’t sound like Lucas.”

Buzz grimaced. “Lucas is both desperately worried about the pressure our unit will be under while Morton’s unit is closed, and near to exploding with frustration at the number of interruptions to what should be a key romantic time for the two of you.”

“There’ve certainly been a lot of interruptions,” I said, thinking of Keith’s call in particular. “Most of them had nothing to do with Megan, but I admit that I feel far more relaxed now that she’s gone.”

“That doesn’t surprise me,” said Buzz bitterly. “Megan was only here for a few hours, but I had five separate insights into her mind. She’s literally trying to be in two places at once to fulfil her commitments to her past and future partners, and making life difficult for everyone around her in the process. Megan’s emotional turmoil has been making me feel horribly uncomfortable, and I’m sure it’s having an even worse impact on you.”

“I haven’t been reading Megan’s mind,” I said.

“You haven’t been consciously reading Megan’s mind,” said Buzz. “I think you’ve still been picking up her emotions subconsciously though. My theory is that your telepathy is always running on some deep subconscious level of your mind, which is how you sometimes get a mental warning itch that someone is in trouble.”

I pulled a face. “I’ve learnt so many things since I came out of Lottery, but I’ve still no real idea how my telepathy works.”

“Nobody understands how insights work,” said Buzz ruefully, “let alone telepathy.”

Buzz hurried off to the holo stage where Pasquale was starting a new song, and waded through both the stage and him to adjust the settings on her portable holo conference unit. I went to sit with Lucas on the same bench as before, and just had time to eat a pastry before the holo stage flickered. Pasquale briefly vanished, and then reappeared running back onto the stage. He waved to us, and shouted.

“High up, Blue Zone!”

Our group cheered and clapped just the same as before, then I snuggled against Lucas and settled down to listen to the festival song again. There were no interruptions at all during the rest of the opening ceremony of the revels. Traditionally, that was followed by an hour when people sent recorded messages to their friends wishing them New Year fortune. We’d all had our dataviews muted during the opening ceremony, but now we changed them to normal settings. Since we’d been late watching the opening ceremony, there was an instant torrent of chimes for incoming messages.

I’d already recorded two versions of my New Year message to send out. One was a cautiously phrased message suitable for people outside my unit, while the other was intended for my unit members. I sent the message for the people outside my unit first, and then hesitated. I was getting ridiculously nervous about my plan to call all my unit members together and announce I was Claire’s great-granddaughter.

I glanced at where my parents were busily playing messages from friends, and turned to Lucas. “When we get a moment alone together, would you like us to record a joint New Year message for our unit members where we explain the news about Claire?”

“A joint New Year message?” Lucas looked startled.

“But I should have known it was too late for me to suggest that,” I added hastily. “You’ll have already sent out your New Year messages.”

“Given my problems with the New Year, I’ve never sent out any New Year messages,” said Lucas. “I hadn’t thought about what I’d do this year, but ... If you’d like us to record a joint New Year message for our unit members, then I’d like that too.”

My mother turned to look eagerly at me. “Amber, people will be heading away from the main event area now to scatter across the smaller party areas. Would you be happy for us to go to the party area near the grove of dwarf oak trees?”

I unwarily said I would be perfectly happy with that, but regretted it when my parents led our group there and stopped by the tallest oak tree. They inevitably told everyone how I’d climbed that tree when I was seven years old, and been trying to write my name on the sky when a branch gave way under my weight. My poor unit members were all imprinted with the full details of how true telepaths were rare and precious, to be protected at all costs. They listened in appalled silence to the description of their telepath plummeting down from the tree, breaking her arm, and screaming in pain as a paramedic took her off for treatment.

I was relieved when my parents finished their story, and we moved on to the party area itself, but then I saw a whole crowd of familiar-looking people waiting for us on the freshly mown dancing lawn. I had a dreadful moment of realization. My parents had invited all their friends and neighbours to come and meet their stunningly successful Level 1 daughter and her new partner!

I couldn’t refuse to talk to these people, but I couldn’t remember who most of them were, and had no idea what I could say to them. I was exchanging panicky looks with Lucas, when Buzz came to our rescue. Over the next hour or so, she brought a long series of people to talk to Lucas and me, murmuring rapid reminders of names, complete with crucial clues like them being the neighbours from apartment 17. After each person or group had had their fair share of conversation, Buzz would deftly pass them on to another of our unit members, before beckoning the next in line to join us.

When we eventually reached the end of the queue, overhead speakers began playing the introduction music of the Upway Shuffle, and Buzz looked thoughtfully at Lucas and me. “Do you two want to stay for the dancing, or would you prefer to go back to the temporary apartments to rest?”

I was frowning at where my grandparents were standing in the centre of the dancing lawn, with other couples forming a line behind them. As the main dance music started, my grandparents led the line three steps forward and two steps back.

“Heading up!” They shouted.

“Never down!” The line responded.

“I don’t know how my grandparents managed to persuade the Ruler of the Revels to play the Upway Shuffle this early in the evening,” I said anxiously, “but I’m afraid it means the dancing will get a bit ... enthusiastic.”

Lucas turned to Buzz. “We’d rather go back to the temporary apartments, but Amber’s parents ...”

Buzz firmly interrupted him. “Amber’s parents are delighted that she was able to talk to all their friends despite having a headache earlier. They’ll understand that she needs to go and rest now.”

Buzz turned to wave at Forge. When he hurried over to join us, the rest of our unit members came to see what was happening as well.

“Amber and Lucas want to slip quietly away to the temporary apartments now,” said Buzz. “We don’t want anything upsetting Amber’s parents, so I’ll stay here to make sure the dancing doesn’t get out of hand.”

Forge grinned at her. “Once I’ve escorted Amber and Lucas to their temporary apartment, and stationed a suitable number of bodyguards outside their door, I’ll come back to help you keep things under control.”

After some urgent conferring about which of our unit members wanted to stay for the dancing, and which would like to leave with us, we headed back to the corridor of temporary apartments. Forge insisted on searching our apartment for intruders himself, before leaving Lucas and me alone in the apartment living area.

I pulled an apologetic face at Lucas. “I’m sorry about that crowd waiting for us at the dwarf oak party area. When I agreed to go there, I’d no idea that my parents had invited all their friends and neighbours to come and meet us.”

Lucas smiled. “I’m glad that your parents are so proud of you. I’m just wondering if the combined efforts of Buzz and Forge will be enough to keep your grandparents under control for the rest of the evening.”

I grimaced. “Probably not. Shall we record our joint New Year message now?”

Lucas nodded, and I explained what the previous version of my New Year message had said. We recorded a new joint version with the addition of the information about me being Claire’s great-granddaughter. I sent the message out, and then skimmed through the lengthy list of messages for me. Most of them could wait until later, but I couldn’t resist playing the one from Deputy Admiral Juniper of the Hive’s sea farm.

Lucas and I gazed in wonder at Juniper’s images of bursts of coloured fire in the night sky of Outside, which she said was a sea farm traditional firework display to celebrate the New Year. We played the images a second time, and then I turned off my dataview and thrust it into my pocket.

“We can finally have some romantic time alone,” said Lucas.

“I’d love us to have some romantic time alone,” I said ruefully, “but I expect that Beckett will call you with news of another problem.”

“That’s an excellent point.” Lucas took out his own dataview, tapped at it, and threw it into the corner of the room. “My dataview is now set to divert all calls, including those from Beckett, to Gideon.”

I gave an anxious frown at the dataview. “But what if there’s a major crisis?”

Lucas laughed. “If Beckett convinces Gideon that the Hive is falling, then Gideon will come and pound on our apartment door until we open it, but we shouldn’t be disturbed by mere minor disasters. Read me.”

As Lucas leaned forward to kiss me, I linked to his mind, and found him thinking of us sharing the New Year lovers’ kiss. Lucas’s memory of how I’d responded to him then, triggered me into pressing against him again now. This time, there was no one to interrupt the gasping passion of the feedback loop, as I read his desire for me in his thoughts, and he read my desire for him in my body language.

When the feedback loop burned out, Lucas retrieved his dataview, and we retreated to our sleep field for the night. The moment Lucas’s dark eyes closed, he fell into a deep, dreamless sleep, his face relaxing as he escaped the burden of being a Tactical Commander.

I lay wakefully next to Lucas for hours though, my body drifting on the warm air cushion of our sleep field, and my mind worrying about the twin threats of Adversary Aura and Keith.

According to Senior Ambassador Elliott, Adversary Aura of Hive Genex had raised a legal counterclaim that directly concerned me. I didn’t know the details of that counterclaim yet, but the experts of Hive Politics would decide the best way to deal with it.

I had to decide how to deal with Keith myself though. Was I going to buy peace by helping him get Olivia into his unit, or bring his anger down on me by refusing? I wanted to refuse, because I was worried about Keith using his telepathy to manipulate Olivia. However, I was guiltily aware that I’d already imposed one life-altering decision on Olivia.

I’d felt justified in persuading the Hive to reset Olivia’s mind to before she went into Lottery, because she’d been deep in fragmentation, with her mind and body controlled by the echoes of the deadliest targets she’d hunted down over the years. Olivia had been a danger to the Hive, literally unable to speak for herself, and no telepath could risk reading her thoughts to learn her true wishes. A mental reset had seemed the only possible way to both safeguard the Hive and help Olivia escape a living nightmare.

The situation was totally different now though. Unravelling eight years of Olivia’s personal memory chain had left her only a borderline telepath, but she had full control of her own mind and body again. If Olivia wanted to accept Keith’s offer to join his unit, then she was perfectly capable of speaking for herself and saying so. The problem was that Keith was right about Gold Commander Melisande intervening to block the appointment.

I couldn’t take the cowardly option of suggesting another telepath should read Olivia’s mind to confirm she was making the decision of her own free will. Morton was too ill to read anyone’s mind, and Sapphire would refuse to do anything to help Keith. Mira might be willing to assist, but she’d been born with a genetic condition that affected her ability to learn, so Melisande would be worried about Keith finding a way to deceive her.

Waste it! All my instincts said that Olivia was a person, not Keith’s plaything, so it would be dreadfully wrong of me to hand her over to him. There was an opposing argument though. Olivia wasn’t Keith’s plaything, but she wasn’t my plaything either. If Olivia wanted me to help her join Keith’s unit, then I might feel she was making a terrible mistake, but did I really have the right to refuse?
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The next morning, I was awoken by the chiming of Lucas’s dataview. I groaned, and rolled over in the sleep field to watch him tap at the screen to answer the call. I was expecting it to be from Beckett or Gideon, but I heard Buzz’s cheerful voice instead.

“Lucas, I assume you’ve set your dataview to sound only because I woke you and Amber up. I’m sorry about that, but I need to collect your festival clothes to run them through a five-minute laundry cycle.”

“But it’s six o’clock in the morning!” Lucas protested.

“Exactly,” said Buzz. “It’s already six o’clock, and we need everyone to be ready to leave for the park at quarter to seven.”

“Why do we have to leave for the park so early?” asked Lucas, in a bewildered voice.

“Because Amber wants to watch the New Year pageant,” said Buzz, “and that’s always scheduled to start at the unreasonably early time of eight in the morning. If we want to have time to eat breakfast beforehand, then we need to get to the park soon after seven.”

She paused before adding in a hopeful voice. “Unless Amber has changed her mind about wanting to watch the New Year pageant?”

Lucas turned to look enquiringly at me. The idea of staying lazing in the warmth of the sleep field was very tempting, but I loved my grandparents, so ...

“I haven’t changed my mind, but there’s no need for anyone else to come to watch the pageant with me. Well, I suppose I’ll need a few bodyguards, but the rest of you don’t need to come.”

“A Telepath Unit follows the lead of its telepath,” said Buzz, in stirringly heroic tones. “Mira’s unit is a happy place of friendship and flowers. Keith’s unit is torn by malice and conflict. Sapphire’s unit is fiercely loyal, and takes both work and play to extremes. Morton’s unit puts duty above everything else, and operates with strict regard for Hive custom, rules, and levels. Our unit has a reputation for being shockingly informal to the point of ignoring Hive levels entirely, and has been honoured with the title of Light Angel for the way we valiantly fight the dangers of Outside. We are about to carry out the even more courageous act of going to watch the New Year pageant.”

I laughed.

Despite a lengthy shower, I was still bleary-eyed and yawning when I put on my newly laundered festival dress. Buzz did my makeup, we met the rest of our group in the corridor, and then headed for the park. We were the first people at the group of food tables by the children’s play area, arriving just as a man and woman in Event Coordination uniforms finished unloading trays of food from trolleys.

Everyone else stood aside to allow the precious telepath to be first in line for the food, and then Lucas followed behind me. A dozen glorious aromas hit my nose, bringing me fully awake at last. I eagerly collected a basket from the stacks next to the food tables, and smiled at the Event Coordination staff.

“Thank you for all your hard work. New Year fortune to you both.”

They smiled back at me, and echoed my words. “New Year fortune.”

Lucas and I were choosing our breakfasts from the vast array on the tables, when the uniformed woman’s dataview chimed. She took it from her pocket, looked at the screen, and laughed.

“Franklin has got lost again and wants us to come and save him.”

“I thought Raith was taking care of Franklin,” said the man.

“Apparently, Raith had to dash off to deal with a collapsing table emergency,” said the woman. “He gave Franklin strict orders to wait with the food trolleys in the rose garden until he got back, but Franklin got distracted by some rabbits running past him, and followed them to their animal feeding station. He watched the rabbits eating salad for a while before remembering about staying in the rose garden.”

She paused. “Franklin said that he checked the park map, and went along the path that should have led him back to the rose garden, but found himself at the lakeside instead. He should obviously be calling Raith for help rather than us, but after the way Raith yelled at him yesterday evening ...”

“If Franklin wants us to come and rescue him,” said the man, “then he needs to give us a better description of where he is than just telling us he’s by the lakeside. Park lakes are big.”

The woman’s dataview chimed a second time, and she groaned. “That’s a message from Raith. He’s just got back to the rose garden and discovered Franklin has wandered off again. He’s threatening to fit Franklin with a child’s tracking bracelet.”

The man gave a resigned sigh. “We’d better help then. I’ll go to the rose garden and soothe Raith, while you try to find Franklin.”

The two of them hurried off. I chose a bottle of melon juice to add to the food in my basket, and then Lucas and I moved away from the food tables to stand by a nearby structural pillar. “I hope they’ll be able to find Franklin,” I said anxiously.

“I’m sure they’ll find Franklin,” said Lucas, “but it sounds as if he’ll get lost again within minutes.”

“It’s not Franklin’s fault that he keeps getting lost,” said Gregas’s voice from right behind us. “He normally works for Teen Level Accommodation Services, restocking kitchen units with food packs, but Event Coordination needs a lot of volunteer workers for the festivals. Franklin lost contact with his family years ago, so he regularly volunteers to help out with the New Year festival.”

I turned around and saw that Gregas and my parents had come to join us. “Franklin is normally assigned to deliver food to the park nearest his home in Violet Zone,” continued Gregas. “He thought he’d be doing that all through this New Year festival as well, but he got a message straight after yesterday’s Circle of Life service, saying Event Coordination was sending him all the way here to Blue Zone. Franklin isn’t just feeling dreadfully out of place so far away from home, but has some cognitive problems that make it confusing delivering food in a strange park.”

My father gave him a puzzled look. “How do you know this person’s life story, Gregas?”

“I met him late yesterday evening,” said Gregas. “Wesley’s father finally calmed down about the gold card, so Wesley went to stay the night in his parents’ apartment. That meant I was the last person left at the oak grove food tables when Franklin came by. He asked me the way to his temporary accommodation, and I tried giving him directions, but he kept getting muddled.”

Gregas shrugged. “Franklin seemed really depressed about getting lost. I decided it was simplest for me to take him to his temporary accommodation, and then come back to the park to join the teen sleepout by the lake.”

I guessed that Gregas’s story was missing out a crucial extra reason why he’d been drawn into helping Franklin. Gregas had had one of his borderline telepath insights into the poor man’s distress. I wished I could discuss the problems of sharing the emotions of strangers with Gregas, but we couldn’t have that conversation in front of my parents.

Gregas looked plaintively at my mother. “Can I go and get some food now?”

“You have to wait for the Level 1 people to go first,” said my mother firmly.

“My grandparents aren’t waiting.” Gregas pointed at where they were walking towards the food tables with Buzz and Forge.

“Your grandparents aren’t teens,” said my mother.

My father pulled a thoughtful face. “While they aren’t teens physically, I often feel they still think and act like teens.”

“At least they behaved impeccably during last night’s revels,” said my mother.

“They didn’t behave impeccably at the night before last’s unofficial teen party,” said Gregas. “They taught everyone what the night park keeper said was a shockingly scandalous dance.”

“Your grandparents didn’t go to the unofficial teen party,” said my mother. “They walked back to our apartment with your father and me, went off to Amber’s old room, and slept solidly until ...”

My mother’s forehead abruptly furrowed, and she turned to glare at where my grandparents were filling their baskets with food. “They didn’t sleep solidly at all, did they? They just waited for your father and me to go to bed, and then sneaked back to the park.”

“They were at the unofficial teen party for at least four hours,” said Gregas bitterly. “I tried telling them they shouldn’t be there, but the other teens kept encouraging them.”

“I should have realized they’d been up to something when I caught them furtively yawning during yesterday’s Circle of Life service,” said my mother, in a despairing voice. “It was always the same when I was a child. Other parents made sure their children tidied their bedrooms and acted responsibly. The situation in my family was the exact opposite though, with me having to nag my parents about their behaviour. I’ll go and have a word with them now.”

My mother took three steps towards the table, before turning to look pointedly at my father. “Some support would be welcome.”

He groaned and followed her, while Gregas took advantage of their distraction to raid the food tables. I took a gloriously warm, protein-packed pastry from my basket, bit into it, and then discovered it wasn’t just warm but far too hot. I made urgent huffing noises in an attempt to stop my mouth from getting burnt.

Lucas hastily took the top off my bottle of drink, and held it for me to take a sip. “It’s been fascinating getting to know your grandparents better. I have a whole new appreciation of your family dynamics.”

I hung my basket on my arm, so I could hold my hot pastry in one hand and take the bottle of drink from Lucas with the other. “Don’t you dare to say it!”

“Say what?”

“That I’m just as untidy as my grandmother. My mother was always lecturing me about that. One of the best things about being Level 1 is that Hannah cleans our apartment every day, so my mother doesn’t lecture me about my untidiness any longer.”

Lucas laughed. “I’m deeply grateful to Hannah for preventing our apartment from becoming a major health hazard. She was very forceful about wanting to spend the New Year festival with her family, but the interim arrangement seems to be working well so far.”

I gave him a suspicious look. “What is the interim arrangement?”

“Buzz deals with everything clothes-related. Your bodyguards are responsible for disposing of leftover food and returning things like baskets to the park. I have to clear up everything else.”

“I see,” I said guiltily. “I’d better make an effort to ...”

Lucas shuddered. “Please don’t. As Hannah said after the great bookette room disaster, when you try to clean anything yourself it just makes things far worse. Anyway, your untidiness is a trivial flaw compared to what some Telepath Units have had to deal with over the centuries.”

My pastry had cooled enough to risk taking another bite, so I happily munched my way through it as everyone else finished filling their food baskets and came to join us.

Lucas looked around at our group. “Now that everyone has collected their food, I suggest we take our baskets straight to the event area and eat there. That way we’ll get good places on the banking to watch the pageant, instead of having to sit at the back of a massive crowd.”

There was a burst of laughter from everyone else. “Lucas, there’s never a massive crowd for the New Year pageant,” said Buzz, in a pitying voice. “It’s so tedious that even the professional arena performances before the New Year have to advertise desperately to get a reasonable-sized audience. The amateur performances during the festival itself have the extra problem of being scheduled horribly early in the morning when most people have been up late dancing in the revels. Virtually everyone ignores the pageant entirely, so I was amazed when Amber insisted on coming to watch this one.”

“I want to watch the pageant because my grandparents are playing the part of Burgundy Zone,” I said.

Gregas nodded gloomily. “They volunteer to help with the pageant every year, and keep being chosen to play the Burgundy Zone couple. Those are the two leading roles in the pageant, which makes it compulsory for my parents, Amber, and me to turn up and watch.”

“Nobody else has to come and watch though,” I added.

“Your bodyguards are all eager to come and watch the pageant,” said Forge, in a heavily meaningful voice.

“We’d all love to come and watch your grandparents, Amber,” said Buzz guiltily.

My grandmother gave an apologetic cough. “It must seem a little strange that Emmett and I keep playing the leading roles in a pageant on Level 27 when we’re only Level 31. The honour of playing parts in the amateur festival pageants is normally reserved for local residents, but the pageant organizers keep sending us special invitations to play Burgundy Zone.”

“That’s because the pageant organizers are always short of people willing to take part in the New Year pageant,” I said, “and it’s vital to have good dancers playing Burgundy Zone. All the other performers rely on the Hive dance giving them their entry cues. If Burgundy Zone gets their sequences of steps wrong, then everything descends into chaos.”

“The New Year pageant is so boring that it would be an improvement if it descended into chaos,” said Gregas.

“There won’t be any chaos when Palma and I are leading the Hive dance,” said my grandfather firmly.

Lucas was frowning. “I don’t understand why you’re describing the New Year pageant as tedious and boring. I avoided attending New Year festivals, and I never bothered with Valentine because I didn’t have a partner. I’ve been to plenty of Carnival and Halloween pageants though, and everyone seems to enjoy them.”

“Even the best professional casts struggle to make the New Year pageants interesting,” said my father. “It’s not surprising that the New Year festival amateur pageants only get a small audience.”

“But Lucas will be seeing the New Year pageant for the very first time, so he’ll probably enjoy it far more than the rest of us,” said my mother, in a voice of forced optimism. “Let’s do as he said, go straight to the event area and eat there.”
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Despite everything we’d said to Lucas, he still seemed disconcerted when we reached the event area. Both the gently sloping banking around the edge, and the central flat lawn, were totally deserted.

“You were right about there not being a massive crowd,” said Lucas.

“There’ll be more people arriving soon,” said my father cheerfully. “We should sit on the banking at the far side. If we leave our things there during the interlude before the sports competition, we’ll be ideally positioned for cheering Amber on when she’s running the rail.”

“What about cheering me on?” asked Gregas, in a wounded voice.

“I told you last year that I’d never cheer you on in the sponge battle again, and I meant it,” said my father. “You’re supposed to throw the wet sponges at other competitors, not me!”

I covered my mouth with my hand, but still couldn’t help laughing.

“I hit you with that wet sponge by accident,” said Gregas. “I was aiming at Wesley.”

“Gregas isn’t taking part in the sponge battle this year anyway,” said my mother. “The sponge battle is a rising teen event, so he’s competing in the teen one cor dash instead.”

My father cheered. “The Hive definitely knows best in this matter.”

We collected blankets, spread them out at our chosen spot on the banking, and sat down. We all concentrated on eating for the next few minutes, and then my grandmother sighed and put her basket down.

“Emmett and I had better go and change into our costumes.”

“Yes,” said my grandfather. “If we don’t turn up early, the organizers start panicking. Would you like to come with us, Lucas? There are always a few people who don’t turn up for the minor roles, so we need some standby performers.”

“What? Me?” Lucas looked horrified. “No, thank you.”

“I wouldn’t mind being a standby performer,” said Gregas. “It has to be more interesting than sitting and watching.”

“We’re doomed,” said my father.

“Don’t worry,” said my grandfather. “Gregas will be told exactly what to do, and no one will notice if the minor performers make mistakes anyway.”

“Just make sure his part doesn’t involve anything he could throw at the audience,” said my father.

Gregas pulled a face in response, and then he and my grandparents headed for a screened-off area by the side of the event lawn.

Lucas took out his dataview. “I’d better check the information about the New Year pageant, so I understand what’s happening.”

Buzz made a choking noise. “The information about the pageant doesn’t explain anything useful at all. It just says things like figure in brown cloak runs across the event lawn, which we can all see for ourselves.”

“Lucas, it’s best if you just endure the performance without worrying about what’s going on,” I said. “Is that pastry in your basket left over, or are you planning to eat it?”

Lucas put his dataview away, and held out his basket towards me. “I don’t want the pastry, but please don’t steal my cheese.”

My mother shook her head. “Amber, don’t forget there’ll be a set of tables on the event lawn later on, with all the speciality foods of other zones of the Hive. I discovered Violet Zone pasties at last year’s New Year festival, and I’m looking forward to trying some more dishes this year.”

“Discovering Violet Zone’s pasties means we’re now riding express belts to Violet Zone every few weeks to eat in one of their restaurants,” said my father gloomily. “Perhaps this year we could sample speciality foods from one of the closer zones, like Navy or Turquoise.”

I laughed, and leaned against Lucas’s shoulder. More groups of people were arriving now. By the standards of the New Year pageant, this was turning out to be quite a large audience. Finally, the circular event stage began moving down into the ground. Once it had vanished below grass level, green covers slid across the hole, and the suns dimmed to moon brightness. There was a glimpse of shadowy figures moving on the event lawn, and then a beam of light shone down on my grandparents.

My grandmother wore a burgundy-coloured dress that sparkled with sequins, while my grandfather had brown maintenance coveralls and a tool belt. The painfully monotonous music of the New Year pageant came from the event sound system, and my grandparents started the first sequence of Hive dance steps. My grandmother mimed touching the Hive walls around her, while my grandfather carried out fake hammering and sawing.

My grandparents repeated the steps five times, then threw their arms dramatically up into the air and held the pose. The suns brightened across the event lawn to show the Red Zone couple moving to stand behind them. The tedious music and repetitious dance movements of the New Year pageant were already making me yawn, but Lucas was watching the dance intently and leaned to whisper in my ear.

“Am I right that the New Year pageant is about how the Hive was built, with Burgundy Zone first, and then the other zones being added in turn?”

I nodded. “That seems to be what it’s about, but things soon get confusing.”

My grandparents began the second Hive dance sequence, with the Red Zone dancers copying them. In this sequence, my grandparents made a theatrical pointing gesture at the end of each of the first four step repeats, to signal the entry of a cloaked figure wearing a skull mask. After the fifth step repeat, both Burgundy and Red Zones threw their arms up into the air, and held the pose while the Orange Zone couple entered the event lawn and came to stand in line behind them.

“The costumes of the Hive Zone dancers emphasize the luxury and comfort of the Hive,” Lucas whispered, “while the skeletons represent the unpleasantness of Outside. Is there any special meaning to the skeletons being white, red, black, and grey?”

“I’ve no idea what any of this means,” I said. “Nobody does.”

The four cloaked skeletons paced in a menacing circle around the Hive dancers, then went to stand at one side of the event lawn, and the Hive dancers began the third Hive dance sequence.

“Everything in this pageant has to be symbolizing something specific about the period when the Hive was built,” said Lucas. “My imprint only includes the briefest outline of what happened back then. Basically, what’s currently Hive England’s territory was divided between nine regional proto Hives, all of which were suffering from design flaws or other issues. Those nine regional proto Hives agreed to merger plans that involved building a new mega Hive.”

Lucas paused. “The first stage was building Burgundy Zone, which had an initial population drawn from all nine of the regional proto Hives. The plan was that as each new zone was completed, the entire remaining population of one of the regional proto Hives would move into it.”

My grandparents made more pointing gestures, and figures in pale brown cloaks entered the arena. They did a spinning dance of their own, and then the Yellow Zone couple made their entry, running across the event lawn to join the line of Hive dance couples, while the figures in pale brown cloaks chased after them.

“It isn’t just unpleasant outside the Hive now,” said Lucas. “It’s growing increasingly dangerous.”

“That seems to be what’s happening,” I replied glumly, “but the pageant stops making any sense at all from now on.”

My grandparents kept stoically leading the Hive dance, and giving cues for the entry of weirdly costumed figures. The arriving zone couples were pursued by more and more foes, and had to dodge past them and keep running around the event lawn before they could reach the back of the line of Hive dancers.

My mother pointed at a figure in red. “There’s Gregas!”

“Gregas is lucky that his part just involves jumping up and down rather than spinning around,” said my father. “One of the spinning figures in brown was sick in the middle of last year’s pageant.”

When the Violet Zone couple entered the event lawn, they failed to reach the line of Hive dancers. I frowned as I watched them hide among some figures wearing cloaks with blue and green wavy lines. I’d learned a lot of new things about the Hive and the wider world since I’d watched last year’s pageant, so I leaned to confer with Lucas.

“I’ve got a theory that the figures in cloaks with blue and green wavy lines are supposed to represent the sea farm.”

“I think you’re right,” said Lucas. “My imprint mentions the construction of Violet Zone was delayed, so it was only half finished when the population of Hive Cornwall was forced to make an emergency evacuation. It looks as if Hive Cornwall couldn’t get through to the main Hive anyway, and had to take refuge at the sea farm for a while. Either that, or Hive Cornwall founded the sea farm, and some of its population stayed there when the rest moved into Violet Zone.”

The event lawn had descended into total chaos now, with figures running, jumping, and spinning randomly around. The four cloaked skeletons had been standing at the side of the event lawn since early in the pageant, but now they came to menace the Hive dancers again. Figures in spiky costumes came to join them, and mimed making attacks.

“There are a host of dangers threatening the Hive at this point,” muttered Lucas. “I wonder if those dangers caused the delay in building Violet Zone.”

The cloaked skeletons and spiky figures were joined by more figures in sickly green and muddy brown outfits. The group advanced on the Hive, but two silver-winged women came running onto the event lawn. The dozing audience suddenly sat up and cheered.

“What do the winged women symbolize?” asked Lucas.

I laughed. “They symbolize the fact the pageant is nearly over.”

The structural pillars on the event lawn already had the handholds and targets ready for the skydive competition. The winged women each climbed a pillar, and turned to point at where two men wearing grey and white outfits were entering the event lawn. The men put on strange glasses and headsets, then mimed writing on a vast sheet of paper.

“That has to be the signing of Joint Hive Treaty,” whispered Lucas. “Now I understand why the pageant is so confusing and the music so repetitive.”

I gave him a puzzled look, but this wasn’t a good time to ask what he meant because we’d reached the climax of the pageant. All the weirdly dressed figures ran to cower in fear at the edge of the event lawn, and the Violet Zone couple left the shelter of the sea farm and came to complete the line of Hive dancers. Previously, I’d thought of the late arrival of the Violet Zone couple as just another boring detail in the New Year pageant. Now the added information from Lucas made me tearful as I watched the Violet Zone couple join in the last sequence of the Hive dance.

“The population of Hive Cornwall had to endure danger and hardship,” I murmured aloud, “but they finally made it to their new home.”

After that, the pageant ended with all the performers coming to the centre of the event lawn and bowing. The audience gave sighs of relief, and dutifully applauded. When the performers headed for the screened-off area to change out of their costumes, my mother turned to look at me.

“I suppose your group will be going back to your temporary apartments now, so you can change clothes before the sports competition.”

I had a nervous moment as I remembered we didn’t just need to change clothes. Lucas and I would also be taking part in the Hive Politics conference call. I didn’t want to lie to my parents, or worry them with explanations about conference calls, so I just made a vague sound of agreement.

Our group stood up, collected our belongings, and waved farewell to my parents. As we walked off along the path, Gideon gave an exaggerated groan from behind me.

“My bones are too old for sitting on the grass. The ground on the banking always seems especially hard as well.”

“I thought we gave you four cushions,” said Vance.

“It was five,” said Dex.

As their teasing argument continued, I remembered to ask Lucas about his earlier comment. “What did you mean about understanding why the pageant is so confusing?”

“The Hive always has a good reason for doing things,” said Lucas. “The New Year pageant shows vitally important events from the period when the nine regional proto Hives merged to form the main Hive and Joint Hive Treaty was signed. The Hive could easily make it as exciting as the Light and Dark pageants of Carnival and Halloween. It doesn’t do that because it doesn’t want its citizens to pay attention to it.”

“If the Hive doesn’t want us to pay attention to the New Year pageant, why do we have one?” I asked.

“Joint Hive Treaty insists that all schoolchildren are taught about their right to transfer Hive once in their lifetime,” said Lucas. “Our Hive does that, but makes sure the teachers give the information in as negative a way as possible.”

He paused. “I suspect Joint Hive Treaty includes a similar rule about celebrating how the signing of Joint Hive Treaty saved the Hive cities from destruction. Our Hive’s New Year pageant is that celebration, but it’s scheduled for inconveniently early in the morning, and is made tediously incomprehensible to deter people from watching it. That’s because the Hive doesn’t want its citizens to be grateful to Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement for protecting them. It wants us to be grateful to the Hive.”

I nodded and quoted the words of Hive Duty song number ten. “The Hive is our world. It guards and protects ...”

I was interrupted by Lucas’s dataview making a strange staccato chiming that I’d never heard before. “What’s that?” I gasped in alarm.

Everyone else had stopped walking and turned to stare at Lucas. “Is something wrong?” demanded Forge.

Lucas studied his dataview screen. “There’s nothing wrong. I’ve just received an automated security alert about our unit’s Beta Tactical operations room being activated.”

I gave a bewildered shake of my head. “I didn’t even know we had a Beta Tactical operations room. Where is it?”

“The Beta Tactical operations room is directly across the corridor from the main Tactical office,” said Lucas.

“I thought that was just one of the empty rooms to allow for future unit expansion,” I said. “So, what is the Beta Tactical operations room for, and why has it been activated now?”

Lucas shrugged. “The Beta Ops room virtually duplicates the main Tactical office. It’s intended to be used if there are equipment failures in the main room, or if the Tactical team divides to work on two cases simultaneously. Beckett must have activated the Beta Ops room to use it for hunting down Prospero.”

Gideon looked amused. “I thought you’d decided that our unit would abandon hunting down Prospero, and concentrate on dealing with more serious threats.”

“I did decide that, but ...” Lucas sighed. “Beckett finds it impossibly difficult to leave anything unfinished, and it would be especially hard for him to abandon a case that he regards as his very own. So long as he’s doing his regular work, there’s no harm in me letting him have fun playing Tactical Commander in the Beta Ops room in his spare time.”

Lucas started walking again. “Now we need to get back to the temporary apartments and prepare for the Hive Politics conference call.”
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When our group arrived back at corridor 129, Buzz swept Lucas and me into our temporary apartment, carefully adjusted my hair and makeup, and then brushed a blade of grass from Lucas’s arm. “It’s unfortunate that you two keep having to wear the same set of New Year festival outfits this year, but I felt having several sets designed for the same festival would have appeared a little indulgent.”

I blinked. “Extremely indulgent.”

“Amber’s clothes designer has sent suitable sports clothes for you both,” added Buzz. “I’ve left those hanging up in your bedroom.”

Lucas frowned. “I don’t need new sports clothes. Nora packed some of my old clothes from Teen Level for me to wear for the sports events.”

“Nora hasn’t been in our unit long enough to see what you look like in your old Teen Level clothes,” said Buzz. “You can’t embarrass Amber’s family by dressing in outgrown, faded rags.”

“My Teen Level clothes aren’t that bad,” protested Lucas.

Buzz didn’t say a word, just gave him a withering look that made me gurgle with laughter.

Lucas groaned in surrender. “Well, I’ll wear the new sports clothes if you insist, but I refuse to have Amber’s clothes designer interfering with my working clothes.”

Buzz gave Lucas a reassuring pat on his shoulder. “There’s no need for Cornelius to design working clothes for you. When you were appointed as Amber’s Tactical Commander, Gaius helped you buy a perfectly appropriate set of classic outfits. Besides, Cornelius is only interested in designing your clothes when you make public appearances with Amber. From his viewpoint, you only exist as her fashion accessory.”

A worrying thought hit me. “I’ve no idea whether people will be wearing festival outfits or sports clothes for the conference call.”

Buzz laughed. “This is a Hive Politics conference call, so I can guarantee that everyone will be showing off their finest festival outfits. I assume you’ll want to use my portable holo conference unit for the meeting. Do you prefer the formal look of sitting at the table, or the informal effect of sitting on the couch?”

“Formal,” I said.

I sat down at the table, and Lucas dragged a chair into position to sit on my right. Buzz put her small metallic hemisphere on the table in front of us, and tapped the top to make the holo control screen appear.

“I’ll set the equipment to generate a suitably sized conference table and provide a neutral background for you,” she said.

Buzz made some rapid adjustments to the holo controls, and our surroundings were abruptly transformed into a conference room that looked considerably larger than the apartment living area. The small, physical, square table in front of Lucas and me was overlaid with a holo image of a vast circular table surrounded by at least twenty chairs. The whole thing was such a convincing illusion that I was tempted to try to rap my knuckles on the conference table.

Lucas’s dataview chimed, and he pulled an apologetic face at Buzz. “Senior Ambassador Elliott is inviting us to join his conference call. I’m afraid this meeting concerns some highly confidential issues, so ...”

He let his words trail off, because Buzz was already walking off through the holo circular table. She halted while still in the middle of it to reach forward, and there was a disorienting moment as the actual room door appeared. Buzz went through it, and then both she and the door vanished.

Lucas waved his dataview at the hemisphere in front of us. The illusory conference table immediately shrank to have only ten chairs around it including our own two. A moment later, figures started appearing in the other chairs, and I saw Buzz had been right about everyone wearing festival clothes.

The six Hive Politics siblings were sitting together, with Senior Ambassador Elliott in the centre of the group. They were all aged between nineteen and thirty, strikingly good-looking, with thick dark hair and blueish eyes. I’d thought they were an impressive group when I saw them dressed in ordinary formal clothes. Now they were wearing festival outfits, all slightly different but colour-coordinated in a rich, deep burgundy fabric with streaks of fuchsia and silver, they looked absolutely stunning.

Gold Commander Melisande was on my left, wearing the same blue dress I’d seen before. A female stranger was sitting between Melisande and the Hive Politics siblings. She appeared to be somewhere near fifty, and was wearing an emerald green outfit that looked glorious against her dark skin and elegantly arranged long black hair.

“Thank you all for attending this meeting,” said Elliott. “Please allow me to begin by introducing everyone to Amber and Tactical Commander Lucas. I am Senior Ambassador Elliott. On my left are my sister Ambassador Paula, my sister Ambassador Francesca, and my brother Ambassador Declan. On my right are my sister Ambassador Charlotte, my youngest sister Diplomat Michaela, and Adversary Nalini, who is leading our Hive’s legal claim against Hive Genex.”

He paused. “We deeply appreciate Amber, Gold Commander Melisande, and Tactical Commander Lucas taking time from their festival celebrations to join us.”

The six Hive Politics siblings all looked at me and gave a synchronized respectful nod of their heads.

Gold Commander Melisande sighed wearily. “I understand you wanted to make one of your theatrical group appearances for Amber and Tactical Commander Lucas. You’ve included Michaela because six of you makes an even more dramatic impact than five, and you’re planning to use the same mass attack strategy against Amber that you used against me.”

“I’ve no idea what you mean by mass attack strategy, Gold Commander,” said Elliott, in a calmly neutral voice.

“The first time I attended one of your dinner parties,” said Melisande, “all six of you were flatteringly friendly to me, pretended to be fascinated by every word I said, and behaved with such engaging informality that I felt swept up into your golden family group. It’s an incredibly effective tactic, turning your targets into uncritical adoring worshippers at your elegant feet, so I’m sure you’re planning to do the same thing to Amber and Tactical Commander Lucas.”

“Our behaviour to you has always been entirely genuine,” said Elliott reproachfully, “and we’d obviously never dare to try to deceive Amber and Tactical Commander Lucas.”

“Telepaths can’t read the minds of holograms,” said Melisande pointedly.

“But appearing as a hologram is no defence against a Tactical Commander’s expertise in body language,” said Elliott.

Melisande made an impatient sound. “My real point is that this is a high level meeting, not a dinner party. Diplomat Michaela has no business here, so she should leave immediately.”

Elliott waved a hand towards Michaela. “Diplomat Michaela is present because she is currently gaining practical experience in legal disputes with other Hives by assisting Adversary Nalini with our claim against Hive Genex.”

“Does every new arrival from Lottery get offered such glowing opportunities?” asked Melisande acidly, “or only the cosseted baby sister of the head of Hive Politics?”

I blinked, and fought the urge to exchange glances with Lucas. I noticed Adversary Nalini give a single alarmed look at Melisande before hastily staring down at the table.

Elliott’s voice remained perfectly calm. “Any new arrival from Lottery with a Senior Ambassador imprint would be offered similar opportunities. It’s in the interests of the Hive that such gifted candidates rapidly gain the necessary experience to progress to higher positions. As it happens, Michaela is the first person to have been imprinted as Senior Ambassador since I went through Lottery myself.”

He shrugged. “We are interrupting the vital rest break of one of the Hive’s telepaths, so can I explain the current situation with Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement and Hive Genex to Amber and Tactical Commander Lucas?”

“I’m well aware that you’re interrupting Amber’s rest break,” grumbled Melisande.

“Our Hive submitted a formal complaint to Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement after the Halloween festival,” continued Elliott patiently. “That complaint detailed Hive Genex’s attempt to kidnap Amber, and was supported by evidence including the body of Hive Genex’s agent, Elden. Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement deployed its airborne Valkyrie forces to ensure Hive Genex didn’t launch any aircraft without their express permission or attempt to move surface military beyond their borders, then sent a Chief Examinant and his inspection team into Hive Genex itself.”

He paused. “A Chief Examinant always involves both sides during the early stages of a case, in the hope of reaching a negotiated settlement that avoids the need for a full trial. Our Hive was therefore invited to send a delegation to join the inspection team at Hive Genex, and take part in all the negotiations about penalties and compensation arrangements. The Chief Examinant and his inspection team have just completed their investigation of Hive Genex. They’ve now flown to our Hive to verify the details of our claim, and followed the standard arrangement of inviting a delegation from Hive Genex to join them.”

Elliott grimaced. “We were concerned when we discovered the Hive Genex delegation wasn’t led by a compensation negotiator or a defence expert, but by an Adversary specializing in aggressive legal actions.”

“This long preamble is because you’re working up to telling us something disastrous,” accused Melisande.

“I’d use the word unfortunate rather than disastrous,” said Elliott. “I brought forward the time of this conference call because Adversary Aura has registered a counterclaim against our Hive. That counterclaim alleges Amber requested a transfer to Hive Genex of her own free will, and is now being held here against her wishes. Hive Genex is demanding that Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement takes Amber into protective custody for the duration of this case.”

“That can’t be allowed to happen,” Melisande shouted in outrage. “Morton’s unit will be closed for the next half a year. If Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement takes Amber into protective custody, it will be utterly disastrous for our Hive.”

I was in blind panic, terrified for both my Hive and myself, and instinctively reached out to take Lucas’s hand. Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement made Hives follow the treaty rules under the threat of brutal punishments by not just their own Valkyrie forces, but the combined forces of all the other Hives as well. If Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement insisted on taking me into protective custody, our Hive couldn’t refuse to hand me over.

As a child, I’d been taught to think of our Hive as the only safe place in the world, and to fear everything beyond its walls. The Hive stories of Halloween and Carnival portrayed the Outside as a nightmare place where the hunter of souls and his demonic pack pursued the unwary. I’d overcome my fears, ventured Outside, and knew those stories were nothing more than myth, but now I pictured the Chief Examinant as being the hunter of souls, and his inspection team the demonic pack. If they dragged me away and locked me up somewhere without Lucas, without anyone I knew ...

“Amber isn’t going to be taken into protective custody,” said Elliott hastily. “Adversary Nalini presented a brilliant series of challenges that were almost totally successful in defeating Adversary Aura’s counterclaim.”

“What does almost totally successful mean?” demanded Melisande.

“There’s just one small awkwardness,” said Elliott. “It’s best if Adversary Nalini explains the situation.”

Adversary Nalini nodded. “I won’t go into the details of the legal arguments, but the Chief Examinant ruled that Adversary Aura has raised a point of reasonable doubt. Amber did request a transfer to Hive Genex during the kidnapping attempt, and ...”

I interrupted Nalini. “I didn’t request a transfer to Hive Genex of my own free will. I was acting under an imprinted compulsion.”

“I made that point to the Chief Examinant,” said Nalini. “However, Adversary Aura challenged that our complaint stated you were only under compulsion for three days, and the transfer request wasn’t cancelled until considerably later. She claimed the delay was because you genuinely wished the transfer request to go ahead, and it took time for our Hive to intimidate you into cancelling it.”

“Amber didn’t cancel her transfer request immediately for tactical reasons,” said Lucas anxiously. “We wanted to let Hive Genex’s agent, Elden, think he was in control of the situation while we hunted him down.”

“I gave that reason when challenging the counterclaim,” said Nalini, “but as I said, the Chief Examinant has ruled this is a point of reasonable doubt. Rather than accept our Hive’s compiled witness statement, he insists on interviewing Amber in person to establish the true facts. Hives have the right to offer legal support to their citizens during such interviews, so I can be present to support Amber. However, Adversary Aura has raised a challenge that this interview is to determine whether Amber is a citizen of our Hive or of Hive Genex, and claimed the right to be present as well.”

Nalini paused. “Sadly, the Chief Examinant has accepted Adversary Aura’s challenge.”

I gulped. I’d already been picturing myself surrounded by the Chief Examinant and his inspection team in the form of the hunter of souls and his demonic pack. Now I added the menacing shadowy figure of Adversary Aura to my mental image.

“It’s virtually certain that Adversary Aura will abuse her alleged role of supporting Amber in this interview,” said Nalini grimly. “I expect she will attempt to influence both the Chief Examinant’s questioning and Amber’s answers.”

“We can’t allow Amber to be interrogated by a combination of Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement’s Chief Examinant and Hive Genex’s Adversary,” said Melisande. “You have to lodge an appeal, or make another challenge, or do whatever else it takes to stop this.”

“I have already raised every possible challenge to this interview, and had them all struck down,” said Nalini, with an angry edge to her voice. “There’s only one way for us to stop this interview from happening now. Adversary Aura has sent us a smugly confident message, suggesting that we agree to withdraw our Hive’s claim for compensation in exchange for her withdrawing the counterclaim.”

“That’s a completely unacceptable option.” I snapped.

“It might be unpalatable, Amber, but that’s not the same as being completely unacceptable,” said Melisande. “I know that withdrawing our claim would mean our Hive giving up a significant financial benefit, but that would still be a better option than subjecting you to a massively stressful interrogation that could have unknown consequences. Right now, nothing is more important for our Hive than to keep its four remaining Telepath Units working smoothly.”

Melisande didn’t know that withdrawing our claim wouldn’t just mean our Hive giving up financial compensation, but abandoning the group of people in protective custody at Hive Genex as well. We would lose our three citizens who’d been kidnapped decades ago. We would lose their eighteen duty children. We would lose the chance of a new telepath coming to help us.

“I refuse to let our Hive withdraw its claim just to save me from answering a few questions,” I said firmly. “I’ll do this interview. I’ll tell the Chief Examinant exactly what happened during the kidnapping attempt. I’ll do whatever it takes to win this case against Hive Genex.”

Melisande frowned at me. “However much financial compensation is at stake here, it isn’t worth the risk of you doing this interview, Amber. You’re clearly frightened by the idea, and Hives never share information about telepaths to protect them from kidnapping attempts. Allowing you to be interrogated by Adversary Aura, letting her see your appearance and ask random questions about your life and work, is unthinkable. It could put you in serious physical danger.”

“It’s far too late to hide information about me from Hive Genex,” I said. “Elden was spying on me and my Strike team for a long time before he managed to trigger the control imprint he’d given me as a child. He won’t just have sent Hive Genex images of me, but every detail about me and my family. Hive Genex probably even knows my favourite flavour of crunch cakes.”

“But Adversary Aura could take advantage of the interview situation to trigger your control imprint again,” said Melisande anxiously.

“It’s impossible for Adversary Aura to do that,” said Lucas. “Every vestige of the control imprint was removed from Amber’s brain.”

Melisande gave an irritated wave of her hands. “Even if there’s no lingering trace of the control imprint on Amber’s brain, Adversary Aura could trick Amber into saying something that gives Hive Genex a claim on her. Remember that Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement will have chosen the members of this inspection team to have different birth languages from us, to ensure our telepaths can’t read their minds. Hive Genex speaks a different language to us as well. That means Amber won’t be able to understand the thoughts in the minds of either the Chief Examinant or Adversary Aura. She’ll have no warning of verbal traps being used against her.”

“The Chief Examinant won’t allow Adversary Aura to set verbal traps for Amber, or confuse her with misleading questions,” said Nalini. “In fact, he’s assured us that he’ll be using specialist monitoring equipment to ensure Amber isn’t under any compulsion.”

Nalini paused. “The only thing that could cause a problem during this interview is if Amber tells the Chief Examinant a deliberate lie. Members of Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement are all obsessive about rules. Witnesses are allowed to make honest mistakes, be tongue-tied, get confused by a question, or just not know an answer. If the Chief Examinant caught Amber deliberately lying during this interview though, then all the evidence connected to her would be considered tainted, and it would be ignored during judgement.”

“Then you admit that it would be dangerous for Amber to be interviewed,” said Melisande.

Nalini sighed. “The legal situation here is perfectly simple. If Amber deliberately lies during this interview, then it will mean our Hive loses its claim against Hive Genex. However, the only way to avoid the interview is for our Hive to withdraw our claim entirely. We literally have nothing to lose by allowing Amber to go through with the interview.”

“We could lose Amber,” said Melisande harshly.

“There is absolutely no chance of us losing Amber,” said Nalini. “The only way this interview could give Hive Genex a claim on Amber is if she clearly and repeatedly states of her own free will that she wishes to move there.”

“Which I’m obviously not going to do,” I said.

Melisande made an impatient sound. “I still feel it’s dangerous to allow this interrogation. It could have completely unexpected consequences.”

“I have to do this,” I said. “There’s far more than financial compensation at stake.”

I was still holding Lucas’s hand, and I felt his fingers clench on mine in a warning, but I kept speaking. “This is about protecting myself and other telepaths. I want Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement to punish Hive Genex for trying to kidnap me. I want them to make Hive Genex pay compensation to my Hive. I want Hive Genex to suffer such high penalties for their actions that no Hive ever dares to try to steal a telepath again.”

I stared fixedly at Melisande. “If Hive Genex had tried to kidnap you, would you meekly agree to our Hive withdrawing its claim for compensation, or would you want to face Hive Genex’s Adversary and accuse them of their crimes?”

“What I would do isn’t relevant,” said Melisande. “As Gold Commander of this Hive, I am a warrior who leads our military forces in combat. You are a telepath, to be sheltered and protected at all times.”

“And how often have you led our military forces in combat?” I asked.

“I came out of the 2524 Lottery,” said Melisande. “Since then, there have been three occasions when Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement called on our Hive to send aircraft to support their Valkyrie forces. The first time was immediately after I completed my pilot training, so I was merely flying as a member of one of our squadrons. The other two times were after I became Gold Commander of our Hive in 2527, so I led our full wing of aircraft.”

She shrugged. “Fortunately, in all three cases, a show of strength was enough to make the recalcitrant Hive accept the rules of Joint Hive Treaty.”

“So you’ve never been in a genuine combat,” I said. “As a telepath, I go out on emergency or check runs every day or two. It’s true that my Strike team members protect me at all times. They will use their own bodies to shield me, and unhesitatingly die in my defence, but they can only fight physical threats.”

I grimaced. “Telepaths must fight the mental battles alone. We face opponents that are more lethal than you can possibly imagine, and defeat can leave us broken like Olivia or dead like York. When Keith freed Tobias to attack my unit, I ended up in a mental combat, fighting to save my mind from being ripped to shreds by Tobias’s echo. My Strike team were gathered around me, my Strike team leader was holding me cradled in his arms, but none of them could do anything to help me. Whether I remained Amber, or was left a mindless shell, depended solely on my own strength.”

I heavily emphasized my last sentence. “Being a telepath means being a warrior, and I will face Hive Genex’s Adversary in combat.”

“Amber has stated her wishes in this matter,” said Elliott firmly. “As head of Hive Politics, I make the final decision on any issues involving Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement and other Hives, and I support Amber’s position. Adversary Nalini will respond to Adversary Aura’s offer by saying that our Hive refuses to withdraw our claim against Hive Genex.”
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Melisande glared at Elliott. “How did Hive Politics get us into this mess? We gave Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement irrefutable proof of Hive Genex’s guilt, including the body of their agent, Elden. Tissue and bone trace analysis of that body established the periods of time Elden had spent in our Hive.”

She gave an enraged shake of her head. “How could you have mishandled the situation so badly that Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement ends up allowing Hive Genex’s Adversary to interrogate Amber? I thought you’d reached the height of incompetence when you decided to delay Lottery testing this year despite the desperate need to find a new telepath. This is even worse though.”

“Our Hive carefully times the sequence of the Carnival festival and Lottery testing to finish just before the regular annual period for global trading of key personnel between Hives,” said Elliott calmly. “When we got the message from Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement saying they were delaying the global personnel trading period for reasons beyond their control, we followed the past precedent of making a corresponding delay to Carnival and Lottery testing.”

He paused. “That precedent was set because having a longer gap between Lottery and the global trading period would leave the potential trade candidates in massively damaging suspense. If we’d been warned that your Telepath Units were having to use extreme measures to stop the Hive from descending into chaos, then we’d have made a different decision. Unfortunately, you didn’t give us that information until the Hive was already committed to the rescheduling.”

“I had to keep the full scale of the problems a strict secret, or there’d have been panic spreading through Law Enforcement,” said Melisande. “How could I guess that Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement would delay this year’s global personnel trading period? That’s only happened twice in the last century, and in both those cases it was caused by problems affecting global air travel, so Hive Defence was well aware of the situation before the formal announcement.”

She made a sound of pure exasperation. “There weren’t any problems affecting air travel this year. In fact, you still haven’t deigned to give Hive Defence any reason why the global personnel trading period was delayed.”

“We haven’t given you that information because we don’t know it ourselves,” said Elliott patiently. “Something drastic must have happened back then to cause the delay, but Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement still hasn’t given any explanation.”

“You shouldn’t need Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement to explain the delay to you,” said Melisande, in a furious voice. “Hive Politics isn’t supposed to just passively accept the announcements from other Hives and Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement. You’re supposed to work out the things they aren’t publicly admitting. I knew that your whole family were incompetent after the mess you made of the Northern Americas Group negotiations four years ago, but this situation is unbelievable.”

Elliott’s brother and sisters had all been watching the exchange between Elliott and Melisande in silence, but now Ambassador Paula sprang to her feet. “How can you accuse my family of incompetence over the Northern Americas Group negotiations? That disaster was entirely due to your failure to control Keith’s meddling.”

Melisande stood up as well. “I didn’t even know the Northern Americas Group negotiations were happening until it was too late to do anything. You didn’t tell me the secret because you didn’t trust me.”

“You know perfectly well that wasn’t the problem,” Paula’s voice throbbed with anger. “I explained to you at the very beginning that I’d need to keep some secrets from you, because you worked closely with our Hive’s Telepath Units and occasionally had face-to-face meetings with telepaths. We discussed the fact that the Hive blocked telepaths from meeting those imprinted for full Ambassador and Senior Ambassador, to prevent them learning certain critically important information from our minds.”

Melisande made an exasperated noise. “I still don’t see what could possibly be more critically important than the information contained in my own imprint.”

“Of course you don’t,” said Paula, in a despairing voice, “and I can’t explain without telling you the things that you mustn’t know. But we had this conversation before. We agreed that the Hive knew best in this matter, and I shouldn’t tell you anything about my work that wasn’t common knowledge.”

She paused. “So, I didn’t tell you about the Northern Americas Group negotiations, just said that Keith was snooping around the Hive Politics secure records, and asked you to take action to stop him. Everything that happened from then on was your fault for failing to control Keith.”

“And exactly how was I supposed to control Keith?” demanded Melisande. “What measures could I have used to reform someone with a history of malicious behaviour dating back to his childhood?”

“Your predecessor in the post of Gold Commander managed to control Keith,” said Paula.

“Don’t you dare to compare my situation to that of Gold Commander Ryne!” snapped Melisande. “He was in the fortunate situation of having seven working Telepath Units to maintain order in the Hive. Ideally, we’d want eight working Telepath Units, but seven was enough to allow some measures to be taken to keep Keith in check. Especially given he was the weakest of the Hive’s telepaths, and his telepathy cut out at random moments.”

She sighed. “Nishant’s death was a sad loss, but long expected, and then Olivia came out of the following Lottery to take his place. It’s true that Olivia was already suffering from serious fragmentation by the time Ryne retired in 2527, but her unit was still handling enough check runs to count as a working Telepath Unit. I strongly suspect the reason Ryne chose to retire in 2527, was that he knew Olivia’s fragmentation would soon progress to the point where our Hive only had six working Telepath Units. Ryne wanted to leave his successor to deal with that problem rather than have to cope with it himself.”

Melisande groaned. “But Ryne’s planned successor hadn’t even moved his possessions into the Gold Commander’s office when Blake died of a catastrophic brain haemorrhage.”

I frowned. I’d heard several people talk about Nishant, so I knew he was a dependable telepath who’d died somewhere around Halloween 2523. I’d only come across a couple of references to Blake when I was looking through old records, and assumed nobody in my unit ever mentioned him because he’d been dead for decades. Why hadn’t anyone told me about a telepath who’d died only two years before Claire?

Melisande was still ranting at Paula. “Blake had always been a deeply problematic telepath, but losing him at the age of forty-eight was still a massive shock for everyone. Both Ryne’s planned successor and the alternative candidate collapsed into heaps of quivering jelly, and Ryne claimed he couldn’t return to work for health reasons. As the only other person imprinted for Gold Commander, I was thrust into taking over the position.”

