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Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Our Hive city was busy with New Year festival preparations when the problems with Blue Upway started. I was in my unit park, sitting on a bench under a maple tree, when the warbling of an alarm sounded from overhead. 
 
    “Unit emergency alert,” said a calm, computerized voice. “Unit emergency alert. We have an incident in progress. Operational teams to stations. Strike team to lift 2.” 
 
    Rather than run along the winding path to the nearest park exit, I took the shorter route that involved sprinting across the grass, jumping a stream, and zigzagging between a scattering of dwarf oak trees and the structural pillars that held up the park ceiling. 
 
    The standard computerized announcement was followed by the voice of my Strike team leader, Adika. “Alpha team, you have the strike.” 
 
    The alarm began warbling again, the urgent sound making me conscious that I was tired and running slower than usual. Everyone else in my unit must be exhausted too. We’d just spent an intensely stressful week dealing with a case at the Hive’s sea farm that had pushed us to our limits. We desperately needed to rest for a few days before we went out on a new emergency run. 
 
    We couldn’t indulge ourselves with long rest breaks between cases though. Not when there should ideally be at least eight Telepath Units protecting the hundred million people living in our many levelled underground Hive city, but there were only five. Not when the situation would soon get even worse. 
 
    We only had seven weeks left before Morton’s Telepath Unit would shut down to allow him to have lifesaving surgery. After that, there’d only be four operational Telepath Units to maintain order during the months it would take him to make a full recovery. 
 
    I thrust that nagging worry out of my head as I reached the park exit, and concentrated on sprinting as fast as possible through the corridors of my unit, heading for my apartment. Other people were running down the corridors too, but they all leapt aside when they saw me coming, pressing themselves against the walls to let their precious telepath through without delay. 
 
    When I arrived at my apartment door, I saw the spectacular figure of my counsellor, Buzz, waiting for me, her face almost as dark as her wildly curling hair, and her lipstick matching the dress in her favourite red. She gave me one of her typically generous smiles and waved madly. 
 
    “Go and save the Hive, Amber!” 
 
    I waved back, tumbled through the door of my apartment, and looked around hopefully for Lucas. He was both my Tactical Commander and my partner. We always tried to share a swift hug and kiss before I headed out on an emergency run, but there was no sign of him this time. 
 
    I thrust my disappointment aside, dashed into the bedroom, stripped off my clothes, and turned to grab the body armour that was hanging next to the sleep field. Once I’d put on the lightweight mesh, I pulled my clothes back on over the top, then snatched my crystal unit from its place on my equipment shelf. 
 
    When I put the crystal into my ear and switched it on, I heard Lucas talking in the deliberately reassuring and relaxed tones of his official Tactical Commander voice. 
 
    “I’m currently both in charge of the emergency run and completing a critically important Joint Tactical Meeting conference call. My apologies if I speak on the wrong comms at any point.” 
 
    That explained why Lucas wasn’t here. He’d already been in the Tactical office, taking part in the conference call with the Tactical Commanders of the other Telepath Units, when the emergency call came in. He couldn’t abandon that to come charging over to kiss me goodbye. 
 
    I sighed, collected my gun and wristset light from the shelf, checked my dataview was in my pocket, and ran out of my apartment again. 
 
    When I arrived at the bank of express lifts, panting for breath, Adika and the crowd of other men standing inside lift 2 all took a step back to give me space to join them. Adika instantly closed the lift doors behind me and started the lift moving downwards. 
 
    My Telepath Unit was right at the top of the Hive on Industry 1. The rate the lift was accelerating told me that our destination wasn’t on any of the fifty industrial levels. We were carrying on down to one of the hundred accommodation levels of the Hive. 
 
    I became aware of an odd atmosphere in the lift. The Strike team were always tense when we set out on an emergency run, bracing themselves ready to face an unknown situation where lives could be at stake. There was something strange about the tension this time though, and I noticed Adika’s dark face held an expression of rigid disapproval. 
 
    I was about to read Adika’s mind to find out what was going on, when he spoke in tones acid enough to etch his words on the side of a structural pillar. “Would Tobias care to explain why he isn’t in the lift with us?” 
 
    That explained the strange tension. All of my Strike team members except Adika had come out of the 2532 Lottery with me nearly nine months ago. This was the first time that any of them had committed the deadly sin of failing to reach the lift ahead of the telepath. 
 
    “I’ll be with you in thirty seconds,” gasped Tobias’s voice on the crystal comms. 
 
    I pictured Tobias’s face when he discovered we’d gone without him, and felt a pang of guilt that I’d reached the lift so quickly. Then I remembered I’d been in our unit park when the alarm sounded, and had to run all the way to my apartment to get my equipment. 
 
    This situation didn’t make any sense at all. The Strike team always carried their equipment with them, so Tobias should have reached the lift well before me. 
 
    “I was nearly at the lift when I realized I’d left my gun at the shooting range,” added Tobias. 
 
    Rothan, Adika’s deputy in charge of the Alpha Strike team, was standing next to me. He groaned and buried his face in his hands, so only his light brown hair was visible. The rest of the Alpha team members just shuddered and stood in absolute silence, afraid that even breathing would bring Adika’s wrath down on them. For a Strike team member, the only sin worse than reaching the lift after the telepath was to forget your gun. 
 
    “I assumed the reason for your absence was something at least marginally forgivable like being dead, but no.” Adika moved from ordinary sarcasm to saying each word singly in withering disgust. “You. Forgot. Your. Gun.” 
 
    “Yes, but I’ve been back to get it, and I’m literally two seconds from the lift now so …” Tobias let his sentence trail off. “Oh, you’ve already gone.” 
 
    “Yes, we left as soon as Amber arrived at the lift,” said Adika, in a dangerously friendly voice. “Please explain a mystery to me, Tobias. When you went through Lottery testing and were selected as a Strike team candidate, did some dreadful error make you miss the imprinting stage?” 
 
    “Uh, no,” said Tobias’s voice. 
 
    “Did the Strike team candidate information imprinted on your brain somehow miss out the fact that you’re expected to arrive in the lift ahead of the telepath?” 
 
    “No,” muttered Tobias. 
 
    “Did it fail to mention that you should keep your crystal unit, gun, and body armour with you at all times?” 
 
    “No, but it wasn’t my fault that I forgot my gun,” said Tobias. “Rothan had sent me to the shooting range to …” 
 
    Adika made a contemptuous noise. “Tobias, you’ve a bad habit of blaming other people for your mistakes, and you’ve been performing below the standard of the rest of the Alpha team for months. When this run is over, we’ll discuss you moving to the Beta team.” 
 
    “Moving to the Beta team,” repeated Tobias. “You can’t move me to the …” 
 
    Lucas’s voice interrupted him. “We need to focus on the emergency run now. Liaison, please block Tobias from speaking on the crystal comms so we can start the checklist.” 
 
    “Tobias has been blocked from speaking on the comms,” responded the voice of Nicole, my Liaison team leader. 
 
    “Alpha Strike team, with the obvious exception of Tobias, is moving,” said Adika bitterly. 
 
    “Tactical team ready,” said Lucas. 
 
    “Liaison team ready,” said Nicole. “Tracking status green for all Strike team present on the emergency run.” 
 
    I’d already taken my dataview from my pocket and tapped it to make it unfurl. The screen was correctly showing the glowing dots of the Strike team, all crowded tightly around me in the lift, so I hit the circuit button. 
 
    The display changed to show the team assignments for this run. The five men on the left were assigned to be my bodyguards. My priority would be checking the safety of the men listed on the right, who had the more hazardous duty of chasing down targets. 
 
    I rapidly skimmed through the names on chase duty. There would normally have been sixteen of them, including both Adika and Rothan, but today there were only fourteen. Zak was still recovering from a recent injury, and we’d just left Tobias behind. 
 
    “We are green,” I said. 
 
    The lift was braking to a halt now. As soon as it stopped, the doors opened and Adika led the way out. The dedicated lifts of our unit were close to major belt interchanges on each level of the Hive, so it was only a minute or two before we were travelling along an express belt. The men on chase duty stood in twos and threes between groups of ordinary travellers, while my bodyguards and Adika clustered protectively around me. An overhead sign told me that we were on Level 1, the highest accommodation level of our Hive, and heading north. 
 
    “The Joint Tactical Meeting conference call has now finished, so you have my full attention,” said Lucas. 
 
    “It’s nice that we finally have our Tactical Commander’s full attention,” said Adika disapprovingly. 
 
    Lucas sighed. “When I said the Joint Tactical Meeting conference call was critically important, I meant exactly that. Amber, I’m afraid we’ll need to hold a team leader meeting immediately after the run to discuss some new developments.” 
 
    I wrinkled my nose. Telepath Units had a mandatory twenty-four hour recovery period after emergency runs. While other people sometimes did essential work in that time, Lucas was always adamant that I should rest as much as possible, quoting grim statistics on how overworking a telepath led to soaring casualty rates among the Strike team. If he wanted me to join in a team leader meeting immediately after this run, then something serious must have happened. 
 
    My instinct was to link to Lucas’s mind and find out what was wrong, but he was fifty levels above me on Industry 1. There would be tens of thousands of other minds between us, so reaching him was impossible. Lucas was briefing us on the emergency run now, so I forced myself to concentrate on his words. 
 
    “We’ve had a call reporting blood dripping from an air vent in a Level 1 corridor ceiling. A maintenance worker could have suffered an accidental injury while in the vent system or crawl ways, but this area was already flagged for a check run because of recent non-specific warning signs.” 
 
    I frowned at the unfamiliar phrase. Our Hive didn’t risk damaging the unique abilities of telepaths by imprinting information on their minds, so I had to learn everything for myself. Even after months of emergency and check runs, I was constantly hitting things that I didn’t understand. 
 
    “What do you mean by non-specific warning signs?” I asked. 
 
    “I mean that there’ve been reports of something wrong in our destination area,” said Lucas. “People can’t explain precisely what’s worrying them though.” 
 
    “They’re just complaining for no reason at all,” grumbled Adika, obviously still in a bad temper over Tobias missing the lift. 
 
    “They may be complaining for no reason at all,” said Lucas calmly, “but they could be subconsciously observing signs of a problem. One example might be a neighbour’s behaviour or speech patterns subtly changing as they progress along the path to becoming violent.” 
 
    I nodded. Virtually all of the hundred million people in our Hive city were what I thought of as tame bees working contentedly for the benefit of everyone, but there were a few who had the potential to turn into a dangerous wild bee. I could see how people might pick up signals that worried them. 
 
    “Non-specific warning signs are especially significant when they come from such a high level of the Hive,” continued Lucas. “The people living on Level 1 aren’t just the most vital to the Hive, but include a high proportion of intelligent and reliable witnesses. They’ll think carefully before making reports to Health and Safety.” 
 
    He paused. “We’re therefore assuming the blood is the result of an attack rather than an accidental injury, and Liaison is evacuating the area. We expect you’ll be dealing with a single target. This person has been gradually escalating their behaviour for some time, and has suddenly been triggered into violence.” 
 
    “I assume we’re expecting this target to be armed with a knife,” said Adika. 
 
    Lucas usually kept his voice calm and relaxed during emergency runs, to build our confidence in our ability to handle whatever crisis we were facing, but now he allowed it to take on a harsh edge. 
 
    “Yes. This target has already seriously injured at least one person and will attack anyone else who approaches them. You should attempt to shoot the target on stun, but be prepared to use deadly force if necessary to save other lives.” 
 
    I wasn’t actively using my telepathy, but I still felt a shift in the mood of the Strike team as they responded to the warning grimness in Lucas’s voice. Tobias was forgotten now as they concentrated on the challenge ahead of them. 
 
    A distant rhythmic chanting sound caught my attention, and Adika groaned. “Lucas, there’s a nosy squad at the next belt interchange. You’ll have to wait until we’ve gone past them before finishing your briefing.” 
 
    I could see the five figures of the nosy squad ahead of us now. Four guards in the blue uniforms of Health and Safety, and the nosy in its grey costume and mask. 
 
    I’d assumed the chanting was coming from a crowd at the belt interchange, but it wasn’t. A major interchange should be busy with people changing between express belts, but the nosy squad must have been standing there for several minutes because the place was almost deserted. Most travellers would choose to stay on their existing belt and make a lengthy diversion, rather than go too close to what they believed was a telepath checking minds for criminal thoughts. Only those completely uncaring of their mental privacy were still stubbornly walking past the nosy patrol. 
 
    The chanting was actually coming from people riding on our express belt, all reciting tables to try to block the nosy from reading their minds. As we neared the nosy patrol, the groups of travellers scattered among my Strike team members started reciting tables too. 
 
    “Two fives are ten.” 
 
    “Two sixes are twelve.” 
 
    All through my childhood, I’d believed the grey-clad nosies were genuine telepaths. I’d been taught in school that we should be grateful to have them keeping the Hive a perfectly safe place, but my whole family had loathed and feared the creepy things, with their all-enveloping grey robes, and inhumanly shaped whole-head masks. 
 
    When I came out of Lottery as a telepath, I learned the truth. The nosies were just ordinary hasties like their guards, dressed up in deliberately intimidating costumes, and patrolling the Hive to deter people from even thinking of committing crimes. 
 
    I knew the truth now, but my parents and younger brother still believed in the nosy myth and fiercely hated the grey-clad telepaths. I lived in terror of my family discovering I didn’t run a standard Hive Security Unit but a Telepath Unit. That could be enough to shatter my relationship with them, and if they found out that I was the telepath … 
 
    The chanting around me rose to a crescendo as we drew level with the nosy patrol. 
 
    “Two sevens are fourteen.” 
 
    “Two eights are sixteen.” 
 
    I, the true telepath pretending to be an ordinary girl, turned to look at the ordinary hasty pretending to be a telepath. I saw the grey-clad figure step forward to speak to a passing woman, and was startled to see the woman put her hands to her mouth in a gesture of panic before turning and running away. 
 
    “What happened there?” I asked. “Why did that woman run away from the nosy squad?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea,” said Adika grumpily. “I’ve also no idea why Liaison didn’t move that nosy squad out of our way. They should know that all the chanting near nosies disturbs your concentration, and nosy squads shouldn’t be loitering around a belt interchange disrupting the Hive travel flow anyway.” 
 
    “We didn’t move the patrol because the nosy was a borderline telepath on an urgent confirmation assignment,” said Nicole. 
 
    So that hadn’t been an ordinary hasty wearing the nosy mask but a genuine telepath. Not one of the Hive’s precious five true telepaths who had full control of their ability, but one of the thousands of borderline telepaths who could just get random glimpses into nearby minds. 
 
    “What’s a confirmation assignment?” I asked. 
 
    My counsellor, Buzz, normally listened to the crystal comms during a run without speaking herself. She was a borderline telepath though, so the best person to answer this question. 
 
    “Nosy squads use clues like body language to spot people afraid of them discovering a criminal secret,” she said. “The person playing the nosy then approaches the suspect person, and makes mysterious comments about only the guilty having anything to fear, in the hope of triggering a confession.” 
 
    She paused. “Nosy squads can’t hope to catch every minor criminal that way, but Hive citizens have been conditioned from birth to believe nosies are telepaths, so the tactic is surprisingly effective. Those who don’t get challenged by nosies usually think some personal defence trick, such as focusing their minds on innocent thoughts, has saved them.” 
 
    She sighed. “A few people get suspicious though, and start spreading stories about nosies not really being telepaths. It’s essential to keep the general Hive population believing the nosy myth, so the second anything like that is reported, a borderline telepath goes out dressed as a nosy. They intercept the person in front of as many witnesses as possible, make comments about the person’s foolishness, and quote carefully chosen facts about them. If the borderline telepath is lucky enough to get an insight into the person’s mind as well, this can be an utterly convincing confirmation that nosies are telepaths.” 
 
    Adika gave a grudging grunt of acceptance. “I suppose the nosy squad needed to be there.” 
 
    “Now you’re clear of the nosy squad, I’ll continue my briefing,” said Lucas. “Your twin priorities are to secure the target and provide emergency medical treatment to the injured person.” 
 
    “Do you mean that we’ll be providing that medical treatment ourselves?” asked Adika. 
 
    “Yes,” said Lucas. “The amount of blood loss implies life-threatening injuries, so the speed of treatment will be critically important. Liaison has a medical team standing by close to the scene, but we can’t risk sending medics into maintenance crawl ways when an active violent target is probably still close to the injured person or persons.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Adika, “but we’re only carrying our regular medical kits.” 
 
    “A medical courier will intercept you on the way to the incident scene,” said Nicole. “They’ll give you more comprehensive medical supplies, including a genetically neutral emergency blood transfusion kit.” 
 
    Adika made a dubious noise. “Strike team imprints cover basic emergency treatment for knife wounds but not blood transfusions.” 
 
    “Megan and our unit medical staff are on the crystal comms,” said Nicole. “They’ll advise you whether a blood transfusion is necessary and talk you through the procedure.” 
 
    “Rothan and Dhiren, you are designated red group and will focus on reaching and treating injured parties,” said Adika. “Everyone else on chase duties belongs to blue group and will be pursuing and securing our target.” 
 
    “My team has now contacted every maintenance worker in the area,” said Nicole. “That includes workers in the crawl ways above the Level 1 ceiling, as well as those higher up on Level Zero. They all confirm they’re uninjured, and have joined the evacuation.” 
 
    I grimaced at the mention of Level Zero, the giant interlevel that divided the accommodation levels of the Hive from the industrial levels above them. I’d only been in there a handful of times on emergency or check runs. My Strike team were imprinted with basic knowledge of all areas of the Hive, but Level Zero was so complex that they still found it confusing, while I was totally bewildered by the wildly varied specialist equipment areas. 
 
    “If the maintenance workers are all safe, who is the injured person?” asked Rothan. 
 
    “We’ve been assuming our target met a maintenance worker in a crawl way and attacked them,” said Lucas. “Now it seems they must have either decoyed someone into a crawl way or carried a body there.” 
 
    “Approaching scene,” said Adika. 
 
    I blinked. “Already?” 
 
    “This incident happened unusually close to our unit,” said Lucas. 
 
    “Which is why you’ve arrived when we’re still evacuating people from the area,” said Nicole pointedly. “The Strike team should jump belt immediately, because the area 500/2500 interchange ahead of you is massively overcrowded.” 
 
    “Jumping belt,” said Adika. 
 
    We all moved across from the express to the medium belt, then the slow belt, before stepping onto the corridor floor. The five men on bodyguard duty went into formation around me. 
 
    “Take the first corridor heading west,” said Nicole, “and then turn north at the next junction to reach a secure location for Amber.” 
 
    Adika led us into an accommodation corridor, where I was startled by the distance between the apartment doors. These must be impressively large and luxurious apartments even by the standards of Level 1. 
 
    “Crystal units to visual,” ordered Adika. 
 
    We all adjusted our ear crystals, and the camera attachments unfolded. 
 
    “Visual links green for all Strike team,” said Nicole. 
 
    Adika started running down the corridor. The leader of my five bodyguards, Matias, swept me up into his arms and chased after him. When we reached the next corridor junction and turned north, I saw a figure dressed in the dramatic red and blue, diagonal striped uniform of Emergency Services. He held out two red backpacks, and Rothan and Dhiren grabbed them as they ran by. 
 
    “Your secure location is in apartment 1, which is at the far end of this corridor,” said Nicole. “One of the owner’s bodyguards is there waiting for you.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. With only five telepaths in our Hive, my safety was so crucial that Adika never let me go outside our unit without several bodyguards to protect me. If the owner of this apartment had bodyguards as well, that meant they were also hugely important to the Hive. 
 
    “Who does this apartment belong to?” I asked. 
 
    “The head of Hive Politics,” said Lucas. “We’re sending you to his apartment because it’s only one corridor length from the reported dripping blood, and has a reinforced central area which will be an ideal position for Amber.” 
 
    “Has the head of Hive Politics given us permission to use his apartment?” asked Adika warily. 
 
    “He has. Most people outside Law Enforcement believe in the nosy myth, but senior members of Hive Politics take part in negotiations with other Hives so need to be imprinted with the truth about telepaths.” 
 
    Lucas paused to laugh. “Senior Ambassador Elliott says that he’s happy to offer the use of his apartment to keep a telepath safe, but requests that the Strike team should be careful not to damage a surfboard of great sentimental value.” 
 
    “Bodyguard team will take Amber inside the apartment, and not touch anything that looks remotely like a surfboard,” said Adika. “The rest of us will wait in the corridor.” 
 
    A moment later, we arrived at an open apartment door. Matias carried me into a luxuriously carpeted hallway, while my other four bodyguards formed a defensive group around us. 
 
    A muscular woman dressed in an unobtrusive grey onesuit was standing by an open door at the end of the hall. “This is the reinforced central area of the apartment.” 
 
    We went through the doorway, and I noted the extra thickness of the reinforced door and walls. I had a similar arrangement in my own apartment, in case we ever had intruders in our unit and my bodyguards had to defend me there. This reinforced central area was smaller than mine though, just consisting of a living room with blue and white walls. 
 
    When Matias put me down, I looked curiously around the room. The head of Hive Politics obviously liked the colour blue. It was everywhere. His precious surfboard was hanging on one wall of the room, while another was dedicated to a set of images of Pasquale, the famous singer and songwriter from Blue Zone. 
 
    I suspected that Senior Ambassador Elliott had, like me, been born and raised in Blue Zone. I went over to study the surfboard, and saw it was battered and ageing. Most of the original blue and gold decorations were intact though, and a familiar blue heart was at the centre of the design. 
 
    During my five years on Teen Level 50, I’d had a room on the same corridor as Forge, who was now Adika’s deputy in charge of the Beta team. Forge had been a member of both the Blue Zone teen swimming team and the surfing team, so I’d spent a lot of time on Teen Level beach, cheering him on to victory in the teen inter-zone surfing competitions. I knew the blue heart symbol meant the surfboard’s owner had once belonged to the Blue Zone teen surfing team. 
 
    Having confirmed my theory about Senior Ambassador Elliott, I went to sit in a cushioned chair that was, inevitably, blue. I was about to close my eyes when I realized the muscular woman was hovering in the doorway, staring nosily at me. 
 
    “I belong to the Personal Protection branch of Law Enforcement,” she said. “I’m trained in combat and know every inch of the corridors in this housing warren. If I can help in any way …” 
 
    “I’m afraid you can’t help us,” said Matias. “This is specialist work, so you need to join the evacuation now.” 
 
    She sighed, took a reluctant step backwards, and Matias firmly closed the door on her. “Bodyguard team in position,” he said. 
 
    “Amber, the dripping blood is one cor north of you,” said Lucas. “Your first priority should be to check for injured people in the maintenance crawl ways above the Level 1 ceiling. If there’s no sign of anyone there, move on to checking Level Zero as well. It’s possible the blood has trickled down from there.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and reached out with my telepathic sense. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    The walls, ceiling, and floor were invisible now. I was hanging in a dark void with the five familiar glowing minds of my bodyguards clustered around me. I found it helpful to read the thoughts of one of my Strike team members to orient myself before scanning an area for a target, so I linked to the mind of Matias now. He was amused that a member of Personal Protection had offered to help a telepath’s Strike team. 
 
    … will only be the briefest mention of Telepath Units in her imprint. She doesn’t know the physical requirements and knowledge needed to … 
 
    Further down Matias’s mind, close to the subconscious, was a train of thought about Tobias. 
 
    … and Adika is right that Tobias blames his failures on everyone but himself. I’ll never forget the way he whined to me about … 
 
    A memory sequence appeared, its images distorted and tinged red by anger. A scowling Tobias was talking to Matias. 
 
    “Totally unfair that Lottery robbed me of the chance of getting one of the two deputy positions. I was even faster and stronger than my older brother was at eighteen. Lottery imprinted him as a Strike team leader, so I should definitely have got that imprint too.” 
 
    I felt Matias’s outrage as he replied. “Lottery didn’t rob you of anything, Tobias. A candidate needs other qualities than just speed and strength to be imprinted for Strike team leader, and the Lottery testing process must have shown that you didn’t have them. If anyone was robbed of the chance of a deputy position, it was me.” 
 
    “But you were one of the lucky five who were imprinted for Strike team leader,” said Tobias. 
 
    Matias lost his temper entirely and started ranting at him. “I wasn’t lucky, Tobias. I was unlucky. Lottery imprinted me for Strike team leader because I had all the necessary abilities, but I got appendicitis at the crucial moment when Adika was choosing his deputies.” 
 
    He paused to breathe. “That meant I had no chance to impress Adika, no chance to get promoted, but I didn’t sit around sulking about it. I accepted that not everyone imprinted for a post will actually get the chance to hold the position, worked hard to get back to full fitness, and did everything I could to serve my team, my telepath, and my Hive. That’s what you should be doing instead of …” 
 
    I dragged myself away from that memory sequence, and moved on from Matias to where the men on chase duties were waiting. A stranger’s mind was moving past them, thoughts burning bright with frustration. 
 
    … fantasized about meeting one of the five telepaths on an emergency run. In those fantasies, I gave the Strike team vital help, ended up getting recruited to join them, and … 
 
    Her mood abruptly changed. 
 
    … but this isn’t a fantasy. Lives are at risk, and I need to keep out of the way and let the experts … 
 
    … telepath looked so young that she had to be the one who came out of this year’s Lottery testing. People in Law Enforcement have started calling her Telepath Unit Light Angel after their codename on the mission … 
 
    I moved on again and searched further north. There were a host of glowing minds down on Level 2, but nothing but blackness here on Level 1 or higher up on Level Zero. I drifted on for at least three cors, then hit a mass of worried people. Their thoughts jostled together like a thousand voices screaming at deafening volume. I checked the mind of a random person, and found myself standing in a shopping area near an array of vibrantly coloured New Year festival dresses. 
 
    “Do you have a target, Amber?” asked Adika. 
 
    “There’s no one between us and the shopping area on either Level 1 or Level Zero. At least, there’s no one alive. I couldn’t find any glimmer of thought at all, not even down at subconscious levels.” 
 
    Adika groaned. “We’re too late to help the injured person then.” 
 
    “I can’t find our wild bee either,” I said. “Should I try expanding my search to a wider area, Lucas?” 
 
    “Try checking a little higher up first,” said Lucas. “The ceilings on Level Zero are normally over twice the height of a standard apartment ceiling, but in some areas the demands of specialist equipment mean they’re even higher. Our wild bee could have climbed up a maintenance ladder and be trying to find a way up into the main industrial levels of the Hive.” 
 
    “We’ve accessed the plans of Level Zero in this area, and are sending them to everyone’s dataviews now,” said Nicole gloomily. “We’re having difficulty understanding them though. This part of Level Zero is dedicated to hydroponics reclamation, and there are lots of tanks with a maze of interlinking maintenance ladders and aerial walkways. The ceiling height may well be higher than usual to allow space for the tanks, but we can’t work out how tall those are. We’re trying to calculate the height from tank volume, and we must be making a mistake somewhere because our answers are ridiculous.” 
 
    “My Tactical team mathematical specialist, Hallie, should be able to make sense of that for you,” said Lucas. 
 
    “I’ll try searching higher.” I reached up through the darkness. “I’m still not finding any minds at all, and it’s hard to judge heights with no reference points.” 
 
    There was a sudden burst of laughter on the comms, and Hallie’s voice spoke. “I can see why the Liaison team were confused by the tanks. They’re cylinders containing a series of sedimentation chambers to remove suspended particles from …” 
 
    Lucas interrupted her. “How tall are these tanks, Hallie?” 
 
    “Six levels high,” said Hallie. 
 
    “Six levels!” I gasped. “I’ll need to search for our target over a much bigger range of heights, but that shouldn’t be a problem. If the maintenance workers have all been evacuated, there won’t be any other minds around to limit my range.” 
 
    I reached further upwards into the emptiness, and finally found a level packed with minds. “I’ve found lots of people on what must be an ordinary industrial level of the Hive. Let me just …” 
 
    I linked to a glowing mind that was moving purposefully in a straight line. 
 
    … worryingly short time left before the New Year festival closure, and we’re still behind our production target of … 
 
    I wasn’t interested in this person’s thoughts, just the view from their eyes. I’d guessed from the way the mind was moving that the person was walking along a corridor. They were approaching a junction now, and I could see a direction sign on the wall. 
 
    “The people are on Industry 46,” I said. “That’s consistent with the tanks extending upwards through the double height of Level Zero and on into the four industrial levels above it as well. I’ll now search that six level gap looking for our target.” 
 
    I started making methodical sweeps to the north, and almost immediately found a mind. No, there were actually three minds very close together. 
 
    I linked to the one that was flaring brighter than the others, and whimpered in pain. My left arm, no that was my target’s left arm, felt like it was on fire. I was holding it protectively with my right hand, and could feel some bare skin above what felt like a strip of tightly bound cloth. 
 
    All my information was coming from touch rather than sight. My target’s eyes were open, but the only lights in this area were tiny ones on a nearby control panel, so I could only see some shadowy outlines in the darkness. 
 
    “It’s too dark here.” The petrified murmur from what sounded like a young male voice echoed my own thoughts. “Much too dark.” 
 
    “We have to call Emergency Services for help,” whispered a voice that was certainly female. 
 
    As well as suffering from the pain in his arm, my target was feeling dizzy from loss of blood, but he hissed back sharply. “No! We aren’t calling for help. I’m in charge, and I’ve got this situation under control.” 
 
    “You’ve lost all touch with reality,” said the female voice. “You haven’t got this situation under control. That man is still down at floor level looking for us. Eventually, he’ll work out that we must have climbed a ladder, come up here after us, and attack us again.” 
 
    “I won the fight with him last time,” said my target stubbornly. “I can win another fight too.” 
 
    “You didn’t win that fight,” the female voice sounded totally exasperated now. “You didn’t do anything except get yourself stabbed. I was the one who kicked the man’s legs out from under him, hit him with my lantern, and then dragged the pair of you off between the tanks. I was the one who tied a cloth around your arm as a makeshift tourniquet. I was the one who thought of climbing a ladder to hide up here.” 
 
    She groaned. “Even if that man gives up looking for us, we’ll never get out of here by ourselves. We’ve no lanterns now, and no idea where we are. You have to give us our dataviews back so we can call Emergency Services for help.” 
 
    “No! If we call for help, then we’ll get in trouble.” 
 
    My target’s pain was making it hard for me to think, but I started babbling details on the crystal comms. 
 
    “I’ve found our wounded person. It’s almost completely dark where he is, so I can’t see anything to give us a precise location. He must be at least one corridor north of me, perhaps more like two cors, and at least five levels higher up. He’s been stabbed in the arm and seems to have lost a lot of blood. There are two people with him, and one has put a cloth tourniquet around his arm.” 
 
    I paused for breath. “The wounded person is lying on something cold and metallic, probably the top of one of the tanks. One of the other two people is male and frozen in terror of the darkness. The other is female and having an argument with the wounded person. They sound quite young. Definitely no older than me.” 
 
    “The people are arguing,” repeated Lucas. “Is one of them our wild bee? Do we have a hostage situation, Amber?” 
 
    “No. The three people were attacked by the wild bee. One of the boys was stabbed, but the girl fought the wild bee off, and they managed to get away, climb a ladder, and hide. She thinks the wild bee is still down at floor level looking for them, and the argument is because the wounded boy has all their dataviews and won’t call Emergency Services for help.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s the wounded boy who won’t call for help?” asked Adika. “That doesn’t seem to make sense. Surely he’d want medical treatment.” 
 
    “The wounded boy doesn’t want to call for help because he thinks they’ll get into trouble,” I said. “I agree that isn’t sensible, but he isn’t thinking too clearly even at the level of pre-vocalized thoughts, and his lower thought levels are just a blur of pain.” 
 
    “We have three vulnerable bystanders hiding on top of a tank,” said Lucas grimly. “Our wild bee has already seriously injured one of them, and he’s probably down at floor level hunting for them right now. There’s obviously no motion-activated lighting around those tanks, but there must be some sort of lighting available.” 
 
    “There’s some overhead lighting in the area,” said Nicole. “That’s normally only turned on when maintenance work is being done on the tanks.” 
 
    “Our wild bee either doesn’t know how to turn the lights on or prefers to keep searching in the dark,” said Lucas. “We may want to turn the lights on ourselves later, but for now we want to keep the wild bee thinking he’s in control of the situation.” 
 
    He paused. “Amber, I want you to leave the three bystanders now, and see if you can find the wild bee.” 
 
    I left the pain-filled mind of the wounded bystander, and began sweeping the area looking for the wild bee. I was vaguely aware of the conversation continuing on the crystal comms. 
 
    “Sending details on the lighting to everyone on the Strike team,” said Nicole. 
 
    “Rothan, you have three people to protect and get to safety instead of one,” said Adika. “Caleb and Rafael had better join red group.” 
 
    “We mustn’t endanger the bystanders by leading the wild bee to their location,” said Lucas. “If he’s roaming Level Zero at floor level, then red group should avoid him by taking a lift up to Industry 46 and finding a floor access point. The plan is that you’ll lower yourselves down on ropes, land on the top of one of the tanks, and then use the aerial walkways to reach the bystanders. Don’t open the access point until I give you the order.” 
 
    “Red group is moving now,” said Rothan. 
 
    A moment later, I found a mind that was burning with anger. “Target acquired. Wild bee is three cors west of me, and one level up.” 
 
    “Blue group should get into position ready to corner the wild bee,” said Lucas. “You should remain hidden until red group have reached the bystanders and can defend them.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Adika. “Blue group is moving.” 
 
    I was reading thoughts that were filled with whirling emotions. “The wild bee is furious. Those three people trespassed on his territory. They learned his private secret. They showed disrespect when they laughed at him.” 
 
    “Our target thinks of this place as his territory,” said Lucas. “That means he’s an expert on this area of Level Zero. The bystanders encountered him by accident and learned an embarrassing personal secret. He responded by suddenly escalating into violence.” 
 
    “Amber, is the target carrying a lantern?” asked Adika. 
 
    “He never carries a lantern in Level Zero because maintenance workers sometimes pass through this area,” I reported. “He’s memorized every inch of this place, and trained himself to move around with only the control panel lights for guidance.” 
 
    “Is he wearing a maintenance uniform?” asked Lucas. 
 
    “The feel of the fabric isn’t right for a maintenance uniform, and there’s a high collar that’s more like the one on a formal onesuit. The wild bee’s approaching a control panel with lights, so …” 
 
    I studied the view from my target’s eyes as he walked past the control panel. “I just caught a glimpse of one of his sleeves. It’s torn and smeared with dirt, but I saw what looked like a leaf design shimmering in the lights of the control panel.” 
 
    Buzz spoke on the crystal comms. “Those clothes can’t be more than three months old. Shimmering leaf and flower designs are the very latest fashion on the elite top ten levels of the Hive.” 
 
    “The target is ruining brand new expensive clothes by wearing them in a dirty maintenance area,” said Lucas. “He doesn’t care if he ruins his clothes because he can easily afford more. Our wild bee is a Level 1 resident of this area.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was startled. “You seriously think that we’ve got a Level 1 wild bee, Lucas? Surely that’s unusual.” 
 
    “It’s extremely unusual,” said Lucas. “Most Level 1 people are perfectly contented. Lottery hasn’t just allocated them work that they love, but given them the highest status and most luxurious lifestyle in the Hive. While Level 1 people can still have relationship problems, they have the best medical and counselling support to help deal with them.” 
 
    He sighed. “There are the exceptional cases though. Amber, your telepathic talent is so rare and desperately needed by the Hive that you were allocated your work whether it was suited to you or not. Some other people are in the same situation as you, doing work that they don’t love and may even actively dislike. They can suffer from severe stress as a result, and grow to resent the happiness of people around them.” 
 
    “There aren’t many of these people in the Hive, Lucas,” said Nicole doubtfully. 
 
    “There aren’t many of them,” said Lucas, “but they’re all given especially luxurious living conditions. Virtually all of those people who have been assigned to work in Orange Zone will be living here in area 500/2500.” 
 
    His voice took on a harsh note. “This is the Orange Zone Level 1 centre point. It has the most luxurious apartments suitable for illustrious people like the head of Hive Politics. Its shopping area and other facilities will only be surpassed by those in area 500/5000, the centre point of the whole Hive.” 
 
    “I hope you aren’t suggesting that the head of Hive Politics is our wild bee,” said Adika. “That would be an exceedingly awkward situation.” 
 
    “I’m sure that the head of Hive Politics isn’t our wild bee,” said Lucas. “When I called him to ask permission to use his apartment, he was in his office on Industry 1, and sent one of his bodyguards to assist us. Our wild bee could be someone else stunningly important though. Does that seem possible, Amber?” 
 
    “The wild bee does think he’s important,” I said cautiously. “There’s an overtone of superiority present in every level of his thoughts. That’s why he’s so furious about those bystanders discovering his secret. The low level protein scum dared to laugh at him. It was humiliating.” 
 
    I paused. “But the fact he thinks he’s important doesn’t necessarily mean he genuinely is important. I’ve read the minds of wild bees rated as low as Level 80 who think of themselves as important, and all that means is they’ve got an overblown ego.” 
 
    “Very true,” said Lucas. “Are you seeing anything that could give us a clue to our wild bee’s identity?” 
 
    I skimmed hastily through my target’s thought levels. “He’s not thinking about his name. He’s not thinking about his work. He’s not even thinking about the reason he’s been exploring the maintenance areas. His mind is focused on finding the people who laughed at him and killing them.” 
 
    I groaned. “He’s got to find them, he’s got to kill them, and he’s got to do it quickly. His whole life is at stake. He’s been getting messages from Health and Safety about Level 1 area 500/2500 being evacuated because of electrical issues, but he knows that’s a lie.” 
 
    “So what does our wild bee think is happening?” asked Lucas. 
 
    I concentrated on a relevant thought train and rapidly recited details. “He used to keep his behaviour under control because he believed the patrolling nosies could read his mind. Two years ago, he discovered that wasn’t true. He made a mistake that caused an accident in his laboratory. He lied about what happened, and spent weeks expecting nosies to challenge him about it, but they never did.” 
 
    “My team are checking records on laboratory accidents,” said Nicole. 
 
    “The wild bee still believes nosies are genuine telepaths though,” I said. “He thinks they can’t read his mind because his superior logic is beyond their comprehension. The funny thing is that it’s true his mind is especially logical, but that just makes it easier to read his thoughts.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Anyway, the wild bee started indulging himself with his secrets. Everything went perfectly until those bystanders saw him. Now he thinks that the bystanders have called for help, and Health and Safety are evacuating the area because they’re sending in an army of nosy squads. He never wanted to hurt anyone, but now he’s desperate. The only way to save himself from exposure and ridicule is to find the bystanders and kill them before the nosies arrive. Once the nosies read the minds of those people, and find out what they saw …” 
 
    The thought train was swamped by the images of a memory sequence, and I broke off my sentence to concentrate on them. My target had gone into Level Zero, opened an inspection hatch to go down into the maintenance crawl way, and was lying there working on the air vent cover of a new neighbour’s apartment. The grilles of the cover were designed to stop anyone looking through them at people inside their apartments, but he’d got skilled at using a knife to widen the gaps to give him a clear view. 
 
    He was so focused on his work that he didn’t hear the people coming, didn’t notice that the light of their lanterns had been added to that of his own flashlight, had no idea they were standing around the inspection hatch and watching him. Then he heard them laughing. 
 
    “I’m seeing the wild bee’s memory of meeting the bystanders,” I said. “He’s been using Level Zero and the interlinking maintenance crawl ways as a route to reach the air vents of his neighbours’ apartments on Level 1. The bystanders caught him using a knife to alter an air vent to let him see into an apartment. They laughed at him. He climbed out of the inspection hatch and shouted at them, but they just kept laughing. The wild bee instinctively lashed out with his knife to stab the one that was laughing loudest, but then one of the others kicked him, hit him with her lantern, and they all ran off into the darkness.” 
 
    “So our wild bee didn’t intend to hurt anyone,” said Lucas. “He just got caught spying on people in the shower.” 
 
    “He wasn’t spying on them in the shower.” I was sharing my target’s thoughts, feeling his emotions, and was indignant at the false accusation. “He’s been living their lives.” 
 
    “You’ll need to explain that a bit more,” said Lucas. 
 
    “You were right about Lottery allocating the wild bee to do vital work that didn’t really suit him,” I said. “Perhaps he’s been complaining about the unfairness of that. Perhaps he’s too proud of his importance. Perhaps he’s just an unpleasant person. Whatever the reason, nobody likes him, and they do everything they can to avoid spending time with him. He works alone in his laboratory. He lives alone in his apartment. He has no friends. He’s got so lonely that he’s borrowing the social life of other people.” 
 
    I paused. “He’s been using the air vents to watch his neighbours’ lives and fantasize about being them. Sometimes he takes it a step further, takes off the air vent cover, or manages to make other routes into their apartments. He knows all their daily routines, so he waits until he knows they’ll be out for hours, then he enters their apartments and acts out the things he’s seen. He eats the meals they’ve eaten. He repeats the conversations he’s watched them have with their visitors. Sometimes he even dozes in their sleep field. He’s careful not to damage anything though, and puts everything back in place before he leaves.” 
 
    “That’s the reason people have been reporting being worried,” said Lucas. “Our wild bee was being careful, but there’d still have been missing meals, objects left in slightly the wrong position, and odd sounds as he moved through the maintenance crawl ways.” 
 
    “We have an identity for our target,” said Nicole. “Level 1 Researcher Alvin 2498-2411-186. He’s doing solo research into solvents, and I can understand him being lonely working alone, but why didn’t he ask for counselling help? A counsellor could have arranged for him to join an organized group for people with similar issues.” 
 
    “Alvin couldn’t ask for counselling help,” I said. “That would have meant admitting people didn’t like him. His ego wouldn’t let him do that.” 
 
    Lucas sighed. “Alvin didn’t intend to hurt anyone. He had a knife in his hand and instinctively hit out at the bystanders because they laughed at him. The problem is that he now believes killing the bystanders is his only way to escape from this situation.” 
 
    “Red group are now on Industry 46,” said Rothan’s voice on the crystal comms. “We’ve found a floor access point that we think is above the bystanders’ position.” 
 
    “Amber, where is Alvin now?” asked Lucas. 
 
    “He’s still roaming around Level Zero at floor level, and is currently one cor west of me. He doesn’t think the wounded man could have climbed a ladder, so he’s worried the bystanders have found their way out of the area.” 
 
    “You can leave Alvin’s head now,” said Lucas. “Focus on guiding red group to the bystanders.” 
 
    I pulled myself out of Alvin’s panicking mind. I’d intended to search for the bystanders next, but just thinking about red group was enough to make me link to Rothan. He was staring down at where some floor tiles had been dragged aside to expose a floor access point, the cover labelled with urgent warnings about sheer drops. 
 
    … hope I’m right about us being above the bystanders. We’re definitely close to them, and it would be logical for these access points to be positioned directly above the tanks, but Adika isn’t in a mood to forgive even the slightest mistake. He … 
 
    Infected by Rothan’s anxiety, I left his head, tensely searched downwards, and was relieved to find the glow of three minds. “Red group are perfectly positioned directly above the bystanders.” 
 
    “Good,” said Lucas. “Amber, please check the bystanders now, and see if you can find any information about what they were doing on Level Zero. The wounded person was worried about them getting into trouble if they called for help. Is that just because they were trespassing, or have they been doing something more serious? We need to know if they’ll be so scared about getting in trouble that they’ll either run from red group or try to fight them.” 
 
    I avoided the mind that was bright with pain and linked to one of the other two. 
 
    … too dark. Much too dark. Much too dark. Much … 
 
    … Can’t be happening. Can’t be real. Just a bad dream. Keep my eyes closed and wait until I wake up. Can’t be … 
 
    The thoughts were repeating in terrified loops that couldn’t tell me anything useful. I moved on again and found myself inside the head of the female bystander. She was afraid of the darkness too, but even more afraid of the man with the knife. 
 
    … he’ll be especially keen to kill me after the way I hit him with my lantern. If only we’d ignored that open inspection hatch, and kept walking straight on through Level Zero … 
 
    … have to call for help before … 
 
    “If you don’t give me my dataview right away,” she whispered aggressively, “I’ll take it by force. I don’t want to hurt your arm, but our lives are at stake.” 
 
    “You have to obey my orders,” said the wounded person. “Remember that you’re only a Lieutenant. I’m a Captain and your commanding officer on this mission.” 
 
    I frowned. “Lucas, could the bystanders have come out of the last Lottery, been assigned to Hive Defence, and be taking part in a training exercise? The wounded boy just said he’s a Captain and the commanding officer on this mission. The girl he’s been arguing with is a Lieutenant.” 
 
    “The bystanders can’t be on a Hive Defence training exercise,” Lucas sounded as puzzled as me. “If they were members of Hive Defence then they’d have immediately reported an injury.” 
 
    “If they were members of Hive Defence then no one would have been injured,” said Adika. “They’d have easily overpowered the wild bee.” 
 
    I was hearing Lucas and Adika’s words through my ear crystal, and the words of the bystanders’ conversation through my target’s ears, struggling to follow both at once. 
 
    “Just think how many Blue Upway points we’re getting for this,” gloated the Captain. “We’ve already earned enough points to get promoted, and we’re getting more every time I send another report.” 
 
    “We can’t get promoted if we’re dead,” said the Lieutenant fiercely. 
 
    “The bystanders must be on a Hive Defence training exercise,” I said in bewilderment. “The Captain is talking about getting Blue Upway points and promotions.” 
 
    The chorus of groans, both on the crystal comms and from the bodyguards physically standing next to me, increased my confusion. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “The three bystanders aren’t on a Hive Defence training exercise,” said Lucas, in a resigned voice. “They’re a Blue Upway game group.” 
 
    “What’s a Blue Zone game group doing in the heart of Orange Zone?” asked Adika. 
 
    “Law Enforcement’s Game Control group sent out warnings months ago that Blue Upway had broken the usual zone boundaries and was expanding Hivewide,” said Lucas. “There wasn’t anything especially worrying about that, because Blue Upway is a well-behaved game, but we were bound to stumble across one of its game groups eventually.” 
 
    “I’ve still no idea what you’re talking about,” I said. 
 
    “Our three bystanders are a group taking part in a Teen Game called Blue Upway,” explained Lucas. “Players earn points and status by daring acts like trespassing. This group must have been aiming to earn high bonus points for both hazards and darkness by entering Level Zero, but then they stumbled across our wild bee.” 
 
    I was stunned. “I never heard about anything like this when I lived on Teen Level.” 
 
    “The Hive allows minor acts of rebellion by teens during the difficult years leading up to Lottery,” said Lucas. “Teen Games are the highest level of that rebellion. They’re tolerated by the Hive so long as the player challenges stay within reasonable limits, because they provide an outlet for teens who would otherwise end up having major clashes with authority.” 
 
    He laughed. “The community centres on Teen Level hold activity sessions to allow teens to gain experience of a variety of work in the Hive. Those experiences help the teens establish their individual capabilities, likes, and dislikes before they enter Lottery, so the testing process can allocate them their perfect professions. Teen Games are effectively the activity sessions for combat roles in Hive Defence or Hive Security. The fact that they’re technically illegal adds an important extra dimension of risk to the experience.” 
 
    “You mean that Teen Games are like the Ramblers Association?” I asked. “The Hive wants most of its citizens to be afraid of Outside, so the Ramblers Association is technically classed as a non-conformist group. It actually benefits the Hive though, because it provides a pool of people that Lottery can imprint for necessary work Outside.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Lucas. “If the Hive permits something illegal to exist, it’s for a good reason.” 
 
    “The Hive knows best,” I muttered. 
 
    “There are normally multiple Teen Games running in each zone of the Hive,” said Lucas. “The reason you’ve never heard of them before, Amber, is that Teen Game recruiters are looking for rebellious and risk-addicted teens. None of them would have approached a teen like you, a model citizen of the Hive, whose only rule-breaking was the socially accepted act of riding the handrail of the moving stairs.” 
 
    “Lucas, if the bystanders are playing a Teen Game then we’ll have huge problems covering up this incident,” said Nicole anxiously. “Players constantly take images to send to their Game Commander, to prove where they’ve been and claim their points. We could reset the bystanders’ memories back to yesterday, invent an accidental cause for the knife wound, and remove their images from their dataviews, but we’ve no way to stop the Game Commander sharing the information.” 
 
    “Why not?” I asked. 
 
    “Because we’ve no way to find the Game Commander,” said Lucas. “The game group won’t know who is running Blue Upway, because everyone involved in Teen Games hides their real identity behind game names and anonymous dataview identification numbers. Precisely what did the Captain say about points?” 
 
    I was starting to realize just how bad this situation could be. It was essential to cover up incidents like this, so no one was tempted to copy the actions of wild bees. 
 
    “The Captain said they’d already earned enough points to get promoted,” I said, “and they were getting more every time he sends another report.” 
 
    “That means the Captain has already reported full details of this incident to the Game Commander,” said Lucas. “He’s probably sent details of something this exciting to other teens involved in the Game as well, and they won’t have been able to resist sharing it with their friends in turn. If the Game Commander is spreading the news too, then half the teens in the Hive must already know there’s a man with a knife stabbing people on Level Zero.” 
 
    “So what do we do?” I asked. 
 
    “We have to accept we’ve failed to contain this incident,” said Lucas, “and use the last resort explanation. Amber, we need the dataview identification number of one of those bystanders. I understand that’s difficult because people rarely think of …” 
 
    “No, it isn’t difficult this time,” I interrupted him. “My current target is the Lieutenant. She’s planning to make a call to Hive Emergency Services, and thinking through what she’ll say to them, so there’s an associated thought train with her dataview identification number.” 
 
    I waited until my target’s thought train reached the right point, and gabbled numbers and letters. 
 
    “Nicole, set up a sound only call from my dataview to the bystanders, and patch it into the crystal comms on receive only,” said Lucas. “I want everyone on our comms to be able to hear the conversation, but the game group should only be able to hear me.” 
 
    I was still linked to the Lieutenant’s mind. She heard some distinctive chimes and spoke eagerly. “That’s my dataview. You have to let me answer the call before the man with the knife hears the chimes.” 
 
    “I’m rejecting the call,” said the Captain. “This is exactly why I took your dataviews at the start of this mission. I can’t have group members being distracted by calls, or dataview chimes giving away our location.” 
 
    “They’ve rejected the call,” said Nicole. 
 
    “Keep trying until someone answers,” said Lucas. 
 
    My target heard the distinctive chimes again. “I don’t know who could be calling me, but they aren’t giving up. You have to let me answer the call.” 
 
    “I’ll just keep rejecting it,” said the Captain. 
 
    … he’s got fewer brain cells than a rabbit. No, that’s unfair to rabbits. He’s got fewer brain cells than protein scum or … 
 
    “You can’t keep rejecting the call,” my target hissed savagely. “Whoever it is will keep calling, and the dataview will keep chiming. Eventually, the man with the knife will hear it, and he’ll come and find us.” 
 
    “I’ll answer it myself then,” said the Captain. 
 
    A moment later, I heard the Captain speaking both through my target’s ears and on the crystal comms. “You’ll have to call back later. She can’t answer her dataview now.” 
 
    “I’m the Tactical Commander of a Hive Security Unit,” said Lucas briskly. “An enemy agent was detected entering our Hive. We evacuated this area of both Level Zero and Level 1 to avoid any risk of Hive citizens being injured when we moved in to arrest the enemy agent, but our nosies have informed us that your game group is trespassing in the danger zone.” 
 
    My target’s thoughts accelerated to a speed that meant I could barely read them. 
 
    … man’s an enemy agent! That explains everything. He was trying to get through that air vent cover into … 
 
    “Your nosies have made a mistake,” said the Captain. “You’ve called the wrong …” 
 
    “Shut up!” My target snatched the dataview from his hand and spoke into it herself. “Yes, we caught the enemy agent trying to get through an air vent into Level 1. He attacked us with a knife, so we ran away and hid.” 
 