The comment about Blake being deeply problematic seemed to explain why no one had ever mentioned him to me. Any of my unit members old enough to have personal memories of Blake would obviously prefer to tell me about good telepaths like Nishant and the legendary Claire, and forget about one who’d been as bad an example as Keith.

Melisande stabbed an accusing finger at Elliott. “When you took over as head of Hive Politics in 2530, you’d had the luxury of training for the role for eight years, and the succession went exactly as planned. Just think what I went through back in 2527 though. I was only twenty-one years old, taking over as Gold Commander of this Hive with no preparation at all, in a situation that was already disastrous and could only grow worse!”

Elliott pulled an apologetic face. “I fully appreciate that you were in a far more difficult ...”

Melisande waved a dismissive hand at Elliott to silence him, and focused her attack on Paula again. “After Blake’s death, I had to keep order in the Hive with only six telepaths. When Olivia was totally lost to fragmentation, I had to keep order with only five telepaths, and Keith started taking advantage of his powerful position. Finally, Claire’s death left the Hive with only four working Telepath Units, and it was utterly impossible for me to control Keith. Whenever I tried to take any significant measures against him, he’d threaten to stop work, or even resort to the ultimate threat of using his right under Joint Hive Treaty to move to another Hive.”

She grimaced. “Once Amber came out of Lottery, Keith became marginally less important. Now Morton’s unit is closed though, Keith is in an even more powerful position than before. I don’t really believe he’d go through with his threats to move Hive. He doesn’t seem to care for anyone or anything here, but he knows that he only has the right to move Hive once in his lifetime. He must realize that if he uses that right, he’ll be trapped at his new Hive, and in a vastly weaker bargaining position.”

Melisande shook her head furiously. “I still can’t take the risk of challenging Keith though. The brutal truth is that he could request to move to any of the other one hundred and six Hive cities, and they’d instantly agree to accept a telepath.”

And that was the core reason our Hive bribed its telepaths with every conceivable luxury, and treated us as above the law and untouchable. It wasn’t just to help us endure the stress of our work. It was to stop us from using the ultimate threat of moving to another Hive. Keith had been using that threat to escape any consequences for attacking my unit. In fact, he’d been using that threat to escape the consequences of all his bad behaviour for years.

I had an uncomfortable moment remembering the time when Lucas’s life was in danger, and I’d used that ultimate threat myself. I’d probably never have gone through with that threat, because moving Hive would have meant never seeing my family again, but Melisande was right that Keith didn’t care for anything or anyone.

During Elliott’s previous call, there’d been a mention of Lottery choosing candidates for full Ambassador and Senior Ambassador imprints who had such strong family ties that no other Hive could bribe them into leaving. My Hive was critically short of working telepaths, but had still allowed my Telepath Unit to close for the New Year festival so I could celebrate with my family. The Hive had a good reason for everything it did. In this case, the reason was that helping a telepath maintain a strong bond with their family was the best way to ensure they’d never move Hive. I was obviously still grateful for that help, but ...

Melisande had paused for breath before continuing her onslaught. “Anyway, the real problem with the Northern Americas Group negotiations wasn’t that Keith was snooping around the Hive Politics secure records, but that those records weren’t actually secure at all. If proper arrangements had been made, then Keith would never have been able to get access to the negotiation details, let alone manage to send that disastrous message.”

She made a contemptuous noise. “Your precious brother, Declan, was helping with the security arrangements though, and he isn’t capable of protecting a salad bowl from a hungry rabbit.”

I couldn’t help glancing at Ambassador Declan, and was startled to catch him pulling a laughing face at his older brother.

“It was impossible for Declan to make the Hive Politics records completely secure against Keith,” said Paula hotly. “Whenever someone accessed those records, or even remembered accessing those records, Keith could watch their thoughts to see how they did it. The only solution was for you to stop Keith getting within telepathic range of the Hive Politics offices. You assured me you’d do that, but you allowed Keith to lie and divert his Strike team during an emergency run.”

“Keith diverting his Strike team wouldn’t have been a problem if Declan hadn’t allowed an untrustworthy Electrical Maintenance Specialist into a secure area,” said Melisande.

“That Electrical Maintenance Specialist had spent his childhood on Law Enforcement’s private Level 20 and was totally loyal to the Hive,” said Paula indignantly. “He’d been repairing electrical equipment in secure areas for decades without any problems. Then Keith showed him the Telepath Unit records of how his beloved daughter had been brutally attacked, had her memory reset to protect her from traumatic memories, and been told that she’d been injured in an accident.”

Paula groaned. “When Keith threatened to tell the daughter exactly what had happened during the missing hours, her poor father naturally agreed to obey his orders. There was no way for Declan to predict that would happen though, because the whole story was lies. The girl had never been attacked at all. Keith had just picked one of the worst cases his unit had ever dealt with, changed the name and identity code of the woman involved to be that of the girl, and altered the case timing to match when the girl had had a genuine accident.”

“Of course you’re taking Declan’s side against me,” Melisande’s voice rose in anger. “It’s always been the same with you, Paula. Whenever I had the slightest disagreement with any of your brothers and sisters, you’d instantly leap to their defence. Incompetent Elliott was flawless, brainless Francesca was a genius, flat-footed Charlotte was grace personified, and whining baby Michaela had to be indulged with anything she demanded. It isn’t surprising that you’ve been alone for years, Paula. Look around at your brothers and sisters. None of them have a successful relationship either. You look alike, dress alike, act alike, and are so in love with each other that there’s no space for anyone else in your pathetically narrow lives.”

“The reason I’ve been alone for the last few years was my disastrous experience with you!” Paula spat the words at Melisande. “That was enough to put me off relationships for the rest of my life.”

Both Paula and Melisande stabbed forefingers at the table in front of them and vanished.
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I was still staring in bewilderment at the two empty chairs at the holo conference table when Elliott spoke in an untroubled voice. “Amber, I apologize for not warning you about the interview issue in advance. As I said to you yesterday, genuine surprise is always far more convincing than an acted response.”

“I understand you couldn’t warn me about the interview issue,” I said. “I don’t understand what just happened between Gold Commander Melisande and Ambassador Paula though. It sounded as if they had a relationship that failed.”

Elliott nodded. “This is the first time they’ve spoken to each other since Keith destroyed both the Northern Americas Group negotiations and their marriage. On the whole, their meeting went much better than I expected.”

I gave Elliott a disbelieving look. How could he describe that argument as going much better than he expected?

“It helped that this is only a holo conference call, so they couldn’t physically throw things at each other,” said Declan cheerfully.

Francesca grimaced. “Or throw things at the rest of us.”

“Not that Meli or Paula threw things very often,” added Michaela hastily.

“It was really only the one incident that got out of hand,” said Charlotte. “It’s perfectly normal for people to pelt each other with slime balls during the Halloween festival, but Meli got a little carried away.”

“It was one Gold Commander against six diplomats,” said Declan. “We never stood a chance.”

I had a surreal image of Gold Commander Melisande and the Hive Politics siblings getting involved in a slime ball version of Gregas’s wet sponge battle.

“It’s not surprising that the Gold Commander of our Hive was determined to win at any type of combat, even a Halloween game,” said Elliott. “The important thing is that both Paula and Melisande put the needs of the Hive above their own feelings, so I’m sure they’ll soon rejoin the conference call.”

Lucas was frowning. “I’d no idea that Gold Commander Melisande had been married to Ambassador Paula. I assume they split up before I came out of the 2529 Lottery. When I joined Keith’s Tactical team, I was told that anything related to Hive Politics was a sensitive area, but nobody mentioned a marriage.”

“Paula and Melisande had been in a relationship for over a year when they had a romantic moment during the coming of the 2529 New Year and decided to get married,” said Elliott. “Sadly, the Keith incident happened only two days after their wedding. Paula and Melisande had a massive fight about it, and then Paula and I were busy placating all the Hives offended by Keith’s message.”

Declan continued the story. “Our Hive’s reputation as the leading specialist recycling Hive, combined with Adversary Nalini’s skilled use of legal challenges, allowed Elliott and Paula to salvage the Northern Americas Group situation. By then though, Paula’s marriage seemed to be irretrievably over. I was deeply sorry about that, because Meli enlivened our tediously polite diplomatic circle. I enjoyed getting insulted by her again today. It was just like old times.”

“Do you think Meli’s right about the six of us being so close that it puts off potential partners?” asked Charlotte.

“I think that the six of us being diplomats puts off potential partners,” said Francesca gloomily. “I’ve had several promising relationships fall apart when I admitted my work involved travelling to other Hives.”

“You might do better having a relationship with another member of Hive Politics,” said Charlotte.

“Having a relationship with another member of Hive Politics didn’t work out very well for Elliott,” said Francesca.

“There’s no need to embarrass me in front of Amber and Lucas,” said Elliott reproachfully.

“Amber and Lucas already know far more embarrassing secrets about us than a few failed relationships,” said Michaela pointedly. “I don’t see any reason for you to feel embarrassed about this anyway, Elliott. Your girlfriend only broke off your relationship because she felt your promotion to head of Hive Politics caused too many complications for her career. That doesn’t imply any criticism of you, just a natural concern for ...”

She was interrupted by a soft musical chime.

“Melisande and Paula are requesting to rejoin the conference call,” said Elliott, in a relieved voice.

He tapped at the table in front of him. Gold Commander Melisande and Ambassador Paula both appeared in their seats, with coldly neutral expressions on their faces.

“Thank you for rejoining the conference call,” said Elliott formally.

“I have three points to make,” said Melisande. “Firstly, I feel Amber should be allowed time to think through the situation before committing herself to this interview.”

“Agreed,” said Elliott. “Adversary Nalini will not respond to Adversary Aura’s suggestion that we withdraw our Hive’s claim for compensation until seven tomorrow evening. Amber may change her mind about the interview at any time before then.”

Melisande nodded. “Secondly, Amber has to be given a detailed briefing before taking part in the interview.”

“Agreed,” repeated Elliott. “Adversary Nalini will explain all the relevant background information to Amber before the interview takes place.”

“Which brings me to my third point,” said Melisande. “You need to tell the Chief Examinant that Amber cannot obey a summons to our Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement Chamber when she is committed to an emergency run.”

Adversary Nalini replied to that. “I’ve already raised the emergency run issue with the Chief Examinant, and he was startlingly cooperative. He’s agreed to give us two days’ warning of the interview. If Amber’s unit shuts down immediately we receive that warning, I’ll be able to give Amber the background briefing on the day before her interview.”

“That’s a sensible arrangement,” said Melisande grudgingly.

“The Chief Examinant has also agreed that Amber will not be summoned to our Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement Chamber for the interview,” said Elliott. “Instead, the Chief Examinant, Adversary Nalini, and Adversary Aura will use virtual presences to interview Amber at any place of our choosing.”

Melisande’s eyes widened, and she leaned back in her chair. “That does significantly change the situation.”

“Do you mean I won’t be physically meeting the Chief Examinant or Adversary Aura?” I asked anxiously. “There’ll be some sort of holo interview instead?”

“That’s basically correct,” said Elliott, “though the more advanced virtual presences are far more sophisticated than a mere holo. There was a period centuries ago when Hives suffered from devastating epidemics, so strict quarantine precautions were brought in to prevent diseases spreading between Hives.”

I frowned. Lucas had mentioned those epidemics to me during our very first meeting, giving extra details about how some Hives had eliminated what they considered undesirable genetic characteristics, but then found narrowing the gene pool had reduced disease resistance.

“To safeguard all parties,” Elliott continued, “any citizens transferring between Hives go through quarantine and rigorous medical checks before mingling with their new Hive’s population. Visiting diplomats and members of Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement avoid having to go through quarantine by remaining in sterile, sealed areas within diplomatic facilities. Each Hive has some of its own people imprinted as Treaty Facilitators, who carry out physical actions on behalf of Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement, doing things such as carrying their technical equipment to any point that they wish to inspect. One of our Hive’s Treaty Facilitators will deliver the virtual presence equipment for your interview.”

I relaxed. A holo arrangement seemed far less threatening than facing the Chief Examinant and Adversary Aura in person.

“Amber, you need to be aware that Adversary Aura and Adversary Nalini will only be allowed to use basic virtual presences, limiting them to being able to see and hear you,” added Melisande grimly. “The Chief Examinant will be using an advanced virtual presence though, so he’ll be able to scan revealing physical information about you, such as pulse rate, muscle tension, body temperature distribution, and brain activity. The people Lottery assigns to diplomatic and legal roles are imprinted with ways to limit this betraying information, but the rest of us can’t avoid giving constant clues to our emotions and intentions.”

When I’d argued in favour of doing this interview, I’d known that I wouldn’t be able to read the thoughts in the minds of the Chief Examinant and Adversary Aura, but I’d expected to have the advantage of being able to read their emotions. This virtual presence arrangement would effectively reverse the situation. I wouldn’t be able to read the emotions of people who weren’t physically there, but the Chief Examinant would have a host of clues to my feelings.

Elliott waved his hands. “Gold Commander Melisande, I share your concern about Amber being scanned for physical clues to her emotions and intentions, but there is the crucial point that our Hive is the innocent injured party in this case. We have nothing to hide.”

Melisande made a depressed sound of resignation.

“And you must surely agree this arrangement is far better than if Amber was summoned to our Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement Chamber,” said Elliott. “There’d be all the disadvantages of a physical interview, and the chamber scanners would supply the Chief Examinant with even more detailed information.”

Melisande made the depressed sound again.

“I suggest we end this meeting now,” said Elliott briskly. “If Amber wishes to have any private discussions with me before our Hive commits to this interview, she can call me at any time.”

Something about Elliott’s comment worried me. “I want Lucas to join me in all the discussions,” I said, “including the briefing from Adversary Nalini.”

Elliott frowned. “That briefing will cover some restricted information about Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement.”

“I want Lucas to join me in all the discussions,” I repeated.

“Our Hive only releases restricted information when absolutely necessary,” said Elliott. “The Chief Examinant won’t allow Tactical Commander Lucas to be present during the interview, so he doesn’t need to know this information.”

“Lucas needs to be fully informed to support me through this,” I said firmly. “I could repeat whatever Adversary Nalini tells me to Lucas, but it would be far more sensible to avoid misunderstandings by letting him hear it himself. If you’re going to be unreasonable about that, I’ll have to refuse to be interviewed.”

“I have no intention of being unreasonable,” said Elliott hastily. “I’m just explaining the situation is difficult.”

Gold Commander Melisande’s expression abruptly changed from annoyed to amused. “I don’t see anything difficult about this situation, Senior Ambassador. As you pointed out earlier, you are the head of Hive Politics and make the final decision on any issues involving Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement and other Hives. There’s no reason you can’t give Tactical Commander Lucas access to this information.”

She paused before adding in a malicious voice. “Unless you don’t trust his discretion.”

Elliott gave me a wary look. “I have complete confidence in Tactical Commander Lucas’s discretion, but he works in close collaboration with other Telepath Units. There’s a risk of Keith reading the information in his mind.”

“Senior Ambassador Elliott, our Hive has strict rules to prevent telepaths from meeting,” I said with fake innocence. “If Tactical Commander Lucas doesn’t leave my unit without me until the situation with Hive Genex is resolved, then there’ll be no risk of Keith reading his mind.”

Elliott had the frustrated air of someone whose plans were being turned against him. “Tactical Commander Lucas won’t stop knowing the information when this situation is resolved. Keith could read his mind at some point in the future.”

Melisande laughed. “Given Keith had free access to all the Hive Politics secure records during the Northern Americas Group negotiations, I’m sure he already knows far more about Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement than you’re planning to tell Amber.”

Elliott sighed. “That is a perfectly valid point, Gold Commander. Tactical Commander Lucas may be present during Amber’s briefing. I’m ending this meeting now. Thank you for attending, everyone.”

All the holo people vanished, so Lucas and I were left sitting at a holo conference table with eight empty chairs. Lucas tapped at his dataview, and the holo background vanished as well, leaving us looking at the real table and living area of our temporary apartment.

“I’m terribly sorry,” said Lucas.

“What are you sorry about?”

“This situation is my fault. When you were freed from Hive Genex’s imprinted compulsion, you immediately asked to cancel your request to transfer Hive. If I’d let you go ahead and do that, there’d be no need for you to do this interview.”

“You stopped me from cancelling my request to move Hive for a good reason,” I said. “If I’d gone ahead with it, Elden would have seen the cancellation on our Hive records. He’d have realized I was free from his control, and fled straight back to Hive Genex. We’d never have had the chance to hunt him down.”

I wrinkled my nose. “It’s true that I wouldn’t have had to do the interview in that situation, but only because Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement wouldn’t be investigating my kidnapping at all. Without Elden’s body to use as evidence, Hive Genex would have denied everything, and we’d never have known that the new telepath existed.”

“I still should have thought of an alternative plan to help us hunt down Elden,” said Lucas miserably.

“I don’t believe any alternative plan was possible back then. At least, not one that stood any chance of success.”

“There must have been some better option,” said Lucas. “I just couldn’t think of it.”

I wanted to distract Lucas from blaming himself, and there was something important I needed to say to him. “Can we please discuss the issue of us having duty children? I know it’s far too early for us to make any firm decisions, but I’d feel under less pressure if we had a provisional plan.”

“I understand that,” said Lucas. “What are you suggesting?”

“Claire was a shining example of a telepath. I hope to follow her example in many ways, but not where duty children are concerned. I’m not a Hiveist like her, and the things that Hive Genex has done in their eagerness to expand their gene pool to include telepathic genes ... Well, that’s convinced me I don’t want to have twenty-five duty children like Claire. Children shouldn’t be born solely because their genes are valuable to the Hive. Each child should be wanted as a unique individual.”

Lucas nodded. “I agree.”

“Being an adopted duty child didn’t work out well for my father. His adoptive parents dumped him when he came out of Lottery at what they considered a disgracefully low level. Your genetic parents keeping you turned out even worse, but ...”

My voice was shaking, so I paused to moisten my lips before continuing. “I’m thinking about the Hive Politics brothers and sisters in their colour-coordinated festival outfits. Being duty children seems to have worked well for them.”

Lucas smiled. “Six duty children. One born every two years, and all raised by their genetic parents. Yes, that arrangement does seem to have worked extremely well for them.”

“Then we have a provisional plan?”

“We have a provisional plan,” said Lucas. “I know I’d be a total mess as a parent right now, but you can’t enter the duty child programme until your twenty-fifth birthday, and the Hive wouldn’t argue if you wanted to delay having the duty children for a few years after that.”

We indulged in a long hug before Lucas reluctantly pulled away. “We need to make another decision. Are we going to call Adika and warn him about your planned interview now, or save the bad news until we’re all back at our unit?”

I grimaced. “I expect Adika will be a bit unhappy about the interview.”

Lucas laughed. “I think that when Adika hears his telepath is going to be questioned by a Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement Chief Examinant and Hive Genex’s leading Adversary, he’ll be far more than a bit unhappy.”

“Do you think we could get away without mentioning it to Adika?” I asked hopefully.

Lucas made a choking noise. “Do you really believe that you could do this interview without Adika finding out?”

I groaned. “I suppose we’ll have to tell Adika before the interview, but I’d prefer to wait until after our unit reopens. We’ve had too many things complicating the New Year festival already, and I want to enjoy the rest of my time with my family.”

“I agree,” said Lucas. “Now let’s investigate what horrors your clothes designer feels are appropriate wear for sports events.”

We went into the bedroom, and I was relieved to see the clothes hanging on the wall were perfectly practical. By the time we’d changed into them, the rest of our unit members had gathered in the corridor, so our group immediately headed back to the park.

It was relatively quiet on the telepathic level when we arrived at the park entrance, but as we walked towards the event area, I sensed a dull roar of thoughts in front of us. My head seemed to throb in response, so I frowned and stopped to look around. I saw this path ran past one of the small party areas, which had a scattering of benches around the edge of its dancing lawn.

I gestured at the nearest bench. “There’s a large audience gathering for the sports competition, so I’d like to sit here for a couple of minutes.”

Lucas and I went to sit on the bench, and Forge and my regular bodyguards came to stand watchfully next to us. The rest of our group just moved a few steps off the path, to let some people in Event Coordination uniforms push trolleys past them.

“Is the size of the crowd at the sports competition going to be a problem?” asked Lucas anxiously.

I rubbed my forehead. “I’m not sure if the problem is the size of the crowd, the strain of the Hive Politics conference call, or the combination of ...”

I broke off my sentence because my head was throbbing again. No, it wasn’t throbbing this time. It was more like an annoying itch deep inside my head.

“I itch,” I said urgently. “Someone’s in trouble.”
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“Bodyguard now! Guns on stun.” Forge swept me up in his arms, and carried me further away from the path into the deserted party area, with my bodyguards clustering protectively around us, and the rest of our group trailing behind.

When Forge reached the centre of the dancing lawn, he put me down. “Buzz, carry out a roll call while I ...”

Forge broke off his words, and gave an angry shake of his head. “No! Buzz is still standing by the path. She must be the one in trouble. Strike team, form a defensive perimeter here. I’ll go back and get Buzz myself.”

I turned to look for Buzz, but my bodyguards had already formed a protective wall around me that blocked my view. I wanted to search for Buzz telepathically, but knew I mustn’t risk messing up our counselling relationship by reading her mind. I waited impatiently until I heard Forge’s voice again.

“I found Buzz staring at the people in Event Coordination uniforms, who were pushing trolleys along the path,” he said breathlessly. “I think she was frightened by the blond-haired man with the trolley of orange crates. When Buzz was four years old, she witnessed a blond man kill a woman in a park near her home in Turquoise Zone. The man with the orange crates must look like the murderer.”

“That man doesn’t look like the murderer.” Buzz’s voice sounded higher pitched than usual. “He is the murderer.”

I instinctively closed my eyes, and reached out with my telepathic sense to find the people pushing trolleys, but none of their minds had the distinctive look of a wild bee.

“Amber’s regular four bodyguards stay with her,” snapped Forge. “The rest of us will go for the strike on Lucas’s order.”

“Are you sure this is the same man, Buzz?” asked Lucas. “You were only four years old when you witnessed that murder, so your memories of it must be hazy.”

“I was only four years old back then,” said Buzz savagely, “but it was a life-threatening situation that triggered my borderline telepath skills. When I saw the blond man arguing with the woman, I had my first ever insight, and it was into the mind of a man about to commit murder.”

Her voice filled with emotion as she relived that moment. “I started running before the blond man actually killed the woman. I found a hiding place, but the man knew I’d seen him. He kept searching for me for what seemed like hours, and I had another insight into how he was going to wring my neck like a rabbit. Fortunately for me, someone had found the woman’s body by then and called for help. What I eventually learned was Morton’s Strike team arrived and ...”

She broke off her sentence, and took a moment to recover before speaking again. “I will never forget a single detail of what happened, or the smile of anticipation on the blond man’s face as he decided to commit murder. The moment I came out of Lottery, I used my new Law Enforcement authority to look up all the records of the case. That man is definitely the murderer. His name is Franklin 2495-7722-108.”

I’d never heard Buzz say the name of the murderer before – she’d always just referred to him as a blond man – but the name Franklin seemed vaguely familiar. I was too busy to worry about that now though, linking to each of the half a dozen suspect minds in turn, and checking the view through their eyes. They were each pushing a trolley holding crates of a different colour, so once I found the person with the orange crates, I began reading his thoughts in detail.

“Target acquired,” I said. “Franklin doesn’t appear to be an active threat. He’s not thinking about anything except delivering the crates of food for the speciality foods display. He seems oddly focused on the simple fact the orange crates need to be delivered to the Orange Zone table.”

“Franklin shouldn’t be an active threat, but I don’t know what he’s doing here.” Buzz was getting her voice more under control now. “He’s Level 71, lives in Violet Zone area 430/9170, and works for Teen Level Accommodation Services. I’ve set up a monitoring alert on him, so he can’t have changed his apartment or work area without my knowledge.”

“At breakfast this morning, Gregas mentioned that he’d talked to one of the Event Coordination volunteers called Franklin,” said Lucas grimly.

“I didn’t hear that conversation.” Buzz’s voice shook.

“You mean that was the same Franklin?” I asked in alarm.

“It must have been,” said Lucas. “Gregas mentioned that he normally works for Teen Level Accommodation Services.”

I hadn’t paid much attention to my brother’s comments about Franklin. I’d thought they were unimportant, but learning that Gregas had been chatting to a murderer and helpfully escorting him to his temporary accommodation changed the situation. It changed it a lot!

“Franklin explained to Gregas that he’d lost contact with his family years ago,” said Lucas. “He regularly volunteers to help with the New Year festival, and Event Coordination always assigns him to deliver food to the park nearest his home in Violet Zone. After yesterday’s Circle of Life service though, Event Coordination sent Franklin to this park in Blue Zone.”

I was urgently working my way down through the layers of Franklin’s mind, searching for any thoughts about my brother. Logic told me that Gregas was safe and well. Only a couple of hours ago, I’d been watching him play a part in the New Year pageant, but ...

Waste it! My brother was only fourteen years old, but he’d already recklessly endangered himself by joining an illegal Teen Game, trespassing in forbidden areas, and encountering a wild bee. Now he’d been making friends with a murderer. I was strongly tempted to have Gregas locked up in my unit’s holding cells for his own safety.

“I don’t understand why I’m reacting this way.” Buzz’s distress was still affecting her voice. “I used to have recurrent nightmares about meeting Franklin again. That’s why I got involved in combined martial arts. I know that I’d be able to take Franklin down in physical combat. I also know that the Franklin in this park isn’t a threat to me, Amber, or anyone else, because I studied every detail of his treatment plan. Given the drastic nature of his offence, the forensic psychologist in charge of his case had to decide between restraining Franklin for life or using extreme methods to salvage him.”

She paused. “The forensic psychologist obviously chose to salvage Franklin. His memory chains were rewound to his sixteenth birthday. That was crucially just before he broke off contact with his family in one of his violent fits of temper, and two years before he went through Lottery and was assigned to work with the woman he eventually murdered.”

“How did the therapists explain Franklin’s loss of memory to him?” asked Lucas.

“The standard cover stories for this situation involve brain tumours or head injuries,” said Buzz. “Franklin was told he’d had emergency surgical treatment to remove a brain tumour. That surgery had saved his life, but his Lottery imprint had been destroyed along with years of his memories, and he could expect to suffer some ongoing cognitive problems. Franklin was warned that it was absolutely vital for him to attend his monthly checkups and take his medication exactly as prescribed. If he didn’t, then the brain tumour would regrow and kill him.”

Buzz made a clicking sound with her tongue that could have meant either approval or condemnation of the cover story. “Franklin’s cognitive problems were really side-effects from the heavy medication controlling his previous violent mood swings.”

“There’s a strange, warm fuzziness about Franklin’s thoughts that reminds me of the person who’d been taking too many relaxing substances at the overnight club,” I said. “Franklin seems to have to concentrate harder than usual to remember things or make basic decisions. Is that what you meant by cognitive problems?”

“Yes,” said Buzz. “Franklin went through an individually tailored treatment programme. Once he was confirmed as stable and correctly taking his medication, he was relocated to Violet Zone, and then went through Lottery for the second time. The cognitive side-effects from Franklin’s medication made him come out of Lottery at a much lower level the second time around, but he is now a happy, cooperative, and productive member of the Hive.”

She returned to the point she’d made earlier. “Rationally, I know that Franklin isn’t a threat to me, Amber, or anyone else. When I saw him just now though, I was as paralyzed with fear as when I was a four-year-old witnessing that murder. I’m still terrified even now. Ridiculous of me to react this way.”

I opened my eyes for a second, but still couldn’t see anything other than the broad-shouldered backs of my bodyguards. I knew there was no point in me asking them to move aside so I could have a proper conversation with Buzz. They were using their bodies to shield their telepath from a man with a history of murder. Nothing would make them move until the threat was gone, and I couldn’t complain about people being willing to die to save my life.

I had to settle for closing my eyes again and speaking soothingly. “It’s perfectly understandable that you’d react that way, Buzz.”

“No, it isn’t perfectly understandable,” said Buzz, in a frustrated voice. “This is just like my problem with going Outside. In both cases, I know I’m not in any danger, but I’m still completely unable to overcome my fear.”

I shook my head. “Buzz, you’re a forensic psychologist. You must know your fear is coming from deep in your subconscious mind, so you can’t lightly overcome it.”

“Amber, you must stop reading Buzz’s thoughts immediately,” said Lucas sharply. “Your therapy relationship with Megan failed because of you reading her mind. We can’t risk the same thing happening with Buzz. Especially not now. You’ll need Buzz’s help to cope with the stress while Morton’s unit is closed.”

“I’m still linked to Franklin’s mind,” I said. “I don’t need to use telepathy to understand Buzz’s problem comes from her subconscious mind. I’ve read the minds of dozens of people with deeply ingrained fears, and I’m terrified of heights myself.”

I paused. “Franklin has no memory of the murder because his mind was reset to before it happened. The only remaining hint of his previous problem is a ... Well, it’s like there’s a dangerous edge still lurking deep in Franklin’s mind, but the warm fuzziness from his medication is keeping it firmly in check. The woman he killed couldn’t be brought back to life though, and Buzz’s memory chains couldn’t be rewound to before the incident, because it had triggered her borderline telepathic abilities.”

I sighed. “Buzz’s deep subconscious will have been analyzing her memories of the murder, together with her insights into Franklin’s mind, since she was four years old. It must be unshakeably convinced that Franklin is a direct threat to her life. None of Buzz’s imprinted knowledge and logical conscious thoughts about the situation can do anything to change that. You can’t fight such a basic survival instinct.”

“Franklin may not be a physical threat to anyone any longer,” said Lucas, “but his presence here is directly threatening Buzz’s mental wellbeing. I want to know who assigned Franklin to work in this particular park. There’s no logical reason for Event Coordination to have suddenly sent him all the way from Violet Zone to a Blue Zone park, and I can’t believe they’d randomly choose the park where Amber was celebrating the New Year festival with her family.”

“I can check the records on who assigned Franklin here,” said Coral.

The rest of our group waited in expectant silence as Coral did that, but I already knew who had sent Franklin here, and exactly why they’d done it. Keith had obviously learned about the incident that traumatized Buzz when he was reading Megan’s mind. He’d tracked down the murderer, and arranged for him to deliver food to tables in this park during the New Year festival. With Franklin continually roaming the park, it was virtually certain that Buzz would see him at some point. Keith had told me I had to help him get Olivia into his unit, or he’d destroy everything and everyone I cared about. He’d said that I had until my unit reopened to make my decision. Instead, he’d already started carrying out his threat. Well, that extra touch of malice was typical of Keith.

“There’s some sort of confusion,” said Coral at last. “The records show a Red Zone Event Supervisor sent a message changing Franklin’s assignment. I’ve just contacted that Event Supervisor though, and she claims to know nothing about Franklin.”

“The Red Zone Event Supervisor knows nothing about Franklin because she didn’t send that message,” said Lucas. “Keith’s home zones are Burgundy and Red. I’ve no idea how Keith learned that Buzz was celebrating the New Year festival in this park with Amber. Once he discovered that fact though, it would be easy for him to read the mind of a random Red Zone Event Supervisor, and then use her authorization codes to reassign Franklin here.”

Lucas groaned. “I was wrong about Keith arranging the Prospero situation, but he definitely arranged this one. Now we need to get Franklin out of this park without alarming anyone else. Coral, can you arrange for a Violet Zone Event Supervisor to reassign Franklin to his usual park in Violet Zone?”

“Of course,” said Coral. “I’ll just need to send a message to ...”

Her voice trailed off, and there was a short wait before she spoke again. “I’ve contacted Violet Zone Event Control, and they’re sending a message recalling Franklin to help with the event in his home park.”

I was still linked to Franklin’s mind. “Franklin’s dataview has just chimed with a message,” I reported. “He’s stopped pushing his trolley to read it. Yes, it’s the message from Violet Zone Event Control. Franklin is hugely relieved to be going back to his home area. He’s explaining to the others, abandoning his trolley, and coming back along the path.”

“I can see Franklin coming back along the path now,” said Forge, in a cold voice. “If he leaves the path to come towards us, then I’ll shoot him on stun.”

There was a pause before Forge spoke again. “Franklin’s carried straight on along the path, practically jumping up and down in delight, and not even glancing in our direction.”

“Amber, you can leave Franklin’s mind now,” said Lucas.

I pulled back into my own head, opened my eyes, and naturally found my bodyguards were still blocking my view.

“Warwick, I want you to go after Franklin,” said Forge. “Send me a message when he leaves the park, but keep following him back to Violet Zone.”

“There’s no need for anyone to follow Franklin,” I said. “His mind is focussed on going home to Violet Zone.”

“I accept that Franklin intends to go home to Violet Zone,” said Forge stubbornly, “but I still need to confirm that he actually arrives there.”

“And I’m very happy to follow Franklin to Violet Zone,” added Warwick.

The eager note in Warwick’s voice made me stop arguing. The original Alpha Strike team members had joined my unit only a few weeks after Lottery, and been trained by Adika himself. Most of them had rapidly earned his grudging approval. A few had brought Adika’s outspoken condemnation down on themselves through foolish mistakes or a lack of physical fitness, and responded by working hard to reach acceptable standards. Tobias had been the exception who ...

No! I didn’t want to think about what had happened to Tobias, so I hastily focused my thoughts on Warwick again. He was the only one of the original Alpha Strike team members who’d never attracted Adika’s attention at all. Warwick was competent enough to escape Adika’s criticism, but had never earned a word of praise. By now, Warwick was desperate to be singled out for some sort of special recognition. He’d prefer that recognition to come from Adika himself, or the Alpha Strike team leader, Rothan, but he sounded pathetically pleased that Forge had chosen him for this assignment.

Two minutes later, Forge gave a satisfied grunt. “Warwick reports that Franklin has left the park and is heading for the closest southbound express belt. I still want confirmation that Franklin goes home to Violet Zone, but I’ll declare the situation secure now.”

My bodyguards finally moved clear of me, and Forge continued speaking in a much harsher voice. “Keith can’t be allowed to keep attacking our unit like this. Gold Commander Melisande has to take firm measures to control him.”

“Both Gold Commander Melisande and Tactical Commander Gaius, have already taken every measure they can to control Keith,” said Lucas grimly. “Gaius is double-checking every movement of Keith’s Strike team, and ensuring every external call and message from their unit goes through a verification process.”

“Keith must have made an external call to reassign Franklin,” said Forge. “That means the verification process isn’t working.”

I bit my lip. I knew Keith had found a way to use the dedicated secure connection between the Telepath Units to call me here in this park. That must be how he’d made the external call to reassign Franklin as well. If I suggested that possibility now though, it would end in extra security measures being taken that blocked current and future telepaths from contacting each other.

The communication route between telepaths had been vital in the past, allowing me to avoid a major conflict with Mira. I felt it wasn’t worth losing it just to stop Keith from making external calls. Besides, if that method was blocked, then Keith would just ...

Lucas said exactly what I was thinking. “It’s hardly surprising that Keith has found a way to bypass the verification process. If we find out how he did it this time, then he’ll just find a different way to do it in future. I’ve learned that Keith has been playing games accessing the Hive’s most secure systems for years. No one has been able to stop him, because he can read all the access details in the minds of people using those systems. You’ve all seen how fast Amber learns facts when she’s reading someone’s mind. Keith probably knows more about the Hive’s security than the imprinted experts.”

Lucas paused. “Even if we brought in a totally secure verification process that Keith couldn’t bypass, it wouldn’t really help us. Keith could just use blackmail or other threats to force a member of his unit to make external calls for him. He’s read all their minds, knows all their weaknesses and secrets, and the way he arranged for Buzz to meet Franklin shows how deviously cruel he can be.”

“Gold Commander Melisande needs to lock Keith up in solitary confinement,” said Forge furiously. “He wouldn’t be able to play tricks when he’s in a prison cell with surveillance cameras recording him day and night.”

Lucas sighed. “The problem is that Keith wouldn’t be able or willing to work if he’s locked up in solitary confinement. That would be bad enough if the Hive still had five working telepaths, but now that Morton’s unit has already closed in preparation for his surgery ...”

He broke off and grimaced. “Well, the Hive will dissolve into chaos without Keith’s help. Whatever he does to attack us, we’ll have to find a way to deal with it and keep working.”

“It’s easy to say that,” said Forge. “In reality though, everyone has their limits, and ...”

I saw something over Forge’s shoulder that made me frown and interrupt him. “Why are Adika and Megan coming down the path? I thought they were going to spend the rest of the New Year festival with Adika’s family in Red Zone.”

Everyone turned to face where I was looking. “I’ve no idea why Adika and Megan are here,” said Lucas. “Even if someone messaged them about the Franklin situation the second it happened, they couldn’t have got back this quickly.”

“Adika has probably come back to check I’m adequately protecting Amber,” said Forge gloomily.

Adika had seen our group now, and was striding rapidly towards me, with Megan half running to stay at his side. “Amber, have you heard the news?” he demanded.

“What news?” I asked in bewilderment.

“Morton went into surgery two hours ago,” said Adika, in a despairing voice.
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Morton’s preliminary operation had been scheduled for the day after the New Year festival. I felt physically sick as I realized the implications of him going into surgery early. If the surgery time had been changed for some simple, routine reason, then Gold Commander Melisande would have known about it in advance, and she’d have mentioned it during the Hive Politics conference call.

Waste it! Morton must have been rushed into surgery as a sudden emergency decision. That was bad. That was unspeakably bad.

Everyone else in our group had heard Adika’s words, and came crowding around us. “Why has Morton’s surgery started early?” asked Lucas tensely. “What’s gone wrong?”

“I don’t know!” Adika shouted the words in frustration. “My friends in Morton’s unit kept me informed of everything that was happening before the New Year festival, but now they don’t know what’s going on either!”

Adika fought to get his voice calmer. “The day before the New Year festival, Morton stopped work, and his doctors moved him into a specially designed medical area in his unit to prepare him for surgery. At that point, most of Morton’s staff were relocated to Nishant’s old Telepath Unit, where they’ll be carrying out support work for the remaining four working Telepath Units. They aren’t allowed to contact the few people remaining with Morton. No calls or messages. Nothing.”

I blinked. “Why aren’t they allowed to contact them?”

“Because Morton was getting increasingly worried about how the Hive would manage without him,” said Adika. “Atticus didn’t want anyone piling more pressure on Morton with their troubling thoughts of emergencies and other problems in the Hive. He said the only reliable way to prevent the people with Morton from thinking about these things was to make sure they didn’t know about them in the first place. He used his authority as Morton’s lead surgeon to order Morton and everyone with him into isolation.”

“Atticus was perfectly right to protect his patient from stress,” said Lucas.

“I agree that Atticus was right to make that decision,” said Adika, “but it means that my friends in exile at Nishant’s old unit don’t know what’s happening. They just got a message from the medical team two hours ago, saying Morton was being prepped for immediate surgery. There’s been dead silence since then, and Saanvi says we mustn’t break the isolation rule by messaging anyone in the unit to ask questions, but the suspense is driving us ...”

Adika was interrupted by a chorus of shrieking notes that seemed to be coming from all around me. “What’s that?” I gasped in panic.

Lucas grabbed his dataview from his pocket. “That’s the alarm siren for a Telepath Unit incoming emergency call,” he shouted over the noise. “Gold Commander Melisande must be using the emergency call system to make a broadcast to all Telepath Unit members.”

The number of alarm sirens gradually lessened as the people around me tapped at their dataview screens. I finally had the sense to fumble for my own dataview, tapped at the screen, and saw a red countdown number above a static picture of Gold Commander Melisande.

Gideon’s grim voice came from behind me. “The last time Gold Commander Melisande made an emergency broadcast speech was when we lost Claire.”

“We can’t have lost Morton.” Adika’s voice was ragged and barely recognizable. He’d been Morton’s deputy Strike team leader in charge of his Beta team before becoming my Strike team leader. Now he was clearly close to breaking point, helplessly waiting to learn if the man he’d spent seven years of his life protecting was alive or dead.

I knew the current members of Morton’s unit would be in an even worse state than Adika. When I was being controlled by Hive Genex’s imprint, my unit members had suffered days of agonizing suspense. Waiting to see if they’d lose me. Waiting to see if they’d lose the unit that wasn’t just a workplace, but their home as well. Waiting to see if they’d be scattered across the Hive, trying to rebuild their lives with new careers that would always be second best compared to their past vibrant life at the forefront of defending the Hive.

Now Morton’s unit members would be suffering that same agonizing suspense. The telepath was the beating heart of their unit. Whether that telepath was loved, respected, feared, or loathed, their unit couldn’t exist without them.

And of course I was in agonizing suspense as well. I’d been feeling the weight of responsibility on my shoulders ever since I came out of Lottery. When I learned we’d have to cope without Morton until Carnival, it had increased that weight to be a crushing burden, but now I was facing the ultimate nightmare. If Morton was dying ... If Morton had already died, and was lying lifeless on an operating table ...

I’d been blotting out the possibility of that happening, telling myself Morton was in safe hands with Atticus as his lead surgeon, and focusing on the hope of a new telepath coming from Hive Genex to solve all our problems. Now something had gone horribly wrong with Morton’s surgery, and Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement wouldn’t be making a decision on our Hive’s claim for another year.

The countdown finally reached zero, and Gold Commander Melisande appeared. She wasn’t dressed in a festival outfit now, but was wearing her Hive Defence uniform and sitting at a huge desk. Well, it made sense that she’d ...

Gold Commander Melisande’s voice spoke from a dozen dataviews. “Many of you will have already heard that Morton is undergoing surgery.”

“Morton is undergoing surgery,” Adika instantly repeated the crucial words. “That must surely mean that Morton is still ...”

“Quiet!” snapped Buzz.

“Morton’s health issues are the result of a childhood problem,” continued Gold Commander Melisande. “He had successful surgical and other treatment when he was twelve years old, but there’d effectively been some premature ageing of his major organs. Morton’s medical staff have been aware for decades that he would need multiple transplants when he approached the age of sixty.”

“We already know all this,” said Adika impatiently. “Gold Commander Melisande should ...”

Buzz interrupted him. “I understand you care deeply about Morton, but so do I. Morton brought his Strike team to save me when I was four years old. I owe him my life, so please be quiet and let me listen.”

Gold Commander Melisande was still talking. “Two years ago, arrangements were made for the transplant operation to be carried out at the same specialist medical Hive that was growing Morton’s replacement organs. At the last moment though, Morton decided not to leave our Hive for the operation. An alternative plan was made, where our Hive bought the necessary information to carry out Morton’s surgery, and it was included in the imprints of last year’s highest-rated Lottery candidates for Level 3 Physician Surgical.”

Melisande’s voice took on a harsh note. “Morton was due to have preparatory surgery on the day after the New Year festival, followed by a recovery period of at least ten days, and then the main transplant surgery. However, his lead surgeon checked Morton’s vital signs earlier today, saw a worrying deterioration, and rushed him straight into surgery. Once there, it became clear that Morton’s childhood surgical work had failed catastrophically. Morton’s lead surgeon has been racing against time to repair the damage.”

I listened numbly. The decision on which of the six members of Morton’s surgical team should be the lead surgeon had been made by Morton himself. Most people believed Morton had read the surgeons’ minds and chosen the most skilled to lead the team. Morton had told me the truth though. His Tactical Commander had noticed Atticus had lived on the same corridor as me, and the superstitious Morton had taken that as a sign that Atticus should lead his surgical team.

It was strange to think the trivial detail of a room allocation had decided Atticus should lead the life-saving surgery on one of our Hive’s five precious telepaths. He literally had the future of our Hive in his hands today, because losing Morton would have devastating consequences.

“I’ve just been informed that Morton’s surgery has been successfully completed, and his condition is now stable,” said Gold Commander Melisande.

“Yes!” Adika shouted with joy.

“However, I’m told that Morton will need significant recovery time before he can undergo the planned preparatory and main transplant operations,” said Melisande. “He will also need increased recovery time after those operations. We were prepared for Morton’s unit to be closed until Carnival, but the closure is now expected to last until Valentine.”

She paused. “I know you will all do everything possible to assist the Hive during this critical period. Thank you, everyone.”

Gold Commander Melisande’s image vanished from our dataview screens, and there was a long silence before Lucas spoke. “The Telepath Unit Tactical Commanders have already planned the best way to cope with Morton’s unit being closed. We’ll just need to follow that plan for a bit longer.”

It would have been difficult keeping order in the Hive with Morton’s unit being closed until Carnival. Keeping order until Valentine was going to be unspeakably harder. It was my job to lead my people through this crisis though, so I forced myself to speak in a briskly cheerful voice.

“Coral, please send a message to all the unit members who aren’t here. Tell them that ... No, I’d better record and send this message myself.”

I took a few seconds to organize my thoughts before setting my dataview to record, gazing at the screen, and speaking. “You’ll have already heard Gold Commander Melisande’s broadcast explaining Morton’s situation, so you won’t be surprised that I’m messaging everyone to recall our unit.”

I paused. “Keith, Mira, and Sapphire have all been doing emergency runs while our unit was closed for the New Year festival. We need to reopen our unit immediately, so we can start following the Telepath Unit Tactical Commanders’ plan. Sapphire and I will carry out as many of the emergency runs as possible, allowing Mira and Keith to concentrate on doing check runs. Keeping up with those check runs will be the key to keeping order in the Hive until Morton is fit and well, because every wild bee that isn’t caught in the developmental stage means an extra emergency run later on.”

A strand of my hair had drifted annoyingly close to my eyes, so I brushed it aside with my free hand. “While I’m recalling our unit early, I want to make it clear that recall doesn’t apply to all of you. Most of us came out of the last Lottery. Going from being a teen to an adult citizen of the Hive, gaining a new level and profession, always means major adjustments to family relationships. The extra stress and secrecy of being part of a Telepath Unit makes those adjustments harder, and the first New Year festival after Lottery is a particularly crucial time.”

I grimaced. “Our unit closed to make sure everyone had the best chance to build strong family relationships for the future. Anyone caught up in family problems should stay until the end of the New Year festival to try to sort things out. A brief absence isn’t just better for you than suffering long-term personal problems, but better for our unit as well. Everyone will be sympathetic and helpful to those making the difficult decision not to return until after the New Year festival.”

I considered that and added a pointed extra comment. “Everyone includes Adika.”

There was a ripple of strained laughter around me.

“Thank you, everyone.” I tapped my dataview to end the recording, and sent the message to all my unit members. “Lucas, please notify Gold Commander Melisande and the other Tactical Commanders that our unit will be reopening as soon as possible. Megan, if our group goes straight back to the unit, will you be able to arrange for someone to pack our possessions and send them after us?”

“Of course,” said Megan.

I sighed. “I’ll need to break the news to my parents now.”

Our group finally continued to the crowded event area, where volunteer officials were setting up hurdles for the first teen sports event. I saw my parents, grandparents, and Gregas were sitting on blankets at the same spot as before. When they saw us coming, they all stood up, and I pulled an apologetic face at them.

“I’m really sorry, but I’ve had to recall my unit.”

My mother gave a resigned groan. “It was obvious you’d have to leave before the end of the New Year festival. You kept getting official calls, and more of your unit staff kept arriving. I’m just glad you were able to spend a couple of days with us. It ... Well, it shows you truly care about your family.”

“I care about you very much,” I said.

My mother was getting emotional, and I was getting emotional too. I hugged her and my father. I hugged both my grandparents. I took a step towards Gregas, but he instantly backed away, looking horrified at the idea of publicly hugging his big sister.

“My unit is going to be especially busy for a while,” I said, “but I promise I’ll arrange a visit as soon as possible.”

My parents nodded. There was a chorus of thanks and farewells from Lucas and my unit members, and then I turned to lead the way towards the park exit. Our group had just reached the double doors, when I heard a rush of footsteps from behind me, and Gregas appeared at my side. For a second, I thought he’d changed his mind about being hugged, but he gasped out some urgent words.

“Amber, you said that your unit is going to be especially busy. That must be because Morton is having transplant surgery.”

Lucas frowned. “How did you find out about Morton having surgery? Did Buzz tell you?”

“I didn’t tell Gregas anything about Morton’s health problems,” said Buzz hastily.

Gregas shrugged. “I accidentally overheard some conversations.”

“Did you overhear them when you were hiding in bushes or when you were hiding under tables?” asked Forge bitterly.

Gregas shrugged again. “It doesn’t matter how I found out about Morton’s surgery. The important thing is that I understand the four remaining Telepath Units will be struggling to keep up with catching wild bees. How bad are things going to get in the Hive?”

Waste it! Gregas had furtively collected a lot of information, and was now worrying about things he shouldn’t have known existed. I tried to make my reply sound calm and confident.

“Our unit will be extra busy for a while, but there won’t be any problems in the Hive. There’s absolutely nothing for you to worry about.”

“It’s natural for Gregas to be worried,” said Buzz. “It isn’t easy for those of us who have a life-threatening experience that triggers our borderline telepath skills early. We’re left with the shattering knowledge that the Hive duty songs are wrong. The Hive isn’t a totally safe place at all. There are nightmare people living among us.”

She paused. “But you’re in a vastly better situation than I was, Gregas. You’re fourteen years old instead of four. You may have to keep the fact you’re a borderline telepath secret from your parents, but you can freely discuss it with Amber, with me, with anyone in our unit. You’ll soon see that having insights can be an advantage rather than a burden.”

“I already know that having insights can be an advantage,” said Gregas impatiently. “If I hadn’t had my insight when I met the wild bee in the vent system, I wouldn’t have kicked him off the ladder, and he’d have killed me.”

He groaned. “My problem isn’t having insights, but that I don’t want to sit around doing nothing on Teen Level while your unit is in trouble. I want to help you.”

“I’m afraid there’s nothing you can do to help us,” I said gently. “At least, not yet.”

He scowled in frustration. “But I’m a telepath like you.”

Buzz shook her head. “Gregas, you have to be realistic about this situation. You’re a borderline telepath like me, not a true telepath, and you’re only fourteen years old. You will be able to give valuable help to the Hive once you’ve gone through Lottery, but you can’t do it right now.”

Gregas waved his hands in despair. “So, you’re telling me that I have to ignore the fact wild bees are running loose in our Hive, and spend the next four years of my life doing pointless Teen Level activity sessions.”

“Teen Level activity sessions aren’t pointless,” said Lucas. “You’ll experience things that help Lottery choose the best career for you. Or, more accurately, the best career from among the options available for borderline telepaths.”

“Waste Lottery!” Gregas turned his back on us and stalked away.

Buzz gave my retreating brother a startled look. “I’ve just had an insight into Gregas’s mind,” she said ruefully. “He’s going to be another hero rather than a coward like me.”

I had a horrific mental image of Gregas growing up to be an agent infiltrating other Hives, but thrust it aside. Our Hive wasn’t like Hive Genex. It didn’t send agents to steal information from other Hives or kidnap their citizens. At least, I hoped it didn’t.

“Gregas is going to have to wait until he’s eighteen to be a hero, just like every member of my Strike team did,” I said firmly. “And you need to stop calling yourself a coward, Buzz. When you were four years old, you had an insight into the mind of a man committing murder. He tried to hunt you down and kill you as well, but Morton and his Strike team arrived in time to save you.”

I shook my head. “Of course you were utterly terrified back then, and the memories of that terror still haunt you, but that doesn’t mean you’re a coward. You overcame your fears to join my unit. You help me hunt down wild bees to prevent them from harming other people the way that Franklin harmed that woman and you. That makes you braver than any of us, so don’t let Keith’s malicious tricks convince you otherwise.”

I paused. “Now, we need to get back to our unit, and prepare to respond to emergency calls.”

“We can go back to our unit,” said Lucas, “but we won’t be able to respond to an emergency call until you’ve had the mandatory twenty-four hours rest break after reading Franklin’s mind.”

“There’s no need for me to have a mandatory rest break after reading Franklin’s mind,” I said. “He was a wild bee long ago, but his mental reset and medication have made him into a rather blurry-minded but perfectly content Hive citizen.”
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Our group headed for the Level 27 express belt 500, and rode it northwards in brooding silence towards our unit. With most people still celebrating the New Year festival in the parks, the whole belt system was weirdly deserted. The few people who did join our express belt were clearly travelling between two sets of their partying relatives. I was struck by the fact that none of them stayed on the belt long enough to cross a zone boundary. Several were travelling so short a distance that they didn’t even bother moving across the slow and medium belts to reach the express belt.

When I first came out of Lottery, I’d often thought wistfully of the life I’d have led if I hadn’t been a telepath. I’d imagined an ordinary Amber, free from responsibility, doing unremarkable work that she loved. That Amber would have lived in an area very close to where she’d grown up, just on a different level of the Hive.

I’d gradually left that wistfulness behind, and adapted to my new life, but now I felt a desperate longing for simpler times. Keith was attacking my unit. Morton had nearly died, and his unit would be closed for twice as long as expected. The weight of responsibility on my shoulders was getting crushingly heavy, and I was scared that I wouldn’t be able to carry it, but I mustn’t show my fear to those around me.

We finally arrived at our unit’s dedicated bank of express lifts. Adika had just closed the doors of lift 2 behind us, and started it moving upwards to our unit on Industry 1, when Lucas’s dataview chimed.

“Gold Commander Melisande is calling me,” he said, and tapped at the screen.

A holo image of Gold Commander Melisande appeared in front of him. “Tactical Commander Lucas, I wish to speak to both you and Amber.”

I took a step closer to Lucas. “I’m here.”

“I’d like to thank you both for recalling your unit,” said Gold Commander Melisande formally. “Your rapid, constructive response to my broadcast about Morton has been noted and appreciated. Unfortunately, Keith’s response was equally rapid but far less helpful.”

I had a bad feeling that I knew what Keith’s response had been. “Lucas and I are currently in one of our unit’s dedicated lifts with a group of other unit members,” I said, in a warning tone. “If you wait five minutes, we can continue this conversation in the privacy of our apartment.”

“I don’t think it’s possible to stop this news from spreading around the Telepath Units,” said Gold Commander Melisande acidly, “and I see no reason why I should attempt to protect Keith’s reputation anyway. The moment I’d completed the broadcast about Morton’s emergency surgery, Keith contacted me to demand that Olivia be assigned to his unit.”

I didn’t dare to say a word in case I gave away my prior knowledge of this. I didn’t have the chance to say anything anyway, because Lucas was shouting his fury in a way that reminded me of Adika.

“You can’t allow that to happen. Keith has always been jealous of the other telepaths. He resents the fact they’re more gifted than him, and don’t have the problem of their telepathy randomly cutting out. Now Olivia’s mental reset has left her only a moderately talented borderline telepath, Keith wants to get her assigned to his unit, so he’ll be able to take a lingering, malicious revenge on her.”

Lucas paused an instant to breathe before ranting on. “Keith won’t just be taking revenge on Olivia though. He’ll be using her to intimidate the other telepaths as well, demonstrating what he’ll do to Amber, Morton, Sapphire, and Mira if they are ever in the same vulnerable situation.”

“When Keith made his demand, I accused him of exactly those things,” said Gold Commander Melisande. “Keith reminded me that he’d been deeply impressed by the way having a borderline telepath counsellor had helped Amber, and asked to borrow Buzz for a while. I’d told him there was a rule explicitly forbidding two telepaths sharing a counsellor, and offered him his choice of any other borderline telepath to help him. At the time, Keith didn’t seem interested, but now ...”

She scowled. “Now Keith says he wants to accept my offer, and Olivia is his choice of borderline telepath counsellor. He claims the fact she was once a telepath herself, whether she remembers those years or not, makes her the perfect candidate.”

“But Olivia can’t become Keith’s counsellor,” said Lucas impatiently. “Her mind was dominated by powerful echoes when her memory was reset, so her treatment plan insists on her having at least a year for her new personality to stabilize before she goes through Lottery. Even when Olivia does go through Lottery, there’s no guarantee she will be imprinted as a specialist psychologist.”

Melisande sighed. “I told Keith that, and he said it wasn’t a problem. His plan is for Olivia to counsel him on a purely amateur basis. At that point, I told Keith in the strongest possible terms that I refused to allow him to torment a past true telepath under the pretence of her counselling him. He responded that he had no intention of harming Olivia, and if I didn’t believe him, I could simply ask Amber to supervise the situation.”

“Precisely how would Amber supervise this?” asked Lucas sharply.

Melisande said just what I’d expected. “Keith suggests that he should contact Olivia directly with the offer of a position. If he convinces her to accept the offer, Amber would confirm Olivia is happy with the arrangement by reading her mind. Olivia would then join his unit, but Amber would read her mind at regular intervals to confirm she’s still happy.”

Lucas grimaced. “I don’t like Keith dragging Amber into this.”

“I don’t like it either,” said Melisande bitterly, “but I seem to have no choice. I told Keith I’d need time to consider his suggestion. He said I could take all the time I wanted, but he wouldn’t go on a single check run until he had my agreement.”

Lucas groaned. “So, Keith’s threatening to stop work and send the Hive into chaos if you don’t assign Olivia to his unit. Keith’s attack on Buzz today was obviously part of this plan, aimed at forcing Amber to agree to the supervision arrangement.”

Melisande blinked in alarm. “Keith attacked Amber’s counsellor today! What did he do to her?”

“He arranged for Buzz to be confronted with the murderer who nearly killed her as a child,” said Lucas harshly.

Our lift had reached the Industry 1 level now. The doors opened on our unit, but everyone was far too focused on Melisande’s call to leave the lift. Now that Lucas had worked out Keith’s plan, I felt it was safe for me to speak, and I had no choice about what to say. It would be hard to keep order in the Hive with only four Telepath Units. It would be utterly impossible with only three.