    “The nosies tell me there are three of you hiding on top of a tank, and your Captain was stabbed in the arm,” said Lucas. “We have a team of four men on their way to protect you and provide medical treatment. There’s no need for you to be alarmed by their arrival. Do you understand?” 
 
    “We understand,” said my target breathlessly. “I can give you directions to where we saw the enemy agent.” 
 
    “The nosies are keeping me informed of the enemy agent’s movements,” said Lucas. “We would have already apprehended him, but we had to delay while we got people into position to protect you.” 
 
    Lucas paused. “Red group, you can move now.” 
 
    My target heard a scraping noise from overhead, looked up, and saw a light area appear in the ceiling above her. A moment later, four figures came sliding down on ropes. The leading man landed neatly in front of her, his wristset light illuminating his face, and she gazed at his blue eyes in stunned adoration. 
 
    “High up!” she gasped. 
 
    “Red group are in position to defend bystanders,” said Rothan. 
 
    “I need to end this call now,” said Lucas. “Please co-operate fully with the instructions of red group leader while we apprehend the enemy agent.” 
 
    “Yes,” said the Lieutenant. “Thank you. Thank you so much.” 
 
    “Call ended,” said Nicole. 
 
    “I assume I was talking to the Lieutenant,” said Lucas. “She seemed convinced by my call.” 
 
    “She isn’t just convinced,” I said, “she’s developed an instant crush on our red group leader as well. The Lieutenant has just turned eighteen, so she’ll be going into the next Lottery. She’s dreaming of being assigned to Hive Defence, and Rothan is the living embodiment of all her dreams, as well as being male and extremely good looking.” 
 
    There was an embarrassed cough on the comms. “Bystander’s injury is significant,” said Rothan. “Requesting medical guidance.” 
 
    “Patching red group into a separate channel with our medical staff,” said Nicole. 
 
    “I’ll check what the Captain is thinking.” I moved to a mind where pain warred with emotion. “The Captain is deeply frustrated. He’s another one that’s going into the next Lottery and dreaming of joining Hive Defence. He wants to be capturing the enemy agent himself rather than being rescued.” 
 
    “Lottery won’t allocate the Captain to a combat role,” said Adika. “He’s tough, with a high pain threshold, but he’s incapable of rethinking his plans in a crisis. The Lieutenant is a very different matter. She’s unarmed and untrained, but she still took down a wild bee for long enough to get two teammates, one panicking and the other injured, to a safe hiding place.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Lucas. “That was definitely a defining experience for her.” 
 
    “What’s a defining experience?” I asked. 
 
    “An experience that will define her life,” said Lucas. “This is exactly why the Hive permits the existence of Teen Games. The Lieutenant has been dreaming of joining Hive Defence for years. It shouldn’t have happened in such dangerous circumstances, but her actions today have proved she’s suited to a command combat role.” 
 
    His voice took on an oddly emotional note. “We’ve realized that, and far more importantly, the Lieutenant must have realized that herself. Every time she remembers what happened today, that realization will be reinforced, and her self-knowledge will impact all her results in Lottery. Unless the testing process discovers she’s also suited to some other more vitally needed position in the Hive, she will have her dream.” 
 
    His voice returned to its usual tones. “Rothan, allow the Captain to send a final report to his Game Commander and his friends, so the enemy agent story spreads around Teen Level. That report can include a recording of my call, and images of you arriving, but nothing after that point. Once it’s been sent, confiscate all three dataviews. We’ll want to wipe all the information about this incident before giving them back to their owners.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Rothan. 
 
    “Now the bystanders are secure, we can focus on dealing with Alvin,” said Lucas. “We want to capture him alive if possible. There’s every chance that proper treatment can restore him to being a productive member of the Hive. Amber, please check Alvin’s location now.” 
 
    I pulled out of the Captain’s mind and searched for Alvin. “He’s still one cor west of me, but he’s climbing a ladder now. He’s failed to find the bystanders hiding at floor level, so he’s decided they must have managed to get the wounded man up a ladder to the top of a tank. He’s thinking that he’ll have a massive advantage fighting them in the darkness. He knows his way around the aerial walkways. They don’t.” 
 
    “Alvin will have a massive advantage over us in the darkness too,” said Adika grimly. 
 
    “I’m not sending men chasing a target along treacherous aerial walkways with just wristset lights,” said Lucas. “Where are your blue group members now?” 
 
    “In lifts ready to enter Level Zero,” said Adika. “Half at floor level. Half up by one of the aerial walkways.” 
 
    “Do you have anyone positioned near the light controls?” asked Lucas. 
 
    “I’m by the controls,” said Eli’s gloomy voice. “Again! Why is it always me that has to work out how to use strange control systems?” 
 
    “Because you’re good at it,” said Lucas. “Eli, at my mark you’ll turn all the lights on, and then I’ll call the main strike.” 
 
    He paused. “Mark!” 
 
    Alvin had just reached the top of his ladder when lights blazed from the ceiling. “Alvin’s shocked and dazzled by the lights,” I said. 
 
    “Strike time!” snapped Lucas. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Going circuit.” I left Alvin’s mind and stared at the right-hand list of names on the screen of my dataview. I began chanting each name in turn, briefly linking to the person’s thoughts to check they were safe, and then tapping their name to send it to the bottom of the list. 
 
    “Adika.” I sprinted out of the lift onto a broad platform, blinked at the brightness of the lights, and took the metal walkway heading straight ahead. Thankfully these were safer walkways than many, with metal mesh sides that reached to above head height. We could safely stun our target without worrying about him falling to his death or … 
 
    “Rothan.” The medical staff were studying the view of the Captain’s arm from my camera. I hoped they wouldn’t ask me to … 
 
    “Eli.” I stood impatiently next to the light controls. Adika had said I should wait for sixty seconds before moving, in case they needed any lights adjusting, but … 
 
    “Jalen.” I was climbing my ladder at top speed, but I knew I was still lagging behind the others. I wasn’t as experienced, as fast, or as strong as them, and I couldn’t use the excuse that I’d only just been moved from the Beta team to the Alpha team to defend myself. Strike team members should never make excuses for … 
 
    “Dhiren.” Rothan and Rafael were busy giving medical treatment to the Captain, while Caleb and I were on guard duty. There were five standard routes our target could use to reach this tank – three walkways and two ladders – but it might be possible to … 
 
    “Kaden.” I could see Alvin ahead of me, but he was out of my reach on a walkway that crossed the sheer drop between two other tanks. The mesh sides of the walkway blocked me from shooting him and … 
 
    “Warwick.” I arrived at the top of my ladder, stepped forward onto a tank, and saw Alvin running along a walkway. I’d never attracted Adika’s attention for being especially good or bad at anything, but my best skill was marksmanship. I finally had the chance to impress him. 
 
    Alvin reached the end of the walkway and stepped clear of its protective mesh sides. I had my gun aimed ready to shoot him on stun, but he seemed to vanish at the crucial moment. I sprinted forward to the edge of my tank and peered downwards. Alvin was standing on a small platform that was plummeting towards floor level. There was far too much equipment between us for me to get a successful shot at him. 
 
    “Target is using some sort of small lift to reach floor level,” I, Warwick, said. 
 
    “What?” yelled Adika on the crystal comms. “How? The plans don’t show any lifts by the tanks.” 
 
    “It’s probably one of the hoist arrangements used to lift heavy tools and materials up to the top of the tanks,” said Nicole. “They aren’t intended for human use, but a small man could ride one.” 
 
    “Level Zero.” Adika’s tone of voice made the words into an obscenity. “Lucas, we’re all stuck up on the walkways. It will take us time to catch up with Alvin.” 
 
    “We have a target breakaway,” said Lucas calmly. “Amber, abandon circuit and link to Alvin again.” 
 
    Adika was giving a torrent of orders to his men. I pulled out of Warwick’s frustrated mind and searched for Alvin again. 
 
    “Target is at floor level now,” I said. “He’s one cor west of me and running further west.” 
 
    … find somewhere safe to hide. Have to find somewhere safe to hide. Have to … 
 
    Alvin’s thoughts were looping in fear. I couldn’t learn anything useful from them, so I focused on the view from his eyes. He could see the open inspection hatch ahead of him now. A moment later, he dropped down into the darkness. 
 
    “Alvin has reached the inspection hatch he used earlier, and entered a maintenance crawl way,” I said. “He’s two cors west of me now but is moving back east. There’s plenty of headroom, and Alvin regularly uses this route to reach air vents, so he’s moving quickly. I think there used to be motion-activated lighting in there, but he’s disabled it so people wouldn’t see the betraying glimmer of light coming from their air vents.” 
 
    “I’ll be at the inspection hatch in thirty seconds,” panted Adika. “Eli, there’s another inspection hatch to the east. Get there to block Alvin’s escape route and …” 
 
    “On my way,” said Eli’s voice. 
 
    There was a long pause with only the sound of laboured breathing on the comms. Alvin was gasping for breath too. 
 
    “Alvin is just north of my position now,” I said, “and …” 
 
    I broke off my sentence. The blur of fear in Alvin’s mind had suddenly vanished, and the thought trains were moving logically again. 
 
    The head of Hive Politics is at work now. No one will think of looking for me inside his apartment. I just need to put the air vent cover back in place behind me and … 
 
    “Alvin’s heading for this apartment,” I cried. “He’s been in here before. He’s made an entrance through an air vent in the bookette room.” 
 
    “Bodyguard formation two attack, three defence!” screamed Matias. 
 
    He tugged me out of my chair, thrust me against the wall, then plastered his body against mine so Alvin’s knife would have to go through him to reach me. 
 
    I opened my eyes. I was Amber, seeing two of my other bodyguards sprint out of the door, before slamming it shut behind them. I was Alvin kneeling in the darkness, using the tool that would open the air vent from his side. 
 
    “Alvin’s got the air vent open,” I reported. “He’s coming through it now, and dropping to the floor.” 
 
    “Amber, get out of Alvin’s mind now!” ordered Lucas. “Bodyguard team, deadly force authorized.” 
 
    Alvin saw two men hurtle through the doorway of the bookette room, their guns aimed at him. 
 
    No chance. No chance. No chance at all. 
 
    “Don’t shoot!” I shouted. “Don’t shoot. Alvin’s surrendering.” 
 
    The part of me that was Alvin dropped the knife, fell to my knees, and started crying. Hands were grabbing me, putting something around my wrists, and tying them together behind my back. I didn’t know what they’d do to me. I didn’t care what they’d do to me. My whole life had been destroyed, and the worst thing was that I knew I was the one who’d destroyed it. 
 
    “Target secure,” chorused the two bodyguards in unison. 
 
    I pulled away from the despairing Alvin, and became wholly Amber again. The warm intimacy of Matias’s body against mine was broken as he stepped away, and Nicole’s voice spoke on the crystal comms. 
 
    “If the immediate danger is over, I’d better warn you that we’re now the lead news story on Hive channel 1.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was more than the usual amount of tidying up to do after the emergency run. Alvin had to be handed over to a team of forensic psychologists for treatment, and we needed to deal with the three bystanders as well. Lucas said we could just let the Lieutenant go, but the boy who was terrified of the dark was so traumatized that he needed a standard psychological team to come and take him for therapy. 
 
    I had serious reservations about tampering with someone’s memories, but I could see that it might be the best option in the boy’s case. If his memory was reset a few hours, unravelling his personal experience chain to before he went into Level Zero, then he could be spared months or even years of nightmares. 
 
    The injured Captain was the biggest problem. Red group had to finish giving him the blood transfusion before they could carry him across the aerial walkways to meet a medical team. 
 
    While they were doing that, my bodyguards escorted me to meet the rest of the Strike team in a nearby lift. Liaison had sent everyone a recording of the Hive channel 1 news coverage, so we all watched that on our dataviews. The game group had been too busy running away from Alvin for the Captain to take any pictures of him, so the coverage began with several seconds of almost purely black images taken on top of the tank, while the Captain gabbled about them being attacked. 
 
    After that, came a recording of Lucas’s call, and then a sequence showing a shadowy red group descending on ropes, while a presenter gushed about the heroism of Hive Security. Finally, a Health and Safety representative gave a stern warning about the perils of trespassing in forbidden areas, and the recording ended. 
 
    There was a long silence before Adika spoke in apocalyptic tones. “This run was a humiliating disaster. Everything possible went wrong.” 
 
    I caught myself linking to Adika’s mind, but stopped, and firmly pulled down the curtain on my telepathic senses. It would be a huge mistake to read Adika’s thoughts when he was in this mood. 
 
    “It isn’t true that everything possible went wrong,” said Lucas’s voice on the crystal comms. “The precious surfboard was completely undamaged.” 
 
    “This is no time for jokes,” snapped Adika. 
 
    “I’m not entirely joking,” said Lucas. “I’ve called Senior Ambassador Elliott to break the news that he’s had someone spying on him and entering his apartment while he was out. He just commented that was very obsessive behaviour, and checked that the person wouldn’t have been able to access the reinforced central area of his apartment.” 
 
    I’d shaken off Alvin’s viewpoint of events, so reacted to that as myself. “What?” I asked incredulously. “Senior Ambassador Elliott didn’t care about having someone roaming around the rest of his apartment?” 
 
    “I suspect he’s had trouble with obsessive people before, and is resigned to this sort of thing happening occasionally,” said Lucas. “The man’s extremely good looking and charismatic. I can understand Lottery selecting people with those characteristics for senior positions in Hive Politics – they’re bound to be an advantage in negotiations with other Hives – but good looks and charisma can attract some unwanted attention.” 
 
    “We’re fortunate that Senior Ambassador Elliott isn’t making a fuss about this,” said Adika, “though I think he should fire his bodyguards for not checking the bookette room air vent was secure.” 
 
    “That air vent was perfectly secure until last month,” I said. “It took Alvin hours to cut his way through the reinforced bars protecting it.” 
 
    “I carry out daily security checks of your apartment,” said Adika. 
 
    I frowned. I hadn’t known Adika did security checks that often. When Lucas and I were out, Hannah sneaked into our apartment to clean up my mess. I supposed that Adika must be doing the same thing, and hoped it was after Hannah had done the cleaning. I had a bad habit of leaving clothes lying on the bedroom floor. 
 
    “Senior Ambassador Elliott’s calm reaction doesn’t change the fact that was a disastrous run,” continued Adika. 
 
    “I agree the run went badly,” said Lucas. “It’s deeply embarrassing having to go public with an enemy agent story to cover up an incident. Telepath Units have to keep that explanation for a last resort, because using it too often makes it look as if enemy agents are constantly strolling around the Hive.” 
 
    He paused. “I’m just pointing out that it could have been far worse. Senior Ambassador Elliott isn’t complaining about us catching the wild bee inside his apartment. We had to use the enemy agent story, but we made it appear that Hive Security was devastatingly efficient, only delaying catching the enemy agent to ensure the safety of some irresponsible teens trespassing in Level Zero. My comments about nosies also supported the myth that they’re genuine telepaths checking for criminal thoughts.” 
 
    Adika clearly didn’t find this comforting. “Going public with an enemy agent story is a serious failing, but nothing in comparison to letting a target reach the telepath’s location. I spent ten years as a Strike team member in Mira’s Telepath Unit, and seven years as a deputy Strike team leader in Morton’s Telepath Unit. I’ve never known an emergency run go this horribly wrong.” 
 
    “You’re exaggerating, Adika,” said Lucas. “I only came out of Lottery three years ago, and I can think of a dozen runs that were far worse.” 
 
    “That’s because you spent those three years working for Keith,” said Adika, in a withering tone. “Everyone knows that Keith’s intermittent telepathy and personality problems combine to make a lot of his emergency runs descend into chaos.” 
 
    “This is my fault,” I said miserably. “I didn’t warn you that Alvin was heading for my location until far too late. All his thought levels kept repeating the same words over and over again; that he needed to find a safe place to hide. I didn’t realize until the last moment that he wasn’t thinking about finding a safe place in general, but about hiding in the apartment of the head of Hive Politics.” 
 
    “This wasn’t your fault, Amber,” said Lucas hastily. 
 
    “Absolutely not your fault,” said Adika. “Chase team allowed a target to break away and reach our telepath’s location. We were in the last resort situation of her bodyguards capturing the target. Total incompetence.” 
 
    He sighed. “Lucas, does your Tactical team have a holo recreation of what happened during the target breakaway?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Lucas. “The location was so complicated, with all the tanks and aerial walkways, that Hallie had a real-time holo recreation running in the Tactical office.” 
 
    “I’d like Hallie to send me that holo recreation,” said Adika. “I’ll watch it as soon as we get back, then the Alpha Strike team will meet in the gym to have a detailed discussion of what went wrong.” 
 
    The Strike team members exchanged apprehensive looks. We all knew that when Adika said they were going to have a detailed discussion, he actually meant he was going to yell at them. 
 
    “I assume that Tobias is still listening to the crystal comms,” added Adika, in a menacing voice. “Although he wasn’t on this run, I particularly want him to be present during our discussion.” 
 
    “Remember that we’re having a team leader meeting immediately after the run,” said Lucas mildly. 
 
    Adika snorted. “When the team leader meeting finishes, I’ll meet with the Alpha Strike team. Rothan, why is that blood transfusion taking so long?” 
 
    “The blood transfusion has now completed,” said Rothan. “We’ve handed our patient over to the medical team, and are precisely ten seconds away from joining you in the lift.” 
 
    “Really?” asked Adika suspiciously. He started counting down from ten, and opened the lift doors as he reached zero. 
 
    “Really.” Rothan led red group into the lift. 
 
    Adika gave him a frustrated look, and closed the doors again. We had a short lift ride, and then a tensely silent trip on an express belt, followed by another lift ride up to our unit. When the doors opened, I saw Lucas standing at the front of the crowd waiting to welcome us back. He stepped forward to put an arm around me, and gazed anxiously down at my face. 
 
    “If you’re too tired for a team leader meeting, Amber, then …” 
 
    I interrupted him. “We’ll go ahead with the meeting. I know you wouldn’t have suggested holding it straight after our run unless it was vitally important.” 
 
    I hesitated, unsure whether to ask Lucas what the meeting was about or read his thoughts, but was distracted by the sight of Zak appearing from the crowd and hurrying towards Rafael. I watched uneasily as the two of them had a rapid whispered exchange and looked across at Adika. They surely weren’t planning to … 
 
    I winced as I saw the two of them embrace and share a passionate kiss. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Adika gave one incredulous look at Zak and Rafael, then strode wrathfully towards them. 
 
    “What are you two doing?” he demanded in a voice of thunder. 
 
    Zak and Rafael broke off their kiss and faced him. “We’ve just started a relationship,” said Zak. 
 
    “We understand that the rule against having relationships with someone on the same Strike team means one of us will have to leave the Alpha team,” said Rafael. 
 
    “If you understand that, why did you still choose to have a relationship with each other?” Adika waved his arms in despair. “You could have taken your pick of the men on the Beta team without a problem. You could still do that.” 
 
    “I don’t think they’re attracted to me,” said Zak, in a strangled voice. 
 
    “And I’m perfectly sure I’m not attracted to them,” added Rafael. 
 
    Adika let out his breath in a sound of pure exasperation. “We’ll talk about this later. Where are you holding this urgent team meeting, Lucas?” 
 
    “In meeting room 4,” said Lucas. 
 
    Adika turned and strode off towards the operational section of the unit at high speed. Lucas and I exchanged expressive glances, then followed him at a more normal pace. 
 
    “I assume you’d noticed what was happening between Zak and Rafael,” I said. 
 
    Lucas laughed. “I’m not a telepath, but I’m a highly skilled behavioural analyst. Zak and Rafael’s attraction for each other was clear from the way they were carefully avoiding touching each other.” 
 
    “I knew they were planning to break the news to Adika about their relationship,” I said. “I’d discussed it with them. What I don’t understand is why they decided to do it at a moment when he was already furious.” 
 
    “Because they had no choice,” said Lucas. “There’s currently one vacancy on each Strike team. Zak and Rafael know that whichever of them is dropped from the Alpha team has to get the Beta team vacancy or leave our unit entirely. Once Adika mentioned moving Tobias to the Beta team, they had to tell him about their relationship right away.” 
 
    I ran my fingers through my hair. I was obviously too tired to think properly. I’d known about Zak and Rafael needing the Beta team vacancy. I’d heard Adika mention moving Tobias to the Beta team. I hadn’t thought through the fact that those two situations were going to come into direct conflict with each other. 
 
    “However angry Adika is about Zak and Rafael forcing him to drop one of them from the Alpha team, there’s no doubt about his decision,” I said. “They’re two of his best men.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Lucas. “Adika won’t sacrifice either Zak or Rafael to keep Tobias in the unit.” 
 
    “So you think Adika will go ahead with dropping Tobias from the Alpha team even if it means firing him entirely?” I asked unhappily. 
 
    Lucas stopped walking and faced me. “Read me, Amber.” 
 
    I linked to the mind that still took my breath away every time I read it. The staggering number of glittering thought levels raced past at express belt speed. Some of them analyzing today’s run, others planning for the meeting ahead, but the pre-vocalized thought level was aimed specifically at me. 
 
    I know you’re protective of your Strike team members, Amber, but you must realize Tobias has become a severe problem. 
 
    “I’m protective of my Strike team members because they risk their lives to defend me.” 
 
    I appreciate that, but we’ve reached the point where you can’t save Tobias from the consequences of his own actions. He’s been falling behind the standards of the rest of the Alpha Strike team ever since he came out of Lottery. It isn’t because of injury. It isn’t because of illness. It definitely isn’t because of an error in the Lottery testing process. I looked up the full details of Tobias’s test results myself when you were on your way back from the emergency run. 
 
    I blinked. “You did?” 
 
    Yes. It’s part of my job to watch for failures in Lottery testing. I cross-checked Tobias’s Lottery test results with the records of his sports career on Teen Level. Everything was consistent. Tobias is physically capable of keeping up with the rest of the Alpha team. He’s created his own problems by skimping on the personal training, and now he isn’t even following the basic rule of keeping his equipment with him at all times. 
 
    I didn’t like revealing the secrets I discovered when I read minds. “There is a personal factor in Tobias’s behaviour.” 
 
    Adika told me about that last week. Tobias’s brother is imprinted as a Strike team leader, so Tobias was disappointed to only be imprinted as a Strike team member. Tobias claims his brother has been making the situation worse by taunting him, but he could be overreacting to innocent remarks. You regularly read the minds of all your Strike team, so probably know the truth. 
 
    I grimaced. “It’s impossible for me to know the truth about something like this. Whenever I encounter someone’s memory of a conflict, I experience it from their viewpoint, complete with their feelings and personal bias about the events.” 
 
    Whether the brother is deliberately taunting Tobias or not doesn’t really change the situation. This is a classic example of why the Hive encourages teens to end old friendships when they enter Lottery. Differences between Lottery results fuel resentment, and what was a friendly rivalry can become intensely destructive. 
 
    I was confused. “Tobias isn’t involved in a conflict with a friend, but his brother.” 
 
    It’s basically the same problem. The only difference is that the Hive doesn’t pressure people to break close family ties. There are two reasons for that. Firstly, a break with close family would be hugely psychologically damaging to many people. Secondly, the knowledge that they’d have to break contact with their children when they went through Lottery would deter people from having children at all. 
 
    “I’d never thought of that second point,” I said, “but you’re perfectly right.” 
 
    That means every individual has to find their own solution to the problems Lottery results cause within the family circle. Tobias needed to do one of two things. Either work at overcoming his jealousy of his brother, or break off contact with him. 
 
    I wrinkled my nose. “I can see why Tobias wouldn’t want to break off contact with his brother. It would mess up all the rest of their family relationships.” 
 
    In which case, Tobias needed to work at overcoming his jealousy. He hasn’t done that. In fact, he’s actively refused offers of counselling, choosing to wallow in his resentment instead. That has inevitably soured what should have been delight in his Lottery result, which is why he hasn’t bothered to put in the effort needed to keep up with his teammates. 
 
    “I accept that Tobias hasn’t helped the situation,” I said. “What I don’t understand is how there can be such major issues when the brothers had virtually identical Lottery results. Both incredibly successful. Both rated Level 1. Both assigned to a Telepath Unit Strike team. There’s only the tiny difference between them that Tobias’s older brother was imprinted for Strike team leader and Tobias wasn’t.” 
 
    The fact the brothers had virtually identical results is what’s caused this problem. You were on Teen Level with Forge. When you came out of Lottery, and discovered he was assigned to your unit’s Strike team, was there ever any hint of him wishing he was in your position as telepath? 
 
    “Of course not. Being a telepath means having a Strike team constantly protecting you from danger. That’s a far more difficult situation than it sounds. I know that in a truly disastrous situation, my Strike team will give their lives to save mine. I know that I would have to let them do that, turn my back on them, and run away to safety because the Hive can’t afford to lose me.” 
 
    I rubbed the back of my hand across my eyes. “It’s hard enough for me to know that, Lucas, but Forge … He loves pushing his body to its physical limits and taking risks. He was ecstatic about being assigned to the Strike team, and now he’s been promoted to lead the Beta Strike team his life is perfect. Forge would find the cosseted, protected existence of a telepath unbearable.” 
 
    Exactly. Forge could never be jealous of you. He has his ideal life on the Strike team and would find being a telepath unbearable. Tobias and his brother got virtually identical Lottery results, because they are virtually identical people, and want the same things in life. Add in the factor that Strike team members are naturally competitive, and jealousy about getting the imprint for the higher-ranked position becomes a serious problem. 
 
    “I see.” I hesitated before mentioning a nagging worry of my own. “You can imagine how my brother Gregas felt when I came out of Lottery as Level 1.” 
 
    He’d inevitably be thinking that whatever he achieves in Lottery will be a disappointment compared to his wildly successful older sister. 
 
    “Yes. Ever since I admitted to my family that I actually ran some sort of Hive Security Unit, Gregas has been alternating between being thrilled and jealous. I’m worried that when he goes through Lottery himself, he’ll have the same sort of issues as Tobias.” 
 
    Gregas has over four more years on Teen Level before he enters Lottery. That’s plenty of time to adjust to the idea of being rated lower level than you. Lottery will give Gregas work that he loves, so if you and your parents praise his result then there shouldn’t be a problem. 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” I groaned. “Well, the immediate issue isn’t Gregas, but Tobias. When I read Adika’s thoughts, I share his anger at Tobias. When I read Tobias’s thoughts though, I feel his emotions, and sympathize with him.” 
 
    I appreciate the problems of feeling the emotions of both sides in an argument. You’ve good reason to hate any conflict in your unit. 
 
    “Yes, I hate any conflict, and I don’t want this one to end in Tobias being fired.” 
 
    Lucas started speaking aloud for emphasis. “Megan is in charge of the everyday running of the unit, and I’m in charge of unit operations, but you’re the overall head of our unit, Amber. You make the final decision on everything, and you could block Adika from firing Tobias, but you have to think through the enormity of what happened today. A wild bee reached your location as a direct result of Tobias’s incompetence.” 
 
    I shook my head. “But Tobias wasn’t on that run.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Lucas. “Tobias had missed the lift. Alvin managed to get through the net of men closing in on him, and use the tool lift to get to ground level, because Adika had one man too few to cover every escape route.” 
 
    I frowned. “I didn’t know that. I’m always running circuits during a strike, so I only get a very fragmented view of what’s happening.” 
 
    “Adika has asked Hallie to send him her holo recreation of the target breakaway,” said Lucas. “The minute he watches that holo, he’ll see that he’d positioned his men perfectly, and they’d all performed as well as humanly possible. There simply weren’t enough of them.” 
 
    “Oh,” I muttered. 
 
    “Once Adika realizes Tobias missing the lift was the key factor in what happened, he’s going to fire him. You really need to let Adika do that, Amber. Think what could have happened today if we’d been dealing with a wild bee who was more physically dangerous. The wild bee would have been killed. One of your bodyguards could have been injured or killed in your defence. You could have been injured or killed.” 
 
    It wasn’t the words that defeated me. It was the emotion that swept through Lucas’s mind as he pictured the ultimate nightmare of losing me. 
 
    “I accept your point,” I said. 
 
    I pulled back out of Lucas’s mind, and we walked on towards meeting room 4 in silence. When Lucas opened the door, I saw my other three team leaders and my counsellor, Buzz, were already there waiting for us. 
 
    We’d had such an exhausting time lately, that I wasn’t surprised to see Nicole’s long, red, flyaway hair was hanging limply around her shoulders, and she’d come to the meeting in her powered chair rather than on foot. Megan, my Senior Administrator, was sitting at the table next to her, organizing some trays of drinks, chopped fruit, and tiny pastries. 
 
    Adika and Buzz were both standing at the far end of the room, watching a holo that showed skeletal shapes of tanks and walkways, with glowing dots moving around them. After Lucas’s explanation, I understood why Adika had such a grim expression on his face. 
 
    Lucas went over to join Adika and Buzz, but I shamelessly dodged an unpleasant issue by sitting down at the table and raising my eyebrows at Megan. “We don’t usually have food at team leader meetings.” 
 
    “We don’t usually have team leader meetings directly after an emergency run.” Megan glared her disapproval at Lucas. “You haven’t eaten since breakfast, Amber, so I arranged for us to have some snacks during the meeting.” 
 
    “Nobody else has eaten since breakfast either,” I said. 
 
    Megan’s sniff implied that whether anyone else had eaten or not was irrelevant. Only the telepath mattered. This was the most exasperating thing about Megan. She was so unwavering in her devotion to me. However often I was unreasonable, ungrateful, or outright rude to her, she continued to smother me with care, and I was left feeling dreadfully guilty. 
 
    It had taken me a long time to work out why I found Megan so annoying. I’d tried blaming it on multiple things. The disastrous counselling sessions I’d had with her before we brought in Buzz to take over as my counsellor. Megan’s clashes with Adika in the early stages of their relationship. The way she kept trying to act as a substitute mother to me when I didn’t want anyone replacing my own mother. 
 
    Now I knew the real issue was that Megan had been the one who told me I was a telepath. I’d had no idea there was anything unusual about me until that moment, because telepaths instinctively blocked their skills as babies to protect themselves from the hundred million minds in the Hive. Learning the truth about myself had been a terrible shock, and part of me had blamed Megan for it. 
 
    I’d moved on from that initial shock now and accepted my telepathy, but the life of a telepath was full of highs and lows. I was constantly reminded of Carnival and Halloween, the twin Hive festivals of light and darkness, of life and death. When I linked to Lucas’s mind, plunging into his dazzling thoughts was like being in a joyous crowd celebrating Carnival. Linking to the mind of a wild bee could be the exact opposite, hitting me with all the most monstrous images of Halloween. 
 
    There were moments when I loved being a telepath, but there were also moments when I hated it, and felt I would crumble under the pressure of knowing how many lives depended on me. Those were the times when I unconsciously blamed my problems on Megan. Sometimes I only had to look at her painstakingly styled blonde hair, precisely applied makeup, and rigidly figure-controlling clothes to feel furious with her. 
 
    I knew I was being deeply unfair to Megan. When Lottery testing revealed I was a telepath, someone had to tell me the news and give me my initial training. As my Senior Administrator, with an imprint that included medical and counselling information, doing that was part of Megan’s duties. She wasn’t guilty of anything more than serving the Hive to the best of her ability, just as everyone else did. It seemed impossible for me to change my feelings about her though, so I was working on the alternative strategy of just changing my behaviour. 
 
    Megan handed me a glass of melon juice, and I forced myself to smile at her. “It was very thoughtful of you to arrange the food, Megan.” 
 
    She looked so pathetically pleased by my words that I felt guiltier than ever. I picked up a bite-sized pastry and popped it into my mouth. As I munched and swallowed it, my fake gratitude became entirely genuine. 
 
    “I hadn’t realized how hungry I was.” I ate another pastry. 
 
    Lucas, Adika, and Buzz came to sit down as well. Lucas chose a pastry that was a worryingly bright purple, but Adika just glowered at the food. 
 
    “Perhaps Lucas will finally explain why this meeting is so urgent,” he said. 
 
    “Apologies for not explaining earlier,” said Lucas. “I didn’t want to distract people during the emergency run. When Morton’s unit shuts down to allow him to have his surgery, there’ll be at least three months where the Hive only has four Telepath Units to keep order. My Joint Tactical Meeting earlier today was spent discussing plans for that period with the other Tactical Commanders, and I need to pass on some details to you all.” 
 
    “I still don’t see why we need to have this meeting right now rather than in the morning,” said Adika. “We’ve got seven weeks before Morton’s unit shuts down.” 
 
    “That’s one of the things I need to tell you,” said Lucas grimly. “Morton’s doctors have reported a sudden change in Morton’s condition.” 
 
    “Morton’s condition has worsened?” demanded Adika anxiously. 
 
    “It’s actually improved a little,” said Lucas. “I don’t understand all the medical issues, but the improvement means his surgical team can perform a preliminary operation ahead of the main surgery.” 
 
    He paused. “I’m told that’s excellent news. This preliminary operation should mean the main surgery is more effective. However, it also means Morton’s unit will be shutting down earlier than expected.” 
 
    “How much earlier?” asked Nicole in alarm. 
 
    “Immediately after the New Year festival,” said Lucas. “We now have less than two weeks to prepare for being without Morton’s unit.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Our Hive has been in the situation of only having four operational Telepath Units before,” said Lucas. “After Claire died, there were three nightmare years where we couldn’t keep up with checking areas of the Hive that had warning signs of wild bees developing. That meant increasing numbers of those wild bees progressed to active violence, and the number of emergency runs began spiralling out of control. Amber came out of Lottery just in time to prevent the Hive falling into total anarchy.” 
 
    Lucas’s voice took on a harsh edge. “We’ve regained a lot of ground in the months since our unit became operational, but the Hive still isn’t as stable as it was before Claire’s death. Once Morton’s unit closes down, projections show that the situation could deteriorate rapidly.” 
 
    Adika seemed to forget his bad temper as he concentrated on the new crisis. “I was a deputy Strike Team leader with Morton’s unit when Claire died. The number of emergency runs kept increasing during the next two years, and the third year we were buried in them.” 
 
    “I came out of Lottery just before Claire died, and went to work on Keith’s Tactical team,” said Lucas. “Megan was already Keith’s deputy Admin team leader back then. We were obviously sheltered from the main pressure during the three years that followed, because Keith’s unit had rest breaks during the times when his telepathy wasn’t working. Since Morton was already having health problems, and Mira finds emergency runs stressful, Sapphire and her unit had to carry a huge burden.” 
 
    Lucas pulled a face. “At today’s Joint Tactical Meeting, Sapphire’s Tactical Commander, Penelope, told us some things that appalled me. During the third year after Claire’s death, the situation became critical. Somewhere around Halloween, Sapphire’s unit had to resort to desperation measures to hold the line between order and chaos in the Hive. They kept using those desperation measures until Amber came out of Lottery, completed training, and our unit went operational.” 
 
    Lucas stared down at his hands. “Gold Commander Melisande is in overall charge of both Hive Defence and Law Enforcement. When Sapphire and Penelope discussed the situation with her, she insisted on them keeping the worst details of what was happening from the Tactical Commanders of the other units. Penelope has now been given permission to share that information with the rest of us, so we can learn from the lessons of the past.” 
 
    He paused. “There was an eight-month period where Sapphire regularly went out on two emergency runs in a single day.” 
 
    I blinked, and there were horrified gasps from around the table. 
 
    “But a telepath must never do that,” said Megan fiercely. “They must have at least twenty-four hours of recovery time after an emergency run, where they only read the safely familiar minds of their unit members, or …” 
 
    Lucas lifted his head again and interrupted her. “I said that it was a desperation measure, Megan. Sapphire’s unit paid a dreadfully high price for doing it.” 
 
    I was too cowardly to ask what that price had been, or read Lucas’s mind to find out the answer. Instead, I thought back to my training period. It was clear now that Lucas hadn’t known the full details of how desperate the situation was, but I’d still picked up his sense of urgency about getting our unit operational. The final stage of training was supposed to be me doing a week or two of simple check runs with the Strike team, but we’d ended up going straight into an emergency run because … 
 
    “Our unit went fully operational ahead of plan, Lucas,” I said numbly. “I’ll never forget how I felt heading down in the lift with the Strike team, or the sound of your voice briefing us on the crystal comms. You told us that Keith and Morton’s units were in mandatory twenty-four hour shut down after emergency runs, and Mira’s unit was still recovering from a bad run with Strike team injuries.” 
 
    The full revelation hit me. “You said that Sapphire and her Strike team couldn’t respond to the emergency call because they were already committed following a target. You were repeating the exact message you’d received from Sapphire’s unit, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” Lucas grimaced. “When Penelope told us Sapphire’s unit had been breaking the rules on emergency runs, I had the same thought as you. I asked Penelope about that day, and she said I was right. That was the moment when Sapphire’s unit reached despair point. Sapphire had regularly done two emergency runs on the same day, but she couldn’t do two emergency runs at once. They had to call on us to help whether we were ready or not.” 
 
    There was a long silence before Lucas spoke again. “I’ve already said that the situation could deteriorate rapidly after Morton’s unit closes down. The worst projections show it may only take two months to reach the incident rate during the third year after Claire’s death. Penelope has argued passionately that Sapphire cannot stand alone as the first line of defence again. Since Mira and Keith both have limitations on what they can do, Penelope wants Amber to step forward to share the load.” 
 
    After what I’d just heard, it was impossible to refuse. “Of course I have to help Sapphire.” 
 
    “Amber mustn’t be asked to do two emergency runs on the same day,” said Megan in alarm. 
 
    “We’re hoping there won’t be any need for either Sapphire or Amber to do that,” said Lucas. “Penelope presented a detailed plan during the Joint Tactical Meeting, which she hopes will get us safely through the months until Morton’s unit is operational again.” 
 
    His voice took on a brisker note. “Penelope’s core strategy is that Sapphire and Amber will handle the maximum number of emergency runs between them while still having the standard rest breaks. Mira and Keith will need to take the remaining emergency runs, but their main focus will be on doing check runs. Catching wild bees in the developmental stage, before they become seriously destructive, will be key to stopping the number of emergency runs from escalating.” 
 
    “Our unit has already been concentrating on dealing with active wild bees,” said Adika. “We haven’t done a simple check run in weeks.” 
 
    “Morton has mostly been doing check runs because of his illness,” said Lucas. “That means there’s been a gradual shift towards him taking on the check runs that would normally go to Sapphire and Amber, while they take most of his emergency runs. When Morton’s unit shuts down, there’ll need to be a further shift in responsibilities, with Sapphire and Amber taking most of the emergency runs off Mira and Keith, so they’re free to deal with all those extra check runs.” 
 
    Lucas paused. “When we first learned Morton would need major surgery, I had a conversation with Megan about our unit facing an increased burden. We agreed that she’d do a review of our unit, looking for weak areas that could be improved. I know you’ve had less than the agreed time to do that, Megan, but we need to discuss this issue immediately.” 
 
    “I’ve completed the review itself,” said Megan anxiously, “but I haven’t got as far as documenting the …” 
 
    “We don’t need a formal document,” interrupted Lucas. “Just tell us the weak areas and your suggestions for dealing with them.” 
 
    “Yes. Well.” Megan took out her dataview and tapped it to make it unfurl. “Let’s start with my own area. An increased number of emergency runs won’t make much difference to the general maintenance work, but it will have a heavy impact in other areas. Now it’s confirmed that I’m pregnant with twins, I’ll want to recruit a second deputy administrator to assist me if Amber is happy with that.” 
 
    I nodded. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “The extra pressure on our Strike teams will inevitably cause more frequent minor injuries,” continued Megan, “so I’d like to add a therapy pool to the medical area for treating muscle problems.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I said. 
 
    “Now that Telyn has joined the Tactical team as their attack specialist, all their roles are adequately covered,” said Megan. “We have a significant issue on the Liaison team though. After all the trouble with Fran, and Nicole’s accelerated promotion to take her place, we agreed to leave the deputy Liaison team leader position vacant for a few months to let the situation settle down.” 
 
    Both Nicole and I winced at the reminder of Fran. 
 
    “I would have suggested filling the position weeks ago,” said Megan, “but delayed because there was one crisis after another. We absolutely must recruit a new deputy Liaison team leader before Morton’s unit shuts down though. Nicole’s health problems are already worsening because of the heavy workload, so she mustn’t be put under any extra pressure.” 
 
    Megan glanced at Nicole. “Since Nicole only had one year of experience instead of the normal three before being promoted to Liaison team leader, and most of the Liaison team members came out of Lottery with Amber, I recommend that the new deputy should be someone with many years of experience.” 
 
    Nicole was always quiet in team leader meetings. That was partly because her role, and the role of her team, wasn’t to make the decisions but to help carry them out. The situation wasn’t helped by the fact that Adika and Megan were older, more experienced, and always eager to talk. I tried to compensate for that by keeping an eye on Nicole to check if she wanted to say something. I didn’t read her mind very often, but the distressed expression on her face made me link to her now. 
 
    … worked so hard to sort out the mess that Fran left behind her. My team have played their part wonderfully during some incredibly challenging cases. Now a far more experienced deputy is going to march in and … 
 
    … going to be just like my last year on Teen Level. I put in weeks of work organizing our area’s Halloween celebrations, then that pushy girl came along. She’d only helped with a couple of the most straightforward jobs, but on the day of the festival she used the excuse of my health problems to take over and … 
 
    … the way that she lied to everyone. Claiming I’d asked her to take over, so they obeyed her orders, and … 
 
    “I agree that we need to recruit an experienced deputy Liaison team leader,” I said firmly, “but I specifically want someone that’s only imprinted for the deputy role rather than the team leader position.” 
 
    Megan seemed startled. “That’s likely to eliminate some of the best candidates, Amber.” 
 
    “Yes, but Fran’s departure left the Liaison team in total chaos. Nicole has worked hard to get the team functioning smoothly, so I’m not risking an ambitious new deputy causing more trouble. What we want is someone that’s only imprinted for deputy to deal with the routine work, so Nicole can focus her energies on things like the emergency runs.” 
 
    Nicole’s mind flared like a beacon in response to my words. 
 
    Amber, I … Thank you! 
 
    I smiled at her, pulled out of her mind, and sipped my melon juice. 
 
    Megan faced Adika. “My biggest concern is the Strike team. Lucas seems to be suggesting that we’ll be taking on as many emergency runs as Sapphire’s unit, but Sapphire’s Strike team is far stronger and more experienced than ours.” 
 
    Adika sat forward aggressively in his chair. “Our unit may not have been operational for long, but our Alpha Strike team has been on runs that Sapphire’s unit wouldn’t have dared to touch.” 
 
    “That’s precisely my point,” said Megan. “Our Alpha Strike team is relatively strong, but the Beta Strike team is a different matter. The standard approach of a new Telepath Unit recruiting and training the Alpha Strike team first is aimed at getting the unit operational as fast as possible. That was especially important when our unit was so urgently needed, but inevitably leaves the Beta Strike team at a huge disadvantage.” 
 
    “It’s true the Beta Strike team members weren’t just my second choice, slightly less able candidates, but had the extra disadvantage of starting training months after the Alpha team,” conceded Adika. “I expect to be sending out the Alpha team on the most difficult runs for at least the next two years.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Megan. “Sapphire’s Telepath Unit has been operational for twenty-five years. Her Alpha and Beta Strike teams will be sharing the load equally, while our Alpha Strike team has to carry most of the burden of additional emergency runs.” 
 
    Her voice took on a judgemental note. “To make the situation worse, you followed the custom of promoting the two best members of the Alpha Strike team to be your deputies, but refused to recruit anyone to fill the resulting two vacancies.” 
 
    Adika’s eyes narrowed into a glare. “As I explained to you at the time, I preferred to delay filling those two vacancies until the next Lottery. The Hive is highly unlikely to have the good fortune to discover another new telepath, so there’ll only be a few candidates imprinted for Strike team, but they’ll all be exceptionally gifted.” 
 
    Megan glared back at him. “I accepted your reasons back then, but we’re now in a situation where we can’t wait until the next Lottery to fill those vacancies. We need a full-strength Alpha Strike team by the New Year!” 
 
    “I’ve just transferred Jalen to the Alpha Strike team,” snapped Adika. “The other members of the Beta team aren’t good enough to keep up with the Alpha Strike team yet, but that still leaves both teams only one person below full strength.” 
 
    “The Alpha Strike team is more than one person below full strength.” Megan’s voice had already been loud, and I cringed as it got even louder. “Your Alpha Strike team is currently in breach of the rule against having two members in a relationship. That’s a completely unacceptable situation. We can’t have a Strike team member being forced to choose between saving the life of their partner and saving the life of their telepath.” 
 
    “You can’t blame me for being in breach of that rule!” Adika shouted in outrage. “Zak and Rafael only announced their relationship minutes ago, so …” 
 
    “Enough!” Buzz had been sitting quietly listening to the meeting, but now she yelled louder than either of them. “As Amber’s counsellor, I’m ordering you to stop arguing right now!” 
 
    Everyone stared at her in shock. 
 
    Buzz dropped her voice to its usual volume. “Amber has just returned from an emergency run where she was rapidly switching between the minds of four targets, including a highly unstable wild bee, one totally traumatized bystander, and a second bystander in severe pain. I didn’t object to Lucas holding this meeting because I knew he’d only do it if absolutely necessary. I’m not allowing anyone to indulge in arguments in front of Amber though. She finds conflict deeply stressful.” 
 
    Adika gave Buzz a frown that would have intimidated any member of the Strike team. “Megan and I weren’t having a serious argument, just …” 
 
    “I know exactly what you were doing,” Buzz interrupted him. “I’m only a borderline telepath, and my insights into peoples’ minds aren’t always clear, but the ones I just got from you and Megan were unmistakable.” 
 
    “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about,” said Adika, in a dignified voice. 
 
    Buzz gazed directly into his eyes and gave him one of her widest smiles. “Do you want me to explain the details of my insights to everyone in this meeting? If so, then I’m perfectly happy to do it.” 
 
    “There’s no need for that,” said Megan hastily. “You’re quite right that we shouldn’t argue in front of Amber. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “I’m relieved to hear it.” Buzz turned to nod at Lucas. “Please continue with your meeting.” 
 
    I couldn’t make sense of what had just happened. I didn’t dare to risk reading the minds of either Adika or Megan, in case they were still seething with anger, and I’d agreed with Buzz that I should never read her mind. Since borderline telepaths couldn’t get insights into the mind of a true telepath, that agreement meant our counselling sessions could be like two ordinary friends chatting. 
 
    “Megan does have a valid point about the staffing levels of the Alpha Strike team,” said Lucas, in a peculiarly strained voice. 
 
    Lucas seemed to have understood what Buzz meant, so I linked to his mind. The top level of his thoughts was just pre-vocalizing the words he was about to say, but the level beneath … 
 
    I blinked, and returned to my own head. There’d inevitably been times when I’d accidentally read the minds of people at an intimate moment, but I pulled away from them as fast as possible. I’d had no idea that some people could find arguments … exciting in that way. 
 
    “The minimum acceptable staffing level for a Strike team is seventeen members,” said Lucas. “That number is designed to allow for five people committed to bodyguard duties, and twelve chasing the target. In a standard situation, twelve people on chase duties can cover all escape routes above, below, and around a target, especially since there’ll also be a deputy Strike team leader present, and on many runs a Strike team leader as well. They’ll have problems in more complicated situations though.” 
 
    Lucas grimaced. “Today was a classic example. With Zak still recovering from injury, and Tobias missing the lift, the Alpha Strike team barely reached the operational minimum on today’s run. Adika correctly assigned four of the men on chase duties to guard the three vulnerable bystanders. One man to carry each of them in a crisis, and one to fight a defensive rear-guard action. That didn’t leave enough men to form a full net around the target.” 
 
    Adika scowled. “Yes. I’ve just been watching Hallie’s holo recreation of the strike. We had a target breakaway that put our telepath in danger, and it happened because Tobias had missed the lift.” 
 
    “Precisely,” said Lucas. “We must never end up in that situation again. We’ve already covered the point that when Morton’s unit shuts down, the Alpha Strike team will need to go out on most of the emergency runs, so we can expect an increased rate of injuries. The question isn’t whether we need to recruit enough people to get the Alpha Strike team up to full strength, but whether we need to overstaff.” 
 
    Adika’s eyes widened. “You’re seriously considering overstaffing the Alpha Strike team, Lucas? If we have problems with injuries on the Alpha team, we could borrow someone from the Beta team.” 
 
    “You’ve just told us that Jalen was the only one of the Beta team who could keep up with the Alpha team,” said Lucas. “That means your only satisfactory option for borrowing a man from the Beta team is Forge. That’s acceptable occasionally, but you can’t disrupt the Beta team’s training schedule by taking Forge away for long periods.” 
 
    “I realize that but …” Adika shook his head. “Suggesting overstaffing seems an overreaction, Lucas. Taking more than twenty men on a run can mean they get in each other’s way, while leaving team members behind breeds discontent.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m overreacting,” said Lucas, in a harsh voice. “Penelope said that during the critical third year, Sapphire’s Strike teams were overstaffed at twenty-seven men on each team.” 
 
    “What!” Adika’s yell was followed by a guilty glance at Buzz. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to shout.” 
 
    “Even with twenty-seven men on each team,” Lucas continued, “their injury levels were so high that they were still struggling to send out a full-strength team of twenty on emergency runs.” 
 
    “We aren’t likely to have that level of injuries ourselves, are we?” I asked anxiously. 
 
    “Sapphire was regularly breaking the rules by going out on two emergency runs on the same day,” said Lucas. “Injury rates on her Strike team were bound to be staggeringly high. We shouldn’t be in that situation, but we must have at least twenty men on the Alpha Strike team.” 
 
    He paused. “You’ve currently got nineteen men on each of the Alpha and Beta Strike teams, Adika. Megan is right that you’ll need to move either Zak or Rafael to the Beta team, which will bring the Alpha team down to eighteen men. What are you going to do about Tobias?” 
 
    Adika turned to look pointedly at me. “I can’t keep Tobias on the Alpha Strike team any longer, Amber. He’s become a danger to his teammates and yourself.” 
 
    I’d just worked out a compromise plan to deal with the Tobias situation. “I accept that.” 
 
    Adika looked relieved. “Since the Beta Strike team is at full strength, I’ll be transferring Tobias out of the unit. Strike team imprints are deliberately set up to overlap with some positions in Hive Defence, so he should be able to make a fresh start there.” 
 
    “If we’re going to overstaff the Alpha Strike team,” I said, “then I don’t see why we can’t have an extra man on the Beta Strike team as well.” 
 
    “Tobias will be just as much of a danger on the Beta team as the Alpha team,” said Adika. 
 
    “Not if he’s only allowed to join in their training sessions, and not go on any runs,” I said eagerly. “You can tell Tobias this is his last chance to prove he’s worth keeping in the unit. I’m hoping the shock will make him change his attitude and focus on his work instead of his grievances. If he does that, then he can eventually work his way back to becoming a proper Strike team member again.” 
 
    “But what if Tobias doesn’t change his attitude?” asked Adika. 
 
    “If he causes any more problems, then I’ll support you transferring him to Hive Defence,” I said. 
 
    “I’d prefer to get rid of Tobias right away, but … agreed.” Adika sighed. “Dropping Tobias means there’ll only be seventeen men on the Alpha team, which I agree is completely unacceptable during a period when we only have four operational Telepath Units.” 
 
    “There’s also the complication of Eli’s old leg injury,” said Lucas. “He needs a follow-up operation to remove the plates from his original surgery, and will be out of action for a week or two.” 
 
    “I thought we had seven weeks for Eli to have his surgery and recover before Morton’s unit shuts down,” said Adika. “Now we’ll need him to have his operation immediately.” 
 
    “Eli’s surgeon may not be available immediately,” said Megan. “Remember that Atticus has other patients, including Morton!” 
 
    “There must be other surgeons available to do the operation,” said Adika. 
 
    I glared at him. When Forge and I were teens, Atticus had been a close friend of both of us. When I’d looked up the Lottery results of my corridor group, and saw Atticus had come out of Lottery as a Level 3 Physician Surgical, I’d been delighted for him. I trusted Atticus more than any other surgeon. Far more importantly, so did Eli. 
 
    “Atticus led the surgical team that carried out Eli’s original operation,” I said fiercely, “so he knows what needs to be done better than anyone else.” 
 
    Adika gave me a surprisingly nervous look for a man who was at least twice my size and an expert in all forms of combat. “Yes, well, I agree that Atticus has to be the one to operate on Eli. I also agree that we need at least three more men on the Alpha Strike team, and preferably four to cover injury problems, but how can I recruit new men and get them trained in less than two weeks?” 
 
    “Morton’s unit will be shut down for months,” said Megan. “His Strike teams will have nothing to do, so Morton might be willing to let us borrow a few people. Given Morton’s personal preferences, most of his Strike team members are women, but there are enough men to …” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Adika interrupted her. “I’m not bringing in a group of men who know everything, have done everything, and are at the peak of their fitness. My youngsters would be worried about losing their team spots to the newcomers, trying to outmatch them, and getting their confidence broken when they failed.” 
 
    “There is another possibility,” said Lucas. “When Claire died, the men on her Strike team were all old enough that they moved to less demanding posts. Sapphire’s unit solved their staffing problem by asking some of the youngest men to come back as temporary members of their Strike team. There seems no reason we couldn’t do the same.” 
 
    Adika looked startled. “I hadn’t thought of using Claire’s Strike team, but that could be a workable solution. My youngsters wouldn’t feel their positions were threatened by men in their forties briefly returning to a Strike team role.” 
 
    He was silent in thought for a moment, before giving an abrupt nod. “Gideon came back from retirement to give the benefit of his experience to your Tactical team, Lucas. If Megan can find me four of Claire’s old Strike team members with the same attitude to passing on their experience as Gideon, then I can see them being a valuable addition to the Alpha Strike team.” 
 
    Lucas turned to me. “Are you happy with this idea, Amber?” 
 
    After Claire’s death, her unit had been closed down for three years, and then the dusty corridors and abandoned apartments had been refurbished to become my unit. Claire had held meetings in this room. Claire had lived in the apartment that now belonged to Lucas and me. Claire’s ashes had been scattered in the park where I walked and fed the birds. 
 
    I’d always had a superstitious idea that something of Claire’s presence remained, ghostlike, in this unit. Now Lucas was suggesting that some of Claire’s Strike team should come back and join us. I didn’t know why I was so disconcerted by that idea. As Adika had just pointed out, Gideon had worked on Claire’s Tactical team for forty-nine years, and I had no problem at all with Gideon. 
 
    “It would be a good way to solve our staffing problem,” I said, “but we mustn’t try to recruit any men who are still needed by Sapphire’s unit.” 
 
    “We’d never want to recruit anyone who’d worked for Sapphire’s unit,” said Megan. “Strike team members have to be both physically and mentally compatible with their telepath, and you and Sapphire have radically different personal preferences.” 
 
    I frowned. I’d been shocked when I discovered Lottery had taken my personal preferences into account when selecting candidates for my Strike team. I believed they should have been chosen solely for their abilities, without considering whether I’d find them physically attractive or approve of their opinions on things like relationships. My unit staff, even Lucas, didn’t agree with me though. However much I argued the point, their minds were imprinted with the fact that it was vital for Strike team members to be compatible with their telepath. 
 
    “You think that some of Claire’s old Strike Team members should be suitable though, Megan?” asked Lucas. 
 
    “I remember that Claire’s preferences were somewhere in the middle ground between Amber and Sapphire,” said Megan. “If we’re only recruiting four men, then we should be able to find some with the right characteristics. They’re likely to have partners who worked in Claire’s unit as well, so we may be able to combine recruiting the Strike team candidates with using their partners to fill our other vacancies.” 
 
    “We’re talking about bringing men back from retirement to assist our Strike team as a temporary measure,” said Adika. “Using their partners to fill permanent positions is a bad idea. You need to think what will happen in a few months from now when the men leave. Our staff have to live in our unit because emergency runs can happen at any time of day or night. The unpredictable working schedule makes it virtually impossible to maintain a relationship with anyone either living or working elsewhere.” 
 
    Megan and Buzz exchanged glances. “It’s probably best if you tell him,” said Megan. 
 
    “Tell me what?” asked Adika. 
 
    “If we recruit these men for our Strike team,” said Buzz gently, “they won’t be leaving in a few months. What’s happened with Tobias should tell you that. Amber won’t send anyone away from our unit unless they’re leaving to get a position that suits them better.” 
 
    Adika scowled. “Then we can’t recruit these men at all. They may be fit enough to stay on the Strike team for another year or two, but nobody can cope with the physical demands of the work forever.” 
 
    “Which is precisely why the imprints of Strike team members are designed to allow them to fill alternate roles in later life,” said Megan pointedly. “Alternate roles that could be extremely helpful to our unit.” 
 
    “The personal trainer and physiotherapist roles could be especially relevant,” said Lucas. “These men wouldn’t just be able to help our Strike team members achieve maximum fitness, but also give them the benefit of knowledge gained during decades of emergency runs.” 
 
    Adika gave a resigned groan. “All right.” 
 
    “We’ve covered the staffing problems now,” said Lucas, “so let’s move on to the most serious issue, which is that Amber will be under drastically increased stress. At this point, I need to mention that we have a potential complication with Keith.” 
 
    “What’s Keith done now?” asked Megan anxiously. 
 
    “I had a message from him during the emergency run,” said Lucas. “He asked me to send Buzz to his unit for a few weeks.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Buzz shook her head urgently. “I’ve heard all about Keith, and I don’t want to go to his unit.” 
 
    “You aren’t going to Keith’s unit,” I said passionately. “He can’t borrow one of my staff without my permission, and I absolutely refuse to give it.” 
 
    “Why would Keith want me to go to his unit anyway?” asked Buzz. 
 
    “He claimed he’d heard how much your counselling had helped Amber,” said Lucas. “He wanted to borrow you to see if having a borderline telepath counsellor could help him as much. I worked for Keith for three years though, so I know you can’t trust a word he says. Given Keith’s past history, I expect he really wants the chance to nose around in your mind and find out personal information about Amber.” 
 
    “That’s outrageous,” said Adika. 
 
    Lucas pulled a face. “Keith has a habit of being outrageous. I knew exactly how Amber would feel about his request, so I sent him a polite refusal, saying that Amber couldn’t spare her counsellor for even a few hours. Shortly afterwards, I got a message from Gold Commander Melisande. She said that Keith had asked her to intervene and order Buzz to go to his unit.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” muttered Buzz. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Lucas. “Gold Commander Melisande is well aware of Keith’s tactics, and realized what he was planning. She told Keith that it was impossible for two telepaths to have counselling from the same person, and offered to find a different borderline telepath to help him.” 
 
    Buzz sighed in relief. “I pity the borderline telepath who gets the job of counselling Keith.” 
 
    “I don’t think any borderline telepath is going to get the job,” said Lucas. “Gold Commander Melisande said Keith had no interest in any other counsellor than Buzz.” 
 
    He paused. “I hope we won’t hear any more about this, but I felt I had to warn you all about the situation. If Keith sends a message to any of you, tell me at once, and let me deal with it.” 
 
    We all nodded. 
 
    “As I said a minute ago, Amber is going to be under increased stress while Morton’s unit is closed,” said Lucas. “Buzz is proving to be an excellent counsellor, and Gold Commander Melisande won’t allow Keith to disrupt that arrangement. Now, is there anything else we can do to help Amber?” 
 
    Lucas looked expectantly at Buzz, but she was clearly still unnerved by the news that Keith had asked for her to counsel him. It was several seconds before she started speaking. 
 
    “You’re talking about Amber taking on an unrelenting schedule of emergency runs. We all know the danger of allowing the lingering influences of wild bees to build up to the point where the telepath begins fragmenting under the strain. If Amber is going to be doing an emergency run virtually every day, constantly being hit by the minds of wild bees, then it’s essential we give her the chance to shake off those influences.” 
 
    Buzz tapped the side of her glass with her elegant fingernails. “Amber’s method of cleansing herself of the echoes of wild bees involves going Outside. Preferably somewhere that’s a long distance from the hundred million minds in the Hive, so it’s totally quiet on a telepathic level. We’ll need to arrange for Amber to go Outside every few weeks.” 
 
    She frowned. “It should really be every few days, but these trips Outside will be time-consuming and complicated, and we’ve got the added problem of it being winter and freezing cold out there. I’ve considered the option of just sending Amber up in an aircraft for an hour, but her fear of heights means she wouldn’t be able to relax enough to cleanse herself of echoes. That means we’ll have to fly her to an outlying supply base, and then give her time to recover from the trip and cleanse herself of echoes before flying her back.” 
 
    “I know that my fear of heights is ridiculous,” I said guiltily. “I should be able to overcome it, but …” 
 
    “You mustn’t worry about your fear of heights, Amber,” said Lucas hastily. 
 
    “Amber may be afraid of heights, but she successfully overcame her fear of Outside,” said Buzz gloomily. “I thought I could do the same, but I’m finding it an impossible struggle.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Since trips Outside will have to be infrequent, we need to do everything else we can to help Amber relax during her rest breaks. One of the reasons Telepath Units are built on Industry 1 rather than on a level halfway down the Hive, is that it’s more peaceful for telepaths here than down in the heart of a hundred million people’s thoughts.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “The background sound of the Hive mind is far quieter up here.” 
 
    “It’s obvious that your favourite place in the unit is the park,” said Buzz. “I think that’s partly because the park is a large space and normally only has a few human minds in it. I’m only a borderline telepath. My insights into the thoughts of others are completely random, only last for a second or two, and are limited to one person at a time. That means I’ve never been aware of the Hive mind at all on a conscious level, but I still find it peaceful in this unit’s park.” 
 
    She smiled. “I believe there’s an extra factor involved in your enjoyment of parks though, Amber. You enjoy feeding the birds. You love getting them to flock around you.” 
 
    I nodded. “Animals and birds have simpler minds than humans. If they’re frightened or hungry, then their thoughts can be piercingly sharp, but the ones in the park are usually contented. They’re particularly happy when they’re eating, so there’s something very soothing about their minds.” 
 
    Buzz hesitated before speaking. “You read thoughts on a lower level than other telepaths, Amber. You experience the emotions of others in a way that they don’t. I’d like to have a detailed conversation about the implications of that at a future time, but the key issue now is that you can touch the minds of animals and birds when I’m told they aren’t detectable by other telepaths. You find their contented thoughts soothing.” 
 
    She waved her hands. “We need to use that to ease the constant pressure on you. The problem is that even when you’re feeding the birds, they get disturbed by the presence of other people. I’ve seen the Strike teams running laps of the park in training, scattering the birds every time they pass by. Ideally, you should either be alone in the park or just with Lucas.” 
 
    “If the Strike team gave up using the park for training, it would severely damage their fitness levels,” said Adika. 
 
    “Yes, the Strike team need the park for training,” I said, “and everyone else goes there to rest as well. I can’t keep it for myself.” 
 
    “There’s an easy answer to that problem,” said Megan eagerly. “We could set up a small private park area for Amber in the expansion section.” 
 
    I gave her a bewildered look. “What expansion section?” 
 
    Megan stood up. “It’s going to be easiest if I take you there and show you.” 
 
    I stood up, grabbed a handful of pastries, and happily munched them as I followed her out of the door. Megan headed down the corridor, chattering away busily, while everyone else trailed after her. 
 
    “It’s important that a telepath isn’t troubled by the presence of unfamiliar minds when resting, so Telepath Units are always surrounded by things like water storage tanks that need minimal maintenance, but there’s also an area kept entirely free for expansion.” 
 
    She paused when we reached the security doors that led to the accommodation section of the unit. “Telepath Units all have the same basic layout. Behind us is the operational section. Ahead of us is the accommodation section with the main bank of express lifts. On the far side of that is the expansion section. The park runs down the entire eastern side of the unit, with three sets of double doors that connect it to each of the three sections.” 
 
    I swallowed the pastry I’d been eating. “I’d assumed the double doors at the far end of the park led to a storage area.” 
 
    Megan continued through the security doors and on towards the lifts. I was surprised when she turned left to walk past my apartment door rather than right towards the park. 
 
    “The park entrance to the expansion section has a long flight of steps,” she said. “The entrance at the western side of the accommodation section has a ramp, which will be better for Nicole’s powered chair.” 
 
    “I can put my chair in walk mode to handle things like steps and getting on and off the belt system,” said Nicole. 
 
    Megan sighed. “Your chair could handle an ordinary flight of steps, but this one is especially awkward because of some changes to the unit northern emergency exit over a decade ago.” 
 
    We reached the end of the corridor, and Megan stopped by a locked set of double doors labelled “Maintenance Staff Only.” She entered a code, opened the doors to reveal total darkness, and clicked her tongue in annoyance. 
 
    “The motion-activated lighting in here needs adjusting.” 
 
    She clapped her hands several times, and a small light finally came on above a bank of switches. Megan went to press a large red one. 
 
    Overhead lights blazed into brightness, and I gasped. We were standing at the edge of a vast empty space that stretched from a level below us to several levels above, and was featureless except for occasional structural columns and a raised area that looked like a stage. 
 
    Megan led the way down a sloping ramp to floor level. “Claire liked to watch live performances by troupes of actors in here.” 
 
    I’d been right about that raised area being a stage then. I glanced behind me to check that Nicole’s powered chair could handle the ramp without problems, and then looked upwards. “Why is the ceiling black?” 
 
    “Because you’re not looking at a proper ceiling,” said Lucas. “That’s the Hive’s outer structural shield.” 
 
    I blinked. If that was the Hive’s outer structural shield, then there was just a layer of earth and rocks above it between me and Outside. As a child, that thought would have terrified me. Now I found it oddly comforting. 
 
    I popped my last pastry into my mouth, and walked forward to study the stage. The last troupe of actors to come here hadn’t left any of their scenery behind, but a crumpled streamer told me they’d performed a Light and Dark pageant. The Hive celebrated four festivals during the year. New Year, Carnival, Valentine, and Halloween. Light and Dark pageants were traditionally performed in the weeks before the festivals of Carnival and Halloween. 
 
    I pictured Claire standing where I was now, surrounded by her unit members, watching the light angel in her silver dress fight to defend the Hive from the dark angel in his costume of red and black. The abandoned streamer was silver and gold, meaning the forces of light had triumphed in the pageant, so it must have been performed before Carnival rather than Halloween. 
 
    That made sense. Everyone kept talking about the three years between Claire’s death and me coming out of Lottery. Since Lottery testing was always in the week after Carnival, Claire must have died sometime around Carnival too. 
 
    I’d asked Gideon what Claire was like, and one of the things he’d told me was that she was a devout Hiveist. I didn’t know much about the old religions that were only practised in secret, but I’d been taught about Hiveism in school before I moved to Teen Level. Hiveists worshipped the Hive itself as a collective gestalt, and the myths of Halloween and Carnival had great symbolic significance for them. 
 
    It was part of a Hiveist’s religious duty to attend the Light and Dark pageants before the festivals of Carnival and Halloween. I could imagine how horrified Claire’s Strike team leader would have been at the idea of her attending a pageant in one of the great Hive arenas, surrounded by gigantic crowds, and with periods of complete darkness. Being among those packed crowds would have been a massive strain on a telepath too. 
 
    I was glad that Claire had been able to watch her Light and Dark pageants here in this expansion section, and the last pageant she saw was one where light triumphed. I had reservations about some of the things the Hive did, but there were times when I felt the Hive Duty songs I’d been taught in school were right, and the Hive did know best. 
 
    This was one of those times. Claire had served the Hive faithfully as a telepath until her very last breath, dying of a heart attack on a check run when she was ninety-three years old. The Hive had been faithful to her too. 
 
    I was getting ridiculously emotional about a woman I’d never met. I brushed moisture from my eyes with the back of my hand, picked up the streamer and tucked it into my pocket, then took a moment to get my voice under control before speaking. 
 
    “This place is amazing.” 
 
    Megan smiled. “Sapphire has her expansion section set up for parties. Morton has a series of meditation rooms in different colours and décor to suit his varying moods. Mira has a full-scale hydroponics area.” 
 
    I briefly wondered why Mira wanted a hydroponics area in her unit, but was more curious about why Megan hadn’t talked about Keith. She’d come out of Lottery with him, and spent thirteen years working for him before moving to my unit to be my Senior Administrator. She must know what Keith did with his expansion section. 
 
    “What about Keith?” I asked. 
 
    Adika laughed loudly. 
 
    Megan gave him a reproving look. “Keith uses his expansion section as a giant bookette room,” she said, and swiftly changed the subject. 
 
    “This expansion section isn’t big enough for a full-scale park with a lake, but we could certainly have some sort of animal and bird area here. I’d have to get some experts to look at the available space, and then consult Amber about the design.” 
 
    “Would you like Megan to do that, Amber?” asked Lucas, “or were you planning to use the expansion section for something else?” 
 
    “How could I be planning to use it for something else?” I asked. “I didn’t know it existed. Why haven’t you mentioned it to me before?” 
 
    Lucas looked puzzled. “I did mention the expansion section to you. We discussed the possibility of you having a miniature beach here?” 
 
    “We did?” I shook my head. “When did that happen?” 
 
    “It was soon after our first operational run,” said Lucas. “We were discussing the number of rooms in your apartment, and you said something about having a door through to a private beach in the expansion section. I said that I didn’t think Megan could manage a full-size beach, but she’d arrange a miniature version if you asked nicely.” 
 
    I groaned. People kept assuming I’d already seen information in their mind, or the mind of someone else in the unit, when I didn’t know anything about it at all. When I read a person’s thoughts, I couldn’t see everything they knew, just what they were thinking about at that moment. In Lucas’s case, there was the extra complication that I could often see what he was thinking about but didn’t understand it. 
 
    It was obvious why I hadn’t seen anyone thinking about the expansion section. Megan was probably the only person in my unit with a reason to think about an unused area, and I’d been avoiding reading her mind because I found her so annoying. 
 
    “I remember that conversation, Lucas,” I said. “I was talking about the ridiculous number of rooms in my apartment. I made a joke about opening a door and discovering a beach. I assumed your comment about Megan arranging a miniature beach was a joke too, but you really meant it?” 
 
    Lucas nodded. “You never mentioned having a beach again, and I didn’t remind you about it because I was worried about the safety issues.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Adika anxiously. “I know you’re an excellent swimmer, Amber, but we couldn’t risk you going swimming alone on a private beach. You’d need someone imprinted for beach rescue to be on duty ready to …” 
 
    I held up a hand to stop him. “I only mentioned a beach as a joke,” I repeated. “I’ve been on an emergency run in the maintenance areas of the Level 67 beach. I saw how complicated the wave machinery was, I couldn’t demand even the tiniest beach for myself, and I’m perfectly content swimming in the Strike team’s swimming pool anyway.” 
 
    I paused. “If Megan could arrange for there to be a place here where animals and birds were happy, that would be wonderful. There’s no need to consult me about the design because it needs to be whatever is best for the animals and birds.” 
 
    “That’s very true,” said Buzz. “If they’re happy, then you’ll be happy too.” 
 
    “Could I really have a door that leads from here directly into my apartment?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course,” said Megan. 
 
    “I’ll want to do a security review of the plans,” said Adika pointedly, “but a door from here into Amber’s apartment would have the advantage of speeding up her response to emergency runs. The problem with her spending so much time in the park is that she has to run all the way across the unit to reach her apartment and get ready.” 
 
    I didn’t need telepathy to know the rest of us were all thinking the same thing. There was a short silence while we waited to see who would be the first to give in and say it. I wasn’t entirely surprised that it was Buzz. 
 
    “I hope that a faster response by Amber doesn’t mean more of the Strike team getting left behind,” she said, in an unnaturally innocent voice. 
 
    Adika gave her a withering look. 
 
    “I think that covers everything, so we can end the meeting now,” said Lucas hastily. 
 
    I took out my dataview to check the time, and wrinkled my nose. “I hadn’t realized it was so late in the day. I’ve been promising my mother a clothes shopping trip to the 500/5000 shopping area on Level 1 ever since I came out of Lottery. She won’t be working tomorrow, so if our unit is going to be in shutdown until tomorrow evening, then I must call her and make arrangements to go shopping.” 
 
    Lucas gave me a dubious look. “You’ve had an exhausting day, Amber. Are you sure that you want to go all the way to the 500/5000 shopping area tomorrow? I’ve always had the impression that you didn’t like clothes shopping.” 
 
    Lucas was right that I didn’t like clothes shopping. I particularly didn’t like going clothes shopping with my mother. I’d already arranged and cancelled this trip a dozen times though. 
 
    “I really must take this chance to keep my promise to my mother,” I said. “Besides, I desperately need to buy myself a dress to wear for the New Year festival.” 
 
    Adika nodded acceptance. “I’ll arrange for a group of bodyguards to escort you on your shopping trip.” 
 
    Adika and Megan turned and headed off up the ramp, followed by Nicole in her powered chair. Buzz started walking after them, but I called after her. 
 
    “Buzz!” 
 
    She came back and smiled at Lucas and me. “Yes?” 
 
    I studied her thoughtfully. The first time I met Buzz, she’d had her hair in a thick mass of black curls that clustered around her dark face, and was wearing a low level skirt and top to help Level 93 patients relax and talk to her. The second time, her hairstyle had been severely formal, and she’d been wearing an Emergency Services uniform. Right now, her hair was floating cloudlike around her head, and she was wearing a dress in her favourite bright red. 
 
    I must have seen Buzz dressed in dozens of different ways by now, depending on exactly what effect she wanted to create in the people who saw her. Whatever Buzz wore though, she always looked stunning. If anyone could help me find a dress that would make me look good, it was her. 
 
    “Would you mind coming along on the shopping trip to help me choose a New Year festival dress?” 
 
    Buzz clapped her hands together. “I’d adore helping you, Amber. Do you have any particular dress styles or colours in mind?” 
 
    “I’ve absolutely no idea what I want. My mother will probably make some suggestions, but …” I let the sentence trail off, unwilling to say anything rude about my mother. 
 
    “But you loathed the dresses your mother bought you when you were a child,” said Buzz. 
 
    I stared at her. “How do you know that?” 
 
    Buzz laughed. “From the moment I joined this unit, I’ve been aware that you had a hatred of dresses, Amber. Whenever possible, you wear a higher level version of the leggings and tops you wore on Teen Level. If you feel the need to look more formal, then you wear a onesuit, though you seem horribly uncomfortable in them.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I admitted. “It’s something about the collars and the rigid tailoring.” 
 
    “You’d still rather wear a onesuit than dresses and skirts though.” Buzz sighed. “After all the problems you’d had with Megan counselling you, we agreed that I’d never push you into discussing anything until you raised the subject yourself. That stopped me from discussing the clothes issue with you until now, but I couldn’t help thinking about it.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’ve seen both your parents on their visits to the unit, and you strongly resemble your father rather than your mother. I guessed that your dress aversion was the result of your mother dressing you in clothes that would look perfect on her but were dreadfully unflattering on you. I’ve noticed she loves tightly tailored dresses in shades of orange and russet brown. Preferably with ornate gold trimmings as well.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said gloomily. 
 
    “As I said, those are clothes that look perfect on your mother,” said Buzz. “They’re totally wrong for you though. I’m sure you meekly accepted her choice of clothes as a child rather than arguing, because you hate having conflicts with people you care about, but now you want to buy some clothes that are right for you rather than her.” 
 
    Buzz gave me an assessing look. “The only time I’ve seen you looking truly happy in a dress was after the emergency run on the Level 67 beach.” 
 
    I was startled. “Yes. We all had to buy clothes to fit in with the crowds on the beach. There weren’t many that would fit me and hide my body armour, so I ended up buying a dress I’d never normally have considered, but somehow … Well, you’re right. That’s the only dress I’ve ever liked wearing, but I can’t wear a low level beach dress for the New Year festival celebrations.” 
 
    “You like wearing your beach dress because it’s ideal for your figure, and has the bright colours that look glorious with your dark-brown hair,” said Buzz. “Here in your unit, you can wear whatever you want, but New Year is the Hive festival for families. You’ll want to follow tradition by celebrating the festival with your parents and brother on Level 27.” 
 
    She smiled. “I know you won’t want to disappoint your mother by wearing a low level beach dress. That means we need to find you a proper festival dress with the same informal style and bright colours. Make sure you bring the beach dress along on the shopping trip, so we know exactly what we’re looking for.” 
 
    Buzz turned to look at Lucas. “I know you aren’t in touch with either of your parents, Lucas. Am I right in assuming you’ll be spending the New Year festival with Amber and her family?” 
 
    Lucas had been standing listening to our conversation with the distant expression that meant he was busily analyzing something. He was caught completely off guard by Buzz’s question, and gave her a panicky look. 
 
    “I’d like to spend the New Year festival with Amber and her family, but I don’t know whether I will or not. I haven’t had a specific invitation from Amber or her parents yet.” 
 
    I blinked at him in disbelief. Lucas was my partner. We shared an apartment. I slept in his arms every night. How could he think that he wouldn’t be invited to celebrate the New Year festival with my family and me? 
 
    But the answer to that question was obvious. Lucas was deeply insecure about relationships. He’d been an unwanted child. His father had left when he was six years old, and his mother broke off contact just after he moved to Teen Level. After so much rejection, some deep part of him would always expect to be rejected again. 
 
    I touched his thoughts to find out what I should say to reassure him, and found the glittering levels of thought had fragmented under an onslaught of churning emotion. The dark waves of pain were coming from deep in the unconscious levels of his mind, so there were no words at all among them. 
 
    “We’ll definitely be celebrating the New Year festival together, Lucas,” I said firmly. “I’d like to be with my family as well, but if it comes to a choice between them and you – if they don’t invite you, or you’d find it difficult to celebrate the festival with them – then I will choose to be with you.” 
 
    The dark waves of pain faded from Lucas’s shining mind. I would have said more if we’d been alone rather than with Buzz, but those words could be added later. I’d told Lucas all he really needed to hear. 
 
    “In that case, you’ll have to come shopping with us, Lucas,” said Buzz briskly. 
 
    “I will?” Lucas gave her a dazed look. “I don’t think I’ll be much help with choosing dresses. I don’t spend much time clothes shopping.” 
 
    Buzz gave him a pitying look. “The entire unit knows that you don’t spend much time clothes shopping, Lucas. When you’re relaxing, you wear your worn-out clothes from when you lived on Teen Level. When you’re acting as Tactical Commander, you wear a set of simple classic outfits in neutral grey or blue. Who was it who bought those for you?” 
 
    Lucas blushed. “My old boss, Keith’s Tactical Commander, Gaius. When I got the chance to become Amber’s Tactical Commander, Gaius said that nobody would have any confidence in me as a Tactical Commander if I kept wearing Teen Level clothes, and took me on a shopping trip.” 
 
    “Gaius has excellent taste and sense,” said Buzz. “He chose clothes that are suitable for your role, but a simple enough style that you wouldn’t feel uncomfortable in them. You can’t wear one of your standard outfits to spend the New Year festival with Amber though. You need to come shopping with us and get a proper festival outfit that complements her chosen dress.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Lucas. “Well, if that’s what Amber wants …” 
 
    “It is what Amber wants,” said Buzz imperiously. “We’ll take Eli along on the trip as well.” 
 
    “I think Adika will want to choose my bodyguards himself,” I said hastily. 
 
    Buzz shook her head. “Eli won’t be coming along as a bodyguard. His job will be to distract Amber’s mother whenever she tries to interfere with Amber’s choice of dress.” 
 
    I laughed. I was feeling far more hopeful about this shopping trip now. I remembered the random mind I’d read back in area 500/2500. That person had been looking at a display of New Year festival dresses in jewelled colours. Perhaps we could find a shop with similar dresses in the 500/5000 shopping area and … 
 
    I had a far better idea. Lucas was right about this being an exhausting day. If I could persuade my mother that the Level 1 shops at the centre point of Orange Zone were virtually as good as those at the centre point of the whole Hive, then I could go back to area 500/2500 tomorrow and look at those festival dresses in person. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Lucas and I arrived back in our apartment, Lucas flopped down on one of the couches in the living room with a dramatic groan and a wide-armed gesture of exhaustion. 
 
    I sat down next to him. “Why did Megan behave so strangely when I asked about Keith’s expansion section?” 
 
    “I think she was worried that Adika would make jokes about it.” 
 
    “Make jokes? What’s funny about Keith having a giant bookette room?” 
 
    “The jokes aren’t about the bookette room itself,” said Lucas cautiously. “They’re about the bookettes that Keith plays there. He’s perfectly open about the fact he keeps everyone away from his expansion section because he enjoys playing bookettes with extremely … intimate content.” 
 
    “Oh.” I blushed. “I hope you don’t mind Buzz making you go on the shopping trip to get a festival …” 
 
    I let my words trail off into nothing, because a dreadful thought had hit me. I’d been assuming I’d be able to follow tradition by celebrating the New Year festival with my parents and brother on Level 27, but … 
 
    Lucas frowned at me. “Something just frightened you, Amber. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “We won’t be working for the whole of the New Year festival, will we?” I asked anxiously. “If I don’t spend some time with my family then, they’ll think I’ve decided to abandon them now that I’m Level 1.” 
 
    “There’s no need to worry about that,” said Lucas soothingly. “There’s a standard arrangement that a new Telepath Unit shuts down for the festival.” 
 
    I gave him a disbelieving look. “Seriously? We’re really allowed to shut down for the whole festival?” 
 
    “We aren’t just allowed to do it,” said Lucas. “We must do it to ensure that our unit remains operational. Most of the unit staff came out of Lottery with you, Amber, and a number are struggling with major family problems.” 
 
    Lucas put his arm around me. “The first year after Lottery is a period of massive adjustments in family relationships. Even if someone’s result is virtually identical in level to their parents, there’s still the change between being a poverty-stricken teen living in one room on Teen Level, and being a productive adult member of the Hive with a proper income and apartment.” 
 
    He sighed. “In most cases, there will be a level gap between the new adult and their parents though. The larger that gap, the greater the strain of the family adjustment. Even the team member positions on Strike, Tactical, and Liaison teams are Level 1. Your parents are Level 27, which is a significant level gap, but there are people in the unit that have parents from much further down the Hive. Adika has referred several Strike team members to Buzz for counselling, and he was worried enough about Caleb to discuss his situation with me as well.” 
 
    I nodded. “My parents are still stunned by me being Level 1, but it’s vastly harder for Caleb. His level 91 parents had never even spoken to someone on the elite top ten levels of the Hive before Caleb went through Lottery. Now they’re so awed in his presence that they hardly dare to say a word.” 
 
    “Caleb isn’t just faced with a staggering level difference between him and his parents,” said Lucas. “He’s also got the issue of the social divide between ordinary citizens and people in Law Enforcement.” 
 
    I grimaced. I regularly read the minds of my Strike team members, so I knew some of them had parents who considered an assignment to Law Enforcement, however high level the position, as an insurmountably bad result. 
 
    Others had parents who worked in Law Enforcement too, so their Lottery results had strengthened rather than weakened the family bond. Tobias was the one exception, where his jealousy of his brother was destroying the happiness of his whole family. 
 
    “Adika says that a few Strike team members have grown resigned to losing touch with their families,” added Lucas, “but Caleb’s still stubbornly fighting. The odds are stacked against him though, and Adika’s worried how he’ll cope when the inevitable happens at the New Year festival.” 
 
    “I’m lucky,” I said. “Since I’ve talked about enemy agents, my family seem to think our unit belongs to Hive Defence. My parents are such law-abiding members of the Hive that they wouldn’t see me belonging to Law Enforcement as an issue anyway. I just need to keep hiding the fact I’m a telepath.” 
 
    “Well, the potential for family problems means that our people absolutely have to be allowed a break over the New Year festival,” said Lucas. “For some of them, this will be their last chance to salvage their relationship with their parents.” 
 
    “It’s surely not their last chance,” I protested. 
 
    “I’m afraid that in most cases it is,” said Lucas sadly. “The statistics show that virtually everyone who doesn’t spend their first New Year festival after Lottery with their parents will never have an effective relationship with them again.” 
 
    He paused. “That’s why Morton’s surgery has been scheduled for immediately after the New Year festival rather than during it. When the New Year festival ends, we’re inevitably going to have some people mourning the loss of their families. We can’t risk the ones in Caleb’s situation blaming their loss on having to work over the New Year festival. It would fuel a bitterness that undermined all their happiness in their Lottery result, and caused colossal problems for both them and our unit.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Lucas abruptly changed from speaking in full sentences to using the abbreviated speed speech that he used to save time talking to me. “Apologies.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “Embarrassed you. Stupid insecurity.” 
 
    I normally needed to use my telepathy to make sense of Lucas’s speed speech, but this time it was obvious what he meant. 
 
    “The way you reacted when Buzz asked if you were spending the New Year festival with my family?” I snuggled closer to him. “That wasn’t stupid. What you went through as a child and on Teen Level was bound to leave scars. Those scars are both your strength and your weakness. They gave you the sensitivity and emotional strength to be a brilliant Tactical Commander, but also left you vulnerable in certain areas.” 
 
    Lucas pulled away from me to stare down into my face, and raised a startled eyebrow. “Not just telepath now. Analyst too!” 
 
    “I’m just repeating something that Gideon said to me.” 
 
    Lucas laughed and settled down next to me again. “Vulnerability hits unexpectedly. Particularly now. New Year factor.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    His face twisted in pain. “Read me.” 
 
    I linked to his mind and saw the memory laid out for me. A six-year-old Lucas dodging his way through giant adult figures in festival clothes who were standing by an express belt. Reaching the man in the burgundy and gold outfit, and tugging at his arm. The man pushing him violently away. 
 
    “I didn’t realize your father left during the New Year celebrations.” 
 
    Father left a month before New Year. Discovered where he was living. Went to his area’s New Year celebrations, and found him just before the coming of the New Year. Tried to speak to him. Big mistake. Presence unwelcome. 
 
    When Lucas had one of these mental conversations with me, his pre-vocalized thought level was usually neatly ordered. Now the words were in short, staccato sentences, punctuated by waves of emotion. 
 
    “If we’re spending the New Year festival with my parents,” I said, “then perhaps you should warn them that you find this a difficult time.” 
 
    Lucas’s reaction was more emotion and images than words. 
 
    I frowned. “You seem to have been on Teen Level with an especially heartless group of teens. I assure you that my parents won’t react that way. They’ll be very sympathetic.” 
 
    I hesitated. “I’m not so sure that Gregas will be sympathetic, but you don’t need to worry about him. If he says anything unfeeling, then my parents will shut him up.” 
 
    Lucas managed a brief laugh. 
 
    “Can you explain something for me?” 
 
    Yes? 
 
    “The Hive encourages people to make a clean break from old teen friendships after Lottery to avoid the problems of jealousy,” I said. “I understand why the Hive doesn’t go as far as encouraging a clean break with families as well. I couldn’t cope with losing my parents, and Gregas … Well, he’s really irritating at times, but he’s my brother.” 
 
    I shrugged. “What I don’t understand is why the Hive has a New Year festival with such an emphasis on family ties? It seems unnecessarily painful for the people who’ve been left without a family.” 
 
    The pre-vocalization level of Lucas’s thoughts was perfectly ordered now, and the words had the distinctive flavour, sound, colour that meant he was quoting some of the information in his imprint. 
 
    The Hive has four equally spaced festivals during the year. Carnival, Valentine, Halloween, and New Year. All four festivals are designed to achieve the same vital purpose. Maintaining the Hive population. A drop in our Hive population would damage productivity and lead to social instability. 
 
    The twin festivals of Carnival and Halloween emphasize the danger of Outside and the safety of the Hive, to discourage people from using their right under Joint Hive Treaty to move to another Hive city. Valentine promotes the deepening of romantic relationships into long-term commitments. The New Year festival centres on the continuity of families, bringing together current generations to focus thoughts on symbols of new life and the generations yet to come. 
 
    I blinked. “You mean the New Year festival is designed to encourage couples to have children?” 
 
    Lucas returned to speaking aloud. “Yes.” 
 
    I pulled back into my own head to consider that. “I’ve never thought about the issue of maintaining the Hive population before, but it must mean that everyone in the Hive needs to have the standard two children. I’m not sure how that can work. Despite the Valentine and New Year festivals, there are still people who don’t want children.” 
 
    “There are others who have more than two children,” said Lucas. 
 
    “Yes, but not nearly enough of them. When I was at school, the only families with more than two children were ones where the second child had turned out to be twins.” 
 
    “You were at school on Level 27,” said Lucas. “The normal family size on most levels of the Hive is two children, but citizens on the elite top ten levels are considered to have more valuable genes. The Hive encourages these people to have larger families by offering them incentives like bigger apartments. That means it’s common for families living on the top ten levels of the Hive to have three children.” 
 
    He paused. “Megan hasn’t discussed the issue of family size with you yet?” 
 
    I was confused by the question. “No.” 
 
    “She should have had that conversation with you by now,” said Lucas. “It would be a bad idea for you to learn the details by stumbling across them in someone’s mind. You should discuss the subject with Megan as soon as possible.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m not discussing anything with Megan. Buzz is my counsellor now.” 
 
    “Yes, but Megan is still your personal doctor, and family size involves medical issues.” 
 
    “I suppose we both count as having valuable genes,” I said uneasily. 
 
    Lucas blushed. “A true telepath and a Tactical Commander? Yes, extremely valuable genes.” He swiftly changed the subject. “Are you still hungry, or too stuffed full of Megan’s pastries to eat anything else?” 
 
    “I’m not sure whether I’m hungry or not,” I said. “It’s been a strange day. I need to call my mother about the shopping trip before I eat anyway.” 
 
    Lucas nodded. 
 
    I headed off to the bookette room, and stood there for a moment thinking things through. I’d always expected to have two children, so it was hard to adjust to the idea that it might be three. Finally, I took a deep breath and called my parents. 
 
    It was only seconds before holo images of my mother and father appeared in front of me. Their peculiar expressions puzzled me at first, but then my father spoke in a breathless voice. 
 
    “We’ve just been watching Hive channel 1. Was the news report about your Security Unit?” 
 
    I tensed. I’d forgotten all about us being on Hive channel 1, so I hadn’t been prepared for this complication. 
 
    “It was definitely Amber’s Security Unit,” said my mother. “I recognized the Tactical Commander’s voice as Lucas.” 
 
    “I still think you were wrong about that,” said my father. “The Tactical Commander sounded far more formal and confident than Lucas.” 
 
    My mother made an exasperated noise. “Lucas would naturally be more formal when he’s working than when he’s visiting us.” 
 
    “The news report was about our Security Unit,” I admitted reluctantly, “and yes, Lucas talks far more formally when he’s working.” 
 
    “So why was Lucas giving the orders instead of you, Amber?” asked my father. 
 
    My mother gave a dismissive wave of her hands. “Amber would have been in charge of the whole pursuit of the enemy agent. Those irresponsible teens caused a lot of extra complications by getting in the way, so Amber wouldn’t have time to call them herself.” 
 
    I grimaced. “The teens did complicate things.” 
 
    “They were incredibly fortunate to be rescued,” said my father. “Who was the red group leader?” 
 
    “Rothan.” 
 
    “That nice quiet boy?” my mother seemed startled. “I assumed it would be Forge sliding down the rope.” 
 
    “Forge often gets called on to do complex climbing,” I said, “but anyone on the Strike team can handle sliding down ropes.” 
 
    My parents exchanged glances, and then my mother spoke in a hesitant voice. “You told us that you chased enemy agents, Amber, but something in that news report worried us.” 
 
    My stomach was trying to tie itself in a tight knot of panic. “What worried you?” 
 
    “Lucas talked about working with nosies,” said my father. “You’ve never mentioned working with nosies before.” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. “We obviously have to use information from nosies to help us deal with threats to the Hive.” 
 
    “You don’t have any nosies living in your unit though, do you?” demanded my mother urgently. “I’ve never seen any nosies when we visit you, but we’re only allowed in the accommodation section and the park. There aren’t any of those inhuman creatures hidden away behind the security doors, are there?” 
 
    This was why my family mustn’t find out I was a telepath. This was why I never dared to read the minds of my parents and brother. I had to reassure my parents that we didn’t have any nosies living in our unit, or they’d never come and visit my apartment again. 
 
    “We get sent plenty of information by nosies,” I said hurriedly, “but it all comes through my Liaison team, and we couldn’t have any nosies living in our unit. Nosies have to live in their own separate units because of … Well, they have special requirements.” 
 
    My father’s expression was a mixture of horror and fascination. “I don’t think I want to know about the special requirements of nosies. I’m sure your brother will be asking you lots of questions about them though. Has he already called you about the news report?” 
 
    I pictured my brother, Gregas, avidly interrogating me about nosy lifestyles, and shuddered. “Gregas hasn’t called me for over a week.” 
 
    My mother had calmed down now that I’d told her there weren’t any nosies in my unit. “I haven’t heard from Gregas for several days either. I tried calling him yesterday, but he didn’t answer so he must have been out with his friends.” 
 
    “I’m just relieved that Gregas has some friends now,” said my father. “He found the move to living alone on Teen Level hard at first, but he seems much happier now.” 
 
    “It’s good that Gregas has finally adjusted to Teen Level,” I said. “Now, the real reason I called you was to talk about shopping trips. Would you be able to go shopping with me tomorrow morning, Mother?” 
 
    “Tomorrow morning,” my mother repeated. “Yes, I’m not working tomorrow morning, but aren’t you too busy with this enemy agent?” 
 
    “The enemy agent is the reason I’m able to go shopping. Now we’ve caught him and handed him over to the appropriate people, my unit gets a short break. It would make things easier if we didn’t go to the 500/5000 shopping area though, but the one at the centre point of Orange Zone. It’s much closer to my unit.” 
 
    “And it’s where you were chasing the enemy agent.” My mother looked thrilled. “I suppose you want to check on some arrangements there.” 
 
    I hesitated. “Well, if there do turn out to be any complications …” 
 
    “Then you can deal with them without interrupting our trip.” My mother nodded. “Where would you like me to meet you? There’s never a problem with us visiting your apartment, because we can take the dedicated lift straight up to your unit. If I march into a Level 1 shopping area by myself though, I’ll have hasties asking me questions.” 
 
    She was right. Hive citizens weren’t allowed to wander around a Hive level where they didn’t either live or work. When I lived on Teen Level, and went to visit my parents, there were always hasties checking what I was doing on Level 27, and making sure I didn’t wander off the direct route to my parents’ apartment. Hasties were especially strict about trespassers on the higher levels, so my mother’s lower level clothes would instantly attract attention in a Level 1 shopping area. 
 
    “It’s probably easiest if you go to the 500/2500 shopping area on Level 27,” I said. “If you wait by the moving stairs, I’ll call you when Lucas and I arrive, and you can ride the upway to meet us.” 
 
    “Lucas is coming shopping too then?” asked my mother. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “He needs to get a festival outfit that complements mine.” 
 
    “He does?” My father raised an eyebrow. “Your mother and I have never worried about having matching New Year festival clothes.” 
 
    My mother elbowed him in the ribs. “Remember that Amber is Level 1 now. She and Lucas need to have the right clothes for their first New Year festival together.” 
 
    There was some more enthusiastic chatter from my mother about the trip, then we ended the call and their holo images vanished. 
 
    I rubbed my face with my hands. I hoped my mother wouldn’t ask more questions about nosies during our shopping trip. Everyone in my unit knew they had to be careful when they talked to my parents. I was sure that none of them would make a mistake that gave away any secrets. My worry was that I’d make a mistake myself. 
 
    I was startled by a chiming sound, realized it was an incoming call for me, and guessed my mother was calling me back to check something. 
 
    “Bookette room, accept call,” I said wearily. 
 
    A black wall appeared in front of me, with a one-word question written on it. “Alone?” 
 
    I blinked. I knew what that question meant. When I came out of Lottery, I’d been puzzled and frustrated to find our Hive didn’t allow telepaths to meet each other. I’d only just learned the reason behind that rule. Our Hive had once had a conflict between two telepaths that ended in a meeting where they had a horrific mental battle to the death. 
 
    After that, our Hive had brought in a system to prevent telepaths meeting. In fact, it tried to prevent us from having any contact with each other at all, but telepaths had the advantage of being able to read all the security information and codes in our people’s minds. We had a secret way of using the dedicated secure connection between the Telepath Units to call each other, so I’d exchanged calls with both Sapphire and Morton in the past. 
 
    My most recent call had been from Morton. He’d told me the reason telepaths couldn’t meet, then warned me that the secret was only known to him and Sapphire, and mustn’t be shared with anyone else. I guessed this new call was from him as well. 
 
    “Bookette room, reply to message. Text only. Yes.” 
 
    A moment later, a holo figure was standing in front of me. Not Morton, but a smiling, dark-haired woman in her mid-thirties, wearing a casually elegant dress. 
 
    “Hello, Amber,” she said. “My name is Mira.” 
 
    Yes, this obviously had to be Mira. When I lived on Teen Level, I’d had a friend on our corridor who’d been born with a genetic condition that affected his ability to learn. I knew that Mira had been born with the same condition, and there was something about her facial features that reminded me of Casper. 
 
    There were the flowers too. I remembered Gideon telling me that Mira’s unit was a gentle place full of flowers. Mira was wearing a dress patterned with daisies, and standing next to a table that held a vase of glorious blue cornflowers. The wall behind her was decorated with flower images too. 
 
    Apart from the facial features and the flowers though, Mira was nothing like I’d expected. I’d pictured her as being like Casper, happy among friends that he trusted, but nervous when faced with strange people and situations. If Casper had called a complete stranger, he’d have looked defensive and uncertain, but Mira was glowing with joyous self-confidence. 
 
    I stared at her in disbelief before realizing I hadn’t thought through Mira’s situation properly. We’d had bullying Reece on our Teen Level corridor. He’d pushed around lots of people, including me, and taken particular pleasure in tormenting Casper and telling him that Lottery would decide he was utterly worthless. 
 
    Mira had probably met bullies like Reece on Teen Level too, undermining her sense of self-worth with their nasty tricks, but then she entered Lottery. Once the testing process discovered her innate telepathic ability, it was natural that she’d grow in happiness and confidence. 
 
    It wasn’t just that our Hive had rated Mira Level 1, and showered her in luxuries. She’d have made the same discovery as me, that reading minds made it easier to learn things. Even more importantly, Mira had spent the last seventeen years surrounded by a unit full of people who would literally fight to the death to protect her. Their thoughts would be filled with the fact that she was a rare and precious telepath, doing work of immeasurable importance in defending the Hive. Of course Mira would glow with self-confidence. 
 
    Mira was waiting patiently for me to speak. I’d been ridiculously incoherent when I was first contacted by Sapphire, acted the same way with Morton, and now I was doing it again with Mira. 
 
    “Hello,” I said. “I’m sorry to be so speechless. I wasn’t expecting you to call me, but I’m delighted to meet you.” 
 
    Mira nodded. “I was going to wait longer before calling you, but the rules of good manners say that I have to apologize.” 
 
    “Apologize?” I frowned. “About what?” 
 
    “I was on an emergency run yesterday,” said Mira, “and my Strike team arrested a Blue Upway game group. We’ve just found out one of them is your brother.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stared blankly at the holo image of Mira. “Your Strike team has arrested my brother!” 
 
    “It wasn’t my Strike team’s fault,” said Mira, in a calm and reasonable voice. “Your brother was trespassing at our incident scene.” 
 
    “I’m not blaming your Strike team for arresting my brother,” I said hastily. “I’m blaming Gregas for getting arrested. He’s only thirteen, and extremely silly, but even he should know better than to …” 
 
    I broke off and corrected myself. “No, actually it was Gregas’s birthday a while ago. He’s fourteen now, which means there’s even less excuse for him getting caught up in a Teen Game and going trespassing.” 
 
    Mira gave a sympathetic sigh. “My younger brother is thirty-one now, and he’s still very silly too.” 
 
    “Does your brother know you’re a telepath?” I asked cautiously. “I have to keep the truth secret from my family because they … Well, they wouldn’t react well.” 
 
    “My family think I’m a Level 71 Hydroponics Harvest Specialist,” said Mira. 
 
    I made a sound that was somewhere between a gasp and a laugh. I’d been confused when Megan told me about the hydroponics area in Mira’s unit. Now it made perfect sense. 
 
    “Our hydroponics area grows all the fresh fruit and flowers for my unit,” added Mira proudly. “We send supplies to the rest of the Hive as well.” 
 
    I hesitated. “Don’t your family find it odd that a hydroponics worker has a luxurious apartment?” 
 
    Mira gurgled with laughter. “I usually visit my parents on Level 63, but I have a little apartment in my unit for when they visit me. Everyone in my unit dresses up in low level clothes when my parents are coming, so they can pretend they work in the hydroponics area too. It’s great fun.” 
 
    “I see.” I focused on the issue of Gregas again. “Where was my brother trespassing when you arrested him?” 
 
    “In a Level 52 crawl way in Blue Zone,” said Mira briskly. “I’d just linked to my target, and didn’t know anyone else was in the maintenance area. Some of my Strike team met Gregas and Wesley when they were going through the crawl way.” 
 
    “Wesley,” I said the name bitterly. “That explains everything. Wesley and my brother were best friends before they went to Teen Level. The two of them were allocated rooms on corridors in different areas, but they still kept in touch. If there was a Teen Game running in Blue Zone, Wesley was bound to get involved out of pure curiosity. He must have talked Gregas into playing it too.” 
 
    I groaned. “Where are Gregas and Wesley now?” 
 
    “My Tactical Commander told my Strike team to arrest the boys and take them to our holding cells. Roden sent a psychologist to talk to them about what happened when they met my target, but they wouldn’t tell her anything.” 
 
    I abruptly swapped from being annoyed with Gregas to being worried about him. “Gregas and Wesley didn’t just get in the way of your Strike team then? They’d actually met your target?” 
 
    “Yes. They were running away from him.” 
 
    I remembered what had happened to the game group on today’s emergency run. One had been injured, and another left traumatized. “My brother wasn’t physically hurt?” I asked urgently. 
 
    “Neither of the boys was hurt.” 
 
    “What about mental trauma? Distress?” 
 
    Mira waved her hands in a helpless gesture. “Roden said he’d need me to read the boys’ minds and find out if they needed help, but I had to wait until I’d rested to do that.” 
 
    I was getting a bad feeling about this. A really bad feeling. “I understand you needed the standard twenty-four hour recovery period after your emergency run. Are you saying that you read Gregas’s mind after that?” 
 
    “Yes, but I stopped as soon as I found out he was your brother,” said Mira. “Roden is worried about me reading your brother’s mind. He says it could cause a lot of trouble.” 
 
    I tugged at my hair. I was feeling ridiculously annoyed about this. No, annoyed wasn’t quite the right word. I couldn’t pin down the emotion I was feeling. I’d been so careful not to read Gregas’s mind myself, and now another telepath had done it. 
 
    “It was bad manners for me to read your brother’s mind without asking you first,” said Mira. “I called you to explain it wasn’t my fault.” 
 
    I tried to be rational about this. It wouldn’t be fair for me to blame Mira for what had happened. I could certainly blame her unit staff though. 
 
    “Why didn’t anyone tell you that Gregas was my brother?” 
 
    “They didn’t know,” said Mira. “Someone had asked the boys for their names and identity codes, but Gregas gave the details of another boy on his corridor on Teen Level, and Wesley just kept calling him Killer Rabbit.” 
 
    “Killer Rabbit?” I repeated in disbelief. “Why would Wesley call my brother Killer Rabbit?” 
 
    “Killer Rabbit is Gregas’s game name,” explained Mira helpfully. “Teen Game players use game names instead of their real ones, and some of them are really strange. Wesley’s game name is Coconut Crunch Cake.” 
 
    “Gregas must have lied about his name and identity code because he didn’t want me to find out about him being arrested. In that case, I should be the one apologizing to you.” 
 
    Mira beamed at me. “I knew there was no need for Roden to fuss. You were bound to be helpful about this. Everyone says that you’re a good and helpful telepath.” 
 