“Gold Commander Melisande, we have to agree to Keith’s demands,” I said. “If we don’t, he’ll stop doing check runs, and we all know what that will mean for our Hive. We’ll get hopelessly behind on catching the developing wild bees, and they’ll reach the point of wreaking havoc long before Morton recovers from his surgery.”

I paused. “Please make it clear to Keith that there are conditions on Olivia being in his unit though. Olivia must agree to join it of her own free will, she can only remain as long as my telepathic checks show she’s happy there, and Keith must carry out his duties without causing any more problems for my unit or other Telepath Units.”

“And I strongly suggest that you ask Gaius for daily reports on the situation rather than waiting for Amber to read Olivia’s mind to discover problems,” added Lucas.

Melisande nodded. “I’ll tell Keith those conditions, and warn him that breaking them will mean all contact between him and Olivia is permanently severed. If Keith genuinely cares about having Olivia in his unit, then at least he’ll have an incentive to behave himself.”

Melisande ended the call in her usual abrupt fashion, and Adika led the immediate angry roar of sound from the other unit members. I waved an urgent hand to silence them.

“Believe me, I hated meekly agreeing to Keith’s demands. He isn’t a man, he’s a two-legged slime ball, but the wellbeing of our Hive depends on the two-legged slime ball continuing to carry out check runs.”

I gave an angry shake of my head. “Now, I don’t want to talk about Keith any longer. I don’t want to think about him. I don’t even want to hear his name.”

I went out of the lift, and instinctively turned towards the park. When I went through the double doors, I stopped to take a box of birdseed from a storage cupboard, then walked over to the picnic area. The moment I sat down at one of the tables, and threw a handful of birdseed on the ground, multicoloured birds flew down from the surrounding trees to peck greedily at the bounty. I could feel my ragged nerves easing, but then a familiar voice spoke from behind me.

“Amber.”

I winced and turned to face Megan. “It’s been a very stressful day, with a difficult conference call, Keith attacking Buzz, and then the news about Morton’s surgery. I desperately need some quiet time alone.”

“I understand that,” said Megan, “but I just found out you haven’t had anything to eat since breakfast, so I brought these.”

She put a bottle of melon juice and a container on the table in front of me. I opened the container, caught the scent of hot pastries, and was instantly ravenously hungry.

“That’s very thoughtful,” I said. “Thank you.”

Megan hurried off. I munched two pastries, and then drank some melon juice. I was reaching for a third pastry when the warbling of an alarm sent the birds scattering.

“Unit emergency alert,” said a computerized voice from overhead. “Unit emergency alert. We have an incident in progress. Operational teams to stations. Strike team to lift 2.”

I dropped my third pastry, and was running for my apartment before the standard announcement had finished. The long battle to keep the Hive safe had begun.
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Ten minutes later, lift 2 was plummeting down through the levels of the Hive at ultra-express speed. Adika had brought Forge’s Beta Strike team on this run rather than Rothan’s more experienced Alpha Strike team. I knew Lucas and Adika had planned the best way to divide the pressure of unrelenting emergency runs between the two Strike teams. The presence of the Beta Strike team meant that either Lucas thought he could keep me well away from the danger area, or he thought this would be a relatively simple run. Hopefully both.

I’d vaguely wondered why Forge and four of his Beta team members were carrying large bags. Now they dumped them on the floor and started unpacking costumes. I frowned as I saw the four Beta team members were changing into the blue uniforms of Health and Safety, while Forge was pulling on the ominous grey robe of a nosy.

“Why are the five of you dressing as a nosy squad?” I asked.

“I’ve no idea why Lucas wants us pretending to be a nosy squad,” grumbled Forge. “I’ve also no idea why Lucas insisted on me playing the nosy myself. I wanted Penn to do it, because I don’t like a bulky nosy mask limiting my view of my team during an emergency run.”

I heard Lucas’s laughter from the crystal unit in my ear. “Forge, I specifically need you playing the nosy role. Your cliff-climbing skills are going to be important during this run.”

“You’re going to have to explain that statement, Lucas,” said Adika. “Even if we were heading for one of the Hive’s beaches, which we aren’t, I’m struggling to imagine why you’d want a nosy climbing a cliff.”

“Our nosy won’t actually be climbing a cliff,” said Lucas, “but Forge’s experience working with ropes when cliff climbing will still be vitally important.”

“Oh.” Forge seemed flattered by this comment. “Well, in that case ...”

Lucas changed to using the Tactical Commander voice. “I’ll brief you on the current situation first, then explain our plan to deal with it. We’re responding to a strength three incident in Burgundy Zone that involves a sixteen-year-old male target.”

He paused. “We’re beginning this run with the unusual luxury of knowing both the target’s identity and the background history behind the incident. Riley appears to have been an ordinary teen, not guilty of anything more worrying than balancing on the handrail of the downway, until just before last Carnival. At that point, Riley asked one of the girls living on his Teen Level corridor to be his partner during the celebrations. Noreen accepted, and she enjoyed Riley’s company during Carnival enough to agree to continue their relationship afterwards, but then she grew uncomfortable with Riley’s increasingly controlling behaviour.”

Forge was putting on the head-enveloping nosy mask now, its distorted shape and the weird purple glint of the eyes completing his transformation into something inhuman. The remnants of my childhood terror of nosies surfaced, so I turned away from Forge and concentrated on listening to Lucas’s briefing.

“Noreen tried discussing the problem with Riley,” said Lucas, “but his behaviour got worse rather than better. A few days before the Valentine festival, Noreen had a private conversation with Riley where she gently told him she was ending their relationship but hoped they’d remain friends. She was confused when Riley acted as if the conversation had never happened. He kept telling her what Valentine events they’d be attending, and referring to her as his girlfriend in front of the other members of their corridor group.”

“Voice check,” said Forge, in the creepy tones of a nosy.

“Mask acoustic distortion system working perfectly,” said Adika.

“Noreen thought Riley hadn’t understood what she was saying, and she needed to make her position clearer,” said Lucas. “There was a second private conversation where Noreen bluntly told Riley that she didn’t like his behaviour, she didn’t want to be his girlfriend any longer, and she wouldn’t be going to any Valentine events with him. Again, Riley behaved as if the conversation had never happened. On the second morning of the Valentine festival, Noreen caught Riley telling the rest of the corridor group an invented story about him attending one of the previous day’s events with her.”

Lucas sighed. “Noreen didn’t want to make a scene in front of all their friends. She knew it wouldn’t just be embarrassing, but could force the others to take sides and divide the corridor group. Instead, Noreen listened in silence while Riley finished his story. She then waited for the others to leave before having a final furious conversation with Riley, where she forbade him to tell any more lies about her. The situation hit crisis point the next day, when Noreen found Riley telling the corridor group more lies about the wonderful time they’d had together at a Valentine dance.”

“We’re nearly at Level 61,” warned Adika.

“When you go out of the lift,” said Lucas, “Forge and his hasty escort should lead the way across to the northbound express belt at the standard slow, dignified pace of a nosy squad. The rest of you will follow them at a suitable distance, behaving like ordinary citizens disgusted by being so close to a nosy.”

“Moving at a slow, dignified pace will lose us a lot of time,” said Adika pointedly.

“Unusually for an emergency run, there’s no need for you to hurry,” said Lucas.

Our lift stopped on Level 61, and Lucas waited until we were on the northbound express belt before speaking again. “Resuming the briefing. By this time, Noreen wasn’t just frustrated by Riley’s behaviour. It was scaring her. In desperation, she interrupted Riley’s story, and announced she’d broken off their relationship days before the Valentine festival and he was telling them lies. Riley just laughed at her though, and said she was joking.”

Lucas groaned. “Riley had been taking full advantage of Noreen’s unwillingness to cause problems for the rest of the corridor group. He’d told them far more lies than she realized, convincing everyone he’d been in a deeply committed relationship with Noreen since Carnival. The corridor group reacted by telling Noreen that her joke wasn’t funny but cruel. Noreen went to her room in despair, and called Accommodation Services to request they move her to a room in an entirely different area of Burgundy Zone.”

“Noreen shouldn’t have had to move room to escape Riley,” grumbled Adika.

“She didn’t move room,” said Lucas. “When Accommodation Services asked Noreen’s reason for requesting a room change, she described her problem with Riley. Accommodation Services followed standard procedure by referring the case to one of Law Enforcement’s stalking specialists, who spent two days working as a cleaner in the local community centre. After watching Riley pursue Noreen, and eavesdropping on their conversations, the stalking specialist was satisfied Noreen’s story was true.”

Lucas paused. “The specialist arranged for Riley to be transferred to a room at the far side of Burgundy Zone. There was the danger that Noreen’s corridor group would blame her for Riley being transferred, and possibly even help Riley keep contacting her, so a nosy squad was sent to the corridor. The nosy lectured Riley about his harassment of Noreen in front of the whole corridor group, then the nosy squad escorted Riley to his new room, and ordered him to attend a series of therapy sessions.”

“But the therapy sessions obviously failed to stop Riley harassing Noreen,” said Adika gloomily. “In my experience, therapy sessions never achieve very much.”

Buzz’s voice spoke on the crystal comms. “If you think things through, Adika, you’re bound to get the impression that therapy sessions don’t achieve very much. You never have to go on emergency runs after the people whose therapy sessions succeed in correcting their behaviour.”

“In this case,” said Lucas, “the therapy sessions didn’t have any chance of succeeding because Riley didn’t stay in his new room long enough to attend them. Only the next day, Noreen and the rest of her corridor group returned from their morning activity sessions to find Riley moving his belongings back into his old room. The group had a strange conversation with Riley where he denied there’d been a visit from a nosy squad or a change in his room assignment. He said that he and Noreen had just spent the morning together in the park.”

Lucas gave a rueful laugh. “Faced with Riley denying reality, the rest of the corridor group now fully understood what Noreen had been dealing with. They made a mass report of the situation to Law Enforcement.”

“Was Riley telling deliberate lies, Lucas,” asked Adika, “or did he genuinely believe in a fantasy world where everything happened the way he wanted?”

“We now believe Riley was telling deliberate lies,” said Lucas. “He was trying to make Noreen doubt her own memory of events, and isolate her from the corridor group so he’d have total control over her.”

Lucas sighed. “So, the room transfer exercise was repeated, but this time Riley was sent all the way to Green Zone, assigned a room in a supervised corridor of problem teens, and fitted with a tracking bracelet. Riley tried to return to his old corridor again the next day, but his tracking bracelet alerted Law Enforcement when he left Green Zone, and a nosy patrol intercepted and arrested him.”

Lucas sighed again. “Riley behaved impeccably after that, never attempting to set foot outside Green Zone. He attended all his therapy sessions, claimed he’d been lost in a foolish fantasy about Noreen, and requested the chance to apologize to her for his behaviour.”

“Riley obviously wanted another chance to harass his victim,” growled Adika.

“Well, he didn’t get that chance,” said Lucas. “His therapist firmly refused the request, saying that any approach from her abuser would just cause Noreen additional distress. Riley appeared to accept that, and took part in all his new corridor group’s supervised social events. His parents made regular visits to him in Green Zone until Halloween, when Riley was allowed to start making scheduled visits to their apartment in Burgundy Zone again.”

Lucas paused. “Riley was given a designated route to his parents’ apartment, carefully chosen to avoid Noreen’s room. When he kept dutifully following that route, his tracking bracelet was removed. As the New Year festival approached, Riley had still made no attempt to go near Noreen, so he was allowed to go to Burgundy Zone and celebrate the festival under the supervision of his parents.”

“I suppose Riley behaved flawlessly at the start of the New Year festival,” said Adika, in a resigned voice. “By this afternoon, his parents would have stopped watching him so closely, which allowed him to sneak off and find Noreen.”

“That’s exactly what happened,” said Lucas. “Riley’s parents were distracted by meeting some old friends. When they noticed Riley was missing, they thought he’d gone to get more food or use the park facilities. After a while though, they got worried, began searching for him, and gradually called in all their friends and neighbours to help. It wasn’t until virtually everyone in the park was involved in the search, and there was still no sign of Riley, that his parents finally reported the situation to Law Enforcement. A hasty team immediately went to do a safety check on Noreen, but found she was missing from her parents’ park.”

“Riley’s parents should have reported him missing the moment he sneaked away,” said Adika.

I pictured how my parents would react in this situation. “I understand that Riley’s parents didn’t want to get him in more trouble with Law Enforcement, but delaying has made things far worse.”

Nicole joined the conversation on the crystal comms. “Our tracking shows you’ll need to change express belt at the next interchange.”

We jumped belt at the next interchange, joined an eastbound express belt for a few minutes, and then Nicole warned us about another express belt change.

“Lucas, I hope you’ve warned Keith’s unit that we’ll be travelling north through his home zones of Red and Burgundy to deal with an incident,” said Adika. “We’ll need Gaius to keep watch over Keith to make sure he doesn’t cause problems.”

“In fact, you won’t be joining the northbound express belt this time,” said Lucas. “Liaison sent out an alert to ask all hasty teams to watch out for Riley and Noreen, and they were spotted on Level 61 travelling southbound through Burgundy Zone. They’re only just entering Red Zone now, so the plan is for you to join the same express belt here in Orange Zone, and travel southbound ahead of them to reach our chosen ambush position.”

“Ah, you’ve decided to use ambush tactics,” said Adika, in a satisfied voice. “I always like having a target walk into an ambush.”

There was silence on the comms while we changed express belt, and then Lucas started talking again. “Once we learned Riley and Noreen were riding this express belt, Liaison moved all the uniformed hasties and nosy squads clear of it to avoid alarming Riley. They then asked the maintenance workers running the express belt to report on the progress of two teens. Liaison justified that request by telling the maintenance workers a shocking story of Riley and Noreen being caught throwing food at each other while trespassing in a Level 1 park in Burgundy Zone. The two teens were now supposedly being monitored to ensure they obeyed hasty orders to return to their Level 61 home area in Violet Zone. The disapproving maintenance workers are sending us regular reports of Riley and Noreen riding this belt southbound.”

Lucas’s voice took on a grim tone. “Those reports consistently describe Riley keeping a tight hold on Noreen and pulling her close against him. The maintenance workers are interpreting this as being an affectionate hug. Given the circumstances though, you should assume Riley is holding Noreen forcibly captive. Be aware that Riley has already escalated his behaviour from harassing his victim to abducting her. There’s a high probability that he’ll escalate further and use violence against Noreen.”

He paused. “Your first priority in the ambush must be to prevent Riley from harming Noreen. If necessary, we’ll use the tactic of letting Riley escape to separate the two of them. Once Noreen is safe, we can then pursue and secure Riley.”

“Understood,” said Adika.

“Tracking shows you’re approaching the ambush position,” added Lucas. “Please jump belt in three, two, one ... Now!”
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We all left the belt and gathered together. “So, what’s the plan, Lucas?” asked Adika. “With the express belts almost deserted during the New Year festival, it will be impossible for us to creep up on Riley unseen. If he’s escalating into violence, then shooting him on stun would mean he still has time to injure Noreen before he loses consciousness, but it would be a bit drastic to shoot him on kill setting. He may just have dragged Noreen off to try to talk her into being his girlfriend again, and have no intention of harming her.”

“We couldn’t risk shooting Riley on kill setting anyway,” said Lucas. “He’s holding Noreen so closely against him that one unexpected movement would mean we killed an innocent girl. My Tactical team chose this point for the ambush because of the set of conveniently large noticeboards that you can use as a hiding place.”

We all turned to look at the noticeboards next to us, which were advertising the sequence of Light and Dark pageants that would be held in the Orange Zone Arenas between the New Year festival and Carnival.

“I can see there’s plenty of room for us to hide behind the noticeboards,” said Adika. “The problem is that we’re going to be horribly conspicuous once we leave our hiding place and run towards Riley and Noreen.”

“Which is why we’ll be using our nosy squad to create a diversion,” said Lucas. “Amber, her Bodyguard team, and the nosy squad should now head to the row of lifts just south of your current position.”

“My Liaison team has already locked two of those lifts for priority usage, and we’re holding them ready for you on Level 61,” said Nicole. “Sending relevant location details to everyone now.”

Rafael was leading my Bodyguard team on this run, and tried to pick me up to carry me southwards, but I dodged him and kept walking on my own two feet.

“Amber and her Bodyguard team will take one of the lifts downwards,” said Lucas, “and position themselves directly under the southbound express belt so Amber can scan the incoming travellers in absolute safety. Forge and his four hasties will be taking the other lift upwards, and finding an inspection hatch directly over the southbound express belt. They’ll open that inspection hatch, and prepare to lower Forge down on a harness when Riley is approaching.”

Earlier, I’d worked out the presence of the Beta Strike team meant that either Lucas thought he could keep me well away from the danger area, or he thought this would be a relatively simple run. Now it was clear the first of those things was true, but the second definitely wasn’t. Hostage situations were never simple.

Lucas continued speaking. “The idea is that Riley will be frozen in terror by the sight of a nosy hovering over the express belt. That should give Adika and the remaining Chase team members time to dash out from behind the noticeboards, get across the slow and medium belts to the express belt, and grab Riley before he harms Noreen.”

Adika’s laughter was deafening on the crystal comms.

“Forge mustn’t forget to take the extra black bag with him,” said Nicole.

“I’m already wearing a full nosy outfit,” said Forge, “so what’s in the extra black bag?”

“We’ve sent you the wings from your dark angel Halloween costume,” said Nicole. “We felt that adding the wings to your nosy outfit would both help to hide the ropes suspending you, and explain how a nosy is hovering in midair.”

Lucas made a choking noise. “Nicole, I’m always awed by the thoroughness of your Liaison team when it comes to providing costumes and cover stories.”

“We do our best,” said Nicole smugly.

My bodyguards and I headed down in the lift to Level 62, and then walked along a deserted corridor to what looked like a store room door. Rafael entered a code, opened the door, frowned, and spoke on the crystal comms.

“Liaison, there’s a problem with the store room you suggested for Amber’s location.”

“What sort of problem?” asked Nicole anxiously.

“It’s so full of crates that you couldn’t hide a rabbit in there, let alone a telepath,” said Rafael.

I shrugged. “It doesn’t matter whether I can hide in the store room or not. There’s no one here to see me anyway.”

Rafael gave me a startled look. “I didn’t realize you were already scanning the area.”

“I’m not, but ...” I struggled for words. “I don’t need to be actively using my telepathic sense to be aware how quiet it is here compared to the normal background hum of the Hive mind.”

“I suppose that’s because the people are all gathered in the local park,” said Rafael.

Now that I was actively thinking about the quietness, I was getting increasingly puzzled by the scale of it. “No, it’s so quiet here that the local park has to be virtually empty as well. In fact, there can’t be many people in the nearest parks for several levels above and below me either. It’s like I’m down on Level 100, with only a few maintenance staff around.”

“I think I’m responsible for the quietness,” said Lucas. “If we need to use the tactic of letting Riley escape to separate him from Noreen, he’s likely to head for the nearest park to grab a new hostage from among the celebrating crowds. I took the safety precaution of asking Liaison to evacuate the nearest parks on Levels 59 through 63.”

He paused. “Whatever story Liaison used to explain that evacuation must have been far more frightening than the usual electrical failure or coolant leak. Amber is describing such extreme quietness that people can’t have just left the nearest parks. They’ve fled in terror from the whole area.”

“We haven’t terrified anyone,” said Nicole cheerfully. “We just took advantage of the New Year tradition of crowds in random low level parks getting unexpected last-minute invitations to attend high level arena performances. Fifteen minutes ago, the nearest parks on Levels 59 through 63 received invitations to attend a performance by Ella in the Level 1 Orange Zone Arena. Everyone immediately left at express belt speed.”

“I’m not surprised!” gasped an envious voice on the crystal comms. “I’d love to watch Ella’s performance myself!”

“Of course you’re welcome to go and watch Ella’s performance, Yosh,” said Adika acidly. “It’s not as if we’re doing anything important here.”

“I obviously don’t want to go and watch the performance now,” said Yosh hastily. “I just meant that in other circumstances I’d have loved to watch it. I grew up in Orange Zone, and I’ve been a huge fan of Ella since ...”

A rumbling sound from Adika warned us that he was about to unleash the full force of his sarcasm on Yosh, but Lucas intervened. “We estimate that Riley and Noreen will arrive in telepathic range of Amber in just over four minutes.”

“I’ll start checking for them now.” I sat down on the corridor floor, leaned my back against the wall, and closed my eyes.

“Bodyguards, form protective wall,” said Rafael.

There was a shuffling of feet as my Bodyguard team closed ranks around me, but I ignored it and reached out with my mind. The area around me on Level 62 was mostly dark to my telepathic view. A blurred light area over to my right had to be the animal and bird minds in the local park. Just to my left, twin lines of the brighter minds of human beings moving rapidly north and south showed the position of the express belt corridors on Level 62.

I moved my scan upwards to Level 61. That appeared almost identical to Level 62, except that the blurred light area of the park was in a different position, while the southbound express belt corridor passed directly over my head. With so few travellers on the belt system, I instantly spotted two minds moving steadily south towards me. One had the typical appearance and shape of a dutiful Hive citizen, but was flaring with emotion. The other looked wrong, felt wrong, smelt wrong.

I reached out to touch thoughts that were coldly reviewing a plan.

... haven’t seen any hasties since we left Burgundy Zone. Either no one has reported us missing yet, or they’re still searching Burgundy Zone for ...

... leave the express belt in Green Zone, and take a lift to Teen Level. It won’t take long to ...

... tool I stole from the Accommodation Services office will let me override the door code of any teen room. I can take whatever food and clothes I want, hide in rooms on empty corridors, and ...

I, Riley, heard a loud announcement from overhead speakers. “Warning, zone bulkhead approaching!”

“Target acquired,” I said. “Riley is planning to stay on the express belt as far as Green Zone, and then take a lift to Teen Level. He’s got an Accommodation Services tool in his pocket that will let him get into teen rooms to hide or steal supplies.”

“Riley and Noreen have arrived in Amber’s telepathic range ahead of schedule,” said Lucas anxiously. “Are you ready to do the flying nosy act, Forge?”

“We’ll need another minute to sort out the wings,” said the distorted nosy voice.

“Riley and Noreen aren’t arriving early,” I explained hastily. “I’m just able to read Riley’s mind from a much longer range than usual because it’s so quiet here. He’s still in Red Zone, but he must be getting close to the bulkhead doors between Red Zone and Orange Zone because he just heard the zone bulkhead warning.”

“Riley and Noreen are arriving precisely on schedule then,” said Lucas. “As soon as Adika sights Riley and Noreen coming along the belt, he’ll call for the nosy squad to lower Forge down into view. The major express belt corridors have high ceilings, but the nosy squad will still need to be careful Forge’s feet aren’t low enough to collide with travellers moving at express speed along the belt.”

He paused. “Amber, is anyone else travelling on the express belt close to Riley and Noreen?”

I checked the view through the eyes of my target. “No one is anywhere near them. I think Riley has been actively avoiding the new travellers joining the belt by ... Oh, Riley doesn’t want to lose time by leaving the belt and walking through the bulkhead doors. He’s picking Noreen up, ready to make the jump from the Red Zone express belt to the Orange Zone express belt.”

“I hope Riley’s got the strength and dexterity to make the jump while carrying Noreen,” said Lucas. “He’ll blame her if he falls.”

“Riley seems confident about making the jump. My impression is that he did the same thing at the bulkhead between Burgundy Zone and Red Zone, and didn’t have any problems.”

I waited while Riley braced himself, made a mental countdown, and leapt the narrow gap. “Riley has landed safely on the Orange Zone express belt, and is putting Noreen down now.”

“Good,” said Lucas. “Liaison, please arrange for the overhead signs to ask all travellers behind Riley and Noreen to leave the belt. We don’t want a lot of bystanders being shocked by the sight of our hovering nosy.”

“Setting up a rolling alert on the southbound express belt overhead signs,” said Nicole. “We’ll use the standard excuse of urgent maintenance work.”

“Now we need to consider Noreen’s personality,” said Lucas. “Buzz has been reviewing all her school reports and Teen Level records.”

“Everything is consistent with Noreen being a dutiful, quiet girl from a devout Hiveist background,” said Buzz. “That’s probably why Riley chose her for his girlfriend. He believed it would be easy to manipulate Noreen into accepting his lies and increasingly outrageous behaviour. She rebelled against him in the end though. Now she’s had the encouragement of Law Enforcement and her corridor group taking her side, I’m surprised she hasn’t tried to escape from Riley.”

“None of the maintenance workers who’ve seen Riley and Noreen have mentioned Noreen showing any signs of resistance,” said Lucas. “My Tactical team is predicting she’ll continue quietly riding along the belt with Riley, but I’d like Amber to check what’s going on in Noreen’s head. Is she afraid of Riley? Is she planning an escape attempt? How is she likely to react during the ambush?”

I moved across to Noreen’s mind, and was startled to find all her thought levels were repeating the same sequence of words.

... is our world. It guards and protects us. We’ll pass a nosy squad soon, and they’ll save me. The Hive is our world. It guards and protects us. We’ll pass a nosy squad soon, and they’ll save me. The Hive is our world. It guards and protects us. We’ll pass a nosy squad soon, and they’ll save ...

I was caught up in Noreen’s endlessly repeating sequence of thoughts, and sharing all her senses as if they were my own. I was feeling sick and giddy, but that didn’t matter. There was discomfort from the fingers of Riley’s left hand digging into my arm as he held me prisoner against him, but that didn’t matter either. The pain in my back, and the warm sensation of wet blood against my skin, were far more worrying, but the crucial thing was the knife Riley’s right hand was holding against my back. I had to obey Riley’s every word, or he’d use that knife on me again.

“Noreen tried to escape when Riley dragged her onto the express belt in Burgundy Zone,” I shouted in alarm, “and he stabbed her in the back with a knife. Riley said that was just a warning scratch, but if she tried to escape again then he’d kill her. Noreen is feeling sick and giddy now from loss of blood. She knows she can’t outrun Riley, so she’s just trusting in the Hive and hoping they’ll meet a nosy squad. She thinks the nosy will read Riley’s mind and order their hasty escort to save her.”

“This nosy is ordering an entire Strike team to save her,” Forge spoke on the crystal comms, the anger in his voice plainly audible despite the acoustic distortion.

“Waste it!” said Lucas. “None of the reports mentioned a knife or blood.”

“It’s a small knife, but very sharp,” I said. “Noreen was wearing one of her ordinary teen outfits for the sports events, and since she’s from Burgundy Zone ...”

Lucas groaned and finished my sentence for me. “Her teen outfit will be mostly burgundy in colour. Riley planned to injure Noreen from the start. He chose a knife that would be easy to hide. He abducted her during the sports competition because he wanted her wearing burgundy clothes rather than her festival outfit. He knew that nobody would notice a bloodstain on burgundy fabric or drops of blood on the black express belt. Need to re-analyze everything and ...”

Lucas was silent for less than a second before speaking again. “Amber, please return to Riley’s thoughts now. I’m worried that you said he was planning to leave the express belt in Green Zone and then take a lift to Teen Level. Riley should be planning to go to any other zone of the Hive rather than where he was held in a supervised corridor.”

I tore myself away from Noreen’s panic-stricken mind, returned to the coldness of Riley, and searched through his thought levels.

... celebrating the festival means Teen Level will be virtually deserted. I’ll only need to stop in my old room for a couple of minutes to ...

I gasped at the images accompanying that thought. “Noreen dared to rebel against Riley, so he’s going to kill her! He’s taking her to his room in Green Zone, because he wants to leave her body there as a message to Law Enforcement. They will never be able to control Riley again. He has taken command of his own destiny, and claimed the ultimate power of life and death over others.”
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“We can’t go for the strike, Lucas,” said Adika in alarm. “If Riley intends to kill Noreen anyway, he’ll cut her throat if we go anywhere near him.”

“We have to go for the strike.” Lucas’s voice was icy calm. “We’re Noreen’s only chance of survival. No other telepath’s Strike team is in a position to intercept Riley and Noreen before they reach Riley’s room in Green Zone and he kills her. All my team’s projections show that sending in a group of hasties to deal with Riley won’t just result in Noreen’s death, but multiple dead or injured hasties as well.”

Adika gave a resigned groan.

“All Strike team members,” said Lucas briskly, “you aren’t approaching scene, but the scene is approaching you at express belt speed.”

“Crystal units to visual,” said Adika.

My Bodyguard team and I weren’t in a position to see anything useful, but I automatically adjusted my ear crystal anyway, so the camera unfolded at the right side of my face.

“Visual links green for all Strike team,” said Nicole.

“Our strength three incident has escalated to strength five bordering strength six,” said Lucas. “Deadly force is authorized. Adika, I’m designating you as kill shot sharpshooter. Only fire if you’re sure you can take down Riley without hitting Noreen, or Riley attempts to cut her throat. Noreen is far more likely to survive another stab wound in the back than being shot on kill setting.”

He paused. “When Adika sees Riley and Noreen coming, he’ll give the order for Forge to be lowered into view as planned. Amber, I’ll need you to call the strike for us on this run. The moment Riley sees the hovering nosy, you should call the strike and leave Riley’s mind. Ready now, everyone.”

Seconds passed slowly by while I focused intently on the view through Riley’s eyes. The knife wasn’t even featuring in his thoughts, but I could feel my right hand, no Riley’s right hand, holding it against Noreen’s back.

“Forge, now!” ordered Adika.

Riley had turned his head to look to the left at that moment. When he faced forward again, he saw the nosy hovering over the express belt.

“Strike time,” I shouted, but instantly realized there was something wrong about Riley’s reaction to the sight of the hovering nosy. A memory chain started playing in his mind, and I frantically shouted again.

“Hold strike!”

“Hold strike!” Lucas repeated my words.

“Riley isn’t scared of nosies!” I gabbled information at top speed. “He knows they’re just ordinary hasties wearing frightening costumes. They can’t read minds, let alone fly, so Riley thinks Forge is just a harmless holo image. Either someone is playing jokes or ...”

I gasped for breath. “Riley’s looking for genuine threats now. There’s no one here. No place for anyone to hide except those noticeboards. Riley’s facing the noticeboards now, holding Noreen in front of him, knife poised to kill her if he gets charged by hasties.”

“Adika?” Lucas turned the name into a question.

“No shot,” said Adika. “Riley is using Noreen to shield his own body.”

“Riley believes Forge is a harmless holo,” said Lucas. “Nosy squad, lower Forge down just enough that he’ll be able to kick Riley away from Noreen when they pass underneath him. If possible, Adika will take his kill shot at that moment. Whether he does or not, Adika calls the strike, and the Chase team goes in at top speed. Dying targets have been known to hold on for the few seconds needed to kill their hostages. Amber, get out of Riley’s mind and go circuit now!”

Going circuit normally meant running safety checks on all the minds of the Chase team. In this case though, Forge was the only one in immediate danger from Riley.

“Going circuit direct to Forge,” I said.

I linked to Forge’s mind, and saw the view from his eyes. Riley and Noreen were being carried rapidly along the express belt towards him. Riley was still facing the noticeboards and holding Noreen in front of him. As the express belt carried them on, Riley turned himself and Noreen to keep facing the noticeboards, ignoring what he thought was just an illusion of a nosy hanging over the express belt.

In the final second, when Riley and Noreen were speeding towards him, Forge’s thought levels flared bright in calculation, and he aimed a kick at Riley’s head. When Forge’s foot made contact with its target, the impact sent Forge swinging wildly on his ropes. He heard the sharp sound of a gun firing on kill setting, and then Adika shouted on the crystal comms.

“Strike time!”

The rushing feet and heavy breathing on the crystal comms meant the Chase team was going in. Forge was fighting with his ropes to try to control his swinging, and peering urgently around.

Can’t see what the waste is happening!

I saw glimpses of the ceiling lights, the corridor wall, and the Chase team charging across the slow and medium belts to reach the express belt. There was no sign of either Riley or Noreen though.

Of course the express belt has carried Riley and Noreen away behind me, and ...

Forge was perfectly safe now, so I switched to Adika’s mind, and found him pounding along the express belt with the Chase team following. He could see two figures lying on the belt ahead of him. Riley was sprawled on his face, and lying completely still, but Noreen was struggling to her feet. She used her left hand to cradle her right arm against her body, as she stared back at the nosy figure hanging above the express belt.

Adika’s thoughts linked to the information in his Strike team leader imprint.

Hostage doesn’t appear to be critically injured. Priority is securing target.

Adika ran straight past Noreen and dropped to his knees beside Riley. He took the knife from Riley’s hand first, and then lifted Riley’s head for a moment.

Forge’s kick broke Riley’s neck. The boy was probably already dead when I fired my kill shot.

Adika laid Riley’s head down again, stood up, and turned to look at the Chase team. “The target died of a broken neck,” he reported on the comms. “How is Noreen?”

“Noreen is clearly suffering from shock,” said Penn, “and has a broken or badly bruised arm, but she crucially doesn’t seem to have any additional stab wounds. I assume that Liaison has ...?”

“We have a medical team with psychological support incoming,” said Nicole, “but your group is both worryingly conspicuous on that express belt and rapidly moving position.”

“Amir and Yosh, take charge of Riley,” said Adika. “Try to make it look as if you’re assisting someone with minor injuries rather than carrying a corpse. Forge’s hasty squad can pull him back up through the hatch now. I’ll try to get Noreen off the belt myself.”

Adika went to where Noreen was standing, with Penn hovering protectively beside her. “Noreen, we are members of Law Enforcement,” he said gently. “May I carry you off the belt to get medical help?”

Noreen didn’t respond, so Adika asked the question again, and this time she turned to give him a dazed look. “The Hive is our world. It guards and protects us.”

“Yes, it does,” said Adika uncertainly.

“The Hive is our world. It guards and protects us,” Noreen repeated the words from Hive Duty song number ten again. “I should have known that I was never in danger.”

Lucas spoke on the crystal comms. “Amber, can you please check how Noreen is coping mentally?”

I’d already moved to Noreen’s mind, and discovered it was filled with awe. “Adika, reply to Noreen with the last words of Hive Duty song number ten. The Hive is our world. And we are the Hive.”

Adika said those words, and Noreen smiled at him. “We are the Hive. We all carry each other.”

“She means that you can carry her, Adika,” I said.

I stayed with Noreen as Adika picked her up, careful of her injured arm and back, then carried her off the belt with the Chase team following him.

“Chase team should take the next side corridor to reach the area school,” said Nicole. “The school is obviously closed for the New Year festival, so the medical team can meet you in the main hall.”

“Everyone else should regroup in the main hall of that school as well,” said Lucas.

“Sending location information to everyone else now,” said Nicole.

As Adika led the Chase team into the side corridor, they met an elderly man who looked anxiously at Noreen. “What happened? Is the girl all right?”

“A boy was playing tricks on the express belt and caused an accident,” said Adika. “I’m afraid I don’t have time to explain now. We’re meeting a medical team at the school.”

The man stepped aside, and the Chase team hurried past him, making sure they blocked the man’s view of Riley’s limp body. A minute later, the Chase team entered the school, and Adika handed Noreen over to a medical team. Satisfied that she was in safe hands, I returned to my own head, and opened my eyes.

I found Rafael looking down at me. “Amber’s back with us,” he reported on the comms. “Bodyguard team is moving to school now.”

Rafael held out a hand to help me to my feet, and then picked me up. This time, I didn’t object to being carried. Reading the minds of strangers was far more tiring than reading the familiar minds of my unit members, and reading the disturbing thoughts of wild bees was vastly worse.

Earlier today, I’d told Lucas that reading Franklin’s mind didn’t count as reading a wild bee, because Franklin’s mental reset and medication had made him into a rather blurry-minded but content Hive citizen. I’d believed that was true at the time, but the dangerous edge still lurking in the depths of Franklin’s mind had affected me more than I’d realized. Continuing to read the mind of a terrified girl hostage, and the boy who was planning to murder her, had left me both physically and mentally exhausted.

I stopped listening to the comms, and let my mind drift aimlessly until Rafael carried me into the main hall of the school where Adika, Forge, and the rest of the Beta team were waiting. Rafael put me down on a comfortable, cushioned chair that seemed totally out of place there. I was wondering if my team had stolen it from the headteacher’s office, when I heard Lucas saying my name on the comms.

“Amber?”

The tone of his voice told me that he’d repeated my name a couple of times already. “Sorry,” I said. “I wasn’t paying attention to the comms.”

“I was asking how Riley knew that nosies were just ordinary hasties dressed up in frightening outfits,” said Lucas.

“When Buzz was four years old, she witnessed a murder,” I said. “About a year ago, a fifteen-year-old Riley was in a similar situation. I only caught part of the relevant memory chain, but it seemed to be a case of a Telepath Unit emergency run going horribly wrong. Riley arrived at a corridor junction just in time to see what I think was a target being chased by three Strike team members. The target literally ran straight into a nosy squad, stabbed the nosy, and then carried on running with the Strike team members charging after them.”

“Were there any clues to which Telepath Unit was responding to the emergency run?” asked Nicole.

“Two of the Strike team members were female,” I said.

“Keith and Morton’s units have priority on the limited number of suitable female Strike team candidates,” said Nicole. “Did the female Strike team members have blonde hair or brown?”

“Blonde hair,” I said.

“It was Keith’s unit then,” said Nicole. “It’s impossible for Keith’s female Strike team members to be chosen to match his physical preference of girls having a slender build and being much shorter than him. They make the gesture of dyeing their hair blonde to please him though.”

“I see,” I said. “Well, Riley wasn’t scared by the sight of a murderous attack but fascinated. He hid around the corner, watching the four hasties frantically drag off the nosy’s grey robe and mask, and give first aid to the perfectly human woman underneath. That was all I saw of the memory chain, so I don’t know what happened after that. Riley obviously didn’t have his memory reset though, so he must have got away unseen.”

“I remember that emergency run from when I was Keith’s deputy Tactical team leader,” said Lucas. “The wild bee had seriously injured one person before the emergency call came in, and stabbed two more before Keith and his Strike team caught up with him. Just as Keith located the wild bee, his telepathy cut out, so Gaius immediately called the strike.”

Lucas paused. “Gaius was right to make that decision. If he’d left the wild bee running loose until another telepath arrived, dozens more people could have been injured or killed. The strike was bound to be a complete mess though. The wild bee ran into a nosy squad, and stabbed the nosy, before finally being secured by the Strike team. With Keith’s telepathy out of action, we never knew there was a witness in the area, let alone that they’d been triggered into turning wild bee themselves.”

“Riley was only triggered into turning wild bee because he had the potential for violence in him,” said Buzz, her voice sounding unusually harsh on the comms. “Riley’s belief that the nosies were real telepaths had kept that potential in check for years. If he hadn’t witnessed that stabbing, he could have kept living a full life as a dutiful citizen of the Hive.”

Lucas groaned. “But once Riley saw the nosies weren’t weird-looking mutants under their masks, he worked out they probably weren’t real telepaths either. After that, Riley started pushing the limits. Choosing Noreen to be his property. Gradually escalating his behaviour to her. Manipulating the rest of the corridor group into helping him control her.”

Lucas gave a rueful laugh. “But Noreen dared to rebel against Riley. Law Enforcement moved him to a supervised corridor in Green Zone, fitted him with a tracking bracelet, and made him attend therapy sessions. Riley pretended to be a reformed character, but he couldn’t forget the target he’d seen stabbing the nosy. He dreamed of taking his behaviour further, and becoming like that target. Running from authority, finding a way to hide among the hundred million people in the Hive, and then controlling, injuring, or killing anyone he wanted.”

There was a brief silence before Lucas continued speaking. “Amber, are you able to give us any more information on Noreen’s state of mind? I know she’s from a devout Hiveist background, but her comments to Adika still seemed a little strange. Given the drastic nature of what happened to her today, we have to make a decision on resetting her mind as fast as possible. We need to understand what’s going on inside her head before doing that.”

I had some major concerns about Hiveism, but I’d decided that I had no right to override Olivia’s decisions about her life, and the same thing applied to Noreen. “You can’t reset Noreen,” I said. “What happened today was a defining experience for her. Ever since she moved to Teen Level, Noreen has dreamed of being a Hiveist Ministrant, but felt she wasn’t worthy. Now the light angel has appeared in the aspect of a winged nosy to save her from death, Noreen knows the Hive itself has declared her worthy, and Lottery will grant her dream.”

“Why would Noreen think I was the light angel?” Forge sounded bewildered.

I gave a pitying sigh at his ignorance. “Because you had wings, Forge. Nosies don’t have wings, but the light angel does.”

“That’s true,” said Forge doubtfully, “but I was wearing the black wings from my dark angel costume. Shouldn’t Noreen have thought I was the dark angel?”

“Noreen thought you were simultaneously embodying the aspects of both the light and dark angels,” I said. “A central point of Hiveist doctrine is that there is no light without darkness, and no darkness without light. That means the light and dark angels are intrinsically both separate and forever united. It should be obvious that the light angel appeared in the aspect of the winged nosy to save Noreen’s life, at the same instant that the dark angel appeared in the aspect of the winged nosy to kill Riley.”

There was a stunned silence. I realized I hadn’t just been repeating Noreen’s thoughts, but reflecting her beliefs and mystical tone of voice, so I hurriedly added a more prosaic comment that was solely my own. “I know that Lottery may decide the Hive needs Noreen to fill a more crucial role than Hiveist Ministrant, but you should take what she’s feeling now into account before deciding to reset her mind.”

“I agree with Amber on this,” said Buzz. “If being abducted by Riley ended up being a positive defining experience for Noreen, then I recommend she has some therapy sessions as a precautionary measure, but I strongly advise against resetting her mind. I know that will make it difficult to cover up this incident, but ...”

“I agree that we shouldn’t reset Noreen’s mind,” interrupted Lucas. “There’s no indication of her having especially valuable skills, so if her heart’s desire is to be a Hiveist Ministrant, then Lottery is virtually certain to imprint her for it. As for that making it difficult for us to cover up this incident ...”

He paused. “We can’t cover up this incident anyway. Noreen’s entire corridor group know about the way Riley treated her. Riley’s parents had discussed Riley having therapy for his troubling behaviour with their friends and neighbours, and everyone involved in searching their park for him will have heard at least some of the details. The hasty team doing the safety check on Noreen is currently comforting her frantic parents, and reports that everyone in the park is spreading rumours about a missing girl.”

He groaned. “By now, thousands of people have some knowledge of this incident. Whatever explanations we give for Riley being dead and Noreen injured, people are going to work out that something extremely bad happened. Since we can’t cover up the incident, we need to manage people’s impression of it. The best way to do that is for Noreen to tell everyone the same thing she said to Adika. That she was never in any danger. Is she likely to do that, Amber?”

“Yes,” I said. “Noreen was focusing on the words of Hive Duty song number ten all the time that Riley was holding the knife against her back. ‘The Hive is our world. It guards and protects us.’ Noreen was terrified then, but now believes she was never in any danger. The Hive was watching over her the whole time, ready to intervene to save her.”

“Which, in a sense, was actually true,” said Nicole thoughtfully. “Our unit members were watching over Noreen the whole time, we were ready to intervene to save her, and the last lines of Hive Duty song number ten tell us that we are the Hive.”

“I didn’t know you were a Hiveist, Nicole,” said Adika.

Nicole laughed. “I’ve been staying with my devoutly Hiveist sister for the New Year festival. There’s always a slight lingering effect from spending time with her, but it’s like Amber reflecting Noreen’s devout Hiveism just now. It will soon wear off.”

“It’s decided then,” said Lucas. “Noreen will keep her memories of today. She’ll tell everyone she was never in danger because the Hive was watching over her. If she mentions anything about the light angel appearing in the aspect of a winged nosy to save her from death ... Well, other Hiveists may accept that. Most people will think it’s a Hiveist exaggeration of a passing nosy spotting Riley’s guilty thoughts and ordering their hasty escort to arrest him. Either way, everyone will be reassured that nosies are real telepaths and the Hive is a totally safe place.”

“But Riley didn’t get arrested,” I said pointedly. “How are we going to explain his death?”

“We’ll tell everyone that Riley panicked when the nosy patrol stopped him,” said Nicole. “He tried running off the express belt to escape, fell, and broke his neck. Where did your kill shot hit him, Adika?”

“The side of his head,” said Adika. “If Riley’s parents want to view his body, it should be possible to cover the injury with his hair.”

I winced. “I feel so sorry for Riley’s parents. Has anyone told them he’s dead yet?”

“Not yet,” said Buzz. “If you aren’t suffering any immediate ill effects from this run, Amber, then I’d like to go and break the news to Riley’s parents in person. Their exact reaction will depend on whether Riley behaved normally in front of them, lied to them, or was even violent towards them. My insights will help me judge if they’re broken-hearted by his death, or feeling secret relief that they’re free of him, so I can say the right things.”

“Of course you should go and speak to Riley’s parents in person,” I said.

“I’ll obviously take my portable holo conference unit with me,” added Buzz, “so we can have a therapy session the moment you need one.”

“I’m perfectly fine,” I said.

That was a lie. We’d just saved the life of a sixteen-year-old girl, but only by killing a sixteen-year-old boy. Witnessing the behaviour of a lethal wild bee had triggered Riley into becoming one himself, but if we’d been able to capture him alive, he could have been given a mental reset and treated with medication like Franklin. That would have given Riley a future as a happy, cooperative, and productive member of the Hive, but now he had no future at all.

I wasn’t just burdened by the thought of today’s run though, but worried about the ones to come. For the next half a year, we’d be on an unrelenting schedule of dealing with an emergency run virtually every day. My experience told me that most of those runs wouldn’t be as bad as the one today, but some would be even worse, and a few would have the potential to end in a widespread disaster like the great Blue Zone power cut.
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The next day, I was sitting by the waterfall in my unit’s animal and bird area. I’d tried and failed to cleanse my anxious mind of echoes straight after yesterday’s emergency run. I’d blamed that failure on me being too tired and worried, and now it was time for me to make a second attempt.

I closed my eyes, listened to the restful sounds of water and bird song for a while, and then opened up my telepathic sense. I wasn’t searching for targets or scanning the area, just letting my mind absorb the soft contentment of the nearby animals and birds. Eventually, I began expanding the reach of my telepathy.

My unit was on the highest level of the Hive, Industry 1. Above that were air vents and maintenance crawl ways, the Hive’s outer structural shield, a thick layer of earth and rocks, and then the immenseness of Outside. I couldn’t sense any human minds above me, but there were a multitude of the quieter minds of animals and birds. These were subtly different to the minds of the well-fed animals and birds in my unit though. Less content, sharper, and more alert to danger.

The half a dozen industry levels below me were utterly silent on a telepathic level. They only held my unit’s suspect holding cells, and equipment that was either abandoned or rarely needed maintenance. From Industry 8 onwards though, the busy hum of the Hive mind returned to full strength, with people working in hydroponics areas or running a range of protein and algae vats to supply food for the Hive.

On the same level as me, were the familiar minds of my unit members. My unit was still in the mandatory twenty-four hour recovery time after an emergency run, so everyone was supposed to be resting. Well, not actually everyone. The Admin team members responsible for the everyday running of the unit kept to a regular routine of doing essential tasks like cleaning, restocking kitchen units, running the medical area, and caring for the park whether there were emergency runs happening or not.

The Alpha Strike team wasn’t resting either. Now that both Strike teams were fully operational, they were following the standard protocols of only the team that had responded to a run taking a rest break. I found Rothan leading his Alpha team in training laps of the park, while engaged in a breathless call with Crista about how Eli and Caleb were recovering from their recent surgery.

Waste it! In the chaos of yesterday, I’d forgotten to check on Eli and Caleb. I wasn’t just worried about their physical recovery, but their mental wellbeing as well, and whether reopening my unit early had caused them any problems. My guilt at neglecting them made me automatically link to Caleb’s mind. I found him sitting on a park bench with Eli, watching the rest of the team running off along the path, and feeling fiercely joyful.

... wonderful couple of days with my family. I’m so grateful for Buzz recommending I wore Level 65 clothes. They were just high enough level to make my Level 91 parents proud without intimidating them, and ...

Caleb didn’t need any help from me, so I moved on to Eli, and found his normally ebullient mind dark with distress. Eli was wishing that I’d reopened the unit a day earlier, so he could have avoided going to the old religion meeting with his family. He’d been seated at the opposite side of the hall from Becca, and had avoided looking in her direction during the meeting. There’d been a moment afterwards though, when they’d been standing face to face.

... thought I’d moved on, but seeing Becca opened up the old wounds, and our clothes symbolized the division between us. Becca was wearing the same dress as when she was my partner for the Teen Level parties a year ago, while I was wearing a Level 1 festival outfit.

... no idea how Becca felt when she saw me. It was impossible to speak to her then, and it’s even more impossible to call her now. When I was on Teen Level, I didn’t care about breaking teen custom by having a relationship that crossed the Lottery year division. Becca and I were only a few months apart in age, and we had so many other things in common. The gulf between us now is totally uncrossable though.

My Strike team members were carefully selected by Lottery to be rebels and risk-takers, but also to have a strong sense of right and wrong on important issues. Eli was furious with himself for still having feelings for Becca.

This is no longer a matter of teen custom. There are laws against an adult having a relationship with a teen for the very good reason that an adult is in a far more powerful position. I’m not just any adult either. I am a Level 1 member of Law Enforcement, and I won’t go within a million zones of breaking the teen protection laws.

There was nothing I could do to help Eli. At least, there was nothing I could do to help him until after Becca had gone through Lottery. I left his mind, and tried to continue the mental expansion that led to cleansing my mind of echoes. I’d got too distracted by my concern for Eli though, so I had to pull back into my own head and repeat the whole process from the beginning. Listening to the sounds of water and birdsong. Opening up my telepathic sense. Letting my mind expand upward, downward, and outward.

I’d tried to clear the lingering echoes of my targets from my mind twice now, and I’d failed twice. I thought my third attempt was failing too, but then came the moment when my mind changed from gradually expanding to rushing outward, as if I was being carried along by one of the waves on the Hive’s beaches.

I was abruptly filled with power that burned away all the lingering influences of my targets. I cleansed myself of the dangerous edge lurking in the depths of Franklin’s mind. I cleansed myself of Noreen’s belief in the Hive as an all-knowing, wise gestalt. I cleansed myself of Riley’s desire to have the ultimate power of life and death over others, which had led to him dying himself.

Cleansing myself of echoes was like the act of physical love. A different experience every time it happened. This time, I was left with my mind feeling as sparkling clean as my apartment was after one of Hannah’s daily visits, but then I became aware of an itching sensation. I had panic buttons installed in my apartment, and in the pavilion, but not in waterfalls. I grabbed my dataview, called Adika, and gasped out urgent words.

“I itch. Someone’s in trouble. Checking minds now ...”

“I already know who’s in trouble,” interrupted Adika. “It’s Atticus.”

“What?” I was bewildered. “You mean that Atticus is here in our unit?”

“Yes,” said Adika. “He just arrived in lift 3. He seems to be collapsing from the strain of Morton’s surgery.”

“I’m on my way.” I ended the call, and sprinted through the maze of small garden rooms in the animal and bird area to reach the door to my apartment. Once I’d run on through my apartment, and along the corridor, I found Atticus in front of lift 3. He was sitting on a bag, and had his head buried in his hands, while Adika hovered uncertainly nearby.

I said Atticus’s name softly, and he looked up at me. “I’m sorry for turning up in your unit without warning, Amber.”

I sat on the floor next to Atticus, and gazed anxiously at his tear-stained face. “That’s not a problem, but ... What happened? Why aren’t you in Morton’s unit?”

“I had to get out of there before Morton regained consciousness,” said Atticus. “My entire surgical team had to get out of there. You must have heard Gold Commander Melisande’s broadcast, and know that Morton’s childhood surgical repair failed with virtually no warning.”

I nodded.

“Our team had expected to carry out two operations on Morton,” said Atticus. “First the preparatory surgery, and then the main transplant surgery. We’d meticulously planned every step of those operations, discussed every conceivable problem we could encounter, and decided exactly how we’d deal with them. Instead, we had to rush into carrying out a chaotic emergency operation.”

Atticus was used to working with telepaths, and he’d invited me to read his mind in the past. I wondered why he didn’t ask me to read his mind now, to save him from giving more painful explanations, then realized he was talking this through to help him process what had happened.

“During the operation, we were completely focused on saving our patient,” he said, “but afterwards ... We were hit by the full magnitude of what had happened, and worse still what might have happened. Amber, we came so dreadfully close to losing Morton. Losing any patient on the table is a nightmare, but Morton’s life is so vital to the Hive that ...”

I gave Atticus a hug, and felt the itch deep in my mind lessen in response. “I understand.”

“It was impossible to stop thinking about that operation,” said Atticus, in a calmer voice. “We couldn’t help reliving every moment, every decision, and every movement we’d made. It would have been disastrous to let Morton see those thoughts in our minds. We’d always known that he’d see our memories of his operations, but we thought they’d be reassuring recollections of carefully planned and meticulously carried out procedures, not a messy battle to save his life.”

He paused. “Morton still needs to have his two planned operations. It would be hard for any patient to face having more surgery after seeing our memories of what happened yesterday, but Morton ...”

I pulled a face. “I know he’s superstitious.”

“Even if Morton was still willing to continue with the planned operations,” said Atticus, “he’d probably demand a different surgical team, and our Hive doesn’t have one. Transplant operations are usually carried out by specialist medical Hives, so the six of us are the only surgeons in our Hive with the necessary imprints and surgical experience. It’s far too late to imprint and train a new surgical team. Morton would die before ...”

Atticus winced, broke off that sentence, and started another. “We finally handed Morton over to his recovery care team this morning, and had to decide how to handle the problem of our memories. We considered asking for our minds to be reset to before the operation. Waste it, we’d have been relieved to lose those memories. We couldn’t risk it though. We’ll need our detailed knowledge of that surgery to plan Morton’s future operations.”

He waved his hand. “So, we took the simplest solution, and left the unit before Morton recovered consciousness. I was heading to my parents’ apartment in Blue Zone when I realized I couldn’t let my family see me in my current state.”

Atticus gave a murmur of distress. “I’d told my parents that I wouldn’t be able to join them for the New Year festival because I needed to work. They weren’t worried about that. They know people can have accidents and medical crises at any time, so some surgeons need to be on duty to carry out operations. They would have been horribly frightened by me showing up in tears though, and I couldn’t explain the magnitude of what had happened.”

He grimaced. “You know that my parents are only Level 80. I can’t burden them with the truth about Morton’s critical importance to the Hive, and I don’t want to lie to them. Being back in Blue Zone reminded me of the old days when you, Forge, and I were in the same corridor group on Teen Level. I knew I’d be able to talk freely to both of you, so I came here, but your unit will be under heavy pressure now. I mustn’t cause you any extra problems.”

“You won’t cause us any problems,” said Lucas’s voice.

I looked up, startled, and saw Lucas and Megan had arrived and were standing beside Adika. I instinctively linked to Lucas’s thoughts, and saw the message waiting for me in his highest pre-vocalized thought level.

I faced the ghosts of my past at the coming of the New Year. I’ll never completely shake off my childhood insecurity because it’s been a formative part of my life. I’m not worried by Atticus coming to his old friends for help though, or panicking about you giving him a hug.

I smiled at Lucas, and then turned back to Atticus. “You’re welcome to stay with us for as long as you want. I’m sure that Megan can find a spare apartment for you.”

“Of course I can,” said Megan.

“That would be wonderful,” said Atticus. “The six of us need to stay out of telepathic range of Morton until he’s not just recovered enough for his next operation, but is actually under sedation for it. I won’t need to trespass in your unit for that long though. Once everyone is back at work after the New Year festival, I can arrange to stay at one of the Trauma Casualty Centres.”

“You’ll be far more comfortable in one of our spare apartments than a room at a Trauma Casualty Centre,” said Lucas firmly. “You can take a total rest break, or amuse yourself by helping out in our medical area. Whichever works best for you.”

Megan nodded. “Atticus, you look exhausted. I’ll take you to your apartment now, and you can get some sleep.”

Lucas held out one of his hands to me and the other to Atticus, to help us both stand up. Adika picked up Atticus’s bag, and then he and Megan ushered Atticus off along the corridor.

“You obviously had to pack in a hurry,” said Megan. “If you find you’ve forgotten anything, we’ve got a lot of things in storage here. The clothes are mostly neutral outfits for the Strike teams to wear on emergency runs, so may be a bit big for you ...”

As Adika, Megan, and Atticus vanished off down the corridor, the itch in my mind vanished as well. “Megan has had a maternal fondness for Atticus ever since she assisted him with that operation at the sea farm,” said Lucas. “She’ll take good care of him.”

“I know she will,” I said. “I may find Megan annoying at times, but she’s incredibly efficient and ...”

I abandoned my sentence. The itch inside my head had reappeared again, and it was far stronger than before. Atticus must be ... No, my warning itch couldn’t be about Atticus this time. Its source was so close that it was screaming its location at me. I turned to stare at the door opposite the lifts. Whoever was in trouble, they were in the Strike team’s store room.
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I ran circuits on my Strike team members when they were in danger, to prevent situations like the one with Megan’s husband, where he lay unconscious, unable to call for help himself, and bled to death. I wasn’t sure whether I automatically started running circuits now, or the distress of a familiar mind forcibly dragged me in.

Either way, I found myself standing in the store room, surrounded by a plethora of shelves, racks, and hooks holding specialist equipment. Strike team members carried standard mesh body armour and guns with them at all times, but emergency runs could demand other things like heavy-duty combat armour, robots, and cutting gear. All of those things had to be stored close to the lifts, precisely placed in their labelled positions, so the Strike team could grab them in seconds. A single mispositioned, missing, or damaged item could delay a run and cause the loss of multiple lives.