    I wondered if Mira’s reference to everyone meant the other telepaths or the people in her unit. 
 
    “Well, everyone except Keith,” added Mira, “and we all know why he’s being so mean about you.” 
 
    I was tempted to ask what Keith had been saying about me, but decided that would be a bad idea. 
 
    Mira dropped her voice to a confiding whisper. “Roden mustn’t know about me calling you. Telepaths calling each other has to stay the biggest of secrets. I just told Roden that he mustn’t do anything at all about Gregas until I’d had a little think.” 
 
    She raised her voice to its normal volume again. “Do you want us to let Gregas go, or send him to your unit? Roden is worried about us letting Gregas go without treatment, but it’s your decision what we do with your brother.” 
 
    “What was the incident in that area?” 
 
    “A man went to a party when he knew he wasn’t wanted. People told him to go away, so he hit some of them. Then he smashed lots of things, poured something over them, and set them on fire. It was a big mess.” 
 
    Mira stretched her arms wide to indicate the scale of the mess. “Then the man ran away, and some hasties called for help. When my team arrived, it took me a long time to find the man. He’d gone four levels higher up and got lost in the maintenance crawl ways.” 
 
    “So this man was violent,” I muttered. “Did you see him thinking about meeting Gregas and Wesley?” 
 
    “No, but he was soup.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Mind full of broken bits of thought,” said Mira. “Like vegetable soup. Then he found out he was being chased. He went into panic loop, just thinking about getting away. You know what that’s like.” 
 
    “I know exactly what that’s like,” I said gloomily. 
 
    Mira shrugged. “And then Roden called the strike. My target was caught and taken away. So what do you want us to do with Gregas?” 
 
    I stared down at my hands. Learning Mira had read my brother’s mind, however briefly, had made me feel deeply uncomfortable. The thought of Mira’s staff treating Gregas, and possibly resetting his memory, was even more disturbing. 
 
    If something terrible had happened to Gregas and Wesley … Well, it might be best if their chains of memories were unravelled back to a point before they met the wild bee, so their lives wouldn’t be overshadowed by dark memories. I couldn’t let that happen unless I was sure it was necessary though. 
 
    I groaned. I’d been carefully avoiding reading the minds of my parents and brother, because I didn’t want to encounter their thoughts about me or nosies. Now I had no choice about reading Gregas’s mind, unless … If Gregas and Wesley had been together the whole time, then there was a chance I could learn all I needed from Wesley’s mind. 
 
    I lifted my head again. “Would you be able to send both Gregas and Wesley to my unit?” 
 
    Mira nodded. “I’ll get Roden to call your unit about them being arrested. You can tell him what to do.” 
 
    Sapphire and Morton had both kept their conversations with me as short as they could. Now we’d finished discussing the Gregas situation, I expected Mira to say goodbye and end the call. Instead, she moved to a nearby chair, settled herself into its luxurious cushions, and started talking about a totally different subject. 
 
    “Roden told me that you’re married to your Tactical Commander.” 
 
    I wasn’t in the right mood for a light-hearted chat with Mira, but I couldn’t risk offending her when she had Gregas in her unit’s holding cells. “Well, Lucas and I aren’t actually married, but we are sharing my apartment.” 
 
    Mira made a clicking sound with her tongue. “It’s the same thing, but you should have a wedding as soon as you can. Weddings are joyful. My husband and I get married every Valentine festival.” 
 
    I blinked. “I’m not sure that Lucas wants us to have a wedding yet. He hasn’t said anything to me about it.” 
 
    Mira gave me a confused look. “Why would he say anything to you? It’s always the higher level person who suggests weddings.” 
 
    I blinked again. People in the Hive lived and socialized on their own level, and were expected to marry someone of exactly the same level as them. Even people assigned to Law Enforcement, who almost all lived and worked on its private Level 20, had an apartment in a housing warren appropriate for their true personal level, and usually obeyed the social conventions on marriage. In the rare cases where a relationship bridged a level gap, tradition insisted the higher level person was the one to propose marriage. 
 
    I’d known that, but I hadn’t thought how it applied to Lucas and me. I kept thinking of us as both being Level 1 and equal. The reality was that Lucas was far more valuable to the Hive than an ordinary Level 1 citizen, but I was literally priceless. Mira was right. Lucas would expect any mention of marriage or other plans for the future to come from me rather than him. 
 
    Mira was still happily chatting away. “I’m glad that you’re married. Morton, Sapphire, and Keith are very lonely people. It makes it hard to talk to them.” 
 
    I considered what I’d seen in people’s minds about Sapphire’s lovers. “I agree that Morton is lonely, but I’m not so sure about Sapphire.” 
 
    Mira made the clicking noises again. “You don’t know Sapphire very well.” 
 
    “It’s true that I’ve only had a couple of conversations with her.” 
 
    “When did you meet Lucas?” asked Mira. 
 
    “I met Lucas soon after I came out of Lottery. My Senior Administrator said he was the best candidate to be my Tactical Commander, and I had to do the standard initial check on his mind.” 
 
    “Geo and I met on our third day on Teen Level,” said Mira proudly. “We were in the same learning support group, and we went everywhere together. I was so sad when we had to say goodbye before Lottery, but when I came to my unit I found Geo was here. So were all my other friends from the learning support group.” 
 
    She smiled in delight. “Everyone was here except the mean girl who kept calling me names, and none of us missed her.” 
 
    I was stunned. Over a million eighteen-year-olds went through Lottery every year. Mira’s friends couldn’t have ended up in her unit by pure chance. I imagined what must have happened back then. Lottery had found a new telepath, but one that would find the stress and demands of her role especially hard. There would have been urgent consultations, and someone made the decision that the friends who’d been in Mira’s support group on Teen Level should come to support her again in her new life as a telepath. Did Mira know that? 
 
    “It sounds a wonderful arrangement,” I said. 
 
    “The Hive knows best.” 
 
    The way Mira said that showed she knew exactly what had happened back then. 
 
    “You and I are very lucky to be married,” continued Mira earnestly. “Claire told me that it’s hard to find someone who can truly accept you as both a person and a telepath, and it grows even harder with each year that passes. She said that time factor is why the Hive makes sure we have nice people in our unit.” 
 
    I frowned. When I first discovered Lottery had chosen my Strike team candidates to be suitable boyfriends for me, I’d been indignant and discussed the issue with Lucas. He’d pointed out the potential problems of me having a relationship with someone outside my unit, but he hadn’t said anything about a time factor. 
 
    That probably meant Lucas didn’t know about it. There were some things that the Hive didn’t want telepaths to know, such as the reason we weren’t allowed to meet, and those things were carefully excluded from the imprints of Telepath Unit staff. I could understand the Hive not wanting telepaths to know there was some sort of time pressure on them finding partners. If I hadn’t already been in a relationship with Lucas, then the knowledge that time was running out for me would be deeply unsettling. 
 
    “I know that I’m very lucky,” I said. “I could never find anyone else like Lucas.” 
 
    “If Lucas is a Tactical Commander, then he must be very clever.” 
 
    I thought of the myriad shining levels of Lucas’s mind. “Yes, he’s very clever indeed.” 
 
    “Geo isn’t clever,” said Mira fondly, “but he’s very gifted in other ways. Most of my friends work in the hydroponics area and grow lovely flowers, but the ones Geo grows are the most beautiful of all.” 
 
    There were multiple reasons for the hydroponics area then. Mira pretended to her family that she worked there, but her husband and friends genuinely did work there. 
 
    “Flowers are very important to me,” added Mira. “They help me chase away the shadows.” 
 
    “Shadows?” I asked eagerly. “You mean the lingering echoes of the target minds you read?” 
 
    “Yes.” Mira reached out a hand to touch one of the cornflowers. 
 
    Despite my anxiety about Gregas, this conversation was fascinating me. When I came out of Lottery, I’d desperately wanted to talk to another telepath and ask their advice. It was a long time before I was contacted though, first by Sapphire and then by Morton, and they’d both been wary of answering my questions. I was finally talking to a telepath who was friendly and willing to offer me information. 
 
    “I cleanse myself of echoes by going Outside,” I said. 
 
    Mira shuddered. “You need to find a better way than that. It’s dangerous going Outside. The hunter of souls and his demon pack are out there.” 
 
    I considered explaining that the hunter of souls and his demon pack were just myths out of Halloween stories, but decided not to bother. I’d had a similar conversation with Morton and failed to change his views on Outside. 
 
    The myths centred on the festivals of Carnival and Halloween were designed to socially condition people into believing that the only safe place in the world was inside the walls of our Hive. That social conditioning had a particularly profound impact on the subconscious minds of dutiful people like my parents. I suspected Mira was innately dutiful too. 
 
    “My unit is working on ways to help me relax inside the Hive.” I changed the subject. “You mentioned Claire telling you things. Did you know her well?” 
 
    Mira pulled a sad face. “Yes. I miss talking to Claire. She was a wise person and helped me find my way back.” 
 
    I was confused. “Find your way back from where?” 
 
    “From distancing,” said Mira. “Telepaths usually start distancing within the first year after Lottery. I wasn’t distant for long because I had Geo, and you will never be distant at all.” 
 
    “I won’t? Why not?” 
 
    “Roden says that you feel the emotions of the people you read. Morton, Sapphire, and Keith don’t feel emotions at all, so they were very distant. Morton and Sapphire found their way back after a few years. Keith seemed to be doing the same, but then he got worse again. He’s still distant now.” 
 
    “Oh.” I still wasn’t sure what Mira meant by distancing, but was distracted by her comment about feeling emotions. “You said that Morton, Sapphire, and Keith don’t feel emotions. You do feel them though?” 
 
    “Sometimes. Especially when I’m with Geo.” Mira blushed. “That’s a very private secret though, so you mustn’t tell anyone.” 
 
    “I promise I’ll never tell anyone your secrets.” 
 
    “Claire felt emotions sometimes too,” said Mira. 
 
    “I wish I’d met her.” 
 
    “Claire was a Hiveist,” said Mira. “She said that her spirit would be reborn to serve the Hive, so I might meet her again in her new life. You may meet her too.” 
 
    “Are you a Hiveist like Claire?” I asked. 
 
    “I haven’t made my mind up yet. Claire said that meant I was still seeking my truth.” 
 
    “In that case, I’m still seeking my truth too. I haven’t spoken to Keith yet. What’s he like?” 
 
    “I told you Keith was still distant. That means he’s dangerous. Lucas used to work for Keith. When you came out of Lottery, Keith agreed to let Lucas go to your unit and be your Tactical Commander. After your Light Angel mission, Keith told Gold Commander Melisande he’d changed his mind. He tried to make her send Lucas back to his unit.” 
 
    “What?” I realized I’d shrieked the word, and Mira was looking alarmed. “I’m sorry. I’m not angry with you, but … I didn’t know Keith had done that. I’m sure that Lucas doesn’t know about it either.” 
 
    I fought to get myself back under control. “I know that Keith’s intermittent telepathy makes some of his emergency runs end in failure. I can understand him wanting to find a way to do better. I suppose Keith didn’t know I was in a relationship with Lucas, but why would he think that having Lucas back would help him? Keith’s Tactical Commander, Gaius, is excellent at his job.” 
 
    Mira gave me a pitying look. “Keith knew all about you and Lucas. Keith didn’t want Lucas back because he thought it would help him do better. He wanted Lucas back to make you unhappy.” 
 
    “You mean that Keith deliberately tried to take my partner away from me. That’s really …” I’d learned plenty of obscene words from reading Adika’s mind, and was tempted to use some of them now, but felt that I couldn’t in front of Mira. “Why would Keith want to make me unhappy?” 
 
    “Keith is cross with other telepaths because his telepathy cuts out sometimes, but ours doesn’t,” said Mira. “Roden says Keith is extra cross with you because he doesn’t like people calling your unit Light Angel.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Gold Commander Melisande told Keith that she wouldn’t send Lucas back. Then Keith tried causing trouble to make her do what he wanted. Morton, Sapphire, and I told him that he had to stop, or we’d cause trouble for him.” 
 
    “Thank you for doing that.” 
 
    “What Keith was trying to do was very, very, very bad manners.” Mira suddenly looked formidably stern. “If we’d let Keith take Lucas from you, then he’d have tried the same nasty trick on us next. I’m not letting Keith do anything to harm Geo.” 
 
    She shook her head. “The other Tactical Commanders know what Keith did, but Gold Commander Melisande said they shouldn’t tell anyone in your unit. Morton thought Gold Commander Melisande was right about that. He said the problem was solved and telling you about Keith would just cause more trouble. If you knew Keith had been nasty to you, then you might be nasty to Keith in return.” 
 
    Mira wrinkled her nose. “The problem isn’t solved though. Keith is still trying to hurt you. He couldn’t steal Lucas, so now he’s trying to steal your counsellor.” 
 
    I was startled. “You know about Keith trying to borrow Buzz?” 
 
    “Gold Commander Melisande warned the other Tactical Commanders about it,” said Mira. “She thought Keith might try to borrow our people too. Gold Commander Melisande wasn’t sure whether Keith was trying to steal your counsellor, or just wanted to read her mind to find out your private secrets. I think Keith was trying to steal her though. When Morton’s unit shuts down, things will be hard for all of us. Keith wants to make sure they’re extra hard for you.” 
 
    She paused before adding in a mournful voice. “True telepaths can break under the strain of the shadows. That happened to Olivia.” 
 
    I knew all about what had happened to Olivia. She’d come out of Lottery eight years before me, failed to find a way to deal with the lingering echoes of the wild bees she’d read, and been overwhelmed by the multitude of personalities fighting for control of her mind. 
 
    I’d been deeply involved in the decision to reset Olivia’s memory back to before she went into Lottery. Olivia’s true self had been utterly lost in fragmentation, and she’d become a danger to the Hive. A memory reset had been the only way to free her from the invading echoes. I’d heard that the reset had been successful in restoring Olivia’s own personality to sole control of her mind. She wasn’t a true telepath any longer though, just a borderline telepath like Buzz. 
 
    “Do you think Keith is trying to make me break like Olivia?” I asked aloud. 
 
    “I think you need to be careful of Keith,” said Mira. 
 
    “I’ll be very careful,” I said grimly. “What happened to Olivia was terrible.” 
 
    Mira nodded. “Shadows can be very frightening. When I started fragmenting, I would have broken like Olivia, but Geo and my closest friends surrounded me with flowers to protect me from the shadows.” 
 
    Adika had been a member of Mira’s Strike team when she hit the fragmentation issue. He’d told me a version of this story when I was struggling with fragmentation myself. He’d said that Mira’s Tactical Commander had ordered everybody but the five or six people closest to Mira to leave the unit. 
 
    Adika hadn’t known what happened when he and the rest of the unit members were waiting in a housing warren on Level 20, just that they were eventually recalled to the unit and found Mira her old self again. Now I had a vivid picture of the events back then. Everyone in the support group would have realized something was horribly wrong with Mira. Geo and a few of Mira’s closest friends had brought her some of the flowers they’d been growing in the hydroponics area. 
 
    Mira’s Tactical Commander must have been desperate by then. When he saw Mira respond to the flowers, he’d have thought the same thing that I was thinking now. It could be the flowers helping Mira, or it could be the fact that Geo and her friends had grown them and brought them to her. Mira’s Tactical Commander had taken the safest option and ordered everybody else to leave the unit, while Mira’s inner circle from the support group kept bringing their flowers to help her. 
 
    “It’s sad that Olivia couldn’t find a way to drive away her shadows,” I said aloud. “I hope she can be happy as a borderline telepath.” 
 
    “Yes.” Mira gave me a wistful look. “Now I must go and tell Roden to call your unit. I hope we can talk again soon.” 
 
    “I’d like that very much,” I said. 
 
    The holo image of Mira and her flowers vanished, and I ran my fingers through my hair. I’d have to do a lot of thinking to absorb everything Mira had told me, especially the ominous suggestion that Keith wanted me to break like Olivia, but right now I needed to focus on the Gregas situation. 
 
    Roden would be calling my unit within the next few minutes. I had to get back to Lucas before he answered that call, and make sure he gave Roden the instructions I wanted. The biggest problem was going to be hiding the fact I already knew about Gregas’s arrest. Lucas was an expert in both behavioural analysis and body language, so he could easily spot when I was lying. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    I headed back to the living room but stopped in the doorway. Lucas was still on the couch, but he’d toppled over sideways and was sprawled out fast asleep. His dataview had fallen from his outstretched hand and was lying on the carpet beside him. 
 
    Lucas’s light-brown hair was even more untidy than usual, with a couple of strands trailing down across his forehead. I was always struck by the way his sleeping face could pass as being that of an older teen rather than twenty-one. It was only when Lucas’s dark eyes were open that you could see the full strained look that came from the burden he carried. Tonight though, there was an extra pale weariness about him that worried me. 
 
    I’d been shocked by the revelation that Keith had tried to take Lucas away from me, but now that shock had changed into fierce protectiveness. I stared broodingly at him, thinking how everyone kept talking about how tiring and stressful emergency runs were for the precious telepath. It was true that experiencing the mind of a wild bee, being bombarded with their thoughts and emotions, could be devastating. Lucas wasn’t having an easy time either though. 
 
    I grimaced. Lucas spent so much time working, so much time taking care of me, and so little time taking care of himself. He desperately needed this sleep, but Roden would be calling my unit very soon and waking him up. 
 
    At least this solved the problem of me hiding the fact I already knew about Gregas being arrested. I crept across the room, sat down in a chair that was behind Lucas’s couch, and linked to his thoughts. When Lucas was awake, his head was a mass of glittering thought levels, dividing, merging, and moving so fast that some were impossible for me to read. Now he was deep in dreamless sleep, his higher levels of thought were just random fragments, while all the standard restless activity had moved down to the subconscious levels of his mind. 
 
    I smiled indulgently. I normally compared Lucas’s waking thought levels to a swirling Carnival crowd in sparkling silver and gold costumes. In sleep, his thoughts had a more peaceful beauty that reminded me of a display of white New Year lights or … 
 
    A chime from Lucas’s dataview shattered the peace in his mind, and the swirling Carnival crowd returned. 
 
    … Hallie’s turn to cover incoming unit calls. She wouldn’t contact me unless … 
 
    … can’t be about another emergency run when our unit is in shutdown … 
 
    … last emergency run ended tidily, but there could be complications from all the publicity or … 
 
    Lucas’s fingers groped for the pocket where he kept his dataview, and found it empty. He opened his eyes, looked around rapidly, saw the dataview lying on the carpet, and grabbed it. A second later, he was looking reproachfully at purple-haired Hallie’s face on the screen. 
 
    “I’m sorry to disturb you,” said Hallie, “but there’s a call from Roden about a major crisis.” 
 
    “What sort of major crisis?” asked Lucas. 
 
    “Mira’s Strike team have arrested Amber’s brother and his friend, Wesley,” said Hallie, with the doom-laden air of someone announcing the end of the Hive. “Mira has read their minds, and the boys are currently in one of Mira’s holding cells.” 
 
    All the racing thoughts in Lucas’s head halted and were swept aside by a stream of new ones. I didn’t try to read any of those because I was too awed by what was happening down near his subconscious. A thought level had flared up from nowhere and was endlessly repeating swear words. I’d often seen this happen in Adika’s mind, but never before with Lucas. 
 
    “Connect me to Roden,” said Lucas. 
 
    Hallie’s face was replaced by that of an elderly man. “I assure you this wasn’t deliberate,” said Roden urgently. “Mira isn’t like Keith. She’d never …” 
 
    “I know Mira isn’t like Keith,” Lucas interrupted him. “I need full details.” 
 
    “Sending my report now,” said Roden. 
 
    “Studying report.” Lucas tapped at his dataview. The screen swapped to showing a mass of text, and Lucas started it scrolling down at a staggering speed. 
 
    “You have to explain to Amber that this was an accident,” said Roden’s voice. “Mira stopped reading the boy’s mind as soon as she saw him thinking of his sister, Amber.” 
 
    “I said that I was studying your report!” snapped Lucas. “Wait while I do that.” 
 
    Roden obediently went silent. Lucas’s thoughts weren’t just racing now, but filled with churning emotions that sent me recoiling to the relative safety of the pre-vocalization level of his mind. Finally, the text on the dataview screen finished scrolling. 
 
    Lucas tapped at his dataview again, and Roden’s face reappeared. “I apologize for yelling at you,” said Lucas. “I accept this happened by accident, but with Morton’s unit shutting down after the New Year festival …” 
 
    “I know,” said Roden. “It will be hard keeping order in the Hive with only four operational Telepath Units. Another telepath feud would be disastrous. How close is Amber’s relationship with her brother?” 
 
    “Amber belongs to an extremely tightly knit and loving family,” said Lucas grimly. “She’ll be shocked and distressed when she learns her brother has encountered a wild bee. While she’s still reeling from that news, I’m going to have to tell her that Mira’s Strike team arrested Gregas and his friend, Wesley.” 
 
    He waved his hands in despair. “But the worst bit is going to be explaining that Mira’s staff somehow managed to keep the boys in their holding cells for over twenty-four hours without discovering Gregas had given a false name and identity code, so Mira ended up reading both of their minds. This situation is about as bad as it could get.” 
 
    “Waste it!” Roden seemed to hesitate. “Lucas, you aren’t just Amber’s Tactical Commander. You’re her partner too. You need to make sure she’s in an especially good mood when you tell her what’s happened.” 
 
    Lucas gave Roden a disbelieving look. “Are you suggesting that I should seduce Amber before telling her that Mira’s arrested her brother?” 
 
    “Having a Tactical Commander in a relationship with their telepath is totally unprecedented,” said Roden. “You’re juggling the demanding role of being constantly available as the telepath’s partner, with the even more demanding role of Tactical Commander, but it does have the advantage that …” 
 
    “You clearly don’t have the faintest understanding of my relationship with Amber,” said Lucas savagely. “Firstly, I’d never abuse our intimacy by using it to manipulate her. Secondly, I couldn’t.” 
 
    I stood up. Lucas’s next words were already formed on the pre-vocalization level of his mind. I spoke them in unison with him, as I walked around the couch and into his view. 
 
    “Amber would be sharing my thoughts at a moment like that.” 
 
    I could tell Roden had heard my voice, because he made an odd gulping noise. 
 
    Lucas gave me a nervous smile. “Amber, I thought you were still in the bookette room. I suppose my level of emotion attracted your attention.” 
 
    “Your mind was screaming a bit.” I held out a hand. “Let me speak to Roden.” 
 
    Lucas handed me his dataview, and I looked at Roden’s appalled face. He hastily bowed his head in the gesture of respect that Telepath Unit staff used to acknowledge a telepath other than their own. 
 
    “I apologize, Amber. I’m deeply concerned for the wellbeing of the Hive and …” 
 
    I pulled out of Lucas’s mind and focused on talking to Roden with cold dignity. “I share your concern for the wellbeing of the Hive, and accept that what happened between Mira and my brother was a complete accident. Please give my apologies to Mira for the problems caused by my brother’s behaviour, and ask her to have Gregas and his friend escorted to our unit immediately.” 
 
    “Thank you for being so gracious about this,” said Roden. 
 
    I frowned as a terrifying thought occurred to me. “Has Gregas been told or overheard anything about me being a telepath?” 
 
    “Definitely not,” said Roden. “The boys have been kept in a holding cell since they were arrested. There was no reason for anyone to mention your name until Mira discovered Gregas was your brother, and for safety reasons she was in a different room when she read his mind. I’m not implying that we believed your brother was a threat to Mira. Having the telepath in a different room is a routine measure during …” 
 
    “I know that,” I snapped. “Your unit is over four zones away from ours, and Gregas and Wesley are bound to ask questions during the journey. Their escorts mustn’t tell them anything. Nothing at all. Not even where they’re going. The boys are to be taken directly to my holding cells and handed over to my people.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Roden. 
 
    My mind moved on to another worry. “Did you confiscate the boys’ dataviews?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Roden. 
 
    “Good. The escorts should bring the dataviews and give them to my people. If Gregas got his hands on a dataview, then he’d be bound to do something silly like calling my parents.” 
 
    “We’ll follow your instructions exactly,” said Roden. “Thank you again for your patience and …” 
 
    His voice was abruptly cut off as I ended the call. I handed the dataview back to Lucas, and then slumped down on the couch next to him. 
 
    “My brother has never had any sense,” I muttered, “but going trespassing in maintenance areas and getting himself arrested …” 
 
    Lucas made a cautiously sympathetic noise. 
 
    “He met a wild bee too.” I hovered between being annoyed with Gregas and alarmed about what might have happened to him. 
 
    “Gregas is physically uninjured,” said Lucas soothingly. “If he’s suffering from any mental trauma, then we have the option of resetting his memory to before the encounter with the wild bee happened.” 
 
    “I don’t like tampering with anyone’s memories, and this is my own brother,” I said. “As soon as the boys arrive, I’ll read Wesley’s mind. I hope I’ll learn everything we need from that, but if not then I’ll have to read Gregas as well.” 
 
    “You had a difficult emergency run only a few hours ago that involved reading multiple targets,” said Lucas. “It would be dangerous to rush into reading more stressful strange minds.” 
 
    “These aren’t strange minds,” I said bitterly. “These are the minds of my irritating little brother and his even more irritating best friend.” 
 
    “They still count as strange minds because you haven’t read them before,” said Lucas anxiously, “and the fact that Gregas is your brother is precisely what makes this situation so dangerous. The personal element will hugely increase the impact on you.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I know that, but I still need to read Gregas and Wesley’s minds as soon as possible. The boys could be struggling to cope with horrific memories.” 
 
    “If you do read Gregas’s mind, then there’s far more to worry about than his meeting with the wild bee. You could be faced with disconcerting thoughts that fundamentally change your relationship with your family. Both your parents and brother loathe nosies, so …” 
 
    “We discussed this problem when I was still learning to control my telepathy,” I interrupted. “I agreed with you that I should never risk reading the minds of any of my family. I may not have any choice about it now though. I can’t let anyone else make the decision to reset my brother’s memory.” 
 
    “I agree that you have to be the one to make decisions about your brother,” said Lucas. “I’m just asking you to delay reading the minds of either Wesley or Gregas until after your twenty-four hour recovery period is complete.” 
 
    “I can’t leave Gregas waiting around in distress,” I said impatiently. 
 
    “There’s no need for either boy to be in distress while they’re waiting. We’ll need to use hypnotics when you’re reading their minds, to make sure their thoughts are focused on the encounter with the wild bee. We could begin using relaxing hypnotics as soon as the boys arrive, and keep them in a peaceful dreamlike state until you’re ready to read their minds.” 
 
    I frowned. “You’re talking about hypnotics like the ones used in Lottery tests?” 
 
    “Something similar, just slightly more intense.” 
 
    I hesitated before shaking my head. “I’d rather get the suspense over with and find out what happened to Gregas.” 
 
    Lucas waved his hands in a gesture of defeat. “Well, if you’re going to stay up most of the night reading the boys’ minds, then you’d better call your mother again to cancel tomorrow morning’s shopping trip.” 
 
    I wailed in despair. “I’d forgotten about the shopping trip. You’re right. I couldn’t read Gregas’s mind and then go shopping with my mother as if nothing had happened. How can I cancel the shopping trip though? It’s not just that I’ve disappointed my mother too many times already. I’d have to lie to her about why I’m cancelling it.” 
 
    “You could truthfully explain that Gregas had been arrested and you were busy sorting out the mess.” 
 
    I pictured how my parents would react if they learned Gregas had been arrested, and winced. “No, I couldn’t. My parents are very dutiful citizens of the Hive, and must never find out about Gregas being arrested. They wouldn’t do anything terrible like breaking contact, but they’d be dreadfully upset and disappointed in him.” 
 
    I groaned. “All right. We’ll have to do what you suggested. Arrange for Wesley and Gregas to be put under hypnotics as soon as they arrive at our holding cells. I’ll go shopping with my mother in the morning as planned, and then do whatever reading of minds is necessary when I get back. That may not be a full twenty-four hours after the emergency run, but it should be close enough.” 
 
    “I’ll just need to send some messages.” Lucas tapped away at his dataview for a minute. “Finished!” 
 
    He turned to put his arms around me and gaze into my eyes. “Amber, you’ve been absolutely wonderful about this.” 
 
    “What have I done that’s absolutely wonderful?” 
 
    “It isn’t the things you’ve done, but the things you haven’t done. You could have started a feud with Mira over her Strike team arresting Gregas, or demanded that Roden was sentenced to scrubbing slime vats for that suggestion he made.” 
 
    I laughed. “I am rather tempted by the idea of Roden scrubbing slime vats.” 
 
    “Am I able to kiss you now without you thinking I’m trying to manipulate you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said solemnly. “I think we’ll have to run some tests.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke from a nightmare where Keith had sent his Strike team to break into my unit and kidnap Lucas. When I discovered I was lying on the living room carpet with a blanket over me, I looked around urgently for Lucas, but couldn’t see him at all. 
 
    For a hideous second, I thought Lucas really had been kidnapped. I was on the edge of panic, when I realized the lump under the blanket next to me was Lucas. I relaxed and rubbed my face with my hands. The news that Keith had tried to take Lucas away from me had shaken me more than I’d thought. 
 
    I pulled down the blanket to reveal Lucas’s head. He was still asleep, and his pained expression showed he was having nightmares too. I instinctively linked to his mind, and saw his multitude of thought levels were being sucked into a swirling cloud of red and black that dominated his subconscious. I was sucked in with them and found a single fragment of memory at the centre of the cloud. 
 
    Lucas was sitting at the Tactical Command control bank in the Tactical office, his eyes fixed on the vast main screen that showed the mosaic of images from crystal unit cameras when I was on a run with the Strike team. There were several possible formats for that mosaic. In this memory, three words were glowing bright red at the top of the screen. “Focus Bodyguard Team.” 
 
    The six large images below that were labelled with my name and those of my five bodyguards. The images all showed views of the blue and white living room of the head of Hive Politics. 
 
    “Bodyguard formation two attack, three defence!” screamed Matias’s voice. 
 
    I was caught up by Lucas’s frantic emotions as he pressed his right hand tightly over his mouth. 
 
    … mustn’t speak. Can’t say anything to help. Would only distract Amber’s bodyguards at … 
 
    I left Lucas’s mind, took hold of his shoulders, and shook him. “Lucas, wake up!” 
 
    Lucas sat up with a gasp, opened his eyes, and stared at me blankly for a moment before speaking. “Bad dream.” 
 
    “I saw it. Why are you having nightmares about what happened with Alvin? A research scientist with a knife was never going to get past five trained bodyguards to harm me.” 
 
    Lucas shrugged. “Lottery chooses Strike team members with the right personality to bounce straight back after a difficult run. Tactical team members are chosen for their ability to analyze situations in detail though. I can’t stop myself from analyzing that target breakaway, and working out all the catastrophic things that could have happened if we’d been dealing with a more dangerous wild bee.” 
 
    “You never really stop working at all.” I remembered something from yesterday. “Roden said you were juggling the demanding role of being constantly available as the telepath’s partner with the even more demanding role of Tactical Commander.” 
 
    Lucas gave me a wary look. “Please don’t let Roden’s comments worry you. He’s had no experience of working with a telepath like you, so he’s imagining me filling two entirely separate roles. He doesn’t realize that we aren’t just partners in the romantic sense, but also work together as partners to run this unit, so my two roles are actually merged into one.” 
 
    “I’m not too demanding a girlfriend then?” 
 
    Lucas grinned at me. “How often do I vanish off to work all night with my Tactical team?” 
 
    “About once a week.” 
 
    “Do you think a demanding girlfriend would allow that?” Lucas yawned, glanced at the main wall display, and rummaged through the clothes lying nearby to find his dataview. “It’s breakfast time. I asked Megan to call me when Gregas and Wesley arrived at our holding cells. I’d better check …” 
 
    He broke off his sentence, and frowned at the dataview screen. “Why is my dataview on silent mode with all calls and messages queueing?” 
 
    A memory of yesterday evening surfaced. “That’s my fault,” I said guiltily. “I didn’t want anyone calling you while …” 
 
    Lucas burst out laughing. “I understand, but people may have been a bit worried about me being flagged as unavailable even for priority calls.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. “I meant to set your dataview back to normal later, but I must have fallen asleep.” 
 
    Lucas laughed again. “Well, we both needed a good night’s rest.” 
 
    He tapped the dataview screen, and an automated voice spoke. “You have two hundred and seventeen messages queueing.” 
 
    Lucas made a peculiar squeaking sound, and started working his way through his messages. I felt this wasn’t a good time to be checking his thoughts, so I just watched nervously. Lucas could read at incredible speed and was dealing with at least one message a second. Finally, he gave a dazed shake of his head. 
 
    “Megan called me to confirm that Gregas and Wesley had arrived and been put under hypnotics. When she got the autoreply about me being unavailable, she called Emili instead, and that seems to have triggered a wave of panic across all the Telepath Units.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I repeated. “If Emili was worried, why didn’t she call my dataview and ask to speak to you?” 
 
    “Emili assumed I was unavailable because I was desperately trying to stop you declaring war on Mira. She wouldn’t risk calling your dataview in that situation, would she?” 
 
    I sighed. “I suppose not.” 
 
    “I’ll just send a general reply to all the messages, saying everything is fine.” Lucas tapped at his dataview, then stretched luxuriously and dropped into his speed speech. “Shower. Clothes. Large breakfast?” 
 
    I realized it was twenty-four hours since I’d had a proper meal. “Huge breakfast.” 
 
    We showered and dressed. I’d normally have spent ages dithering about what to wear for a shopping trip with my mother, but I was so hungry that I just grabbed a random set of casual clothes, headed for the kitchen unit, and ordered large breakfasts with double potato slices for both me and Lucas. 
 
    The kitchen unit produced our drinks rapidly, but then tormented me with cooking smells for what seemed like far longer than usual. It eventually made the longed-for binging sound and produced two heavily laden plates of food. 
 
    Lucas and I sat down at the table, and were totally focused on eating breakfast for the next few minutes. When I’d eaten everything down to the last potato slice, I sat back in my chair and asked the question that was bothering me. 
 
    “Why are people so worried about me starting a war with Mira? What have I done to make everyone believe I’d be that destructive? I admit I’ve lost my temper a few times, but …” 
 
    “Nobody believes you’re destructive,” said Lucas. “The reason people are panicking is because of something that happened over a decade ago. Keith read the mind of one of Sapphire’s lovers, she was furious about it, and the Telepath Unit Tactical Commanders are still dealing with the consequences even now.” 
 
    I thought about my first call from Sapphire, when she’d told me about the telepaths’ rules of good manners. She’d said it was bad manners for another telepath to nose around inside her people’s minds, and extremely bad manners for that telepath to call her and gloat about discovering her personal information. 
 
    It had been clear Sapphire was describing an actual event, and I’d guessed Keith was the guilty party. Sapphire’s anger back then had made me think she was describing something that had happened recently, but it had to be the same incident that Lucas was talking about now. Over a decade had passed, but Sapphire was still furious with Keith. 
 
    “Was that a chance encounter like Mira’s Strike team arresting Gregas?” I asked. 
 
    “No, Keith deliberately planned it.” Lucas pulled a pained face. “Keith discovered one of Sapphire’s lovers would be celebrating his birthday with his parents at their apartment, and arranged to be on a check run near there on that day. He then invented a fake target running away, to get his Strike team to take him close enough to the apartment to read the man’s mind. As the final touch, Keith sent his Strike team charging into the birthday party to arrest the man.” 
 
    Lucas winced. “Keith’s Strike team leader recognized Sapphire’s lover in time to stop him from being arrested, but the main damage had already been done. It was obvious to everyone that Keith had carefully arranged the chase to get personal information about Sapphire. She was naturally incensed about it, and refused to co-operate in any way with Keith’s unit for years.” 
 
    “That must have made things very difficult for all the Telepath Units.” 
 
    “It was far more than difficult,” said Lucas grimly. “There’ve been at least a dozen times when Keith’s telepathy shut down on an emergency run, and his Tactical Commander wanted to hand the target over to Sapphire, but she refused to get involved.” 
 
    I remembered what Morton had told me about the long-ago mental battle to the death between two telepaths. That had happened because one telepath had taken advantage of a meeting during a target handover to launch an attack on the other. Our Hive had brought in special procedures since then, to make sure telepaths stayed at a safe distance from each other during target handovers, but I could see why Sapphire wouldn’t want to risk getting involved in one with Keith. 
 
    “I can understand Sapphire being worried that Keith was lying again,” I said aloud. 
 
    “I understand too,” said Lucas, “but people died because of Sapphire refusing to take over those targets. You can see why everyone was panicking that you’d suspect Gregas’s arrest had been deliberately arranged too. We’ll soon be down to only four operational Telepath Units. A conflict between you and Mira would be disastrous for the Hive.” 
 
    I stared down at my empty breakfast plate. Now I knew what had happened between Keith and Sapphire, everything made a lot more sense, and I had to admit that people had good reason to be worried. It was easy to misinterpret a situation when you had no direct contact with someone. I’d never have suspected Mira of deliberately arranging for Gregas to be arrested, but I might have wondered if she’d taken advantage of the situation to nose around in his thoughts. 
 
    All the potential misunderstandings had been avoided because Mira had called and told me about Gregas herself. The secret communication channel between telepaths, and the code of good manners, had saved the Hive from some serious problems. 
 
    “There’s no need for anyone to worry about a conflict between Mira and me,” I said aloud. 
 
    “Hopefully they all realize that now.” Lucas stood up. “It’s time for us to go on your shopping trip.” 
 
    As we headed for the apartment door, Lucas frowned at me. “You aren’t carrying a bag, Amber.” 
 
    I gave him a puzzled look. “Why would I want a bag? I won’t need to carry any clothes I buy. When my mother took me clothes shopping on Level 27 as a child, the shops delivered everything we bought to our apartment. Level 1 shops must do the same.” 
 
    “I meant that Buzz wanted you to take your beach dress on this trip,” said Lucas. “You aren’t wearing it, and you don’t have a bag, so …” 
 
    “Waste it!” 
 
    I went back to the bedroom, took two minutes to find the beach dress, three more to find a bag, and then Lucas and I finally headed out of our apartment door. When we arrived at the lifts, Buzz eagerly stepped forward to take my bag. I frowned at the group of people waiting with her. I’d been expecting Buzz, Eli, Forge, and four Beta team bodyguards to be going on this trip. The fact that Rafael was there must mean that Adika had made his decision on which of Zak and Rafael to move to the Beta team. 
 
    “I hope you’re happy about being on the Beta team, Rafael,” I said. 
 
    Rafael’s eyes flickered in the direction of his new teammates. “I’m thrilled about it. I consider my move to the Beta team as being a promotion.” 
 
    Forge laughed and slapped him on the back. “You’re perfectly right, Rafael. It is a promotion. You’re going to be my right-hand man, helping me run training sessions and …” 
 
    Forge broke off his sentence, and turned to look at where someone was running towards us. I grimaced as I saw it was Tobias. Forge lifted a hand to touch the crystal unit in his ear, and the camera extension unfolded at the right side of his face. 
 
    Tobias skidded to a halt in front of him. “Forge, why didn’t you tell me about this bodyguarding trip?” 
 
    “Why should I tell you about something that isn’t your business?” asked Forge coldly. 
 
    Tobias’s face flushed with anger. “This is my business. If you’re taking Rafael on this trip, then you have to take me as well. We’ve both just transferred from the Alpha team, so we’re your best men.” 
 
    I’d hoped that the shock of being transferred to the Beta team would make Tobias change his attitude for the better, but he was behaving even worse than before. Hadn’t he noticed the camera extension beside Forge’s right cheek? Didn’t he realize that meant Forge was recording this exchange to show to Adika later? I’d negotiated one last chance for Tobias, but he was throwing it away. 
 
    “When Adika transferred Jalen to the Alpha team, I was sorry to lose him,” said Forge. “Now I’m delighted to have Rafael to take Jalen’s place on the Beta team, but you …” 
 
    Forge’s voice took on a withering edge. “I’ve heard all about what happened on yesterday’s run, Tobias, and feel you’re nothing but a liability to the Beta team. Adika explained your situation to both of us last night, and I listened carefully to what he said, but you don’t seem to have heard a single word. You aren’t one of my best men. You aren’t even a proper member of the Beta team.” 
 
    “But …” 
 
    Forge’s voice grew louder, drowning out Tobias’s attempt to speak. “You were dropped from the Alpha Strike team for incompetence. Adika has notionally attached you to the Beta Strike team, to give you a last chance to stay in this unit. You may take part in Beta team training sessions, but you are not a proper member of my team, and you are absolutely not to be included in any of our runs.” 
 
    “But this isn’t a proper run,” said Tobias. “It’s only a bodyguarding trip.” 
 
    “Only a bodyguarding trip,” Forge repeated Tobias’s words in disbelief. “That statement sums up what’s wrong with your attitude, Tobias. Our primary duty is always safeguarding the telepath. The Hive has entrusted us with guarding the life of one of its most rare and vital resources. Anyone who can use the phrase ‘only a bodyguarding trip’ doesn’t deserve the honour of a place on a Strike team. Now get out of here, and that’s an order!” 
 
    Tobias held his position stubbornly. “I’m not going anywhere, Forge. You’re taking my words and twisting their meaning.” 
 
    I groaned. Tobias had just defied a direct order from Forge, in front of multiple witnesses and with a crystal unit camera recording him. I’d promised Adika that he could transfer Tobias to Hive Defence if he caused any more problems. Adika would say that this counted as a problem, and he’d be right. 
 
    Tobias was talking again, his fiercely entitled tone emphasizing that transferring him was the only possible option. “Adika said that I needed to impress him. How can I do that if I’m not allowed to …?” 
 
    Lucas glanced anxiously at me and interrupted him. “Tobias, you’ve delayed this shopping trip for long enough. Amber was already under severe stress over the Gregas situation, and your behaviour …” 
 
    “You stay out of this!” Tobias’s hand curled into a fist as he swung around to face Lucas. 
 
    Forge was reaching out to pull me away from Tobias, but I instinctively dodged him and stepped between Tobias and Lucas. “Tobias, stop!” 
 
    There was a flash of pain on my left cheek, and I was knocked sideways. I hit the floor hard, and lay on my right side, too dazed to move. 
 
    Somewhere out of my view, there was the sound of a fight, followed by gunfire and shouting voices. A second later, Lucas was kneeling next to me, his eyes wide with fear. 
 
    “Amber, are you all right?” 
 
    I spoke slowly because the left side of my face was stinging. “Yes, of course. Tobias just knocked me over.” 
 
    I tried to sit up, but there was a sharp pain from my right arm, and Lucas urgently shook his head. “Amber, you must stay perfectly still until Megan and the medical team get here.” 
 
    I sank back down again. Buzz was standing nearby, rapidly gabbling something into her dataview. Beyond her, Tobias was lying limply on the ground, eyes closed, with Forge and Rafael standing over him. I remembered the sound of gunfire and gasped. 
 
    “Has Tobias been shot?” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be worrying about Tobias,” said Lucas. “He was only shot on stun.” 
 
    At that moment, Adika came charging up, threw one look at me, and snapped a single word at Forge. “Report!” 
 
    Forge spoke in a despairing voice. “Tobias tried to punch Lucas. Amber jumped in the way, so Tobias hit her instead. We’ve stunned, sedated, and disarmed him. My crystal unit camera recorded the whole thing, so you’ll be able to watch the image sequence yourself.” 
 
    “A member of our Strike team punched our telepath,” Adika said savagely. “The entire unit is going to spend the rest of our lives scrubbing slime vats.” 
 
    “I won’t let the rest of you get blamed for this,” I said. “What happened was my own fault.” 
 
    I tried to sit up again, but Lucas grabbed my shoulders. 
 
    “I’m begging you to stay still, Amber.” He glanced across at Buzz. “Where the waste is Megan?” 
 
    “She’s on her way,” said Buzz. 
 
    A small crowd had gathered and was standing in deathly silence watching us. Adika stabbed a forefinger at Rothan who was in the front row. 
 
    “Get some of your men and take Tobias down to the holding cells. He’s to stay locked up, with double sets of restraints on him, and under constant guard until we decide what to do with him.” 
 
    Rothan nodded at Kaden and Dhiren, then went over to Tobias, and effortlessly slung him over his shoulder before walking away. 
 
    Megan came running up a few seconds later, towing a wheeled stretcher. Crista, our unit doctor specializing in injury treatment, was chasing after her. 
 
    Lucas hastily stood up and moved out of the way to let Megan kneel beside me. 
 
    “Amber, exactly where did Tobias punch you?” she demanded. 
 
    I pointed at my left cheek. “It was more of an accidental slap than a punch, but it knocked me off balance. I fell and landed on my right elbow. That’s hurting quite a bit.” 
 
    Megan waved some sort of mini scanner at my cheek. “Did you hit your head in the fall?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you absolutely sure you didn’t hit your head?” asked Megan. 
 
    “I am absolutely, totally, and utterly sure that I didn’t hit my head,” I said. “As I told you, I landed on my right elbow, which is extremely painful.” 
 
    Megan continued scanning both my cheek and head for the next minute, then handed the scanner to Crista. I hoped Crista was going to do something about my elbow, but she spent at least two minutes scanning my head, and then had a brief, unintelligibly technical discussion with Megan. 
 
    Finally, Megan announced her verdict to the anxious crowd. “Amber has a bruised cheek, but there are no signs of brain trauma.” 
 
    There was a general sigh of relief, and I coughed pointedly. “My elbow still hurts.” 
 
    Crista scanned the painful elbow that everyone clearly considered of minimal importance compared to my telepathic head. “You’ve got significant bruising to your right arm, Amber, but nothing is broken. I’ll give you an injection to help with the pain and swelling.” 
 
    She gave me a shot with a pressure jet, and the pain in my elbow gradually faded away. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “Can I get up now?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Megan. 
 
    Lucas helped me to my feet, and I looked around. The silent crowd had now expanded to fill the large open area by the lifts and was overflowing into the corridors. As far as I could tell, every person in my unit was here, including all the cleaners and maintenance workers. 
 
    “Listen carefully, everyone,” I said. “You mustn’t blame my bodyguards for what happened, and don’t mention it to anyone outside this unit. It was entirely my own fault for jumping between Tobias and Lucas.” 
 
    “Yes, it was your fault,” said Lucas, in the murderous voice of someone who’d just moved on from being terrified about my safety to wanting to strangle me himself. “You must never, ever, ever do anything that stupid again. I’m perfectly capable of dodging a punch.” 
 
    I lifted my hands in surrender. “I accept that I shouldn’t have got in the way, and I shouldn’t have insisted on Tobias being given a second chance on the Beta team either. Now he’s going to be transferred to Hive Defence, just as Adika wanted.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that a transfer to Hive Defence will be possible any longer,” said Buzz, “but we can’t make any decisions about Tobias now. We need to give him until at least tomorrow morning to calm down and fully absorb what he’s done. After that, I can do a psychological assessment and decide the best options for his future. If you wish, you can read his mind as part of that assessment, to satisfy yourself that no errors are made.” 
 
    I tugged at my hair. “I will want to do that, but you’re right. Tobias needs time to calm down, and I have to go shopping with my mother.” 
 
    “You’re still planning to go shopping?” Megan sounded incredulous. 
 
    “Yes. I must have cancelled this shopping trip a dozen times already. I’m not abandoning it over a bruised elbow.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Both Adika and Megan insisted on joining the shopping trip. They were overprotective of me at the best of times, so the Tobias incident had sent them into a state of complete paranoia. Adika said that he obviously couldn’t trust anyone but himself to bodyguard me, while Megan kept talking about some vanishingly rare cases of late-developing brain injury. 
 
    After messing up so badly with Tobias, I didn’t feel entitled to argue with them, so meekly agreed they could join the party. There was an oppressive silence as our group went into the lift and it started moving downwards. Adika, Lucas, Megan, and Buzz all took out their dataviews and began working on them. 
 
    I suspected they were all studying Forge’s recording of the Tobias incident, and exchanging messages with each other. I didn’t like to peer nosily at their dataviews to check though, and I certainly wasn’t going to risk reading anyone’s mind. Especially not Lucas’s mind. It would probably have a dozen glittering thought trains inventing creative curses about me. 
 
    Forge, Rafael, and the other Beta team bodyguards weren’t saying a word. Their body language showed they expected Adika to execute them at any moment. Even Eli, who technically hadn’t been coming on the trip as a bodyguard at all, but to entertain my mother, was wordless and guilt-ridden. 
 
    When the lift stopped on Level 1, everyone put their dataviews away, and Adika opened the doors and led the way towards the belt interchange. It wasn’t until we reached the southbound express belt that I remembered something. 
 
    “I’m sorry. With all the distractions from Tobias, I forgot to say I’d changed my mind about going to the Hive centre point shopping area. I arranged to meet my mother at the Orange Zone centre point shopping area instead, because it’s closer and should be less crowded.” 
 
    “I thought we were going to be horribly late meeting your mother,” said Lucas, “but that means we still have a chance of getting there on time.” 
 
    “But it also means we want to go north rather than south,” said Adika. 
 
    “And I’ll need to change some arrangements,” added Buzz. 
 
    Adika led us down a side corridor that led to the northbound express belt. Once we’d reached that, we all stepped onto the slow belt, and moved across to the medium, and then the express belt. 
 
    When I was on the belt system with my Strike team, they usually tried to spread out and mingle inconspicuously with other travellers. Everyone was staying close to me today though, and Adika’s intimidating bulk and glowering expression were keeping other groups of travellers at a wary distance. 
 
    Buzz did some tapping at her dataview, before putting it away and turning to Megan. “My skin tones are far too dark for my makeup to be any use to Amber. Do you have any makeup with you, Megan?” 
 
    “Yes.” Megan produced a tiny makeup case from her pocket. 
 
    I frowned at the pair of them. “I’m already wearing as much makeup as I want, thank you.” 
 
    “I think you should consider wearing a little extra to meet your mother, Amber,” said Buzz gently. “The mark on your cheek where Tobias hit you is rather noticeable.” 
 
    “It is?” I took out my dataview and used it as a mirror to check my face. “Oh, I see what you mean. Yes, you’d better put some makeup on my cheek.” 
 
    “We have to do your whole face for it to look natural,” said Buzz. 
 
    I groaned and stood obediently still while Megan and Buzz rapidly worked on my face. They then started debating whether Megan or Buzz’s lipstick would be best as a finishing touch. 
 
    “Definitely use the fuchsia,” said a strange male voice. 
 
    I looked around and saw we were overtaking someone on the medium belt, a young man in a dramatic black and silver onesuit. Buzz gave him a forbidding stare. 
 
    “Are you an expert on women’s makeup?” 
 
    “I’m a clothes designer.” The man began jogging along the medium belt to keep up with us, and held out a card towards Buzz. 
 
    She shook her head. “I’ve just made an appointment with the finest clothes designer in Orange Zone.” 
 
    I blinked. I’d been feeling nervous at the thought of entering a Level 1 clothes shop. The idea of going to a clothes designer was even more intimidating. 
 
    The man grinned engagingly at Buzz and spoke in grandiose tones. “You can’t have made an appointment with the finest clothes designer in Orange Zone. I am the finest clothes designer in Orange Zone. In fact, I’m the finest clothes designer in the entire Hive.” 
 
    Buzz burst out laughing. “The finest clothes designer in the Hive wouldn’t be riding the belt system handing out cards to random groups of shoppers. That’s the desperate act of someone completely incompetent.” 
 
    The designer joined in the laughter. “I’m not desperate or incompetent. I came out of the last Lottery, so my brilliance is still relatively unknown. I admit that I’m riding the belt system handing out cards, but I’m not doing it at random. When I see what has to be a group of bodyguards accompanying three ravishingly beautiful ladies …” 
 
    Buzz interrupted him. “I understand. You’re an ambitious new designer working out of the communal Orange Zone Designers Forum. You’re specifically hunting for prestige clients who will help you qualify for your own premises on Designers Row. Give me your card and then leave us in peace.” 
 
    She reached out a hand, but Adika stepped in front of her to take the card. He examined it suspiciously before passing it on to Buzz. 
 