And that was why Forge was here. Admin had checked and cleaned his nosy outfit after the run, but he’d insisted on packing it into its bag and returning it to the store room himself. His dataview had chimed as he walked up to the correct hook, he’d stopped to check the screen, and been shocked by the recorded message from Buzz. He was now watching that message for the second time.

“Our unit will be under immense pressure from now on,” said Buzz coldly. “I need to focus my efforts on helping Amber cope with this, and can no longer be distracted by what was always a purely physical relationship.”

It wasn’t just Buzz’s words that had shocked Forge, but the fact she looked almost unrecognizable in the recording. Her black hair was plastered flat against her scalp, she’d used barely any makeup, and she wore an enveloping plain black dress to hide her figure.

Buzz puts on an act of being hugely confident, but she’s been fighting fear ever since that incident with Franklin when she was four years old, and her parents made the situation worse rather than better. Buzz has even admitted to me that she teases Adika to prove to herself she isn’t scared of him.

I understand that seeing Franklin in the park yesterday brought back all of Buzz’s nightmare memories. How Franklin killed that woman. How he’d hunted for Buzz in the park to try to kill her too. It was exactly the wrong moment for Buzz to help support that emergency run after Riley. She watched a cold and calculating boy abduct a girl. She learned that he planned to kill the girl, and use her body as a message to Law Enforcement.

And then Buzz saw me break Riley’s neck! She knew that if necessary Strike team members would kill a destructive target to save an innocent citizen of the Hive, but actually seeing the view through my crystal unit camera as I killed Riley ...

Forge was recovering from the initial shock now, and his emotions began churning in grief for what he’d lost.

Buzz had never let a relationship last for more than a couple of weeks before we got together. I thought she’d learned to trust me. I thought she was considering a future with me. I thought she was even building up to letting me help with her hair. She’d explained how delicate it was, and how she needed to use the right combination of oils and sprays to prevent it being damaged.

I knew that letting me use one of those sprays on her hair would be a massive display of trust from Buzz, a much greater commitment than walking the Circle of Life with me, but now she’s ended our relationship. Worse than that, she went to Burgundy Zone to break the news of Riley’s death to his parents, stayed overnight to support them and let her think through our situation, then chose to send me a recorded message.

Forge’s mind lit up in a blazing fire of anger, but that anger wasn’t directed at Buzz.

The way Buzz is dressed in that recorded message tells me precisely why she didn’t break up with me in person, but sent me a recorded message when she was safely far away in Burgundy Zone. She’s seen me kill someone, and now she’s totally terrified of me. It’s not Buzz’s fault she feels that way. It’s not my fault either. It isn’t even random bad luck that Buzz was unexpectedly faced with Franklin. Keith did this to us!

If I wasn’t imprinted as a Strike team leader ... If I didn’t know how desperately the Hive needs Keith working ... If I didn’t know how many people would die if I strangled the man ...

But the part of me that was Forge did know those things. There was a moment of mourning for what might have been, and then I erased the message from Buzz, and turned to hang the bag I was holding on the correct hook. My Hive had entrusted me with the position of deputy Strike team leader in charge of its finest telepath’s Beta Strike team. Keith had wrecked my personal life, but he would never stop me from carrying out the work that saved people from fear, from pain, and even from death.

The part of me that was Amber decided it was time to pull back into my own head. I found my eyes were still open, staring at the store room door, while Lucas was intently studying my face.

“Someone in trouble.” Lucas reverted to his old habit of using speed speech. “In store room means Strike team member. Your face reflected fury. Given encounter with Franklin, and Forge killing Riley ... Buzz dumped Forge?”

I tried to keep the secrets I saw in people’s minds, but there was no point in me denying what Lucas already knew and would rapidly become obvious to the whole unit. “Yes.”

“Forge response violent?”

After what had happened with Tobias, it was perfectly reasonable for Lucas to ask that question. “You’ve explained to me that Lottery selected the members of my Strike team to have the right personality to deal with the stress of their job. I remember you saying if you threw them at a wall, they’d bounce right back at you.”

I grimaced. “Tobias’s Lottery scores were marginal on personality, and family factors messed up his adjustment stage after Lottery. He hit a personal wall when he lost his place on the Alpha team, and he didn’t bounce but went wild bee. Forge was one of the best Lottery candidates though. He’s just hit a personal wall, but he’s vastly more stable than Tobias, and has already bounced back.”

I paused for emphasis. “Forge accepts this situation isn’t Buzz’s fault. He understands she’d already been terrified by the encounter with Franklin, so watching Forge kill Riley was too much for her. Crucially, Forge also accepts Keith is vitally important to the Hive. Forge isn’t going to react with violence against Keith, Buzz, or anyone else, and he won’t allow this to affect his work.”

Lucas nodded and returned to speaking in full sentences. “Forge’s reaction to the breakup with Buzz proves Lottery was right to imprint him for Strike team leader. That leaves us with the bigger problem of the long-term impact on both Buzz and her work. Keith should be dumped in a slime vat for attacking your counsellor during a critical time for our unit and our Hive.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “I agree, but we both know that won’t happen. You heard what Gold Commander Melisande said in the Hive Politics conference call. Keith has been using the threat of moving Hive to escape punishment for years. Now our Hive only has four working Telepath Units, Keith is in such an overwhelmingly powerful position that he can keep attacking our unit without suffering any consequences at all. Given how much damage he’s done to us already, I don’t see how we can cope until Morton’s unit reopens at Valentine.”

“It’s impractical to lie to a telepath,” said Lucas. “Valentine is half a year away. You’re afraid of what Keith may throw at our unit during that time, and so am I, but we have one big advantage on our side. The telepath is the central influence on their unit.”

He smiled at me. “I spent three years in Keith’s unit. His malice made it a wretchedly unhappy place, and his unit members only stayed there because they cared so strongly about their work. Our unit is the exact opposite. Your unit members don’t just care about their work. You care deeply for all of them, so they care about you, and they care about each other as well. Being united will give us extra strength.”

“I believe that being united will give us extra strength,” I said ruefully. “I’m just not sure it will give us enough extra strength.”

Lucas’s dataview chimed, and he scowled at the screen.

“What’s wrong now?” I asked.

“There’s a strength five incident in Navy Zone,” he said. “Sapphire and her Strike team are already in pursuit of a target, Keith’s unit has just started the mandatory twenty-four hour recovery period after an emergency run, and Mira’s unit is halfway through. We’ve still got twenty minutes of our own unit’s mandatory recovery period left, so we’ll have to accept the emergency, but hold for twenty minutes before responding.”

“A strength five incident means lives are already in serious danger,” I said. “We have to respond right away. I’ll have completed my recovery period before we reach Navy Zone, so we won’t be breaking the rules.”

“Technically, we won’t be breaking the rules, but ...”

“We have to respond right away,” I repeated firmly. “Delaying for twenty minutes would just make things harder for me. A slower response always means more injured people and a longer chase after the target.”

Lucas groaned, tapped at his dataview, and a computerized voice spoke from overhead speakers. “Unit emergency alert. Unit emergency alert. We have an incident in progress. Operational teams to stations. Strike team to lift 2.”

As I turned to run for our apartment, Adika’s voice followed the standard recorded announcement. “Alpha team, you have the strike.”
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Six days later, Lucas and I walked into meeting room 4. We found Buzz, Adika, and Megan were already sitting at the table. As Lucas and I sat down, Nicole arrived in her powered chair, and manoeuvred it into position between Buzz and Adika. I knew that Nicole’s variable health meant she had to use a powered chair on some days, but I was getting worried that I hadn’t seen her walking at all since before the New Year festival.

I was even more worried about Buzz though. Waste it! I’d seen Buzz dress in a dozen different ways, depending on the exact impression she wanted to make on people. Since the disastrous day she’d been confronted with Franklin though, she’d been wearing virtually identical, formal black outfits with high necklines. I found Buzz’s new rigidly ordered hairstyle and restrained makeup even more disturbing.

Buzz wasn’t dressing to create an impression on anyone now, but to hide her true self from the world. During my last two counselling sessions with her, she’d worked hard at smiling and using her normal casual tone of voice, but it had been like having sessions with a random therapist wearing a mask with Buzz’s face on it. All the things that made Buzz so gloriously unique had been missing.

I was frightened about what had happened to Buzz. I was just as frightened about what would happen to me and my unit without her support. I’d even resorted to discussing the situation with Megan, but she’d refused to get involved. Megan admitted that she’d bitterly resented Buzz being recruited to replace her. Now that Buzz had retreated into her protective shell though, Megan had seen just how big a void that left in our unit. She’d tried substituting for Buzz herself, but failed miserably.

Now Megan was as eager as me to see Buzz return to her old self, but she refused to try to give Buzz counselling. Megan’s reasoning was that she’d made a disastrous mistake when she tried to force counselling on me, and trying to force counselling on Buzz would be even worse. Megan said that Buzz had an unconventional approach, but she was imprinted as a specialist forensic psychologist with expertise in victim trauma treatment. Buzz would know every method that could possibly help her. If and when Buzz wanted to try some of those methods, she’d probably approach another forensic psychologist. Until then, we needed to let her work through this in her own way.

I knew Megan was right about Buzz being an expert in victim trauma treatment, but I also knew it could be much easier to help others with their problems than to solve your own. I was tempted to break my rule about not reading Buzz’s mind to find out if ...

Lucas’s voice interrupted my thoughts. “Amber, I apologize for dragging you into this meeting when our unit is still in the mandatory recovery period after an emergency run, but we need to share team status information and deal with any developing issues. Our last attempt at holding a team meeting was ended by an emergency call after only ten minutes, so I thought we’d better start this one just before the mandatory recovery period ends.”

I winced at the memory of our last team meeting. Lucas had started by breaking the news that I was going to be interviewed by the Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement Chief Examinant and Adversary Aura. Adika had exploded in fury, and after ten minutes of him swearing at deafening volume, it had been a relief when our unit got an emergency call.

“It’s not a problem having a meeting now,” I said aloud. “Yesterday’s run went very smoothly.”

“Yesterday’s run only went very smoothly because you spent nearly an hour linked to the mind of an obsessive firebug, watching their thoughts for a safe moment to call the strike,” said Lucas grimly. “On the way back to our unit, you and your Strike team were delayed by making a detour around where Mira was doing a check run, and you started showing classic signs of fragmentation.”

I pulled a face. “I just made a single passing comment about flames being pretty. There was no need for everyone to overreact.”

“It wasn’t your words that worried us, but the longing tone of your voice when you said them,” said Lucas.

“I’ve cleansed my mind of the echo of the firebug now, so we can forget all about that run.” I firmly changed the subject. “Once again, I want to thank Buzz for coming up with the idea of the animal and bird area, and Megan for working so hard to make it a reality. Being able to clear my mind of echoes without going Outside is a massive help in this situation.”

Megan smiled in delight, but Buzz’s lips didn’t move in response to my comment.

I held back a sigh. “Lucas, you’d better begin the meeting by giving us the Tactical team status report.”

“The Tactical team is obviously working long hours with all these emergency runs,” said Lucas, “but at least we don’t have to deal with the usual routine work of analyzing suspect areas. Morton’s Tactical team in exile is handling all the initial suspect area analysis, prioritizing cases, and passing the most urgent ones to Keith and Mira’s Tactical teams for check runs.”

“Has Beckett abandoned the Prospero case now you’re so busy with emergency runs?” I asked hopefully.

“He’s still working on that in what spare time he has,” said Lucas. “You really don’t need to worry about Beckett overworking though. He’s enjoying himself hunting for Prospero.”

“Beckett is having an absolutely wonderful time,” confirmed Megan. “A few days ago, he requested some extra equipment for the Beta Tactical operations room, including a sign for his desk that says: ‘Acting Tactical Commander.’”

Everyone laughed except Adika. “Beckett can’t have an Acting Tactical Commander sign for his desk,” he said disapprovingly.

“Lucas has approved the sign,” said Megan.

“I didn’t just approve the sign,” said Lucas. “I told Beckett to get it.”

Adika groaned. “Lucas, whenever I think you’re learning to behave with suitable authority and dignity for your position, you spoil it by doing something utterly ridiculous. You should never allow one of your team members to keep pursuing a case you’ve decided to abandon, let alone encourage him to usurp your position as Tactical Commander.”

“I’ve explained to you before that leading a Tactical team isn’t like leading a Strike team,” said Lucas. “During an emergency run, you need your Strike team to obey your orders instantly. I need my Tactical team to keep arguing against my plans though, and suggesting alternative ideas that could be better.”

Lucas paused. “I decided the Prospero case should be abandoned, but Beckett felt extremely strongly about keeping working on it. The fact I’ve backed down, and especially the fact I’ve given him that Acting Tactical Commander sign, is an important message to my other Tactical team members. It tells them that I value their differing viewpoints and will not impose limits on their thoughts.”

Adika gave a resigned grunt.

“Continuing with my status report,” said Lucas, “I’ve just taken part in a Joint Tactical Meeting with the other Telepath Unit Tactical Commanders, where we reviewed the Hive situation since the start of the New Year festival. The heavy emphasis of the New Year festival on family and life events acts as a powerful trigger for some types of wild bee, so there’s always an increased rate of emergency runs during and immediately after the festival.”

He shrugged. “The original plan for the New Year festival was that our unit would be closed, while all three of Sapphire, Mira, and Keith’s units would focus their efforts on dealing with the increased rate of emergency runs. In fact, our unit reopened halfway through the New Year festival, when the rate of emergency runs was peaking. We responded to an emergency call only minutes later. During the seven days since then, we’ve responded to six additional emergencies, Sapphire to seven, Mira to three, and Keith to two.”

Lucas pulled a pained face. “The worst day for emergency runs was when we broke the recovery period rule.”

“I didn’t actually read the mind of a wild bee until the recovery period was over,” I said.

Lucas shuddered. “When I said that during the Joint Tactical Meeting, Sapphire’s Tactical Commander, Penelope, said that the rule was intended to ensure telepaths had a period of at least twenty-four hours relaxation to recover from emergency runs. She then made some bitterly sarcastic remarks about how she didn’t think it was relaxing to be dashing across the Hive while being briefed about an emergency situation.”

“But it was an exceptional situation where lives were at stake,” I said. “We won’t be doing it again.”

“I made the mistake of saying those exact words in response to Penelope’s comments,” said Lucas, “and she totally lost her temper. Leaving out the more obscene language, Penelope’s point was that Sapphire’s unit had first broken the rules in an exceptional situation where lives were at stake. They thought they’d never do it again, but breaking the rules once makes it easier to break them a second time, a third, and then a fourth. That was how Sapphire’s unit ended up in the situation where Sapphire was regularly going out on two emergency runs a day and falling apart under the strain.”

“Penelope and I came out of Lottery with Mira and worked together for several years,” said Adika. “I know that when Penelope feels strongly about something, she can be somewhat forceful.”

“Well, Penelope has extremely strong feelings about what happened back then,” said Lucas, “and feels that doing so many emergency runs was counterproductive because half of them ended in a disastrous mess. Penelope said she would never allow Sapphire to break the recovery period rules again, and I mustn’t allow you to do it either. Gaius, Saanvi, and Roden agreed with Penelope, and they all united in verbally shredding me.”

He paused. “Moving on from that though, the good news is the number of emergency runs has eased, so both Keith and Mira are now back to concentrating on check runs. As far as anyone can tell, Keith has been behaving impeccably since Gold Commander Melisande agreed to him making a fifteen-minute call to Olivia each day.”

“Is Olivia likely to accept Keith’s offer of moving to his unit and being his counsellor?” I asked anxiously.

“Gaius says that Olivia hasn’t accepted the counselling position yet,” said Lucas, “but she seems happy for Keith to keep calling her about it.”

Lucas sat back in his chair to signal he’d finished his status report, so I waved at Adika to go next.

“The recent adjustments to the Alpha and Beta Strike teams mean that Rothan has twenty-one men on his Alpha Strike team, and Forge has twenty men on his Beta Strike team,” said Adika briskly.

I tried to focus on the positive side of those adjustments, with the addition of my four bodyguards from my great-grandmother’s old Strike team, rather than think about Tobias turning wild bee.

“Eli and Caleb have fully recovered from their recent surgery, and are back on operational duties again,” Adika continued. “We now have two other Strike team members taking rest breaks to allow them to recover from minor injuries. Now we’re dealing with an emergency run virtually every day, we’ll have to keep working with that level of injury-related absence or slightly higher. That should be manageable with our present staffing levels, though we’d have a few difficulties if Rothan, Forge, or myself got injured. While I’ve chosen Matias to be my fourth in command, and step in as a substitute in that situation, I don’t feel he’s ready to take a Strike team out on his own yet.”

“I don’t see that Matias not being ready to take out a Strike team on his own is an issue,” said Lucas drily. “You haven’t let either Rothan or Forge take out a Strike team on their own since the New Year.”

“While I’m impressed by the performance of my deputies and their Strike teams so far,” said Adika, “I’m still concerned about them facing this level of stress when they’re so young and inexperienced.”

I frowned. “I understand that, but you can’t keep going on every single run yourself, Adika. You’re a human being. You need rest.”

“I only intend to go on every emergency run for a short period,” said Adika pointedly. “You’re the one who will be doing it indefinitely.”

I considered arguing that I didn’t have to run around physically fighting targets, but realized I’d just start a long debate about whether using telepathy was more or less tiring and stressful than the Strike team’s work.

“But your comment about me not going on every emergency run raises a point that’s been worrying me,” said Adika. “Normally, a new Strike team spends a full year perfecting their basic skills before anyone takes on the extra workload of specialist training. The Riley emergency run reached a crisis point though, with Lucas ordering a kill shot. I’m currently the only person in our unit trained to take a kill shot on a target holding a hostage. If I hadn’t been on that run, what would you have done, Lucas? Gambled a girl’s life on the shooting accuracy of a random Strike team member?”

Lucas made a pained sound. “I’m fully aware that I wouldn’t just have been gambling a girl’s life, but risking a Strike team member suffering massive psychological damage from missing their designated target and killing a hostage. I’m also aware we’re likely to find ourselves in the same situation again in the near future. We’re carrying out emergency runs at a rate that means everyone is tired and more likely to make mistakes. Worse still, we’ve changed from mostly responding to incidents in or near our two home zones to travelling to incidents far across the Hive.”

His voice took on a grim note. “Lengthy journeys mean incidents escalate in severity before we get there. The Telepath Unit Tactical Commanders anticipated the increased travel time would cause problems. We agreed that we could call on Mira and Keith to take occasional emergency runs at their respective ends of the Hive. We must keep their main focus on doing check runs though, or the number of wild bees escalating to violence will spiral out of control.”

Lucas shrugged. “So, I agree you need to train a sharpshooter on each of the Alpha and Beta Strike teams.”

Adika nodded. “Penn is the best choice for the Beta Strike team sharpshooter. I’m not sure who to choose for the Alpha Strike team sharpshooter though. Both Rothan and Forge will need to train as sharpshooters eventually, but they’re under far too much pressure to do it now.”

“Warwick is a good shot,” I suggested hopefully. “I’m sure he’d be willing to put in the extra work needed to train as Alpha Strike team sharpshooter.”

Adika gave me a startled look. “Warwick’s depressingly average at most things, but it’s true that he’s a good shot, works hard, and is solidly dependable. I’ll need to discuss this with Rothan and Forge before approaching anyone though.”

“Any other concerns before we move on?” I asked.

Adika scowled ferociously. “Well, my main concern at the moment is obviously you being interviewed by the Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement Chief Examinant. I still can’t believe our Hive is allowing this interview, let alone permitting Hive Genex’s leading Adversary to be involved.”

I didn’t need telepathy to know that Adika was on the edge of another furious rant. “Hive Politics has everything under control,” I said hastily, “so Buzz can go next.”

“You’ve already said the animal and bird area is helping you to clear your mind of echoes,” said Buzz, in an expressionless formal voice. “I’ve nothing to add.”

I wanted to groan, but knew it wouldn’t help. “Nicole, then.”

“The Liaison team has been working long hours, assisting with all these emergency runs and carrying out the vital cover-up work afterwards,” said Nicole. “My deputy, Akiko, and I have worked out a schedule to ensure everyone gets regular rest days and ...”

Nicole’s words were drowned out by an insistent chime from Lucas’s pocket, and she gave him a reproachful look.

“Sorry about this.” Lucas took his dataview from his pocket, frowned at its screen, tapped at it, and spoke in a strained voice. “Beckett, my status is flagged as in a meeting with Amber and our team leaders. That means I’m not to be disturbed unless it’s critically important.”

“I am calling you about something critically important, Lucas,” said Beckett. “I have located Prospero’s replacement groupette.”

“I agree we should investigate that at some point,” said Lucas, “but we need to deal with higher-priority problems first.”

“Lucas, the Prospero case must now become our unit’s highest priority,” said Beckett. “Prospero set up the replacement groupette yesterday. It is located in a disused water storage tank that’s five levels directly below our unit, and he is scheduled to hold his next meeting in six days and twenty-three minutes from now.”
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Three minutes later, everyone from the team leader meeting was sitting at desks in the Beta Tactical operations room. I remembered Lucas telling me this room was a virtual duplicate of the main Tactical office, and felt he was both perfectly right and wildly wrong. All the basic elements were the same. Both rooms had one end formally laid out with desks, while the other was set up for brainstorming discussions. Both rooms had arrays of screens on the walls, including one vast screen designed to show the images from the Strike teams’ crystal unit cameras. Both rooms had a control bank labelled “Tactical Command.”

All the details of the two rooms were different though. In the main Tactical office, most of the desks held personal items from the team members who used them, while here the desks were all bare. In the main Tactical office, the brainstorming area held a motley assortment of chairs and couches, while here there was just a matching set of standard cushioned chairs. In the main Tactical office, the screens would be showing things like area diagrams, information feeds, and camera images, while here there were just incomprehensible multicoloured patterns.

The most striking difference between the two rooms was the lighting though. Beckett was especially sensitive to his environment, so he’d turned down the room lighting to a more comfortable level for him. That meant most of the light here was coming from the multicoloured patterns on the screens, turning the Beta Tactical operations room into a mysterious world filled with swirls of colour.

Beckett was sitting at the Tactical Command control bank directly in front of me, and wearing his noise-cancelling headset and light-adjustment glasses. His comfort cat, Cee Cee, was perched on top of the control bank, right next to the sign saying: “Acting Tactical Commander.” Beckett always wore simple grey clothes, which were better quality versions of the ones he’d had during his years on Teen Level. Now both those grey clothes and Cee Cee’s brown and orange fur were overlaid with ever-changing pattern colours.

The door opened, and the rest of Lucas’s Tactical team hurried in, followed by Forge, Rothan, and Nicole’s deputy, Akiko. When they’d all settled down on the chairs in the brainstorming area, Lucas nodded at Beckett.

“We’re ready for you to begin your briefing.”

Beckett stood up. “I based my search for Prospero on the assumption that he’d want to create a new groupette. He’d used the water storage tank in a disused water reclamation plant as a groupette before, so seemed likely to use one again. I therefore began by finding the locations of every water reclamation plant in the Hive.”

Beckett tapped at the Tactical Command control bank, and a three-dimensional holo diagram of the ten zones of the Hive appeared in front of Cee Cee’s nose. Beckett’s second tap at the control bank added a myriad of white dots to the holo diagram.

“The Hive has a population of over one hundred million people,” said Beckett. “It requires a massive water reclamation infrastructure. I eliminated all water reclamation plants that were definitely in current usage.”

Most of the white dots vanished, but there were still an awful lot left. “Why the waste does the Hive have that many disused water reclamation plants?” asked Gideon.

“The Hive’s water reclamation infrastructure includes significant excess capacity to deal with deliberate or accidental poisoning of the water supply,” said Beckett. “I needed a way to further cut down my possible candidates for the new groupette. During the run after Prospero, Forge made a comment about it being unusual to have electrical equipment inside a water storage tank. I discovered there is actually water quality testing equipment inside these tanks, but that equipment shouldn’t be using power if the tank is empty.”

He sighed. “Unfortunately, the only available power usage information was for the entire water reclamation plant rather than just the tank, and even disused plants have some minor power usage.”

My mind was blurring with boredom by now, but I tried to look alert as Beckett continued talking. “I needed comparison information,” he said, “so I carried out a retrospective power usage pattern analysis on the disused water reclamation plant Prospero had been using on Level 100 of area 510/6090. This is the result.”

Beckett gave another tap on the control bank. The diagram of the Hive was replaced by a coloured pattern, and there were gasps from the Tactical team.

“Just look at those spikes,” said Lucas’s deputy, Emili.

I normally found the Tactical team’s pattern analysis holos totally incomprehensible, but even I could see the dramatic spikes in this one. “Prospero was holding meetings precisely every seven days,” said Lucas eagerly. “The power usage fluctuates while Prospero starts up his groupette, then there’s steady power usage for four hours, followed by several more minutes of fluctuating power while Prospero shuts down his groupette. Beckett, can you roll the pattern further back in time so we can see how long Prospero has been holding meetings?”

“I am currently showing the full period of time where Prospero was holding meetings,” said Beckett. “I will now adjust the time period to show the seven days before and after that.”

The pattern expanded to show a plethora of small spikes at the beginning, and a few more at the end. “Soon after Halloween, there is a day with random bursts of power usage over a period of several hours,” said Beckett. “That seems consistent with Prospero setting up and testing the groupette. There were standard four-hour-long meetings every seven days after that.”

“The pattern naturally breaks at the New Year festival,” said Lucas. “Prospero’s regular meeting was due to begin an hour before the Circle of Life service, but he found the groupette surrounded by surveillance cameras and warning signs.”

Lucas paused. “We know that Prospero set the surveillance cameras to keep showing the same dark scene while his group arrived and helped him move the equipment and furniture. Prospero then made his final joking gesture of setting the cameras to transmit images of Pasquale standing in the empty groupette. Presumably, Prospero took images of Pasquale singing, and superimposed them on an image of the water storage tank.”

“I sent the surveillance camera sequence for analysis,” said Beckett. “The experts said the process used to create it had been far more sophisticated than just superimposing images. Apparently, holos are recorded as three separate elements called skins, motion, and setting. Those elements are then combined for display by varying types and quality of equipment.”

“Please let me check my understanding of what you’re saying,” I said. “When I lived on Teen Level and my parents called me, my room comms system displayed holos that looked jerky and artificial. The holos on my basic dataview were even worse. When my parents call my apartment or dataview now though, their holos look like they’re physically standing right in front of me. Am I right that the difference is my current high level apartment comms system and dataview are much better at combining these skins, motion, and settings?”

“Exactly,” said Beckett. “The experts said that the surveillance camera sequence had been created from the skin of Pasquale, the motion of an older man who walked with a limp, and the setting of the water tank. The skin of Pasquale had been adjusted to fit the motion of the older man using a bookette creation technique designed to portray demons in bookettes of Light and Dark pageants.”

“Sakshi told us Prospero needed a lot of electrical knowledge to synchronize the control systems of the three bookette units,” said Lucas. “Now the image analysis shows Prospero also knows bookette creation techniques. Give me a moment while I check for ...”

Lucas briefly worked on his dataview, and then shook his head. “I thought very few people in the Hive would have an imprint that combined those areas of knowledge, so we might have a clue to Prospero’s identity. Sadly, there are no such imprints at all. One of Prospero’s group members must have created the surveillance camera sequence for him.”

He sighed. “Beckett, let’s move on to the crucial point of you finding Prospero’s new groupette.”

“I now had comparison information on power usage and the timing of Prospero’s meetings,” said Beckett. “I checked my possible candidates for the new groupette, and found one with the correct pattern of power usage in Green Zone. However, that pattern had begun at Valentine and stopped precisely seven days before Prospero set up the Blue Zone groupette.”

Lucas frowned. “That means Prospero originally started his groupette in Green Zone at Valentine. He moved the groupette location from Green Zone to Blue Zone soon after Halloween, but maintained the seven-day interval between meetings. The meeting times may be limited by the group members’ work commitments. I assume you checked for reports of an illegal groupette being discovered in Green Zone?”

“Of course,” said Beckett. “There were no such reports. I asked for a hasty team to check the disused water tank in Green Zone, and they found this.”

Beckett tapped at the control bank, and a holo image of the interior of a water tank appeared. “As you can see, Prospero’s original groupette was far more primitive than the one we discovered in Blue Zone. In fact, it was merely a bookette with two tables and eight chairs. Despite the lack of reports, someone must have stumbled across the bookette and frightened Prospero into making a rapid departure, because he’d abandoned both the equipment and furniture.”

“I can think of an alternative interpretation of those things being abandoned,” said Lucas, “but please finish your briefing before we discuss that.”

“Prospero continued the seven-day meeting interval when he abandoned the Green Zone bookette, and set up the new groupette in Blue Zone,” said Beckett. “I thought he’d do the same this time, so I didn’t expect to find power usage consistent with setting up a new groupette in any of my candidate locations until yesterday. There were actually power usage fluctuations in fifty-one of my candidate locations during the appropriate period of time yesterday.”

He paused. “The pattern of power usage setting up the groupette is far less distinctive than that of a regular meeting. I had to investigate the power usage at each candidate location, and determine if it came from a legitimate cause such as maintenance work. An hour ago, I started analyzing the power usage at the thirty-seventh candidate location, the one directly below our unit on Industry 6, and I discovered this.”

This time, Beckett’s tap at the control bank displayed a short pattern with only a few random spikes. “The power usage is significant and has no legitimate cause at all. Comparing it with the pattern of power usage when Prospero set up his groupette in Blue Zone shows a strong correlation.”

The next tap showed two spiky patterns, one above the other, and Lucas groaned. “You’re right, Beckett. That’s definitely Prospero setting up his groupette. You’ve done brilliantly finding it so quickly.”

“I could have found it faster if Megan hadn’t said that having inadequate sleep was affecting my health, and insisted on me assigning eight hours in each twenty-four-hour period to sleep.” Beckett turned to give Megan a reproachful look. “That caused an eight-hour delay in me reaching the point of analyzing the power usage at the crucial thirty-seventh candidate location.”

Lucas’s eyes were still fixed on the two power usage patterns. “Megan was perfectly right to insist on you getting adequate sleep. If you’re in a similar position of having a large number of locations to analyze in future, allow me to suggest you prioritize any locations close to features of particular importance to the Hive.”

Beckett looked disconcerted. “That would certainly have saved time in this instance,” he admitted.

“But you’ve still done brilliant work on this,” repeated Lucas. “First, Prospero had a simple bookette in an innocuous location in Green Zone. After Halloween, he set up a more advanced groupette on Level 100 of Blue Zone, at a point directly below where Amber would be celebrating the New Year festival. Now, he’s moved that groupette to Industry 6, at a point directly below our unit. Whatever Prospero’s group is doing, it has to be aimed at us.”

Lucas drummed his fingers on the top of his desk. “Beckett, please display your image of the Green Zone bookette alongside an image of the Blue Zone groupette.”

The two holo images appeared floating in midair. “As I’ve already pointed out,” said Beckett, “the original Green Zone bookette only had two tables and eight chairs, while the Blue Zone groupette had five tables and twenty chairs. That implies Prospero’s group has grown considerably in size.”

“Agreed,” said Lucas. “Please select one chair from each image and magnify them.”

Beckett changed his holos to show two chairs floating side by side, and I gasped. “The chair from the Blue Zone groupette image is an elite level, luxury item, and it looks almost brand new. The chair from the Green Zone bookette is a far lower level, battered thing.”

“Exactly,” said Lucas. “And that changes everything. I saw Prospero had elite level luxury furniture in his groupette in Blue Zone, and deduced he was Level 1. I was wrong. Prospero had low level battered tables and chairs in his original bookette in Green Zone, because those were all he could afford. He didn’t move his bookette to Blue Zone and leave his furniture behind because some passing maintenance worker disturbed him. He moved because someone offered him luxury furniture, and quite possibly other incentives as well.”

Lucas’s voice took on a grim note. “Soon after Halloween, someone bribed Prospero to increase the size of his group and create a new groupette seventy-three levels below where Amber would be celebrating the New Year festival. When we discovered the groupette, and surrounded it with surveillance cameras and warnings, the same person told Prospero to move the groupette to five levels below our unit. Can anyone guess what that person’s name might be?”

I joined in the chorus of replies. “Keith!”
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“Keith has carried out a whole series of attacks on our unit,” said Lucas. “When we went on that New Year run, I was deeply suspicious of something odd happening while Amber was celebrating the New Year festival with her family. I thought Keith had arranged it to attack Amber.”

He paused. “When all we found was an illegal groupette, I decided that I’d been chasing shadows and Keith wasn’t involved. My original idea was right though. Keith must have stumbled across Prospero and his group, learned there’s something deadly about their activities, and is planning to use them to attack us.”

“Keith must know Telepath Units carry out full security checks of the buffer zones around them every thirty days,” said Adika. “He probably even knows our next security check is due in nine days from now.”

“Agreed,” said Lucas. “Keith must be planning to launch his groupette attack before our next security check.”

Beckett nodded. “That would be consistent with the attack happening during Prospero’s next meeting.”

Kareem’s distinctively lazy male voice spoke from among the group of Lucas’s Tactical team members. “We still don’t know the precise nature of this attack, but there are some striking differences between it and Keith’s New Year festival attack on Buzz.”

“That’s very true,” said Emili. “Keith’s attack on Buzz seems to have been a last-minute idea. If Keith had planned it well in advance, he’d surely have arranged for Franklin to be reassigned at the start of the New Year festival rather than after the Circle of Life service. The attack on Buzz was also clearly aimed at pressuring Amber into helping Keith get Olivia into his unit.”

She grimaced. “The groupette attack has been planned for much longer, and can’t be connected to Keith getting Olivia into his unit. When Keith bribed Prospero to set up the groupette in the Blue Zone location, Olivia was still a telepath, so subject to the Hive rules against telepaths meeting.”

“I think the groupette attack is purely motivated by Keith’s jealousy of Amber,” said Lucas. “After Claire’s death, the Hive only had four fully functional Telepath Units. Despite his telepathy cutting out at random moments, Keith was hugely important to the Hive, and enjoying vast power and status. When Amber came out of the last Lottery, Keith threw a massive temper tantrum.”

Lucas winced. “I was lucky enough to escape Keith’s unit and become Amber’s Tactical Commander after that, but Gaius told me Keith was bitterly jealous when Amber turned out to be a highly skilled telepath. Keith took every opportunity to criticize Amber, and made some petty attempts to harm our unit, but didn’t cause any significant problems. The situation started escalating at Halloween. Keith discovered Prospero’s group, learned it was potentially dangerous to our unit, and bribed Prospero to set up the groupette in the Level 100 location below Amber’s parents’ apartment.”

“And now we’ve reached the point I don’t understand,” said Gideon. “Why would Keith wait from Halloween until now to use Prospero’s group against us? Why didn’t he use them to attack Amber on a day that she was visiting her parents?”

“Our unit has been so busy since Halloween that I had to keep cancelling plans to see my parents,” I said ruefully. “That may have meant Keith had to cancel his plans too.”

“I think you’re right,” said Lucas. “Keith would have been deeply frustrated by Amber repeatedly messing up his plans. Eventually, he decided to delay his attack until the one time he could be absolutely sure Amber would go to her parents’ home area on Level 27. The New Year festival. Conveniently, Prospero’s group was due to hold a meeting that covered the entire period of the Circle of Life service. Keith didn’t just know Amber would be in her parents’ local park during that service, with only a few members of her Strike team to guard her. He knew the specific time when she would be walking the Lottery step. It was the perfect opportunity to attack her.”

Lucas sighed. “As Keith waited for the New Year festival, he made other attacks on our unit, including the Beckett and Tobias incidents. He also amused himself by planning how he could take advantage of Olivia losing her telepathy, and lure her into joining his unit where she’d be completely under his power.”

Lucas paused. “Finally, the New Year festival began. Keith was looking forward to using Prospero’s group against Amber, when there was the random chance factor of Reece’s robots being affected by electrical interference from the groupette. Reece reported the problem to us, so we discovered the groupette before Prospero’s New Year meeting. When Prospero arrived, he discovered our cameras, panicked, and got his group to move the equipment and furniture to a safe hiding place.”

Lucas shook his head. “Keith must have been utterly furious about us wrecking his long-awaited attack. He vented his temper by sending Franklin to the park to terrify Buzz. After that, Keith persuaded Prospero to set up a new groupette on our unit’s doorstep. He’d realize he’d need to order the attack quickly, and ...”

Lucas was interrupted by a chiming from Beckett’s direction. Beckett tapped at his dataview, frowned, grabbed the Acting Tactical Commander sign, and held it out towards Lucas.

“You must take command of this case again, Lucas,” he said. “Prospero’s group wasn’t due to meet for another six days, but I’ve just had a power usage alert. There’s a power fluctuation at the new groupette location, which exactly matches the pattern for Prospero starting up his groupette.”

Lucas jumped to his feet, took the sign from Beckett, and dropped it into his pocket. “Prospero’s group had to spend their New Year festival meeting helping move furniture and equipment from the Blue Zone groupette to a hiding place. Yesterday, they had to spend their meeting helping to move the same furniture and equipment into the new groupette below our unit. They may just be impatient to have a proper meeting, so they’ve decided to meet again today, but we have to assume Keith has ordered an immediate attack.”

He looked at me. “Amber, can you do a rapid telepathic scan of what’s happening in that groupette? I don’t want you to read anyone’s mind yet, just find out how many people are down on Industry 6, and then return to your own head.”

I nodded and closed my eyes. I normally read a familiar nearby mind to orient myself before doing a telepathic scan, but the urgency of this situation made me just open up my telepathic sense and reach downwards. There were four levels below me that were completely blank to my telepathic view, and then a level with a single glowing cluster of minds.

As I carefully counted those minds, something about their taste, sound, and texture struck me as unusual. I pulled back up to the level of my unit, then paused for a moment to study the minds in the room with me. I couldn’t find anything strange about them at all though. That meant what I’d seen down on Industry 6 hadn’t been a misleading oddity of my telepathic view. It was something real. I still didn’t know what it was, but it was definitely real.

I finally returned to my own head and opened my eyes. “There are nineteen people down on Industry 6.”

“Nineteen people!” Lucas repeated sharply. “Are you sure? We know Prospero only had three standard bookette units linked together. Sakshi said that arrangement would allow eighteen people to play an active role in the groupette, so we thought that was the maximum size of the group including Prospero himself.”

“I’m sure,” I said. “The minds are so close together that they’re like a blurry mass of light, but I can count the individual dots.”

“Why would there be a nineteenth person who can’t play an active role in the groupette?” muttered Lucas.

“Sakshi mentioned that synchronizing the control systems of bookette units was a highly skilled task,” said Emili. “Prospero may have tried to synchronize four bookette units, but could only manage three.”

“I suppose that’s possible,” said Lucas unhappily, “but it means one person has to sit there for four hours watching the others, unless ...”

Lucas snapped his fingers. “The nineteenth person is Prospero! He doesn’t play a part in the groupette himself. He just runs it for the others, and watches them play.”

Hallie shook her head. “Why would Prospero go to the effort of setting up an illegal groupette for other people, but never play a role himself?”

“I don’t know.” Lucas groaned. “It’s clear the groupette is central to this group’s activities, but we’ve no idea what those activities are, let alone how Keith plans to use the group to attack our unit. If I’d allowed Forge to play one of the groupette sequences when he first discovered it, we’d have a much better understanding of what’s happening now. I didn’t do that. I insisted on waiting for someone from Media Monitoring Division to come and ...”

“Don’t do it, Lucas!” Kareem’s voice had an uncharacteristically harsh edge as he cut into Lucas’s sentence. “You mustn’t start undermining yourself by focusing on past errors now, because we need you leading us forward. Emili doesn’t have the Tactical Commander imprint needed to make decisions in a critical situation like this, and my Tactical Commander career ended when I messed up the decisions on that appalling emergency run twenty-five years ago. Ever since then, I’ve only been able to point out the flaws in other people’s plans. I’m incapable of making plans myself.”

“Not undermining self,” said Lucas. “Past decision correct. Groupette content ...”

“I’m begging you, Lucas,” said Emili plaintively. “Please use all the words.”

“Sorry,” said Lucas. “When we discovered Prospero’s Blue Zone groupette, I was concerned the groupette content could be a psychological threat to Amber. Now we think Keith arranged for Prospero to create this new groupette on our unit’s doorstep, I’m remembering how Keith sent Franklin to the park to be a psychological threat to Buzz, so I’m even more worried about that groupette content.”

I was still thinking about the strange minds I’d seen in the groupette. I couldn’t pin down exactly what was so unusual about them, but I had the feeling I’d come across something similar before.

Adika had been growing more and more restless during the discussion, and now he lost patience entirely. “Lucas, we know that Keith intends to use this group to attack us. We know that attack could happen within the next few minutes. We have to stop talking and take action before ...”

I finally realized where and when I’d seen this sort of oddity in minds before, and urgently interrupted Adika. “I noticed something strange when I was counting the minds of Prospero’s group. I’ve been trying to make sense of it, and now I’ve got a theory. It’s vital that I read one of their minds right now to check if my theory is correct.”

Lucas frowned. “Go ahead then, but keep the check as brief as you can. The content of their thoughts could be disturbing.”

I closed my eyes, and reached down with my telepathic sense to where nineteen minds glowed in the darkness. Now that I knew what I was looking for, the betraying oddities in sight, sound, taste, touch, and scent seemed far more blatant, but I needed to be absolutely sure of my facts.

I picked a random one of the nineteen minds to read properly. The moment I started working my way down its thought levels it was clear that my theory was right. There were words on those levels, plenty of words, but none of them made any sense to me. My target was listening to one of the others in the group talking, and what he was saying was gibberish as well.

I returned to my own mind, and spoke in a shaky voice. “Prospero’s group members are thinking and speaking in the language of another Hive!”
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Lucas grabbed his dataview, tapped rapidly at the screen, and a calm automated voice spoke from overhead speakers. “Our unit is under attack. Our unit is under attack.”

“Forge, stay and bodyguard Amber,” said Adika. “Rothan, you’re with me.”

Adika sprinted out of the door with Rothan chasing after him, while Forge moved to stand protectively by my side. Everyone around me took crystal units from their pockets and put them into their ears. I put a shaky hand into my own pocket. I was notorious for losing crystal units, so I was relieved when my fingers closed on a familiar shape.

The automated voice was still speaking. “Strike teams initiate emergency defence protocols. Operational teams to stations. Frontline Medical team to emergency medical post.”

There was a mass movement of people heading out of the door now. I’d been trained to respond to standard emergency alerts by running for the lifts to join the Strike team, but had no idea what I was supposed to do in a situation like this. I looked uncertainly at where Lucas was still standing motionless, and tried reading his mind rather than asking questions.

Lucas’s thought levels weren’t just racing at express belt speed though, but filled with nightmare analysis about Prospero’s group being from Hive Genex and trying to kidnap me again. One especially ghastly thought chain was picturing a full-scale attack on our unit, with graphic images of mangled bodies that sent me scurrying back to the safety of my own head.

“Non-operational personnel and unit guests gather at your closest lockdown assembly point,” said the automated voice. “Accommodation Section Assembly Point is the school and nursery area. Operational Section Assembly Point is the main medical area.”

By now, only Lucas, Forge, and I were left in the Beta Tactical operations room. I finally realized I was still holding my crystal unit, put it into my ear, and heard Adika’s tension-filled voice talking.

“... nineteen armed agents from Hive Genex attacking our unit in an attempt to kidnap ...”

I snatched my ear crystal out of my ear. I’d fled Lucas’s mind because I couldn’t cope with seeing his thoughts about a full-scale attack on my unit. I couldn’t handle listening to Adika talk about it either. I knew that however desperate the situation, my Strike team members would never accept my order to surrender and let Hive Genex take me. Every man on my Strike teams would die trying to defend me. A lot of my non-combatant unit members could die as well.

A moment later, my four regular Alpha team bodyguards ran into the room carrying armfuls of grey, heavy-duty combat armour. Forge seized the smallest set of combat armour that belonged to me, and started helping me put it on over my ordinary clothes. Lucas and my four bodyguards began putting on combat armour as well.

As Lucas thrust his arms into the sleeves of his jacket, he turned to me. “Liaison reports you aren’t on the crystal comms yet, Amber. Do you need an ear crystal?”

“Amber is currently holding an ear crystal,” said Forge pointedly.

I groaned, reluctantly accepted that denying reality would just make the situation worse, and put my ear crystal back in my ear. Fortunately, Adika had finished briefing his men, so there were just incomprehensible comments from random Strike team members about defence positions.

By now, my four bodyguards all had their combat armour on. Dex took over the job of helping me, so Forge could spend a few seconds effortlessly putting on his own combat armour, while Vance went to help Lucas.

Nicole’s voice spoke on the crystal comms. “Tracking is green, and confirms Amber, Buzz, and all Tactical and Liaison team members are inside the Operational Core.”

“One minute to sealing emergency doors around Operational Core,” responded Adika.

Forge turned to look at the room door. “Where the waste is ...?”

At that instant, an armour-clad Eli ran into the room. “I relieve you, Forge.”

“Eli, you command Bodyguard team,” Forge acknowledged, and dashed out of the door.

Once Lucas had finished fastening his combat armour, Eli handed guns to both Lucas and me. “We should move to the main Tactical office now,” he said.

I put my gun in the holster of my combat armour, and my Bodyguard team ushered Lucas and me out of the room into the corridor. I’d already been feeling shaky and breathless. Now I heard a loud grating noise, turned to see something black sliding across the eastern end of the corridor, and gave a yelp of alarm.

“There’s no need to worry, Amber,” said Eli, in a soothing voice. “You know that for defence reasons your apartment has thicker than standard walls, and especially thick walls around the central core containing your living room, dining area, and bedroom. The operational section of the unit has a similar arrangement, with especially thick walls around the Operational Core of the Tactical and Liaison areas. The emergency defence doors have just closed on the corridors around that area to protect you and the key operational staff.”

I absorbed the fact that the unnervingly black door was one of several designed to keep me, my Tactical team, and my Liaison team safe from attack, and asked an anxious question. “The assembly points have these defences too?”

Eli nodded. “Their emergency doors will be closing as soon as everyone is...”

Adika’s voice boomed from the overhead speakers. “Operational Core is now sealed. Non-operational personnel and unit guests must stop delaying to pack bags, or in the case of Sofia, loitering in corridors to make sketches of the action. Move to your closest assembly point at once, or my men will forcibly carry you there!”

“The emergency doors will be closing on the assembly points as soon as everyone is inside,” said Eli cheerfully. “Let’s carry on to the main Tactical office now.”

I made myself move on through the door to the Tactical office, and was faced with a red message on the vast main screen. “Emergency Defence Protocols Active.” Lucas’s Tactical team members were all sitting at their desks, wearing ill-fitting combat armour dragged on over their clothes. Buzz was at the desk she used during emergency runs, looking like a stranger now that bulky armour had been added to her recently changed appearance. I assumed that Nicole and her team would be wearing combat armour in Liaison’s operations room as well.

Lucas went to sit at the Tactical Command control bank, while Eli ushered me down to the brainstorming area of the room. I sank shakily down on a random chair, and Eli stretched out lazily on a couch opposite me. My other four bodyguards stood staring at him in outraged disapproval.

Eli gave them a pointed look. “Can’t you see Amber is worried about what’s happening? You shouldn’t be making things worse by behaving as if she’s in immediate physical danger when she isn’t. Any attackers would have to fight their way through multiple sets of unit defences, and then cut their way through the Hive structural shield material protecting this area, before they could reach us.”

Lucas had been working on his control bank, but now looked up. “Eli’s right. In this situation, I had to initiate emergency defence protocols, but it’s purely a precautionary measure. There’s no immediate threat, so you should all sit down.”

My four regular Alpha team bodyguards pulled despairing faces at each other, and sat down in the most unyielding of the chairs.

“I pity whoever gets the job of carrying Sofia to her assembly point,” said Eli chattily. “You know what she’s like when anyone interrupts her work. She’ll try to stab them with her sketching pencil.”

Eli was working so desperately hard to reassure me that I forced myself to laugh.

Lucas tapped at his ear crystal and looked around the room. “Everyone, please make absolutely sure that your ear crystals are set to receive only. I don’t want any of our next discussion being broadcast on the crystal comms and worrying people.”

I thought my ear crystal was already set to receive only, but I gave it a double tap to make sure, and heard it bleep in confirmation.

“At the moment, we’ll have virtually every unit member on the crystal comms,” continued Lucas. “Many of the non-operational unit members will be reacting badly to the news our unit is under attack.”

“At least one of the operational unit members is reacting badly to that information,” said Gideon bitterly. “I worked on Claire’s Tactical team for forty-nine years, and we had occasional incidents with individual agents from another Hive, but never encountered a group of anything like this size. The vital question is whether we’re facing a full-scale physical attack, or the sort of imprint tactics Hive Genex used against us last time.”

His words brought back nightmare memories of how Hive Genex had used an imprint to take control of my mind and return me to being my three-year-old self. That puppet child had blindly obeyed their imprinted orders and requested a transfer to Hive Genex, while my adult personality was left as little more than an echo of one of my targets.

Lucas had managed to free me from the control imprint by removing it from my mind, but if Hive Genex managed to imprint me a second time ... Was this why Adversary Aura had lodged that counterclaim against our Hive? Was Hive Genex’s plan that Prospero’s group would give me a new control imprint, and Adversary Aura would activate it when I was in the interview with her and Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement’s Chief Examinant?

Even as a virtual presence, Adversary Aura could easily show me the imprint’s trigger symbol. She’d just need to wear it emblazoned on a pendant or ornate hair slide. I’d been unable to resist when the first imprint was activated, so knew I’d be just as helpless a second time. Once my imprinted orders had compelled me to tell the Chief Examinant that I wanted to go to Hive Genex, Adversary Aura could have me taken into immediate protective custody. Lucas wouldn’t be able to save me a second time if he couldn’t get anywhere near me.

Emili was shaking her head at Gideon. “But it doesn’t make any sense for Hive Genex to try to kidnap Amber now. Their agents couldn’t possibly get away with either imprinting or physically abducting Amber when a Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement inspection team is actually in our Hive investigating their first kidnapping attempt.”

“That’s a very good point,” said Lucas. “So, if Prospero’s group aren’t trying to kidnap Amber, what the waste are they planning to do?”

The Tactical team’s attack specialist, Telyn, spoke in a harsh voice. “Hive Genex must be planning to kill Amber rather than kidnap her.”

Everyone else winced at her words. The suggestion that Hive Genex wasn’t trying to kidnap me but kill me should have been the final push that sent me into total hysterics. Instead, it had an oddly calming effect. The idea of living with my thoughts and actions controlled by Hive Genex terrified me, but I could cope with the threat of being killed.

“What would Hive Genex have to gain from killing Amber?” asked Gideon.

“Revenge,” said Hallie.

“When Hive Genex’s agent, Elden, realized his kidnap attempt had failed, he wanted to take personal revenge on Amber by killing her brother,” said Gideon. “Hives tend to have more practical motives though.”

“Amber has agreed to be interviewed by Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement’s Chief Examinant,” said Isla, one of the quieter members of the Tactical team. “Killing Amber would stop that interview from happening.”

Lucas had been anxiously studying me, but now turned to look sharply at Isla. “That’s an interesting contribution. Adversary Aura went to great lengths to set up the situation where Amber would be interviewed by both her and the Chief Examinant. We’ve been told that Adversary Aura seemed smugly confident that our Hive would drop our claim against Hive Genex rather than subject Amber to that interview.”

He paused. “I can see why Adversary Aura might think that. All her information about Amber must have come from Elden, and he’d only encountered Amber as a three-year-old child, a quietly dutiful teen, and an uncertain new telepath in training. Adversary Aura would have expected a panicking Amber to refuse to do the interview, so our Hive had no choice but to abandon its claim.”

Lucas gave a rueful laugh. “But the truth is that Amber has grown so much since Elden knew her, and is so eager to make Hive Genex face justice, that she was actively demanding to carry out the interview. Hive Genex may believe there’s another reason for our Hive going ahead with it though, such as Amber knowing additional damaging information about its activities.”

I frowned. “Why would Hive Genex believe I know anything about its activities?”

“Because our Hive’s claim against Hive Genex included the fact you read the mind of its agent, Elden,” said Lucas. “Hive Genex would know that you couldn’t make sense of Elden’s thoughts, but might be worried that you’d seen images in his head about something else he was involved in. Something far worse than the kidnapping. Something that Hive Genex is so desperate to keep hidden from Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement that it would openly murder Amber to stop her giving that information to the Chief Examinant.”

“I can’t imagine what could be that bad,” said Emili.

“Neither can I,” admitted Lucas. “At this point, we’re just randomly speculating in an attempt to understand Prospero’s plans.”

“This situation is entirely Keith’s fault,” said Beckett, in a disapproving voice. “If we hadn’t been distracted by his bad behaviour, we’d have suspected Hive Genex was involved in the Blue Zone groupette the moment we discovered it, and could have worked out Prospero’s plans days ago.”

“Even if Keith had been behaving himself, I don’t think we’d have suspected the groupette was connected to Hive Genex,” objected Kareem. “Remember that Reece reported the robot problem before the aircraft carrying the Hive Genex delegation even entered our air space.”

“And now we know that Prospero’s group has been in our Hive since Valentine,” added Emili. “We thought Elden was working alone to kidnap Amber. Is it possible that Elden was one of the original members of Prospero’s group?”

“Elden might not have been part of Prospero’s group,” said Lucas, “but the owner of the original bookette in Green Zone. The man was imprinted with a dangerously large amount of information, and left isolated and alone in an alien Hive. He could have set up the secret bookette to play familiar images of home to keep himself stable.”

“I like that theory,” said Gideon. “I’ve been struggling to believe that a group of nineteen agents from Hive Genex has been successfully skulking in our Hive since Valentine, but never lifted a finger to help Elden kidnap Amber. It seems far more credible that Elden was running the bookette in Green Zone until his death during the Halloween festival.”

Emili nodded. “And after Elden’s death, Hive Genex sent Prospero’s group to make another attempt to kidnap Amber. They’re the ones who set up the new groupette in Blue Zone. Most of our earlier logic about the attack on Amber being delayed by her cancelling visits to her parents would still apply.”

“But why would Prospero’s group use its groupette at exactly the same seven-day interval that Elden used his bookette?” asked Beckett.

“The communication channel with Hive Genex might only be open at specific times to limit the chances of it being discovered,” said Telyn.

“It’s the change in furniture that worries me,” said Hallie. “The battered tables and chairs in the Green Zone bookette were consistent with Elden scavenging discarded tables and chairs. How was Prospero’s group able to get luxury furniture for the Blue Zone groupette? Wouldn’t they be having to scavenge items as well?”

“Elden was working alone,” said Emili. “Even limiting his imprint to the absolutely essential information for his mission brought him to the edge of imprint overload. That meant Elden had to scavenge for the items he needed. There are nineteen people in Prospero’s group though, so one of them could be an expert at hacking the supply system to get any items they want.”

“We need more facts,” said Lucas. “Amber, do you feel able to make a more detailed check on Prospero’s group?”

I remembered the proud words I’d said during the Hive Politics conference call. Being a telepath means being a warrior. I needed to stop shaking with fear at the thought of my unit members being killed, live up to my words, and fight to defend them.

“Yes,” I said firmly. “I can read the minds of Prospero’s group members now.”

“I know you won’t be able to understand their thoughts,” said Lucas, “or what they’re saying to each other, but you should be able to see the view through their eyes and sense their feelings. Any clue at all to what they’re doing would be ...”

Lucas was interrupted by Adika’s loud, frustrated voice on the crystal comms. “Liaison, why haven’t we been given clearance to seal the assembly points’ emergency doors? What’s the delay?”

“We’re still waiting for a few of the non-operational personnel and unit guests to reach the assembly points,” Nicole replied.

“We need to complete emergency defence protocols right now,” said Adika furiously, “not wait until Carnival. Any non-operational personnel and unit guests outside the assembly points sixty seconds from now will be ...”

“Amber, you’d better turn down the volume on your ear crystal so you don’t get distracted by people talking on the crystal comms,” said Lucas.

I gave the volume control sequence of taps at my ear crystal. Adika was shouting at the top of his voice, so I could still hear his threat to throw the guilty parties down a lift shaft, but the following voices were barely audible.

“Starting my check on Prospero’s group now,” I said.

I closed my eyes, checked Eli’s mind to orient myself, and found his thoughts were running at frantic speed.

... nineteen targets would be bad enough if they were ordinary wild bees, but agents of ...

... could be facing utterly unknown weapons, and ...

I hastily left Eli’s thoughts, and moved down through the darkness to where a cluster of minds glowed. “This is very different from my normal scans for targets,” I said. “These people’s minds have some oddities because they’ve been shaped by another Hive, but there isn’t the crashing discordance of a true wild bee.”

I paused. “I can’t see any hint which of these minds is Prospero, so I’ll just read a random mind on the fringes of the group. In theory, I should be able to see most of the others through their eyes.”

I linked to one of the minds. “It’s hard to judge the number of thought levels when they’re just a mass of meaningless words. My current target seems to have far more levels to their mind than usual though. I suppose any Hive would choose agents of above-average ability.”

I moved on to reporting what my target could see. “The view from this person’s eyes is really confusing. Prospero must be playing a groupette set in Hive Genex, because I’ve never seen anywhere in our Hive that looks like this. It’s a bit like a shopping area with especially high ceilings, but ... Well, at the same time, it isn’t like that at all. I realize that won’t make much sense, but I’m struggling to understand what I’m seeing, let alone describe it.”

“Don’t worry about describing the setting,” said Lucas. “What are Prospero’s group doing?”

“I don’t know. I can see hundreds of people either sitting or walking around, and it’s hard to work out which are real and which are holograms. My target’s attention is focused on the woman sitting opposite them, so I’m just getting random blurred glimpses of everyone and everything else.”

Weirdly, now that I was doing my job, reading minds and reporting facts, I felt much calmer. “The people’s clothes are similar to those in our Hive, except for extravagantly high collars. I can’t see anyone wearing clothes from our Hive, so either the real people are wearing costumes, or the groupette is masking their real clothes with holo images.”

“Can you see the groupette tables and chairs?” asked Lucas.

“I can see at least twenty tables surrounded by chairs,” I said. “They’re all ornate things in blue and white, so the groupette must be making the real furniture look like the holo furniture. It’s difficult to relate the telepathic view to what I’m seeing through my target’s eyes. The holos show an area vastly bigger than any empty water tank though, so the real people must be sitting at the closest tables. Give me a moment to count ...”

I groaned. “No, it’s impossible for me to count anything. Two more people have arrived to sit at this table, so my target keeps turning to face whichever person is talking.”

“I thought Prospero would be making a speech or giving instructions to his group,” said Lucas.

“No one is making speeches,” I said, “and I haven’t even seen Prospero yet. At least, I haven’t seen anyone that isn’t playing an active part in the groupette. My current target can’t be Prospero, because there’s no air of authority, just a feeling of happy expectancy. I’ve seen several of the others glancing around. It’s as if everyone is waiting for something to happen.”

“Are these people carrying weapons or wearing body armour?” asked Lucas.

“I can’t see any weapons or body armour.” I gave a frustrated sigh. “It’s bad enough not understanding the thoughts in my target’s head, and looking at a place that makes no sense. The fact a groupette is playing means I can’t even tell what’s real and what’s just holos. Studying the movements of the people at this table, my impression is that they aren’t wearing costumes, just letting the groupette use holos to mask their ordinary clothes.”

“Do you think these people could be carrying weapons in holsters or wearing armour that’s masked by holos?” asked Lucas.

I made a doubtful sound. “All I can say for certain is that my current target can’t be wearing anything as heavy as my own combat armour, because I’d feel the weight. My target isn’t holding anything in their hands either, and I don’t think there’s anything on the tables, but I can see a big box on the floor beside some sort of holo statue.”

I paused. “I think that box must be real. It’s very plain and functional. It also looks solid, while the holo statue is flickering. I think the corner of the box is sticking into the holo statue, and causing some holo breakdown effects.”

“There could be weapons, armour, or absolutely anything else in that box,” said Lucas grimly. “Not understanding your target’s thoughts seems to stop you identifying with their ideas, Amber. You’re still reflecting their expressions though. Does that mean you’re feeling their emotions at full strength?”

“Yes,” I said. “I’m ...”

With my ear crystal volume turned down, I’d been barely noticing comments on the crystal comms, but now someone shouted in outrage. “Let go of my foot!”

I pulled back into my own head, tapped urgently at my ear crystal, and spoke on the crystal comms myself. “That’s my brother’s voice! What’s Gregas doing in my unit during an attack?”
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Chapter Thirty-nine
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Adika’s exasperated voice spoke on the crystal comms. “When Lucas ordered us to initiate emergency defence protocols, the lift security logs showed we had three guests in our unit. Rothan’s younger brother immediately reported to the Accommodation Section Assembly Point, and Atticus to the Operational Section Assembly Point. Gregas has been playing hide and seek with my men in the park though, and trying to sneak into the operational section of the unit.”

“Well, I’ve finally caught the little slime ball,” said Forge’s irritated voice. “Can I put wrist restraints on him, Amber?”

“You can put both wrist and ankle restraints on Gregas, throw him in the Accommodation Section Assembly Point, and seal the emergency doors for the next century,” I said bitterly.

“You’ve no right to have me locked up,” said Gregas.

“Amber is the leader of a Telepath Unit that’s under attack by agents of another Hive,” said Lucas. “She doesn’t just have the right to have you locked up. She could have you shot for disrupting the defence of her unit.”

“Why are you in my unit anyway, Gregas, and how did you get your hands on a crystal comms unit?” I demanded.

“I’m here because I have a therapy session booked with Buzz,” Gregas said, in a voice of wounded innocence. “I found the crystal comms unit in the park during the New Year festival. I thought you must have dropped it, so I brought it here to return it.”

It was plausible that I’d dropped a crystal comms unit in the park, but ... “I didn’t think you had a therapy session today.”

“Gregas’s next therapy session is two days from now,” said Buzz, “and he should have handed the comms unit in during his last visit to the unit.”

“I must have got my therapy days muddled,” said Gregas, “and I forgot to hand the comms unit in last time because ... ow! Those restraints are really uncomfortable, Forge!”

“Good,” Forge and I said in unison.

“The truth is that Gregas has been coming to this unit every day since the New Year festival,” Forge continued solo. “He keeps trying to join in with the Strike team training sessions, and we didn’t want to bother Amber about his behaviour when she was under so much pressure. Gregas has gone much too far today though, wasting our time in a critical situation.”

Gregas groaned. “Why can’t you understand that I want to help with the unit defence?”

“Why can’t you understand that you’re only fourteen years old and can’t help us with the unit defence?” asked Forge.

“As soon as this crisis is over, I’ll put a tracking bracelet on Gregas and arrange for his movements to be constantly monitored,” said Buzz.

“You can’t put a tracking bracelet on me,” said Gregas. “They’re for children!”

Forge laughed. “I assure you that Buzz can and will put a tracking bracelet on you. Now I’m confiscating your crystal comms unit.”

Gregas’s cry of protest was followed by the distinctive sound of the park doors opening and closing. There was some random background clattering, and then Forge triumphantly reported.

“Gregas is now inside the Accommodation Section Assembly Point, wearing both wrist and ankle restraints, and with an extra set of restraints attaching him to a wall.”

Adika’s voice spoke from the overhead speakers. “Sealing emergency doors on Accommodation Section Assembly Point now.”

“Can we seal the emergency doors on the Operational Section Assembly Point as well?” asked Lucas hopefully.

“We need to sort out a problem with the Frontline Medical team first,” Megan joined the conversation on the crystal comms. “Crista is finding this situation a little ... difficult, so Kaden is escorting her back to the Operational Section Assembly Point. I’m heading to the emergency medical post to take over leading the Frontline Medical team.”

I could sympathize with Crista finding this situation difficult. Megan must be frightened as well, so I had to admire her for volunteering to take Crista’s place, but ...

Adika said exactly what I was thinking. “Megan, you can’t take over leading the Frontline Medical team. If our Strike teams make a full-scale attack on Prospero’s group, the Frontline Medical team will be following us into the combat zone. Your obstetrician is concerned about twin two’s progress. She wants you to keep to a strict rest regime until their condition stabilizes, not go running around in the middle of a battle.”

“I know that,” said Megan, “but Crista is ...”

I was stunned when another voice interrupted Megan on the crystal comms. “This is Atticus. I can lead your Frontline Medical team.”

“That’s impossible, Atticus,” said Lucas. “You’re Morton’s lead surgeon. You can’t take any risks when he’s having a series of critically important operations.”

“I’m no longer Morton’s lead surgeon,” said Atticus. “When Morton regained consciousness, his recovery care team reported that he was badly shaken by his unexpected emergency surgery. I’ve resigned to allow one of the five equally gifted surgeons on my team to take my place, and let them regain Morton’s trust by blaming any and all past problems on me.”

“You shouldn’t be blamed for anything,” I said indignantly. “You saved Morton’s life!”

“And I will save Morton’s life a second time by making sure he has enough confidence in his surgical team to continue with his transplant operations,” said Atticus firmly. “Having resigned as Morton’s lead surgeon, I’m perfectly free to lead your Frontline Medical team. I’ll head to the emergency medical post right away.”

“And I’ll return to the Operational Section Assembly Point,” said Megan.

“Changing Atticus’s status from guest to operational personnel,” said Nicole, “and Megan’s status back to non-operational personnel.”

It was about twenty seconds before Nicole spoke again. “All non-operational personnel and unit guests are now confirmed at assembly points.”

Adika’s voice instantly spoke on the overhead speakers. “Sealing emergency doors on Operational Section Assembly Point now. This completes emergency defence protocols. What do we do now, Lucas?”

“I now want to secure our crystal comms from enemy infiltration,” said Lucas briskly. “Only our Tactical, Liaison, and Strike teams, with the addition of the Frontline Medical team and Buzz, should remain on the crystal comms. Everyone else should leave the crystal comms, and follow events by using their dataviews to access my Tactical team’s defence feed of selected information.”

He paused before speaking again. “Hopefully, most non-operational personnel will have left the crystal comms now. Nicole, I need your Liaison team to remove the rest of them, then lock down the comms and carry out a full security check on the remaining crystal comms links. We need to make absolutely sure everyone on those links is who they claim to be.”

“Understood,” said Nicole.

My ear crystal gave an odd bleep, and I heard Coral’s voice. “Amber, can you please verify your link by saying the last time you tried cleaning a room?”

“That was the great bookette room disaster,” I said guiltily.

My ear crystal bleeped again, then Lucas spoke. “I loathe Teen Level tomato soup.”

There was a ripple of other comments from the Tactical team, ending with an earnest sentence from Beckett. “Cee Cee’s favourite brush is grey, soft-bristled, with initials inlaid in silver.”

There was a brief silence before Nicole spoke on the comms again. “All comms links have been secured and verified.”

“Now what’s the plan, Lucas?” Adika’s impatient voice demanded on the crystal comms. “I hope you realize we can’t maintain this level of defence without keeping both Strike teams here in the unit.”

“I’m fully aware of that,” said Lucas. “Give me a few minutes to investigate our options.”

Lucas tapped at his ear crystal to set it to receive only, then stood up. “Can Amber and Kareem please join me in meeting room 4 to discuss ...”

Lucas broke off his sentence and corrected himself. “No, the emergency doors have cut off the meeting rooms, so we’ll have to go into the Beta Ops room to talk in private.”

Eli coughed pointedly. “If I let Amber go wandering off without bodyguards in the current situation, Adika will rip my head off my shoulders and use it as a football.”

“Lucas, you are welcome to use my quiet room for your meeting,” said Beckett.

“That’s very helpful,” said Lucas. “Eli, would you be happy for Amber to go through the connecting door into Beckett’s quiet room with Kareem and me?”

Eli turned to frown at the connecting door. “Given that’s the only entrance to Beckett’s quiet room, I suppose it would be acceptable.”

Emili spoke in a pointed voice. “I’m your deputy, Lucas. Shouldn’t you be including me in this discussion?”

“You’re only imprinted with a deputy Tactical team leader imprint,” said Lucas gently. “Kareem has the full Tactical Commander imprint with relevant strategic information.”

“I’m not asking to replace Kareem in your discussion, simply to be included as well,” said Emili.

Lucas grimaced. “I’m afraid it’s impossible to include you. The relevant strategic information is highly restricted, so Kareem and I are only allowed to discuss it with other Tactical Commanders. That rule obviously doesn’t apply to Amber, because she can see the information in our minds whenever we think about it, but it does apply to you.”

“Well, if this involves restricted information ...” Emili gave a depressed groan of acceptance. “The Hive knows best.”

Lucas led Kareem and me into Beckett’s quiet room, and Lucas closed the door behind us. I gave a curious look around. I’d never been in here before, but I’d correctly imagined it as a softly lit, restful place designed to ease Beckett’s sensory issues. Even the cat bed tucked into the corner was a carefully neutral colour. Lucas and I sat on the couch, while Kareem took the single chair by the desk.

“Amber, I suggest you read my thoughts to help you follow this conversation,” said Lucas.

I nodded, closed my eyes, and linked to Lucas’s mind. His thoughts were racing at unreadable speed, so I focused on the words appearing on the pre-vocalization level. There was an odd, multiple echo effect as I saw the words appear, felt Lucas’s lips move to say them aloud, and heard the sound of them through his ears.

“We can’t wait around for Prospero’s group to attack us,” said Lucas rapidly. “We must take the initiative by attacking them first. The problem is that we need to keep both Strike teams in the unit to defend it from nineteen enemy agents with unknown armaments, but we also need both Strike teams to make a pre-emptive attack on those agents. We can’t ask another telepath to bring their Strike teams to our unit’s doorstep to attack Prospero’s group, because telepaths mustn’t meet.”

Lucas paused. “Once it was confirmed the mental reset had left Olivia as only a borderline telepath, the remnants of her old unit were disbanded. If we explained the situation to Morton, he might agree to send his Strike team members to assist us by working under Amber’s guidance, but ...”

Kareem interrupted Lucas. “We can’t tell Morton what’s happening. The stress of knowing our unit is under attack by a group of enemy agents could kill him.”

“Exactly.” Lucas’s pre-vocalization level abruptly fragmented into two. I’d never seen that happen with the pre-vocalization level of anyone’s mind before. I didn’t even know it was possible. The first pre-vocalization level remained as pure thought.

We could ask Gold Commander Melisande to send a Hive Defence unit to help us, but their people aren’t trained to work with telepaths, and their weapons aren’t designed to operate inside the Hive.

Lucas said the words from the second pre-vocalization level aloud. “My plan is to keep both our own Strike teams defending our unit, and ask Gold Commander Melisande to send a Hive Defence unit to attack Prospero’s group.”

“We can’t have a Hive Defence unit charging into this situation,” said Kareem, in an alarmed voice. “You know what happened in 2481. Hive Defence was dealing with a minor enemy incursion inside the Hive, when a Lieutenant with fewer brain cells than a rabbit got careless firing his heavy weaponry. He took out half a dozen structural walls, triggering a full-scale cascade failure.”

Kareem’s words triggered an image sequence in Lucas’s mind. The lack of any emotional or personal connections meant it had to come from his Tactical Commander imprint. Something was blasting through structural walls and bringing higher levels crashing down.

“Which is the reason Law Enforcement now deals with minor enemy incursions inside the Hive,” said Kareem. “I admit that a group of nineteen enemy agents is pushing the limit on a minor incursion, but ...”

Lucas still had two pre-vocalization levels running in parallel. One as pure thought and the other that he was speaking aloud.

Kareem is matching my own logic perfectly, so it’s time for me to set him up.

“Then we’re back to the option of borrowing Morton’s Strike teams,” Lucas said aloud. “I suppose I could contact Saanvi directly, and ask her to lend us Morton’s Strike teams without telling him.”

Kareem made a choking noise. “Saanvi would never bypass Morton’s consent.”

By now, I’d worked out what was happening in Lucas’s mind. The pure thought pre-vocalization level was Lucas privately talking to me. The standard pre-vocalization level was Lucas preparing the lies he was telling Kareem.

Strike time!

“Then I’ve no choice but to call in Hive Defence,” said Lucas decisively.

He started tapping at his dataview, and Kareem literally shouted at him. “No, you’ve missed a better option! Claire’s old unit members live only a few minutes away from us in area 410/2900 of Law Enforcement Level 20.”

I was startled into opening my eyes. There was an odd, blurry moment where I was simultaneously seeing my view of Lucas and his view of me, then my mind adapted by filtering out Lucas’s view so I was seeing solely through my own eyes.

Lucas’s twin pre-vocalization levels merged into one, and he laughed in triumph. “Kareem, I’ve seen the signs of your protective shell cracking during the last few emergency runs. Noticed you letting slip hints of ideas. I thought that if I pushed you hard enough at this critically important moment, you might take the final step of suggesting using Claire’s old Strike team.”

“You mean that you already knew the answer,” said Kareem in disgust. “What’s wrong with you, Lucas? You should be concentrating on the current crisis, not wasting time playing mind games with a broken failure of a Tactical Commander.”

“I am concentrating on the current crisis,” said Lucas. “Specifically, the problem that I want to bring in as many as possible of Claire’s old Strike team members to defend our unit, and send both our own Strike teams out to make a pre-emptive attack. In that situation, I’ll have to focus all my attention and Amber’s efforts on our attack to give it the best chance of success. I need you running the unit defence, ready to deal with the situation if Prospero either defeats our Strike teams or manages to get some of his group past them to attack our unit.”

“You should be using Gideon to run the unit defence,” said Kareem. “He’s an experienced defence specialist.”

“Gideon is an incredibly experienced defence specialist, but we’ve no idea what weapons or tactics we’ll be facing. I need a true Tactical Commander running our defence, adjusting their plans whenever we discover more about the enemy.”

Kareem groaned. “It’s been twenty-five years since I acted as a Tactical Commander, Lucas. You can’t just throw a situation like this at me.”

“I’ve no choice about throwing this situation at you.” Lucas deliberately piled on the pressure. “I need you leading our unit defence. Amber needs you leading our unit defence. Our Hive needs you leading our unit defence.”

Kareem gave a second groan that was one of defeat. “Well, I’ll do my best.”

Lucas turned to look at me. “Amber, are you happy with this arrangement?”

“I have every confidence in Claire’s old Strike team members and Kareem,” I said.

“Then we can rejoin the others and tell them what’s happening,” said Lucas.
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We stood up, went through the door to the Tactical office, and everyone turned to look hopefully at us. “Do we have a plan?” asked Emili.

“We have a plan,” said Lucas.

“And are you allowed to explain this plan to us mere mortals, or is it restricted information?” asked Gideon drily.

“I’m going to explain it to everyone on the crystal comms.” Lucas tapped at his ear crystal, and spoke in the calm and relaxed Tactical Commander voice. “Briefing time now, everyone. We’re going to ask Claire’s old Strike team members to volunteer to defend our unit. If enough of them come to help us, we’ll be able to send our own Strike teams to make a pre-emptive attack on Prospero’s group.”

“Of course Claire’s old Strike team members will volunteer to protect her great-granddaughter.” Gideon eagerly spoke on the comms. “Can I call them and explain the situation now?”

“Go ahead,” said Lucas.

“Our defence volunteers will all be well past Strike team retirement age,” said Adika, on the crystal comms. “We can expect them to be far below operational fitness levels on speed and strength, but fire power is more important in a unit defence. My main concern is they won’t be familiar with our unit layout.”

I spoke on the comms myself. “Remember that Claire’s unit was based here during the last ten years of her life, so most of our volunteers will know our basic unit layout.”

“That’s true,” said Adika. “I’ll just need to update them with recent unit alterations, and warn them about a few nasty surprises I’ve added to deal with intruders.”

“Gideon will act as our central coordinator with Claire’s old Strike team members,” said Lucas briskly. “I’ll be Tactical Commander in charge of the pre-emptive attack. Kareem will be Acting Tactical Commander in charge of unit defence.”

Everyone in the Tactical office turned to stare at Kareem.

“You’re putting Kareem in charge of unit defence?” repeated Adika, in an anxious voice. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

Lucas took the Acting Tactical Commander sign from his pocket and handed it to Kareem. “I’ve carefully assessed this situation, and I’m certain this is the best possible arrangement.”

Emili stood up, and spoke in a carefully controlled voice that wasn’t echoed on the crystal comms. “Kareem, would you like to move to my deputy team leader’s desk now, or leave it until later?”

Lucas hastily tapped at his ear crystal to set it to listen only. “It isn’t necessary for you to move desks, Emili. After this crisis is over, Kareem will return to being a team member. When the Hive is next in need of a new Tactical Commander, I will ask if Kareem wishes me to put him forward for that post, but I will never consider him for any deputy position. Especially not yours.”

Emili sank back down into her chair.

Lucas set his ear crystal to speak on the crystal comms again. “We obviously can’t begin the pre-emptive attack until the unit defence handover is complete, so I’m giving initial comms precedence to Kareem for defence organization.”

Kareem spoke on the crystal comms, using the same imprinted neutral Tactical Commander voice as Lucas, but with a hint of his usual lazy tones that made it subtly his own.

“Gideon, please feed me the names and basic details of defence volunteers as soon as you get them. We need to accept that our dedicated lifts are hopelessly compromised, because we’ve got hostiles positioned dangerously close to the lift shafts. Rather than give those hostiles opportunities to either sabotage the lifts or use them to gain access to our unit, I want Liaison to send all our lifts down to Level 100 and keep them there for the duration of this crisis.”

Kareem paused. “That means our defence volunteers will need to form groups on Level 20, take alternative lifts up to Industry 2, and then get Adika’s clearance to enter our unit through the northern or southern emergency routes.”

“Similarly, our own Strike teams will need to use the emergency routes rather than the lifts when they head out on the pre-emptive attack,” interjected Lucas.

“Once our defence volunteers start arriving, we’re going to have a lot of people on the crystal comms,” Kareem continued. “Nicole, can you please morph our current crystal comms to command level and set up separate subsidiary comms for defence and attack. Where possible, people should keep basic chatter solely of interest to defence or attack on the appropriate subsidiary comms. Adika, I assume you’ll assign one of your deputies to provide the defence with current unit security information.”

“In this situation,” said Adika, “my priority has to be ensuring Amber’s safety, so I’ll be leading the defence myself.”

“Gideon has just informed me that we don’t just have Claire’s final Strike team leader on his way to help us,” said Kareem. “Wilder is coming as well.”

Adika’s awed gasp was perfectly audible on the comms. “Well, if the Hive’s greatest ever Strike team leader is coming to take over the defence, I’ll lead the attack myself, and assign Forge to provide Wilder with current unit security information.”

He paused. “It’s simplest if Rothan remains in charge of what will be a rather depleted Alpha team without Eli and Amber’s four regular bodyguards. I’ll take over the Beta team myself.”

There was a two-second silence before Nicole spoke. “Crystal comms are now reconfigured to requested configuration.”

“All discussions relating to defence arrangements should now move to the defence subsidiary comms,” said Kareem. “I’ll echo any key defence points here on the command comms to ensure the attack personnel are kept fully informed.”

“Amber, we need you to check what Prospero’s group are doing now,” said Lucas.

“Should I be setting my ear crystal to speak on the attack subsidiary comms?” I asked.

“You need to remain on command comms, Amber,” said Lucas. “It’s essential that both attack and defence hear your information directly from your own lips rather than being given a summary. You’ve no idea how much extra meaning we gain from the tone of your voice, or how often an apparently trivial comment turns out to be vitally important.”

I leaned back in my chair, closed my eyes, and touched Kareem’s mind. I wanted to both orient myself and check how he was coping with returning to the Tactical Commander role after twenty-five years. Everyone else in the Tactical office had accepted Lucas’s comment about when the Hive was next in need of a new Tactical Commander as referring to whenever Lottery next found a new telepath. I knew that it really meant Lucas was thinking of Kareem becoming the Tactical Commander for the new telepath from Hive Genex.

I found Kareem staring at a rapidly scrolling screen of names, the top level of his mind analyzing defence options, while the lower levels were caught up in a breathless whirlwind of emotions.

... thought I’d be terrified, and I am terrified, but it’s also like the moment I woke up after being imprinted. My head was overflowing with a mass of information on the position of Tactical team member I’d have immediately, and the position of Tactical Commander that I might eventually be fortunate enough to hold. I was hit by the knowledge that I was born for this life, and felt the joy of ...

... seventeen deaths in that last catastrophic emergency run. I was left so broken by guilt that I could only resign my post and walk away. It took me years to accept Tactical Commanders are human beings and fallible, so we’ll all make wrong decisions that kill people. Even more years to accept that handing my position over to someone less able, someone who made more mistakes than me, had actually killed far more people than ...

... believed it was far too late for me to go back, but Lucas didn’t. Now I think back over my time in this unit, it’s obvious Lucas has been quietly luring me into playing a fuller role on the team, waiting for the right high-pressure moment to push me into ...

Waste it! How could Lucas have known me better than I knew myself? How could he have such a flawless understanding of both my past and my future? That comment about putting me forward for the next Tactical Commander vacancy, but never considering me for a deputy position, summed things up so ...

The top level of Kareem’s mind had decided on some novel defence tactics, which should totally disconcert attackers. Now all the levels of his mind united in a moment of clarity.

It is all or nothing now. It is make or break. This crisis will decide whether I will be a team member for the rest of my career or become a Tactical Commander in waiting. Becoming a deputy isn’t an option for me, because I can either make decisions or I can’t. I can either cope with the strain of commanding an emergency run or ...

Kareem started speaking on the crystal comms, while several of the lowest levels of his mind combined in a laughing thought.

It’s ludicrous that speaking in the Tactical Commander voice doesn’t just increase others’ confidence in me. It increases my confidence in myself as well.

Satisfied that Kareem was more than coping with the situation, I left his thoughts and reached downwards with my telepath sense to where nineteen glowing minds were still closely clustered in the darkness. “Prospero’s group are still together at the same location,” I reported. “I’ll choose a target in the centre of the group this time, to get a different view of what’s happening.”

I entered a mind, studied it, and groaned. “This person’s thought levels are just as unreadable as the last one I read. They’ve got the same sense of happy expectancy too, but there’s an irritated edge to it. I think whatever they’re waiting for was supposed to have happened by now, and they’re getting impatient.”

I hesitated. “I’m still not seeing anyone that isn’t playing an active part in the groupette, so I’ll try another mind.”

I moved to a second bewilderingly unreadable mind, a third, and a fourth without learning anything more. I was getting a giddy, headachy sensation, but moved to a fifth mind anyway.

“The groupette background is still running,” I said, “but all the holo people have just vanished. I don’t know ... Wait! Someone new has appeared. Everyone is turning to look at them.”

“Prospero?” asked Lucas.

“Prospero would surely be physically present,” I said, “and this person appeared from nowhere. I think whoever it is has called Prospero and been linked into the groupette to appear as a hologram.”

I paused. “People are applauding now. This is what they’ve been waiting for.”

“What does the person look like?” asked Lucas sharply.

“I don’t know.” The headachy sensation was getting worse now, and making it hard to focus. “They’re wearing a black, hooded cloak. My target can’t see their face.”

“A black, hooded cloak,” repeated Lucas. “Could this be Adversary Aura?”

“I don’t think so. The figure seems too bulky to be ... Oh!” I gasped. “The person has just pulled down the hood of the cloak. It’s Keith!”
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There was an instant babble of horrified voices. I couldn’t tell if those voices were coming from here in the Tactical office, were on the crystal comms, or a mixture of the two. I was still linked to a target mind that was thinking in the language of a different Hive, and it was getting increasingly difficult to make sense of anything.

When Lucas started speaking, everyone else hastily quietened down to listen to him. “Our original theory was that Keith had stumbled across Prospero’s group, discovered it was potentially dangerous to our unit, and was trying to use it against us. Once Amber discovered Prospero’s group members were from another Hive, we abandoned that theory, and decided Hive Genex must be behind the whole thing. Now it seems the real truth could be a combination of the two theories.”

“I think the real truth is perfectly simple,” said Adika’s grim voice. “Hive Genex sent its agents here to kill Amber. Keith stumbled across them, and decided to form an alliance.”

“But why would Keith form an alliance with Hive Genex?” asked Lucas. “I spent three years working in Keith’s unit, so I know just how malicious he can be, but I also know he’s incredibly self-centred and devious. Keith wouldn’t risk helping enemy agents unless he had something important to gain.”

“Keith does have something important to gain,” said Telyn. “We know he sees Amber as a rival who’s threatening his position of power. We know he’s made a series of attacks on our unit to distress Amber and disrupt her work. We know that despite all of Keith’s efforts, our unit has continued carrying out emergency run after emergency run. Keith’s frustrated jealousy must have built up to the point that he decided to help Hive Genex kill his rival.”

Lucas groaned. “Your logic makes perfect sense, but ... My instinct is telling me there’s an extra factor involved here that we don’t understand. Amber, how does your target feel about Keith?”

I struggled to blot out the torrent of incomprehensible words in my target’s mind, and focus on their emotions. “My target likes Keith. Is grateful to him. Keith’s talking now. I don’t know what he’s saying. The words aren’t in our Hive’s language.”

“Then this holo must be faked like the one of Pasquale,” said Emili. “Keith can’t possibly speak another Hive’s language.”

“Keith isn’t exactly speaking it,” I said. “It’s more like he’s ... reciting it.”

“As if he’s got someone to teach him how to say a few sentences?” asked Lucas.

“Yes. Prospero’s group are applauding him again now, and ...” I made a despairing noise. “Keith waved farewell and vanished.”

“How is your target feeling about Keith’s speech?” asked Lucas. “Angry, sad, pleased?”

“Pleased,” I said. “At least, I think they’re ...”

I became aware of a soft throbbing sound, and Beckett’s voice calling my name. “Amber, you need to leave your target’s mind at once. You are entering sensory overload.”

It took me several seconds to make sense of that, then I pulled back into my own head, and found a comfortingly warm, vibrating weight around my shoulders. I opened my eyes, saw Beckett standing in front of me, and then gave a startled look down at the orange and brown fur collar around my neck.

“Cee Cee,” I murmured in bewilderment.

“Cee Cee detected you were entering sensory overload and came to your assistance,” said Beckett.

“Oh,” I said guiltily. “I’m sorry to have distracted Cee Cee from helping you, Beckett.”

“There is no need to apologize, Amber,” said Beckett. “Cee Cee detected your developing condition, evaluated the situation, and correctly decided you were in more urgent need of assistance than me.”

He paused. “Amber, I believe your sensory overload issue was caused by the sheer volume of confusing information in the minds you were reading. Cee Cee detected the problem in the early stages, and you were in the fortunate position of being able to distance yourself from the source of the problem immediately. That means you should only need a short rest from reading minds to fully recover.”

“I can’t rest now,” I objected.

“You must rest, Amber,” said Lucas firmly.

I shook my head. “Keith is helping Hive Genex’s agents attack us. I need to read more of their minds, and work out their plans before ...”

“You can’t read any more minds now, Amber,” Lucas interrupted me. “You have to save your efforts for helping us make our pre-emptive attack. Besides, we need to call Gold Commander Melisande now and report the situation.”

He turned to look at Beckett. “I’m afraid we’ll need to borrow your quiet room again.”

“Of course,” said Beckett. “The quiet room isn’t just for me, but for anyone suffering sensory overload issues, and it’s the best possible place for Amber at this moment.”

“Amber and I will need to turn our ear crystals off during this call,” said Lucas. “Kareem, I’m leaving you in charge of the situation, but please call my dataview if there are any serious developments.”

Kareem nodded, and Lucas headed for the quiet room. I wasn’t sure whether Cee Cee would want to go with me or stay with Beckett, so I stood up slowly and carefully. The warm fur collar responded by clinging a little closer to my shoulders, making it clear that Cee Cee was staying with me, so I followed Lucas into the quiet room.

We both sat on the couch again, turned off our ear crystals, and Lucas tapped at his dataview to make the call. A full-length holo image of a man in a Hive Defence uniform appeared, and I saw his eyebrows lift in surprise at the sight of us.

“Colonel, I’m Tactical Commander Lucas 2511-3022-498, and this is Amber,” said Lucas. “We need to speak to Gold Commander Melisande at once.”

“I’m honoured by your call,” said the Colonel, “but Gold Commander Melisande cannot be disturbed at the moment. If you explain your problem to me, then I can arrange ...”

Lucas made an impatient sound. “We can’t explain a situation of this gravity to anyone but Gold Commander Melisande herself.”

The Colonel grimaced. “I appreciate you wouldn’t lightly insist on speaking to Gold Commander Melisande, so I’ll put you through to her if you wish. However, I must warn you that she is entertaining a guest, and said anyone interrupting them would be drowned in a slime vat.”

“Gold Commander Melisande might drown me in a slime vat,” said Lucas, “but I’m confident she won’t drown Amber. Please put us through.”

There was a delay of thirty seconds before an image appeared of Gold Commander Melisande standing in her bookette room. I’d seen her wearing a Hive Defence uniform, with her fair hair hanging in a plait down her back. I’d seen her wearing an elegant festival dress, with her hair a mass of curls. Now I was startled to see her wearing a bridal white lace dress, with a circlet of blue and white flowers adorning her hair.

Gold Commander Melisande seemed equally startled by the sight of me with Cee Cee curled around my shoulders, which gave Lucas the chance to speak first. “My apologies for disturbing you, Gold Commander,” he said rapidly. “You will remember my reports about Prospero. His group is currently holding a meeting in a newly created groupette five levels below our unit. Amber reports there are nineteen minds present, they are thinking and speaking in the language of another Hive, and a holo image of Keith briefly appeared to recite what appeared to be a memorized speech in that same language.”

“Waste Keith!” snapped Melisande. “Tactical Commander Lucas, I assume you’ve already ordered your unit to initiate emergency defence protocols?”

“I have,” said Lucas. “I’ve also asked Claire’s old Strike team members to assist us. Over forty of them have arrived in our unit, with one more group still incoming. Our own Strike teams are now handing over defence positions to them, and preparing to make a pre-emptive attack on Prospero’s group.”

Gold Commander Melisande frowned. “I’m concerned at you handing over the defence of your unit and Amber to Claire’s old Strike team members. When Amber requested her ancestry information, I was informed that she was Claire’s great-granddaughter. However, Keith is Claire’s grandson, so there’s a potential conflict of loyalties for Claire’s old Strike team members. Should I arrange for alternative forces to come to your assistance?”

“That won’t be necessary,” I said firmly. “Claire chose all her unit members to share her unflinching loyalty to the Hive. When Keith came out of Lottery as a telepath, Claire and her unit members were deeply disappointed by his behaviour, especially when he misused his knowledge of their unit to play a series of petty tricks on them. At the start of this New Year festival, Claire’s old unit members learned that I was Claire’s great-granddaughter. They all came to attend the Circle of Life service where I was walking the Lottery step, because they felt I was carrying on Claire’s proud tradition of service to the Hive.”

I paused. “That day, I felt the overwhelming power of their emotions as they swore their loyalty to the Hive, to Claire’s spirit, and to me as Claire’s true heir. Now Claire’s old Strike team members are gathering in my unit, and I can feel them broadcasting those same emotions again. There is no conflict of loyalties here. Claire’s old Strike team members see Keith’s actions today as the ultimate betrayal of Claire’s values. They will do whatever is necessary to protect our Hive and me from him.”

“I accept your judgement that Claire’s old Strike team members are entirely loyal to the Hive and to you,” said Melisande.

“Gold Commander,” said Lucas urgently, “we don’t need the help of alternative forces, but we do need your assistance in another way. Amber has already been severely stressed by trying to get information from the minds of Prospero’s group members when they think in a language she doesn’t understand. We will need her to help us again during the pre-emptive attack.”

His voice took on a passionate note. “We mustn’t be faced with the situation where Keith evades his unit staff and comes to assist Prospero’s group against us.”

I blinked in alarm at that idea. If Keith read Lucas’s mind, he could find out about the new telepath at Hive Genex. Worse still, if Keith read my mind, he could drag me into a mental combat to the death!

“While Keith is a much weaker telepath than Amber,” said Lucas, “he would have the massive advantage of there being no language issues when he reads the minds of our people. I’m therefore requesting that you put Keith under immediate arrest.”

Melisande nodded. “I will ensure Keith cannot break the rule against telepaths meeting by having him secured in his own unit’s holding cells. He will be kept under constant observation by Tactical Commander Gaius until your unit has dealt with Prospero’s group. I don’t believe Keith has found any way to blackmail Tactical Commander Gaius, but I’ll take the precaution of assigning three randomly chosen members of Hive Defence to observe Keith as well.”

“And what happens after my unit has dealt with Prospero’s group?” I demanded. “Keith has been allowed to escape the consequences of his actions too many times already. It mustn’t happen again.”

“Keith will definitely face the consequences of his actions this time,” said Melisande grimly. “As I said during the Hive Politics conference call, Keith responds to my attempts to control him by threatening to use his right under Joint Hive Treaty to transfer Hive. He made a fatal mistake when he chose to assist enemy agents though. While Joint Hive Treaty protects the right of an individual to transfer Hive once in their lifetime, it also includes some rules to protect Hives from being damaged by such transfers.”

She paused. “A Hive has the right to remove its imprinted information from its citizens before they leave, however great the resulting damage to their personal memories. A Hive also has the right to be warned if any individual requesting a transfer to it has a history of criminal behaviour. Keith doesn’t have to worry about either of those rules. As a true telepath, he was never imprinted, and it’s hard to imagine a criminal act bad enough to deter other Hives from accepting him.”

Melisande gave a terrifying smile. “There are some less well-known rules though. In the past, there were cases when people committed traitorous actions that benefited another Hive to the detriment of their own, then requested a transfer to the other Hive expecting to be richly rewarded. Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement responded by removing the right to transfer Hive from anyone proven guilty of a traitorous action.”

I gasped. “Helping Hive Genex has to count as a traitorous action, so Keith won’t be able to threaten to transfer Hive any longer.”

“Helping Hive Genex will only count as a traitorous action if our Hive can present proof of that happening to Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement,” said Gold Commander Melisande. “Our Hive formally requested Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement to remove Keith’s right to transfer Hive after he wrecked the Northern Americas Group negotiations. That request was denied because we couldn’t submit definitive proof that Keith had sent the key message. He’d used someone else’s identity information back then, and he’s bound to have taken the same precaution this time, so please ensure at least one member of Prospero’s group survives to give evidence.”

Her voice took on a pointed note. “It would be unfortunate if Keith escaped punishment because of another accidental shooting.”

I blushed at the reference to me shooting Hive Genex’s agent, Elden.

“I will arrange Keith’s immediate arrest,” said Melisande, “and message you the moment he is securely confined. Do you need any further assistance before I end this call?”

“I don’t believe we need any further assistance from you, Gold Commander,” said Lucas cautiously. “However, while you’re arranging Keith’s arrest, I’d like to ask Ambassador Paula if there is any way we can easily confirm someone is from Hive Genex.”

Melisande gave a resigned groan, and turned to pull a rueful face at someone outside the holo image. A moment later, Ambassador Paula walked into view. Her dress and hair style perfectly matched those of Gold Commander Melisande, except for the detail that her circlet of flowers was red and white rather than blue and white.

“Paula, I used to feel that you and I were on opposite sides,” said Melisande. “I thought that Hive Defence fought to protect the Hive, while Hive Politics made concessions to outsiders. During the conference call though, Amber talked about how I fought physical battles, but she fought mental battles. Now I’ve realized that I fight physical battles, but Hive Politics fights with words. I accept that fighting different types of battles to protect the Hive means we need to keep different secrets, so I will leave you to answer Tactical Commander Lucas’s question in private.”

Melisande went out of the door, and Ambassador Paula started speaking briskly. “I’d appreciate you only sharing the following information if absolutely necessary. You probably both know there was a time when Hives prevented those citizens considered to be undesirable from having children. The Hives in the genetics group, such as Hive Genex, took that approach to an extreme by only allowing what they believed to be the most genetically valuable citizens to have children. These citizens could have hundreds of genetic children, while other citizens were limited to being surrogate parents.”

She grimaced. “These genetic restriction policies had a massively damaging effect on the human gene pool, including a reduction in disease resistance that led to the devastating worldwide epidemics Elliott mentioned during the conference call. This situation resulted in Hives becoming strictly isolationist, and Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement imposing new rules to protect the human gene pool. The citizens of all Hives now have the right to choose their own partner and have at least two naturally born children.”

Ambassador Paula paused. “Even more crucially, Hives are limited to using strictly controlled duty child programmes to increase the number of children from valuable citizens. Those citizens must also freely consent to take part in the duty child programme, and either reserve the right to make their own choice of the other genetic parent for each of the children or specify that choice may be made by their Hive.”

She shrugged. “While every Hive is forced to obey these rules, the genetic group of Hives uses a combination of social pressure and rewards to influence their citizens’ choice of partners. Hive Genex’s method is to give babies a facial implant that depicts their genetic heritage. Throughout their lives, these implants will glow in response to the presence of an approved partner. Hive Genex’s citizens are raised knowing that having either conventionally born children or duty children with one of these approved partners will be rewarded by better housing and living conditions.”

I sourly thought that our Hive also used a combination of social pressure and rewards to influence its citizens’ choice of partners. Its method might not be as blatant as having glowing signs on people’s faces, but there was heavy social pressure to choose a partner of your own level. Anyone who did choose a partner of a lower level would have to move down the Hive to live with them in more basic housing. The end result was that the highest level citizens in our Hive virtually always chose an equally high level partner.

“Hive Genex would surely remove these implants from its agents before sending them to another Hive,” said Lucas.

“It doesn’t just remove them from its agents,” said Ambassador Paula. “Hive Genex is understandably reluctant to flaunt its evasion of treaty rules in front of Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement officials, so it also removes implants from any of its citizens involved in diplomatic negotiations and legal cases. That means I’ve seen for myself that removing these implants leaves behind a residual mark.”

“Hive Genex’s agent, Elden, imprinted me when I was three years old,” I said eagerly. “When I was on Teen Level, I had an odd reaction to my friend Forge because he had a similar appearance to Elden and had a birthmark that matched something on Elden’s face. Forge’s birthmark was a red patch on his left cheek. Is that the sort of residual mark we should be looking for?”

“That’s exactly what you should be looking for,” said Ambassador Paula. “Prospero’s group will probably use makeup to hide the mark, but a close examination should still reveal it.”

“Thank you for that tremendously helpful information, Ambassador,” said Lucas. “Our deepest apologies for interrupting your wedding day.”

“I’m fully aware this interruption was Keith’s fault, not yours,” said Ambassador Paula bitterly. “The last time Meli and I got married, we had two days of happiness before Keith wrecked everything. This time, we only had two hours before he started causing trouble, but we aren’t going to let him mess up our lives a second time.”

She focused her attention on me, gave a respectful nod, and the holo image vanished as she ended the call. I immediately turned to pull an astonished face at Lucas.

“I can’t believe that Gold Commander Melisande and Ambassador Paula have got married again. They were so furiously angry with each other during the Hive Politics conference call.”

“They were both extremely emotional during the Hive Politics conference call,” said Lucas carefully, “but I felt there were far more complex feelings involved than just anger.”

I sighed. “It’s so much easier for me to judge these things when someone is physically present. Even if my telepathy is totally shut down, I’m somehow far more conscious of their emotions. So, you were expecting Gold Commander Melisande and Ambassador Paula to remarry?”

“I was expecting Gold Commander Melisande to push for a rapid remarriage,” said Lucas. “On several occasions, she’s mentioned finding women, including you, attractive, but there was always an odd inconsistency in her body language. I suspected she was trying to make herself move on from a failed relationship, but was still too deeply invested in her past partner to take a genuine interest in anyone else.”

He paused. “I wasn’t sure of Ambassador Paula’s position though, and thought a diplomat would be far more cautious about revisiting a failed marriage than a Gold Commander. In retrospect though, a diplomat would realize the breakup had been caused by Keith rather than a fundamental problem with their relationship.”

He shrugged. “Moving on from that, when you were looking through the eyes of Prospero’s group members, did you notice any holo people with an implant on their cheek?”

“No, but I never got a good look at the holo people and ...” I broke off my sentence because the warm collar around my neck was loosening.

Lucas frowned at me. “Is there something wrong?”

“No,” I whispered. “I think there’s something right. Cee Cee is moving.”

The warm collar around my neck continued unfurling, then Cee Cee perched on my shoulder for a moment before stepping down onto the arm of the couch. I watched in awe as Cee Cee stretched luxuriously, jumped down to the floor, and used one paw to swipe at a cat-height button. The door swung open in response, and Cee Cee sauntered out into the main Tactical office.

“Cee Cee thinks you’ve recovered,” said Lucas. “How do you feel? Are you able to provide telepathic support to our attack now?”

I nodded. “I’m feeling much better.”

Lucas and I turned our ear crystals back on, walked back into the main Tactical office, and everyone turned to look hopefully at us.

Lucas spoke on the crystal comms. “Defence handover status, please?”

“Wilder and Adika have confirmed that the defence handover is complete,” said Kareem. “Rothan and the Alpha Strike team are positioned at the northern emergency route with the Frontline Medical team. Adika and the Beta Strike team are positioned at the southern emergency route.”

I sat down next to my bodyguards and took out my dataview, while Lucas went to sit at the Tactical Commander’s desk. “Attack Strike teams can now head out,” he said.
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Chapter Forty-two
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“Alpha Strike team is moving north,” said Rothan’s voice on the comms.

“Beta Strike team is moving south,” said Adika.

It was strange to hear both Strike teams moving out without me, and positively surreal to hear Atticus speak next. “Frontline Medical team is moving north.”

“Attack Tactical ready.” Lucas’s relaxed tone of voice jarred with the words he was saying. “Deadly force is authorized. Attack Strike teams, be aware that you may be facing superior weaponry. If operational circumstances permit, the Hive wants at least one member of Prospero’s group to survive to give evidence.”

Kareem spoke next, and took the relaxed tone to the point of laziness. “Defence Tactical ready. Deadly force is authorized. Defence Strike teams, should Prospero’s group reach this unit’s defences, your only priority is defending this unit and specifically Amber.”

There was a short pause before Nicole spoke, understandably sounding even more nervous than usual. “Liaison ready. Tracking status green for Alpha Strike, Beta Strike, and Frontline Medical.”

I realized it would be my turn next, and hastily tapped the circuit button on my dataview. I was faced with an intimidating number of scrolling lists of names. There was our Alpha team, our Beta team, our Frontline Medical team, Eli’s Bodyguard team, and multiple Defence teams headed by Wilder, Forge, and an unfamiliar name that I guessed was Claire’s final Strike team leader. I couldn’t help wondering how Forge felt about being left behind in the unit while Adika led his Beta team out without him.

Nicole was still speaking. “We’ve already blocked maintenance teams from entering the potential combat zone and surrounding areas on Industry 1 through 7. Standing by to execute evacuation plan for workers on Industry 8 through 10.”

I set my dataview to focus on our Alpha team, our Beta team, and our Frontline Medical team, since they were the ones entering the combat zone. My dataview showed me twin large groups of dots heading north and south, with a much smaller group of dots trailing after the northern group.

I moistened my lips before speaking. “We are green.”

“Liaison can start evacuating workers from Industry 8 through 10 now,” said Lucas. “Alpha and Beta Strike teams will be forming a detached cubic net around the groupette, and holding position at an initial target separation of one cor horizontal and three levels vertical.”

“Did you seriously say you want us holding position at one cor and three levels separation?” asked Adika’s incredulous voice.

“I did,” said Lucas. “I want you holding at that position because Gold Commander Melisande has agreed to order Keith’s immediate arrest. Once I receive her confirmation that he’s securely confined in one of his own holding cells, you’ll be tightening the net to standard target separation.”

Adika laughed. “We’ll be happy to wait a few moments for Keith to be arrested.”

“Frontline Medical team should aim to stay one level above the Strike teams’ cubic net at all times,” Lucas continued. “Amber, please check what Prospero’s group are doing.”

I was startled to hear Beckett speaking next on the comms. “Amber, I believe your sensory overload problem was triggered by the combination of rapid movements between minds and trying to make sense of thoughts in another Hive’s language. I strongly suggest that you try to keep the number of these minds you read to a minimum. Avoid studying their thoughts in detail, or listening to their voices. You need to focus on their emotions and the view from their eyes.”

I was grateful for Beckett’s advice, but worried that I was hearing this from him rather than Buzz. “Thank you. I’ll try to do that.”

“If you do start having sensory overload problems again,” added Beckett, “then unless the situation is critical you should return to your own head at once. From my own experience, the longer you remain exposed to triggering factors, the longer your recovery time will be.”

“I understand.”

I closed my eyes, opened up my telepathic sense, and my lingering thought about how Forge was feeling made me instantly link to his mind. I found myself standing beside a tall stranger, who was gaunt with age under his combat armour and leaning on an ebony-handled stick.

... means Wilder must be well into his nineties, but he still manages to look deadly. That stick is clearly designed to be a weapon as well as a ...

I was somehow drawn across to Wilder’s mind, and found he was burning with emotion.

Yesterday, the doctors told me I will live to celebrate another Carnival but not another Halloween. I thought my service to the Hive in this lifetime had ended, but today I guard one of its precious telepaths again ...

... and when my spirit is released, and the ashes of my past life are blowing in the park wind, I hope to have a last meeting with Claire before we are both reborn to serve the Hive again. If that meeting happens, then I can tell Claire her troubled true telepath grandson has lost his way more than ever, but we have a true telepath great-granddaughter who follows our path of service to the Hive.

I was already leaving Wilder’s head as I caught the end of that thought train, and was left hanging in the telepathic void absorbing its meaning. Keith was the son of Claire’s duty child number twenty-two, and Wilder had specifically thought of him as Claire’s true telepath grandson, while his thought about me ...

When I saw my ancestry record, and learned I was the granddaughter of Claire’s duty child number one, I was totally focused on the fact the legendary Claire was my great-grandmother and Keith was a distant cousin. I’d realized my paternal grandparents were probably still alive, but I didn’t want contact with the unknown genetic relatives who’d chosen to hand over their six duty children to be adopted by strangers.

I’d never thought to check who Claire had chosen to be the father of her first duty child, because I’d assumed whoever it was would be long dead. Now I knew Claire had chosen the Hive’s greatest ever Strike team leader to father her first duty child, and Wilder knew he was dying but had still come to my unit to protect me. Later on, I’d have to make some decisions about Wilder, but right now I needed to focus on my work.

I reached on down through emptiness to where scattered dots of minds were moving purposefully into position around a large glowing cluster of thoughts. “Prospero’s group are still together in the disused water tank,” I reported.

“You’re sure that none of them have left?” asked Lucas. “You’re normally dealing with one target, two at most, and now there are nineteen. It would be easy to confuse one of them with an Attack Strike team member.”

“If one of Prospero’s people leaves the main group, I’ll notice them immediately,” I said confidently. “Now I’ve got used to the differences between their minds and the minds of our own Hive citizens, I can’t miss the unusual ... shape, taste, scent of them.”

I linked to one of the unusually shaped minds. “Prospero’s group is playing a new groupette now. The background is some sort of large room, and there aren’t any holo people or even holo furniture now. Just the real people wearing their holo costumes, the real tables and chairs, the big box, and a lot of holo glittering decorations.”

“There has to be ...” Lucas broke off his sentence and started a new one. “Ah, I’ve just received a message from Gold Commander Melisande. She reports Keith is safely locked in one of his unit’s holding cells, and adds that he seemed amused to be arrested.”

“I’m sure Keith is hugely enjoying attacking our unit,” said Adika bitterly. “Can we contract the net to standard separation around the groupette now?”

“You can,” said Lucas. “Amber, if possible please keep watch on the box.”

There was a series of comments on the crystal comms as Strike team members moved into position. Fortunately, my current target had a good view of the box, so I could stay linked to their mind. I was startled when a voice called out, and everyone in Prospero’s group turned to look at something.

“I can see someone who isn’t included in the groupette,” I said urgently.

“The nineteenth person in the group?” demanded Lucas. “The mighty Prospero himself?”

I shook my head. “This can’t be Prospero. It’s a girl wearing a typical teen outfit of our Hive. She looks very young, probably in her first year on Teen Level, and she’s sitting on an isolated chair. The groupette holos are breaking up around her, showing part of the water tank wall.”

“We have a potential hostage situation,” said Lucas grimly. “All Strike team members should continue to their planned Strike positions and then wait while we consider tactics.”

Adika groaned on the crystal comms. “Waste it! Prospero’s group must have taken the girl prisoner before Amber made her first mental sweep of the area.”

“I suppose that’s what happened,” I said doubtfully. “I told you Prospero’s group was a blurry mass of light with individual dots of minds. Once the girl’s mind was engulfed in that blurry mass, the look and feel of her thoughts could have been drowned out by the others.”

“The girl could have been playing a Teen Game,” said Gideon. “She was exploring forbidden places, stumbled across the groupette, and was taken prisoner.”

“The presence of a hostage certainly explains the mystery of why there are nineteen rather than eighteen people inside the groupette,” said Lucas.

“The girl sounds very young to be playing a Teen Game as part of a group, let alone by herself,” objected Emili.

“She could be the sole survivor of a Teen Game group,” said Telyn. “Prospero could have ordered the older teens to be killed, and kept the youngest, most vulnerable group member alive to be used as a shield during an attack on our unit.”

I winced at the emotionless way Telyn said that, but reminded myself she was the Tactical team’s attack specialist. She’d have been checking her imprinted information for similar situations, and was reciting its impersonal details about some past event in our Hive.

“If they use the girl as a shield ...” Adika’s voice was regretful but resigned. “I can assign some men to attempt to save the girl, Lucas, but there’s virtually no chance of them succeeding. We were only able to save Noreen’s life because Amber told us what Riley was thinking at the crucial moment. Amber can’t read the thoughts in even one of these people’s minds, let alone all eighteen at once.”

Lucas didn’t say anything. Nobody else was saying anything either. Their imprints were obviously telling them the girl’s life had effectively been lost the moment she was captured by Prospero’s group. I wasn’t imprinted though, and wouldn’t give up hope on her.

“If I read the girl’s mind,” I said anxiously, “I might discover something that helps ... Oh! One of the men has just stood up and is walking towards my current target. The man’s limping. I think the motion for the fake Pasquale holo sequence was modelled on him.”

“So there’s a good chance this man is the mighty Prospero,” said Lucas. “What is he doing now?”

I sighed. “He’s talking to my target, but I’ve no idea what they’re saying or ... Wait! My target just called the man Prospero!”

“So, this man is definitely Prospero,” said Lucas.

“Yes. Can I read the girl’s mind now?” I asked impatiently.

“I suppose you’d better read her mind,” said Lucas reluctantly, “but try not to get too emotionally involved. Her chance of surviving this ... isn’t good.”

I swapped to reading the girl’s mind, found I was in the wrong person’s head, tried to link to the girl again, and then realized what was wrong. “Lucas, this girl is staggeringly intelligent, her mind is full of racing thought levels, but none of those thought levels are using our Hive’s language.”

“So, we don’t need to worry about protecting the girl after all,” said Adika. “She isn’t one of our Hive’s teens being held hostage, but one of Prospero’s group. The Hive wants at least one member of Prospero’s group to survive to give evidence, so she’s probably our best choice.”

I was relieved the girl had a chance of surviving this. Despite her being my enemy, and part of a group planning to kill me, I couldn’t help being drawn to her glittering mind and her pure joy in life.

“Prospero has turned to look at the girl now,” I reported. “He’s smiling at her, and called out a name. Miranda.”

“That’s a reasonably common name in our Hive,” said Gideon sharply, “but also the name of Prospero’s daughter in The Tempest. Prospero may have chosen the undercover name Miranda for this girl because she’s genuinely his daughter.”

“But why would the leader of a group of enemy agents bring his young daughter here with him?” asked Emili, in a despairing tone.

“Because she’d be the perfect undercover agent,” said Telyn. “Hive Genex would obviously have imprinted all of Prospero’s group with our Hive’s language as well as their individual specialisms. Suppose Miranda was imprinted as a specialist in hacking information systems. She could easily set herself up with enough fake identity details to go and live on Teen Level. Once she was mingling freely with our teens, she could join in their games of trespassing in forbidden areas, and use them as an excuse to get close to places like our Hive’s central data core.”

“That’s credible,” said Kareem. “If an adult agent got caught near somewhere that sensitive, they’d be arrested and put through an in-depth investigation, but Miranda would just get scolded and sent back to Teen Level.”

“Telyn’s theory is definitely credible,” said Lucas, “but our Hive has good reasons for not imprinting anyone until they’re eighteen years old. Giving Miranda a sizeable imprint when she’s so young could cause her major problems as her brain continues developing.”

“Hive Genex wouldn’t care about damaging Miranda’s brain,” I said sourly. “Remember how Elden’s mind was so overloaded with information that it was breaking apart.”

“That’s true,” said Lucas. “Nicole, can you check the Hive records for a suitably aged Miranda with an incomplete or inconsistent background history?”

“We’ve already started checking the Hive records,” said Nicole, “but there are over two thousand girls of about the right age called Miranda. Our initial checks showed they’d all got valid identity and accommodation records. My team will now start looking for inconsistencies on things like school reports and annual health checks, but cross-checking the records is a slow job.”

“If it helps, this Miranda has short, light-brown curly hair and brown eyes,” I said.

“Prioritizing girls with that description,” said Nicole.

“Can you check Prospero’s mind now, Amber?” asked Lucas.

I swapped minds, and was immediately conscious of the dragging motion of one leg as I walked. That confirmed I was in the right head, but ...

“I don’t understand this,” I said aloud. “Prospero’s thoughts have a warm fuzziness that reminds me of the murderer Keith sent to frighten Buzz in the park.”

“This man’s thoughts remind you of Franklin,” said Lucas. “Does he have cognitive problems as well as the warm fuzziness?”

“The language problems make it hard to tell whether the thought trains are more fragmented than normal,” I said. “The warm fuzziness is unmistakable though.”

“Buzz told us the warm fuzziness in Franklin’s mind came from the heavy medication he was given to control his violent mood swings,” said Lucas, with an odd edge to his voice. “Can anyone think of a reason Hive Genex would heavily medicate the leader of their agents?”

“I suppose it could be a defensive tactic,” said Gideon dubiously. “The medication would make it harder for our telepaths to read Prospero’s mind.”

“Hive Genex would surely realize the language difference was enough to prevent our telepaths reading Prospero’s mind,” objected Kareem.

“Something is happening,” I said. “Miranda just stood up and adjusted some controls on the wall next to her. There’s music playing now, and Miranda is walking towards the box.”

“Lucas, we don’t know what’s inside the box,” said Adika urgently. “You must call the strike before Miranda opens it.”

“I can’t call the strike now,” said Lucas. “I need to think. Everyone, be quiet for a moment.”

“You need to think extremely quickly,” said Adika. “That box could hold an explosive device large enough to take out this whole section of the Hive and ...”