    The young man turned his head to look directly at me, and his intent expression startled me into linking to his thoughts. I had a curious double view of events. Seeing his face through my own eyes. Seeing my face through his. 
 
    … formally beautiful older woman is meticulously dressed in standard Level 1 clothes. The spectacular girl is wearing a designer dress, but the way the bodyguards positioned themselves when I spoke to her was deeply revealing. They may be defensive of her, but they’re really here to protect the girl wearing the random casual outfit. She … 
 
    … never seen anyone with so many bodyguards. That girl has to be breathtakingly important. So important that she doesn’t need to dress to impress anyone. So important that her custom could make a designer’s career overnight, and … 
 
    His stomach churning with excitement, the young man kept his eyes fixed on me and spoke carefully chosen words. “Remember that other designers will create the clothes that they want to design. I will create the clothes that you want to wear.” 
 
    His point made, the man slowed to a walk again, and wistfully watched the express belt carrying our group away from him. I felt something touching my own lips, instinctively pulled back into my own head, and found Buzz was applying my lipstick. 
 
    By the time she’d finished, the overhead signs were showing a message about the next interchange being for the Orange Zone centre point shopping area. Buzz led our group off the express belt. As we moved clear of the belt interchange area, I was hit by the full splendour of the shopping area lit up with New Year festival decorations. 
 
    “Where are we meeting your mother, Amber?” asked Buzz. 
 
    “At the top of the moving stairs,” I said. “My mother didn’t want to get questioned by any hasties. We agreed that she’d wait on Level 27, and I’d call her when we arrived. I’ll do that now.” 
 
    I made the call, and my mother responded like an over-excited teen. “High up!” 
 
    I laughed. Our group was following Buzz through the shopping area towards the moving stairs, when an outbreak of childish screaming caught my attention. I paused and saw there was a large area of blue flooring, marked with a snaking white line. A group of small children were taking turns to run along the line, but jets of water were shooting up at random intervals, and the children were squealing when they were hit by them. 
 
    A girl who couldn’t be more than three years old came running past our group, nearly colliding with me in her rush to join the game. Adika fended her off, and I gave him a sorrowful shake of my head. 
 
    “I really don’t think toddlers are a major threat to my safety.” 
 
    Lucas had paused to watch the children too. “They’ve still got the fountain line then,” he said, in an odd voice. “I often played there as a small child.” 
 
    I felt dreadfully guilty. I’d known that Lucas had grown up in Orange Zone, and his parents were especially valuable members of the Hive. I should have realized that meant he’d lived somewhere near the Orange Zone centre point. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have dragged you here and awakened bad memories.” 
 
    “The fountains aren’t a bad memory,” said Lucas. “I was the only one who could run the full line without getting wet.” 
 
    He lowered his voice as if afraid the running children might overhear him. “The jets of water look as if they come at random, but they don’t. Each of the thirty fountains has a different sequence of time gaps that keep repeating. If you start running at the right point in the sequence of the first fountain, you can get through without a jet touching you.” 
 
    I smiled at the thought of the child Lucas earnestly working out the secret of the fountains. 
 
    We walked on to the moving stairs, where a watchful group of hasties turned to stare curiously at us. A moment later, my mother came into view on the upway. She stepped off when she reached the top and looked uncertainly around. 
 
    I waved my arm and shouted at her. “Over here!” 
 
    She came towards me, but gave me a nervous look. “I wasn’t expecting you and Lucas to bring quite so many people. I know Adika, Forge, and Eli, because they often come along when you visit us, but …” 
 
    “Megan is my Senior Administrator.” I hesitated, wondering how to introduce Buzz. It probably wasn’t a good idea for me to say she was my counsellor. That might make my mother wonder what I needed counselling about. 
 
    Buzz stepped forward to give my mother an infectiously wide grin. “I’m Forge’s girlfriend. My official name is Simone, but everyone calls me Buzz.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re Buzz.” My mother smiled. “I remember Forge mentioning you.” 
 
    “Megan and I are here to look at festival clothes too, and we brought Eli along because he needs a distraction from his planned operation.” Buzz gestured at the others. “All the rest of the boys are here on bodyguard duty.” 
 
    I saw the horrified look on Adika’s face at being described as a boy, and had to fake a cough to avoid laughing. 
 
    “That’s a lot of bodyguards,” said my mother. “Is that for the same reason as the change in shopping destination? You’re prepared for problems after chasing that enemy agent in this area?” 
 
    Buzz knew nothing about my previous conversation with my mother but instantly nodded. “It’s partly because of that, but also because Megan wants her partner to have an outfit that complements hers for the New Year festival. She’ll be wanting Adika to join in the clothes shopping at some point.” 
 
    Adika gave Buzz a disbelieving look, but my mother was already eagerly talking. “I didn’t know that Adika and Megan were partners.” 
 
    “Adika and I recently got engaged,” said Megan, “but we won’t actually get married until after my husband’s twins are born.” 
 
    My mother looked confused, and Buzz spoke in a respectful whisper. “Megan’s husband died in the service of the Hive. They’d always planned to have children, and he had plenty of tissue samples in storage, so Fertility Support is helping Megan honour his memory by having his twins.” 
 
    “Oh.” My mother gave Megan a look of awed sympathy. 
 
    “Now let’s start shopping,” said Buzz briskly. “The Clothes Court is this way.” 
 
    She led the way across the shopping area, and our group followed, with my mother darting from one shop display to the next, cooing her delight at a range of goods from jewellery to vases. I spotted the array of festival dresses that had brought me here, hurried up to them, then halted in dismay. At a distance, those dresses had looked beautiful, but close up I could see they were garish things, thickly encrusted with sequins and crystals. 
 
    The rest of our group joined me. “That’s the display of dresses advertising the New Year pageants at the Level 1 Orange Zone Arena,” said Buzz. 
 
    “Will you be going to see a pageant, Amber?” asked my mother. 
 
    “No, she won’t.” Adika looked appalled at the idea of me mingling with a vast arena crowd. 
 
    “Our unit will only get a limited amount of free time for the New Year festival, and Amber wants to save that to be with you and the rest of her family,” said Buzz smoothly. 
 
    My mother frowned. “I’ve been messaging Gregas about the New Year festival arrangements, but I still haven’t had a reply from him. I’m getting worried.” 
 
    I thought of Gregas locked in my unit’s holding cells and tensed, but tried to speak in a casual voice. “I’m sure Gregas is just busy with some teen event. You know there are lots of parties on Teen Level before the New Year festival.” 
 
    My mother suddenly looked far more cheerful. “That’s true. Gregas must be too busy partying with his friends to worry about confirming arrangements to celebrate with us.” 
 
    We walked on through an archway decorated with white lights in a traditional New Year design, depicting chains of laughing, dancing children holding hands. I could tell from the clothes displays that we were in the Clothes Court now. My mother stopped by one of the displays, and beckoned me over to join her. 
 
    “Amber, just look at that dress! It would be perfect for you to wear at the New Year Festival.” 
 
    I looked at the orange and brown dress, with its intricate golden embroidery. This was precisely what I’d been worried about. The colours might be perfect for my mother, but … 
 
    Buzz came to study the dress and shook her head. “It’s a competent design but not good enough for Amber.” 
 
    My mother gave her a bemused look. “What could be better than that dress?” 
 
    “Someone in Amber’s position should have a festival dress that’s been specially designed for her,” said Buzz. 
 
    “Specially designed for her,” repeated my mother, positively breathless with excitement. “Does that mean we’re going to the Orange Zone Designers Row?” 
 
    “That’s right.” Buzz checked her dataview. “We carry on through the Clothes Court, and Designers Row is on the …” 
 
    Her sentence was interrupted by the sound of a dataview chiming for a call. I grimaced at Lucas, thinking it was his dataview that had chimed, and we were in the nightmare situation of having to deal with an emergency while we were with my mother. Then I realized it was my mother who was taking her dataview from her pocket. 
 
    “I’m really sorry,” she said. “I don’t understand why anyone’s calling me when I’ve got my dataview set to …” 
 
    She tapped the dataview to answer the call, and I heard my father’s urgent voice. “Wesley’s parents have just arrived at our apartment. Yesterday, Wesley didn’t show up for his weekly visit home. They’ve tried calling him a dozen times since then, but couldn’t get a response, so they went to his room on Teen Level first thing this morning. The other teens on Wesley’s corridor said they hadn’t seen him for a couple of days, so Wesley’s parents went to Gregas’s room to see if he knew where his friend had gone.” 
 
    My father paused before adding in a harsh voice. “The teens on Gregas’s corridor say that he’s gone missing too.” 
 
    “I knew something dreadful had happened to Gregas.” My mother looked pleadingly at me. “Amber, we need to find your brother right away. Can you get your unit staff to help us?” 
 
    “Of course, we’ll …” I glanced helplessly at Lucas. 
 
    “Amber and I will go back to our unit at once and organize a search,” said Lucas. 
 
    Buzz gave my mother a reassuring smile. “Please try not to worry about Gregas. I’ll go to your apartment with you, and make sure you’re kept fully informed about the search.” 
 
    My mother shook her head. “I’m not going back home. I have to go to Amber’s unit and help her find Gregas.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been awkward trying to reassure my mother about Gregas’s failure to return her calls when I knew he was under sedation in my unit’s holding cells. Now she knew that Gregas and Wesley had been missing from Teen Level for a couple of days, and was expecting us to launch a full-scale search for them, the trip back to my unit was far more than just awkward. 
 
    When we reached the express belt, my mother had another frantic dataview conversation with my father. Finally, she put her dataview away, turned to face me, and announced that my father had explained to Wesley’s parents that I ran a Security Unit and would be organizing a search for the boys. They’d decided that all three of them should come to my unit to help as well. 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. This situation was getting completely out of control. I didn’t know what I could say that wouldn’t either be an outright lie or create huge problems, so I pulled a desperate face at Lucas. He gave me a reassuring smile before speaking to my mother. 
 
    “Once we’re back at the unit, Amber and I will be busy organizing the search. While we’re doing that, we’ll need you and the other parents to wait in one of the community rooms with my deputy, Emili.” 
 
    “We want to help you find the boys,” said my mother. 
 
    “You will be helping us find the boys,” said Lucas, in the professionally calm tones of his Tactical Commander voice. “You’ll be telling Emili everything you know about Gregas and Wesley’s favourite places, interests, and the sort of things they do together. She’ll pass that information to our Liaison and Tactical teams to help guide the search.” 
 
    “Oh.” My mother nodded. “Yes, that does make sense. You need to know where to start searching.” 
 
    “You can trust our unit to deal with this situation,” said Lucas. “It may take a few hours, even a day, but I guarantee that we’ll find Gregas and Wesley.” 
 
    The tones of the Tactical Commander voice were designed to build confidence in a team heading out to deal with unpredictable, lethal situations. It was obviously working on my mother too, because she gave a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Thank you, Lucas. I’d no idea you could be so … dependable.” 
 
    “I know you’ve been seeing the worst side of me,” said Lucas ruefully. “I find family situations a struggle because I haven’t had any contact with my own family since I was thirteen.” 
 
    “Thirteen!” My mother looked appalled. “I knew that you’d lost contact with your family, but I assumed that happened when you came out of Lottery as Level 1. I didn’t think you’d have deliberately turned your back on your parents, but level gaps can be difficult.” 
 
    She shook her head sadly. “Amber’s father lost touch with his parents because they were Level 14 and thought a Level 27 Lottery result was terribly disappointing. We’ve always promised each other that we’d never abandon our children, however low they were rated by Lottery. We never expected to have the situation we’re in with Amber, where she’s so much higher level than us.” 
 
    “You never need to worry about that level gap,” I said quickly. “It doesn’t matter to me.” 
 
    “There was no level gap at all in my case,” said Lucas. “My parents were both Level 1, but I was an unwanted duty child. My father left when I was six years old, and my mother wanted him to take custody of me, but he refused.” 
 
    I hadn’t heard the phrase “duty child” before, and was tempted to read Lucas’s mind to find out what it meant, but I daren’t risk reading minds in front of my mother. 
 
    “A month later, the Hive celebrated the New Year festival,” Lucas continued. “It was clear that my mother didn’t want me living with her any longer, so I went searching for my father. I hoped that it being the festival for families would somehow change things, and make him want to take care of me. I found him just as the New Year was coming, but he just shoved me away.” 
 
    Lucas hesitated. “Amber thought I should explain what happened back then, so you’ll understand this time of year awakens bad memories for me. I apologize if I act oddly at any point.” 
 
    “You mustn’t worry about that,” said my mother sympathetically. “Was that the last time you saw your father?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Lucas. “I lived with my mother after that, but she broke off all contact as soon as I went to Teen Level.” 
 
    “That must have been a dreadful time for you,” said my mother. “It’s hard enough coping with the transition to Teen Level, without being dumped by your family as well.” 
 
    Lucas shrugged. “My mother breaking off contact didn’t help the situation, but I’d probably have been a social disaster anyway. I was too different and too bright to fit in with the other teens on my corridor, and the combination of being so young and from Level 1 made things worse. My birthday is on the last day of Carnival, so I arrived on Teen Level at the minimum possible age.” 
 
    He paused. “I need to send some messages now.” 
 
    “Of course,” said my mother. 
 
    Lucas worked on his dataview in silence until it was time for us to leave the express belt and take one of the dedicated lifts up to our unit. When the lift doors opened, I saw Emili and Nicole were there waiting for us. Emili hurried forward to smile at my mother. 
 
    “I’m Emili. Can you please come with me to one of our community rooms?” 
 
    “What about my husband and Wesley’s parents?” My mother looked anxiously back at the lifts. 
 
    “Our unit will be notified when they’re arriving,” said Nicole. “Someone will meet the lift and bring them to join us.” 
 
    Emili led my mother off down the corridor. I waited until they were out of sight before turning to Lucas. 
 
    “We need to go down to the holding cells right away. I have to read Wesley’s mind, and if necessary Gregas’s mind too.” 
 
    “We’ll want Megan and Buzz to come with us,” said Lucas. 
 
    “We’ll all come,” said Adika. 
 
    “I don’t need a crowd of bodyguards to go down to my own holding cells,” I objected. 
 
    “We’ll all come,” repeated Adika firmly. “Remember that Tobias is in one of those holding cells.” 
 
    I gave a resigned groan of acceptance. We went back into the lift, down two levels, and then Megan led the way along the corridor. 
 
    “We’ve got Gregas and Wesley in separate holding cells,” she said. “The hypnotics are currently set so they’ll only hear and respond to certain voices, including mine.” 
 
    “I’m planning to read Wesley’s mind first,” I said. “I’m hoping that will tell us enough that I won’t need to read my brother’s mind at all.” 
 
    Megan nodded, stopped by a door, and looked pointedly at Adika. “Bodyguards should wait outside.” 
 
    He frowned. 
 
    “I’ve known Wesley for years,” I said. “He’s never shown the slightest tendency to violence, and given he’s under hypnotics …” 
 
    Adika gave a grudging grunt of acceptance. 
 
    Megan led Lucas, Buzz, and me into a white-walled room where a boy was lying on a couch. His eyes were closed, he had two metal blobs attached to his forehead, and a wheeled stand holding a flashing technical display was positioned next to him. 
 
    It was at least a year since I’d last seen Wesley, so he looked a little older and taller than I remembered. He still had the same hairstyle though, with the over-large wave of hair combed across the top of his head. 
 
    “Wesley, I want you to think about what happened when you went into the air vents,” said Megan. “There’s no need for you to be afraid. You’re in a perfectly safe place with me, just thinking through past events.” 
 
    Wesley’s eyes didn’t open, but there was a flicker of movement under his eyelids as if he was dreaming. 
 
    I sat down on a nearby chair, closed my own eyes, and reached out with my telepathic sense. I halted at the verge of Wesley’s mind, because there was something unusual about it. Minds normally had fixed unique features, but this one kept drifting from one shape and texture to another. 
 
    I hovered there for a moment longer, pretending I was studying these oddities but really having a fit of cowardice. If I didn’t see enough in Wesley’s thoughts, or saw too much of the wrong thing, then I’d have to carry on and read my brother’s thoughts too. 
 
    Delaying was only making me more nervous. I abruptly plunged into a mind that startled me by being filled with vivid images. A heroic young man, his handsome looks only spoiled by the fact he had Wesley’s hairstyle, was issuing orders to two younger boys. 
 
    “… so we’ll take off the cover of an air vent inspection hatch, go inside, and head through the vent system to reach the main maintenance crawl ways.” 
 
    The others saluted and chorused in unison. “Yes, Colonel Wesley. Brilliant plan, Colonel Wesley. We’ll all get enough points to be promoted!” 
 
    Despite my nerves, I couldn’t help giving a choke of laughter. “Wesley is either dreaming or fantasizing. He’s picturing himself as being much older and the Colonel in charge of an adoring game group. He’s going to take two boys through the air vents to reach the maintenance crawl ways, and they’ll all get enough points to be promoted.” 
 
    “That sounds like it’s a fantasy based on the real events,” said Lucas. “Wesley’s made himself the group leader. He must have increased the leader’s rank too. I can’t believe a Colonel would burden himself with two novice players. What’s happening now?” 
 
    “The three of them have gone through an air vent inspection hatch,” I reported. “There’s automatic lighting in there, and they’re crawling past side turnings and ladders. All the images are incredibly vivid, Wesley can hear the clattering sound as they move through the air vents, feel the air blowing through his hair when he goes past a fan, and there’s the coldness of maintenance mesh under his hands and knees.” 
 
    I paused. “Typically fantasies, even those based on reality, are far more blurry than this. I’d believe this whole thing was real if it wasn’t for the ludicrous compliments and Wesley being a Colonel.” 
 
    “Perhaps Wesley will have a future creating bookettes,” said Lucas. 
 
    “If he does, he’ll have to work on his continuity,” I said. “Weirdly, everyone’s talking as if Wesley’s bravely leading the way through the air vents, but it was one of the younger boys who took off the air vent cover and is now in first place in the group. Wesley is behind him.” 
 
    “That’s a remnant from Wesley’s memory of the real events,” said Lucas. “His fantasy version has him as the Colonel in charge of the group, but he’s still crawling along in second place because that’s where he was when it actually happened.” 
 
    “Something is changing,” I said anxiously. “The other two boys have stopped giving Wesley compliments. All the emotional overtones of the fantasy are shifting too. There was a glorious air of adventure about it, but now it’s turned ominous. Oh, there’s someone ahead of them in the crawl way. That must be the wild bee!” 
 
    “If things get too stressful for you, Amber, you must leave Wesley’s mind immediately,” said Buzz. “You can always take a break and try again later.” 
 
    “I can’t see any details of the wild bee,” I said. “The younger boy is in front of Wesley and is blocking his view, so I’ve just got a glimpse of a distant dark shape against the automatic lighting. The wild bee must have seen the game group, because Wesley can hear a strange male voice shouting. I can’t tell what the voice is saying because there are too many distorting echoes.” 
 
    I gave a shocked squeak. “The fantasy effect just cut out entirely. The young boy in the lead has changed to be a lot older, probably sixteen. Wesley’s become his real fourteen-year-old self.” 
 
    “You’re seeing the original memory sequence now,” said Lucas. “Do you have any clues to the identity of the group leader?” 
 
    “No. Wesley is just thinking of him as the Captain.” 
 
    “How stressful is this for you, Amber?” asked Buzz. 
 
    “Wesley is feeling waves of fear from the memories,” I said, “but they keep being driven away by an odd tranquil haze.” 
 
    “That’s the hypnotics sheltering Wesley from his fear,” said Lucas. 
 
    I wasn’t going to admit that the tranquil haze helping Wesley wasn’t helping me. If the others knew I was feeling both the fear Wesley had originally experienced during these events, and my own fear of what I might discover had happened to my brother, then they might stop me doing this. 
 
    “The wild bee is coming towards them. He’s carrying something. It looks like a hammer. The group leader calls out some orders and starts climbing a ladder. Wesley is following him up the ladder now. He can hear clanging from their feet on the ladder, and he’s gasping for breath as he keeps reaching for the next rung and dragging himself upwards. He’s reached another horizontal air vent now.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, actually I’m wrong. This doesn’t look like an ordinary air vent, but one of the larger maintenance crawl ways. The group leader is waiting in the entrance to the maintenance crawl way. Wesley can’t work out how to climb across to join him, so the leader grabs him and tugs him into the crawl way.” 
 
    I could hear my own voice rising in panic, and feel my stomach churning. “Wesley’s looking down the ladder for Gregas, but he isn’t there! Gregas isn’t there!” 
 
    There was the warmth of Lucas’s arms going around me, and his voice whispering in my ear. “You’re safe, Amber. Gregas is safe too.” 
 
    I moistened my lips and spoke again. “The group leader is moving off down the crawl way. He’s yelling at Wesley to follow him, but Wesley’s staying by the ladder. He doesn’t know what to do. He doesn’t want to run away and leave Gregas behind, but he’s too scared to go back down the ladder to look for him.” 
 
    “I think you’ve learned everything you can from Wesley,” said Lucas. “Leave his thoughts now, Amber.” 
 
    I pulled back into my own head and opened my eyes. “I’m going to have to read Gregas’s mind,” I said grimly. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Megan murmured some soothing words to Wesley, and then we all rejoined the bodyguards in the corridor. 
 
    “You don’t have to read Gregas’s mind, Amber,” said Megan. “You’ve seen enough to make it clear we’ll need to reset Wesley’s memories, so we’ll have to do the same for your brother.” 
 
    “It isn’t at all clear that we’ll need to reset Wesley’s memories,” I said. “All that he and the Captain saw was a man carrying a hammer in a maintenance crawl way. They only ran away from him because they were afraid of being caught trespassing. If we tell them the man was a maintenance worker using a hammer to do some repair work, then they’ll believe us.” 
 
    “That’s true,” said Buzz, “but what you saw in Wesley’s mind suggests that Gregas had a greater interaction with the wild bee. It would be deeply troubling, perhaps even dangerous, for you to share your brother’s experience of a traumatic event. Is it really worth taking so large a risk to save his memory of the last couple of days?” 
 
    “Our memories are an integral part of our personalities,” I said. “I can’t let Gregas’s memories be tampered with unless I’m absolutely sure it’s necessary. Besides, the next time Gregas and Wesley meet their group leader, he’s bound to mention the wild bee and ask if they got away safely.” 
 
    “Gregas and Wesley aren’t likely to meet the Captain again,” said Megan. “We can reset their minds to soon after they entered the air vents, and then tell them they went trespassing in a maintenance area and had a serious fall that caused head injuries and memory loss. They won’t want to play Blue Upway again after that.” 
 
    “We can’t assume that,” I said. “Having a serious accident would be enough to prevent any teen with basic common sense from playing Blue Upway again, but neither my brother nor Wesley has any common sense at all.” 
 
    Megan developed the thoughtful expression of someone remembering their own time on Teen Level. “And even the most sensible teens can be influenced into doing foolish things. You’re right that we have to assume Wesley and Gregas will meet the Captain again. That means we’ll need to locate the Captain and remove his memory of the encounter too.” 
 
    “You’re suggesting doing all this to save me from the stress of reading Gregas’s mind,” I said, “but there’s a big flaw in your logic. If I don’t read Gregas’s thoughts, and you remove the memories of what happened from everyone involved, it will only make me suffer worse and never-ending stress. Lucas must surely have worked that out.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve worked that out,” said Lucas. “We can remove all knowledge of Gregas’s encounter with a wild bee from his mind, Wesley’s mind, the Captain’s mind, and in theory from the minds of everyone in our unit. What we can’t do is remove it from Amber’s mind, because tampering with the mind of a telepath can damage their abilities.” 
 
    He paused. “If Amber doesn’t read Gregas’s mind now, then she’ll spend the rest of her life wondering exactly what happened to him. Every time she’s on an emergency run where a wild bee encounters a bystander, she’ll be imagining those events happening to Gregas.” 
 
    Buzz gave him a startled look. “Lucas is right. It’s better to live with one unpleasant truth than a thousand nightmare possibilities, so I agree that Amber has to read Gregas’s mind.” 
 
    Megan sighed and led the way on to the next holding cell. Adika and the bodyguards waited outside again as the rest of us went through the door. The room was identical to the last one, except for the crucial point that the boy on the couch wasn’t Wesley but Gregas. 
 
    My brother looked curiously vulnerable lying there with his eyes closed. A forgotten childhood memory awakened of my first sight of newborn Gregas, and how he’d kept impatiently kicking off the tiny socks he was wearing. 
 
    Megan repeated the same words as before, with just the name changed. “Gregas, I want you to think about what happened when you went into the air vents. There’s no need for you to be afraid. You’re in a perfectly safe place with me, just thinking through past events.” 
 
    Lucas dragged a chair nearer to me, and I sat down. I’d hesitated before reading Wesley’s mind, and studied its shape and texture. I just closed my eyes and dived straight into Gregas’s thoughts though, eager to get the ordeal over with as fast as possible. I found Gregas reliving a memory sequence, its events both identical and glaringly different to those I’d seen in Wesley’s mind. 
 
    “The game group is entering the air vent inspection hatch,” I said. “Gregas isn’t fantasizing, so I’m seeing the Captain go in first, then Wesley, and finally Gregas. They’re crawling on through the air vent now. Gregas keeps stopping to peer into side turnings and inspect the alcoves with the ladders running up and down. He gets left behind and has to chase after the others.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Everything seems very unfamiliar to Gregas. He may have been somewhere with a game group before, but not in a maintenance area. He’s torn between fear and enjoyment. The maintenance mesh is uncomfortable beneath his hands and knees, and the air blowing through the vent is cold. Gregas is thinking that he should wear thicker clothes next time he does this.” 
 
    “That’s a surprisingly practical reaction,” said Lucas. 
 
    “Gregas can be very practical about some things,” I said. “Free food, for example.” 
 
    Lucas laughed. 
 
    “There’s some conversation that wasn’t in Wesley’s memories,” I added. “The Captain seems to be feeling guilty about taking Wesley and Gregas into the vent system. He’s doing his best to help them cope by explaining things. Telling them that you need a special tool to open an air vent cover from the inside, and warning them that some air vents have dangers like sudden drops.” 
 
    “If the Captain is feeling guilty about this, why has he taken Gregas and Wesley into the maintenance areas at all?” asked Lucas. 
 
    I shrugged. “He said something about the Game Commander offering bonus points for taking low-ranked players in there.” 
 
    Lucas made a despairing sound. “So that’s why we’re getting this rush of game players in maintenance areas.” 
 
    “I think the group must be getting close to where they meet the wild bee,” I said. “The emotional overtones of the memory sequence are changing like they did with Wesley. Gregas is clearly anticipating what’s about to happen next, but there’s an oddity. With Wesley, the emotions shifted from glorious adventure to something ominous. With Gregas, the shift is from curiosity to tense excitement, and …” 
 
    I broke off that sentence and started another. “The Captain has just whispered that he can see someone further down the air vent. Gregas can’t see anything ahead because both the Captain and Wesley are in the way. Now the wild bee must be coming towards them, because there’s the same sound of a strange male voice shouting as before, and the Captain is yelling orders about climbing a ladder.” 
 
    I paused. “There’s a lot of clanging going on. Now the Captain’s out of view up the ladder, but Gregas can hear his voice calling down to Wesley, swearing at him and telling him to move. Wesley’s climbing the ladder now, and Gregas gets his first view of the wild bee.” 
 
    I gasped. “I’ve got this strong visual image. A man in torn party clothes, with blood on his face and carrying a hammer. It’s frozen there in Gregas’s mind as if time halted for a while.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate,” said Lucas. “The sight of the wild bee made such a strong impression on Gregas that he’s never going to believe the man was a maintenance worker.” 
 
    “Time is moving again,” I said sharply. “The man’s too close to the ladder. Gregas knows he won’t be able to reach it without being grabbed. Gregas turns and crawls back along the air vent. He can hear the man chasing after him. He needs to find another ladder. He needs to find another ladder. He needs to find another ladder.” 
 
    I could hear my own voice rising in hysteria, and Buzz spoke sharply. “Amber, you should stop this now.” 
 
    “I can’t stop now!” I shouted. “I can see the next ladder. I mean, Gregas can see the next ladder. He’s reached the ladder now, he’s climbing it, but the man’s following him. The sound of his movements and his breathing is getting closer.” 
 
    ** Insight** 
 
    He wants to kill me. He’s got longer arms than me, so he’s climbing faster. He’s going to catch me before I reach the top of this ladder, then he’s going to kill me. I have to … 
 
    “My brother just had an insight into the mind of the wild bee!” I said in disbelief. “Gregas knows the man wants to kill him, but he isn’t trying to get away any longer. He isn’t climbing. He isn’t even thinking. I don’t understand …” 
 
    There weren’t any thoughts in Gregas’s head at all now. It was his body that was doing the thinking as he wrapped his arms around the sides of the ladder and gripped the rungs tightly. He glanced down at the man who was right behind him now, saw the hand reaching towards him, and made one sharp motion with his right leg. 
 
    “Waste that!” I said. 
 
    “What happened, Amber?” asked Lucas. 
 
    “My baby brother just kicked a wild bee in the head and made him fall off the ladder,” I said incredulously. “Gregas is climbing again now. He’s made it to the top of the ladder, and got across to a larger maintenance crawl way.” 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief. “Gregas was panicking earlier, but now his mind is calm and focused. He takes one rapid look back down the ladder, but there’s no sign of the wild bee following him. He needs to find the rest of his group, and that means heading west. He checks the maintenance codes on the wall, and goes west along the maintenance crawl way, hoping to meet the ladder that the Captain and Wesley climbed. Yes, he can see Wesley ahead of him!” 
 
    I paused. “Gregas just had a moment of tense excitement. That’s the emotion that was puzzling me earlier. It was coming from this point in the memory sequence. Now Gregas reaches Wesley. He hugs him and asks where the Captain has gone. Wesley still looks terrified. He points down the crawl way, and Gregas yells at him to get moving.” 
 
    “Gregas is handling this surprisingly well,” said Lucas thoughtfully. 
 
    “He was, but he’s getting worried now,” I said. “Gregas and Wesley are going down the crawl way, but there’s no sign of the Captain. Gregas can’t remember the way back to the air vent inspection hatch, and Wesley’s no help at all. Gregas knows they won’t be able to get out of any other air vents because they don’t have one of the special tools to open them from inside. He …” 
 
    I heard a clanging sound, and was swept up by Gregas’s alarmed reaction. “There’s the sound of someone climbing a ladder. It’s coming from below and getting closer. It could be the man with the hammer. Gregas is whispering to Wesley, trying to get him moving to safety, but then he sees someone getting off a ladder and entering the crawl way.” 
 
    I gasped. “It isn’t the wild bee, and it isn’t just one person coming. There’s two of them. No, three of them. All coming towards Gregas and Wesley. Gregas has worked out they must belong to Law Enforcement. He’s telling Wesley that they have to give themselves up, but they mustn’t say anything at all about what happened. Gregas doesn’t know how badly he hurt the man with the hammer, and he’s thinking they’re both going to get in a huge amount of trouble.” 
 
    I left Gregas’s mind, and opened my eyes. “The three people coming towards Gregas and Wesley were obviously members of Mira’s Strike team, so we know what happened after that.” 
 
    I sat back in my chair and pulled a stunned face. “What happened to Gregas wasn’t nearly as bad as I feared. As you said, Lucas, Gregas handled things surprisingly well, but …” 
 
    I gave a despairing shake of my head. “Gregas had an insight into the mind of the wild bee. My brother is a borderline telepath!” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucas glanced at where Gregas was lying on the couch. “Gregas shouldn’t be aware of anything the rest of us say, but he’s currently attuned to Megan’s voice. We’d better move to another room to discuss this.” 
 
    Buzz led the way back outside. “There’s a waiting room at the end of the corridor we can use.” 
 
    “I’ll get two of the medical staff to come and sit with Wesley and Gregas while we’re away,” said Megan. 
 
    Lucas looked at Adika. “I’m sure you’ll want to join this discussion. I’d better call Nicole as well so we can make this a proper team leader meeting.” 
 
    There was a pause while Megan and Lucas took out dataviews and sent their messages, then we all went down the corridor to the waiting room and organized some chairs into a circle. A minute later, Nicole drove her powered chair into the room to join us. 
 
    “I recorded Amber when she was reading the minds of both Wesley and Gregas,” said Lucas. “I’ll play those recordings now, so Adika and Nicole fully understand the situation.” 
 
    The first recording began playing. It was strange watching a holo of myself sitting, eyes closed, reciting Wesley’s memories. I hadn’t realized how much of my target’s emotions was echoed in my own facial expressions. My voice sounded oddly youthful too. 
 
    Once that recording ended, Lucas started playing the one where I was reading Gregas’s mind. That wasn’t strange but genuinely disturbing. I didn’t know Wesley’s face and voice that well, but my brother … 
 
    “I look like Gregas in that holo,” I said. “I sound like Gregas too.” 
 
    Lucas stopped the recording. “Yes. When you’re deeply engaged with a target mind, you take on some aspects of their facial mannerisms and voice patterns. It’s especially striking in this recording because of your family resemblance to Gregas.” 
 
    “I’d no idea this happened when I was reading minds,” I said. “Do other telepaths react like this too?” 
 
    “I never saw any sign of it when Keith was reading minds,” said Megan. “The first time I saw you do it, you were reading Lucas’s mind. I was worried that he had an unhealthy controlling influence over you, but Adika said he’d sometimes seen the same effect when he worked for Mira. I decided it was just one of the many variations between individual telepaths.” 
 
    “Mira’s unit referred to this as reflecting,” added Adika. “It’s far more noticeable with you, Amber, than it was with Mira, and I never saw it happen with Morton at all. I don’t know if it happens with Sapphire or not.” 
 
    “We could try asking her unit about it,” said Nicole. 
 
    “We could ask, but we wouldn’t get an answer,” said Adika. “All Telepath Units are protective of their telepath, but Sapphire’s unit is like a closed-off fortress. She’s notoriously choosy about who she recruits for her unit, rejecting lots of perfectly reasonable candidates, and those she does recruit rarely leave.” 
 
    “Is that because Sapphire doesn’t want them to go, or because they don’t want to leave?” I asked. 
 
    “My impression is that it’s a combination of both those things,” said Adika. “Sapphire’s people are fiercely loyal to her and unreasonably secretive.” 
 
    “After what happened years ago with Keith, Sapphire is defensive of her personal information,” said Lucas. “You can’t blame her unit members for respecting her wishes.” 
 
    He turned to me. “Are you happy for me to play the rest of the recording, Amber? If you find it troubling, then I could summarize the rest of what happened for Adika and Nicole.” 
 
    “I wasn’t troubled by it,” I said. “I was just intrigued. Please play the rest.” 
 
    Lucas raised his eyebrows at me in a sign that he knew I was lying, but started the recording playing again anyway. For the next moment or two, I was focused on the unnerving way I was reflecting Gregas, but then I got caught up in the events I was describing and forgot everything else. 
 
    The recording ended at the point where I opened my eyes, and there was a short silence before Lucas spoke. 
 
    “Amber’s brother is a borderline telepath. That won’t be a surprise to anyone, but it does complicate the situation.” 
 
    “It was a surprise to me,” I said bitterly. “An extremely unwelcome surprise.” 
 
    “One of the first things you were told in training was that there was a genetic factor involved in people becoming borderline telepaths,” said Lucas. “You must have realized there was a possibility of Gregas being one.” 
 
    “Yes, but …” I ran my fingers through my hair and glanced at Buzz. “You told me that you had intuitions about people as a child.” 
 
    “Yes. When I went through Lottery, the triggering processes made those moments of intuition sharper and more strongly defined, transforming them into true insights.” 
 
    “Well, Gregas has never shown the slightest sense about people,” I said. “It was a long time before he worked out that Wesley’s ridiculous stories weren’t true. Gregas’s shocked reaction to his insight showed he’d never even had a moment of intuition before. How could Gregas go straight from no intuition at all to having a true insight?” 
 
    “The vast majority of borderline telepaths aren’t consciously aware of having either intuitions or insights until they go through the triggering processes in Lottery,” said Buzz. “Those of us with abilities that awaken early …” 
 
    Buzz hesitated. “Well, Gregas’s experience matches mine exactly, Amber. We both had our borderline telepathy triggered by a potentially life-threatening situation. It just happened to me at a much younger age, so my abilities surfaced as intuitions rather than true insights.” 
 
    She hastily changed the subject. “Lucas is right about Gregas’s borderline telepathy complicating things. We can give Gregas any standard therapy we wish, but resetting his memories isn’t an option in any circumstances.” 
 
    I frowned. “Why not?” 
 
    Buzz sighed. “True telepaths are so vanishingly rare that the Hive has limited understanding of their abilities and errs on the side of caution by not imprinting their minds at all. Lottery finds nearly a thousand borderline telepaths each year though, so we have far more information on how things affect them. It’s perfectly safe to imprint the mind of a borderline telepath, but tampering with their personal memories can damage their abilities.” 
 
    “I suppose Gregas being a borderline telepath also rules him out of having a normal combat position,” said Adika. “A pity. I was impressed by his actions on that ladder. Using his height advantage to take down someone much bigger and stronger than him shows rapid, clear thinking. The boy doesn’t have the build to be a Strike team member, but there are other types of combat roles.” 
 
    “Gregas’s favourite programmes on the Hive entertainment channels are thrillers about Hive England Defence teams chasing agents from other Hives,” said Lucas. “I expect Gregas saw that ladder trick in one of those thrillers.” 
 
    “Seeing someone else do it is very different from having the presence of mind to do it yourself in a crisis,” said Adika. “Buzz, do you know if Lottery has any specialized combat roles for borderline telepaths?” 
 
    Buzz waved her hands. “All borderline telepaths have imprints that include some form of Law Enforcement counselling role, how to act the part of a nosy, and basic combat skills to use if you get attacked, but there’s also a personalized section. I’ve only worked with other psychology focused borderline telepaths, so I don’t know about any other roles.” 
 
    “I don’t want my brother having a specialized combat position,” I said coldly. “I want him to have a nice safe life.” 
 
    Buzz studied my face. “And you have the power to make sure your brother has a nice safe life, Amber. You’re one of only five telepaths in this Hive. You’re so desperately needed that you can insist on Lottery blocking Gregas from any position that carries even the slightest risk. Just say the word and Gregas’s record will be flagged to limit his future options.” 
 
    I tugged at my hair. It was tempting to say that word and make sure that my parents and I would never have to worry about Gregas’s work. I couldn’t do that though. I mustn’t do that. 
 
    “No, I can’t use my power to control Gregas’s life. I went through this when I first arrived in my unit and discovered my old friend, Forge, was on my Strike team. I knew I could insist on him being kept safe in my unit, but doing that would destroy his life and make him hate me. I went through it again with you, Lucas, and now it’s Gregas. The person changes but the answer must stay the same. I can’t impose my wishes on other people.” 
 
    Lucas smiled. “You always amaze me, Amber. My imprint tells me that you should have fully realized the powerful position of telepaths by now, and be showing the first signs of distancing. I’ve not seen any hint of it in you at all though. Not a single member of my Tactical team has even said the word distancing.” 
 
    Distancing! Mira had mentioned distancing and said it would never happen to me. “What does distancing mean?” I asked cautiously. 
 
    “It’s when a telepath becomes distant from the moral code of the Hive, and starts trampling on the rights of other people,” said Lucas. “In most cases, the situation stabilizes within the first few years, with the telepath establishing their own ethical code.” 
 
    He shrugged. “As I said, I’ve not seen any hint of you distancing at all. If anything, we have the opposite problem, where you show too much compassion for people who cause trouble.” 
 
    “Such as Tobias,” said Adika bitterly. 
 
    Mira had said that I would never be distant because I felt the emotions of the people whose minds I read. Now Lucas had explained distancing to me, Mira’s comment made complete sense. How could I trample on someone’s rights when I could feel their distress as if it was my own? 
 
    Mira had also said that Morton, Sapphire, and Keith didn’t feel emotions at all, so they’d been distant for a long time, and Keith was still distant. I knew something about Morton’s past that showed how distant he’d been in his first few years as a telepath. Everything I’d heard about Keith confirmed Mira’s statement that he was still distant. Sapphire … 
 
    Well, I didn’t know anything at all about Sapphire’s past. Adika had said her people were fiercely loyal to her, which wouldn’t be the case if she was mistreating them now. After the enormous risks Sapphire had taken to save the Hive during the three years when it only had four functioning Telepath Units, I felt she’d redeemed herself for any past bad behaviour. 
 
    “Keith is still distant,” I repeated the words Mira had said to me. 
 
    Megan grimaced. “Yes. Everyone’s given up hope of him changing for the better.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not distant,” I said, “and I’m not interfering in Lottery’s decisions about Gregas.” 
 
    “Let’s focus on the immediate situation now,” said Lucas. “We need to make decisions on two separate issues. First of all, there’s the question of what we tell the boys’ parents. Amber, you said last night that you didn’t want your parents to find out about Gregas being arrested. I agree that they’d probably react badly to the news, especially if we admit we’ve had both boys in our unit holding cells since the middle of last night.” 
 
    I shuddered. “We mustn’t let my parents find out about either Gregas being arrested or me lying to them. They’d be dreadfully upset with both of us.” 
 
    “That means we’ll need a cover story to explain the boys being missing for a few days.” Lucas looked at Nicole. “Emili will have been sending your team information from the parents. I’m hoping you’ll be able to invent something that they’ll find believable.” 
 
    “I’ve already worked out a cover story,” said Nicole. “My Liaison team should be sending a script to you shortly.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” said Lucas. “Now let’s consider what we tell Gregas, Wesley, and the Captain. We’ve agreed Wesley and the Captain would believe the man in the air vent was a maintenance worker. The problem is that Gregas wouldn’t.” 
 
    He glanced at Megan. “At this point, I need Megan to go and ask Wesley a question.” 
 
    “He won’t answer it,” said Megan. “Both the boys have been resisting answering any questions even under the influence of hypnotics. That’s why we had to let Amber read their minds.” 
 
    “They’ve been resisting answering any questions about what happened when they met the wild bee because they didn’t want to get into trouble,” said Lucas. “Wesley shouldn’t resist answering this question though. I just want you to ask him what position Lottery assigned to Gregas’s sister, Amber.” 
 
    Megan gave Lucas a puzzled look but went out of the room. It was only a couple of minutes before she returned and sat down again. “Wesley told me that Amber is a Level 1 Researcher with her own Research Unit.” 
 
    “And that makes everything much simpler,” said Lucas. “When Amber admitted to her family that she didn’t run a Research Unit but a Security Unit, Gregas asked if she could arrange for Lottery to give him a place in her unit. I told him that might be possible, but warned him that a Security Unit couldn’t accept anyone who’d breached Hive secrecy restrictions.” 
 
    Lucas paused. “Gregas took that secrecy warning seriously. He hasn’t even told his best friend that Amber runs a Security Unit. Since we can trust Gregas to keep secrets, I suggest we tell him the truth.” 
 
    I gave Lucas a startled look. “How much of the truth?” 
 
    “The whole truth,” said Lucas. “That the man he met in the crawl way was a wild bee. That the nosies are fakes to deter people from committing crimes. That his sister is one of only five true telepaths in the Hive. That he himself is a borderline telepath with flashes of insights into minds.” 
 
    “No!” I shook my head urgently. “We can’t do that. Gregas hates nosies. I know what a shock it was for me when I was told the truth. I went from hating nosies to hating myself.” 
 
    Megan gave me a horrified look. “You never said anything to me about hating yourself, Amber.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to discuss it,” I said. “I tried not to think about it either, but there was a voice of self-loathing constantly nagging at me. It took me a long time to get past that and accept my telepathy. I’m not sure that I’m totally over the problem even now. It’s like the malicious echo of a target mind lurking in my subconscious, except this doesn’t come from a target but from me.” 
 
    Megan turned to Buzz. “Did you know about this?” she demanded. 
 
    “I’m not sharing confidential details about Amber with anyone,” said Buzz. 
 
    “But I was Amber’s counsellor back then and …” 
 
    Buzz interrupted Megan. “You were Amber’s counsellor back then, but I am her counsellor now, and I intend to respect her privacy.” 
 
    Megan gave a depressed sigh and sank back into her chair. 
 
    I was too focused on Gregas to worry about Megan’s feelings. “My point is that learning the truth will be just as big a problem for Gregas as for me. Perhaps even worse. He won’t just hate himself. He’ll hate me too.” 
 
    “He has to be told something,” said Lucas. “What if he keeps having insights?” 
 
    “Gregas only had an insight because he was in a life-threatening situation,” I said. “That won’t happen again.” 
 
    “Whether he has more insights or not depends on how fully his ability has awakened,” said Buzz doubtfully. 
 
    “And Gregas will have to learn the truth when he goes through Lottery anyway,” said Lucas. 
 
    “That’s years away,” I said. “He’ll be older. Better able to cope.” 
 
    “We should be able to tell Gregas the truth in a way that lessens the self-loathing issue,” said Buzz. 
 
    “I absolutely forbid anyone to tell Gregas the truth,” I said flatly. “It’s too big a risk.” 
 
    There was an awkward silence before Lucas spoke. “That means we’ll have to use the enemy agent story again.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Megan, Lucas, and I went back into the room where Gregas was lying on a couch. Megan towed the technical display across to a corner of the room, removed the metal blobs from Gregas’s forehead, and then whispered something in his ear. 
 
    “I’ve got Gregas counting down to waking up from the hypnotics,” she said before leaving the room. 
 
    Lucas and I sat down in a couple of chairs to wait. It was another minute before Gregas’s eyes opened. He stared up at the ceiling with a confused expression on his face, then sat up and looked around the room. When he saw Lucas and me, he gave a despairing groan. 
 
    “When Wesley and I got dragged across the Hive to Orange Zone, I guessed we were being brought to your unit.” 
 
    I smiled. “Good morning, Gregas. It’s nice to see you too.” 
 
    He frowned. “It’s morning already? What happened when Wesley and I got here? I remember some sort of doctor talking to us but then … I must have fallen asleep.” 
 
    “We let you rest until now because Amber was busy,” said Lucas. 
 
    “Busy sorting out the problems you’ve caused,” I added gloomily. 
 
    “Don’t do it, Amber,” said Gregas sharply. 
 
    “Don’t do what?” I asked. 
 
    “Don’t give me a long lecture about getting arrested.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to lecture you about getting arrested,” I said. “Given your situation at the time, getting arrested was your safest option. It meant that you had a lot of highly trained people to protect you if the man on the ladder recovered from his fall and came after you again.” 
 
    “Recovered from his fall,” Gregas repeated my words nervously. “You know about me knocking him off the ladder. I suppose the Security Unit that arrested Wesley and me brought in a nosy to read our minds.” 
 
    I didn’t trust myself to say a word at this point, so I just nodded. 
 
    Gregas made a retching noise. “I was afraid they’d bring in a nosy, but … I didn’t hurt the man too badly, did I?” 
 
    “No, the man was arrested too, and only had a few bumps and bruises.” 
 
    Gregas gave a sigh of relief. “That’s all right then.” 
 
    “It’s far from all right. I said that I wasn’t going to lecture you about getting arrested. I’m not going to lecture you about knocking that man off the ladder either. If you hadn’t done that, then he’d have hurt you, and possibly hurt Wesley too.” 
 
    “That man really was dangerous then?” asked Gregas anxiously. “I know this will sound as silly as Wesley’s boasting stories, but … When I was climbing the ladder, I had a sudden overwhelming feeling that the man chasing me was dangerous. That’s why I kicked him in the head like that. I felt sure that he was going to kill me if he caught me.” 
 
    “The man was an extremely dangerous enemy agent,” I said. “You were perfectly right to defend yourself.” 
 
    “An enemy agent!” Gregas blinked. “What was he doing in our Hive?” 
 
    Lucas took out his dataview. “Most of the details are classified, but we can play you a Hive Channel 1 news report about an incident that our unit handled yesterday.” 
 
    Lucas projected the news report onto the white wall of the room. Gregas watched the incomprehensibly black images at the start of the news report with a confused look on his face. Then he heard the voice gabbling about being attacked, and gasped. His forehead creased in concentration as he listened to Lucas’s call, and watched the shadowy figures of red group coming down their ropes. When the report ended, Lucas put away his dataview. 
 
    “A game group was in a maintenance area, got in the way of an enemy agent, and one of them was stabbed,” Gregas said tensely. “You showed me that news report because the same thing happened to my game group, but we were lucky and got away unhurt.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Lucas. 
 
    “Why was an enemy agent wearing torn party clothes?” asked Gregas. 
 
    “That’s classified information,” said Lucas. “We’ve been able to tell you this much because we know we can trust you with Hive secrets. It’s best for Wesley and your game group leader to believe you were just chased by a maintenance worker though.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Gregas. “Wesley can’t resist gossiping about anything exciting, and I’ve no idea if our game group leader is trustworthy because I’ve only met him twice.” 
 
    “That’s settled then,” I said. “Now, please don’t interpret this as me lecturing you, but you made a bad mistake when you gave a false name and identity code to the people who arrested you.” 
 
    “I gave a false name and identity code because I didn’t want you dragged into the situation,” said Gregas. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m complaining about,” I said. “I’m your sister, Gregas. If you get in trouble, then I want to be able to help you. Promise me that if this sort of thing ever happens again, you’ll give your proper name and identity code at once. Lying about them meant there was a long delay before I found out you’d been arrested, and that caused major problems.” 
 
    “You’re right,” said Gregas. “If you’d got involved earlier than I wouldn’t have had a nosy rummaging around my brain.” 
 
    I was grateful when Lucas replied to that for me. “The delay has caused other problems as well.” 
 
    “What problems?” asked Gregas warily. 
 
    “Wesley didn’t show up for his weekly visit home yesterday,” I said, “so his parents discovered he was missing.” 
 
    “Oops,” said Gregas. 
 
    “This morning, Wesley’s parents discovered you were missing too, and told our parents,” I continued. 
 
    Gregas made a despairing sound. “When Mother and Father find out I was arrested, they’ll lecture me for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “They aren’t going to find out about you being arrested,” I said quickly. “My Liaison team leader has arranged a cover story to keep what happened a secret from them. She’ll be here in a minute to take you next door to join Wesley. She’ll then explain the cover story to both of you. I’m afraid it’s heavily based on some of Wesley’s past problems, so you’ll have to admit to having done some rather silly things.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose it’s true that I haven’t been entirely sensible.” 
 
    I desperately wanted to say that Gregas hadn’t been remotely sensible, but heroically kept quiet. 
 
    “You’ll also have to watch some educational bookettes on seagulls,” added Lucas. 
 
    “Educational bookettes on seagulls?” Gregas stared at him. “Why?” 
 
    Lucas stood up. “I haven’t had time to read the full details of the cover story myself yet, but the bit about the seagulls caught my attention. Our Liaison team leader will explain everything to you. All four parents are panicking, so Amber and I need to go and talk to them now. We’ll say we’ve discovered where you and Wesley are, and tell them the cover story.” 
 
    I followed Lucas out of the room, and we both spent a few minutes studying the script that Liaison had sent us. Finally, Adika and my other bodyguards escorted us to the lifts. 
 
    “I hate lying to my parents,” I said, during the brief lift ride up to our unit. 
 
    “I know,” said Lucas. “You could just let me go and tell Nicole’s cover story to your parents. I could say that you were busy with a serious Hive emergency.” 
 
    The lift doors opened, and we walked out. “My parents think that Gregas being missing is the biggest possible Hive emergency,” I said gloomily. “Besides, it’s unfair to make you do all my lying for me.” 
 
    I was relieved that Adika didn’t insist on following us down the corridor towards the community rooms. Lucas paused outside one of the doors, opened it, and I saw Emili was sitting inside with my parents. The two strangers with them were obviously Wesley’s parents. 
 
    The instant they saw me, all four parents stood up, and my mother gave me a desperate pleading look. “Amber?” 
 
    I stopped feeling guilty about lying to my parents. I’d tell whatever lies were needed to take that frantic expression from my mother’s face and make her happy again. 
 