“Quiet!” yelled Lucas.

There was a startled sound from Adika, three seconds of silence, and then Lucas began gabbling sentences. “Prospero couldn’t have set up this groupette when his mind is so fuzzy from medication. We’ve got things backwards. Miranda is sitting at the groupette controls because it’s her groupette. She didn’t get her name from Shakespeare’s The Tempest because she’s Prospero’s daughter. It was the other way around.”

He paused for breath. “Miranda is the girl’s true name. It’s common enough in our Hive that she didn’t feel any need to hide it. Prospero had a very unusual name though. One which would instantly reveal his identity to anyone who heard it. Miranda gave him the fake name Prospero to use in the groupette meetings, because the character Miranda in Shakespeare’s The Tempest had a father called Prospero.”

Lucas groaned. “And now all my instincts are screaming a theory at me. A theory that explains everything. The purpose of this group, the reason this meeting is earlier than expected, Keith’s involvement, Prospero’s true identity, and why Amber didn’t notice any of Hive Genex’s implants on the cheeks of the holo people. That theory can’t be right though. If it was, then Prospero wouldn’t know how to contact the rest of these people, and Miranda wouldn’t even exist. I’m just getting dragged into my old obsessions again, unless ...”

He broke off that sentence and started another. “Prospero is taking similar medication to Franklin. That medication radically changed Franklin’s personality, and would change Prospero’s personality too. That explains Miranda’s existence, and Prospero wouldn’t know how to contact the others, but Keith ... Oh yes, Keith could get hold of that information.”

Lucas’s voice was outraged now. “Waste Keith! He set us up! He set me up! This is the reason he was so amused when he was arrested. He knew his arrest meant I believed Prospero’s group were agents from Hive Genex about to launch an attack on our unit. Keith had set me up to call a deadly force strike that would kill nineteen innocent people, and I was walking right into his trap.”

“Innocent people?” repeated a bewildered Adika. “We aren’t attacking Prospero’s group then?”

“Not if my theory is right,” said Lucas, “and we can easily prove or disprove it. Nicole, please check the list of girls called Miranda. Do any of them have a father called Koloman?”

“I’ve never heard of anyone called ... Oh!” Nicole gasped. “You’re right, Lucas. One of the girls matching Miranda’s description has a father called Koloman.”

“Relax everyone,” said Lucas bitterly. “All deadly force authorization is cancelled. There is no physical threat to our unit from this group. These people aren’t agents of Hive Genex attacking us. This is just an illegal social gathering of legitimately traded people from another Hive.”

“Legitimately traded ...” repeated Adika. “You mean these people are citizens of our Hive despite them speaking a different language?”

“Yes,” said Lucas. “Whenever possible, our Hive only trades people with seven other Hives that speak variations on our language and have a similar culture. Very rarely though, someone with specific skills is so urgently needed that our Hive has to trade with one of a further eight Hives and imprint the new citizen with our language and cultural information. Koloman and the seventeen other adults in this group were traded here from Hive Zurich. They still think in their birth language, while Miranda must have been raised speaking both her father’s language and that of our Hive.”

“I don’t know if this matters or not any longer,” I said, “but Miranda just opened the box and ...”

Lucas interrupted my sentence. “It holds a birthday cake.”

“That’s right,” I said. “How did you know that, Lucas?”

“I know that because Koloman is my father,” said Lucas, “and today is his birthday. I should have worked out what was happening the moment Keith appeared as a hologram to talk to these people. Keith has been repeatedly attacking members of our unit, and he knows all about my father abandoning me when I was six years old. The glaring red flag this attack was aimed at me was the fact I’m the only member of our unit with a personal connection to someone who speaks a different language.”

Lucas sighed. “Miranda’s existence confused me, because I couldn’t imagine my father agreeing to have another child, but his medication has completely changed his personality. At Halloween, Keith carefully positioned Prospero’s group in Blue Zone, aiming to confront me with my estranged father. As we discussed before though, Amber kept cancelling visits to her parents, so Keith had to make a new plan.”

I realized something. “Forge’s old girlfriend called him during the Circle of Life service, trying to manipulate him back into a relationship with her. She chose that timing because the nostalgia of the New Year festival would put the maximum emotional pressure on Forge. Keith was planning to do the same thing to you, arranging for a confrontation with your father to happen during the Circle of Life service, to put the maximum emotional pressure on you.”

“Exactly,” said Lucas. “Keith could easily get Prospero’s group to be in the audience for the Circle of Life service by claiming he would meet them there. Whatever was supposed to happen after that, it’s safe to assume it involved a major drama, such as us arresting the whole of Prospero’s group in front of a massive audience.”

Lucas grimaced. “But we messed up Keith’s plans again by finding the groupette before the Circle of Life service. Keith was furious, and decided his new plan would cause the ultimate level of damage to me and our unit. As an especially malicious touch, he timed the attack to happen on my father’s birthday.”

Lucas’s voice took on a harsh note. “Keith set things up for me to call a deadly force strike that would kill my father, the young girl who is presumably my half-sister, and seventeen other people legitimately traded here from Hive Zurich. Keith planned that the crushing burden of guilt over ordering their deaths would irretrievably break me as a Tactical Commander, our Strike team members would be left feeling like murderers, while Amber would forever blame herself for not being able to read the truth in the minds of Prospero’s group and prevent the disaster. It would have been years before our unit recovered from the damage, if it ever recovered at all.”
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Adika was swearing loudly on the crystal comms. More importantly, I felt a warning itch that meant Lucas was in deep trouble. I instinctively returned to my own head and opened my eyes.

I saw Lucas was sitting at the Tactical Commander’s desk, with one of his hands running through the hair that precisely matched the light-brown hair of Miranda, and an odd, bleak expression in the eyes that were much darker than hers. Lucas’s experiences in Keith’s unit had made him give up having personal secrets. He was totally open with everyone, especially me, and had actively encouraged me to read his mind at any time, but he could never have foreseen a moment like this.

I set my ear crystal to listen only, and said two tentative words. “Should I ...?”

Lucas turned his head, so his eyes met mine. “Read me.”

I was only just beginning to realize the full horror of Keith’s plan, the deaths that could have happened, and their nightmare consequences. Kareem had taken twenty-five years to recover from making a wrong decision that killed seventeen people. Lucas was right that Keith had set a trap designed to break him irretrievably, and the damage would have cascaded across my unit. My Strike team members would never have forgiven themselves for killing those people, and it wouldn’t have just been me blaming myself for not preventing the disaster. Every member of Lucas’s Tactical team would have been left burdened by guilt.

I was still imagining how the lives of every member of my unit would have been damaged or destroyed, but Lucas had the ability to process both information and emotions at express belt speed. He’d already dealt with the imagined pain of what could have happened, and moved on to facing the pain of what had actually happened. I linked to a mind that was a blazing turmoil of racing thought trains, and the wistful words in the pre-vocalization level of his mind summed the situation up for me.

I was never wanted as a child, never loved, and both my parents discarded me as soon as they could. My father when I was six years old, and my mother when I moved to live on Teen Level. My half-sister appears to have a genuinely caring relationship with our father though. Did Keith know how much it would hurt me to compare my childhood to hers?

I was burningly aware that I was the only person who could see what Lucas was thinking, but everyone in the Tactical office could hear my side of the conversation. “Keith is an expert at finding the things that will inflict the most pain on people. He threw Beckett out of his unit without his protective glasses and headset, to suffer from devastating sensory overload. He freed Tobias to make me go through the ordeal of hunting down one of my own Strike team members. He arranged for Buzz to be faced with the man who’d tried to kill her as a child.”

I saw Lucas’s mind flare in response to my words.

You’re right. If Keith didn’t manage to trick me into calling a deadly force strike on my father and my half-sister, then his fallback plan was causing me the pain of seeing them together. Keith hoped I’d react like he would in those circumstances, and misuse my power to separate Prospero and Miranda. That was never going to happen though. Knowing Miranda has a caring relationship with our father makes me remember how different he was with me. That’s a painful comparison, and I can’t help grieving for the childhood I had, but I’m glad Miranda is having a better one.

I knew this was one of the key reasons Lottery had imprinted Lucas as a Tactical Commander. He didn’t just have the necessary intelligence, sensitivity, and emotional strength for the role. The Hive entrusted its Tactical Commanders with a huge amount of power, and Lucas would never abuse that trust.

I smiled at him. “Keith was never going to succeed in making you behave like him. Keith is driven by envy and spite, but you don’t have those qualities in you.”

Lucas smiled back at me, and began speaking on the crystal comms. “We need more information to help us decide how to deal with Prospero’s group, but we have to be careful what we find out about them. At the start of this case, I was concerned the groupette content could have a damaging psychological impact on Amber. Now I’m concerned that learning information about my father and half-sister could have a damaging psychological impact on me.”

Nicole’s voice responded. “Lucas, the moment you told us your personal relationship to Koloman, I locked his open record for my personal access only. I will only look up details on your direct order, and if I accidentally discover other information then I will never tell it to you or anyone else.”

“Thank you,” said Lucas. “The last time I saw my father was just over fifteen years ago. He was standing by an express belt, wearing a festival outfit worthy of one of the Hive’s most valuable Level 1 citizens, and watching the white-robed figure of the New Year go past carrying the silver hourglass of 2518 in his hand.”

Lucas paused. “At some point since then, almost certainly a point before Miranda was born, our Hive put my father on similar medication to Franklin. Medication that would destroy my father’s ability to do vital work for the Hive. Does his open record show any hint he was given a mental reset as well?”

“Koloman’s open record confirms today is his birthday and he was traded here from Hive Zurich when he was eighteen years old,” said Nicole. “There’s absolutely no other information about him until day 7 of 2518, when there’s the head injury version of the cover story used with Franklin.”

She hesitated before continuing. “Koloman was supposed to have had an accident that caused extensive brain damage. He’d lost his imprint and all his memories back to before he arrived in our Hive, and needed ongoing medication to prevent further memory loss.”

“That means our Hive did reset my father’s mind,” said Lucas grimly, “and this wasn’t one of the standard therapeutic mental resets of anywhere between a few hours to a couple of years. My father would have been forty-three years old in 2518. Removing all his memories of living in our Hive meant an utterly drastic mental reset of twenty-five years. Our Hive would never have ordered the mental reset and medication of such a valuable citizen unless he’d done something truly terrible, and knowing my father ... It’s entirely believable his ambitious nature could have led him to do something extreme.”

“Yes, well,” said Nicole nervously, “Koloman’s open record says all the details of his past life in our Hive were sealed during his treatment, and he was given a new identity code. That was allegedly done for therapeutic reasons, to allow him to build a new life without constantly comparing it to the old one.”

I was still linked to Lucas’s mind, and saw the pre-vocalization thought level leap to life with a comment meant only for me.

Waste it! I’ve spent years agonizing over my memories of my parents’ marriage ending a month before the New Year festival, and how I went to find my father at the coming of the 2518 New Year only to have him thrust me away. Now I’ve discovered my father had his memory reset on day 7 of 2518, so he won’t remember any of those things happening. I can’t help wondering if he didn’t break contact with my mother and me because of marriage problems or having an unwanted child. Those could have been excuses to free him to carry out his plans.

I blinked. Given the timing of Lucas’s father breaking contact ... Yes, that was definitely a possibility.

But I’ll never know the truth of what happened back then. My father is the only person who could have answered my questions, and all his memories of that time are gone. What I do know is my father is a different person now. His medication has made him lose the intellectual ability that made him so valuable to our Hive, but he’s gained the emotional ability to be a valuable father to my half-sister.

Lucas’s mind was filled with weary resignation.

The Hive has already inflicted the most drastic of punishments on the person my father used to be. I can never forgive or forget that person, because the scars of my past are carved too deep to fade away, but he is gone for ever and I have moved on.

“What happened to my father after the mental reset?” Lucas asked aloud.

“Koloman went through a short treatment programme,” said Nicole, “and then entered Lottery for the second time. He plummeted from Level 1 down to Level 63, was imprinted as a Maintenance Worker specializing in installing apartment comms systems and bookette rooms, and assigned to work in Green Zone.”

Lucas sighed. “Nicole, you don’t have to keep rigidly saying Koloman. You can refer to him as my father.”

I was startled to hear Buzz speak in her old decisive manner, using the crystal comms to ensure everyone heard her. “I messaged Nicole with some instructions earlier. I’m now giving everyone else those same instructions.”

She paused. “Keith set up this situation to break our Tactical Commander. We will not allow that to happen. Lucas can refer to our main target in whatever way he wishes, but everyone else will continue protecting Lucas by using the emotional distancing tactic of referring to our main target as either Prospero or Koloman. If Amber or I feel the cumulative stress is becoming too much for Lucas, then Kareem will take over as both attack and defence Tactical Commander.”

Lucas raised his right arm, made a closing fist gesture, and I saw everyone in the room respond by setting their crystal comms to listen only. “Buzz, I respect your authority on all psychological matters, but I feel I’m coping perfectly well with this situation.”

“You may think you’re coping perfectly well,” said Buzz fiercely, “but I know what happened to me after being unexpectedly faced with Franklin. Once the immediate crisis was over, the reaction from what had happened hit me like a falling express lift. The worst thing was that I’d witnessed seeing Franklin commit murder in a park. Seeing him in a park setting again ...”

She made a pained sound. “There were too many triggering similarities. A host of details that I’d forgotten on a conscious level, but were indelibly burned into my subconscious mind. The sunlight glinting on Franklin’s blond hair. The scent of grass and flowers. The background birdsong and the gentle touch of the park wind against my skin. I wasn’t just having nightmares when I was asleep. My waking mind kept giving me flashbacks that mixed images from the two events. Franklin smiling as he pushed the trolley along the path, would abruptly change to Franklin smiling as he killed the woman, and then Franklin smiling as he searched the park for me and planned to kill me too.”

Lucas winced. “Buzz, you should be focusing on helping yourself rather than worrying about helping me.”

Buzz shook her head. “I’ve tried focusing on helping myself. I asked a borderline telepath psychologist friend to try different forms of therapy on me, which just proved what I knew already. Witnessing that murder as a child was traumatic, but the aftermath did the real damage. My therapist gave my parents detailed instructions on how to help me through my distress and nightmares, but they did the exact opposite of everything she said.”

Buzz grimaced. “Thinking back, I can see why my parents reacted that way. As teachers, their work is centred on turning children into model citizens who believe unquestioningly in the Hive Obligations, the Duty songs, and the total safety of the Hive. Of course they’d react badly to their own child claiming she’d seen a murder. My parents were imprinted with every possible way to indoctrinate children into becoming dutifully conformist members of the Hive, and they used every one of them to hammer their message into my brain.”

She paused. “I wasn’t allowed to be upset, afraid, or angry about what had happened to me, because it wasn’t real. It couldn’t be real because the Hive was a totally safe place. I was just telling lies to get attention.”

Her face twisted in pain. “Telepaths suffer from the echoes of their targets lingering in their minds. I’ve got the echoes of my parents’ voices lingering in my mind. They’ve been especially loud and forceful for the last week, mocking me for imagining seeing Franklin commit murder when I was four years old, and imagining seeing him at the park during the New Year festival. Those nagging voices fall silent when things happen to others though. They accept those things are real.”

She spoke in a heavily emphasized voice. “Helping you will also help me, Lucas. My parents’ echoes wouldn’t allow me to be angry about Keith setting me up to see Franklin again, but I’m free to rage and scream my fury at him setting you up to commit murder.”

“I understand what you’re saying about the echoes of your parents,” said Lucas, “and I accept you’re right about the true danger coming after the crisis is over. I’ll need to watch my stress levels carefully, but it’s still best for both the unit and me if I keep leading this case for now. Keith’s main plan has failed. Whatever happens now, our Strike teams won’t go charging into Prospero’s groupette with their guns on kill setting. However, Keith’s plans often include extra devious touches, and my personal involvement gives me the best chance of spotting the traps he sets for us.”

“My concern is that Keith didn’t set those traps to catch us,” said Buzz pointedly. “He set them to catch you. That means you’re likely to find them by walking into them and getting hurt. What do you think, Amber?”

“I think we should allow Lucas to keep leading for now,” I said, “but we need to watch closely for danger signs.”

Lucas repeated the same gesture as before, but this time the fist was opening. I joined the others in setting our ear crystals to speak as well as listen.

“Continuing a cautious investigation of my father’s past,” said Lucas, “whatever he did to make the Hive reset his mind must have happened either during or immediately after the New Year festival of 2518. His open record states that all the details of his past life in our Hive were sealed. That means the information is still stored somewhere. Does my father have a secure record?”

“Koloman has a secure record,” said Nicole, “but you’re going to have to access it yourself because it requires Tactical Commander authority or higher.”

“I’m not going to access that record,” said Lucas. “In fact, I’m going to ensure the security on it is increased so none of us have the authority to access it. The truth about my father’s actions was recorded on that secure record, and it was probably shocking enough. Keith may have tampered with the record since then though, adding lies designed to shatter my entire world.”

Lucas ran his fingers through his hair. “I love my life with Amber and my work in this unit. I’m not going to endanger them by recklessly accessing my father’s secure record, and trying to work out which of the horrors on it are true and which are false. Amber, can you please return to Miranda’s head now and check the situation?”

I nodded, closed my eyes, and reached out to link to Miranda’s mind again. “Everyone is eating birthday cake.”

“Good,” said Lucas. “The plan is that our Strike teams will go into the groupette, arrest Prospero’s group, and take them to our holding cells for questioning. Everyone needs to remember all the group members except my father and half-sister will hold important posts in our Hive. We need to be polite but firm with them.”

His voice took on an emphatic note. “Make sure no one mentions my name or my connection to my father and half-sister in front of these people. I should only be referred to as your Tactical Commander. My father’s memory loss will mean he’s no idea I exist, so my half-sister won’t know about me either. I don’t want to rush into explaining the truth to either of them now, and I may well decide I should never have any contact with them. Is that clear?”

There was a chorus of agreement from in the Tactical office and on the crystal comms.

Lucas made a weary sound. “And I finally get to say that it’s strike time.”
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I was in Miranda’s head at the moment the birthday party was invaded by a host of muscular men, with tiny camera units poised at the side of their faces. When their intimidating leader announced they were from a Hive Security Unit, and were arresting everyone for holding illegal meetings in an equally illegal groupette, I heard the resigned chorus of groans from Prospero’s group members through Miranda’s ears. All my attention was focused on Miranda though, and the astonishing way her bilingual mind reacted to hearing someone speak in our Hive’s language.

“The instant Adika spoke, Miranda’s thought levels changed from her father’s language of Hive Zurich to the language of our Hive,” I reported on the comms. “I can understand everything she’s thinking now.”

“Excellent,” said Lucas. “She should continue thinking in our language during questioning, so you’ll be able to confirm her version of events is true.”

Now I could read Miranda’s racing thought trains, I was getting drawn deeper into her glittering mind. She turned off the special birthday party groupette, allowing the genuine bleak interior of the water tank to appear, and then gave an anxious glance at her father. He found unexpected events hard to cope with, so was naturally looking worried by these men arriving.

I, Miranda, took his hand for a moment, and spoke in the soothing voice I’d learned in my advanced classes in psychology. “There’s nothing for you to worry about, Father. You just wait quietly while I handle the situation.”

There’d been times when the rest of the group had challenged my authority, complaining they were Level 1 adults while I was just a teen. Right now though, they seemed eager to take my instructions to Father as being aimed at them as well, and left me to step forward and face the men from the Security Unit alone.

I smiled at the leader, who was built like a structural pillar, and held out a hand towards him. “My name is Miranda, and you are ...?”

He frowned down at me. “I’m the person who is arresting you.”

I kept holding out my hand. “I realize that, but you’re surely not scared of me knowing your name.”

There was a delay of a second or two before the man gave in and shook my hand. “I’m Adika.”

“I’m delighted to meet you, Adika,” I said.

A stunned comment from Lucas pulled me back into being fully Amber again. “Miranda is using basic pressure techniques on Adika. Where did she learn those?”

“Miranda’s record shows she’s only in her first year on Teen Level,” said Nicole, “but she’s been showered in gold cards entitling her to attend advanced classes in a whole range of subjects.”

“Miranda couldn’t fit all the advanced classes into her schedule,” I added, “but her corridor group’s activity leader reassured her that she could delay using any of the gold cards until her future years on Teen Level. Miranda decided to focus on classes related to psychology and bookettes to begin with.”

“My father’s work includes installing apartment bookettes,” said Lucas. “He could obviously get plenty of old bookette units, and must have managed to link three of them together, but made some connection errors that caused interference. It’s Miranda who synchronized the control systems of the three bookette units, and has been creating the actual groupette content.”

Miranda had been waiting patiently for Adika to say something, but now coughed meaningfully. “You’re wearing a camera unit attached to some sort of earpiece. Someone is obviously watching your view through the camera and giving you orders. I assume that person can hear what I say, so I’d like to point out you only need to arrest me, not anyone else.”

She paused. “I set up this groupette and organized the meetings, so everything is my responsibility. When I explain the reason for my actions though, I’m sure you’ll agree that I’ve done nothing wrong.”

Adika gave her an incredulous look, and I hastily explained. “Miranda has total faith in the benevolence of the Hive. Her teachers and every Hive official she has ever met have treated her with overwhelming kindness. They’ve indulged her wishes whenever possible, so she expects Adika to do the same.”

“Miranda’s teachers can’t possibly have treated her with overwhelming kindness,” said Buzz. “My parents were blocked from applying for elite level teaching posts, because their social skills weren’t considered adequate for dealing with such potentially valuable children. Miranda grew up on Level 63 though, so wouldn’t get any special treatment.”

“Miranda would get plenty of special treatment if the people in her Level 63 area knew her father was Level 1 before he suffered a head injury,” said Kareem drily. “Amber said Miranda is staggeringly intelligent, so all the local teachers and officials would see her as being destined to be Level 1 herself.”

Miranda got restless waiting for Adika to say something, and carried on talking herself. “I can actually cite a precedent for setting up this groupette.”

“What precedent?” demanded Adika.

“Our Hive allows followers of the old religions to hold discreet meetings because it wants its citizens to live happy, productive lives,” said Miranda. “You do believe the Hive knows best in this matter, don’t you?”

Adika’s expression became defensive. “The Hive knows best in all matters.”

“Well, this is an exactly equivalent situation,” said Miranda. “I arranged to hold extremely discreet groupette meetings, so my father and these other people could live happy, productive lives.”

“There’s nothing discreet about setting up your illegal groupette directly below our Security Unit,” said Adika pointedly.

I felt Miranda’s shock. “What? No, that can’t be right. A friend of ours suggested using this water tank for our new groupette. He said he’d checked its location and confirmed this whole area of industry 1 through 7 was deserted.”

Lucas spoke on the crystal comms. “Adika, tell Miranda that her friend deliberately lied to her.”

“Your friend deliberately lied to you,” said Adika gently.

Miranda gave a dazed shake of her head. “But why would Keith lie to us?”

Lucas gave an impatient sigh. “Keith cares so little about being caught that he didn’t even bother to use a fake name when dealing with these people. I think we can tell them a modified version of the truth.”

He paused. “Adika, show Miranda a holo of Keith, and say he tricked her into setting up the groupette here as part of a plan to damage our Hive. Keith thought their group’s knowledge of a different language would make our nosies believe they were a group of enemy agents attacking our Security Unit. Keith planned to make us send our forces to kill some of our Hive’s most valued citizens. Fortunately, our nosies worked out the truth before anyone was hurt, but it will help us if Prospero’s group make full statements detailing Keith’s involvement with them.”

When Adika displayed the holo image of Keith and repeated Lucas’s words, I saw Miranda’s thought trains flare in outraged loyalty. “Of course we’ll make full statements. Keith is a traitorous slime ball trying to damage our Hive!”

“Keith tried to get us killed!” added a furious voice. “We’ll tell you absolutely everything we know to make sure he faces justice.”

A chorus of voices chimed in to agree with him, but Miranda held up an imperious hand to silence them. “I’d better tell my story first, because I know the full history of what happened with Keith. I need to begin by explaining that my father was traded here from Hive Zurich when he was eighteen years old. Hives only trade people needed to fill important posts, so my father must have been Level 1 and done essential work for our Hive. He carried out that work for over two decades before a dreadful accident left him with major head and leg injuries.”

She threw an anxious look at Koloman. “My father survived, but the head injury made him lose his imprint and all his memories back to when he first arrived in our Hive, and he had severe cognitive damage as well. Just imagine being in his position, waking up in a strange Hive where he didn’t know the language, and discovering he’d lost his imprint, decades of his life, and some of his mental abilities.”

Adika gave a non-committal grunt.

“My father was put on medication to help his memory problems, and imprinted with our language,” Miranda continued. “He then took part in a treatment programme, and met my mother in the group sessions. They had a huge amount in common, because she’d been traded here from Hive Zurich and lost her memory and imprint in an accident as well.”

She paused. “All the details of my parents’ past lives were sealed to help them make a fresh start, but there are fewer than fifty people in our Hive who were traded here from Hive Zurich. It would be far too big a coincidence for two of them to have had independent similar accidents. I think my parents must have been working together back then, and were injured in the same incident.”

“Waste it!” said Lucas. “I was so shocked by my father having another child, that I never stopped to wonder about the identity of Miranda’s mother. I’m sure Miranda is right about her parents being injured in the same incident. Whatever my father did at the start of 2518, Miranda’s mother was involved in it too.”

“My parents went through Lottery a second time,” said Miranda. “They weren’t capable of doing their old work any longer, but were delighted when they ended up as the same level, both imprinted as Level 63 Maintenance Workers with different specialties. They wanted to make sure they’d both be allocated work in the same part of the Hive, so decided to get married at once.”

“I’m sure it wasn’t random chance those two were in the same group sessions,” commented Lucas, “or that they ended up being the same level. The Hive was deliberately pushing the two of them together.”

“After that, my parents had a good second life,” said Miranda, “but they were both nostalgic about their childhood in Hive Zurich. When I moved to Teen Level, I got the chance to do advanced classes in bookette creation. My father and I set up a secret bookette room in a disused water tank to surprise my mother on her birthday. It was easy for my father to keep one of the old bookette units he was replacing for his work, and I managed to create a simple scene from Hive Zurich. My mother loved the bookette room, and the three of us would go there on my weekly visits home.”

“And that’s why there was the regular pattern of meetings,” said Beckett, in a satisfied voice.

“All three of us were perfectly content with our little bookette room,” said Miranda, “but then I got a call from Keith. He said he’d discovered the bookette room, but we didn’t need to worry about him reporting us. His father had been from Hive Zurich too, so he understood my parents wanting to reminisce about the past. In fact, Keith told me he’d managed to contact the other forty-four people who’d been traded here from Hive Zurich, and seventeen of them would like to join our meetings.”

I felt her give an angry shake of her head. “My parents were eager to meet these people, but our little bookette could only cope with eight people at a time. Keith persuaded us to set up a new groupette, and sent us some luxury furniture. The odd thing was he insisted the new groupette should be in a specific disused water tank in Blue Zone. Keith claimed that would be a safer location, and I believed him at the time, but now ... Was setting up the new groupette in Blue Zone part of his plan to harm the Hive as well?”

“Yes,” said Adika.

Miranda groaned. “I planned that our groupette would allow up to twenty-four people to play an active part. My father could only get bookette units rather than groupette units, but I didn’t think that would be a problem. My advanced classes in bookettes had mentioned it was possible to link bookette units together to create a makeshift groupette.”

She gave a dissatisfied sigh. “I thought we’d be able to link four bookette units together to make our groupette. When my father made the connections though, I discovered we needed to synchronize the four bookette control systems as well. There was nothing about synchronization in any of my advanced classes on bookettes, so I had to work out how to do it myself. I managed to synchronize three bookette control systems, but kept failing to add the fourth. In the end, I had to admit defeat and settle for having a groupette with only eighteen active roles.”

“Miranda is only in her first year on Teen Level,” said Emili, in a dazed voice, “but she worked out how to synchronize the bookette control systems herself. That’s incredible.”

“She’s clearly as brilliant as Lucas,” said Gideon.

“She’s far more brilliant than me,” said Lucas. “I’d never be able to synchronize bookette control systems as an adult, let alone as a teen.”

“Of course you wouldn’t,” said Emili. “But that’s because you’re interested in people, not electronics.”

“The groupette was a great success,” said Miranda. “Everyone enjoyed chatting about their childhood memories while sitting in a Hive Zurich setting. In the end, having twenty people and only eighteen able to take an active part in the groupette wasn’t a problem. I preferred to stay by the controls and work on creating new groupette settings anyway, and the others would take turns to help me by telling me more details about Hive Zurich. Keith kept saying he’d come to join a meeting in person one day. He was always too busy though, so he only appeared as a hologram. Then came the day ...”

She hesitated and gave a worried look at her father. “Then came the day my mother was working in one of the hazardous areas of Level Zero, the giant interlevel that divides the industrial levels of the Hive from the accommodation levels. An emergency alert went out to all the maintenance workers, saying there were control issues with the Green Zone power nexus, and they should immediately evacuate to safe areas. My mother wanted to finish her repair though, so she risked staying an extra couple of minutes. She was making the last connection, when a sudden power surge ...”

Miranda was too overwhelmed by emotion to finish the sentence, but our unit members could imagine what had happened only too well. When we fought to save the Green Zone power nexus from exploding, some of the Tactical team were injured in an accident caused by a power surge. We’d succeeded in stopping the power nexus exploding, we’d saved a lot of people from dying that day, but we’d been too late to save Miranda’s mother.

“Continuing with the meetings, and having the support of all our friends, became vitally important for my father after my mother’s death,” said Miranda. “One of our regular meetings happened to coincide with the Circle of Life service, and we planned for it to include a short celebration of my mother’s life, but when I arrived to start the groupette I found some warning notices saying ... Well, I suppose you know all about that.”

“We do,” said Adika.

“I made the mistake of contacting Keith to ask for advice,” said Miranda, “and he told us to set up a new groupette here. We followed his instructions to take the furniture and equipment to a store room, and he arranged for it to be collected and moved on the freight system to near here.”

“You also tampered with our surveillance cameras to play a joke on us,” said Adika pointedly.

I felt Miranda blush. “Those were your cameras then? I realize it was a little childish of me to play tricks with the cameras, but I was annoyed about the maintenance work making us delay the celebration of my mother’s life and move the groupette. Anyway, we set up the new groupette here yesterday, and held the celebration of my mother’s life. Keith said we should hold an extra meeting today to celebrate my father’s birthday. He promised to send us a birthday cake and arrange a special surprise.”

Miranda paused. “Keith asked me to teach him a speech in the language of Hive Zurich, so he could wish my father good fortune on his birthday. I thought that meant the special surprise would be Keith coming to the meeting in person. He just appeared as a holo to recite the speech though.”

“The special surprise was supposed to be our deaths,” said one of the women bitterly.

“Your Security Unit obviously needs to deal firmly with Keith,” said Miranda, “but I hope you’ll let the rest of us keep meeting. As I explained, it’s vitally important for my father.”

“It’s important for all of us,” said an elderly man. “We aren’t rebels. We don’t regret leaving Hive Zurich, and we wouldn’t want to go back there. We just enjoy meeting people with a similar background and remembering our childhood.”

“It’s not my decision,” said Adika apologetically.

“Tell Miranda it’s not your Tactical Commander’s decision either,” said Lucas, “but he’ll recommend you’re allowed to continue your meetings in an official groupette.”

Adika repeated that, and Miranda smiled. “So, your Tactical Commander is the person who’s been listening to our conversation and giving you orders. I’d like to thank him, and say that my father and I will be happy to answer any more questions he wants. I hope he’ll allow us to leave within the next two hours though. When my four younger brothers and sisters get home from school, they’ll expect us to be there for our weekly family gathering.”

“Miranda has four younger brothers and sisters,” said Lucas, in a dazed voice.

Adika seemed to interpret that as being a question. “You have four younger brothers and sisters?” he asked.

Miranda nodded. “I’m nearly fourteen, Rayan is almost twelve, Andrin will be ten in three days from now, Leyla is eight, and Noemi is six. Five children is a very big family, but you must be high enough level to know about the duty child programme. Before her accident, my mother had been invited to take part in the Hive’s duty child programme, had given her formal consent to have the maximum six children, and made the necessary genetic donations.”

Miranda grimaced. “When my parents married, an advisor told them about my mother’s past decision, and explained that once formal consent has been given it is completely irrevocable. Even if someone transfers Hive, their genetic donations and current duty child status transfer Hive with them. The advisor asked my parents if they wanted to be co-genetic parents of my mother’s duty children, which they did, and if they preferred to raise the duty children themselves or have them adopted. My parents chose to raise us themselves, so they were given an extra allowance to cover the costs, and two apartments knocked into one to give them enough room for us all.”

“And that’s why Miranda gets such special treatment,” said Buzz. “Everyone in her home area will have heard about the large family of children particularly wanted by the Hive.”

“The duty child rules said there could only be five of us rather than six,” added Miranda, “because my father had already had one genetic child through the programme before his accident. My father had formally given up custody rights to his son, so the boy must have been adopted at birth. I sometimes see an older teen who looks like us, and wonder if it’s our missing half-brother.”

I felt a painfully sharp itch deep inside my mind, hastily pulled back into my own head, and opened my eyes. “Kareem should take over now.”

“Yes,” said Lucas, in a strained voice. “Kareem should take over. I need to send a report to Gold Commander Melisande and ...”

His words trailed off. He took the crystal unit from his ear, stood up, and headed out of the door.
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I stood up, took out my ear crystal, and glanced at Kareem. “If something important happens, and you urgently need help from Lucas or me, then please tell Eli rather than calling our dataviews.”

Kareem nodded, and I headed through the doorway, with my bodyguards hurrying to form a defensive group around me. There was no sign of Lucas in the corridor, so Eli opened the door of the Beta Ops room, peered inside, and then waved me on into the room.

I found Lucas sitting at the Tactical Command control bank. I dragged a chair over to sit beside him, while my bodyguards sat at the other end of the room. Lucas sat in silence for a couple of minutes before giving a heavy sigh.

“I’d already decided I didn’t want to rush into explaining the truth to my father and Miranda. Now I’ve discovered the situation is even more complicated than I thought. I don’t have one half-sibling, but five of them, and the youngest is only six years old. If Miranda knows I exist, then it’s quite likely the others know about me as well. I can’t make any decisions about contacting them until I fully understand the family situation, because everything I do must be based on what’s best for my five young half-siblings rather than myself.”

He paused. “But I can’t keep sitting here brooding about my personal life. I need to prepare a detailed report for Gold Commander Melisande, so she can decide what to do with Keith.”

Lucas started tapping at his dataview, his face frowning, and his fingers uncharacteristically hesitant and slow. I was trained to link instantly to the minds of my Strike team members when they were in trouble. Now I found myself hovering on the edge of Lucas’s even more familiar mind, as his thought trains circled in a complex whirlpool of anger, confusion, and distress.

Lucas’s ability to process both information and emotions at express belt speed wasn’t always a good thing. I’d shared the thoughts of people faced with terrifying events or shocking news, and seen them use the defence mechanism of denial to shelter from reality. Allowing themselves the comfort of pretending for seconds, minutes, hours, or even days that disaster hadn’t happened. Giving themselves whatever time they needed to face the dreadful truth.

Tactical Commanders couldn’t afford to use denial to shelter from reality though, because delaying decisions for even a few seconds could cost lives. The events of today had hit Lucas at full force. We’d escaped the worst horror of Keith’s plans, but Lucas still had to cope with his new knowledge of his family background.

Eventually, Lucas gave a final decisive tap at his dataview, and sat back in his chair. “I’ve sent a full report to Gold Commander Melisande, and recommended Miranda’s group should be allowed to continue meeting in an official groupette with the usual warning about being discreet. I’ve also asked Gold Commander Melisande to flag my father’s secure record for suspected content tampering, and increase its authorization level to ensure I can never give way to temptation and access it.”

There was a hesitant cough from Eli. “Prospero’s group has been escorted to our holding cells, so Kareem is going to ...”

He was interrupted by Kareem’s voice coming from the overhead speakers. “All suspects are now secured in our unit’s holding cells, and Adika and the depleted Alpha team are supervising the situation there. Both the Frontline Medical team and the Beta team have returned to our unit, and Forge and the Beta team are taking over unit defence.”

He paused. “Our unit is now resuming standard defence protocols. Unsealing emergency doors now.”

Once Kareem had finished his announcement, Eli spoke again. “Kareem, Gideon, Emili, and Buzz will be going down to the holding cells to take formal statements from all the suspects. If Buzz doesn’t get any worrying insights from them, then Kareem would like your approval to send the suspects home after that.”

“I approve,” said Lucas. “Please ask Kareem to take my father and half-sister’s statements first, so they can get back to my father’s apartment in Green Zone before the children come home from school. Kareem had better keep my father and half-sister together to make their statements, because my father may find the process confusing.”

I waited for Eli to relay that message before asking a question. “What’s happening with Claire’s old Strike team members?”

“Wilder is gathering them together by the picnic tables in the park,” said Eli.

By now, I’d decided I didn’t want contact with my paternal grandparents, but Wilder was a different matter. He hadn’t casually handed over any duty children to be adopted. He’d helped Claire raise her twenty-five duty children in her unit, and he’d come to defend me today.

I looked anxiously at Lucas. “I’d like to go and thank Claire’s old Strike team members for coming to help us. Would you be all right waiting here while I do that?”

Lucas stood up. “We’ll both go and thank them.”

When we went out into the corridor, we found the emergency doors had slid back into the wall in a reassuring sign of normality. Since we were heading for the picnic tables in the park, we automatically took the route through the accommodation section. Eli hurried off at the first junction, but the rest of my bodyguard group kept trailing after Lucas and me, so I stopped when we reached the open area by the lifts.

“Kareem just said the unit is back on standard defence protocols,” I said pointedly. “You don’t need to follow me around any longer.”

“We aren’t following you,” said Dex cheerfully. “We’re just going in the same direction as you. Wilder is hoping you’ll allow Claire’s people to hold a brief Hiveist service where her ashes were scattered.”

“Oh,” I said. “Of course I’ll be happy for you to hold a service.”

“I’ll just tell Wilder that.” Dex rapidly tapped at his dataview, and then glanced at Osric. “Wilder wants you to lead the service.”

“Tell Wilder that if I’m leading the service, he’ll need to warn everyone we’re technically committing a breach of doctrine,” said Osric. “My parents are imprinted as official Hiveist Ministrants, but I’m not.”

Vance groaned. “I don’t know why you’re still insisting on giving warnings when you’ve been leading our services for decades. It doesn’t matter that you aren’t an official Hiveist Ministrant. You don’t just know all the words, but the most obscure points of doctrine as well.”

“You’re bound to feel that way because you’re not a Hiveist,” said Osric.

“We all feel that way,” said Kris. “Claire didn’t have a problem with you leading services, so we don’t have a problem either.”

As the four of them continued an argument that had clearly been going on for decades, a thought nagged at my mind. I knew that if I put my ear crystal back in and started talking on the comms, then Lucas would do the same. I didn’t want him to get dragged into taking over from Kareem, so ...

“Dex, could you please arrange for my brother to be brought to the park picnic tables?” I asked.

Dex nodded, tapped at his ear crystal, and started talking. Vance, Osric, and Kris stayed there to wait for him, while Lucas and I headed on towards the park doors. When we reached them, I paused and turned to look hesitantly at Lucas.

“I realize it isn’t a good moment for me to say this, but I need to warn you ... Wilder is my great-grandfather.”

Lucas gave me a puzzled look. “I already knew Wilder was your great-grandfather. You sent me your complete paternal ancestry record before the New Year festival.”

I gave a dazed laugh. “I was so overwhelmed by the fact Claire was my great-grandmother and Keith my cousin, that I didn’t pay attention to any of the other names on my paternal ancestry record. You obviously studied all of them though.”

When we moved on through the park doors, my attention was grabbed by the striking aged figure with an ebony-handled stick standing in front of a crowd of other men. I’d never had the chance to meet Claire, but I was about to meet my great-grandfather. I was feeling oddly breathless, but I needed to say something to all these people before talking to Wilder.

I headed over to the nearest picnic table, Lucas lifted me up onto it, and then stepped up to stand beside me. I stood looking at the mass of expectant faces, trying and failing to work out something impressive to say, before making the simplest of statements.

“I’d like to thank you all for coming to help me and my unit,” I said. “We very much appreciate it.”

“And I apologize that we turned out not to be facing a genuine threat,” added Lucas.

“In my opinion, Keith is a genuine threat to everyone in our Hive,” said Wilder grimly. “In any case though, we’d much rather come and not be needed than the other way around.”

The park doors opened at that moment, and Forge strode towards us, carrying a protesting figure over his shoulder. “Where do you want me to dump this troublemaker, Amber?”

I shrugged. “Anywhere will do.”

“In the lake?” asked Forge hopefully.

“You can’t dump me in the lake,” protested Gregas.

“It’s true that a slime vat would be better,” said Forge.

I laughed, and Lucas and I climbed down from the picnic table. “Put Gregas down on the grass,” I said, “and please undo the restraints on his ankles.”

Forge sighed, dropped Gregas on the grass, and took the restraints off his ankles. Gregas instantly struggled to his feet, and stared at the crowd. I was still trying to work out the best way to explain our ancestry to Gregas, when he eagerly burst into speech.

“Were all these people on our great-grandmother’s Strike teams?”

I blinked. “Who told you that Claire was our great-grandmother?”

“Everyone has been carefully avoiding telling Gregas anything,” said Forge in disgust. “He must have discovered it by hiding in bushes and spying on people.”

I groaned and pointed at Wilder. “Well, yes, Gregas. All these people worked on our great-grandmother’s Strike teams, and this man is Wilder, our great-grandfather.”

“High up!” gasped Gregas. “I’ve heard all about Wilder. If he’s my great-grandfather, it proves I’m right about joining your Strike team.”

“You should realize that’s never going to happen, Gregas,” said Wilder. “You just need to look at your older sister to see you’ll never have the height or build to join a Strike team.”

I gave Wilder a pleading look. “I’m hoping you can advise me on what to do with Gregas. He’s only fourteen years old, but a borderline telepath, and continually getting into trouble. Trespassing in forbidden places. Running into wild bees. Getting arrested. Skulking in bushes to spy on people. Having friendly chats with murderers.”

Wilder considered Gregas for a moment. “I suggest you recommend Gregas for the Teen Level scout training courses. He’s a bit young, but scouts have a lot of physical skills to perfect, so the sooner he starts the better.”

“Amber doesn’t want us encouraging her brother to get involved in anything dangerous,” said Forge hastily.

Wilder shook his head at me. “Claire always said that pretending gravity doesn’t exist won’t stop you falling down a lift shaft. Your grandfather was a borderline telepath with exactly your brother’s build and history of getting into trouble, and he came out of Lottery as a scout.”

“What do scouts do?” demanded Gregas.

Wilder looked enquiringly at me. “Am I allowed to tell him, Amber?”

I braced myself to hear something dreadful. “Yes.”

“Telepath Units deal with all the worst cases in the Hive,” said Wilder. “The most dangerous and hard to solve. Straightforward cases where the guilty party is obvious and unlikely to get too violent get dealt with as nosy publicity exercises. A borderline telepath psychologist goes out dressed as a nosy, accompanied by an escort of four guards with combat training, to carry out a public interception and arrest.”

Wilder paused. “There are many cases in between those two extremes though. Cases that aren’t worrying enough to take up the time of one of our precious few telepaths, or simple enough to be used as a nosy publicity exercise. Most of these cases are assigned to a Law Enforcement Security Unit, which uses scouts to follow suspects. Once the scout confirms a suspect’s guilt by something like tracking them to a secret nest, or catching them in the act of starting a fire, they call for help to make an arrest.”

I frowned. Wilder made that sound simple, but I could imagine a hundred different ways that chasing a wild bee on your own could go horribly wrong.

“Scouts can also be assigned to a Telepath Unit to assist a telepath who has mobility problems,” said Wilder. “In later life, Claire had at least two scouts running with her Strike teams, ready to follow targets who got out of telepathic range in difficult access areas.”

I wasn’t sure whether that would be a safer option for Gregas than following suspects by himself. A scout running with a telepath’s Strike team would have plenty of help nearby, but be facing a far more dangerous target.

“Borderline telepath scouts are much rarer and more valuable though,” said Wilder. “Your grandfather was assigned to a group that Claire described as a low-budget Telepath Unit.”

I gave a startled laugh.

“That type of group normally includes one borderline telepath, a Tactical support officer, a Liaison support officer, and half a dozen guards who are retired Strike team members,” continued Wilder. “The borderline telepath scout has to be good at hiding to get insights from suspects, and be able to move fast to escape. If they do get cornered, they need enough combat skills to cope until the guards arrive to save them.”

“I could do that,” said Gregas.

“All scouts – whether they’re borderline telepaths or not – also need high levels of self-confidence,” added Wilder sadly. “In fact, your grandfather was annoyingly overconfident.”

“I’ve only met one scout,” said Forge, “and that was during my Lottery testing. Maizie was assigned to Morton’s unit as a scout in training, and in my opinion she wasn’t annoyingly overconfident but just plain annoying.”

By this point, I was willing to accept any future for Gregas that didn’t involve him infiltrating other Hives. “Well, it could be worse,” I said philosophically.

“Does that mean you’ll recommend me for these Teen Level scout training courses?” demanded Gregas.

“I suppose so. Forge, could you ...?”

Forge answered my question before I’d even finished asking it. “I’ll put Gregas on the Teen Level scout training list right away.”

He picked up Gregas, tossed him over his shoulder again, turned to head out of the park, and abruptly halted. Buzz had just come in through the park doors, and was walking towards us. Her black hair was an exuberant mass of curls, and she wore one of her favourite red dresses.

She stopped in front of Forge, the two of them gazed at each other in silence for a moment, and then Forge spoke. “I thought you were down at the holding cells helping Kareem take statements.”

Buzz smiled. “I’ll be going down there soon. I told Kareem that I needed to change clothes first.”

“You’re wearing red again,” said Forge.

“I think red suits me better than black.”

Forge nodded. “Definitely.”

“When we’ve cleared up after the emergency,” added Buzz, “would you be willing to spare me a few minutes?”

Forge gave her an expansive grin. “When we’ve cleared up after the emergency, I’ll be willing to spare you the entire night.”

I watched Buzz and Forge head off through the park doors, with a complaining Gregas still hanging over Forge’s shoulder, and then I turned to face Wilder.

“Why was Forge so eager to put Gregas on the Teen Level scout training list?”

Wilder looked amused. “Because Gregas has been causing the Strike team a lot of trouble, but even Adika doesn’t dare to ban the telepath’s adored younger brother from coming to her unit.”

I wrinkled my nose. “I don’t exactly adore Gregas.”

Wilder shrugged. “But you do care about him. As far as Forge is concerned, putting Gregas on the Teen Level scout training list is the ideal solution, because the courses are notoriously strict. When Gregas gets called in for one of the residential courses, he won’t be able to leave the training area until his course ends or he escapes.”

I blinked. “Escapes?”

“Scout training encourages the participants to use unconventional methods to solve problems,” said Wilder. “Of course, if Gregas does escape the training area, then it means he’s passed that level of training, so he’ll be moved on to harder courses.”

I laughed. “That would be ...”

I was interrupted by an urgent chime from Lucas’s dataview. He tapped at the screen, and frowned before speaking.

“I’ve got a five-minute warning of a highly confidential call from Gold Commander Melisande.”
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I groaned and turned to Wilder. “I’m afraid we have to go now, but I hope I’ll be able to talk to you again very soon.”

He nodded, I gave a regretful farewell wave at the crowd, and then Lucas ushered me out through the park doors. We just had time to reach our apartment and hurry into the bookette room before Lucas’s dataview chimed again. When Gold Commander Melisande’s holo image appeared in front of us, I noticed she was wearing her Hive Defence uniform rather than her wedding dress. I hoped that didn’t mean Keith had wrecked her second attempt at happiness with Paula.

“I have studied Tactical Commander Lucas’s report,” said Melisande briskly, “and carried out the requested actions on his father’s secure record. I’ve also formally approved Prospero’s group holding their future meetings in an official groupette. As Tactical Commander Lucas pointed out, making a non-conformist group have furtive meetings just ferments a spirit of rebellion. It’s far better to strengthen their loyalty to the Hive by bending the rules to allow them to meet where their activities can be discreetly monitored.”

Her voice took on a harsh edge. “Moving on to how Keith set up your unit to murder Prospero’s group ... Unfortunately, the fact that Prospero’s group are all currently citizens of our Hive means Keith’s attack on your unit is an internal Hive problem rather than a traitorous action. That means we can’t ask Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement to remove Keith’s right to transfer to another Hive.”

“You can’t let Keith get away with what he did today,” I said fiercely. “You have to do something to control him.”

“I totally agree,” said Gold Commander Melisande. “I’ve just visited Keith in his holding cell. I told him we had incontrovertible proof he’d tried to destroy your Telepath Unit’s ability to serve the Hive. As I expected, Keith said he’d transfer Hive if I broke off his contact with Olivia or took any other serious action against him.”

She gave a grim, satisfied smile. “I told Keith that threat no longer carried any weight. We’ve reached the point where the damage he’s causing our other telepaths far outweighs the benefits of having him in our Hive. Keith has forced me to choose between him and you, between a disruptive telepath with only intermittently functioning powers and one that is loyal, dedicated, and highly skilled, so my decision was never in doubt. I’ve therefore sent a recommendation up my chain of command that our Hive should close down Keith’s Telepath Unit and post him on the trade system.”

I gasped. Lottery had imprinted Melisande to be Gold Commander of our Hive because she had the strength of character to make impossibly hard decisions, and she’d made one now. She was right that the damage Keith was causing outweighed the benefits of having him in our Hive, but how the waste could we keep order with only three working Telepath Units?

“Keith laughed and said our Hive would never trade a telepath,” said Melisande, “but I just told him to read my thoughts. I enjoyed seeing Keith’s face change when he saw I’d had an immediate response from my chain of command, approving my recommendation and saying a similar decision had been made about Blake when he was at the height of his troublemaking.”

I blinked.

“Apparently, Blake was listed on the trade system with a behaviour report including detailed warnings, and with availability limited to our inner circle of seven other Hives that speak our language,” Melisande continued. “I told Keith we’d do the same with him. Blake chose to use his right to transfer Hive once in his lifetime to exit the trade process and remain at our Hive. Keith could do the same as Blake, or go through with being traded to one of our inner circle of Hives.”

Lucas’s intent expression showed he was rapidly analyzing the situation. “I assume Keith pointed out he had a third option. He could use his right under Joint Hive Treaty to move to any Hive he wanted.”

“Of course Keith pointed that out,” said Melisande. “He gloated about being able to stop our Hive getting any benefit from trading him. I said Keith could stop our Hive benefiting from trading him, but that would mean he lost all the benefits of being traded. He wouldn’t get a legally binding offer of his working and living conditions, or get to see Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement’s summary report on the possible new Hives. Given that any new Hive would be warned about Keith’s past behaviour, he could end up spending the rest of his life locked in a prison cell.”

She paused. “Keith tried arguing that bypassing the trade system would give him a much wider choice of Hives. I said his nosing through the Hive Politics records must have told him we’d chosen our inner circle of seven Hives to ease the transition for traded personnel. Moving to any Hive outside that group would make his future life far worse by increasing the language and social adjustment problems. It would take him years to learn enough to be useful, so his new Hive would probably risk imprinting him with their Hive language and cultural information to save time.”

Melisande laughed. “I said that Olivia’s mental reset had demonstrated how dangerous it was to tamper with the minds of true telepaths, so it would be an interesting moment for Keith when he was sedated for being imprinted. He wouldn’t know whether he’d wake up and discover he was a mere borderline telepath, or he’d be lucky enough to just have his limited telepathic abilities weakened even further.”

I pictured being in that situation myself, and gulped.

“Keith said he’d spend the time until the next global personnel trading period thinking through his options,” said Melisande. “It was an absolute pleasure to tell him he’d need to do his thinking a lot faster than that, because his details would be posted tomorrow evening as an out of trading period oddity, with bids accepted on a five-year payment basis.”

There was a short silence before Melisande spoke again. “I’ll call you tomorrow to give you a situation update, but I expect Keith will let us post him on the trade system rather than rushing into using his right to transfer Hive to stay here. Once he’s on the trade system, he’ll have to wait until the bidding completes before doing anything at all, and then ...”

Gold Commander Melisande waved both her hands. “Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement will obviously put the maximum reserve price on Keith as a telepath, but the discount for his past behaviour will make the final figure pathetically low. That will tempt all of our seven inner circle Hives into bidding the full reserve price for Keith in first-round trading. He may find the legally binding offers of working and living conditions disappointing, but he definitely won’t be tossed back to us as a no-bid reject with his right to transfer Hive intact.”

She shrugged. “There could be as many as four additional bidding rounds, but within the next ten days Keith will have to make a decision. He can either go to one of the bidding Hives and be their problem, or be committed to staying here for life, and if he does stay here ...”

She made a satisfied sound. “If Keith stays here, I won’t need to do placating ribbon dances around him any longer. He’ll have a simple choice between behaving himself or scrubbing slime vats.”

Gold Commander Melisande ended the call in her usual abrupt fashion, and Lucas and I turned to stare at each other in stunned silence. “Gold Commander Melisande is taking a desperate gamble,” I said at last, “but it could work. Reece was a dreadful bully on Teen Level, but the threat of being forced to scrub slime vats has made him reform.”

“The threat of being forced to scrub slime vats could work if Keith decides to stay here,” said Lucas, “but if he accepts an offer from another Hive ...”

Lucas was interrupted by a chiming coming from my pocket. I groaned, took out my dataview, tapped it to make it unfurl, and blinked as I saw Senior Ambassador Elliott’s face.

“Amber, I would have called you earlier,” he said, “but I couldn’t risk distracting you when your unit was flagged as in emergency defence mode. I believe that situation is under control now.”

I pulled a face. “More or less.”

“In that case, Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement’s Chief Examinant has notified us that he wants to interview you at noon on the day after tomorrow. Given you and your unit have been under extreme pressure today, do you want me to attempt to delay that interview?”

I ran my fingers through my hair as I tried to think. It was tempting to ask for the interview to be delayed, but if Keith ended up being traded to another Hive, we’d be in even more urgent need of that telepath from Hive Genex.

“I’ll go ahead with the interview as planned,” I said.

“I’d recommend the interview takes place in your unit’s holding cell area rather than in your unit itself,” said Elliott, “but you may prefer a different location.”

“I’m happy to accept your recommended location,” I said.

“In that case, I’ll arrange for Adversary Nalini to brief you and Tactical Commander Lucas at noon tomorrow,” said Elliott. “I’d prefer not to risk Adversary Nalini travelling to your unit, because it would be disastrous if Keith read her mind at this point. Would it be acceptable for Adversary Nalini to call you and take remote control of your bookette room to give the briefing?”

“That would be perfectly acceptable,” I said.

“New Year fortune to us and our Hive,” said Senior Ambassador Elliott, and he ended the call.

There was a moment of silence before I spoke. “The tone of Senior Ambassador Elliott’s voice when he said those last words ... He knows about Gold Commander Melisande’s gamble.”

“Of course he does,” said Lucas. “A decision as major as trading Keith would surely have to be made by the Council of Gaia, and it’s been clear from Senior Ambassador Elliott’s behaviour that he’s on the council.”

He paused before adding in a dry voice. “Let’s hope the Council of Gaia knows best in this matter.”
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That night, both Lucas and I found it hard to get to sleep. Just after midnight, we gave up and got dressed. In other circumstances, we’d have gone to the Strike team’s swimming pool, and soothed our minds with the peaceful repetition of swimming lengths. The problem was that Adika had set up an alarm system to alert the Strike team’s best swimmer when I entered the swimming pool area. That best swimmer was obviously Forge, and I didn’t want his reconciliation with Buzz to be interrupted by having to come and make sure the precious telepath didn’t drown.

Lucas and I went to the shooting range instead, fired guns at holo roaming demons that I felt bore a strong resemblance to Keith, and then ran ourselves to exhaustion point in the park. If anything, that tactic worked too well. Once we staggered back to our apartment, and tumbled into the warm embrace of our sleep field, we instantly fell asleep, barely waking in time to dress and eat breakfast before Adversary Nalini’s briefing.

Lucas and I were heading for our bookette room when there was a chime from our apartment door. For a moment, I thought Adversary Nalini had come to give her briefing in person after all, but we opened the door to find Atticus standing there.

“I wanted to say goodbye before leaving,” said Atticus.

I gave a confused look at the bag on the floor beside him. “You’re leaving the unit, Atticus? Where are you going?”

“Morton has sent everyone on the surgical team a message. He said that no member of the recovery team caring for him knows the full truth about what happened during the emergency surgery, but he’s seen random fragments of information in their minds. Now he’s put all those fragments together, worked out exactly how close he came to dying, and wants everyone to stop playing the game of blaming problems on me. Morton knows I saved his life, and wants me back as his lead surgeon, so I’m rejoining my surgical team in Purple Zone to plan his next operation.”

“In my experience,” said Lucas, “you can only hide the truth from a telepath if that truth is something they don’t want to know.”

“And I thought Morton wouldn’t want to know how close he’d come to death,” said Atticus. “I believed he was too superstitious to face the truth, but I should have realized you need massive inner strength to cope with the pressures of life as a telepath.”

I didn’t want to dwell on that thought. “Well, I’m glad Morton wants you back. I hope you’re glad too.”

“Not really,” said Atticus ruefully. “When I resigned from being Morton’s lead surgeon, it felt like a huge burden had been lifted from my shoulders. I don’t want to carry that burden again, but leading your Frontline Medical team yesterday ...”

He shook his head. “I’ll never forget how the Attack Strike teams closed in to form the final net around the water tank. We positioned ourselves a level above the net, right next to an emergency access staircase. We knew deadly force was authorized, so when Lucas called the strike we could be going down that staircase to face a mass of casualties. Whether they were members of the Attack Strike teams, or members of Prospero’s group, they’d be critically injured human beings, and we’d be making triage decisions on which of them could be saved and which were already too close to death.”

He rushed on in a passionate voice. “But you were reading the minds of Prospero’s group, Amber. Despite the language problems, you gave Lucas the crucial clues he needed, and that meant nobody died. Nobody was even injured. I’d been imprinted with the fact telepaths saved lives, I’d heard people discussing cases, I’d even been involved in your case at the sea farm, but yesterday hammered the point home. Whether I want the responsibility or not, I have to do everything I can to help Morton survive his surgery and continue his life-saving work.”

Atticus picked up his bag, and headed off to our unit’s bank of lifts. Lucas and I had just closed the apartment door, when my dataview chimed with the expected call from Adversary Nalini, so we hurried into our bookette room. When I linked the incoming call to the bookette control system, the holo figure of Nalini appeared in front of us, looking resplendent in a ruby red dress. She was sitting in a chair, so Lucas and I sat down as well.

“Senior Ambassador Elliott said you’d graciously grant me control of your bookette room,” said Nalini.

I nodded and tapped at my dataview.

“Thank you,” she said. “Allow me to start by explaining the role of Treaty Facilitators.”

Nalini waved her hand, and the holo figure of a man dressed in a grey and white uniform appeared beside her. His jacket was oddly bulky, and had a high collar that clearly included some electronics.

“Senior Ambassador Elliott has already explained our Hive imprints Treaty Facilitators to carry out physical actions on behalf of Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement,” said Nalini. “You need to understand that Lottery selects these people for their absolute loyalty to our Hive. They would never voluntarily give damaging information to Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement. However, when they are acting in their role as Treaty Facilitators their every movement is monitored. They must obey any orders from Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement precisely, or our Hive could suffer severe penalties for hampering an investigation.”

She paused. “This particular man is Layton, our Hive’s most trusted Treaty Facilitator. He will deliver and set up the secure Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement equipment used during your interview. You’ve already been told that Adversary Aura and I will be using basic virtual presences in the interview, so we’ll only be able to see and hear you. The Chief Examinant will be using an advanced virtual presence though, which will give him a host of additional information. Do you want me to give you more details of that additional information?”

I shook my head. I was already nervous about the Chief Examinant hiding safely behind a virtual presence, getting revealing information on my emotions while I wouldn’t be able to read his mind. I didn’t want to know more details about it.

“There’s the obvious point that you and I will be speaking our Hive’s language during this interview,” said Nalini, “while Adversary Aura will be speaking the language of Hive Genex, and the Chief Examinant will be speaking Joint Hive Treaty Global. All parties will have interlinked simultaneous translation devices. I need to warn you there can be failures of the automated translation when people use Hive-specific colloquialisms, but if that happens I’ll challenge for clarification.”

She glanced at me. “Do you have any questions on the virtual presence system or the automated translation?”

I wasn’t sure what a Hive-specific colloquialism was, but it didn’t seem important. “I don’t have any questions.”

Nalini nodded. “Then I’ll move on to briefing you about the developing situation with Hive Genex.”

She waved a hand, and the single holo figure in the grey and white uniform was replaced by an image of nine black-cloaked figures walking down a corridor. “On the day after the last Halloween festival, our Hive gave Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement evidence that Hive Genex had attempted to kidnap one of our telepaths. Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement then sent an inspection team into Hive Genex, and invited our Hive to send a delegation to join them.”

Nalini grimaced. “Given the strength of the evidence against Hive Genex, we expected its tactics to be focused on minimizing the damage to their Hive by immediately negotiating compensation. We therefore sent a delegation to Hive Genex that was full of negotiation specialists. When Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement uncovered evidence of three past kidnappings, and the issue of those citizens’ descendants including a telepath, the situation rapidly grew more complicated.”

She sighed. “When Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement completed its investigations at Hive Genex, the inspection team moved to our Hive, and inevitably brought a Hive Genex delegation with them. Hive Genex naturally assigned some of its most talented and experienced people to this case. We’ve encountered them all before, so we’re well aware of their specialisms.”

I’d been frowning at the holo of Hive Genex’s delegation. “Can I just check that the woman leading the group is Adversary Aura? One of the other women looks almost like her identical twin.”

“You’re seeing the effect of the Hive Genex bloodline system,” said Nalini. “You’re right that Adversary Aura is leading the group. The almost identical woman and two of the men are from her bloodline. We expected the delegation from Hive Genex would be packed with defence experts searching for any possible weakness in the evidence that would save them from losing the case. Instead, it’s led by a notoriously brilliant attack specialist, and includes another three members of her genetic bloodline who are also attack specialists, as well as three attack specialists from other bloodlines. Only two members of the delegation are defence specialists.”

“We already knew Hive Genex’s tactics were focused on attacking our Hive.” Lucas’s voice held an edge of impatience. “The Hive Politics conference call covered how Adversary Aura had lodged a ridiculous counterclaim that Amber requested a transfer to Hive Genex of her own free will. Somehow the situation ended in the Chief Examinant agreeing to interview Amber, and allowing Adversary Aura to take part in the interview.”

“My point is that Adversary Aura has been taking huge risks,” said Nalini. “She hasn’t just used a counterclaim tactic that will count heavily against Hive Genex when it’s proved to be untrue. She’s brought a legal team which is dangerously overcommitted to attack rather than defence. That must mean Adversary Aura has spotted a major weakness in our case. The way she’s focused on forcing this interview implies the weakness is something personal about you, Amber, but my team can’t work out what the waste it can be. We obviously know every detail of your time as a telepath, and your teen record shows you were extremely dutiful. Can you think of anything unusual that didn’t go on your teen record?”

“Some unusual things happened during the great Blue Zone power cut. Mostly involving Forge.”

Nalini shook her head. “I’ve obtained full accounts of your actions during the Blue Zone power cut from Deputy Strike team leader Forge, Physician Surgical Atticus, and your counsellor.”

I waved my hands in a gesture of helplessness. “Between them, Forge, Atticus, and Buzz know absolutely everything that happened back then. I can’t remember anything else which ...”

A worrying thought hit me. “There is one thing,” I said anxiously. “I often broke the rule against riding the handrail of the moving stairs. I know members of Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement are obsessive about rules, and consider anyone breaking them a criminal. Is that going to be a problem when I give evidence?”

Nalini looked amused. “Your teen record repeatedly mentions your habit of riding the handrail. That’s a safety regulation rather than a rule, but it wouldn’t matter if you’d committed criminal acts in the past anyway. Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement insists on an Adversary like me having a spotless past, because we are entrusted with presenting our Hive’s cases and submitting all the related evidence. Those standards don’t apply to witnesses though.”

I shrugged. “Well, I can’t think of anything else that could cause problems.”

Nalini gazed directly at me for a few seconds, seeming to study my expression, and then sighed. “I will be present in the interview as a virtual presence offering you support, but Adversary Aura will be present as well, and trying to push you into making a damaging error. I said this during the conference call, but I need to emphasize it again. During this interview, you will be allowed to make honest mistakes, be tongue-tied, get confused by a question, or just not know an answer. The one thing you must not do is tell a deliberate lie.”

I noted that Nalini used exactly the same words as during the conference call, and guessed she was reciting imprinted information. Now her voice took on a heavily emphatic note.

“If you are proved to have lied to the Chief Examinant, then every shred of evidence connected to you would be tainted. Our entire case against Hive Genex would fall to pieces, including our claim on our three kidnapped citizens and their eighteen duty children. All the evidence of Hive Genex kidnapping them is interlinked with the evidence of Hive Genex attempting to kidnap you.”

Nalini gave me a pleading look. “However dutiful a teen you were, it’s possible you have some deeply embarrassing secret. Many people do. If you have such a secret, then I understand you not wanting to share it with me, but be aware that Hive Genex’s agent, Elden, could have discovered and reported it. If Adversary Aura uses this secret against you in the interview, then I’m begging you not to lie about it.”

“But I don’t have any embarrassing secrets,” I said in bewilderment. “I’m hiding the fact I’m a telepath from my parents, but that’s completely irrelevant to this interview.”

“I thought that I didn’t have any secrets,” said Lucas grimly, “but Keith managed to discover a secret I didn’t know I had, and he tried to use it to destroy our unit.”

I wrinkled my nose. “That’s a good point.”

Nalini nodded. “Amber, if Adversary Aura reveals something about you which comes as a total shock, you should immediately say that. I can request the Chief Examinant to allow a break in the interview to allow you to come to terms with the information. If you say something you believe is true, then there’s no need for you to worry if it’s later proved to be wrong. As I keep saying, you are allowed to make honest mistakes. The only problem will be if you tell a deliberate lie when giving evidence.”

“I’ll make sure I tell the truth whatever happens,” I said.

“Then we can move on to the Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement inspection team,” said Nalini. “Again, everything seemed straightforward to begin with. The attempted kidnapping of a telepath was a staggeringly important case, so Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement sent their most talented Chief Examinant to Hive Genex to collect evidence. The size of an inspection team can vary, but Chief Examinant Rune took a fairly standard ten inspectors with him. The team did a thorough job, uncovering the evidence of Hive Genex’s past successful kidnappings.”

She pulled a face. “We expected Chief Examinant Rune to bring exactly the same inspection team to collect evidence in our Hive, but just look at the size of the team that arrived here.”

A holo image appeared, showing a mass of figures dressed in grey and white robe-like outfits. I gave a startled gasp, and was trying to count them when Lucas spoke.

“Chief Examinant Rune has brought a team of thirty inspectors here. That seems excessive.”

“It’s an absolutely unprecedented team size,” said Nalini. “We know they’ve been checking a colossal amount of information, but we don’t know what areas they’re focusing on. Given the Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement obsession with rules, they must be respecting the Hive privacy regulations, and only accessing information that’s in some way related to this case. I can’t help worrying if the amount of information they’re checking is somehow connected with Adversary Aura overcommitting to attack rather than defence. Chief Examinant Rune could have spotted the same weakness in our case that she has.”

Nalini shrugged. “Well, that’s everything I wanted to tell you, Amber. Do you have any questions you want to ask me?”

I frowned at the holo image of Chief Examinant Rune and his thirty inspectors. “I do have a couple of questions. Chief Examinant Rune is wearing a headset and glasses. Are those like the noise-cancelling headset and light-adjustment glasses that one of our unit members uses?”

“They’re actually the complete opposite,” said Nalini. “The headset and glasses enhance the Chief Examinant’s sight and hearing to provide him with additional information.”

I found that explanation rather ominous. “I’m also wondering why Chief Examinant Rune’s inspectors are all men.”

“When the Hive cities were negotiating the rules of Joint Hive Treaty and the mechanism for enforcing them, they were nervous of setting up an independent body with so much power,” said Nalini. “They agreed a solution to ensure Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement would both have power over the Hive cities and be completely dependent on them to supply the children who would become its future personnel.”

She paused. “That solution was to split Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement into two entirely separate halves which never physically meet. Male personnel join the bases that run the judiciary and trading systems. Female personnel join the bases that house the Valkyrie armed forces.”

Lucas raised his eyebrows. “Just having separate bases isn’t a foolproof way of ensuring members of Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement don’t have their own children.”

“I believe the system depends on careful selection of the children supplied to Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement, as well as other supportive measures,” said Nalini. “I’m afraid my imprint doesn’t include any details though. Do you have any other questions, Amber?”

“No, thank you.”

“Then the next time we meet will be at the interview.” Nalini’s holo figure vanished as she ended the call.

I pulled a despairing face at Lucas. “It seems like everything keeps coming back to children. Our Hive uses the New Year festival to encourage people to have children to maintain the Hive’s population, and pressures its most valuable citizens to join the duty child programme. Hive Genex wasn’t just trying to kidnap me, but my unborn children as well. Now I’m wondering how many children we send to be future Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement personnel, and precisely where those children come from.”

“Our Hive can’t send very many children a year,” said Lucas. “If we estimate there are a million people involved in Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement, and all one hundred and seven Hive cities in the world send children ... It would only be about a hundred children out of the one million born in our Hive each year.”

“And every single one of those hundred children is unique and irreplaceable,” I said pointedly.

“I agree,” said Lucas. “I’m just saying it’s a small enough number to explain why I’ve never heard of this before. The Hive presumably selects some suitable unwanted babies, sends them to a childcare facility tucked away in a quiet area, and raises them to ...”

Lucas was interrupted by his dataview chiming. He glanced at the screen and groaned. “Gold Commander Melisande is calling me.”

I groaned too. “I suppose you’d better answer her call.”

Lucas tapped at his dataview, and a holo of Gold Commander Melisande appeared and hurried into speech. “Amber and Tactical Commander Lucas, I’m told Adversary Nalini has finished briefing you both about the interview, and I need to inform you of a change of plans relating to Keith.”

Lucas winced. “Please don’t tell me Keith’s managed to talk his way out of any consequences for his behaviour.”

“Keith hasn’t exactly talked his way out of any consequences,” said Melisande. “He’s made reparations for his past behaviour in a way that means it’s no longer in the interests of our Hive to post him on the trade system.”

“What sort of reparations has he made?” I demanded.

“Keith has agreed to join our Hive’s duty child programme at the higher level,” said Melisande. “He claims he wants to stay in our Hive because he’s fallen in love with Olivia and wishes to marry her. Keith has always refused to take part in our Hive’s duty child programme before, while Olivia has never been eligible to take part. By the time she was twenty-five years old, she was too deep in fragmentation to give informed consent to anything.”

She paused. “Keith has now given his formal consent to having one duty child a year for twenty-five years like his grandmother, Claire, though he wants the children adopted rather than raising them himself. He’s stated that he wants Olivia to be the genetic mother of all his duty children, but if she doesn’t consent then our Hive can choose another genetic mother or mothers.”

Melisande’s face had a calculating expression. “Olivia should hopefully now pass the mental stability tests for informed consent, and if she agrees to marry Keith then she’ll probably agree to being the genetic mother of his duty children as well. You must realize the twenty-five duty children of two true telepaths would be a priceless addition to our Hive.”

“I do realize that,” I said fiercely, “but you can’t just hand Olivia over to Keith to get them.”

“Our Hive would obviously want to be sure that Olivia was freely consenting to both marrying Keith and being the genetic mother of his duty children,” said Gold Commander Melisande. “Quite apart from any ethical considerations, Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement makes in-depth consent checks on everyone involved in the higher level duty child programme.”

She smiled. “Chief Examinant Rune has personally carried out those consent checks on Keith, approved his entry into our duty child programme, and the necessary genetic donations have been made. If Keith offers marriage to Olivia, and she agrees, then Keith suggests the same initial rule should apply as to the offer of a counselling position. You will read Olivia’s mind to confirm she is agreeing to the marriage of her own free will, and there will be further regular checks to make sure Olivia is still genuinely happy with the arrangement. However, Keith made the point that once the wedding has taken place, the checks will have to stop.”

“That isn’t acceptable,” I said sharply. “The agreement was I’d keep reading Olivia’s mind to check her wellbeing for as long as she remained in Keith’s unit.”

“Keith said he’d agreed to that arrangement when he expected Olivia to just be his counsellor,” said Melisande. “Allowing another telepath to read the mind of his counsellor would be a serious intrusion on his privacy, but he was willing to tolerate it. He made the reasonable point that allowing another telepath to read the mind of his wife is a very different matter. He could only agree to it if you allowed him to read Lucas’s mind in return, and of course you wouldn’t do that.”

“No, I wouldn’t,” I said bitterly.

“I understand you being concerned about this arrangement, Amber,” said Melisande, “but I have to do what’s best for the Hive.”

I was strongly tempted to tell Melisande to go waste herself, but just reached across to tap at Lucas’s dataview and end the call instead.

“You’re right about everything coming back to children,” said Lucas bleakly. “I thought Keith would finally face some consequences for his actions. He’d carefully planned every detail in advance though, making sure his attack on our unit didn’t breach Joint Hive Treaty’s rules on traitorous actions. When Gold Commander Melisande decided to put Keith on the trade system, he had a plan ready to deal with that as well.”

Lucas paused. “Keith has been busily ingratiating himself with Olivia, so he could bribe the Hive with the promise of one incredibly valuable duty child a year for the next twenty-five years. That’s not just a bribe big enough to let Keith escape punishment for the past. It will guarantee our Hive won’t put Keith on the trade system for the next twenty-five years, because if he did move to another Hive then his commitment to have the outstanding duty children would move to the other Hive with him.”

“And that means Keith’s threats to move Hive will be an even more powerful weapon in future,” I said miserably. “Whatever Keith does, he’ll get away with it, and I know exactly what Keith will do next. He’ll tell my parents I’m a nosy. Despite all the interruptions, I had some wonderful moments with my family during the New Year festival, but that was the last festival I’ll ever celebrate with them.”

I made a soft sound of despair. “From now on, my family will be standing on one side of a vast, uncrossable lake, and I will be on the other. The only question is what Keith will do about Gregas. He must have found out about him being a borderline telepath by now. I don’t think Keith will tell my parents about it, because he’ll want Gregas standing on their side of the lake rather than mine, but I could be wrong. Keith’s too maliciously devious for me to predict anything.”

“This is entirely the wrong time for you to be facing an interview with Chief Examinant Rune and Adversary Aura,” said Lucas. “We need to contact Senior Ambassador Elliott and see if he can delay the interview.”

I had one of the moments of clarity that usually came after clearing my mind of echoes. “We can’t delay this interview. Ever since the coming of the New Year, Keith has been in the centre of the stage attacking us. Our attention has been focused on him, while Adversary Aura has just been a lurking menace in the background. There have been times when I’ve almost forgotten about her and this interview, but the reality is we’ve been wasting our time fighting Keith. We’re never going to defeat him when our Hive has only four working Telepath Units. He just keeps using our Hive’s desperate need of more telepaths to escape any consequences for his actions.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “We can’t afford to delay this interview, because the only way for us to defeat Keith is to defeat Adversary Aura and bring that new telepath home from Hive Genex.”
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Chapter Forty-eight
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The next day began with two boxes being delivered to my unit. One was from Mira’s unit, and held a glass vase with a design in the blue colour of my home zone, and a bunch of delicate blue and white flowers. The other was from Sapphire’s unit, and held a blue lacquered box of miniature chocolate cakes that were too spiced for my taste but gained an impressed nod of approval from Lucas.

There weren’t any cards or messages with the gifts, because that would have breached the rule about telepaths contacting each other, but their meaning was clear. Mira and Sapphire were signalling their sympathy with me over Keith’s attack on my unit, and their displeasure that yet again he was escaping any consequences for his actions.

Early in the afternoon, Lucas, Adika, Rothan, Forge, and Eli escorted me to a white-walled room in my holding cell area, which held a square table with a single cushioned chair on each of the four sides. They installed me in one of the chairs, put a glass of melon juice in front of me, and then retreated outside.

I was ruefully thinking that Keith had been locked up in one of his own holding cells, and now I was being interviewed in one of mine, when I finally remembered I was hiding the secret about telepaths communicating with each other. I hadn’t thought of that before because Adversary Nalini had asked me about embarrassing secrets. This secret wasn’t embarrassing, but it was definitely important. I needed to decide what I’d do if Adversary Aura had somehow discovered it, and asked about it in my interview.

But the answer was obvious. If I was asked about the communication secret, I’d have to tell the truth. Being able to contact other telepaths might be important, but it wasn’t as utterly vital as getting the new telepath from Hive Genex.

I’d just made that decision when our Hive’s Treaty Facilitator, Layton, entered the room. He carefully avoided looking at me, and didn’t say a word of greeting, just put two metal cases on the table and opened them. Layton took a silver hemisphere from the first case, put it on the table in front of me, and tapped its top to start it shimmering.

The second case held two silver cubes and a larger grey cube. I expected Layton to put those on the table, but instead he put the grey cube on the chair opposite me, and the silver cubes on the chairs on either side of me. When he tapped the tops of the three cubes, I was faintly unnerved to see tripod legs unfold that raised the cubes to table height.

Layton closed his cases, picked them up, and strode out of the room. The door had just closed behind him when the grey cube opposite me seemed to ripple and turned into a holo of Chief Examinant Rune wearing his grey and white robe, a headset, and reflecting glasses that prevented me seeing his eyes.

An instant later, the silver cube on my right rippled and became a holo of Adversary Nalini. I was ridiculously disconcerted to see her wearing an enveloping black hooded cloak instead of one of her jewel-coloured dresses.

Finally, the silver cube on my left rippled and became a holo of Adversary Aura. She looked exactly like the holos I’d seen of her before, with her hair almost covered by the hood of her black cloak, and her face oddly expressionless. I’d already been feeling nervous, but now I was breathless with tension.

Chief Examinant Rune looked at me in silence for a few seconds before speaking. The first words didn’t make any sense to me, but then the hemisphere in front of me flashed red, and Rune’s voice changed to using our Hive’s language.

“I am Chief Examinant Rune. Present to interview Amber on behalf of Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement.”

The hemisphere flashed red again as Nalini spoke. “I am Adversary Nalini. Present to safeguard the interests of Hive England, and offer legal support to Amber as our citizen by birth.”

The hemisphere flashed a third time as Adversary Aura spoke in a coldly precise voice. “I am Adversary Aura. Present to safeguard the interests of Hive Genex, and offer legal support to Amber as our citizen by personal request.”

“Challenge invoking precedent 2419/17.2,” snapped Nalini.

“Precedent superseded under 2420/81.1,” said Aura.

“Precedent reinstated and modified by 2420/103.4,” said Nalini.

“Ruling that precedent 2420/103.4 applies in this instance,” said Chief Examinant Rune.

Adversary Aura gave an impatient sigh and spoke again. “I am Adversary Aura. Present to represent the interests of Hive Genex, and offer legal support to Amber as our potential citizen by personal request.”

By now, I’d adapted to the fact my metal hemisphere was somehow inserting its translation as people spoke. I’d also decided there was no point in me trying to make sense of precedents and challenges, because I wasn’t imprinted with their meaning.

Chief Examinant Rune faced me and spoke. “Thank you for agreeing to this interview, Amber. I must warn you that as laid out in Joint Hive Treaty section 17, this interview is being recorded and may be used in any future legal proceedings. Knowingly answering any question with a falsehood will cause that evidence, any other evidence you give, and any related evidence provided by your Hive to be tainted and considered suspect. Do you understand?”

My lips were feeling strangely dry, so I took a sip of juice before replying. “I understand.”

“I will be asking for your personal account of events connected to your Hive’s case against Hive Genex,” said Rune. “Your statements should be solely based on your own knowledge of events, rather than repeating information given you by others or learned from your Hive’s records. Do you understand?”

“I think so,” I said.

“When did you first discover you were gifted?” asked Rune.

“If you’re asking when I first discovered I was a telepath,” I said cautiously, “that was during our Hive’s 2532 Lottery.”

“And when did you enter Hive England’s insert local testing process name?” asked Rune.

I blinked.

“Translation failure challenge for clarification,” said Nalini hastily. “Amber, the Chief Examinant is asking when you entered Lottery.”

“I entered Lottery on the day after the 2532 Carnival festival,” I said.

“Translation failure challenge for clarification,” said Adversary Aura. “Amber, during what month of the year 2532 did you go into your Hive’s testing process?”

I gave her a puzzled look. “The first day of the Carnival festival marks the start of the fourth month of the year. Our Hive festivals always last four full days, so I went into Lottery on the fifth day of the fourth month of 2532.”

Adversary Aura smiled. “Amber, I must offer legal support advising you that statement is an obvious falsehood. Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement delayed the 2532 global personnel trading period, and Hive England is on record as stating it made a corresponding delay to its testing process. You could not have gone into Hive England’s testing process on the fifth of invalid context April.”

I panicked when I heard the word falsehood, but Nalini immediately intervened. “Challenge that Adversary Aura is using the pretence of offering legal support to confuse Amber with references to an unfamiliar calendar system, undermine her confidence, and throw doubt on her evidence.”

“Challenge upheld,” said Rune.

“My apologies for what was a purely accidental reference to the calendar system used by my own Hive,” said Adversary Aura.

Rune dropped all formality to make a totally human sound of disgust. “While it’s true Hive Genex still uses the old-style calendar system with twelve months of assorted lengths and names, I don’t accept your reference to it was made accidentally. Even the most newly imprinted legal clerk would be aware that core precedents apply to this interview, so all calendar references must be in the format used by the witness’s Hive.”

His voice hardened. “Adversary Aura, I’m giving you a formal warning for misuse of your legal support status to confuse the witness and imply taint on her valid evidence.”

“Appealing precedent 2511/4.7,” said Adversary Aura.

Now Rune’s voice took on a note of biting sarcasm. “You can appeal 2511/4.7 if you want, but that gives me the option of using 2450/13.1. Do you really want me to do that?”

Adversary Aura had the air of a chess player faced with checkmate. “I accept the formal warning,” she said rapidly.

Rune looked at me again. “Amber, I understand Hive England uses the same day number system as Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement, with the addition of references to your Hive’s four evenly spaced annual festivals, New Year, Carnival, Valentine, and Halloween. References to month and week have lingered on in your Hive, but month has the new meaning of roughly a third of the time between two of the Hive’s four annual festivals, while a week is roughly a quarter of a month. However long or short the period between the start of the New Year festival and the start of Carnival, it would be described in your terms as three months.”

He paused. “That means you were perfectly correct to say you went into Lottery on the fifth day of the fourth month of 2532. Can you confirm that your Hive’s Carnival festival and Lottery testing were delayed in 2532?”

I nodded.

“Please answer verbally for the formal record,” said Rune.

“Yes, they were delayed,” I said.

“And what happened when you went into Lottery?” asked Rune.

The events in Lottery seemed like they’d happened a century ago. “I think it was the fourth day of testing when I got a terrible headache, was sedated, and woke up in ...”

“Challenge for potential free disclosure of a Hive’s valuable confidential information to another Hive.” Nalini gave a pointed glare at Adversary Aura.

“The fact an emergent telepath should be taken to a peaceful location to undergo initial training has been ruled common knowledge under 2510/3.9,” said Adversary Aura.

“The exact details of our Hive’s peaceful location and our methods of training telepaths are not common knowledge,” said Nalini.

“Challenge upheld,” said Rune. “Amber, can you confirm you were taken to a peaceful location, went through training, and then returned to Hive England?”

“Yes,” I said.

There seemed to be a hint of tension in his voice now. “Can you tell me the day number that you returned to Hive England?”

“Challenge for potential free disclosure of a Hive’s valuable confidential information to another Hive,” repeated Nalini.

“Hive Genex is willing to disclose its telepath was in training at a peaceful location for ninety days before returning to the main Hive environment,” said Adversary Aura.

Nalini gave her a look of startled disbelief. I wasn’t sure if that was because Adversary Aura had said ninety days, or just because she’d mentioned Hive Genex’s telepath.

“In the light of Hive Genex’s disclosure,” said Rune, “would Hive England disclose how long Amber was in training?”

“I’ll need to refer that question to a Hive England higher authority,” said Nalini.

“Please do that,” said Rune.

I saw the holo Nalini tap at her dataview, her image froze for over a minute, and then she spoke. “Hive England is willing to disclose that Amber was in training for significantly less than ninety days before returning to the main Hive environment.”

“And what happened then, Amber?” asked Rune.

I glanced uncertainly at Nalini, but she didn’t object. Elden was spying on my unit back then anyway, and would surely have sent regular reports to Hive Genex. I still kept my answer as short as possible.

“I did some more training with my Strike team, and then my unit went operational.”

Rune nodded. “Amber, can you confirm these summarized facts are correct. You manifested as gifted during Hive England’s delayed Lottery testing of 2532. You were taken to a peaceful location for training, returned to the main Hive England environment significantly less than ninety days later, did some more training, and then started work as a telepath?”

I had absolutely no idea why this was important. “Yes.”

“Now we need to move forward in time,” said Rune briskly. “Amber, can you confirm that your Hive’s 2532 festival of Halloween started at its normal time of the year?”

“Yes,” I said. “Halloween started as usual on day 274 of 2532.”

“According to your Hive’s statement, that was the day you shot Hive Genex’s alleged agent,” said Rune. “Can you confirm that?”

I remembered how the Alpha Strike team, Adika, Lucas, and I had been dressed in Halloween costumes as we hunted down Elden, and I’d been balancing on the handrail of the moving stairs when I shot him.

“I shot Elden on day 274 of 2532,” I said aloud.

“That shooting happened inside Hive England?” asked Rune.

“Yes.”

“And then your Hive submitted evidence against Hive Genex, including the body of their alleged agent, on day 278 of 2532?” asked Rune.

“I wasn’t involved in submitting evidence myself,” I said, “but I believe that’s what happened.”

Rune was silent for a moment as if he was checking something. I’d been so focused on answering questions, I’d forgotten about him getting physical information about me that would give him clues to my emotions.

“Now we come to the key point of this interview,” said Rune. “Your request to move from Hive England to Hive Genex. Can you confirm you made that request on day 260 of 2532 but didn’t withdraw it until day 271?”

I’d been prepared to face a shocking surprise during this interview, but Rune was just asking about the delay in me withdrawing the request to move Hive. “I have no memory of making the request, because it happened during the three days I was controlled by Hive Genex’s imprint. I didn’t cancel the request until day 271 for tactical reasons. Hive Genex’s agent had gone into hiding Outside. I mean in the countryside outside our Hive. We wanted Elden to think I was still being controlled by the imprint, so he wouldn’t expect us to go out into the countryside to hunt him down.”

“Please specify who went out into the countryside to hunt down this alleged agent,” said Rune.

“My Tactical Commander, my Alpha Strike team, and I went out into the countryside.”

“And did this hunt take place using an aircraft?” asked Rune.

“No,” I said eagerly. “We knew that if Elden saw an aircraft searching for him, he’d make a run for the coast, so we went out after him on foot. Elden was hiding deep in the wilderness between our Hive and our sea farm, so I didn’t detect his distinctive mind until day 271. We went after him, and Elden caught sight of me just before one of my Strike team members wounded him.”

I shrugged. “Elden realized his kidnap attempt had failed, and planned to head back to our Hive and take revenge on me by killing my brother. Rather than chase after Elden on a dangerous route, our group flew back to our Hive to wait for him. I cancelled my request to move to Hive Genex at that point. On day 274, Elden arrived in our Hive, and I shot him.”

“Challenge for blatant falsehood,” snapped Adversary Aura. “Rather than admit it took until day 271 to pressure Amber into cancelling her request to move to Hive Genex, Hive England invented a story to explain the delay, and bribed or threatened Amber to make her recite it.”

She laughed joyously. “There’s just one major flaw in that stirring story about going deep into the wilderness to hunt down an alleged agent. Amber has testified that she manifested as gifted during Hive England’s delayed Lottery testing of 2532, went to a peaceful location for training, and returned to the main Hive England environment significantly less than ninety days later. She then remained in Hive England long enough to do more training and start work as a telepath.”

Adversary Aura gave me a gloating smile. “The first critical point in a telepath’s progress is returning to their main Hive. Once they’ve managed to reintegrate with the Hive environment, they rapidly develop a horror of the telepathic silence outside it, and can only move between Hives if they’re heavily sedated. They certainly can’t go deep into the wilderness and casually read the mind of someone thinking in a different language.”

I glared at Adversary Aura and spoke in a voice of scathing contempt. “Every word I’ve said has been the exact truth. I wasn’t just far out in the countryside on day 271, I’ve made other trips Outside since then, so you obviously don’t know anything about telepaths. But of course you wouldn’t know anything about them. Hive Genex’s only telepath is the son of a citizen who was kidnapped from Hive England.”

Adversary Aura instantly spoke in a triumphant voice. “If every word you’ve said has been the exact truth, then you won’t object to demonstrating your continuing ability to go far out into the countryside beyond your Hive. Given that telepaths grow even more dependent on their Hives over time, Hive Genex is willing to accept a demonstration of you going out into the countryside now as meaning you could do it on day 271.”

“Challenge for precedent 2481/103.1,” said Nalini. “Adversary Aura has no right to make such an outrageous suggestion.”

“There’s nothing outrageous about my suggestion,” said Adversary Aura. “Core precedents state Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement must establish the truth or falsehood of any point that is the central pillar of a Hive’s defence before proceeding further with a case.”

“Does that mean you’re formally committing Hive Genex to a central pillar defence?” asked Rune sharply. “Under core precedents, I must warn you this central pillar defence won’t just apply to Hive England’s compensation claim against Hive Genex, but all future legal proceedings related to the attempted kidnapping of Amber.”

“Warning accepted,” said Adversary Aura crisply. “Hive Genex commits to basing its defence on the central pillar that Amber would not have been able to function outside a Hive environment on day 271 of 2532.”

She shrugged. “Establishing the truth of that central pillar will prove incontrovertibly that Hive England’s statement about the delay in Amber cancelling her request to move to Hive Genex was a deliberately concocted falsehood, and Amber lied when she repeated that story in this interview. With all evidence against Hive Genex irretrievably tainted, the kidnapping charges must be dropped.”

I was utterly bewildered by what was happening, but Rune calmly nodded. “Hive Genex is now formally committed to the central pillar defence that Amber would not have been able to function outside a Hive environment on day 271 of 2532. Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement must now establish whether that central pillar is true or false.”

He paused. “Adversary Aura has stated Hive Genex is willing to accept Amber demonstrating her ability to go outside a Hive environment now as meaning she could do it on day 271 of 2532. Adversary Nalini, would Hive England allow Amber to give such a demonstration? I can arrange for three Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement quarantine pod transport aircraft and a Valkyrie fighter escort to come to Hive England and collect us. I would travel in one transport aircraft, Adversary Aura in another, and Amber in the third. We’d just need to fly to a suitably isolated location within Hive England’s territory, and make an overnight stay to establish whether or not Amber can function outside a Hive environment.”

“I’ll need to refer this suggestion to a Hive England higher authority,” said Nalini.

Adversary Aura gave Nalini the same triumphant smile that she’d given me. “Please advise your higher authority that if they want to protect Amber from the nightmare ordeal of spending a night far from a Hive environment, they just need to take the sensible option of withdrawing Hive England’s claim against Hive Genex.”

This situation made no sense to me at all, but Adversary Aura turned to laugh in my face, and I totally lost my temper. “Chief Examinant Rune, there’s no need for Adversary Nalini to consult anyone else about this. I’m perfectly happy to fly to any isolated location in my Hive’s territory, and prove I’ve been telling the truth.”

“Amber, I appreciate your cooperation,” said Rune swiftly. “I will notify Hive England Politics when the Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement aircraft are incoming. You should be waiting in a single-person quarantine pod outside the Hive England Orange Zone aircraft hangar for your transport aircraft to collect you.”

I frowned. “Single-person quarantine pod? You mean I’ll be travelling alone?”

“The demonstration will be most convincing if you travel alone in a Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement transport aircraft,” said Rune. “This interview is now ended.”

The holos of Chief Examinant Rune, Adversary Nalini, and Adversary Aura abruptly vanished. A moment later, our Hive’s Treaty Facilitator, Layton, entered the room to start packing the hemispheres and cubes into their cases.
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Fifteen minutes and a lot of explanations later, I was in my bookette room with Lucas, Adika, and a hologram of Adversary Nalini. They were all reacting to the situation in their own individual way. Adika was stomping his way up and down the room, saying yet another variation on the point he’d already made three times. “It’s impossible for Amber to go flying off to an unknown destination without any bodyguards to protect her. Especially when a member of Hive Genex will be included in the party!”

I repeated exactly the same reply I’d given to his previous complaints. “Adversary Aura won’t be in the same aircraft as me, and I’ll have a Valkyrie escort to protect me from her.”

Adika gave a particularly forceful stomp of his right foot as he reached the end of the room and turned to face me again. “You need bodyguards to protect you from Chief Examinant Rune and the Valkyrie, as well as Adversary Aura.”

Adversary Nalini couldn’t stomp her feet when she was only present as a hologram, but her voice was loud with frustration as she repeated her own main grievance over what had happened. “Amber, I said I needed to refer the suggestion of you giving this demonstration to a Hive England higher authority. Why didn’t you wait for me to do that? Senior Ambassador Elliott had arranged to be available for immediate consultations throughout the interview. It would have only taken me two minutes to speak to him.”

“I apologize for rushing into this without a proper consultation,” I said, suitably contritely.

Lucas had been listening to the conversation in a depressed silence since we reached my bookette room, but now he spoke in a determinedly practical voice. “We know Keith is spying on everything our unit does. If he discovers Amber is flying off alone in a Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement aircraft ...”

“Keith would take advantage of the situation to attack either Amber or our unit!” Adika interrupted to finish Lucas’s sentence. “We absolutely must stop Keith from finding out about this demonstration.”

“It’s not easy to hide things from Keith,” I said anxiously. “He grabs every chance to nose around people’s minds.”

“We won’t need to hide this from Keith for long,” said Lucas, “just until the demonstration is over and you’re safely back in our unit. Until then, only essential personnel in Hive Politics, Hive Defence, and our own unit can know what’s happening.”

Lucas paused. “Adika, Rothan, Forge, and Eli already know the truth, so should bodyguard Amber on her way to the aircraft hangar. Buzz, Megan, and Nicole will have to know the truth as well, because they’ll be needed to help with the arrangements.”

“Lucas, we’ll never be able to hide the fact Amber is away from the unit overnight,” warned Adika. “Even if we smuggle her out through one of the emergency routes, someone will notice she’s missing.”

“It’s true that people study my every movement,” I said gloomily.

“We certainly couldn’t hide the fact Amber was away from Hannah,” said Lucas. “However carefully I faked the trail of crumbs and discarded clothes Amber leaves around our apartment, I’d never deceive Hannah’s expert eye. We’ll just have to admit Amber is away from the unit and use a cover story to explain it.”

Adika frowned. “We couldn’t fake an emergency run without involving every member of our operational staff.”

Lucas laughed. “There’s no need for anything as drastic as a faked emergency run. We can simply say Amber has been feeling guilty about abandoning her family in the middle of the New Year festival. Now the interview with Chief Examinant Rune is over, she wants the two of us to make amends to her parents by going on an overnight visit to their apartment. After Keith’s attack, nobody will be surprised that Adika insists on leading the Bodyguard team himself and including his most trusted men.”

“That’s an excellent plan,” I said. “At least, it’s an excellent plan if people don’t mind having to wait in the aircraft hangar for me to come back.”

“We insist on waiting in the aircraft hangar for you to come back,” said Adika.

“Yes, we do,” said Lucas. “I’ll message Buzz, Megan, and Nicole to explain the situation.” He started working on his dataview.

“I’ll go and tell Rothan, Forge, and Eli what’s happening.” Adika went out into the corridor.

“And I’ll warn Senior Ambassador Elliott about the cover story.” Adversary Nalini’s holo image froze.

I watched Lucas tap at his dataview for the next couple of minutes. When he finally lifted his head, I gave an apologetic cough.

“I’m afraid I’ve caused a host of problems.”

He pulled a face. “You aren’t responsible for this situation, Amber. Think through everything that’s happened since the Hive Genex delegation arrived in our Hive. Adversary Aura registered a counterclaim against our Hive to make Chief Examinant Rune interview you. Adversary Aura pressured Hive Politics and you into agreeing to that interview. Adversary Aura manipulated her way into being present during the interview. Adversary Aura committed Hive Genex to a central pillar defence about telepaths being unable to leave the Hive environment, to force you into giving this demonstration.”

He paused. “Adversary Aura has been in control of events, moving you, me, Adversary Nalini, Hive Politics, and Chief Examinant Rune around like chess pieces, carefully setting up the situation where you give this demonstration.”

I gave a bewildered shake of my head. “But why would Adversary Aura do that? What can she and Hive Genex have to gain from making me give this demonstration?”

“I don’t know,” said Lucas grimly. “Hive Genex surely can’t be planning to attack you while you’re under the protection of Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement. Whether the attack succeeded in getting past the Valkyrie fighter escort or not, Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement would send a massive retaliatory strike against Hive Genex that ...”

At this moment, the door opened, and Adika re-entered the room. I winced as I saw Megan was with him, and braced myself to hear more reproachful complaints, but she just handed me my bulky outdoor jacket.

“Buzz is working on the communication issue, while I deal with your packing, Amber. It’s currently bitterly cold Outside, so you’ll need to wear your jacket when you’re going between buildings and your quarantine pod. Could you please put your jacket on for a moment? I need to check what size quarantine suit you’ll need to go over it.”

“Of course.” Surprised and cheered by this supportive attitude from Megan, I tugged the jacket on.

Megan took a mini scanner from her pocket, waved it at me, nodded, and retrieved the jacket. “I’ll pack some spare clothes for you, and plenty of food and drink. Since Lucas and your bodyguards will be waiting in the hangar, I’ll pack a bag for Lucas as well, and...”

Lucas’s dataview chimed. He automatically tapped at it, and gave such a heartfelt groan that we all turned to stare at him.

“Gold Commander Melisande has just messaged me,” said Lucas despairingly. “Senior Ambassador Elliott warned Hive Defence that three Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement transport aircraft with a Valkyrie fighter escort were coming to our Hive. Gold Commander Melisande naturally wanted to know why they were coming here, so he had to tell her about the demonstration, and now she’s on her way to our unit.”

I gulped. “You mean that Gold Commander Melisande is coming here in person?”

Adika’s dataview chimed before Lucas could reply. “Gold Commander Melisande has gone through the security checks for our dedicated lifts, and is incoming in lift 3,” Adika reported, in a voice of doom.

We all exchanged nervous glances, and there was dead silence until Gold Commander Melisande swept into the room. She was even shorter than me, but at this moment her fury made her appear far taller and more terrifying than Adika. I expected her to vent that fury on me, but instead she advanced on Adversary Nalini.

“I told you it was dangerous for Amber to do that interview. You belittled my concerns, you insisted it wouldn’t be a problem, and now look what’s happened.”

Despite only being present as a hologram, Nalini quailed, and took a defensive step backwards. I took a deep breath, and was about to intervene when Nalini suddenly spoke in a thankful voice.

“Senior Ambassador Elliott wishes to take over from me.”

Her holo figure was immediately replaced by a holo of Senior Ambassador Elliott. Gold Commander Melisande glared at him.

“This disaster is entirely your fault. I warned you during the conference call that Adversary Aura could trick Amber into saying something disastrous.”

I shook my head. “Adversary Aura didn’t trick me into saying anything. I just lost my temper.”

“We need to focus on dealing with the current situation rather than apportioning blame,” said Senior Ambassador Elliott calmly. “I’ve been told that Tactical Commander Lucas wishes to prevent Keith from learning about this demonstration until Amber has safely returned to her unit. His plan is that wherever possible people are left believing Amber is going on an overnight visit to her parents’ apartment. Do you have an opinion on this, Gold Commander?”

“The current situation is bad enough,” said Melisande, “but if Keith learns Amber is flying off alone in a Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement aircraft ... Well, he’d find a way to make things even worse, so I agree we should follow Tactical Commander Lucas’s plan. I obviously can’t risk Keith reading my thoughts about the demonstration, so I’ll keep away from his unit until Amber is back in the Hive.”

“I totally agree with your decision on this,” said Elliott. “I’d appreciate the opportunity to speak to Amber and Tactical Commander Lucas in private. Can everyone else please wait in the hallway?”

Gold Commander Melisande made an exasperated sound, and stalked out of the door. Adika and Megan hurried after her, and then Senior Ambassador Elliott turned to face me.

“With all due respect, Amber, Gold Commander Melisande is right about Adversary Aura tricking you. I’ve just watched the recording of the interview, and Aura blatantly used her expressions and tone of voice to manipulate you into losing your temper. I’m surprised Chief Examinant Rune didn’t intervene, but once Aura committed Hive Genex to a central pillar defence ...”

He shrugged. “Rune must have decided not to object to Adversary Aura forcing a demonstration that would either destroy our Hive’s case by proving we’d been lying, or destroy Hive Genex’s defence against the charges. From his viewpoint, either of those outcomes would drastically simplify future proceedings, allowing Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement to reach a faster judgement in this case.”

I gasped. “Reaching a faster judgement in this case could make a crucial difference to our Hive!”

“Especially if the judgement is in our favour,” said Senior Ambassador Elliott drily. “In this instance, I feel it’s in the best interests of our Hive for you to give this demonstration. However, if we are ever in a similar situation in future, I’d be grateful if you allow me to make the decision on whether to commit our Hive to a course of action, rather than making that decision yourself.”

“Of course,” I said guiltily. “What I don’t understand is why Adversary Aura has committed Hive Genex to this defence? Why invent a ridiculous story about telepaths reintegrating with the Hive environment and then being unable to leave it?”

“Adversary Aura didn’t invent that story,” said Senior Ambassador Elliott grimly. “I told you the Hive Genex agents involved in the original three kidnappings had gained access to our Hive’s genetic records on true telepaths, and used that information to select their kidnapping victims. The same dedicated system holds various other details about telepaths, such as the Hive integration theory Adversary Aura was quoting.”

“I’ve never heard of this Hive integration theory,” said Lucas.

“Our Hive has never included it in the imprints of Telepath Unit staff because it was considered speculative and unnecessarily complex,” said Elliott. “You’ll both be well aware our Hive encourages its citizens to fear Outside to deter them from moving to another Hive. When telepaths return to the main Hive after training, their fear of Outside significantly increases, but that’s a natural result of it being constantly reinforced by the conditioned fear in the minds they read.”

He paused. “The key point here is that our Hive never took the Hive integration theory seriously, and Amber’s trips Outside have now wholly disproved it, but Hive Genex ...”

Lucas nodded. “You’re thinking that Hive Genex may believe the Hive integration theory is true.”

“I’m wondering if that’s possible,” said Elliott. “Hives never trade details about telepaths, so Hive Genex wouldn’t have had any information that disproved the Hive integration theory when it was stolen decades ago. Elden was observing Amber for a long period though. Surely he’d have reported the theory was false.”

“I don’t think Elden would have seen any reason to doubt the Hive integration theory,” said Lucas. “When Amber returned from her training at Hive Futura, she was as terrified of Outside as Morton and Keith. Mira believes Outside is a dangerous place, a devout Hiveist like Claire would be appalled at the idea of leaving the Hive, while Sapphire’s unit maintains the same wall of silence on this as on every other subject. Ironically, it was Hive Genex’s kidnapping attempt that pushed Amber into overcoming her fear of Outside to pursue Elden.”

I was desperately thinking through what had happened during the chase after Elden. “When we hunted Elden down, he saw that I’d followed him Outside. He must have realized the Hive integration theory was false at that moment, but Eli shot him only seconds later.”

“And after that, Elden was fleeing,” said Lucas. “He’d abandoned his equipment, was physically injured, and his mind was breaking apart from his imprint overloading. He never got the chance to report back to Hive Genex before he died.”

“If Hive Genex does believe the Hive integration theory is true,” said Elliott, “it explains why Adversary Aura committed Hive Genex to this central pillar defence.”

“Yes,” I said numbly. “If Adversary Aura thinks the Hive integration theory is true, then she must genuinely believe I’m lying about hunting Elden Outside. She’s pushed me into giving this demonstration because she thinks I’ll break down in fear when I’m at an isolated location.”

“Adversary Aura has set what she believes is a trap for our Hive,” said Senior Ambassador Elliott. “If Amber demonstrates her ability to go Outside, it will hopefully turn that trap against Hive Genex. The only question now is whether I should contact Chief Examinant Rune to insist Amber travels in one of our own aircraft with a suitable escort.”

“You mustn’t do that,” I said. “Chief Examinant Rune was right about this demonstration being most convincing if I travel alone in a Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement aircraft. If we use our own aircraft, or an escort goes with me, Adversary Aura could accuse us of cheating and argue her way out of this.”

“Agreed.” Senior Ambassador Elliott gave a sharp glance sideways. “I’ve just received a message from Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement. Three transport aircraft and an escort of forty Valkyrie fighter aircraft are incoming to our Hive.”

“Forty Valkyrie fighter aircraft?” I repeated incredulously.

Lucas gave a relieved laugh. “Chief Examinant Rune is making absolutely sure that Hive Genex can’t physically attack Amber.”

“I’m afraid I have to leave now,” said Elliott. “We weren’t expecting the Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement forces to arrive this quickly or in such large numbers, so I need to make immediate arrangements.”

Elliott’s holo image vanished, and Lucas and I went out of the bookette room. Gold Commander Melisande had obviously just got the same message as Senior Ambassador Elliott, because she was standing in the hallway and snapping urgent orders into her dataview. A moment later, she ended her call, threw me a terse sentence of good wishes, and strode out of my apartment.

Lucas and I were still exchanging relieved looks at Melisande’s departure, when Megan rushed past us carrying two bags and my outdoor jacket. Then Buzz appeared and held her portable holo conference unit out towards me.

“Amber, your dataview won’t work when you’re at a significant distance from the Hive, so we’ll be using my conference unit’s long-distance, high-security direct link to stay in contact with you. We’ll be keeping the matching unit with us, and I’ve got both units locked on standard communication mode, so you’ll just need to press the red direct link button to call us.”

I nodded, and accepted the hemisphere.

“I’ve been advised that the comms link between these units would normally be considered totally secure,” said Buzz. “Chief Examinant Rune will have the most advanced eavesdropping technology though, so you’d better assume he’s listening to everything you say in these calls.”

I nodded again.

“And you absolutely mustn’t lose the conference unit,” added Lucas anxiously. “If you do, then you’ll have no way to contact us at all.”

“I’ll take good care of the conference unit,” I promised, and slid the hemisphere into my pocket.

Megan hurried back towards us, this time empty-handed. “Adika, Rothan, Forge, and Eli are waiting outside the apartment door with your luggage.”

The second Lucas and I were out in the corridor, Adika and my other bodyguards swept us on out of the unit. A couple of minutes later, our group was travelling on an Industry 1 express belt, heading for the aircraft hangar half a zone away. After all the noise and urgency, everyone had lapsed into silence, and I was feeling the same breathless tension as before the interview.

When we reached the cavernous hangar, the vast doors were already open, and beyond them was something that looked like a massive crate with a window and a door in the side. I shivered from a mixture of nerves and the icy wind of winter Outside, and Adika produced my outdoor jacket and helped me put it on.

I carefully moved the portable conference unit into the deepest pocket of my jacket for safekeeping, and then gestured at the massive crate. “Is that the quarantine pod?”

“Yes,” said Adika. “You’re travelling in a Hive England quarantine pod to limit your exposure to potentially contaminated facilities.”

“I’ve a question,” I said. “I realize I should have checked this before, but I had a lot of other things to think about. The quarantine pod doesn’t actually fly itself? It has to get loaded into a transport aircraft?”

“The quarantine pod doesn’t get loaded into the transport aircraft,” said Adika. “The transport aircraft locks onto the pod and carries it to its destination.”

Waste it! I pictured myself in a box dangling below an aircraft, and felt myself trembling.

Adika’s next comment didn’t help me feel any better. “Being transported in a quarantine pod can be a bit bumpy, so you need to stay strapped into your seat throughout the journey.”

Adika led our group out of the hangar and on towards the quarantine pod. I couldn’t turn and run, because too much depended on me doing this. I reminded myself that my great-grandfather was the Hive’s greatest ever Strike team leader, and forced myself to keep walking forward.

Rothan sprinted ahead of us to open the pod door, and then he and Adika loaded my luggage inside. Lucas and I had a last hug before Adika helped me up the awkward steps of the quarantine pod. There were some disconcerting flashing lights, but they stopped when Adika closed the door behind us. I found myself in an odd, rectangular room that had a centrally positioned seat, with a window on one side of it and a storage locker on the other. I warily sat down.

Adika gestured at a white object hanging on a hook behind my seat, that reminded me of the hazard suit I’d worn during the New Year festival check run, except it was a sedate white instead of brilliant red. “You’ll need to wear a sealed quarantine suit whenever you’re outside the pod in a compromised area,” he said. “Your quarantine suit, the quarantine pod, and all the interior fittings have a special coating to prevent any contaminants such as viruses lingering on them. You’ll also notice some flashing lights whenever the pod door is open, which is the automatic systems dealing with airborne contaminants.”

I nodded.

Adika stowed my bag and a box of food and drink into the locker, helped me strap myself into the seat, and then went over to the pod door. He opened it, which triggered the flashing lights again, but then hesitated in the doorway, looking back at me.

“Gold Commander Melisande said we had orders explicitly forbidding anyone from going with you, but ...”

I sighed. “You know that I have to do this alone, Adika.”

Adika gave a pained groan. “Well, the quarantine pod transport aircraft will be arriving in three minutes. Don’t forget to wear your quarantine suit whenever you enter potentially contaminated areas.”

Adika finally went out of the door. I was relieved the irritating flashing lights stopped when he closed the door behind him, but I felt horribly alone, and then increasingly hot as the temperature inside the pod rose. I unstrapped myself to tug off my outdoor jacket and dump it on the floor, then hastily strapped myself in again. I sat in suspense for what seemed more like thirty minutes rather than three, then there was a scraping sound, and the window next to me flickered dark for a moment before brightening again.
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A voice spoke from an overhead speaker. “Amber, I am your pilot, Katla. I have orders that your wellbeing should be my absolute priority at all times, and my passenger health monitors are showing you are already under extreme stress from being outside your Hive. Are you sure you wish to continue with this flight?”

“I’m not under stress from being outside my Hive,” I said hastily. “I’m under stress because I’m scared of heights, and the idea of being in a box dangled from an aircraft is ... rather worrying for me. Please tell me there’s a safety system to make sure the transport aircraft doesn’t drop my quarantine pod in mid-flight.”

“Your quarantine pod won’t be dangling from my aircraft,” said Katla cheerfully. “My aircraft is positioned over the pod, fully enveloping it, with all locking bolts confirmed engaged. The two have effectively merged into one, and there is a safety system to ensure the locking bolts cannot be disengaged while my aircraft is airborne. Allow me to show you an external view of my transport aircraft from one of the fighters escorting us.”

An image appeared on the blank wall in front of me, showing my quarantine pod wasn’t even visible now. There was just an oddly shaped aircraft on the ground outside the hangar doors.

“Thank you,” I said. “I feel much happier now, so let’s continue with the flight.”

The image vanished from the wall. “My instruments confirm your stress levels are dropping,” said Katla. “Do you wish me to cover the pod window for the flight?”

“I’d prefer to see where we’re going,” I said. “I assume you’re using an automated translation device to speak to me.”

“I don’t need a translation device to speak to you,” said Katla. “I was chosen for this mission because I was born in Hive England. I obviously left it when I was seven years old to join the Valkyrie, so I may struggle with the occasional word, but Chief Examinant Rune felt you would find my past reassuring.”

“Yes, I do,” I said.

“And your stress levels are now within the acceptable parameters for me to take off,” said Katla. “Are you ready?”

I gripped the arms of my seat with my hands, and closed my eyes ready to endure the take off. “I’m ready.”

There was a long wait. “I’m ready,” I repeated.

Katla laughed. “We are now cruising at 35,000 feet.”

“What?” I opened my eyes, looked out of the window, and saw the ground was far below me. “I didn’t feel us take off.”

Katla laughed again. “I was also chosen for this mission because I’m an excellent pilot. Your stress levels are now approaching normal.”

“My fear of heights is mostly a problem during the take off and landing. Once we’re up this high, the ground seems somehow unreal.” I frowned as I realized something. “I thought there were supposed to be forty Valkyrie fighter aircraft and two other transport aircraft with us, but I can’t see any of them.”

“The Valkyrie fighter aircraft are flying in formation directly above us,” said Katla. “The other two transport aircraft have collected their passengers and are now following us at a distance. Chief Examinant Rune is asking if you’re willing to very briefly read my mind, to demonstrate your abilities work this far from your Hive.”

“That depends on how you feel about the idea.”

“Intrigued,” said Katla. “I’ve carried many passengers in my aircraft, but never a reader of minds.”

“Then I’ll link to your mind now.”

I closed my eyes, and my telepathic view showed me the glowing dots of minds hanging in the darkness. One was far closer to me than the rest, shimmering brightly with a mixture of exhilaration and curiosity.

... can’t feel anything yet. Will the touch of the reader of minds be like velvet, will there be pain, or ...?

... never a reader of minds, and never anything approaching this number of Valkyrie fighters for an escort. I suppose Rune has ordered them here to remind the Hive Genex delegation of the penalties for defying Joint Hive Treaty rules. He ...

“I’m already reading your mind,” I said, “and you can’t feel it. People never can.”

“Chief Examinant Rune asks if the fact I was born in Hive England means you can understand my thoughts?”

“Yes, I can understand them.”

“I’m supposed to think about my old Hive England name now, and ask you what it was.”

The top three levels of Katla’s mind began repeating the word Beryl. Below that, her previous thought trains continued.

... but an escort of forty Valkyrie fighters seems excessive even for that. Is there another factor involved here? The whispers on the wings say ...

“Your old Hive England name was Beryl,” I said. “Why did you have to change your name when you became a Valkyrie?”

“I didn’t have to change my name. I had the option to change it when I was adopted by my parents, and I’d never liked the name Beryl. Chief Examinant Rune asks if you can see the view through my eyes and tell me what I’m doing.”