    “We’ve found Gregas and Wesley,” I said. “They’d had a slight accident, and were at a medical facility, but checks showed that they only had minor bruising. They’re being discharged right now, and it didn’t seem sensible for me to insist on them travelling the extra distance to get here, so they’ll be going straight back to their rooms on Teen Level.” 
 
    There was a sigh of relief from all four parents. “Does that mean we can call them now?” asked my father. 
 
    “You can’t call them just yet because they’d left their dataviews back in their rooms,” I said. “They’ve got strict orders to call you the moment they get back there, but it may not be for quite a while because they’re in Green Zone.” 
 
    “What are they doing in Green Zone, and why would they go somewhere without their dataviews?” asked Wesley’s mother, in a bewildered voice. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” I said. 
 
    Emili moved a tray of drinks and nibbles from a nearby couch to a table by the wall. “You and Lucas had better sit down and explain it.” 
 
    Everyone sat down, and I took a deep breath. “This all started because Gregas and Wesley were having problems budgeting their teen living allowances.” 
 
    Wesley’s parents gave the resigned nods of people who knew all about Wesley’s budgeting problems, but my father frowned. 
 
    “Gregas has been complaining about the pathetic teen living allowance ever since he moved to Teen Level, but every teen does that. I didn’t realize he had real problems.” 
 
    “I was told that Wesley has been having budgeting problems all the time,” I said. “Gregas was managing well until he made the classic mistake of buying something much too expensive the moment he got his allowance.” 
 
    I shrugged. “A few days ago, Gregas and Wesley reached the point where they couldn’t afford to buy meals. The sensible thing would have been to go to their community centre, admit what had happened, and ask for emergency support. Gregas and Wesley didn’t want to do that though, because it would have meant attending a mandatory course on budgeting, and having a budget supervisor approve all their purchases for the next three months.” 
 
    I waved my hands in despair. “They came up with an alternative plan of signing up for a residential activity course that would give them free food for a week or two. The only residential courses are those that have to be held at a special location in the Hive, and they’re usually booked up for months in advance, but there’d been a last-minute cancellation on one course that left two places available. This course was restricted to teens from Burgundy Zone, so Gregas and Wesley signed up giving false names and identity codes.” 
 
    Wesley’s parents groaned. “Not again,” muttered Wesley’s father. 
 
    I was tempted to ask what he meant by that, but decided I’d better keep telling the cover story. “This course was about the care of seagulls, so had to be held at the Teen Level beach.” 
 
    “Seagulls?” repeated Wesley’s mother in disbelief. “But Wesley’s scared of birds.” 
 
    “Yes. That was the fatal flaw in their plan. Gregas and Wesley were worried that something on their dataviews would give away their real identity. They decided to leave their proper ones in their rooms, and just take an old damaged dataview with them on the course. They were planning to use the damaged dataview to send last-minute excuses about missing home visits and activity sessions. They don’t seem to have thought through the fact that all their incoming messages would be going to the dataviews they’d left in their rooms.” 
 
    “Gregas never thinks things through,” said my mother sadly. 
 
    “The course began with a set of lectures on caring for seagulls, so that went smoothly,” I continued. “Then the practical sessions started, and Gregas and Wesley were given the job of capturing a seagull with an injured wing so it could be treated.” 
 
    “That was bound to go badly,” said Wesley’s father. 
 
    “It went disastrously badly,” I said. “The seagull was sitting on a cliff ledge at just above head height. The boys decided that Wesley should climb up to the ledge, and frighten the seagull into jumping off, while Gregas would catch it and put it in a cage. Unfortunately, Wesley was far more scared of the seagull than the seagull was of Wesley.” 
 
    I sighed. “When Wesley tried shooing the seagull off the ledge, the seagull pecked at him. Wesley panicked, fell off the ledge, and landed on top of Gregas. The Seagull Care Specialist who was running the course sent the two of them off to a medical facility for checks. As I said before, those showed the boys only had minor bruising, but they were kept in overnight because Wesley had a panic attack.” 
 
    “I suppose the seagull incident and the panic attack made Wesley forget that he was supposed to be visiting home,” said Wesley’s mother. 
 
    I’d entirely forgotten that bit of my script. “Exactly,” I said gratefully. “Wesley forgot about calling you to cancel his visit, and the medical facility’s message didn’t reach you because the boys had given false names and identity details.” 
 
    “So they’re both on their way back to their rooms now?” asked my mother. 
 
    “I’m not sure whether they’ll be heading back yet,” I said evasively. “Gregas and Wesley needed to collect their belongings from the Teen Level beach accommodation area before going back home to Blue Zone, and the Seagull Care Specialist wanted to talk to them as well. She’s a bit annoyed about what happened.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” said my father grimly. “Lying about your identity code on a course application is a serious breach of Hive rules. I suppose that will be going on the boys’ records.” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead nervously. Nicole had invented this story to cover up issues like joining an illegal Teen Game, trespassing in maintenance areas, kicking people off ladders, and getting arrested. She’d had to include a mention of false names and identity codes to explain why Gregas and Wesley had left their dataviews behind, and why the medical facility hadn’t tried to contact the parents of such young teens involved in an accident. False names had seemed such a minor issue compared to the rest, that I hadn’t thought to ask about this detail, and wasn’t sure what to say. 
 
    “I’m confident that our Liaison team leader can make sure nothing goes on the boys’ records about this incident,” said Lucas smoothly. “My impression is that the Seagull Care Specialist was only really concerned about the wellbeing of the seagull, and that wasn’t harmed at all. Amber can arrange for Gregas and Wesley to be supplied with enough food to last them until their next allowance payment arrives, so we should be able to forget about the whole thing.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful.” Wesley’s mother gave me an appreciative look. “The boys are so fortunate to have you helping them, Amber.” 
 
    “I’m not sure she should be helping them quite this much,” said my father. “If Gregas starts thinking he can lie about his identity without any consequences, it could have a terrible effect on his Lottery result.” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead again. 
 
    “There’s no need to worry about that,” said Lucas. “We’ve already discussed this issue with Gregas. He understands that he must never lie about his identity in future.” 
 
    Wesley’s mother nodded. “And we’ll make sure that Wesley understands he can’t expect Gregas’s sister to get him out of trouble again.” 
 
    “If Wesley is capable of understanding anything at all,” said his father bitterly, “which I sometimes doubt. The boy lives in a total fantasy world. We shouldn’t have let him play so many bookettes as a child, or …” 
 
    My mother interrupted him and frowned anxiously at me. “What’s the matter with your face, Amber?” 
 
    I realized I’d rubbed my face too many times, and removed the makeup that Buzz and Megan had carefully applied. 
 
    “It’s just a slight bruise,” I said hastily. 
 
    “That’s more than a slight bruise. It looks like you’re getting a black eye. How …?” My mother abruptly broke off her sentence and started a new one. “Did that happen when you were chasing the enemy agent yesterday?” 
 
    Wesley’s mother gasped. “That news report on Hive Channel 1! It was this Security Unit that was chasing the enemy agent!” 
 
    My mother was still frowning at my face. “I thought you had bodyguards to prevent you from getting hurt, Amber.” 
 
    “She does, but things didn’t entirely go to plan,” said Lucas. 
 
    “Clearly not,” said my mother reproachfully. “So that’s why Amber had so many bodyguards on the shopping trip, and Adika was staying so close to her all the time. He was making sure that she didn’t get hurt again.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Lucas stood up. “I’m afraid that Amber and I need to check on some security issues now, but you’re all welcome to stay here as long as you wish. Emili will arrange for whatever more food and drink you’d like.” 
 
    “No, no.” Wesley’s mother hurriedly stood up. “I hadn’t realized that your unit was involved in something as important as catching an enemy agent, though I should have because Security Units obviously do catch enemy agents, but I was so worried about Wesley vanishing that I wasn’t thinking about anything else, and you were being so kind that I quite forgot that you’re both Level 1, and …” 
 
    “Thank you for your help,” Wesley’s father interrupted her increasingly incoherent sentence and stood up as well. “We’d better get back home to Blue Zone now. I’d like us to be at our apartment when Wesley calls, so we can have a private chat.” 
 
    “That’s a good point,” said my father. “We’d like to have a private chat with Gregas too. We’ll travel back to Blue Zone with you.” 
 
    A moment later, everyone was walking towards the lifts. Wesley’s parents went straight into lift 3, while my parents paused to say goodbye to me. 
 
    “I’m sorry that the shopping trip didn’t work out as planned,” I said. 
 
    My mother shook her head. “That wasn’t your fault, Amber. You’ve been a great help today. I was so worried when I heard Gregas was missing, that I didn’t stop to think before demanding your unit’s help. I hope that doesn’t cause you any problems.” 
 
    “You mustn’t worry about that,” I said. “I can never predict when there’ll be an emergency needing my attention. That means I can’t spend as much time with you as I’d like, but I’ll always be here when you need me.” 
 
    My mother gave me a quick hug, and then she and my father went into the lift. Once the doors had closed on them, I gave a deep sigh of relief. 
 
    “I think that worked. Gregas is still going to be in trouble with my parents about giving a false identity code, but not nearly as much trouble as he’d have been in if they knew the real story.” 
 
    I turned to Emili. “I’m so grateful to you, Nicole, Buzz, and everyone else that helped with this. It’s not part of your job to deal with my family problems, but you did it anyway.” 
 
    “It is part of our job to deal with your family problems,” said Emili. “The Hive understands how vital support networks are to telepaths, so we’ll do everything we can to help you maintain your relationship with your family.” 
 
    I remembered how Mira’s support group on Teen Level had been brought to her unit to support her again in her new life as a telepath, and her unit had a hydroponics area to help her hide her real work from her family. Yes, the Hive understood how vital support networks were to telepaths. 
 
    Lucas smiled at me. “Shall we go back to our apartment, have something to eat, and then rest for a while?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m feeling ridiculously tired, and I didn’t even do any shopping.” 
 
    “Shopping would have been far less stressful,” said Lucas. 
 
    We walked down the corridor to our apartment. When we arrived in the living room, I heard a chiming sound from Lucas’s pocket. He took out his dataview, studied the screen, and groaned. 
 
    “Is there another problem with Gregas?” I asked anxiously. 
 
    “No. I’ve just got a message from Gold Commander Melisande. She wants me to call her as soon as possible.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’d better call Melisande right away and find out what’s wrong,” said Lucas. “Do you want to be involved in the call?” 
 
    “I’d prefer to listen to the call, but keep out of view,” I said. “If Melisande saw me, she’d probably notice my black eye.” 
 
    “She’d definitely notice your black eye,” said Lucas. “Melisande never misses anything.” 
 
    I sat down on a couch at the far side of the room. Lucas tapped at his dataview, and a holo of a familiar diminutive figure in a Hive Defence uniform appeared in front of him. Melisande’s blonde hair usually hung in a neat plait down her back, but today it was just roughly tied with a ribbon, and she looked uncharacteristically tired. I remembered all the panicking messages during the night, and wondered guiltily if Gold Commander Melisande had been involved in them. 
 
    “Tactical Commander Lucas, how is Amber?” she asked. “She’s still not showing any worrying symptoms after the Tobias attack?” 
 
    I frowned. I’d specifically told my people not to mention the Tobias incident to anyone outside this unit, so how had …? 
 
    “Our Senior Administrator has already sent you a full medical report,” said Lucas. “I’m not a doctor, so I don’t see what I can add to that.” 
 
    I felt it was typical of Megan to ignore my wishes and send a report to Melisande. 
 
    “Your imprint information covers behavioural analysis and selected areas of psychology, and you have an intimate personal knowledge of Amber,” said Melisande. “You’re the most likely person to notice symptoms such as forgetfulness or personality changes.” 
 
    “Amber has some bruising on her left cheek and around her eye,” said Lucas, “but she’s acting exactly as I’d expect in this situation.” 
 
    Melisande nodded. “Your Strike team leader’s report included a recording of the incident.” 
 
    Adika had sent a report to Melisande as well! Had everyone including my cleaner, Hannah, sent reports? I gave a despairing shake of my head. 
 
    “After examining that recording, I’m satisfied that everyone acted correctly except for Tobias and Amber herself,” said Melisande. “It’s difficult to take disciplinary action against telepaths, but I hope you’ve made it clear to Amber that she must never endanger herself again.” 
 
    “I expressed myself forcefully on the subject of Amber endangering herself,” said Lucas. 
 
    “I was surprised and concerned to discover that Tobias is still in your unit,” said Melisande. “I’m aware that Amber is overly protective of her unit members, but you were criminally negligent not to insist on him being moved elsewhere immediately after the incident.” 
 
    “Tobias isn’t in our unit,” said Lucas calmly. “He’s merely being held in our holding cells under maximum security conditions. Amber has already accepted that Tobias must leave the unit permanently. Tomorrow morning, she will read Tobias’s mind as part of a psychological assessment to decide the best options for his future.” 
 
    “Is it necessary for Amber to take part in that assessment?” asked Melisande. 
 
    “Amber’s counsellor wants to let Amber satisfy herself that no errors are being made. I feel that’s a wise decision.” 
 
    “Very well,” said Melisande. “Now what’s the current status of the Gregas crisis?” 
 
    “It was complicated by Amber’s parents getting involved,” said Lucas, “but I think we’ve got everything under control again.” 
 
    “Containing the situation between Amber and Mira must remain your unit’s first priority,” said Melisande, “however we have an additional problem. Over the last few weeks, there have been increasing numbers of Blue Upway game players suffering accidental injuries. Now three Telepath Unit emergency runs have encountered Blue Upway game groups.” 
 
    Lucas raised his eyebrows. “Three?” 
 
    “Keith’s Strike team encountered a Blue Upway game group this morning,” said Melisande. “Details of that will soon appear on the data exchange between Telepath Units.” 
 
    “We’ve just learned a relevant piece of information from Gregas,” said Lucas. “The Blue Upway Game Commander has started offering group leaders bonus points for taking inexperienced players into maintenance areas.” 
 
    Melisande frowned. “That would explain the escalating problems. This situation cannot be allowed to continue. When Morton’s unit is in shutdown for his surgery, the Hive’s four remaining Telepath Units will be pushed to their limits keeping order. We can’t have a reckless Teen Game creating extra trouble.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Lucas. 
 
    “Game Control has tried all the standard methods of getting Blue Upway back under control without success,” said Melisande. “That means your Telepath Unit has to step in to close down the game. Ideally, you should deal with Blue Upway before the New Year festival.” 
 
    Lucas grimaced. “Gold Commander Melisande, I totally agree with you about the urgency of shutting down Blue Upway, and I understand that the newest Telepath Unit always gets the job of dealing with Teen Games, but suggesting we can do it before the New Year festival is … an extremely ambitious deadline. Blue Upway has been running for over twenty months and has gone Hivewide. It must have at least ten thousand players by now.” 
 
    “Game Control estimates that Blue Upway has thirty thousand players,” said Melisande. 
 
    Lucas made a choking noise. “I’d expect it to take at least two months to shut down a game on that scale.” 
 
    “Shutting down a Teen Game is usually treated as a non-urgent background task,” said Melisande. “In this case, it would be your unit’s first priority.” 
 
    Lucas seemed to be choosing his words carefully. “You just said that our first priority was containing the situation between Amber and Mira. I was expecting to keep our unit shut down until after Amber has read Tobias’s mind. Depending on Tobias’s psychological state, Amber may need some further recovery time after that as well.” 
 
    “Amber must obviously be allowed sufficient recovery time,” said Melisande, “but your Tactical team could start making plans to deal with Blue Upway.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Lucas. “Our first step in dealing with Blue Upway will be to collate all Game Control’s information and run a complete geographical and timeline pattern analysis. Given the massive number of players, the analysis work will take my Tactical team at least a week.” 
 
    “I accept you need to do a geographical pattern analysis to find areas with high levels of game activity,” said Melisande. “Is the more time-consuming timeline pattern analysis necessary as well?” 
 
    “I believe so,” said Lucas. “Irresponsible Game Commanders normally push the limits on challenges from the very start of the game. The Game Commander of Blue Upway used to keep the player challenges within reasonable limits, but now novice players are being sent into dangerous maintenance areas.” 
 
    He shook his head. “My instincts are telling me that something is horribly wrong with Blue Upway. I need to understand exactly what has been happening inside that game, when it happened, and most importantly why it happened before taking action.” 
 
    “And Lottery has selected you as a Tactical Commander because your instincts can be trusted,” said Melisande briskly. “I accept you need both types of pattern analysis, and will ask all the other four Telepath Unit Tactical teams to assist you with the work. Do you have any preference on who should act as the central coordinator of the pattern analysis?” 
 
    “I’d like Beckett,” Lucas’s face took on a fond, reminiscent smile. “He’s the best pattern specialist in the Hive, and will handle the final integration better than anyone else.” 
 
    “Beckett may be the best choice to carry out the final integration,” said Melisande, “but his weakness is communicating his conclusions to other people.” 
 
    “There won’t be any communication difficulties between Beckett and me,” said Lucas confidently. “We came out of Lottery at the same time, and I spent three years working with him on Keith’s tactical team.” 
 
    Melisande nodded. “I shall make the arrangements at once.” 
 
    She ended the call, and Lucas came over to flop down on the couch next to me. 
 
    “Why does the newest Telepath Unit always get the job of dealing with Teen Games?” I asked. 
 
    “Because we have the youngest Strike team,” said Lucas. “The accepted method of shutting down a Teen Game is to send Strike team members undercover on Teen Level. Their job is to infiltrate the game, attract the curiosity of the Game Commander by their brilliance at game challenges, and try to lure them into arranging a meeting to give an award.” 
 
    I blinked. “Is arranging a meeting really necessary, or even possible?” 
 
    Lucas shrugged. “Whether it’s possible depends on the character of the Game Commander. The undercover Strike team members will also be talking to other players, and trying to find clues to the identity or location of the Game Commander. There are over five million teens living on Teen Level, and half a million of them in Blue Zone. You can’t scan that number of minds looking for the Game Commander, so we have to narrow down the area for you to check.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true.” 
 
    “Even if our undercover men can tell us a specific area of Blue Zone for you to scan, it may not be easy for you to identify the Game Commander,” said Lucas. “He or she probably won’t have the same sort of distinctive mind as a wild bee. All teens indulge in a little rule-breaking. Game Commanders just break the rules in an unusual way.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t describe sending thirty thousand teens trespassing in maintenance areas as a little rule-breaking,” I said acidly. “Especially when those thirty thousand teens include my brother!” 
 
    “I agree that Blue Upway has gone well beyond the acceptable limits for a Teen Game,” said Lucas. 
 
    “Blue Upway hasn’t just gone beyond the acceptable limits,” I ranted. “I’ve just worked out that it caused all the problems with both Gregas and Tobias. Gregas got drawn into playing Blue Upway and going into the air vents. That game was the reason he met a wild bee, got triggered into being a borderline telepath, and then arrested by Mira’s Strike team.” 
 
    I paused for breath. “Tobias got left behind because a Blue Upway game group caused an emergency run. That game was the reason he was dropped from the Alpha team, lost his temper, and accidentally hit me.” 
 
    Lucas cowered. “Please don’t get angry with me about those things, Amber. I’ve been doing my best to help.” 
 
    For a moment, I thought this was Lucas’s standard comic routine of pretended fear, but then I realized he was genuinely scared that I was angry with him. We were getting close to the New Year festival, so Lucas was afraid of his own shadow. 
 
    I hastily forced my voice back under control. “I’m not angry with you, Lucas. I deeply appreciate how much you’ve helped. I’m just saying that Gold Commander Melisande is right. We have to shut down Blue Upway as fast as possible.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    After breakfast the next morning, Lucas and I met Adika by the lifts. We went down the two levels to Industry 3, and walked back to the waiting room we’d used the previous day. The chairs were still organized into a circle, and Buzz and Megan were sitting there waiting for us. 
 
    As Lucas and I sat down, Megan started speaking. “Tobias has had plenty of time to calm down now, Amber, so you should get a clear idea of his psychological state.” 
 
    “You’ll be reading Tobias’s mind from in here,” said Adika firmly. “Please don’t suggest seeing him in person, or try to find ways to keep him in this unit. Gold Commander Melisande has given me detailed orders about ensuring your safety, and …” 
 
    I lifted a hand to stop him. “I accept that I can’t see Tobias in person, or keep him in this unit. I wish you and Megan hadn’t reported what happened to Gold Commander Melisande. It was completely unnecessary and could have got everyone into trouble.” 
 
    “A member of my Strike team hit my telepath,” said Adika harshly. “As Strike team leader, it’s my duty to report such an incident to Gold Commander Melisande whatever the consequences for myself or anyone else.” 
 
    “And as your personal doctor, it’s my duty to report any illness or injury,” added Megan. 
 
    “I suppose that’s true,” I said grudgingly. “Well, I’ll carry on and read Tobias’s mind now.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. I’d been trained to run circuits of my Strike team, automatically linking to each of their minds in turn as I thought of their name. I must have linked to Tobias’s mind that way hundreds of times, but this time I thought of his name and nothing happened. 
 
    “Something’s wrong.” I opened my eyes in alarm. “I’ve just failed to make a circuit link to Tobias. Are you sure he’s all right?” 
 
    Megan frowned. “Tobias is being kept in double sets of restraints, so he’ll be uncomfortable, but he was perfectly healthy and sitting up in a chair five minutes ago. His guards are watching him continuously. I hope that none of them …” 
 
    “My men are furious with Tobias,” said Adika. “They’ve made a few rude comments to him, but they wouldn’t go as far as harming him.” 
 
    “I’m sure that no one has harmed Tobias,” said Lucas, in an odd voice. “I think we have a different problem here. I suggest Amber tries using a standard search to find Tobias.” 
 
    I closed my eyes again, and this time I reached out past the bright glow of Lucas, and the hard granite of Adika, to the familiar thoughts of four Strike team members on guard duty. Close by them, was a mind that flared red with the distinctive look, sound, taste, scent, touch that I’d met so often on emergency runs. A mind that wanted revenge against the jealous rivals who’d conspired against him, destroyed his career, and now had him locked in a holding cell. A mind that raged against the telepath who must have known what they were planning, but did nothing to stop them. 
 
    “Tobias has turned wild bee,” I wailed in despair. “He hates me. He hates all of us. He thinks we deliberately destroyed his career, and he wants to take his revenge by destroying us. How could this have happened?” 
 
    Lucas glanced pointedly at Megan and Adika. “You should leave Buzz and me with Amber.” 
 
    Adika instantly stood up and left the room, while Megan gave a hesitant look at me before following him. When the door closed behind them, Lucas came to kneel on the floor in front of me and take my hands in his. 
 
    “You’ve always avoided thinking through certain truths about your Strike team members, Amber. Do you remember what I said about Teen Games, and how the Hive permits them because they provide an important outlet for the teens who are rebels and risk-takers? Without that sort of outlet, they could have serious clashes with authority during their years on Teen Level.” 
 
    “Yes, I remember.” 
 
    Lucas gazed intently into my eyes. “Some teens aren’t just rebels and risk-takers though, but also have a potential for violence. In their case, it’s essential to provide suitable outlets during their teen years, because pent up frustration could trigger them into becoming wild bees. Once these teens reach Lottery, their potential for violence is controlled and channelled into roles like Strike team member, where it’s beneficial to the Hive.” 
 
    Lucas had discussed the issue of Lottery selecting Strike team members with a potential for violence with me before. He was right that I’d been avoiding thinking that through. I didn’t like thinking about it now either. 
 
    “Going through Lottery usually ends the problems,” said Lucas. “Tobias is one of the rare cases where a refusal to adapt to circumstances in the critical first year after Lottery meant frustrations kept building.” 
 
    He paused. “I’m surprised you didn’t notice a change in Tobias’s mind during the last few weeks, Amber. You should have found it becoming disturbingly stressful to read his thoughts.” 
 
    “The last time I read Tobias’s mind in detail was during our last case. I did find it disturbing, but I thought that was because we were in a tense situation. I didn’t realize …” 
 
    I groaned. “This is my fault for making Adika give Tobias a second chance. The incident at the lift triggered him into turning wild bee. If we reset his memory to before that happened, it will fix my mistake, and we’ll be able to transfer Tobias to Hive Defence.” 
 
    Buzz coughed. “I’m afraid it’s not that simple, Amber. This isn’t a case of one incident triggering Tobias into turning wild bee. He’s been causing problems ever since he came out of Lottery. In fact, the warning signs were already present in his Lottery test results.” 
 
    “They were?” Lucas went back to his chair. “I didn’t notice any warning signs when I went through Tobias’s Lottery test results.” 
 
    “I’m a specialist forensic psychologist,” said Buzz. “Your Tactical Commander imprint won’t include the holistic net analysis method I used to assess Tobias’s test results yesterday.” 
 
    “I freely admit that I’ve never even heard of holistic net analysis,” said Lucas. 
 
    “It’s not one of the popular analysis techniques,” said Buzz. “I have a personal liking for it because I find it especially compatible with the insights I get into people’s minds.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Well, when I ran a holistic net analysis on Tobias’s Lottery test results, and compared his stability with the selection criteria for Strike team candidates, his scores were barely above the minimum cut off point. When I ran the identical holistic net analysis on Forge’s Lottery test results, his scores were vastly higher, as you’d expect for someone imprinted for Strike team leader.” 
 
    Lucas raised his eyebrows. “You analyzed your boyfriend’s Lottery test results. Doesn’t that breach the guidelines on professional conduct?” 
 
    Buzz gave him a look of exaggerated innocence. “I needed to run an analysis on a random member of the Strike team for comparison purposes, and my randomisation process happened to select Forge as my test subject. I would have repeated the randomisation process to get a different test subject, but I had limited time.” 
 
    Lucas sighed. “There’s really no need to lie to me, Buzz. You must know that I’d never report you for breaching guidelines. Your counselling has helped Amber so much that I feel you’re irreplaceable.” 
 
    “Well, the fact is that I have trust issues when it comes to relationships,” said Buzz. “I was totally unnerved when I saw Tobias hit Amber, and ran an analysis on Forge to reassure myself that he wasn’t likely to throw punches at me.” 
 
    “Forge would never punch you,” I said indignantly. 
 
    “I assume Buzz needed reassurance because of the life-threatening experience she mentioned having as a child,” said Lucas. 
 
    Buzz nodded. “I’d normally have been treated by having my memory reset, but the incident had triggered my borderline telepathic ability. That meant I could only have standard therapy, which didn’t help me at all.” 
 
    “Why didn’t the standard therapy help?” asked Lucas. 
 
    Buzz winced. “The incident had been covered up in the usual way. My therapist knew I was telling the truth about what had happened, told my parents to take my distress seriously, and advised them on how to help me. My parents believed I was telling lies and pretending to have nightmares because I wanted attention, so they did the opposite of everything the therapist said, jeering at me when I got upset.” 
 
    All my sympathies were with Buzz now. “That must have been horrible for you.” 
 
    “It was a mess,” said Buzz. “Anyway, my insights, my holistic net analysis, and Amber’s telepathy all agree that Forge would never harm me. Unfortunately, Tobias’s Lottery results show he was far less stable than Forge during testing, and his problems have been building since he joined our unit. By the time the incident at the lift happened, he’d reached the point where virtually any negative experience would trigger him.” 
 
    She grimaced. “If we reset Tobias’s memories back a day or two, and Adika tells him that he’s being transferred to Hive Defence, then I guarantee the news will trigger Tobias into turning wild bee again.” 
 
    “So, what do we do?” I asked. 
 
    Buzz stared down at her elegant fingernails. “I don’t want to risk damaging our counselling relationship by making the decision on Tobias’s treatment myself. It’s best if he’s transferred to the nearest specialist Therapy Unit for another forensic psychologist to do a thorough, independent assessment. There are limited options available in a case like this, so I can guess what their final conclusion on his treatment will be, but I want you to be absolutely sure that every possibility has been carefully considered.” 
 
    “What are the options?” I asked. 
 
    Buzz lifted her head and studied me in silence without speaking. 
 
    “I promise I won’t hold whatever you say against you,” I said. “The other forensic psychologist will be making the final decision on Tobias. I’m just asking you to tell me the options.” 
 
    “I believe there are only two options for treating Tobias,” said Buzz. “Strike team members are selected, imprinted, and trained to be deadly fighting machines. When they’re working for the benefit of the Hive, that’s good, but when one goes wild bee …” 
 
    She waved her hands. “Well, Tobias is now a lethal threat. Our priority must be ensuring he doesn’t endanger other members of the Hive, and especially you.” 
 
    “So what are these two options?” I asked. 
 
    “The first option is containment. Tobias’s imprint would be removed, and he’d be kept securely confined for life.” 
 
    “Removing an imprint messes up all the personal memories associated with it, and confining Tobias for life …” I made a sick sound. 
 
    “We can’t leave Tobias with the imprint of a Strike team member,” said Buzz sadly. “Those imprints include full details of every type of armed and unarmed combat.” 
 
    I buried my face in my hands, and felt the soreness of my cheek where Tobias had hit me. I still believed he’d done that by accident, but now he wanted to kill me and everyone else in my unit, and he was imprinted with a hundred ways to do it. 
 
    “Even worse,” Buzz continued, “Strike team imprints have details of all the most vital equipment in the Hive. That information is intended to help a Strike team member defend the equipment, but …” 
 
    I lifted my head again. “I can see how the information could be misused to attack rather than defend. What’s the second option for treating Tobias?” 
 
    “The second option is to attempt to salvage Tobias as a useful member of society. This would involve resetting his memory a year, giving him therapy, and letting him go through Lottery again. Unravelling his memory chains back to a point before Lottery would mean his imprint was automatically removed along with all his other memories of the last year, and there’d be no resulting confusion. It would be as if Tobias had been asleep for the last year.” 
 
    “Why go back a whole year rather than just to last Carnival?” I asked. 
 
    “Going back a whole year has the advantage that Tobias’s memory would be consistent with the current point in the Hive year,” said Buzz. “There would be less jarring reminders of his memory loss, and crucially he’d forget all the events he attended before the last Lottery.” 
 
    She paused. “Tobias must lose the memories of his previous Lottery preparations. If he goes into the next Lottery with the same inflated ego and sense of self-entitlement as last time, then he’ll follow the same pattern of behaviour again. He has to make a completely fresh start with therapy that encourages new attitudes.” 
 
    “Tobias’s attitudes weren’t just built up in the months before the last Lottery though,” said Lucas. “The seeds of them had been sown years earlier. How can therapy overcome that?” 
 
    “You can reset someone’s memory for a few days, and make sure they never notice anything has happened,” said Buzz. “You can’t stop people noticing a missing year though, so you either have to tell them a cover story or the truth. In Tobias’s case, he has to be told the truth, or at least most of the truth. He can’t learn that he belonged to a Telepath Unit, because there’d be a risk of him starting his new life with a grievance against telepaths.” 
 
    She shrugged. “The obvious treatment plan would be for Tobias to be told he was assigned to a combat position in a standard Hive Security Unit, and became bitterly jealous of his brother having a post in a Telepath Unit. That resentment made him perform so badly that he was given a temporary disciplinary suspension, after which he lost his temper and attacked non-combatant members of his own unit. His record could be adjusted to show that version of events.” 
 
    “What about Tobias’s family though?” I asked. “They know he was on my Strike team.” 
 
    “Tobias’s parents and brother all belong to Law Enforcement,” said Buzz. “They’d understand the need for the full truth to be withheld from Tobias. I expect they’ll decide to break contact with him entirely though. Tobias has been pushing the family bond to breaking point for months, and they’ll be utterly disgusted by him attacking his own telepath.” 
 
    “Tobias didn’t intend to hit me,” I said. 
 
    “It may be true that Tobias only hit his telepath because he was trying to punch his Tactical Commander,” said Buzz carefully. “I don’t think Tobias’s family would be impressed by that excuse though.” 
 
    “You’re right.” I groaned. “That means Tobias’s family will disown him for an action that he can’t even remember, and he’ll end up spending the New Year festival alone.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Buzz. “This treatment approach would mean that everyone and everything would be reinforcing the same message to Tobias. He has failed in every possible way. He has betrayed his Hive and shamed himself. It’s a brutal tactic, deliberately designed to destroy Tobias’s confidence, but it’s a choice between breaking his ego or confining him for life.” 
 
    I nodded sadly. 
 
    “Tobias would then spend three months on Teen Level being closely monitored while he comes to terms with his failure,” said Buzz. “If he appeared to be responding appropriately to therapy, and aiming to redeem himself rather than blame the situation on others, then he would go through the next Lottery.” 
 
    I frowned. “But what if Tobias doesn’t respond to therapy?” 
 
    “There’d then be another full assessment, to consider whether a second reset was needed, taking him back an additional year or two.” Buzz’s voice took on a more positive note. “I doubt that a second reset would be necessary though. I came out of Lottery two years before you, Amber. I’ve worked with several similar cases where this approach to treatment was successful.” 
 
    “So Tobias would go through the next Lottery as a repeat candidate,” said Lucas. “He’d need to have his record flagged to prevent Lottery imprinting him for Strike team again.” 
 
    “Definitely,” said Buzz. “An appropriate specialist would decide if any other professions should be flagged as excluded as well.” 
 
    I sighed. “Resetting Tobias’s memory to give him a second chance has to be better than a lifetime of captivity.” 
 
    “When the second forensic psychologist has completed their treatment plan, will you want to approve it before they proceed with the reset?” asked Buzz. 
 
    “If the treatment plan matches what you’ve just told me,” I said, “then the psychologist can go ahead immediately. If there are significant differences, then I’ll want to know what they are.” 
 
    Lucas stood up. “Amber needs to rest now.” 
 
    “Call me at once if you want a counselling session, Amber,” said Buzz. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    I was feeling dreadfully tired and depressed, but forced myself to stand up, and Lucas took my arm to support me. Megan and Adika were waiting in the corridor and looked expectantly at us. 
 
    “Tobias is to be transferred to the nearest Therapy Unit for full assessment and treatment,” said Lucas. “He must be kept under maximum security conditions until his memory has been reset to remove his imprint, all knowledge of this unit, and particularly all knowledge of Amber.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Adika pointed down the corridor. “I’ve got a prisoner transport pod ready.” 
 
    I turned and saw something that looked like a medical cocoon, except that it wasn’t white but coloured red and black. “You’re going to shut Tobias up in that box to be transferred?” I asked in horror. “He’ll get claustrophobic.” 
 
    “There’s no need to worry about that, Amber,” said Megan. “Tobias will be under deep sedation for the journey.” 
 
    I ran my fingers through my hair. “I thought prisoners were just escorted to their destination by hasties.” 
 
    “Ordinary prisoners are,” said Buzz, “but maximum-security prisoners are transported in pods with an escort of specially selected guards. Tobias is only being transferred a short distance, so he’ll be travelling through Level 20 on the regular belt system, and he’s far too lethal to be allowed to mingle with other travellers.” 
 
    Buzz was right. I gave a resigned grunt and watched Adika tow the prisoner transport pod away down the corridor. How Tobias was transported to the Therapy Unit didn’t really matter. The real issue was what would happen to him once he’d been assessed. 
 
    I hated the idea of tampering with anyone’s memory, but I’d supported resetting Olivia’s memories when her fragmentation made her a danger to the Hive. Now I was supported resetting Tobias’s memories, because he wasn’t just a danger to me but everyone else in my unit. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    That afternoon, Lucas called a meeting of the entire unit in the park to discuss Blue Upway. We were walking down the corridor that led to the park doors, when Gideon came out of his apartment, incongruously dressed in a flowing blue robe and wearing a jewelled headband on his white hair. 
 
    He gave me an ornate bow. “If music be the food of love, play on.” 
 
    “What?” I stared at him in bewilderment. 
 
    “I was playing Duke Orsino in a bookette of Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night,” he explained. “I’d lost track of the time when my dataview reminded me of the meeting.” 
 
    Lucas raised his eyebrows. “People don’t often go to the lengths of dressing up in a genuine costume to play a part in a bookette. The holos fake your appearance quite well.” 
 
    “This wasn’t a standard bookette,” said Gideon. “You’ve got some of Claire’s old unit members coming in for an assessment tomorrow, so I’ve been feeling nostalgic. When I worked for Claire, a group of us had costumes and put on performances of her favourite plays, and the bookette is of our last performance of Twelfth Night.” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” I said. “I’d love to play the bookette one day.” 
 
    Gideon laughed. “You can play it if you like, but I warn you that we were appallingly bad actors. We had a lot of fun though. There was one performance of Romeo and Juliet where Romeo got his lines muddled up with his lines from Henry V. We just kept going, Romeo ended up winning the battle of Agincourt, and Juliet became Queen of Hive England.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I’d really understood the joke, but I smiled anyway. 
 
    We headed on to the park, and found the rest of the unit members had already gathered in the picnic area. Whenever we had a meeting of the whole unit, there was a tendency for people to cluster together in their teams. I noticed that Zak was standing with the Alpha Strike team, and pulling comic faces at where Rafael was with the Beta team. Rafael was desperately trying not to look at him. 
 
    Lucas climbed on top of a picnic table, and started speaking. “By now, everyone should be well aware that the Teen Game Blue Upway is causing increasing problems across the Hive. While most Teen Games never spread outside their home zone, and reach a maximum size of about fifteen hundred players, Blue Upway has gone Hivewide and grown to a terrifying thirty thousand players.” 
 
    He waved his hands. “The size of Blue Upway wasn’t a problem when the Game Commander was setting reasonable challenges. Now those challenges have moved from being reasonable to reckless, and game group leaders are being offered bonuses to take novice players into maintenance areas. Teen Game players are natural risk-takers, so warning them Blue Upway is dangerous would just add to the attraction. Gold Commander Melisande has given us the job of shutting down the game, and we need to do it as fast as possible.” 
 
    Lucas paused to look around at his audience. “Fortunately, we should be exceptionally well qualified to shut down Blue Upway. It’s confession time, everyone. Can all those who were Teen Game players please raise their hands?” 
 
    I wasn’t surprised when a forest of hands went up in both the Alpha and Beta Strike team groups. Adika had raised his hand too and was frowning at Rothan. 
 
    “You’ve never played a Teen Game at all?” Adika sounded quite shocked. 
 
    “I was invited to join several Teen Games,” said Rothan, in a virtuous voice, “but I refused to get involved in anything so rebellious as trespassing in forbidden areas of the Hive.” 
 
    Lucas laughed. “Of course you wouldn’t be interested in playing Teen Games, Rothan. Your family belonged to the Ramblers Association. There wouldn’t be much of a thrill going trespassing inside the Hive, when you’d been doing something far more rebellious by going on camping trips Outside.” 
 
    I finally noticed there were a few hands raised among other groups than the Alpha and Beta Strike teams. One in particular caught my attention. Someone standing with a motley assortment of the Admin team, hand half-raised, and with an embarrassed expression on her face. 
 
    I gasped in disbelief. “You were a Teen Game player, Megan?” 
 
    “Only intermittently,” she said defensively. “My boyfriend on Teen Level was a dedicated player but didn’t like leading groups. When he occasionally needed help with his plans, he took me along with him.” 
 
    Adika looked even more stunned than me. “You’ve never mentioned being a Teen Game player.” 
 
    Megan blushed. “Why would I mention it? I forgot all about Teen Games when I went through Lottery over thirteen years ago.” 
 
    Lucas was obviously struggling not to laugh. I linked to his mind to find out exactly why he was so amused and found a thought train about Megan. 
 
    … irresistibly attracted to dominant, risk-taking men. She had a game-playing boyfriend on Teen Level. Then she came out of Lottery with Keith, and was married to one of his Strike team within two months. When her husband was killed, she moved to our unit and promptly got entangled with Adika. 
 
    Megan’s husband had a strong resemblance to Adika, so I expect the boyfriend was the same physical type as well, and … 
 
    Adika was scowling. “You’ve never mentioned this boyfriend before either. Where is he now?” 
 
    “Lottery assigned him to Hive Defence,” said Megan. 
 
    Oh no. Our Strike team leader has no problem with a dead husband who gave his life in the service of the Hive, but a living boyfriend is triggering his jealous streak. I’d better move the conversation on rapidly before … 
 
    “I’m curious how many of our game players reached the rank of Colonel,” said Lucas aloud. 
 
    All but eight hands went down. Adika still had his hand raised. So did Kaden, Matias, Eli, and Zak from the Alpha team, and Amir and Yosh from the Beta team. They were all staring incredulously at Megan. 
 
    Lucas was fighting off laughter again. 
 
    … never have guessed our sedate Megan was once a Colonel in a Teen Game. She couldn’t get that rank by occasionally helping her boyfriend. She must have been so besotted with him that she was crawling around air vents every day. Sadly, that’s going to make Adika even more … 
 
    “You were a Colonel?” demanded Adika. 
 
    “Only in the last two Teen Games we played,” said Megan guiltily. 
 
    “A twice-ranked Colonel!” gasped Eli. “High up, Megan!” 
 
    … and it just keeps getting worse. Adika looks as if he’s about to explode. 
 
    “Thank you, Teen Game players,” said Lucas hastily, and faced his Tactical team. “Now, can everyone who was a Game Commander please raise their hands?” 
 
    Lucas’s words shocked me. I pulled out of his head to concentrate my attention on the Tactical team members, and saw Gideon, Hallie, and Kareem raise their hands. 
 
    “You were Game Commanders!” I gave them a reproachful look. 
 
    Gideon smiled. “Don’t look so horrified, Amber. Just as Strike team members often have a history of playing Teen Games, Tactical team members often have a history of running them.” 
 
    I waved my hands in despair. “Why would you want to run a Teen Game?” 
 
    “It’s fun testing your mental limits by playing what’s effectively a giant chess game with unpredictable human pieces,” said Kareem. “Don’t worry though. Tactical team members have a history of running well-behaved games that keep the danger within reasonable limits. They’d never have caused problems for the Hive.” 
 
    “I expect Kareem was a wildly successful Game Commander,” said Gideon gloomily. “I was a disaster. I tried running two different games. Both times, all my players left in the first six weeks.” 
 
    “They were bound to leave,” said Kareem, in a sympathetic voice. “You’re a defence specialist. You’d have been so careful to avoid your game breaching the boundaries and attracting official attention that the players found the challenges boring.” 
 
    He grimaced. “I had the opposite problem. My game attracted too many players, so it was hard keeping up with the routine work of awarding points. Hallie is our mathematical specialist, so would have been able to set up automation to help her.” 
 
    “I didn’t have any problems running my game,” said Hallie, “but I made some colossal mistakes choosing group leaders. Lucas must have been a brilliant Game Commander though.” 
 
    I looked at Lucas and saw he had his hand raised too. He gave me a nervous smile before replying to Hallie. 
 
    “I was brilliant at what I was trying to achieve. In fact, I think being a Game Commander was the defining experience in my life.” 
 
    I’d thought that I’d broken my link to Lucas’s mind, but I must have been wrong. A sudden surge of powerful emotion caught me, and I was engulfed in an old memory. Lucas was standing in his teen room, tensely facing a man who weirdly felt like both someone deeply familiar and a stranger. 
 
    “You’ve no need to worry, Lucas,” said the man. “The Hive has faith in you. If you have faith in the Hive in return, then you’ll find that Lottery gives you answers that you didn’t know existed.” 
 
    I was still trying to make sense of what I’d seen when Lucas spoke again. “I didn’t start my own Teen Game back then. I invaded someone else’s game, and fought to take control of it.” 
 
    “What?” I gave Lucas an incredulous look. “Why?” 
 
    “Because I knew the Game Commander was putting lives at risk with dangerous challenges. I’d no knowledge at all of telepaths and Telepath Units back then, so had no idea that Keith’s unit was trying to shut down the game as well.” 
 
    He grinned. “The method I used back then was to join the game myself, get a few group leaders to contact me with offers of places in their group, and then respond with suggestions for far more interesting challenges than the Game Commander was offering. Once I’d tempted those players into trying my challenges, they gradually drew their friends into obeying me rather than the Game Commander.” 
 
    Lucas pulled a face. “That approach was painfully slow, and would never work at all in a game like Blue Upway that has thirty thousand players spread across the Hive. I was dealing with a game of fewer than four hundred players though, so I had full control in less than two months. By the time Keith’s undercover players attracted the attention of the Game Commander, that Game Commander was me!” 
 
    Kareem laughed. “What happened, Lucas? Did Keith’s Tactical Commander have you arrested?” 
 
    “No. Gaius had done a timeline pattern analysis of the game, and worked out what I’d done. He didn’t want me arrested at that point, just identified. It ended with Gaius arriving at my teen room and having an unforgettable conversation with me.” 
 
    I blinked. Lucas had first met Gaius on Teen Level. Now I understood why the man in the memory sequence had seemed both familiar and a stranger. 
 
    “Gaius had spotted me as a potential Tactical Commander,” added Lucas. “He dropped some heavy hints about how Lottery could give me answers I didn’t know existed.” 
 
    Lucas shrugged. “Let’s move on to the key point of this meeting. Most of our Teen Game players came out of the last Lottery with Amber. Blue Upway had already been running for a year by then, so we should have some of its game players among us. Did anyone here grow up in Blue Zone and get involved in Blue Upway?” 
 
    Three hands went up. Jalen from the Alpha team, and Forge and Penn from the Beta team. 
 
    “Excellent,” said Lucas. “Jalen, how long were you playing Blue Upway?” 
 
    “I was involved with a different Blue Zone Game for most of my final year on Teen Level, so I only played Blue Upway for about three months before going into Lottery.” 
 
    Lucas nodded. “Penn?” 
 
    “I split up with my girlfriend at the start of my last year on Teen Level. By then, everyone was getting wary of beginning new relationships that were doomed to end when we went into Lottery. I lived and breathed Blue Upway for my remaining ten months on Teen Level.” 
 
    “What about you, Forge?” asked Lucas. 
 
    “A card of instructions was pushed under my door, and I ended up playing Blue Upway for just over a year before I went into Lottery. I must have been one of the very first players to join, because I was offered the chance to prove myself to the Game Commander by some daring exploits and skip straight to a high rank.” 
 
    Forge waved both hands. “I had an exacting girlfriend, was a member of a couple of Blue Zone sports teams, and was organizing social events for the other teens on my corridor as well. I’d never had time to do more than a dozen challenges in a Teen Game, and wanted to have a serious try at playing one before I left Teen Level. I decided to take advantage of the Game Commander’s offer, and hoped that doing some exploring in the air vents would be enough to get me promoted straight to Lieutenant or even Captain.” 
 
    He grinned. “As it turned out, I got stuck in the air vents, and was still crawling around them during the massive power cut in Blue Zone twenty-one months ago. Amber will probably remember what happened back then.” 
 
    I glowered at Forge and folded my arms. I had extremely vivid memories of what happened back then, and how much trouble Forge had caused Atticus and me when he got stuck in the air vents. 
 
    “You mean you caused all those problems during the power cut because you were playing some silly game? You never said a word to me about Blue Upway. Did you tell Atticus you were playing a Teen Game?” 
 
    “Of course not,” said Forge. “Atticus would have lectured me for weeks.” 
 
    “And I’m going to lecture you for months,” I said fiercely. 
 
    Forge smiled unrepentantly at me. “It was worth it though, Amber.” 
 
    “Was it?” Adika looked disappointed in Forge. “Despite your efforts to grab an advantage at the start of Blue Upway, you never made it to the rank of Colonel.” 
 
    “The rank of Colonel was completely irrelevant,” said Forge smugly. “Given all the hazards and the darkness during the power cut, the Game Commander awarded me the title of Blue Upway Champion.” 
 
    There was an awed gasp from the other Strike team members, and even Adika looked impressed. 
 
    “Someone will have to explain that to me,” said Rothan. 
 
    “The Game Commander awards the title of Champion to the most courageous player,” said Eli eagerly. “It’s the highest honour in a Teen Game.” 
 
    Rothan saluted Forge. “Hail, Champion!” 
 
    Lucas laughed. “Did the Blue Upway Champion ever meet his Game Commander, or learn any personal information about them?” 
 
    “I met the Game Commander once to be awarded my Champion badge,” said Forge. “It was the standard arrangement though, with us both hiding our identity by wearing Halloween costumes, and standing at a distance from each other in a night-time park. I couldn’t tell you anything about the Game Commander at all.” 
 
    I was curious enough to check Forge’s thoughts and saw the memory in his head. He’d been standing at the appointed spot in a dimly lit park for about five minutes, when the shadowy figure of the Game Commander appeared at the far end of the path. The two of them had silently bowed to each other, before the Game Commander put the badge on a nearby bench, turned, and walked away. 
 
    Sharing that memory with Forge, I could feel his proud delight that the Blue Upway Game Commander had come to honour their chosen Champion. The moment I retreated into my own head though, it seemed ridiculous. Why bother arranging a meeting where neither of them would say a word to the other? 
 
    “Later, we exchanged some messages about game challenges,” added Forge. “I didn’t learn any personal information about the Game Commander from those messages, but they were very likeable, responsible, and had a great sense of humour. I can’t believe that person would ever send novice players into danger.” 
 
    “My theory is that the original Game Commander of Blue Upway went into Lottery last Carnival,” said Lucas, “and someone totally different is now running the game. My team members will need to investigate that possibility by having a discreet conversation with everyone from Blue Zone who was imprinted for Telepath Unit Tactical team in the last Lottery.” 
 
    His voice took on a meaningful note. “If someone is hiding the fact that they started Blue Upway because they think it will get them into trouble, then they’re entirely wrong. I’d be so pleased to have the original Game Commander of Blue Upway helping us that I’d personally buy them a year’s supply of their favourite raspberry dreamcakes.” 
 
    “It’s no good trying to bribe me with dreamcakes, Lucas,” said the newest member of the Tactical team, Telyn. “I never had any involvement with Teen Games at all. I wasn’t even living on Teen Level for most of my final year before entering Lottery.” 
 
    She sighed. “I had an accident during the huge Blue Zone power cut, and injured my leg so badly that I needed a series of reconstructive operations. I was given a special dispensation to let me spend the next eight months living with my parents so they could support me through the surgery.” 
 
    I winced in sympathy. There’d been a lot of accidents in the darkness during the Blue Zone power cut, and a friend of mine had been badly injured like Telyn. 
 
    “Statistically we were virtually certain to have some Blue Upway game players in our Strike team,” said Lucas. “We’re exceptionally lucky to have the Blue Upway Champion with us, and we couldn’t expect to have its original Game Commander in our Tactical team as well.” 
 
    He frowned. “There’s something puzzling me, Forge. Established Teen Games have selected players acting as recruiters, looking out for promising teens to invite to join the game. With a new Teen Game though, the Game Commander has to recruit the first players personally, and normally protects their own identity by inviting teens from distant areas of their home zone.” 
 
    Lucas paused. “The Game Commander won’t know anything about the teens in those areas, so they just issue blanket invitations to random corridors of older teens. If you got a card of instructions pushed under your door, Forge, then Amber should have got one too, but she’d never heard of Teen Games before the last emergency run.” 
 
    “Amber might have got a card and not realized what it was about,” said Forge. 
 
    Lucas turned to me. “Do you remember getting any strange cards pushed under your door back then, Amber?” 
 
    “No, and I’m sure I’d have remembered something that unusual,” I said. 
 
    “Now I stop and think about it,” said Forge, “I doubt my friend Atticus got a card either. He was like Amber, much too law-abiding to be a game player, but I’m sure he’d have mentioned anything odd like that to me.” 
 
    “So these cards weren’t being pushed under every door in a random corridor,” said Lucas. “You were chosen to get an invitation, Forge. What were the instructions?” 
 
    “If I wanted to join Blue Upway, I had to write my game name and the identification number of an anonymous dataview on the card, and leave it at a drop point. If I wanted the chance to impress the Game Commander and skip to a high rank, then I had to donate a second anonymous dataview to Blue Upway as well.” 
 
    “What’s an anonymous dataview?” I asked. 
 
    “When you buy a new dataview, it’s on factory settings, so there’s no personalization at all until you enter your identity code,” said Lucas. “That’s an anonymous dataview. Everyone involved in Teen Games uses them, because you can send and receive messages using just the dataview identification number. That means the other players, and even the Game Commander, only know your game name rather than your real identity.” 
 