I switched my attention to the view from Katla’s eyes, and was startled to see what was more like a small, blue-hued cocoon of a room than an aircraft cockpit. “You’re looking into a mirror, and scrunching up your long hair to pin it on top of your head. You seem to be wearing a casual dress rather than a uniform.”

Katla laughed. “The point of uniforms is to show outsiders who you are. The Valkyrie don’t need to wear them, because we only leave our aircraft inside the privacy of our island bases. You are probably the first outsider in decades to see a Valkyrie, and you only saw me through my own eyes, which doesn’t really count.”

She paused. “Chief Examinant Rune says he will report to Adversary Aura that you have demonstrated your ability to read minds while airborne and at a significant distance from your Hive. He appreciates your cooperation, and says you can now leave my mind.”

I obediently pulled back into my own head.

“We’re flying to the personnel trading point at the northern border of Hive England’s territory,” said Katla. “Personnel trading points are rarely needed outside the global personnel trading period, so Chief Examinant Rune was able to arrange for us to have exclusive use of this one. We’ll spend the night at the trading point, and early in the morning you’ll have a meeting with Chief Examinant Rune and Adversary Aura of Hive Genex. After that, I’ll fly you back to Hive England.”

A few minutes later, there was the nervous ordeal of the aircraft landing, but Katla didn’t comment on my stress levels this time. “I’ll leave you in peace and privacy until the morning,” she said. “The door to the shower room is directly behind your seat. If you need anything else, you can lift the cover on the arm of your chair, and press the alert button inside to speak to me.”

There was a clicking sound from the overhead speakers, and then total silence. I undid my seat belt, and stood up to get a better view out of the window. We’d landed on a grassy area dotted with unfamiliar small blue-black aircraft, each of which would presumably have a Valkyrie cocooned in their cockpit. I couldn’t see the other two transport aircraft, but Katla had said they were following us at a distance, so they might not have landed yet.

Somehow the sight of the Valkyrie aircraft made me feel horribly isolated, alone among strangers, and I was conscious that Lucas and my bodyguards would be worried about my safety. I reached into my pocket to take out my dataview, but when I tried to call Lucas, I saw a message in large red letters. “You are not connected to the Hive.”

Waste it! I should have remembered I needed to use the portable holo conference unit rather than my dataview. I picked up my outdoor jacket from the floor, and dug a hand into each pocket in turn. I was starting to panic that I’d lost the vital metal hemisphere, when I finally felt its smooth shape in the last pocket.

I thankfully took out the hemisphere, and tapped at the red direct link button. It was only a second before the strained face of Lucas appeared in front of me. The background view showed he was still in the Orange Zone aircraft hangar.

“I’m fine,” I pre-empted the obvious question.

Adika’s head immediately bobbed into view. “Where are you, Amber?”

“We’ve landed at what Katla said was the personnel trading point at the northern border of our Hive’s territory.”

Adika made a relieved sound. “So Chief Examinant Rune has kept to the agreement about not taking you outside our territory.”

“Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement never breaks agreements,” said Lucas, “but who is Katla?”

“My Valkyrie pilot. She’s been relaying Chief Examinant Rune’s messages to me, and explaining what’s happening. I was asked to read her mind during the journey here to demonstrate my abilities work at a distance from my Hive.”

Lucas frowned. “Did the language difference cause you problems?”

“There wasn’t a language difference. Chief Examinant Rune chose Katla to be my pilot because she was born in Hive England. He thought I’d find that reassuring.”

Lucas closed his eyes, let out his breath in a soft sigh, and then opened his eyes again. “That’s reassuring for all of us. Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement doesn’t normally allow its personnel to be involved in anything connected to their birth Hive. Chief Examinant Rune hasn’t just made the huge concession of choosing someone who was born in our Hive to liaise with you. He encouraged you to read her mind to prove he’s acting in good faith and doing everything possible to safeguard you.”

“Katla told me we’ll be spending the night here,” I said. “I’m supposed to have an early morning meeting with Chief Examinant Rune and Adversary Aura, and then Katla will fly me home.”

“If you’ve already demonstrated your ability to read minds at a distance from the Hive, then you should insist on flying home right now,” grumbled Adika.

I shook my head. “I have to stay the night here. If I left at this point, Adversary Aura would claim it was because I couldn’t endure the conditions Outside any longer.”

“But ...”

“I have to stay the night here,” I interrupted Adika, firmly repeating my words. “The Truesun is already setting, so I’ll end this call now. I need to eat and get a good night’s sleep before the meeting.”

I heard Rothan’s voice speak from somewhere out of view. “Amber, remember that the Truesun sets very early at this time of year. You’ll find it’s a long night.”

“If I get bored, then my dataview should still work to play some music,” I said. “Good night, everyone.”

Lucas and I exchanged smiles, then I tapped the link button again to end the call. I turned to stare ruefully out of the window. I was feeling much better after talking to Lucas. I’d have liked to go Outside to admire the sunset, and possibly even take a short walk, but I had the feeling a lot of people would get upset if I did that. Instead, I had a leisurely meal, and then went for a mental walk, letting my telepathic sense roam out across the darkening countryside.

I ignored the glowing single dots of Valkyrie in the cockpits of their fighters, and identified the other transport aircraft by the fact they had two minds relatively close together. I thought the transport aircraft furthest away from mine was virtually certain to hold Adversary Aura, with Chief Examinant Rune in the transport aircraft directly between us. That seemed consistent with the fact one of the further two dots had the faint red hue I associated with a mind under severe stress.

I considered touching that mind to confirm it was Adversary Aura, and attempting to work out her plans for tomorrow. The idea of reading Adversary Aura’s mind had the same effect on me as the thought of reading my Teen Level bully Reece’s mind though. I justified my cowardice with the excuse that Adversary Aura’s mind would just be a mass of meaningless words, and let myself drift on beyond the minds of human invaders, to where there were only the fainter dots of wilderness creatures.

I hadn’t been consciously trying to clear my mind of echoes, but the quietness here sent my telepathic senses soaring outwards. A wild surge of power cleansed me of the incomprehensible thoughts of Prospero’s group, the warm fuzziness of Koloman’s mind, the glittering optimism of Miranda, and the laughter and joy of life as a Valkyrie. I was solely Amber now, this wasn’t just my Hive’s territory but my personal domain, and I had no need to fear any battles that would be fought here.
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Rothan was right about it being a long night. I used my telepathic senses to roam the wilderness for hours before finally reclining my seat to sleep, but I was still awake before dawn the following day. Once I’d got my seat back into an upright position, I tested the quarantine pod’s shower room, which was crammed into an even smaller space than the one in my old teen room. The shower area was tiny even for someone my size, and there was no laundry unit at all.

I then dressed in fresh clothes, stuffed the old ones into my bag, and ate breakfast. I was gloomily looking out of the window at the still-dark countryside when I heard Katla’s voice coming from the overhead speakers. “Amber, my passenger health monitors are showing you have been awake for some time. Chief Examinant Rune is eager to have the meeting with you and Adversary Aura as soon as possible. When would be convenient for you?”

“I’m ready now,” I said, “so we can hold the meeting whenever is convenient for Adversary Aura.”

“Chief Examinant Rune says this case has progressed to the point where Adversary Aura’s convenience is no longer of any importance,” said Katla.

I blinked.

“Chief Examinant Rune wants me to assure you that the central conference building has been thoroughly sterilized and checked for eavesdropping devices,” Katla continued. “The rooms are all maintained at the outside temperature to avoid people having to adjust layers of clothing when they go in and out. You should therefore wear your quarantine suit over your outdoor clothing when you leave the pod. You’ll then go through your designated entrance into the red-painted hazard control corridor leading to your green-painted clean zone.”

She paused. “Once inside your clean zone with the door closed, you can safely remove your quarantine suit until you leave again. You will find the clean zone is divided into the standard two rooms. The first is totally private. The second room is your viewing chamber, where you can see and have automatically translated conversations with anyone in the other viewing chambers. If you find anything about this system confusing, then Chief Examinant Rune will be happy to answer your questions.”

“Thank you,” I said. “I’ll need two minutes to put my quarantine suit on.”

It actually took me ten minutes to put on my outdoor jacket and struggle my way into my quarantine suit. I was relieved to find it was only a fraction of the weight of the hazard suit I’d worn during the New Year festival, but I still had the same problem getting the faceplate area positioned correctly.

“I’ve got my quarantine suit on now,” I reported at last.

“Please sit down again,” said Katla, “and I’ll taxi you over to entrance one of the central conference building. I’m afraid the ground has frozen during the night, so this could be a bit of a bumpy ride.”

I sat down, and stared out of the window. There was a minute of juddering rather than bumps, as our aircraft moved past some dark shapes to stop beside a brightly lit red door marked with the number one.

“You will be in viewing chamber one of the central conference building,” said Katla. “Chief Examinant Rune will be in viewing chamber two, and Adversary Aura in viewing chamber three. Chief Examinant Rune will ensure you aren’t left alone in the viewing chambers with Adversary Aura at any point.”

“That’s good,” I said nervously.

“And I’ll be waiting here when you come out,” added Katla.

I stood up, went over to the pod door, and opened it. This would be an extremely bad time and place to fall and injure myself, so I took painstaking care as I went down the steps to the ground. When I went through the red door into the building, I found myself in a red corridor with more of the deeply annoying flashing lights I’d seen when I first entered my pod. Only a few steps later though, I was going through a door into a green room furnished with a table and several chairs.

I closed the door behind me, peeled off my quarantine suit, and dumped it on the table. I spent a couple of minutes tidying my hair and composing myself, then headed to another door at the far side of the room. My hand was shaking from nerves as I reached out towards the handle, but I reminded myself of what Lucas had said. Chief Examinant Rune had made the huge concession of choosing someone who was born in my Hive to liaise with me, and encouraged me to read her mind to prove he was acting in good faith. It was Adversary Aura who should be fearing this meeting, not me.

I opened the door and stepped into viewing chamber one. I’d had no idea what these viewing chambers would be like. Now I saw that one large round room had been divided into six smaller ones by clear glass walls, just like a round cake being cut into six slices. The viewing chamber on my right was dark and empty. So were the two beyond it. Chief Examinant Rune was standing in the viewing chamber on my left, and beyond him was Adversary Aura.

I was finally physically face to face with these two crucially important people. Chief Examinant Rune looked exactly like his holo in the interview, except that his grey and white robe was made of thicker fabric. Adversary Aura was wearing the same type of black cloak as before, but her expression was far less confident. Her previously perfect makeup seemed to have been rushed as well, so I could see the mark on her cheek where Hive Genex had removed the facial implant depicting her genetic heritage.

“We are here to establish whether the central pillar of Hive Genex’s defence is true or false,” said Chief Examinant Rune, in a calmly neutral voice. “Specifically, the claim that Amber would not have been able to function outside a Hive environment on day 271 of 2532.”

He turned to face the black-cloaked figure of Adversary Aura. “Yesterday evening, I informed you that Amber had demonstrated her ability to read the mind of her pilot while in mid-flight between her Hive and this personnel trading point. The passenger health monitors in Amber’s transport aircraft confirm she spent the night here without any need of sedation, and you can observe for yourself that she is not under sedation now.”

I wasn’t consciously using my telepathy at this moment, but I could still sense the weary despair when Adversary Aura spoke. “Challenge invoking precedent 2318/65.8. The person present here may not be Amber but a genetically masked substitute.”

Chief Examinant Rune gave an impatient click of his tongue. “Yesterday’s test established that the person present in this viewing chamber and claiming to be Amber can read minds. Are you seriously suggesting Hive England has another telepath who is sufficiently close to Amber’s age, height, and genetic makeup to be successfully substituted for her in scans?”

He waited for a moment, but Adversary Aura didn’t say anything.

“Challenge dismissed,” said Rune, and he turned to face me. “Amber, to complete this demonstration I would like you to read my mind in front of Adversary Aura. My birth language is different from that of Hive England, but I’m hoping you will be able to see an image in my mind and describe it for us.”

I closed my eyes, and found I was back to seeing minds as if they were moons and stars in a night-time sky. The glow of Rune’s mind was a steady white moon in the darkness. Beyond it, Adversary Aura’s mind was redder than last night, and surrounding us were the more distant, star-like minds of the Valkyrie.

I touched Rune’s mind, expecting it to be as multi-layered and glittering as the minds of Lucas and Miranda. It wasn’t though. I should have realized it couldn’t be, because no Hive would voluntarily hand over one of its most brilliant children to Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement. While Rune’s mind wasn’t on the level of true genius, he was still highly intelligent, and his thought levels were stunningly well-organized. They were naturally crammed with words I didn’t understand, but they were all tinged with fond nostalgia as they focused on a single detailed image.

“You are thinking of a holo image that shows yourself when you were younger,” I said. “You are standing with a man and two boys of seven or eight years old. The emotions surrounding the image make me think the man is your partner, and the boys ... My pilot told me that she joined the Valkyrie when she was seven years old and was adopted by her parents. I think this is the day you and your partner first met these boys, and you later adopted them as your sons.”

“You are correct,” said Rune. “I will now display the image for the benefit of Adversary Aura.”

I didn’t bother opening my own eyes to see the image, because I could see it appear through Rune’s eyes.

Adversary Aura spoke in the same weary voice as before. “Challenge for predictability. Amber could easily have guessed you’d choose an image of this key moment in your life.”

“There’s something confusing about the image though,” I added. “The version that Chief Examinant Rune has just displayed only shows two boys. The image in his mind only has two boys for most of the time as well. Occasionally it flickers though, with a third boy briefly appearing as if he should be in the image as well.”

Rune’s laugh held a note of triumph. “Yes. The original image did show three boys, but I created a version without the third boy for the purpose of this demonstration. I’ll now display the original image for Adversary Aura. It was taken on the day my partner and I went to meet a class of newly arrived boys who were considering possible parents. The boys had been given a choice between standing alone, or standing with one of the other boys they’d been raised with to show they insisted on being adopted as brothers.”

He paused. “My partner and I were happy to either adopt two brothers, or adopt one boy and add to our family at a future point. That day though, we found three boys were stubbornly defying the rules by standing together. The boys had clearly been looking out for us, because they immediately beckoned us over to join them. They said they’d gone through the detailed statements from that day’s prospective parents, seen that I was a Chief Examinant, and worked out my position was important enough for me to adopt three sons. They ordered my partner and me to adopt all three of them.”

His voice had an indulgent note now. “When I dared to ask why I should obey them, I was firmly put in my place. They told me most boys would be deterred by a parental statement like mine, which admitted I’d need to spend large amounts of my time away from home, carrying out inspections of Hive cities. I should be grateful they were eager to stay together as brothers, so they were willing to overlook my obvious flaws as a potential parent.”

Rune paused. “And that is how my partner and I came to have three strong-willed sons. Amber, the final demonstration is now complete, so you may leave my mind.”

I returned to my own head, and opened my eyes.

“Adversary Aura,” Rune continued, “Amber has now amply demonstrated she can use her gifts outside a Hive environment. You should advise Hive Genex that the central pillar of its defence has been irreparably shattered.”

Adversary Aura held a hand to the cheek where her implant had been, as if it was paining her. “A humble petition to Gifted Amber of Hive England. That she agrees to an additional demonstration of reading my own mind for completeness.”

Chief Examinant Rune waved a hand in my direction. “You really don’t need to do this, Amber, but it’s your decision.”

I couldn’t just see the desperation in Adversary Aura’s eyes, but seemed to be able to taste it in the air. “I will read Adversary Aura’s mind.”

I closed my eyes, and found Adversary Aura’s mind was no longer a reddish moon, but burning sun-like in fear. Her thoughts were unreadable except for the top level of pre-vocalization, which held a carefully memorized message that I guessed had been furtively put through an automatic translator.

If I request to move to Hive England, is there a chance I’ll be accepted?

I had a dazed moment as I considered the question. Hive Politics considered Aura a dangerously brilliant Adversary. I didn’t believe my Hive would refuse the chance to have her dangerous brilliance working for rather than against us. The problem was that Hive Genex would insist on removing Aura’s imprint, which would remove all her linked personal memories as well.

I thought that someone as work-focused as Aura would have very few memories that weren’t in some way associated with her imprint. Our Hive could give her a new imprint, she might even become an Adversary again, but she’d only have a few meaningless fragments left of her past. Aura must know exactly what moving Hive would cost her though. If she preferred to lose her past than live with a massive failure on her record ... Well, that was her decision.

“I believe Hive England would accept you,” I said.

And if I moved to Hive England. If I gave it my dedicated service, loyalty, and obedience. If I was given incorrect information that misled me into making a catastrophic error, would I still be allowed to live?

The question, and the emotion swirling in Aura’s mind as she asked it, told me the full truth of what was happening here. Aura wasn’t choosing between losing her past and living with a massive failure on her record. She was choosing between losing her past and a death sentence.

“Yes,” I said. “My Hive does not waste its people.”

Adversary Aura spoke aloud in her own language now, so the words were translated for me and Chief Examinant Rune. “I formally use my right under Joint Hive Treaty to request a transfer to Hive England.”

Once again, I returned to my own head. When I left Hive England, I’d been frantically hoping Senior Ambassador Elliott was right, and demonstrating my ability to go Outside would turn Adversary Aura’s trap back against Hive Genex. I’d never thought through what that result would mean for Adversary Aura, but Chief Examinant Rune appeared completely unsurprised by this situation. Of course he’d been to Hive Genex to gather information, so he would know precisely how that Hive dealt with failures on this scale.

“My Hive may object to my transfer request,” added Aura, “and accuse me of traitorously sabotaging its defence in this case to benefit Hive England before moving there to claim my reward. I humbly plead innocence of any traitorous actions. I acted in good faith at all times, trusting information supplied to me by my Hive, so petition for safeguarding under opposed transfer precedent 2411/96.4.”

“Aura currently of Hive Genex,” said Rune, “Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement accepts your transfer request qualifies for safeguarding under opposed transfer precedent 2411/96.4. I will notify Hive Genex of your request to move to Hive England, and warn it that the opposed transfer mutual jeopardy clause will apply to any accusations made against you. Failure to provide at least minimally credible evidence would result in Hive Genex facing penalties for malicious breach of Joint Hive Treaty provisions on transferring Hive.”

He paused. “You will remain at this personnel trading point until the issue of your transfer request is resolved. Once you are accepted as a citizen of Hive England or any other Hive, then you must be escorted to Hive Genex to have your imprint removed. However, the Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement officials present at Hive Genex will supervise your imprint removal, and then arrange for you to be transported to your new Hive.”

Adversary Aura undid the catch of her black cloak, let it fall into a crumpled heap on the floor, and walked out of the viewing chamber. As the door closed behind her, that section of the viewing chamber went dark.
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I was still staring at the darkened section of viewing chamber where Adversary Aura had been, trying to fully absorb what had happened, when I heard Chief Examinant Rune speak. “Amber, my team’s inspection of Hive Genex uncovered facts that increased the urgency of resolving your Hive’s claim. I brought a host of inspectors to Hive England ahead of schedule, so I could complete the study of its central data core as fast as possible.”

He paused. “My inspectors went through all your Telepath Unit’s reports before your interview, used the most advanced forensic tools to authenticate them, and established your story about going Outside to hunt down Elden was true. I also know about your other trips Outside, particularly how you took your whole unit to your Hive’s sea farm to hunt down a murderer.”

I turned to face him. “If you knew my story was true, why did you allow Adversary Aura to force this demonstration?”

“Because allowing it would both simplify Hive England’s case against Hive Genex, and let me have an important discussion with you in absolute privacy.”

I blinked. Lucas had said Adversary Aura had been in control of events from the start, but that wasn’t entirely true. Adversary Aura might have been moving Lucas, Adversary Nalini, Hive Politics, and me around like chess pieces, but Chief Examinant Rune was the true chess master here. He’d only been allowing Adversary Aura to make her moves because they’d help him achieve some goal of his own, and I had no idea what that goal could be.

“What do you want to discuss with me?” I asked warily.

“Adversary Aura stated that once a telepath has managed to reintegrate with the Hive environment, they develop a horror of the telepathic silence outside it, and can only move between Hives if they’re heavily sedated,” said Rune. “That fact obviously isn’t totally true, but your ability to travel freely outside your Hive and read minds is still extremely rare. I was also impressed that you could use emotional clues to make sense of an image in my own mind.”

He grimaced. “Last year, Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement experienced a major problem. We delayed the global personnel trading period to allow us to investigate, but we never reached a satisfactory conclusion, and the situation is still causing us serious difficulties. If circumstances allowed it, would you be willing to bring your unit to one of our bases and help us determine the truth?”

I was stunned. I didn’t know what to say. No! Actually, I knew exactly what to say.

“Whether I’m willing or not,” I said, “you must be aware circumstances don’t allow me to help you. My Hive currently only has five telepaths. Morton had unplanned emergency surgery during the New Year festival. When he recovers from that, he’ll still need his planned transplant surgery. That means Morton won’t be returning to work until Valentine, and Keith is taking advantage of the situation to cause devastating problems for my unit.”

“I am fully aware of these issues,” said Rune. “Now Hive Genex effectively has no defence in the kidnapping case, Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement may be able to reach a much earlier judgement on compensation than previously anticipated. As for Keith’s actions ...”

He paused. “My inspectors and I noted the multiple references to Keith’s disruptive behaviour in your unit records, and investigated his attacks on your unit in detail. None of these attacks could be ruled to be traitorous actions, since all the parties involved were citizens of Hive England. However, our investigation uncovered new evidence relevant to your Hive’s complaint that Keith committed traitorous actions during the Northern Americas Group negotiations.”

I gasped. “What is this new evidence?”

“Our investigation into the attacks on your unit proved that Keith sent a message using the identity of a Red Zone Event Supervisor to change the assignment of a Franklin 2495-7722-108,” said Rune. “The forensic routing analysis of the message precisely matches the forensic routing analysis of the crucial message sent during the Northern Americas Group negotiations. This definitively establishes Keith was responsible for sending a message that benefited other Hives at the expense of Hive England.”

He smiled. “Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement wouldn’t normally re-examine its rulings on such minor cases as alleged traitorous actions by an individual. However, it could be argued that the individual being a telepath makes this an exceptional case. If Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement did agree to re-examine your Hive’s complaint about Keith, then it could rapidly rule his actions during the Northern Americas Group negotiations were traitorous and remove his right to transfer Hive.”

I tugged at my hair. Our Hive had accepted Keith giving his formal consent to having one duty child a year for twenty-five years as reparations for his past behaviour. Keith had expected those duty children to save him from any future punishments as well, because his threats to move Hive would also become threats to take the remaining supply of duty children with him. If Keith lost his right to transfer Hive though, he’d have no way to prevent our Hive getting the full twenty-five duty children.

If Keith behaved himself in future, there was every chance our Hive would treat him with its usual indulgence for telepaths, particularly if he persuaded Olivia to marry him and provide the mother’s genetic contribution for his twenty-five duty children. If Keith attacked another Telepath Unit though, or harmed our Hive in any other way ... Oh, then he would finally face consequences for his actions.

“Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement has been unable to find any way to improve your Hive’s arrangements for Morton’s surgery,” Rune continued. “However, there is the possibility of obtaining a supply of an advanced tissue regeneration treatment which isn’t currently available on the trade system. This treatment would significantly improve both the extent and speed of Morton’s recovery.”

By now, I was far too dazed to ask for details of the treatment. There wasn’t any need for me to ask for details though. Anything that helped Morton’s recovery would make a vital difference to both him and our Hive.

“Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement appreciates it would take time for these things to change your Hive’s situation,” said Rune. “However, in principle would you be willing to assist us when circumstances allow it?”

I was about to agree, but I remembered Senior Ambassador Elliott’s warning. “My Hive obviously knows best in this matter. If it wishes me to assist Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement, then I will be happy to help to the best of my ability.”

“Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement merely wished to confirm your willingness to assist us before formally approaching your Hive,” said Chief Examinant Rune. “Please withdraw to your private room, inform your Hive of the situation, and ask if it will give its consent in principle subject to its circumstances allowing fulfilment. Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement will naturally make any reasonable adjustments to the standard service contract provisions.”

I nodded, went back into the green room, gave a disbelieving wave of my hands at the ceiling, and took the hemisphere from my jacket pocket. When I pressed the red direct link button, Lucas’s anxious face appeared as before. The background view showed he was still in the Orange Zone aircraft hangar with Adika and my bodyguards.

“Everything is fine,” I said hastily. “In fact, everything is perfectly wonderful, but I need to have a private conversation with Senior Ambassador Elliott.”

Lucas’s expression relaxed. “I’ll transfer your call to him.”

A random holo display of flowers appeared. I’d been staring at it for a full minute, and was beginning to think something had gone wrong with the call transfer, when a holo of Senior Ambassador Elliott’s head and shoulders appeared. I wasn’t sure if his tangled hair and faded Blue Zone top meant I’d just woken him up, or he’d been awake all night, but he spoke in his normal calm voice.

“Amber, you need to remember that Chief Examinant Rune may be monitoring this call.”

“It doesn’t matter if Rune is monitoring this call, because I’m passing on a message from him.”

I did my best to repeat what Rune had said, and Elliott sat in thoughtful silence for a minute before speaking. “Chief Examinant Rune has deliberately piled the negotiation table high with offers to dazzle you into agreeing to help Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement. Of course he had to make sure you were willing before asking your Hive’s consent. A telepath who had been pressured into helping Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement against their will would be worse than useless to them.”

Elliott paused. “Everything about Rune’s approach to you makes it clear Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement is desperate to get you to help with their problem. And that means Rune wants us to know they’re desperate. All his references to our circumstances mean Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement fully understands it’s impossible for our Hive to agree to you doing this now. Rune is letting us know that Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement is willing to do everything it can – at least everything that’s in strict accordance with the rules of Joint Hive Treaty – to help our circumstances improve to the point where our Hive can agree.”

He shrugged. “Rune allowed Adversary Aura to force this demonstration because it would destroy Hive Genex’s defence and help us get the fast judgement we need. He’s worked out a way for us to keep Keith’s behaviour under control. He’s tracked down a treatment to help Morton’s recovery. If we can think of any other legal way for Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement to help us, then Rune will arrange that as well.”

Elliott grimaced. “Which leaves me with only two issues to consider before responding to Rune.”

I frowned. “What issues are those?”

“The first issue is whether you’ve thought through the consequences of agreeing to help Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement. Chief Examinant Rune assigned forty Valkyrie fighter aircraft to guard you on this trip to emphasize that Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement would take the greatest care of you, and I’m aware you faced working in strange conditions when you took your unit to our Hive’s sea farm to hunt down a murderer. Assisting Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement won’t just mean facing strange conditions though, but going into the complete unknown.”

I pulled a face. “I realize I’ll be dragging my unit members into the complete unknown, but that’s still better than leaving Keith free to attack them. Just imagine what my people went through when Keith made us believe our unit was facing a full-scale attack by enemy agents. My non-operational unit members were huddled, terrified, in their lockdown assembly points. My Strike team members and Claire’s old Strike team members were expecting to be fighting to the death against superior weaponry. My Tactical team was ...”

Elliott firmly interrupted me. “My concern isn’t about your unit members going into the complete unknown, Amber. If some of them don’t feel able to assist you, our Hive can find replacements. You are both the person who will be under the greatest strain, and the only one who is totally irreplaceable. You need to be sure you can cope with fulfilling this agreement, because once our Hive commits to it, there will be no way for you to withdraw from helping Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement.”

“I’ve been going into the complete unknown ever since I came out of Lottery,” I said. “My telepathic view of the world has no walls, no floors, and constantly shifts between mimicking other senses. I often see minds glowing in the darkness, but sometimes I have to work with sounds, scents, tastes, or even touch, and one of the first things I learnt as a telepath was that any mind I read can hold unknown dangers.”

I shrugged. “Even the most dutiful and hardworking of Hive citizens can have moments when their mind becomes a whirling morass of distress, grief, or anger, and the mind of a true wild bee is an even deadlier place. Every telepath is different, and I’m especially unusual because I feel the emotions of my targets. That makes me stronger in some ways, and far more vulnerable in others.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Imagine sharing a wild bee’s delight as they stab someone and taste their blood. Imagine having the echo of that wild bee’s ideas and personality lingering in your mind. Imagine more echoes joining the first, combining forces against you to battle for control of your mind.”

Elliott winced. “During the conference call, you said that telepaths have to fight opponents that are more lethal than others can possibly imagine. I thought you were talking about having occasional dangerous moments, but the truth is you’re experiencing Halloween horror stories on a daily basis.”

“It’s not all bad being a telepath,” I said hastily. “The mind of a wild bee may be like a Halloween horror story, but reading Lucas’s multitude of thought levels as he analyzes a problem is like being swept up by a gloriously joyful Carnival crowd.”

Elliott’s expression was one of fascinated awe. “There can be no light without darkness, and no darkness without light.”

I smiled. “Exactly.”

“In that case, I accept you understand the consequences of agreeing to help Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement. The second issue is merely whether I should commit our Hive to this here and now. I’d normally call a meeting of the full Council of Gaia to debate a decision this important, but the sooner our Hive commits in principle, the sooner Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement will carry out its promises.”

The tone of Elliott’s voice as he said those words made something clear to me. “Lucas and I thought you were a member of the Council of Gaia, but you’re actually the leader of the Council of Gaia!”
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Elliott’s smile told me he’d deliberately chosen to reveal this knowledge to me. “The Council of Gaia has to include a lot of opposing viewpoints, Amber. Those who look outward, and those who look inward. Those who learn from the past, and those who focus on the future. Those who prioritize wealth, and those who prioritize people. It takes the best diplomat in the Hive to keep them working together.”

“Do I have your permission to share this information with Lucas?” I asked cautiously.

Elliott pulled a rueful face. “You’ve repeatedly told me you need Lucas to be fully informed so he can support you. Now you’ve explained more about your telepathic view of the world, I understand that’s true on a far deeper level than I realized. Lucas is your beacon of light as you walk through the darkness, so I accept that anything I share with you must be shared with him in turn.”

He paused. “Each Hive city has chosen its survival tactics, and after a couple of centuries following a path it’s hard to change direction. Hive Genex determinedly continues the overcommitment to its bloodlines that must eventually end in disaster, but the Council of Gaia regularly reviews our Hive’s situation. Using telepathy to keep order in our Hive served us well until our current desperate shortage of telepaths. We feel that initiating our contingency plan of reverting to conventional surveillance and policing methods must be kept as a last resort, because we know Hives using standard methods don’t just suffer a heavy financial burden. There’s also a massive cost in human lives from violent crime and sabotage.”

He shrugged. “Now we know our shortage of telepaths wasn’t due to weakening telepathic genes, but a combination of bad luck and Hive Genex kidnapping our people. Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement is offering us a rapid solution to our problems, and I believe that any delay in accepting it could only damage our Hive rather than assist it. Please take your portable holo conference unit into the viewing chamber, so I can commit our Hive to this now.”

I coughed. “You may want to change your clothes and tidy your hair before talking to Chief Examinant Rune.”

Elliott glanced sideways, presumably looking at a mirror. “Waste it! I’d entirely forgotten I wasn’t formally dressed. Give me two minutes.”

He vanished out of view, returning the promised two minutes later looking immaculate in a grey and white onesuit. “I’m ready now.”

I carried my hemisphere into the viewing chamber, and the holo head and shoulders of Senior Ambassador Elliott in his onesuit faced the physical Chief Examinant Rune in his robe. I saw that their clothing styles might be wildly different, but the grey and white matched perfectly. Elliott had obviously planned that as a symbol of unity.

“Hive England consents to Amber assisting Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement in principle and subject to its circumstances allowing fulfilment,” said Elliott.

“Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement has established the central pillar of Hive Genex’s defence in the kidnapping case is false,” said Rune. “Since this drastically limits Hive Genex’s options in all related legal proceedings, the trial has been scheduled to begin in thirty days from now. Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement should be able to reach a judgement and appropriately relocate all disputed citizens before your next festival of Carnival.”

I gasped. Despite all the gloomy warnings about our compensation claim taking another year, the new telepath could arrive in our Hive before Carnival. Elliott seemed startled by the speed of this too, but hastily spoke again.

“Telepath Keith’s behaviour has become increasingly destructive. Hive England Politics formally requests that Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement re-examines its ruling on whether his actions during the Northern Americas Group negotiations qualified as being traitorous.”

Rune nodded. “Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement wouldn’t usually re-examine its rulings on such a minor case, but concedes that Keith being gifted makes this an exception. As it happens, Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement has already collected new evidence definitively establishing that Keith’s actions during the Northern Americas Group negotiations benefited other Hives at the expense of Hive England. Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement therefore rules Keith’s actions were traitorous and removes his right to transfer Hive.”

He barely paused for breath before continuing. “Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement expects to deliver a code 3 medical package to Hive England in six hours from now.”

“Hive England will have a medical courier standing by in the Purple Zone aircraft hangar to receive the code 3 package,” said Elliott.

“Aura currently of Hive Genex has requested to transfer to Hive England,” said Rune, “and invoked safeguarding under opposed transfer precedent 2411/96.4. I notified Hive Genex that the mutual jeopardy clause would apply in this instance, and received an immediate response that there would be no objection. Under precedent 2411/96.4, Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement must confirm the accuracy of Hive Genex’s behaviour report before supplying it to Hive England. The acceptance period for this transfer request will naturally be extended to compensate for any resulting delay.”

“Hive England accepts Aura’s request to transfer Hive with immediate effect,” said Elliott. “Hive England formally acknowledges and assumes all risks related to accepting this request before receiving the behaviour report.”

“Aura will be taken to Hive Genex for imprint removal under standard safeguarding procedures,” said Rune. “Once the imprint removal is complete, she will be flown here to be collected by Hive England.”

He paused. “Are there any further points we should discuss?”

“There is one final point that I wish to raise with both of you,” I said firmly. “Keith must never learn I was involved in him losing his right to move Hive.”

Elliott raised an eyebrow. “After all Keith’s damaging attacks on your unit, you don’t want him to know you’re the one who defeated him?”

I shook my head. “If I was foolish enough to gloat over this, it would escalate Keith’s grievance against me. It’s far better for my unit and our Hive that Keith never knows I was involved, accepts there’ll be consequences for his actions from now on, and settles down to become a dutiful, hardworking telepath.”

“I assure you there is no conceivable circumstance where Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement would supply information to a convicted traitor,” said Rune briskly. “I thank Hive England and Amber for allowing this demonstration of her abilities. Amber may now return to her quarantine pod, and be flown back to Hive England.”

Rune turned and left his segment of the viewing chamber, which promptly went dark.

Elliott gave a bemused laugh. “I’ve never engaged in such breathlessly rapid negotiations before. It’s clear Rune isn’t a diplomat but an efficient investigator.”

My mind was still fully occupied with Keith. “I’m worried that we were only trying to keep this demonstration secret from Keith until I was back in my unit. When he finds out about it, he may guess I was involved in him losing his right to move Hive. Is there any way for us to keep this demonstration a permanent secret?”

“Keith is going to find out about this demonstration eventually,” said Elliott. “Too many people in Hive Defence know about the forty Valkyrie fighters visiting our Hive. Keith is bound to stumble across a reference to it, wonder what those fighters were doing here, and keep reading mind after mind until he finds out the answer.”

I groaned.

“You don’t need to worry though,” said Elliott, “because I’m going to turn Keith’s habit of prying into people’s thoughts against him. The moment this call is over, I’ll tell Gold Commander Melisande the truth about Keith losing his right to move Hive. I just won’t tell her the whole truth.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ll tell Meli that I was hugely frustrated by Keith’s continuing bad behaviour after the Northern Americas Group disaster,” said Elliott, “and formally requested Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement to re-examine their past ruling on him. I knew such requests were normally refused, so I was surprised when Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement accepted that Keith being a telepath made his case exceptional. This morning, I received a new ruling from Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement, saying they’d re-examined the records of the Northern Americas Group negotiations, discovered new evidence that Keith’s actions were traitorous, and removed his right to transfer Hive.”

Elliott pulled a mischievous face. “Meli must have given me a dozen lectures on the appallingly slow speed of the Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement judiciary process. She’ll assume I made my request long before your clashes with Keith, and quite probably before you went through Lottery. Once you’re back at your unit, I’ll let Meli enjoy herself visiting Keith in person to tell him he’s lost his right to transfer Hive. He’ll obviously read her thoughts about how that happened, and believe what she believes.”

I wondered how often Elliott had used the tactic of making Melisande believe things to make Keith believe them as well. “Yes, that could work,” I said aloud.

“And if Keith sees Meli’s thoughts about you giving this demonstration,” said Elliott, “he should have even less reason to believe you were involved in him losing his right to move Hive. You were far away at the northern border of our Hive’s territory when I got the response from Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement. Now, I’d like to talk to Meli right away, so ...”

Elliott’s voice took on a heavily formal note. “Amber, speaking on behalf of the Council of Gaia, I thank you for your selfless service to our Hive. Claire would have been proud of her great-granddaughter following in her footsteps.”

I’d been feeling ridiculously embarrassed to be officially thanked, but the mention of Claire made me forget that and ask an eager question. “You knew Claire then?”

“Oh yes. I often met her in person.”

I gasped. “In person? But I thought telepaths weren’t allowed to meet anyone imprinted for Ambassador or ...”

I let my words trail off because Elliott’s holo image had vanished. I felt it was typical of him to give me that startling piece of information, and immediately end the call so I couldn’t ask questions.

I stood alone in the viewing chamber for another couple of minutes, wondering when and why Elliott had met Claire in person, then I sighed and went back into the private room. It took me even longer than before to put on my quarantine suit, then I walked through the red tunnel with its disturbing flashing lights, and opened the door to find the Truesun was rising Outside.

I wanted to linger and watch the sunrise, but the faceplate of my quarantine suit kept misting up, so I went straight back to the transport aircraft. The glass of the cockpit area was black, totally hiding the Valkyrie inside, but when I entered my quarantine pod I heard Katla’s cheerful voice from the overhead speaker.

“Welcome back, Amber. Are you ready to go home?”

“Just give me a moment to get out of this suit.”

I stripped off my quarantine suit, dumped it on the floor, and then took off my outdoor jacket to add to the heap. At the last moment, I remembered to move my dataview and the hemisphere of the portable holo conference unit into the pockets of my ordinary clothes. Finally, I strapped myself into my seat and smiled up at the ceiling.

“I’m ready. Let’s go home.”

Katla laughed. “I’m already home. Valkyrie have apartments at our island bases, but for those of us who are pilots rather than carrying out support work, our aircraft are our true homes.”

I glanced out of the window, saw we were lifting up into the air, and hastily closed my eyes while the aircraft gained altitude. I opened my eyes again just in time to catch a glimpse of the smaller Valkyrie aircraft moving into formation above us.

Katla’s voice spoke again. “I’ve informed Hive England Defence that you’ve had minimal exposure to anything other than your own Hive’s equipment, and my instruments aren’t showing any diseases or micro spy devices. They’ve therefore authorized me to return your quarantine pod to the Orange Zone aircraft hangar rather than delivering it to a quarantine facility. Once I’ve left to head back to my base, you can leave your quarantine pod, but you’ll need to wait beside it while Hive England personnel carry out their own scans to confirm my results. Understood?”

“Understood,” I said. “Thank you for taking such good care of me. Will you have a very long flight back to your base after this?”

“I used to be based half the world away at Rakiura, but now I’ve been reassigned to Shetland,” said Katla. “I’ll be back there in time to spend the afternoon walking along the cliff top path and bird watching.”

I’d thought that Katla led a claustrophobic life huddled in the cockpit of her aircraft. Now I had a new image of her walking along a cliff top, her long dark hair blowing in the sea breeze, while seagulls circled overhead.

I’d been pitying the children who were sent from our Hive to be personnel for Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement, but Rune clearly adored his three adopted sons, and Katla radiated joy at being a Valkyrie. Whatever Hive you lived in, the equivalent of Lottery would decide your future, and the children sent to Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement presumably went through a preliminary form of Lottery to check their suitability for that life.

I was thinking that the children I should really pity were the ones born somewhere like Hive Genex, when I became aware of a humming sound on the telepathic level. A sound that gradually grew louder as our aircraft flew towards it. The sound of a hundred million people’s thoughts. The sound of my home Hive.

I closed my eyes to focus on the humming of the Hive mind, but after a few minutes I heard a familiar chiming from my pocket. I grabbed at my dataview, and saw I was back in range of the Hive. A whole set of messages had arrived, but I ignored them in favour of calling Lucas’s dataview. When he answered, I saw he was smiling at me.

“If you can call my dataview, you must be getting close to the Hive.”

“Yes. I have a huge amount to tell you, but it has to wait until we’re back in our unit and can talk in private.” I frowned as my dataview gave yet another series of chimes. “I don’t know why I’m getting so many messages.”

“That’s because Gold Commander Melisande has handed us a case from another Telepath Unit,” said Lucas. “She called me about it an hour ago, I naturally requested all the background details, and ...”

My groan interrupted him. “Please don’t tell me Gold Commander Melisande has handed us one of Keith’s cases.”

Lucas laughed. “This has nothing to do with Keith. One of Blake’s closed cases has become active again. The Archivist in charge of the old records insisted on sending everything directly to you as head of our unit. You can just send all the messages on to me.”

“But ... I thought Blake died five or six years ago. Isn’t it unusual for such an old case to become active again?”

“It’s extremely unusual, which is why Gold Commander Melisande allocated it to us. She says we’re the specialists in dealing with unusual cases.”

Katla’s voice spoke from overhead. “Amber, our aircraft will now start losing height in preparation for landing outside Hive England’s Orange Zone aircraft hangar.”

“I heard that,” said Lucas. “I’ll see you as soon as you’ve landed and gone through quarantine checks.”

I nodded, ended the call, and gazed broodingly out of the window at the lengthy flat hill that had been made when the top levels of the Hive were buried in soil. Lucas had been acting normally, but I’d seen the revealing signs of strain in his face. At the coming of the New Year, Lucas had banished the ghosts of his childhood. Now Keith hadn’t just summoned back those old ghosts, but added a host of shocking new complications.

Keith had attacked Buzz as well, bringing her literally face to face with the nightmares of her past, and dividing her from Forge. Buzz considered herself a coward, but she’d fought back bravely. She was defiantly wearing red again, and reunited with Forge, but there were bound to be some lingering aftereffects of what had happened.

Keith wouldn’t be making any more attacks on my people though. As soon as I got back to my unit, Gold Commander Melisande would be visiting Keith to tell him he’d lost his right to move Hive. That meant any further damaging behaviour would bring immediate unpleasant consequences down on his head.

And the balance of power would be shifting even further in future. The medical treatment being delivered later today would hopefully speed Morton’s recovery, and our Hive’s compensation claim against Hive Genex was scheduled to go to trial in thirty days from now. If all went well during that trial, then the new telepath from Hive Genex would arrive before Carnival, and Kareem would be one of the leading candidates to be his Tactical Commander.

Of course there’d eventually be a price to pay for all this. Before the New Year festival, I’d promised Keith a favour to try to buy peace with him. Now I’d promised to help Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement with an unknown problem. There was a crucial difference between those two promises though. Keith had never meant to keep his side of the bargain, while the rule-obsessed Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement was already rushing to fulfil its commitments.

As the ground grew closer, I was enfolded by the babbling thoughts of the Hive mind. During the New Year festival, I’d feared what would happen to our Hive in the coming year, and been so desperate to placate Keith that I’d lied about having a headache and hidden in a store room to accept his call.

I wasn’t afraid of Keith or the future now. The joyful cries of the crowd watching the New Year procession go by on the express belt had turned out to be right after all. The New Year of 2533 had brought good fortune to our Hive.
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Thank you for reading Adversary. This is the fifth full-length book in the Hive Mind series. I have more full-length books planned for this series, and there is also a prequel novella, Perilous. You can make sure you don’t miss future books in this and my other fictional universes by signing up to get new release updates at https://www.janetedwards.com/newsletter/.
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You may also be interested in my books set in the very different Portal Future universe, where humanity portals between hundreds of different colony worlds scattered across space. These books include the Earth Girl trilogy, the Scavenger Exodus series, the Drago Tell Dramis series, and related stories. Please continue reading for a sample chapter of Scavenger Alliance, the first book in the Scavenger Exodus series.
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2408. Humanity has travelled to the stars through interstellar portals, but the rebels and criminals were left behind on a ruined Earth. Eighteen-year-old Blaze is one of the last seven hundred people scavenging a living in an increasingly lethal New York. Her mother died six years ago. Her brother turned traitor. She believes her father is Donnell, the leader of the uneasy alliance between the remnants of the Earth Resistance and the old criminal gangs. She’s not sure what Donnell believes because he’s barely spoken to her since her brother betrayed him.
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Blaze has survived this long by being too unimportant to kill, but now the alliance is on the brink of starvation, and an old enemy is trying to seize power. When an aircraft carrying three privileged off-worlders crashes in New York, it adds more fuel to an already explosive situation, and Blaze is forced to step into the spotlight. Can the traitor’s sister convince Donnell, the warring divisions, and the off-worlders to work together to leave the death trap of New York? Blaze thinks that failure will mean the death of everyone she knows, but then she discovers the off-worlders’ secret. The stakes here are far higher than just seven hundred lives.
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Scavenger Alliance is set in the same future timeline as the Drago Tell Dramis 2781 sequence and the Earth Girl trilogy, but takes place several centuries earlier, and features an ancestor of Drago and Jarra.
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I was the only person who saw the aircraft arrive in New York, and I didn’t realize what it was at first. I’d just stepped out on to the roof of the Americas Parliament House, when I noticed the small speck in the dawn sky.

Logic told me there was no need for me to worry about anything overhead. I was standing on top of the highest building in the area, so should be perfectly safe from the gliding attacks of the local predators. The crisp carpet of snow under my feet was an extra reassurance, since none of those predators would be out hunting while the temperature was below freezing point.

I still stopped to stare upwards and make sure this was only a bird. My years in New York had taught me that letting down your guard, even for a second, could get you injured or killed.

I couldn’t work out what species of bird this was, but it was definitely far too high in the air to be anything dangerous. I forgot about it, fixed my eyes on where the blue, planet Earth flag was proudly silhouetted against the rising sun, and gave the distinctive, right hand on heart salute of the Earth Resistance.

My regular morning ritual completed, I would normally go back inside, but today I lingered with my eyes fixed on the Earth Resistance flag, brooding on the ominous fact that today was my eighteenth birthday. My position in the Resistance had been uncertain ever since my brother left, and turning eighteen would probably make my life even more difficult.

I was reluctant to go back indoors in case I found my worries becoming harsh reality, but the icy January wind was finding its way through my layers of clothing, and triggering an ache in the left arm that I’d broken last summer. I sighed, turned back to the door to the stairs, and then remembered the strange bird and gave a last glance upwards.

I was startled to see the bird was much closer now, vastly bigger than I’d thought, and didn’t look like any kind of living creature I’d ever seen. It took me a moment longer to work out this had to be an aircraft. I’d heard people talk about how such things were commonplace centuries ago, used for long distance travel in the days before the invention of portal technology, but I’d imagined them having wide flapping wings rather than stubby, rigid structures.

The aircraft must have come from behind Fence, flying casually over the vicious wire that protected the respectable citizens from undesirables like me, but why? The last of the citizens had abandoned New York in 2389, withdrawing to their new settlements the summer before I was born, so what had brought them here now?

I stood there for another couple of minutes, watching the aircraft fly straight overhead and across the Hudson River to skyscraper-crammed Manhattan. It stopped there, hung motionless in the sky like a hovering bird of prey for a few seconds, then slowly dropped vertically downwards and vanished behind one of the buildings.

An enemy aircraft had landed in our city! I forced myself out of my stupor, ran back inside, clattered down the narrow flight of stairs, and then came to an abrupt halt as I saw the man walking down the corridor ahead of me. He had his back to me, just an anonymous shape in a thick, hooded coat, but the flickering lights of the gun tendrils on his right hand and wrist showed this had to be Donnell. Now that Kasim was dead, Donnell was the only person here with an Armed Agent weapon.

I hesitated. Given my dubious situation, I normally gave messages to one of Donnell’s officers rather than approaching him directly myself, but he needed to hear this news at once.

“Sir!” I hurried up to him.

Donnell tugged down his hood as he turned to face me, and I saw his eyebrows lift in surprise.

“I just saw an aircraft!” I said. “It landed over the other side of the river in Manhattan.”

Donnell frowned for a moment, and then shrugged. “I can’t believe the citizens have suddenly started flying aircraft after all these years. It must be some off-worlders checking the art galleries and museums for anything worth salvaging. Forget about it, Blaze.”

“Forget about it?” I repeated his words in shocked disbelief. The idea of the citizens trespassing in our territory had been bad enough, but the thought of off-worlders coming here and taking whatever they wanted was even worse. “But we’re the Earth Resistance. It’s our duty to stop the off-world colonies leeching resources from Earth. It says so in our charter!”

Donnell ran his fingers through his thick brown hair, with its scattering of silver strands that added distinction to his legendary good looks. “That’s true, but I wrote that charter over thirty years ago, back when there were still a couple of billion people living on Earth. Everything is totally different now.”

There weren’t billions of people living on Earth now, there were probably less than a hundred million, and only just over seven hundred of us here in New York, but I thought that made it even more important to defend our rights. Angry words burst out of me. “We should still go to Manhattan and ...”

Donnell lifted a hand to stop me. “Calm down, Blaze.”

I was horrified to realize I’d been shouting at Donnell. I hastily shut up.

“You mustn’t tell anyone else about the aircraft,” Donnell continued. “Everyone in the Resistance would react like you, wanting to get their revenge on the off-worlders who bled our home world dry of resources to found their bright new colony worlds, while the members of the other divisions are even more bitter about the way those bright new worlds refused entry to anyone with a criminal record. Whatever I said, the whole of the alliance would go racing off to Manhattan, and that could get us all killed.”

His attitude suddenly made sense to me. “You’re worried the off-worlders could have advanced weapons?”

“That’s one problem. The other is that it’s nearly two months since the winter fever hit us. Only a handful of people recovered in time to go out hunting and fishing before the last blizzard. Now everyone’s finally well again, we have to focus all our efforts on getting more food before the next blizzard arrives, because we’ve nothing left to eat.”

Donnell’s words shocked me. I’d known we were short of food, there had been strict rationing for weeks, but ... “The food reserves are gone?”

“We’ll be eating most of the remaining food for breakfast.”

“I didn’t realize that,” I murmured.

“I discussed the situation with the leaders of the other four divisions. We made a joint decision not to frighten people with the truth, because we didn’t want anyone heroically heading out into the blizzard and getting themselves killed in an attempt to get more food. I’m only telling you about this now so you’ll understand why I’m asking you to forget about that aircraft. However wrong it feels to let off-worlders ransack Manhattan, we must hunt food rather than invaders today. We have children to feed.”

I nodded in reluctant acceptance.

“It’s not as if we’ll ever risk going to Manhattan for supplies again after that disastrous trip last summer,” Donnell added. “Anything left there is going to rot away and fall apart, so the off-worlders might as well take whatever they want.”

I winced at the mention of that trip to Manhattan. I considered myself lucky to have escaped with nothing worse than a broken arm, because one of Donnell’s officers had been killed.

“I won’t tell anyone about the aircraft, sir, but if it takes off when everyone is out hunting then they’ll all see it.”

“It doesn’t matter if people see the off-worlders leaving. They won’t be able to fly after them.”

There was a moment of silence after that. I thought our conversation was over, and was about to leave when Donnell spoke again.

“Happy birthday, Blaze.”

He’d remembered my birthday! I gave him a wary look. “Uh, thank you, sir.”

“It’s time that we discussed your future.”

Panic stabbed at me. What did Donnell mean by that? Did he feel that my eighteenth birthday marked the end of his debatable responsibility for me? I waited in tense silence to hear what Donnell would say next, but his attention had shifted to something behind me. I turned and saw Machico, the eldest of Donnell’s officers, was coming down the corridor towards us.

Machico gave me a single inquisitive look before speaking to Donnell. “There’s a problem downstairs, oh beloved leader. Some of the Manhattan division men started jeering at Queens Island division, and Queens Island naturally retaliated. Luther was eager to flaunt his officer powers, and waded into the middle of the argument before the rest of us could stop him.”

He paused. “The good news is that Manhattan and Queens Island instantly stopped throwing insults at each other. The bad news is that they started ridiculing Luther instead.”

I frowned, distracted from my own worries by concern for Luther. All the other divisions hated each other, so an argument between any of them was likely to turn violent, but the feud between Manhattan and Queens Island was particularly bitter. Luther was barely nineteen, and had only been an alliance officer for five months. I could understand him wanting to prove himself, but it would have been wiser for him to let a more senior officer deal with the situation.

Donnell groaned. “I’d better go and remind the troublemakers that my officers have the support of my authority as alliance leader.”

The two of them turned to walk off down the corridor. I stayed where I was, but Donnell glanced back at me and waved his hand in a beckoning gesture. I chased after him and Machico, catching them up when they stopped by the big steel door that led to the main staircase.

“If I can deal with this problem quickly, then we’ll be able to continue our talk,” said Donnell.

I was even more nervous now. If Donnell wasn’t letting trouble between the divisions distract him from discussing my future, then he must have something grimly serious to say to me.

Donnell put his hand on the security plate, and lights flashed as the plate checked his handprint. The door slid aside, and we went down six floors worth of stairs. When we reached ground level, Donnell yanked aside the heavy curtain that blocked the doorway ahead, and we left the Resistance wing of the building for the warm, smoke-scented air of the huge central reception hall.

In theory, this whole area was common ground and safe for everyone. In reality, each of the other four divisions had staked their claim to the corner of Reception by the entrance to their wing of the building, while the Resistance had an area in the centre of the room.

At this time in the morning, the members of each division should either be in the long queue for food, or sitting at the tables in their own areas and eating breakfast. Instead, half of them were on their feet and laughing. The target of that laughter was standing right in front of us, with two Manhattan men on one side of him and two Queens Island men on the other.

Luther usually had an air of calm self-confidence, but now his expression verged on panic. I could understand why. One of the Manhattan men taunting him was Cage, and I knew from personal experience how dangerous Cage could be.

“I’ve told you twice now to go back to your own areas,” said Luther. “I’m an alliance officer, so you have to obey my orders.”

“I’d no idea you were an officer, Luther,” said Cage, in a voice of maliciously exaggerated innocence. “I must have missed hearing that wonderful news.”

“I remember Donnell announcing Luther’s officer appointment months ago,” said the other Manhattan man, Shark, “but I assumed it was a joke. What has Luther ever done to earn an officer position?”

Luther ran his fingers through his black hair, obviously uncertain how to respond. I’d had a crush on Luther’s good looks for a while back when I was fifteen. My feelings had survived a few months of his unrelenting indifference towards me, before being annihilated by a two-second encounter on the stairs. I was walking upwards, when Luther came dashing down past me, pushing me aside with a casual command that the traitor’s sister should get out of his way. I’d heard that sort of remark plenty of times before and since, but it had been especially painful coming from him.

I didn’t have a crush on Luther any longer, but I couldn’t help sympathizing with him at this moment. I knew exactly what was happening here. Luther had become an officer five months ago. The other divisions had given him a relatively easy time back then, because his father, Kasim, had been Donnell’s deputy and the only other person with an Armed Agent weapon. Now that Kasim had died from the winter fever, the worst of the division men had decided his son would be vulnerable prey, so they were circling him like wolves.

Luther finally opened his mouth to speak, but one of the Queens Island men called out from behind him.

“Of course Donnell wasn’t joking. Kasim’s son just has to whine for whatever he wants and he’s handed it on a silver platter. It’s the same thing that happened six years ago with ...”

Donnell shouted from where he was standing next to me. “That’s enough!”

The laughter round the room abruptly stopped. Shark and the two Queens Island division men turned and walked rapidly back to their own areas, but Cage lingered to give another mocking laugh at Luther before sauntering off with insolent slowness. As he approached the Manhattan corner, the bulky figure of Wall, leader of Manhattan division, strode forward to meet him. The glower of displeasure on Wall’s dark face would have made any other Manhattan member tremble, but Cage’s smile didn’t falter.

I frowned. Cage had challenged Wall’s leadership of Manhattan years ago. That challenge had failed because Wall was a strong, well-liked leader, but Cage’s self-assured smile made me worry that he was planning a new leadership bid.

Donnell turned to me for a split second. “It seems we’ll need to leave our talk until later, Blaze.”

I didn’t have time to reply before he and Machico hurried off to talk to Luther. I was left worrying about my own situation again, mentally replaying my conversation with Donnell about the aircraft, and cursing my stupidity for arguing with him. Donnell had remembered my birthday and was planning to discuss my future with me. My behaviour could be the last straw that made him discard me from the Resistance.

The cooking smells were tormenting my empty stomach, so I headed for the back of the room, automatically making the necessary detours to avoid trespassing on any other division’s territory. Nobody would consider a girl like me a genuine threat, but going too close to their area would still bring retribution down on my head.

I joined the line of people queuing at the food table, and now I wasn’t just worrying about Donnell’s words, but uncomfortably aware of the leaping flames of the cooking fire as well. As the line slowly moved, I shuffled forward in turn, getting even closer to the makeshift hearth and chimney that had been built against the wall. I felt my hands begin to tremble and clenched them into fists. It was over six years since I’d escaped the London firestorm and come to New York as a refugee, but the sight and sound of flames still triggered bad memories.

The queue moved forward again. There were only three people ahead of me now, then two, then one, and finally I reached the table with its steaming cauldrons. I waited as my ration of soup was carefully ladled into a bowl and handed to me, then turned, eager to escape from the cooking fire, but found someone blocking my path.

“Hello, Blaze,” said Cage.
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