    I wrinkled my nose. “Teen Game players seem totally obsessed with secrecy. Don’t they trust each other at all?” 
 
    “It’s not that they don’t trust other players,” said Forge. “It’s that they’re worried about nosies reading their minds. Hiding true identities from each other is an act of mutual protection.” 
 
    “Teen Game players are aware that Law Enforcement tolerates a little game playing,” said Lucas. “They believe nosy patrols will challenge anyone they catch thinking about major acts of trespass though. I assume that idea is encouraged by the same sort of staged encounter with a nosy patrol that we saw on our last emergency run.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Buzz. “Law Enforcement gets plenty of reports about game players. Those can come from people working on Teen Level, other teens genuinely worried that their friend could get hurt, or a teen with a grudge against the player. Whatever the reason for the report, nosy patrols publicly challenge some of the worst offenders.” 
 
    “I can understand game players thinking the best way to hide identity information from nosies is to make sure they don’t know the information themselves,” I said. “That means anyone wanting to play a Teen Game has to buy a brand new dataview though. In fact, Forge needed two brand new dataviews. One to play Blue Upway, and a second one as a donation. How could you afford to pay for two new dataviews on your Teen Level allowance, Forge?” 
 
    Forge made a choking noise. “I couldn’t. Game players don’t buy brand new dataviews. They get a damaged dataview that someone has trodden on or dropped in water, and restore it to factory settings. You don’t need everything on the dataview to be working properly to play a Teen Game. You just have to be able to take some images and send messages.” 
 
    Lucas was looking thoughtful. “The fact Forge was asked to donate an anonymous dataview does confirm he was one of the very first players of Blue Upway. Game Commanders are aware of the risks of having hundreds or even thousands of players sending messages to each other about their game group plans. They take extra precautions to protect everyone’s identities by relaying all game communications through a whole series of anonymous dataviews called the game master stack.” 
 
    He paused. “That means a Game Commander needs a lot of anonymous dataviews. Ideally, those dataviews need to come from entirely different sources, so they don’t give any clues at all to the Game Commander’s location. The best way to achieve that is to get the first players to donate anonymous dataviews.” 
 
    “The other three teens in my game group were all among the first players of Blue Upway too,” added Forge. “During my first few trips with them, I noticed they were all remarkably good at climbing. Eventually, I discovered we’d all done some of the advanced cliff climbs on the Teen Level beach.” 
 
    Lucas’s eyes widened. “You couldn’t possibly pick a group of four random teens and end up with them all having a history of cliff climbing. The Game Commander of Blue Upway didn’t recruit the first few players of Blue Upway at random, but gave invitations to Blue Zone teens who’d proved they were risk-takers by doing advanced cliff climbing. Do you know who has access to the lists of cliff climbers?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Forge, “but I’m afraid the answer won’t help us. You have to book slots for the advanced cliff climbs in advance, so the instructor can check you’ve got the appropriate prior experience. To avoid any confusion or arguments, the full day’s schedule for each of the advanced climbs is displayed on a noticeboard, and that schedule includes the name and room information of every climber.” 
 
    Lucas groaned. “You’re saying that anyone could go to the Teen Level beach, look at that schedule, and make a note of climbers from Blue Zone?” 
 
    Forge nodded. 
 
    “All right,” said Lucas. “Let’s move on to the issue of who goes undercover into Blue Upway.” 
 
    Both groups of Strike team members looked hopefully at him. 
 
    “Gold Commander Melisande has told me that our unit’s first priority is closing down Blue Upway,” Lucas continued, “but we all know the reality is that we’ll still need to cover any emergency calls that other units can’t handle. That means we’ll need to keep the full Alpha team available.” 
 
    There was a massed sigh from the direction of the Alpha team. 
 
    “Four of the Beta team will be going undercover,” said Lucas. “Three of them will be Penn, Amir, and Yosh.” 
 
    Penn, Amir, and Yosh yelled in triumph. 
 
    Lucas looked at Adika. “Would you be willing to allow Forge to go undercover? I realize there could be an impact on the Beta team’s training.” 
 
    Adika was silent for a moment before speaking. “Rafael could take over the training duties for a short period. I’ll allow Forge to go undercover until the New Year festival, but I’ll want him back here after that. We expect our unit to be under increased pressure doing emergency runs then, so I’ll need both my deputies available.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Lucas. “Forge, you’re going undercover for a limited period.” 
 
    Forge raised his arms in celebration. 
 
    “Using Forge and Penn has the advantage that they’ll be familiar with many of the Blue Upway challenges,” said Lucas. “That should help them attract the Game Commander’s attention, but they’ll be going back to the zone where they lived as teens. We can’t risk them being recognized, so I’ll need their formal consent to immersion disguise measures.” 
 
    “I consent,” chorused Forge and Penn. 
 
    “I don’t,” said Buzz. “It could take weeks for Forge to get back to his normal appearance after an immersion disguise. What would you do to him anyway?” 
 
    “That’s Liaison’s decision,” said Lucas. 
 
    “We’d probably only need to use hair dye, coloured contact lenses, and some long-lasting cosmetics,” said Nicole. “I think we could make Penn a convincing red-head, while Forge could go ash blond.” 
 
    “I don’t want a blond Forge,” complained Buzz. 
 
    “You can discuss disguise details with Nicole later,” said Lucas, “but Liaison will have to make a decision tonight. Beckett is currently working on the integration of the geographical pattern analysis of Blue Upway, and expects to send the completed version to us early tomorrow morning. I’ll then meet with my Tactical team to study the geographical pattern and choose the four locations that have the highest concentration of Blue Upway game players.” 
 
    Lucas paused. “That means Forge, Penn, Amir, and Yosh need to be ready to go undercover tomorrow afternoon. We can’t afford to follow the standard approach of them waiting around on Teen Level for weeks to be noticed and invited to join Blue Upway. We have to get them recruited immediately, so I’m not just planning to send them into areas of Blue Zone that are hot spots of game activity, but to help their chances by staging a dramatic arrival.” 
 
    Lucas smiled. “Our undercover men will be escorted to Blue Zone by a large group of hasties, who will take each man to their teen room in turn. At each room, the teens living in that corridor will be called together and lectured about the bad character of the new arrival. They’ll be told about their history of rule-breaking, including excessively reckless behaviour in some game other than Blue Upway, which has led to them being punished by being moved to a different zone. The teens will then be ordered to avoid the new arrival. I expect the news to spread rapidly, so our men are contacted by their nearest Blue Upway recruiter.” 
 
    “Can I play the part of the hasty giving the lecture about Forge’s bad character?” asked Buzz. 
 
    Forge cringed. “Oh, no. I’m doomed.” 
 
    Lucas laughed. “You can give all four of the lectures, Buzz.” 
 
    “Then all four of us are doomed,” said Forge, in resigned tones. 
 
    “We’re doing everything we can to get our undercover men quickly recruited into Blue Upway,” said Lucas, “but it won’t be easy to find clues to the Game Commander’s identity. We have increasing numbers of players being injured attempting Blue Upway challenges, so my Tactical team will need to find a way to deter teens from playing the game until we’ve caught our target.” 
 
    I frowned. “I thought it wasn’t possible to deter them, Lucas. You said that giving warnings about the danger would just make Blue Upway more attractive to risk-taking teens.” 
 
    “It would. I wasn’t thinking about giving warnings but distracting them with something like special teen events or …” Lucas broke off his sentence and shouted. “That’s it!” 
 
    “What?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    Lucas began gabbling single words. “Brilliant. Answer. Warn. Halloween.” 
 
    He’d gone into the minimal speed speech he loved using with me to save time. I automatically linked to the pre-vocalization level of his mind to fill in the gaps between words. 
 
    “You’ve never mentioned a Teen Game called Halloween to me before, Lucas,” I said. 
 
    There was a chorus of groans from the watching crowd, especially the Tactical team members. “Perhaps Lucas could say his side of this conversation aloud for the benefit of non-telepaths,” said Emili pointedly. 
 
    “Apologies,” said Lucas. “I was saying that Amber is brilliant. The answer is that we don’t warn teens not to play Blue Upway. We warn them not to play a Teen Game called Halloween.” 
 
    “Just like Amber, I’ve never heard you mention that game before,” said Kareem. 
 
    “I’ve never mentioned it before because it doesn’t exist,” said Lucas eagerly. “We issue warnings, or even better actual orders, to teens not to play Halloween. No truly risk-addicted game player will be able to resist an officially forbidden game named after the Hive’s ominous festival of darkness and death.” 
 
    I gave him a bewildered look. “But you just said that Halloween doesn’t exist.” 
 
    Lucas grinned. “It doesn’t exist now, but it will exist by tonight. My Tactical team will be running it. Blue Upway has about thirty thousand players, but it’s the most reckless teens who are attempting dangerous challenges and getting hurt. If we can lure the most risk-loving five thousand players into moving to Halloween, then the injury rate should drop drastically.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-one 
 
      
 
      
 
    That evening, Lucas and I went to the Tactical office to start Halloween. When we walked into the room, I saw Nicole was sitting in her powered chair at one of the spare desks. She was looking tired, and I realized it was days since I’d last seen her walking. Megan was right about the urgency of filling the vacant deputy Liaison team leader position. 
 
    “Nicole, the candidates for our unit vacancies will be coming tomorrow for me to do the initial check on their minds,” I said. “Are you happy with Megan’s preferred candidate for your deputy?” 
 
    “I’ve checked Akiko’s details, called her, and we had a useful discussion of how she can best support me in my team leader role,” said Nicole. “She seems perfect, but of course everything depends on what you see in her mind. We really mustn’t have a repeat of the problems we had with Fran.” 
 
    “I promise I won’t inflict another Fran on you,” I said. 
 
    Lucas and I went to sit on a couch facing the main screen. That was currently blank except for a time display of days, hours, minutes, and seconds that was frozen at zero. 
 
    Lucas smiled happily at me. “We want Halloween to have an irresistible appeal to Teen Game players. We aren’t just ordering them not to play it, but making it different from all the other Teen Games. We won’t be littering Teen Level with invitation cards. Players will need to go out and hunt down the invitations themselves, and those invitations aren’t cards but Halloween masks.” 
 
    Lucas’s Tactical team were all sitting at their desks. Emili came over and handed me a mask. Teens usually collected basic coloured masks from their local community centre and decorated them for the festivals of Carnival and Halloween. At first glance, I thought this was a basic red Halloween mask, but then I noticed the symbol at the centre front. A black skull with the red eyes of the hunter of souls. 
 
    “The instructions are stamped on the other side,” said Lucas. “The player has to prove themselves worthy of joining the demon pack by taking an image of themselves wearing their mask and standing by a direction sign on Level 1.” 
 
    Gideon smiled. “The hasty patrols on Level 1 are going to hate us for flooding them with trespassing teens.” 
 
    “The potential player then follows the standard procedure of sending the image and their details to the dataview identification number on their invitation,” said Lucas. 
 
    Emili went back to her desk. “We obviously don’t need to bother using chains of anonymous dataviews to protect our identities. We’re just giving out a hundred different contact numbers so we can monitor the distribution of our players across the Hive.” 
 
    Lucas picked up his dataview. “It’s eight o’clock in the evening, so all the teens will have returned home from their community centre activity sessions, eaten, and be talking with their friends. It’s time to start Halloween and give them something to talk about. Is your Liaison team ready, Nicole?” 
 
    “We’re ready.” 
 
    Lucas gave me a joyous grin. “Would you like to give us a countdown, Amber?” 
 
    I laughed. “Five. Four. Three. Two. One. Now!” 
 
    Nicole touched a control on her desk, and I saw the time display on the main screen start counting the first seconds. 
 
    “My team is now sending out two messages,” said Nicole. “The first message is to all the Teen Level hasty patrols, telling them to start hiding their stockpile of invitation masks in places like air vents and maintenance areas. The second is a public service message to every teen, ordering them not to play a dangerous Teen Game called Halloween.” 
 
    “Dutiful teens will ignore the message entirely,” said Lucas. “The risk-addicted players will be urgently contacting their game groups though, asking if anyone knows about Halloween.” 
 
    He paused. “My team can now send Emili their predictions on how long it will take for the first player to find an invitation, follow the instructions, and join Halloween.” 
 
    The Tactical team all grabbed their dataviews and tapped busily, then Emili spoke. “We have predictions ranging from thirty-seven minutes to one hour twelve minutes, and a wildly optimistic six minutes from Lucas.” 
 
    Hallie frowned. “It’s impossible to find an invitation on Teen Level, get to a Level 1 direction sign, take an image, and send details to us in six minutes.” 
 
    “I totally agree,” said Lucas cheerfully. “I’m guessing the one hour twelve minutes estimate was from Gideon.” 
 
    “I was assuming that players would stop to think for a while before trying to join an officially forbidden Teen Game, but …” Gideon shrugged. “You’re right. I’m a seventy-year-old defence specialist, not a seventeen-year-old future Strike team member, so I should have gone for more like fifty minutes.” 
 
    “And the prediction of thirty-seven minutes must be from Telyn,” said Lucas. 
 
    “Blue Upway has over thirty thousand players,” said Telyn. “Someone is going to be in an air vent already and respond in the minimum time.” 
 
    “Lucas, you said that we should arrange for food to eat while we’re working,” said Kareem. “I think we should start eating that food now because we don’t want the Teen Level tomato soup getting cold. That stuff is inedible enough when it’s hot.” 
 
    “Why do we have Teen Level tomato soup?” asked Lucas. 
 
    “Buzz fetched the food for us,” said Kareem. “Since you and Amber weren’t here to say what you’d like, she got a Violet Zone cheese meal for Amber, and Teen Level tomato soup for you.” 
 
    “Didn’t you tell her that I hated tomato soup?” asked Lucas. “Especially the ghastly version of tomato soup they have on Teen Level?” 
 
    “We didn’t dare to say anything,” said Gideon innocently. “Don’t you remember giving us strict orders never to argue with Buzz? You said she was like a power supply nexus, massively useful but with the potential for causing a devastating explosion if mishandled.” 
 
    “And we wanted to see the look on your face when we gave you Teen Level tomato soup,” added Emili. 
 
    I’d been doing my very best not to laugh, but now I had a helpless fit of giggles. 
 
    “This isn’t funny, Amber,” said Lucas reproachfully. “What did I do to offend Buzz so much that she’s torturing me with that revolting soup?” 
 
    Emili gave him a pitying look. “You’re dyeing her boyfriend’s hair blond and sending him undercover on Teen Level.” 
 
    Lucas groaned. “I didn’t expect Buzz to react so badly to that. She and Forge keep claiming they aren’t in a relationship.” 
 
    “People don’t always tell the truth,” said Hallie gloomily. 
 
    “People don’t always know the truth themselves,” said Gideon. 
 
    Kareem and Hallie picked up trays from a spare desk and started handing out meals. Hallie tried to give me my Violet Zone cheese meal, but I was too busy giggling to take it. 
 
    Lucas looked at his bowl of tomato soup with loathing. “You’re really going to make me eat this?” 
 
    “You don’t have to eat it,” said Emili, “but if you don’t … Well, Buzz may think of something even worse to punish you.” 
 
    “Is there anything worse than Teen Level tomato soup?” asked Lucas. 
 
    “Buzz is very inventive,” said Emili. “She said she couldn’t stay to eat with us herself because she’s having dinner with Forge. She’s bound to ask us if you ate the soup though.” 
 
    “I suspect Buzz has plans to torture Forge as well,” said Kareem. 
 
    “I’m glad that Forge is in trouble too,” said Lucas. 
 
    “Forge being in trouble too doesn’t mean you can escape the soup,” said Emili. “Just have one spoonful so we can truthfully say you ate some of it.” 
 
    “You could lie,” said Lucas. 
 
    “Buzz is a borderline telepath,” said Gideon. “She’d probably get one of her insights and know we’re lying.” 
 
    Lucas made a whimpering noise, accepted the bowl of tomato soup, and ate one spoonful with an expression of revulsion. “I hope you’re all happy now,” he said bitterly. 
 
    I finally accepted my meal from Hallie. “You can have some of my Violet Zone cheese, Lucas,” I offered. 
 
    “No, thank you,” said Lucas. “Anything I eat now will have that dreadful metallic taste of Teen Level tomato soup.” 
 
    As I savoured my first mouthful of Violet Zone cheese, the main screen came to life, showing an image of a dark-haired boy in a Halloween mask who was standing under a Level 1 direction sign. 
 
    An instant later, a green circle was superimposed on the image, and then the screen changed to show a man wearing a black cloak and the red-eyed helm of the hunter of souls. He was standing somewhere dark, surrounded by weirdly distorted red and black trees. 
 
    There was something familiar about the figure. “Is that Lucas in his Halloween costume?” I asked. 
 
    Nobody needed to answer that question, because the hunter of souls spoke in Lucas’s voice. “You are one of the scavengers of darkness now. Soon I will summon you to prove your loyalty.” 
 
    Lucas laughed. “We’re adding to the glamour of Halloween by making our messages far more dramatic than the text messages of other Teen Games.” 
 
    “Six minutes and nine seconds,” said Emili, in a depressed voice. “I hate you, Lucas.” 
 
    “I’m just glad he’s on our side,” said Gideon. “Lucas would make a terrifying wild bee. He’d take out every critical system in the Hive within days.” 
 
    “I’m not on your side after the tomato soup,” said Lucas, “and why would I bother taking out every critical system in the Hive? Once I’d sabotaged the air purification systems in all ten zones, there’d be no need to bother destroying anything else. Virtually the whole Hive population would be dead within hours.” 
 
    Gideon shook his head sadly. “You see what I mean. Terrifying.” 
 
    Over the last few months, I’d got used to the way the Tactical team casually discussed potential catastrophes, so my mind was still focused on Teen Games. 
 
    “That screen sequence means someone has joined Halloween?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” said Hallie. “The green circle means their image passed my automated checks, so they’ve been sent the hunter of souls welcome sequence. It’s still impossible for anyone to have responded that fast though.” 
 
    Lucas grinned. “Perfectly true. I was counting on the fact that hundreds of hasty patrols were given stacks of invitation masks to hide. Some of them were bound to get restless and begin hiding the masks ahead of schedule.” 
 
    Emili sighed. “Which means any Blue Upway players who were roaming the maintenance areas would stumble across them, and have a head start on responding to the invitation.” 
 
    “That response was using the contact number for Navy Zone 7200 to 7299,” said Hallie. “We’re getting more responses coming in now.” 
 
    One player image after another appeared on the main screen. Lucas sat watching them critically for a minute or two before nodding. 
 
    “Your automated checks seem to be working correctly on the acceptances, Hallie. We can swap to just monitoring the rejections.” 
 
    I was swallowing a mouthful of bread when the next image appeared. I nearly choked as I saw it showed a giant thumb. A red circle was superimposed on it, and then the hunter of souls spoke in a contemptuous voice. “You aren’t worthy of the honour of joining my pack.” 
 
    “There’s always someone who doesn’t check their image before sending it,” said Hallie. 
 
    The next image showed a group of runners in a sports event. 
 
    “There’s always someone who sends the wrong image,” said Gideon. 
 
    The image changed again, and I had another choking moment. Forge was standing by a wall, holding a Halloween mask in one hand, and giving us a cheerful wave with the other. 
 
    “I expect Buzz took one of our Halloween masks to give to Forge,” said Emili. 
 
    Lucas pulled an apprehensive face. “I hope she did. If Forge skipped their dinner date to go hunting for one of our Halloween invitations, then Buzz will torture me with tomato soup for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “I can’t believe Forge would skip a dinner date with Buzz,” said Telyn gloomily. “She can just smile at a man and have him fall at her feet.” 
 
    Hallie raised her eyebrows. “Even I noticed the personal emotion in that statement. Is our attack specialist chasing a target and failing to catch him?” 
 
    Emili stared at Hallie. “You really hadn’t noticed what was going on? I know Lottery doesn’t select Tactical team mathematical or pattern specialists for their skills at reading body language, but it’s been painfully clear for days.” 
 
    “Yes, we’ve all been waiting breathlessly for Telyn to go for the strike,” said Gideon. 
 
    “I went for the strike,” said Telyn, “but I had a target breakaway. Eli didn’t even notice my blatant advances.” 
 
    I blinked. I hadn’t noticed any thoughts about Telyn when I was reading Eli’s mind. The fact he hadn’t been thinking about her, didn’t mean she hadn’t been thinking about him though. 
 
    “I’m sure he noticed your advances,” said Lucas. “The problem is that behind all the defensive comedy routines, Eli’s a shy boy. I warned you it would be a mistake to go for the strike too fast. Now you’ve panicked him.” 
 
    “At least she went for the strike,” said Gideon. “I always spent too long thinking things over, and found one of the Strike team was already dating the girl.” 
 
    Telyn was looking depressed, so I hastily changed the subject. “The hunter of souls welcome sequence mentions the player being summoned to prove their loyalty. What’s going to happen then?” 
 
    “We’ve obviously got to be careful setting challenges,” said Emili. “The whole point of running Halloween is to distract the Teen Game players from attempting the dangerous Blue Upway challenges. We don’t want to send them into danger ourselves.” 
 
    “We’re planning to hold the players’ interest by making Halloween radically different from other games,” said Lucas, “and getting them to do things that feel much more dangerous than they really are. We expect the main wave of players to have found invitations and responded by early tomorrow evening, so then we send out the hunter of souls allegiance sequence.” 
 
    Lucas turned to Nicole. “Can you run that sequence for Amber?” 
 
    Nicole tapped at her desk, and the main screen showed Lucas as the hunter of souls again. “My scavengers of darkness must swear their allegiance to me. The packs will wear clothes of the night, and gather to celebrate Halloween.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked. 
 
    Emili grinned. “We’ve given out a hundred different contact numbers for strips of the Hive. Each player will be instructed to dress in black, take their masks, and go to a specific park in their part of the Hive at two in the morning. They’re basically going to a standard teen Halloween party, where they’ll have fun doing things like drinking tomato soup and pretending that it’s blood. The only difference will be the added thrill of it being a supposedly illegal party held in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “You’re talking about a hundred different parties across the Hive,” I said. “Surely each party will need someone to run it?” 
 
    “Yes, we’re sending a party leader to each of the hundred locations,” said Lucas. “We’re using some people who came out of the last Lottery and have been playing the part of the nosy in a telepath squad. They’ll enjoy dressing up in a Halloween costume and being popular for a change.” 
 
    He paused. “We’ll let the Halloween parties run for three hours before sending a hasty patrol to each park. That way, the parties won’t end with the park suns coming on, but with the players having the excitement of running away from the hasties.” 
 
    “It sounds like fun,” I said wistfully. “Do you think Adika would disapprove of me going to one of the Halloween parties?” 
 
    Everyone burst out laughing. 
 
    “I don’t think Adika would disapprove of it, Amber,” said Gideon gently. “I think he’d have a heart attack at the mere suggestion of you going partying with scores of the most reckless and potentially violent teens in the Hive.” 
 
    I sighed. “Being a telepath is very limiting sometimes.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-two 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Lucas and I were getting dressed the next morning, there was a thunderous thumping sound followed by a sudden crash. “What’s that?” I asked nervously. 
 
    “The installation team for your bird and animal area carried out a detailed assessment of the expansion section yesterday,” said Lucas. “I expect the noise is because they’ve started work.” 
 
    Lucas took out his dataview and worked on it. “Yes, the installation team are carrying out the main structural alterations today, and the planting and animal care teams will arrive to join them tomorrow.” 
 
    “Megan’s arranged that amazingly quickly.” 
 
    “We need that area available as fast as possible to help you relax,” said Lucas. “You’ve been suffering a massive amount of stress over both Gregas and Tobias. I’m wondering if we should arrange a trip Outside for you to cleanse yourself of echoes.” 
 
    “I was Outside only a few days ago, and cleansed my mind of every remaining trace of my targets’ thoughts. The only emergency run I’ve been on since then was the one hunting Alvin, and he wasn’t the type of strong-willed wild bee that leaves a long-lasting echo behind in a telepath’s mind.” 
 
    “What’s worrying me is the cumulative effect of you reading the minds of Wesley, Gregas, and Tobias.” 
 
    I frowned. “Wesley is so lost in fantasy that I’d be in more danger hugging a fluffy toy than reading his mind, and my brother has many faults, including a total lack of common sense, but he’s not a wild bee.” 
 
    “I agree that Wesley and Gregas aren’t dangerous in themselves, but the fact Gregas is your brother greatly increased the stress of reading their minds. That would have left you more vulnerable than usual when you read Tobias’s thoughts. You weren’t prepared for Tobias to have turned full wild bee, and his mind must have been exactly the type to leave a powerful echo on your consciousness, whether you’re aware of that echo’s existence or not.” 
 
    “I’m getting better at recognizing the invading influences of wild bees lurking in my mind,” I said. “I only read Tobias’s thoughts very briefly, but I admit that his mind was obsessive and fuelled by bitter anger. I’m fully aware of the echo he’s left in the back of my mind. You’re right about it being powerful, and it has its claws digging deep into me, so it won’t fade away.” 
 
    I paused. “The echo of one wild bee is never a serious threat to a telepath’s own personality though. It’s when you’ve got a whole pack of them tearing away at your mind, that you suffer from fragmentation.” 
 
    There was the high-pitched screeching of a tool cutting through metal. I winced and put my hands protectively over my ears. 
 
    “I suggest we take refuge in the bookette room to eat breakfast,” said Lucas. “Bookette rooms are built with multiple layers of soundproofing, so people can play loud concerts without disturbing their neighbours. I’m hoping that if the soundproofing stops sound getting out, then it will stop sound getting in too.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” 
 
    “You go ahead and pick a bookette for us to play,” said Lucas. “I’ll order our regular breakfasts from the kitchen unit, and be along to join you soon.” 
 
    I nodded, went into the bookette room, and started battling with the furniture controls. My parents were Level 27, so I’d never encountered the luxury of a dedicated bookette room until I came out of Lottery. I was still hazy on the commands which made a variety of furniture emerge from the bookette room walls, and tried a few random guesses. I’d been aiming for a table and chairs but got a set of shelves. My second attempt produced a basket of artificial flowers. On the third attempt, I got a couch with twin side tables, which I decided was close enough. 
 
    “Bookette random sequence with park background,” I said. 
 
    The bookette room’s lights dimmed, and the holos started. I’d asked for a random bookette with a park background and had assumed the suns would be shining. I was surprised to find myself standing in a night-time park, with the ceiling lights on the moons and stars setting. Even more startling, I was standing on a makeshift stage with a spotlight on me, brandishing a sword, and facing a crowd in silver and gold Carnival costumes. 
 
    A man dressed in red and black, with dramatically outstretched wings, was on his knees before me. “Spare my life,” he pleaded. 
 
    “Why should I spare you?” I heard my own character reply. “We are forever divided by our choices.” 
 
    The traditional words told me this was the end sequence of a Light and Dark pageant. I was playing the silver-winged light angel, and had clearly just defeated the dark angel in the sword fight. 
 
    The dark angel was shaking his head. “We are forever divided, but forever one. There can be no light without darkness, and no darkness without light.” 
 
    I tossed away the sword that was in my hand. “Go then.” 
 
    The dark angel scrambled to his feet and ran away, while the Carnival crowd shouted in triumph. 
 
    “High up!” 
 
    “Light is victorious,” I cried. “Go forth and tell the Hive to celebrate with Carnival!” 
 
    Shimmering streamers were blowing through the air. The people in the crowd reached up to grab them, before running off through the park, still shouting the words. “High up!” 
 
    I automatically reached up a hand to try to catch a streamer too. I laughed when it flew straight through my hand. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we start the bookette at the beginning rather than the end?” asked Lucas’s amused voice from behind me. 
 
    I turned, saw him putting a tray of food and drinks on one of the side tables, and laughed again. “Bookette restart.” 
 
    I’d forgotten that the bookette room was still set to randomize. It swathed Lucas in the holo red and black costume of the dark angel, and restarted at a new random point. It was earlier in the pageant now, with the two of us facing each other, swords poised ready for combat. 
 
    “We were lovers once. Join me in the darkness.” 
 
    The dark angel character’s voice was swiftly followed by Lucas’s own voice and words. “Oh, no. Bookette stop.” 
 
    The holo park background and our costumes vanished. “I don’t want us playing the roles of the dark and light angels,” said Lucas harshly. “They were forever divided by their choices. I don’t want our relationship ending like theirs. Do you?” 
 
    The words seemed like an accusation, but his face showed his distress, and I moved to take his hands. “I don’t want our relationship ending at all. You should know that.” 
 
    “Yes, I should know that. I do know that.” Lucas shook his head. “I warned you that I’m a mess at this time of year and will overreact to the silliest things. I just hope I don’t do something to ruin your New Year celebrations with your family.” 
 
    “There shouldn’t be a problem now that you’ve explained the situation to my mother.” 
 
    “She was very kind about it,” said Lucas. 
 
    I remembered an oddity. “There was one bit of your explanation that puzzled me. You told my mother that you were a duty child. The tone of your voice was strange when you said that. It sounded as if you weren’t just saying that your parents had you out of duty to the Hive, but using a term with a specific meaning.” 
 
    “You’re right that duty child is a term with a specific meaning.” Lucas sighed. “I shouldn’t have used it to your mother. The words wouldn’t mean anything to someone from Level 27, but I was too emotional to think properly.” 
 
    “So what does duty child mean?” 
 
    Lucas hesitated. “Do you remember we had a conversation about family sizes? I explained that the standard family size on most levels of the Hive is two children, but the Hive encourages people on the elite top ten levels to have larger families by offering them incentives like bigger apartments.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I suggested you should discuss the issue further with Megan. I gather that you didn’t do that, because she’d have gone on to explain duty children to you.” 
 
    I pulled a guilty face. “I don’t like discussing personal things with Megan.” 
 
    Lucas let go of my hands and ran his fingers through his hair. “Now I stop and think about it, this would be a bad time for Megan to explain duty children to you anyway. I’d like to refer you to Buzz, but she grew up on Level 36, so she won’t know about it herself yet. My impression is that Buzz is a far more skilled borderline telepath than most, so she’s probably been selected, but she isn’t old enough to have received her official invitation.” 
 
    He groaned. “All right, I’ll explain this to you, but please don’t read my mind during this conversation. You don’t want to have to deal with my emotions on top of your own.” 
 
    I was feeling nervous now. “Maybe we should forget the whole thing.” 
 
    “No, it’s better for someone to explain this to you properly before you stumble across the information by accident.” Lucas moved to the couch. “Let’s sit down.” 
 
    We settled ourselves comfortably on the couch, and Lucas took a deep breath before speaking. 
 
    “When we first met, I told you a little about how people started living in Hive cities to avoid pollution, extreme weather, crime, and other dangers.” 
 
    I gave Lucas a bewildered look. I couldn’t see what the history of Hive civilization had to do with his childhood. 
 
    “I said there was a period of time when our Hive didn’t allow people classed as criminals or socially undesirable to have children,” said Lucas. “While that resulted in a generally more cooperative Hive population, it also caused major problems, including a massive population drop and the accidental removal of some desirable characteristics from the gene pool.” 
 
    He made a despairing noise. “Most Hives had made the same mistake. Many, particularly those in the genetics group such as Hive Genex, added to their problems by using artificial means to allow selected genetically valuable citizens to have hundreds of children.” 
 
    I frowned at the mention of the Hive that had tried to kidnap me. “I don’t see how anyone could have hundreds of children.” 
 
    “I’ll explain that bit in a minute,” said Lucas. “One of the worst effects of these policies was a widespread reduction in disease resistance, which led to some Hives suffering devastating epidemics. Our Hive just had to reabsorb the population of its seed Hive to be viable. Other Hives had to merge populations with one or more entirely unrelated Hives to survive.” 
 
    I grimaced. “I hadn’t realized the situation got that bad.” 
 
    “Our schools teach children there was a world population drop, so most seed Hives were reabsorbed by parent Hives,” said Lucas. “Our Hive feels the full information about mass deaths and decimated populations being evacuated to strange Hives would be too frightening for most adults let alone children. It’s only included in selected imprints, such as mine as Tactical Commander.” 
 
    I didn’t like our Hive’s policy of restricting information, but I had to agree with the point about these facts being too frightening. I’d rather not have heard about them myself, but it was too late to object now. 
 
    “At the peak of the crisis,” Lucas continued, “Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement cited its duty to protect the survival of the human race, and invoked its emergency powers. It imposed new rules to prevent further narrowing of the human gene pool, with brutal punishments for offending Hives.” 
 
    Lucas paused. “Eventually, a slightly modified version of those rules was added to the main Joint Hive Treaty, and signed by the remaining one hundred and seven Hive cities worldwide. That modified version includes the right of each Hive to run a strictly limited duty child programme.” 
 
    “So duty child is a term used in the Joint Hive Treaty?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Lucas. “I’ve been explaining the past history so you understand why the rules about children are so strict. Joint Hive Treaty states that all Hive citizens must be allowed to have at least two children if they wish, and Hives are permitted to provide them with what’s classed as standard fertility assistance. That’s how Fertility Support is helping Megan to have her husband’s twins. Joint Hive Treaty limits Hives to selecting one in a thousand of their most valuable citizens to take part in their duty child programme though.” 
 
    Lucas waved both hands. “Our Hive naturally chooses most of its one in a thousand citizens from among those who are Level 1, but there’s sometimes a good reason to choose a few lower level people.” 
 
    “So this duty child programme affects about one in ten of Level 1 people,” I said nervously. “That one in ten would include you and me. You think it probably includes Buzz too.” 
 
    “And it included my father,” said Lucas grimly. “On his twenty-fifth birthday, he got the official invitation to an important counselling session. That session was about the value of his genes to the Hive, and his obligation to have children. He was then invited to have up to six children using the duty child programme.” 
 
    “Six children!” I blinked. “That would be a very large family.” 
 
    “And those six children would be in addition to any children born conventionally. Well, my parents didn’t want any children at all, but my father kept getting official reminders on every birthday, with the wording changing each time to increase the pressure. My parents finally agreed to use the duty child programme to have a single child.” 
 
    He stared down at his hands. “The duty child programme is different from standard fertility assistance, because it allows methods like surrogate mothers and pre-planned adoption. That meant my parents just had to donate tissue samples to Fertility Support, a surrogate mother would have the baby, and my parents could decide whether to keep it or have it adopted. My parents intended to go for pre-planned adoption of course, but things went wrong at the last moment.” 
 
    I gave a dazed shake of my head. “So that’s what duty child means. What went wrong with the plan? Nobody wanted to adopt you?” 
 
    “That wasn’t the problem. The duty child programme selects suitable adoptive parents between Level 11 and Level 19, and offers them the chance to adopt a child. Most enthusiastically accept, because they know there’s a high chance of the child coming out of Lottery as Level 1. Adoption records are restricted, and most adoptive parents choose to keep their secret, so they’ll have all the glory of having a Level 1 son or daughter.” 
 
    Lucas shrugged. “A Level 18 couple were waiting to adopt me, but I was born when my parents were in the middle of a major argument. I’m not sure which of them decided to cancel the adoption in a moment of spite. It doesn’t really matter. Whatever happened back then, my parents kept their duty child past the thirty-day deadline, so they were stuck with raising me themselves.” 
 
    “So that’s what you meant about being an unwanted duty child.” I tried to absorb the fact that Lucas had had two genetic parents, a surrogate mother, and had narrowly missed having two adoptive parents as well. 
 
    “Yes. I must sound very bitter about this, but I spent a lot of my childhood wishing that the adoption had gone ahead, and I’d grown up on Level 18 with loving parents.” Lucas pulled a pained face. “Now you know how the duty child issue affected me in the past, but we also need to discuss how it will affect you in the future.” 
 
    “On my twenty-fifth birthday, the Hive will start pressuring me to have children,” I muttered. 
 
    “The Joint Hive Treaty rules state that people must register their consent before taking part in a duty child programme,” said Lucas. “The Hive won’t dare to pressure a telepath into registering consent, but it will eagerly encourage you to take part if you wish. 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.” 
 
    Lucas hesitated. “You can have as many as twenty-five children if you wish, Amber. You can raise any duty children yourself or have them adopted. There’s just the slight complicating factor that the Hive can’t allow you to have any children conventionally. All your children will have to be born through the duty child programme to surrogate mothers.” 
 
    I stared at him, and was about to ask a question when I realized the answer was obvious. “That’s because being pregnant would interfere with my work.” 
 
    “Yes. There would also be a tiny risk to your life, and the Hive can’t afford for you to take any risks at all.” 
 
    I tugged at my hair. I’d grown up thinking I’d have two children one day, and worked hard to adjust to the idea of having three. Now I knew that the Hive would encourage me to have far more children, but I would never give birth to a child myself. 
 
    Lucas had said this would be a bad time for Megan to explain duty children to me. Now I understood why. Megan was joyfully expecting twins, while the Hive forbade me from ever being pregnant. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Late that afternoon, everyone except the handful of operational team members on duty gathered by the lifts to watch Forge, Penn, Amir, and Yosh go undercover. Amir was from Burgundy Zone, and Yosh from Orange Zone, so they could just wear their own old teen clothes. The confusingly sandy-haired Penn, and the even more disconcertingly blond Forge, had to hide the fact that they’d grown up in Blue Zone though, so they wore borrowed tops. Forge had one that proclaimed his support for the Red Zone running team, while Penn was apparently a fan of a famous Yellow Zone singer. 
 
    All four men were carrying a battered bag of their old teen clothes, as well as oddments of sports equipment. Forge clearly couldn’t take the competition surfboard that he’d used in his days with the Blue Zone surfing team, but he had his old red and blue training board tucked under his arm. Penn was holding a tennis racket, Amir a faded football, and Yosh was dragging along a bag of weights. 
 
    Buzz and the rest of the Beta team members were standing next to our undercover people. While the Beta team members were dressed in the standard blue uniforms of an ordinary Health and Safety patrol, Buzz had her hair rigidly neat and was wearing the blue onesuit of a more senior member of Law Enforcement. 
 
    Eli was in the front row of the watching crowd. “I wish you’d let me play the part of one of the hasty guards, Lucas,” he said plaintively. “I’d have enjoyed arresting Forge.” 
 
    “I told you that we need to keep the full Alpha Strike team available for emergency runs,” said Lucas. 
 
    “You wouldn’t have been arresting me anyway, Eli,” said Forge cheerfully. “Buzz is the senior official in charge of the hasties, so she’s the one arresting me.” 
 
    Rothan looked amused. “How do you feel about your girlfriend arresting you, Forge?” 
 
    “It’s more fun now than the first time it happened.” Forge winked at Buzz. 
 
    “The first time?” asked Eli nosily. “Does Buzz arrest you often?” 
 
    Forge laughed. “She’s only arrested me once before. That was nearly two years ago, just after the end of that massive Blue Zone power cut.” 
 
    “I didn’t really arrest Forge back then,” said Buzz. “I was just the person who decided what to do with him after he was caught crawling through the air vents.” 
 
    “I remember you were wearing an Emergency Services uniform rather than being dressed as a hasty that time,” said Forge. “The diagonal red and blue stripes of the uniform did amazing things for your figure.” 
 
    “I know this outfit doesn’t suit me nearly as well,” said Buzz sadly, “but it’s more appropriate for the part I’ll be playing.” 
 
    Adika gave a pointed sigh. “I took that whole arrest incident off your record for a reason, Forge.” 
 
    “I know you did,” said Forge, “and I appreciate the assistance, but I think I’m past the stage of being a greenie deputy Strike team leader who needs his dignity protected.” 
 
    Adika gave him an assessing look. “Agreed. You and Rothan are settling into your positions nicely.” 
 
    Forge turned to Lucas. “We’re ready to leave now.” 
 
    “We’re timing your arrival in Blue Zone for early evening, when most of the teens should be in their home corridors,” said Lucas. “Buzz and the hasty squad will escort our undercover people to their Teen Level rooms. At each of the four locations, Buzz will lecture the local teens about the need to avoid the appallingly badly-behaved newcomer.” 
 
    He grinned. “I think we’ll drive home the point about our undercover people having a horrendous past history by having them arrive in their new corridors wearing restraints.” 
 
    Yosh frowned at his bag of weights. “I hope we don’t have to travel all the way from here to Blue Zone wearing restraints.” 
 
    “I suggest Forge starts causing trouble when we arrive in Blue Zone, and we put the four of you in restraints then,” said Buzz. 
 
    “Am I supposed to cause any specific type of trouble?” asked Forge. 
 
    “You can cause whatever trouble you like,” said Buzz indulgently. 
 
    “Forge can cause whatever trouble he likes within reason,” said Lucas pointedly. 
 
    “One final thing,” said Adika. “Remember that going undercover like this means you’ve no telepath watching over you, no body armour, no weapons, and no teammates beside you to help when you’re in danger. You can use your crystal units during the journey, but you’ll have to hand them over before you reach your Teen Level rooms, and after that your only way of communicating with us will be your old teen dataviews. Be careful.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Be extremely careful.” 
 
    Forge nodded briskly. Our four fake teens led the way into lift 2, and their official escorts followed. 
 
    “Beta Strike team is moving,” said Forge happily. 
 
    I watched in depression as the lift doors closed. 
 
    “I know you’re worried about us using this speed insertion tactic, Amber,” said Lucas. “It does have risks, but we need to get our men noticed by Blue Upway recruiters and invited into game groups quickly.” 
 
    “I understand the urgency.” I pointed at where Megan and Adika were heading for the park. “The four Strike team candidates are waiting in the park for me to do the standard check on their minds. Megan says she’s got the wives of the two who are married there as well, because they’re our preferred candidates for the deputy Liaison and Admin positions.” 
 
    Lucas and I followed Megan and Adika to the park door. I stopped to get the box of birdseed from a storage cupboard, before carrying on to the picnic tables. I saw birds flying to position themselves on nearby tree branches and laughed. They’d either recognized me or the box of birdseed. 
 
    I took the first handful of birdseed, threw it on the ground, and there was a rush of multicoloured wings as the birds flew down to feed. I felt their wave of pleasure hit me, and couldn’t help smiling. I saw Lucas was smiling too. 
 
    “There’s less noise from the expansion section now,” he said. “I hope that means they’ve done most of the major structural changes.” 
 
    I tossed more birdseed onto the ground, and spoke to the birds in a reassuring voice. “Don’t worry. However wonderful the new animal and bird area is, I promise I’ll still come and feed you.” 
 
    When the seed box was empty, I sat down at the nearest picnic table, and closed my eyes to look at the world with my telepathic sense. That generally bore a resemblance to one of the other five senses, most commonly sight, but now both sight and sound were mixed together. 
 
    The park around me was a black area filled with the glowing dots of animal and bird minds. A rustling like leaves blowing in the wind was the sound of their thoughts, while beneath my feet was the deep throbbing rhythm of the Hive mind. I studied that rhythm for a moment. I normally found it reassuring, but today it had a disturbingly harsh note. 
 
    I concentrated my attention on the park again. Scattered among the animal and bird minds, were the brighter beacons of human minds. Lucas was next to me, the sound of his thought trains, and the way they kept flaring into life at unpredictable intervals, reminding me of the fountains in the Orange Zone centre point shopping area. 
 
    I reluctantly tore myself away from the mesmerizing wonder of Lucas’s mind and reached out further. There were strangers in the expansion section, but there was no need for me to intrude on the privacy of workers who would be leaving within the next few days. In the opposite direction was the familiar mind of Megan. As usual, I avoided reading her thoughts, moving on to where Adika and Rothan were close together. I touched the unyielding contours of Adika’s mind, and shared his rueful amusement. 
 
    “When we were running the fitness tests, I felt as if I was giving orders to my father.” 
 
    Rothan laughed. “I felt as if I was giving orders to my grandfather.” 
 
    “Claire’s Strike team members were still surprisingly strong, and fast enough over longer distances,” said Adika. “Their main weakness is the sprints we need when Lucas calls the strike. How would you handle that issue?” 
 
    Rothan shook his head sadly. “Challenging me yet again? Aren’t you ever going to give me a moment’s peace?” 
 
    Adika slapped him on the back, glanced warily at where Megan was standing, and lowered his voice. “I have to keep pushing you, Rothan. Statistics show that the Strike team role with the highest risk of death is the Strike team leader. Our current contingency plan is to bring in someone experienced from outside the unit to replace me, but that would be a difficult adjustment for both the Strike team and Amber. You need to progress as fast as possible, so we can switch to the contingency plan of you taking over from me.” 
 
    “However fast I progress, the rule is that I need two years’ experience as a deputy before I can be considered for a Strike team leader position,” said Rothan. 
 
    “And we both know that Amber could and would override that rule if she and Lucas believed you were ready,” said Adika. 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Rothan, “but do me a favour and try not to get killed for a few years anyway. Now, I’m thinking that we should dodge the issue of sprint speed by using the new recruits on bodyguard duty.” 
 
    “And what happens if we need to evacuate Amber from a dangerous situation?” 
 
    “We make sure that we always have one of our existing men leading the bodyguards. In an evacuation situation, it’s the leader’s job to carry the telepath away at full speed. The rest of the team have to fight a rear-guard action, and Claire’s men would be ideal for that. They’ve decades of experience in every form of combat.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Adika. “We just need Amber’s approval and …” 
 
    I left Adika, moved on to a group of four strange minds, and touched one at random. 
 
    … feels good to be wearing body armour again. I … 
 
    … still stunned by the chance of serving another telepath. Nervous too. It would be a huge honour, but after so many years serving Claire … 
 
    That thought train abruptly merged with one nearer the subconscious. 
 
    … last time I was in this park, our Strike team leader was scattering Claire’s ashes to release her spirit back to the Hive. Has all of you left this place to be reborn as a baby, Claire, or is part of you watching over us now? Do we have your consent for this or …? 
 
    I, he, was swamped by a wave of emotion. I turned away from my old friends, pretending a sudden interest in a nearby tree as I fought off tears. Ridiculous to be feeling so guilty, and wondering if Claire would see me working for Amber as a betrayal. Claire was a Hiveist like me. She’d served the Hive to her dying breath, and would surely rejoice to think of her Strike team members helping a new telepath perform her duties. 
 
    Amber! The mention of my own name helped me escape from the churning emotions of my target. Reading this man’s mind had told me why I’d been disconcerted by the idea of having Claire’s men on my Strike team. 
 
    Claire had been a devoted Hiveist. I knew that she hadn’t insisted on everyone in her unit sharing her beliefs, because Gideon had told me how he and Claire enjoyed arguing about whether or not there was life after death. Strike team members were chosen to be both physically and mentally compatible with their telepath though, so Claire’s Strike team was bound to include a lot of Hiveists. 
 
    Claire’s unit had been based here for the last ten years of her life. How would her Hiveist Strike team members feel training daily in the park where her ashes had been scattered? I had some superstitious ideas about Claire’s presence lingering here myself, and I wasn’t sure I could cope with their thoughts about her as well. 
 
    I gave myself a moment longer to recover from the first encounter, before moving on to the next new mind. 
 
    … it’s no use. I can’t keep standing here thinking this and not saying the words aloud. I have to … 
 
    “Am I the only one that’s wondering if there’s any truth in the alternative Lottery doctrine of Hiveism?” My current target asked the question that had been nagging at him ever since he got the message asking him to come here. 
 
    One of the two men facing him groaned. “It’s just like the old days, with Osric discussing some obscure bit of Hiveist doctrine that the rest of us have never heard about.” 
 
    “I admit this is a lesser-known area of doctrine,” said Osric. “It states that the spirit of a devout Hiveist may choose not to be immediately reborn as a new baby, but instead linger a while to inspire a suitable candidate in Lottery. It’s supposed to be the reason the verdicts of Lottery are so unpredictable. It’s not just the sheer complexity of the automated decision process. It’s the fact that some candidates are aided by the lingering guardian spirits of devout Hiveists. They enter the candidate to share the accumulated wisdom of their last lifetime, assisting them to serve the Hive beyond normal human abilities.” 
 
    My previous target had still been staring at the tree trunk. Now he turned to look at me, at Osric, with a shocked expression. “You’re suggesting that Claire could have remained here to act as Amber’s guardian spirit?” 
 
    Osric waved his hands. “I’m just raising the possibility. Claire knew the Hive would be in desperate trouble without her. Would she really choose to be reborn as a baby that wouldn’t be able to help the Hive for eighteen years? Isn’t it more likely that she’d linger to be the guardian spirit of the next telepath to come out of Lottery, especially when that telepath would be working here in her old unit?” 
 
    The part of me that was Amber was finding this hard to cope with. I moved mind again and found myself frowning. 
 
    … startling theory, but it does fit the facts. People say that Amber went through her training at staggering speed. Claire fought her way back from that first heart attack to keep serving the Hive for twelve more years. It would be typical of her to continue serving the Hive as Amber’s guardian spirit, and … 
 
    I hastily moved on to the fourth mind, which was filled with laughter. 
 
    … always amazed by the ridiculous Hiveist theories. I can understand why they’re eagerly grabbing at this idea though. We’ve got the fundamental problem that we loved Claire, and we desperately want her permission to serve another telepath, but she isn’t here to give it. We need to focus on reality and … 
 
    He spoke aloud in a grim voice. “You all know that I don’t believe in Hiveism, but I do believe in my duty to serve the Hive. We’ve been asked here because this Telepath Unit urgently needs help. Morton’s unit is going to shut down for several months after the New Year festival to allow him to have major surgery, so the remaining four Telepath Units will be under tremendous pressure.” 
 
    The other three gasped. “Are you sure about this, Vance?” asked Osric. 
 
    “My son moved to Morton’s unit last year, so I’m perfectly sure,” said Vance. “Amber’s unit can’t have been operational for much more than six months. They’ll still be building the experience of their Strike teams, and they need us to help bring their Alpha Strike team up to full strength.” 
 
    … time to hit the Hiveists with an argument that they can’t resist. 
 
    “If you want to be reassured that Claire would approve of us serving Amber, then there’s no need to resort to obscure Hiveist doctrines about guardian spirits. We have the equivalent of overhead signs on an express belt telling us that we’re going in the right direction. Stop and think about the fact this unit is called Light Angel.” 
 
    “That’s true,” said Osric sharply. “Claire would be bound to approve of us serving the Hive as part of a unit named after the light angel of the Light and Dark pageants.” 
 
    I skimmed back around the other three minds, and saw that Vance’s argument had worked. They were convinced Claire would be fiercely in favour of them joining my unit. 
 
    If there were still a few background thoughts about Claire’s benevolent spirit watching over our unit, then I could cope with them. It was the idea of Claire’s spirit actually entering into me that I’d found unnerving. Anyone who thought I was some sort of reborn Claire was going to be bitterly disappointed when I failed to live up to her legend. 
 
    I drifted on to find two other strange minds. These had to be Megan’s candidates for the deputy Liaison and Admin positions. I touched the first mind, and found the woman was sitting on a bench, watching her husband and his friends. I used the opportunity to consider the four men’s appearance. They’d come out of Lottery decades ago, selected to match Claire’s preferences not mine, but … 
 
    Well, Rothan had said something about giving orders to his grandfather. That was a gross exaggeration of these men’s age, because they were only in their mid-forties. They had the same blue eyes and light brown hair as Rothan though, so really did look as if they could be older relatives of his. Megan’s message had said their names were Vance, Osric, Dex, and Kris. I still wasn’t sure which one was Dex and which was Kris, but that didn’t affect my decision. 
 
    I finally focused on the minds of the two women, Akiko and Nora, and rapidly decided there was no issue with either of them. When I pulled back into my own head and opened my eyes, I found Lucas was sitting opposite me, studying my face. 
 
    “You seemed worried at one point,” he said. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “It was the Hiveism issue,” I said. “Claire was a Hiveist. Three of the four Strike team candidates Adika has chosen are Hiveists too, and they were discussing whether Claire’s spirit could have entered into me in Lottery.” 
 
    “We’d better get Adika to choose some non-Hiveist candidates then,” said Lucas. “It would be extremely disturbing for you to keep encountering thoughts about you being Claire incarnate.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Fortunately, the men have moved on from that idea to thinking Claire’s benevolent spirit may be watching over our unit in general, which I find rather reassuring. There’s no problem at all with the two wives being Hiveists, because I’ll rarely need to read their minds.” 
 
    “How do you think you’ll react when these men bodyguard you?” asked Lucas. “You’re used to having bodyguards who are your own age.” 
 
    “Adika often bodyguards me himself,” I said, “and the fact he’s almost twice my age has never been a problem. In some ways, it makes things simpler. The Strike team members who came out of Lottery with me are conscious of me being their telepath, but also aware that I’m a girl of their own age, and find me attractive to varying degrees. Adika is primarily aware of me as his telepath, and the focus of his duty to the Hive.” 
 
    Lucas blinked. “What you’re telling me is that you pick up the emotions of your bodyguards when they defend you. That means you aren’t reacting to their age or physical appearance at all, but to how they feel about you.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s what’s happening. Shall we go and tell the new arrivals that I’m happy to have them in my unit?” 
 
    “I think we should let the Strike team candidates do a trial run acting as your bodyguards before making a final decision,” said Lucas. “There are a couple of questions I’d like to ask before you confirm them as Strike team members anyway. Let’s go and talk to Adika about it.” 
 
    We stood up and walked through the park to where Adika and Rothan were standing. When Megan saw me, she came hurrying over to join us as well. 
 
    “Are you ready to check the minds of the Strike team candidates, Amber?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ve already checked the minds of all six candidates,” I said. “I just want to do a trial run with the four Strike team candidates acting as my bodyguards before …” 
 
    My words were interrupted by an insistent chiming sound. Lucas took out his dataview and scowled at it. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I need to answer this at once. It’s a priority call from Keith’s Tactical Commander.” 
 
    Lucas moved a few paces away to stand by a structural pillar, then tapped at his dataview. An image of Gaius appeared on the side of the pillar, and he started speaking at high speed. I couldn’t hear what was being said, but I saw Lucas’s face twist in distress. I instinctively linked to his mind to find out what was wrong, and was hit by a swirling cloud of pain, anger, and love. 
 
    “Keith was in one of those moods where it was impossible to reason with him,” said Gaius, in a despairing voice. “Keith dragged Beckett out of his apartment, yelled at him, and shoved him into the lift. He wouldn’t let Beckett arrange for an assisted journey, or even get his headset and glasses. All I could do was tell Beckett to head for Amber’s unit, and say that you and Megan would take care of him.” 
 
    “You mean that Beckett is trying to reach our unit during peak evening travel time on the belt system, and he doesn’t have either his noise-cancelling headset or his customized glasses with him?” Lucas’s voice was shaking. 
 
    Gaius grimaced. “Yes. Beckett took the lift down to Teen Level. I’ve tried calling his dataview since then, but he isn’t answering.” 
 
    “Beckett must be too deep in sensory overload to answer his dataview,” said Lucas. “Please tell me that Cee Cee is with him. If Keith’s thrown Beckett out of his unit without Cee Cee, then I’m going to …” 
 
    “I’ve put up with some outrageous behaviour from Keith for the sake of the Hive,” said Gaius, “but there’s a breaking point for everyone. I wouldn’t have let Keith take Cee Cee away from Beckett.” 
 
    Lucas turned to me. “Amber, Keith’s furious with me for refusing to allow him to borrow Buzz. He’s found out about Beckett acting as coordinator for the pattern analysis of Blue Upway, and used that as an excuse to throw him out of his unit. Keith knows that hurting Beckett will hurt me, and …” 
 
    “Yes,” I interrupted Lucas to save time. “The answer is yes to everything.” 
 
    I’d known Lucas had a deep respect and admiration for Gaius. I’d known that Gaius hadn’t just been Lucas’s team leader, but his mentor as well, and had chosen the clothes he should wear for his Tactical Commander position. Now I knew what Lucas had never put into words, even in his own mind. 
 
    Lucas’s father had abandoned him when he was six years old and left a void in his life. Gaius had filled that void, while Beckett and Cee Cee … Well, Beckett wasn’t just the best pattern specialist in the Hive, but someone Lucas cared about deeply, and he was in trouble. I’d never heard Cee Cee mentioned before, but they must be in trouble too. 
 
    “Beckett and Cee Cee are welcome to join our unit,” I said. “We’ll take the Alpha Strike team to find them and bring them home.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucas ended his call with Gaius, and then tapped at his dataview before talking into it again. This time his words were echoed from loudspeakers up in the park sky. 
 
    “Unit alert. We have a rescue mission involving a provisional unit member in distress. We expect that unit member to be on Teen Level, somewhere north of our unit. Operational teams to stations. Alpha Strike team, we’ll want you blending in with the teens travelling on the belts, so dress in your old teen clothes and head to lift 2. Tactical team, I’ll be going on this run with Amber, so Emili will be in charge here.” 
 
    Megan was looking almost as upset as Lucas. “I’ll go on the run with you as well. Beckett will need people he knows.” 
 
    Lucas dropped his dataview into his pocket. “You can help Beckett more by staying here to make arrangements for his arrival.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true.” Megan frowned in thought. “Beckett will need a quiet room next to your Tactical office, and an apartment as similar as possible to the one he had in Keith’s unit. Ideally, we’ll want to bring the furniture from Beckett’s old apartment in Keith’s unit, but I doubt that Keith will allow us to have it.” 
 
    “I’m perfectly sure he won’t,” said Lucas. 
 
    “If Amber wants to do a trial run with the Strike team candidates bodyguarding her,” said Adika, “then I suggest we take them with us now.” 
 
    “Good idea,” said Lucas. 
 
    Adika waved at the four Strike team candidates, and they ran over to join us. 
 
    “We’re taking you along on this run to help bodyguard Amber,” said Adika. 
 
    They exchanged stunned looks. “We’re not going to make very convincing teens,” said Vance. 
 
    “The clothes you and Adika are wearing will work for you acting the part of sports activity leaders,” said Lucas. “Ask Liaison if they have any suitable tops or other accessories in their costume store. Amber and I need to get equipped for the run now.” 
 
    I automatically reacted to Lucas’s words by turning to run across the grass, leaping over the stream, and then weaving my way between the trees. 
 
    “I can tell that you often run this way,” gasped Lucas’s voice from behind me. “There’s a lot of matching footprints in the muddy patch by the stream.” 
 
    A minute or two later, we were running through our apartment to our bedroom. I took a random set of my old teen clothes out of the bedroom storage wall, and stepped aside to let Lucas search for his old clothes as well. 
 
    I yanked off my current outfit, and pulled my body armour on, but wrinkled my nose when I tried putting my teen clothes on over the top of it. I must have got used to wearing high level fabrics, because I felt hot and itchy, and the old teen top was too tight across my breasts. 
 
    I hesitated, then noticed my beach dress was still hanging on the wall after our failed shopping trip. “Could I wear my beach dress for this trip?” I asked. “It’s Level 67, but …” 
 
    Lucas turned to face me. He was wearing his mesh body armour too, and holding a battered teen outfit with a top that I could believe had once been orange, but had faded to a nondescript beige. 
 
    “Yes. It’s simple and colourful enough to pass as a Teen Level beach dress.” 
 
    I swapped my teen outfit for the beach dress and felt far more comfortable. I’d obviously need my ear crystal as usual, and my wristset light might be useful, but I didn’t see any reason for me to take my gun on this trip. 
 
    Lucas was in his teen clothes now. He glanced at me to check I was ready and started running for lift 2. As I chased after him, I couldn’t help noticing that either his teen outfit had shrunk in the three years since he’d left Teen Level, or he’d gained a few muscles. When we arrived at lift 2, I saw most of my Strike team members had the same problem. 
 
    “We’re just waiting for Liaison to deliver some oddments,” said Adika. 
 
    “If there’s any chance of us having to dress up as teens in future, then Liaison will need to get us all some new outfits,” I commented. 
 
    Eli laughed. “Nicole said the same thing when she saw our people going undercover.” 
 
    A moment later, two members of the Liaison team came sprinting up. One handed Adika a heap of white clothes, while the other tossed some white sashes at the Strike team members. As they stepped back out of the way, the lift doors closed, and we started heading down to Teen Level. 
 
    “Alpha Strike team is moving.” Adika’s voice was so deafeningly loud in my ear that I hurriedly adjusted the volume of my crystal unit. 
 
    “What’s happening?” asked Forge’s startled voice on the comms. 
 
    “Amber and I are taking the Alpha team on a search mission,” said Lucas. “We’re about to join you on Teen Level, but you’re going south while we’ll be going north.” 
 
    I had a surreal moment. A couple of days ago, I’d been pretending to my parents that my people were searching for Gregas and Wesley on Teen Level. Now we really were searching for someone on Teen Level. 
 
    Now I had time to think about it, that didn’t make any sense at all. I could think of several reasons why Beckett and Cee Cee might find it hard to travel from Keith’s unit to mine at a busy time of day. When I was on Teen Level, my friend Casper had found unfamiliar places confusing, while teens using basic models of powered chairs needed the specialized arrangements at interchanges to join and leave the belt system. 
 
    What I didn’t understand was why Beckett had chosen to make his journey on Teen Level. The best pattern specialist in the Hive had to be rated Level 1. Whatever his problems, it would surely have been easier for him to travel to my unit on Level 1, where the belt system would be far less crowded. 
 
    The start of run checklist was continuing. “Tactical ready,” said the voice of Lucas’s deputy, Emili. 
 
    “Liaison team ready,” said Nicole. “Tracking status green for all Strike team. Do you want us to separate the Alpha and Beta team crystal comms, Lucas?” 
 
    Lucas was tapping busily at his dataview and didn’t reply. 
 
    “Do you want us to separate the Alpha and Beta team crystal comms, Lucas?” Nicole repeated the question. 
 
    “No, we’ll keep them on the same channel for now,” said Lucas tensely. “I want the Beta team to hear my briefing. In fact, it’s best if everyone in the unit is fully informed about what’s happening, so please set the crystal comms to broadcast over the unit loudspeakers for everyone to hear.” 
 
    “Done,” said Nicole briskly. 
 
    It was my turn next on the checklist. I took out my dataview, tapped it to make it unfurl, and blinked at a bewildering display. “Erm, there’s something wrong with my tracking display. It seems to be showing multiple zones of the Hive.” 
 
    “That’s because it’s showing tracking for both the Alpha and Beta Strike teams, and we’re in different zones,” said Rothan helpfully. “I’ll show you how to set it to focus on the Alpha team.” 
 
    He tapped my dataview, and the display changed to show the dots of Strike team members packed closely together in the lift. There were three red words at the top. “Focus Alpha Team.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I tapped my circuit button and checked the scrolling lists of names. Matias was in charge of my bodyguards, with the names of the four Strike team candidates listed below him. 
 
    “We are green,” I said. 
 
    Eli examined his white sash, and read the words on it aloud. “Inter-zone Teen Male Decathlon.” He grinned. “The Liaison team is being creative again.” 
 
    “That’s a good reason for a group of teens from different zones to be travelling together,” said Zak, “but I hope no one asks me to do a pole vault.” 
 
    “I hope no one asks why I’m travelling with a crowd of male decathletes,” I said. 
 
    Adika and my new bodyguards were pulling off their tops to reveal the see-through mesh of their body armour stretched across rippling chest muscles. I turned away to allow them privacy. 
 
    Lucas dragged a sash over his head and then started his briefing, his normally calm and reassuring Tactical Commander voice holding an edge of anger. “We’re searching for a pattern specialist called Beckett. He’s a provisional member of my Tactical team, attempting to travel through Teen Level from Keith’s unit to reach us, and we expect him to be in urgent need of assistance.” 
 
    He paused. “Liaison, can you please find an image of Beckett and send it to our dataviews? You’d better send it to all the hasties in areas of Teen Level on his possible routes as well. Tell the hasties they shouldn’t approach Beckett if they see him, just send us his location immediately.” 
 
    “The only image we can find of Beckett is one taken when he went through Lottery,” said Nicole. “That’s over three years old, and he’s wearing Teen Level clothes of course.” 
 
    “That image is perfect,” said Lucas. “Beckett always has the same hairstyle and wears virtually identical clothes. We’ll be transferring to the belt system soon, so I’ll give the rest of the briefing when we’re on the express belt heading north.” 
 
    A moment later, the lift arrived on Teen Level. There was a five-second delay before Adika and my bodyguards were all respectably outfitted with white tops labelled Event Official, then we headed for an express belt that was packed with groups of chattering teens. 
 
    I wasn’t sure there’d be room for me to join the belt, let alone space for my Strike team as well, but somehow I ended up next to Lucas, with Matias and two of my new bodyguards standing in front of me, and the other two behind. Adika lurked further back, keeping a critical eye on us, while the rest of the Strike team were scattered along the express belt. 
 
    Lucas resumed his briefing on the crystal comms. “Beckett was a member of Keith’s Tactical team, but Keith has fired him for coordinating the pattern analysis on Blue Upway.” 
 
    “I thought that Gold Commander Melisande ordered Beckett to coordinate that pattern analysis for us,” said Emili. 
 
    “She did,” confirmed Lucas. 
 
    “You’re saying Keith has fired Beckett for following the orders of Gold Commander Melisande,” said Adika. “That’s extreme even for Keith.” 
 
    “Keith hasn’t just fired Beckett,” said Lucas bleakly. “Gaius messaged me a minute ago to say he’s discovered Keith’s erased all their Blue Upway pattern analysis information including the backup copies.” 
 
    “Waste it!” Emili’s voice held a despairing note. “Beckett has already sent us the completed geographical pattern analysis, but only Keith’s unit has the timeline pattern analysis information. All the other Tactical teams were using the dedicated secure connection between the Telepath Units to work on it remotely. If we have to redo all that work …” 
 
    “Beckett told me that he expected to send us the timeline pattern analysis tomorrow morning,” said Lucas. “I’m hoping he’ll have copied everything to his dataview to do the final integration. Beckett likes to do his work on the same dataview that he used on Teen Level.” 
 
    “No dataview could store all the information for the timeline pattern analysis of a Teen Game with thirty thousand players,” said Emili, “and especially not one of the cheap models that teens use.” 
 
    “You’ve no idea what Beckett’s dataview is like,” said Lucas. “The outer casing is the same as it was on Teen Level, but he’s had so much extra storage and processing power packed inside it that Gaius jokes it could run the Hive’s central data core.” 
 
    “So this search isn’t just for Beckett any longer, but for the dataview that we hope holds our timeline pattern analysis as well,” said Emili. 
 
    “Exactly,” said Lucas. 
 
    “Why would Keith sabotage our work like this?” asked Adika. 
 
    “Keith says he fired Beckett and erased the information because Gaius and Beckett didn’t ask his permission to do the work,” said Lucas. “Keith’s lying though. He really did it because he’s angry about me refusing to let him borrow Buzz.” 
 
    “Keith was trying to borrow Buzz?” Forge’s shocked voice spoke on the comms. “Why?” 
 
    “He claimed that he wanted to borrow her for a few weeks to do some counselling,” said Lucas bitterly. “I refused because I knew Keith wanted to pry around the mind of Amber’s counsellor, so now Keith has fired my friend to punish me.” 
 
    “Keith didn’t just fire Beckett,” Megan’s voice joined in the conversation. “He deliberately did it in as cruel a way as possible.” 
 
    I was startled by Megan openly criticizing a telepath on the crystal comms. She had to be deeply upset to do that. 
 
    “Keith sent Beckett away without the specially customized equipment he needs just to get around a familiar unit without problems,” added Megan. “Beckett will be in a dreadful state travelling alone on the belt system.” 
 
    “Specially customized equipment?” Nicole asked sharply. “Are you talking about a powered chair?” 
 
    “Megan is talking about a noise-cancelling headset, and light-adjustment glasses, custom designed to prevent Beckett suffering sensory overload,” said Lucas. “Beckett is …” 
 
    Lucas broke off his sentence because we were approaching a major belt interchange. There was a minute or two of confusion as one set of teens left the express belt and another joined it. What looked like an entire corridor group of fifteen-year-olds tried to move from the medium to the express belt in the middle of my bodyguard group, but Vance swept me up into his arms while the other three new bodyguards formed a line that blocked their way. 
 
    Vance shook his head reprovingly at the corridor group. “We need some space here. Lucas’s girlfriend got a blow on the head from a discus a couple of days ago. She’s started suffering some worrying symptoms, so we’re rushing her to a medical facility for checks.” 
 
    One of the girls peered at my bruised cheek and winced. “Your poor face.” 
 
    The rest of the corridor group made sympathetic noises, and then the extra speed of the express belt meant we left them behind. When Vance put me down again, I was relieved to find the belt was a little less crowded, and the Strike team members had managed to move into a tighter formation around Lucas and me. I noticed Adika and Matias exchange nods that seemed to be an approving comment on my new bodyguards. 
 
    Lucas started speaking again. “Beckett is unusually sensitive to his environment. You can think of it as like having the lights on far too bright a setting, except that it doesn’t just apply to sight, but other senses as well.” 
 
    I frowned. When I was using my telepathy, I preferred to be somewhere quiet, and closed my eyes to block out distracting images. I was painfully aware that I’d find it impossible to work on this express belt, because it was so dazzling with overhead lights, and noisy with chattering teen voices. I could see why Beckett would be in deep trouble trying to travel in these conditions. 
 
    “When Beckett’s outside his apartment, he wears the headset and glasses that are custom designed to shield him from things like loud noises and flashing lights,” said Lucas. “He prefers to stay in familiar places with people he knows, and retreats to a quiet room when necessary.” 
 
    Lucas paused. “Beckett also has a genetically modified comfort cat to assist him. Please remember that you must never touch either Beckett or Cee Cee without Beckett’s explicit consent, and that consent should always be offered by him rather than requested by you.” 
 
    Cee Cee was a comfort cat! My parents’ work had involved the selective breeding of some new genetic lines of comfort cats. I knew enough about them to understand why Lucas had been anxiously checking that Beckett had Cee Cee with him. 
 
    “Beckett came out of Lottery with me,” said Lucas. “He had an assisted journey to Keith’s unit and hasn’t left it until today. Gaius told Beckett to come to our unit, and he’s trying to do that, but he’s gone back to Teen Level as the most familiar place to make the journey, and its belt system is the most crowded in the Hive.” 
 
    Adika spoke in a harsh voice. “So, Lucas refused to let Keith borrow Amber’s counsellor. Now Keith is hurting Lucas’s friend as a way to hurt Lucas. That’s contemptible.” 
 
    “You’re right,” said Lucas. “Keith is …” 
 
    I made a split-second decision and interrupted Lucas. “It’s actually more complicated than that.” 
 
    Lucas gave me a startled look. “What do you mean, Amber?” 
 
    Keith was attacking me by attacking my people and those they cared about. My unit members needed to know exactly what was happening here, so they could defend both themselves and me. 
 
    I couldn’t admit I’d got information from Mira, because I had to keep the secret of telepaths being in contact with each other. That meant I’d have to claim I’d got knowledge from a chance encounter with someone’s mind. Like the enemy agent story used by desperate Telepath Units, it was an explanation that couldn’t be used too often, but this was an emergency. 
 
    “Keith’s real goal isn’t hurting Lucas,” I said. “Keith is trying to hurt me. When I first came out of Lottery, Keith was happy to agree to both Lucas and Megan transferring to my unit. He was finding Megan’s presence in his unit difficult after her husband’s death, and I suspect Lucas was deliberately trying to annoy Keith to make sure he was allowed to leave.” 
 
    “That’s true,” said Lucas. “Though I didn’t need to try very hard. Keith found me annoying anyway.” 
 
    I sighed. “But Keith has grown jealous of how well our unit is doing, and he got especially angry when Law Enforcement started calling our unit Light Angel. He knew I was in a relationship with Lucas, and had the bright idea of wrecking my happiness by forcing Gold Commander Melisande to transfer Lucas back to work for him again.” 
 
    “Keith tried to drag me back to his unit to separate us?” Lucas stared at me. “I hadn’t heard anything about this.” 
 
    “That’s because Gold Commander Melisande refused to transfer you, and ordered the other Tactical Commanders to keep Keith’s attempt secret from everyone in our unit. She didn’t want me to find out about it in case I did something to hit back at Keith.” 
 
    Lucas was looking distracted, clearly thinking through past events, but I still phrased my next words in a carefully vague way. “Telepaths can stumble across secrets in people’s minds though. I found out what had happened, but decided not to tell any of you about it. Conflict between telepaths is bad for the Hive, and I hoped Keith would stop causing trouble.” 
 
    I grimaced. “Keith didn’t stop though. He’s still attacking me now, so you all need to know what’s going on. I’m perfectly sure Keith wasn’t just trying to borrow Buzz, but intended to keep her permanently, and he may try the same trick with others of you as well.” 
 
    Adika spoke in tones of barely restrained anger. “Keith tried to take Lucas, who isn’t just our Tactical Commander but Amber’s partner. Then Keith tried to take Amber’s counsellor. Now he’s fired one of his own unit members to upset Lucas, and destroyed vitally needed information on our current case.” 
 
    I’d felt the emotion building in my Strike team members during this conversation. I hadn’t realized some of that emotion was coming from the new Strike team candidates until I heard Vance speak from in front of me. 
 
    “Keith tried playing some petty tricks on Claire at one point. She chose to ignore them for the same reason that Amber was keeping these problems quiet, because conflict between telepaths was bad for the Hive. Trying to take another telepath’s partner and her counsellor goes well beyond petty tricks though.” 
 
    “What are we going to do about this?” demanded Adika. 
 
    “We’re going to rescue Beckett, and then I’m going to talk to Gold Commander Melisande,” said Lucas. 
 
    “We’re going to rescue Beckett, and then we’re both going to talk to Gold Commander Melisande,” I said grimly. “I hate arguments, and I’ve no wish to fuel a conflict that could harm the Hive, but Keith has to stop attacking my people.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-five 
 
      
 
      
 
    We rode on along the express belt in grim silence for the next two minutes, then Nicole spoke on the crystal comms. “A hasty patrol has sent us a report of someone they think could have been Beckett. He was close to the southbound half of the express belt you’re riding now, sitting by the bulkhead doors between Red and Orange Zones with his eyes closed.” 
 
    “Why would Beckett be sitting by the bulkhead doors?” asked Adika. 
 
    “I think it’s because of the countdown numbers,” said Lucas. “Beckett did heroically well, he found the best express belt to reach our unit, and rode it until he heard the warning that the zone bulkhead was approaching. Most of the teens would have stayed on the belt to jump the narrow gap between the end of the Red Zone belt and the start of the Orange Zone belt, but Beckett would have obeyed the safety instructions to leave the belt and walk across the boundary.” 
 
    Lucas shook his head. “Beckett did everything right, but the warning for the zone bulkhead approaching is followed by a lot of red signs with flashing countdown numbers. Beckett would have found all those flashing signs overwhelming without his light-adjustment glasses, so he’d need to find somewhere to sit down and close his eyes to recover.” 
 
    “The hasty patrol reports that some teen musicians arrived a few minutes ago and began performing,” said Nicole. “A crowd formed and blocked their view of Beckett. The patrol moved to a position where they could see where Beckett had been sitting, but he’d gone by then.” 
 
    “I don’t believe Beckett could have recovered quickly enough to get back on the belt,” said Lucas. “He’s either gone somewhere away from the crowds and the music, or is still trying to reach our unit by walking beside the southbound express belt. How many belt interchanges are there before we reach the bulkhead doors, Nicole?” 
 
    “Only one,” said Nicole. 
 
    “The Alpha team will jump belt at the next interchange,” said Lucas. “Forge, your Beta team can move to a separate crystal comms channel now if you want.” 
 
    “We won’t arrive in Blue Zone for a while,” Forge responded. “We’d rather stay listening in to your progress until we know Beckett is all right.” 
 
    A second later, Forge spoke again in an irritated voice. “I still think you should have told me about Keith trying to borrow you. We agreed that our relationship would be purely sexual rather than romantic, but …” 
 
    Rothan interrupted hastily. “Forge, your conversation with Buzz is being broadcast to the entire unit.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Forge, in an embarrassed voice. “I thought I’d set my ear crystal back to receive only, but I … Perhaps the best arrangement would be to have Liaison move the Beta team to a separate comms channel, and then give us regular updates on the Alpha team’s progress finding Beckett.” 
 
    “We can do that,” said Nicole cheerfully. 
 
    Eli sighed. “I was looking forward to hearing Buzz lecture the local teens about the new arrivals. I especially wanted to hear what withering things she had to say about the disreputable Forge.” 
 
    “All communications during a run are recorded for future reference,” said Nicole. 
 
    “High up!” said Eli. “We can listen to Buzz’s warning speeches later then.” 
 
    “I’ve planned a particularly scathing speech about Forge,” said Buzz’s voice on the comms. 
 
    There was a despairing groan, which had to be from Forge. 
 
    “It’s all about how Forge was corrupted and drawn into evil ways by a dreadful girl called Simone,” added Buzz. “I shall be warning him never to associate with her ever again.” 
 
    There was a moment of thoughtful silence. “Isn’t Buzz your nickname, and Simone your real name?” asked Eli. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Buzz happily. 
 
    Caleb coughed. “I’d just like to say that if the warning speech makes Forge decide to stop associating with the dreadful Simone, then I’ll volunteer to be corrupted by her next.” 
 
    Forge laughed. “Please separate the comms now, Nicole.” 
 
    “You can stop broadcasting the crystal comms over the unit loudspeakers too,” said Lucas. 
 
    “Broadcast ended,” said Nicole. “Alpha and Beta team crystal comms are now separated.” 
 
    The interchange was approaching, so we all moved across from the express belt to the medium, then to the slow, and finally stepped onto solid ground. 
 
    “We’ll go across to the southbound belt now,” said Lucas, “If we walk beside it, heading for the boundary between Orange and Red Zones, then we may meet Beckett coming towards us. If we don’t find him by the time we reach the bulkhead doors, then we’ll need Amber to do a search for him.” 
 
    Adika led the way through the interchange to the southbound belt. We started walking north beside it, and a group of teens travelling in the opposite direction on the slow belt shouted at us. 
 
    “Wrong way, algae brains!” 
 
    Adika gave the teens a single menacing glare. They instantly fell silent, and moved across to the express belt to get away from him quickly. A moment later, I saw the express belt change from being overcrowded to completely empty. Lucas paused to frown at it. 
 
    “There doesn’t seem to be a problem with the belt system, so that sudden gap must mean everyone is getting out of the way of a nosy patrol. Let’s stop and wait for the patrol to arrive.” 
 
    A second later, I saw Lucas was right. The forbidding figure of a nosy was riding along the express belt towards us, enveloped in its ominous grey robes and mask, and surrounded by its escort of four hasties. Lucas stepped forward to wave both arms urgently at the patrol, and the five figures moved across to the slow belt, before stepping off to stand in front of him. 
 
    The nosy stared at Lucas, with its inhuman purple eyes glinting behind its mask, but didn’t speak. By now, I’d learned a lot about how the perfectly ordinary people who dressed up as nosies acted their part to be as intimidating as possible. They had a script of enigmatic phrases to use in standard situations. When in doubt, they fell back on the tactic of staring in silence at someone, giving the impression that they were reading their mind. 
 
    Before I went through Lottery and learned the truth about telepaths, I’d found that tactic terrifying. It was surprisingly unnerving even now. 
 
    “We’re a Telepath Unit Strike team on a rescue mission,” said Lucas briskly. 
 
    One of the hasties raised his eyebrows and turned to look at me. “Light Angel?” he asked in awe. 
 
    “Yes.” I felt myself blushing. 
 
    “We’re searching for someone who is lost and in distress,” said Lucas. “We’ve had a report of him being sighted near the bulkhead doors. Some teen musicians are performing there, so the area is very crowded. Can you please head back there and stand somewhere conspicuous to encourage the teens to move away?” 
 
    “I’d love to help,” said the nosy, in the creepy voice generated by the acoustic distortion system in his mask, “but I don’t want to frighten the person in distress.” 
 
    “The person belongs to Law Enforcement,” said Lucas. “He shouldn’t be worried by the sight of a nosy.” 
 
    The nosy patrol nodded and started walking north, while we trailed after them at an appropriately respectful distance. When we neared the point where the massive red and orange striped bulkhead doors were wide open, I heard the distant sound of music, and saw the performers standing on a makeshift stage of boxes. Their audience had already spotted the approaching nosy patrol, and were hurrying onto the express belt to escape. A moment later, the musicians stopped playing, seized their boxes, and hurried off too. 
 
    The nosy patrol paused by the bulkhead doors to wait for us. As we got closer to them, the patrol moved forward to intercept us, and I saw the teens riding the belt give us looks of horrified sympathy. The nosy must have noticed the looks too, because he spoke in his weirdly distorted voice. 
 
    “I feel depressingly unpopular.” 
 
    Lucas smiled. “Please stay being unpopular here for a few moments longer. I want to check a little further north.” 
 
    We walked north to the point where a voice boomed from overhead speakers. “Warning, zone bulkhead approaching!” 
 
    “There’s still no sign of Beckett,” said Lucas anxiously. “We’d better go back to where he was last seen.” 
 
    We turned to walk back to the bulkhead doors, and now we got the full effect of the red signs flashing countdown numbers to the people riding the belts. I was guiltily aware that I’d never considered those signs might be a problem for some people, or even realized how many signs there were until now. 
 
    We arrived back where the nosy patrol was waiting. “No luck then?” asked one of the hasties. 
 
    “No,” said Lucas. “We’ll need to find somewhere less public so Amber can do a search.” 
 
    “There’s a disused storage complex down that side corridor,” said the hasty, eagerly pointing the way. 
 
    We went down the corridor to the storage complex, and Adika opened the yellow double doors. We gazed into a dark void. 
 
    “Eli, get the lights on for us,” said Adika. 
 
    “Always me,” grumbled Eli. “It’s always me that gets these jobs. There’s no need for me to turn the lights on here though. Storage complexes have motion-activated lighting. Look!” 
 
    He marched forward into the darkness, and overhead lights came on in the area around him. 
 
    Lucas laughed. “And that’s exactly why we always ask you to do these jobs, Eli. You remember all these details about the lighting.” 
 
    “I could suffer a sudden memory loss,” said Eli. 
 
    “Nicole, we’ll be staying fairly still while Amber does her search,” said Lucas. “I don’t want the lights to keep going on and off, so can you override the motion activation controls for us?” 
 
    “Working on that,” said Nicole. 
 
    Seconds later, a host of lights came on to reveal a vast room. There were stacks of empty crates by the walls, and a couple of freight lifts at the far end. 
 
    Lucas led the way forward, and grabbed a pair of empty crates to use as makeshift chairs. The two of us sat down facing each other. 
 
    “Nicole, can you send plans of the general area to our dataviews?” Lucas asked. 
 
    “North or south of the bulkhead doors?” she asked. 
 
    “Both, please.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and reached out past the dazzling brightness of Lucas’s mind to the glowing thoughts of my four new bodyguards. I gave myself a moment to get more accustomed to the shape, taste, colour of them before moving on to start searching, and immediately sighed. 
 
    “There’s a Blue Upway game group in a room at the east side of this storage complex. Four of them.” 
 
    “Have they seen or heard us?” asked Lucas. 
 
    “No. When all the lights came on, they realized someone must be here, so they’re hiding in some crates.” 
 
    “Nicole, please send a hasty squad to the eastern entrance of this storage complex,” said Lucas. “Tell them to give the game group a lecture and send them away.” 
 
    “Dispatching hasty squad now,” said Nicole. 
 
    I moved on from the game group, checking this level of the Hive. My telepathic view didn’t show me walls, floors, or ceilings, but the northbound and southbound express belts were obvious because of the lines of moving minds. There was a blank line running east to west which was surely the bulkhead between Red and Orange Zones. 
 
    There were a lot of minds scattered around. I skimmed across them, noticed one that was an unusually deep red, and linked to it. 
 
    … it! Waste it! Waste it! Waste … 
 
    “Nicole, can you send a paramedic to the community centre about two cors north of here?” I asked. “An activity leader has dropped some sort of machinery on her foot. She doesn’t want the embarrassment of calling for help, and thinks the pain will wear off, but I’m fairly sure she’s got broken bones.” 
 
    “Dispatching paramedic,” said Nicole. “How should we explain knowing about the injury if the activity leader hasn’t called for help?” 
 
    “Say that a nosy reported hearing the mental screaming,” said Lucas. 
 
    I’d covered a wide area north of us, so I tried searching south. There were plenty more glowing dots of minds, including one that glittered in an odd shade of bluish purple. I didn’t have to try to link to it, because the intensity of it reached out to drag me in. The number of thought levels nearly rivalled those of Lucas, but all of them from pre-vocalization down to the subconscious were saying the same thing. 
 
    … on Cee Cee purring, focus on Cee Cee purring, focus on Cee Cee purring, focus on … 
 
    Then everything else hit me at once, and I gasped. “I’ve found Beckett. He’s about three cors south of us, but his eyes are closed, so I’m not getting any visual clues. There’s lots of other sensory information though. In fact, I’m drowning in it. Beckett’s focusing on stroking Cee Cee, so there’s the warmth of fur and the rumble of Cee Cee purring, but there are at least a dozen other noises beating at me, and the smells are making me feel sick.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-six 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come back to us, Amber,” ordered Lucas. “Come back to us right now!” 
 
    I pulled back into my own mind, and opened my eyes. “You’re right about it being like all the senses are on too high a volume, but the amount of different information was just as bad. It was like listening to the dialogue of a dozen bookettes at the same time.” 
 
    “You clearly found it difficult reading Beckett’s mind,” said Lucas. “Does that mean there’s a problem with him joining our unit?” 
 
    “There’s no problem with him joining our unit at all. I just found the deafening volume and amount of sensory information disorienting.” 
 
    “You’ll find it much easier when Beckett’s settled in our unit and has his headset and glasses with him,” said Lucas. 
 
    “I’m not likely to be reading Beckett’s mind very often anyway,” I said. “I only read the minds of my team leaders and Strike team members on a regular basis. There are many unit members, such as Hannah, where I’ve only read their minds a couple of times, and others where I’ve only ever done the compulsory check when they joined the unit.” 
 
    Lucas laughed. “I think you’re wise to avoid reading Hannah’s mind. She must have some terrible thoughts about your untidiness when she’s cleaning our apartment, especially when she sees something like this morning’s great bookette room disaster.” 
 
    I wrinkled my nose at him. “It wasn’t that bad. I just remembered we’d left a tray of food and drink in there, went to get it, and it somehow slipped out of my hands.” 
 
    “When Hannah called me about it, she said that dropping the tray on the floor wasn’t the problem. It was your attempt to clean up the mess yourself that destroyed the carpet. She says that you must never try to clean anything again.” 
 
    I groaned. “I won’t.” 
 
    Lucas grew serious again. “We can count you reading Beckett’s mind now as being the initial check on him joining the unit. You mentioned some smells. What sort of smells were they?” 
 
    “Unpleasant,” I said. “Like when the waste chute in my teen room got blocked.” 
 
    “Beckett’s somewhere not too far from a waste chute,” muttered Lucas. “It probably isn’t blocked though. He’s just far more aware of the smell than most people.” 
 
    “There was what seemed like someone was wearing a whole bottle of lavender perfume too.” 
 
    “What about the sounds, Amber?” 
 
    “There was a repetitive throbbing sound.” I tried to imagine what that would be like if it was much quieter. “I think that could have been the sound of the express belt. Something was going bang every second or two as well. I couldn’t make sense of the other sounds at all.” 
 
    “Beckett wasn’t riding on the express belt?” asked Lucas. 
 
    “No, he wasn’t moving. He was sitting on the floor with his back to something cold.” 
 
    “Was there a carpet?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Lucas stood up. “I’m going to walk south alongside the express belt, Amber. I don’t want you to link to Beckett’s thoughts again. Just try to guide me towards him.” 
 
    “Rothan and Kaden can go with you, Lucas,” said Adika. 
 
    “No. I’ll need to be alone when I find Beckett.” 
 
    Adika grunted his disapproval. “Rothan and Kaden can follow you at a discreet distance then.” 
 
    Lucas sighed. “I didn’t have a very pleasant time when I lived on Teen Level, Adika, but I think I can survive it alone for a few minutes without a bodyguard.” 
 
    “Keith has already tried and failed to get you and Buzz transferred to his unit,” said Adika pointedly. “He could have set up this situation with Beckett to lure you into a trap.” 
 
    “You believe Beckett is luring me into a trap for Keith?” asked Lucas incredulously. “Do you think that Gaius is part of this conspiracy as well? Neither Beckett nor Gaius would do anything to harm me, and Beckett would be the worst conspirator in the history of the Hive. He can’t even tell the normal polite lies about someone’s hairstyle suiting them. Besides, Amber would have seen Beckett’s thoughts about the trap when she read his mind.” 
 
    “Beckett might not know it was a trap,” said Adika. “Keith could be using both Beckett and Gaius without their knowledge. Remember how Keith tricked his Strike team into arresting one of Sapphire’s people.” 
 
    Lucas was silent for a moment. “All right, Rothan and Kaden can follow me.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, and watched the beacon of Lucas’s thoughts move west. Once he reached the stream of minds on the express belt, he turned to head south. Finally, I spoke. 
 
    “You’re very close to Beckett now. Just a fraction west of him.” 
 
    “I’m standing next to a solid corridor wall,” said Lucas. “Beckett must be somewhere on the other side of it. I’ll go back to the last of the side turnings I passed.” 
 
    The glowing mind of Lucas moved north a little before turning east. He was definitely getting closer to Beckett, closer, closer, then … 
 
    “Wait!” I ordered. “You’ve just walked right by Beckett.” 
 
    Lucas stopped and went back. “Amber, could the smell of lavender have been from some sort of cleaning fluid rather than perfume?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “There’s a cleaning supply room here,” said Lucas. “Beckett must have gone in there to get away from all the lights, noise, and people. The door code will be one of the standard maintenance ones.” 
 
    He paused. “Rothan and Kaden can wait at the end of this corridor while I go inside the room. I’ll be setting my crystal unit to receive only while I talk to Beckett, and reporting back to the rest of you afterwards.” 
 
    “I insist on you leaving your crystal unit on transmit,” said Adika. “In fact, I want you to set it to visual as well.” 
 
    “Keith has put Beckett through a cruelly unnecessary ordeal,” said Lucas. “I’m not adding to the damage by having everyone witness a conversation where Beckett may be deeply distressed.” 
 
    “Your safety is my responsibility, Lucas,” said Adika firmly. “Either you let me see and hear what’s happening in that room, or you take Rothan and Kaden in there with you.” 
 
    “I’d try pointing out that I’m your boss,” said Lucas plaintively, “but that tactic has never worked before.” 
 
    “And it won’t work this time either,” said Adika. 
 
    “Setting my crystal unit to visual,” said Lucas, in a resigned voice. “Nicole, please keep my visual and audio transmissions limited to yourself, Adika, Megan, and Amber unless there seems to be some sort of threat developing. This conversation is absolutely not to be included in the recording of our communications available for later reference.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Nicole. “Your visual link is green now, Lucas.” 
 
    I didn’t bother getting out my dataview to watch the images from Lucas’s camera, just linked to his mind. I usually got a better perspective on events by looking through someone’s eyes, and if there was even the faintest possibility that Keith had set up this situation to trap Lucas … Well, I needed to be checking his thoughts to make sure he was safe. 
 
    I was just in time to see the view as Lucas opened the cleaning supply room door. The lights inside were on a low setting, but I could see the room was much larger than I’d expected. There were shelves of cleaning materials along the left-hand wall, and a sink and waste chute at the far end. 
 
    Lucas was aware of a faint lavender aroma in the air, but couldn’t smell anything unpleasant from the waste chute at all. The repetitive throbbing sound of the express belt was a barely perceptible hum. The loud banging noise that I’d heard was a quietly dripping tap at the sink. 
 
    Beckett was sitting on the floor in a corner, with his back against the wall. Lucas couldn’t see Beckett’s face because he had his head bowed, but I guessed that his eyes were still closed. Something with orange and brown fur was draped around his neck, and he was rhythmically stroking it with his right hand. 
 
    Lucas sat down on the floor opposite him and spoke softly. “Hello, Beckett. It’s Lucas.” 
 
    It must have been at least a full minute before Beckett answered. “Hello, Lucas.” 
 
    “Gaius called me and told me what Keith had done, so I’ve come to help,” said Lucas. “There’s a quiet room in the shopping area four corridors away. Do you want me to take you there?” 
 
    Beckett still hadn’t lifted his head to look at Lucas. “This place is quiet.” 
 
    “Can we talk now, or do you need to rest for longer?” 
 
    “I want to talk,” said Beckett. “I need to know what will happen to me now. Keith shouted at me and ordered me to leave his unit at once. Gaius said I should go to Amber’s unit because you and Megan would be there, but the signs kept flashing and I fell off the belt.” 
 
    “You did everything perfectly,” said Lucas. “You got far enough away from Keith’s unit that he couldn’t object to us searching for you. What happens to you now is your decision. If you want a place on my Tactical team, then Amber says you are very welcome to join our unit. If you want to go somewhere else, then you can stay with us while we arrange that for you.” 
 
    “What will things be like if I join your unit?” asked Beckett. 
 
    “It’s a similar physical layout to Keith’s unit,” said Lucas, “but you’ll notice the corridors aren’t quite in the same positions, and there are some colourful wall murals. Would you like to call Megan so she can explain the arrangements for your quiet room and apartment?” 
 
    “I can’t call Megan,” said Beckett. “I’ve lost my dataview.” 
 
    I felt Lucas’s surge of alarm, and his myriad thought levels flared brighter. Beckett’s dataview was lost. If we couldn’t find it, then all the Blue Upway timeline pattern analysis work would have to be redone, and that would take several days. 
 
    Lucas needed to make an impossible decision, and he needed to make it before our undercover men reached their rooms in Blue Zone. 
 
    … all my instincts have been telling me there’s something horribly wrong about Blue Upway. I told Gold Commander Melisande that when I insisted I needed a full timeline pattern analysis. I explained that I needed to understand exactly what had been happening inside that game, when it happened, and most importantly why it happened before taking action. Why didn’t I listen to my own words rather than rushing into …? 
 
    … so aware of the urgency of shutting down Blue Upway, and so sure that Beckett would finish the timeline pattern analysis precisely when promised, that I chose to send men undercover this evening. I gambled on it taking them at least a day to join Blue Upway and find a game group to … 
 
    … was counting on getting the timeline pattern analysis of Blue Upway tomorrow morning, spending the day studying it, and if necessary recalling the undercover men before any of them attempted their first Blue Upway challenges tomorrow night. Couldn’t have foreseen Keith destroying … 
 
    … have to stop making excuses for myself and make decisions instead. Do I let our men go undercover or recall them? 
 
    I shared Lucas’s moment of indecision. Letting our four men go undercover would put their lives in a completely unknown amount of danger for the days it would take to recreate the timeline pattern analysis. The problem was that recalling them would put lives in danger too. 
 
    Lucas had used the tactic of deliberately attracting attention to our undercover men. They were travelling to Blue Zone with a large escort of the Beta team members dressed as hasties. Their group must have already been noticed by a lot of Blue Upway players, and once the men arrived at their undercover locations they’d be the focus of attention for every teen in nearby corridors. 
 
    If we recalled our men now, enough teens would find the events odd that we couldn’t use the attention-seeking tactic again in the near future. We’d have to send men undercover the slow way, and every extra day meant more Blue Upway player injuries or even deaths. 
 
    For an instant, Lucas contemplated a choice between killing friends and killing strangers, and then went for the third option. Buy time to let him make the right decision. His thought levels all converged on the pre-vocalization level of his mind. 
 
    Amber, you must be reading my mind. Tell everyone that Beckett has lost his dataview. Emili needs to delay the Beta team arrival in Blue Zone while we try to find it. We planned for Forge to cause trouble when the Beta team arrived in Blue Zone, as a reason for the undercover men to be put in restraints. Forge has to cause trouble in Turquoise Zone instead. He fakes a fall during the incident, and the Beta team detour to a medical facility to get the troublesome teen checked for injuries. They stay there until I clear them to carry on to Blue Zone. 
 
    As I repeated the words on the crystal comms, Lucas spoke to Beckett in a perfectly calm voice. “How did you lose your dataview?” 
 
    “It happened when I fell off the belt,” said Beckett. “I dropped my dataview, and I couldn’t stay and search for it because I needed to get away from the flashing signs. I know I could get a new dataview, but I’d prefer to have my old one back.” 
 
    “We’d prefer you to have your old one back as well,” said Lucas. “Keith’s erased the timeline pattern analysis information on Blue Upway. I was hoping that you’d have taken a copy on your dataview to work on the final integration.” 
 
    “I did,” said Beckett. 
 
    “Some of our Strike team members will go to search for your dataview,” said Lucas. 
 
    Again, Lucas thought of instructions on the pre-vocalization level of his mind, and I repeated them on the crystal comms. 
 
    “Lucas says Beckett’s dataview has been lost near the express belt red signs with flashing countdown numbers. All Alpha Strike team members who aren’t on bodyguard duty should go and search for it immediately. We don’t have to worry about teens stealing it, because they all believe that nosies are checking their minds for crimes, but they’re quite likely to tread on it by accident.” 
 
    “Contacting all hasty teams in the area to ask them if anyone has handed in a lost dataview,” said Nicole. 
 
    Lucas continued his conversation with Beckett. “I’ll call Megan myself so you can talk to her.” 
 
    Lucas took out his own dataview, tapped at it, and held it out. Beckett lifted his head and took the dataview with his left hand, while his right hand kept stroking Cee Cee. I winced as I saw blood running from a nasty cut on the left side of Beckett’s forehead, and dripping onto his plain pale-grey top. I guessed the injury had happened when he fell off the belt. 
 
    “Hello, Beckett,” said Megan’s voice. 
 
    “Hello, Megan.” 
 
    Megan continued speaking, surprising me by not mentioning Beckett’s injury at all, but focusing on physical details in the same way that Lucas had done. 
 
    “The Tactical office is in a different place in our unit than in Keith’s unit, but I’m setting up the same arrangement with a quiet room next door. Your apartment will be in virtually the same position as in Keith’s unit, and as identical to your old one as I can manage, though there’ll be some new paint smells. You’ll have the major advantage that Amber won’t shout at you the way Keith does when he meets you walking down a corridor. Amber doesn’t like arguments or shouting.” 
 
    She hesitated. “I’m afraid we can’t get your old furniture, but I’ve found some similar pieces. The good news is that Gaius has managed to get all your personal belongings packed and smuggled out of the unit, so couriers are bringing those to us right now. I’m going to meet the couriers and bring your headset and glasses to you myself.” 
 
    “If I have my headset and glasses back, then I can cope with the other changes,” said Beckett. 
 
    I felt Lucas’s lips curve into a smile. “You’d like to join our unit then?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Beckett. “I don’t want to work for Keith ever again. He kept shouting at me. Megan says that Amber is like me, and doesn’t like arguments or shouting.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful,” said Lucas. “Just tell us any problems you have, and we’ll see if we can find a way to help.” 
 
    “Beckett, do you want to stay where you are until you can have a quiet ride to our unit, or keep travelling on the standard belt system?” asked Megan. 
 
    “I’d like a quiet ride,” said Beckett. 
 
    “I’ll contact Assisted Transportation now,” said Megan. “Lucas, quiet rides have to be booked at least an hour in advance to allow time for scheduling. Do you want Amber and the rest of the team to head back while you, Rothan, and Kaden wait to travel with Beckett, or shall I book a quiet ride for everyone?” 
 
    Beckett has been through a lot today. The symbolic significance of welcoming him into the unit by heading back with him would be … 
 
    “Let’s all wait and have a quiet ride home together,” said Lucas. “It will give everyone a chance to see an unusual view of the Hive.” 
 
    “Could you explain something to me, Lucas?” asked Beckett. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Keith came to my apartment and asked why I was helping your unit. I explained that Gold Commander Melisande had ordered me to coordinate the Blue Upway pattern analysis. I told him that I’d already sent you the geographical pattern analysis and was working on integrating the timeline pattern analysis.” 
 
    Beckett paused. “Keith got really angry when I told him that. He dragged me to the lift and fired me. Why did Keith get so angry? Working on the pattern analysis was a good thing for the Hive, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “It was a very good thing for the Hive,” said Lucas. “Keith got angry about it because he’s jealous of Amber. He doesn’t like her being a more skilled telepath than him and solving so many problems for the Hive. Keith knows he can’t do better himself, so he wants her to do worse.” 
 
    “That’s a destructive attitude,” said Beckett disapprovingly. 
 
    “Keith is a destructive person,” said Lucas. “You can forget about him now. He won’t be able to upset you any longer. Let’s talk about Blue Upway instead. You said that you were working on the integration of the timeline pattern analysis. Am I right that the Game Commander changed at the last Carnival?” 
 
    Beckett was speaking far more confidently now. “You understand that I can’t be totally sure until the final integration is complete.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Lucas. 
 
    “My provisional assessment is that there was an organization disruption last Carnival, but no corresponding fracture line in the timeline pattern. I think the Blue Upway Game Commander did change, but not at the last Carnival. The Game Commander changed at Halloween.” 
 
    That information didn’t mean anything to me, but I felt Lucas’s shocked reaction and his many-layered gleaming thoughts started racing. 
 
    … wouldn’t believe that claim from anyone else, but Beckett is always right about patterns, so … 
 
    … explains some things that were puzzling me, but … 
 
    … thought the Game Commander changing at Carnival made Blue Upway unusual. The Game Commander changing at Halloween makes it unique. How could …? 
 
    What the waste has been happening in that game? 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Assisted Transportation said we had to wait one hour and nineteen minutes for our quiet ride. Adika and my new bodyguards waited with me in the storage complex. Lucas and Beckett stayed in the cleaning supply room, with Rothan and Kaden on guard in the corridor outside. All the rest of the Alpha Strike team went to search for the lost dataview. 
 
    Adika decided to pass the time usefully by getting me and the new bodyguards to act out a couple of defence scenarios, while he played the part of the wild bee. After what had happened with Tobias, I found it unnerving to have Adika pretending to attack me. I tried to blank out that problem though, and focus on my reactions as the four new men took turns at being the one to use their body as a shield to protect me. 
 
    Lucas had been right about me not reacting to the physical appearance of my bodyguards, but their feelings towards me. With the four new bodyguards, it was glaringly obvious what was happening, because of the stark contrast between Vance and the three Hiveists. I reminded Vance of his daughter, so my reaction to him was to someone fatherly. The three Hiveists were like Adika, primarily aware of me as a precious telepath and the focus of their duty to the Hive. 
 
    Once we’d finished acting out the defence scenarios, I ran a last rapid circuit on the four new minds, so I could check exactly what they thought of me now. I found that Vance was intrigued by how much I’d reflected Beckett’s emotions when I was reading his mind. The Hiveists had definitely abandoned any idea of me being Claire reborn. Oddly enough, it was Lucas’s reference to me being untidy that had convinced them. Claire had been a neat and orderly person. I caught a final thought as I was leaving Osric’s mind. 
 
    … but it has to be right for us to serve Amber. The wisdom of Gaia wouldn’t name a unit Light Angel unless its telepath… 
 
    “Wisdom of Gaia,” I repeated the words in bewilderment. 
 
    “What?” asked Adika. 
 
    “I noticed a phrase in Osric’s mind that I’ve never come across before,” I explained hastily. “Wisdom of Gaia. I was puzzled and wondered what Gaia meant.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard the word before either,” said Adika. 
 
    “It isn’t in common usage,” said Osric. “Hiveists worship the Hive as a collective gestalt of over a hundred million minds. Some areas of Hiveist doctrine use the term Gaia to refer to that gestalt.” 
 
    Adika frowned at Osric. “Why is a Strike team member such an expert on Hiveist doctrine?” 
 
    Osric shrugged. “As a young boy, I was deeply interested in Hiveist doctrine, and hoped that Lottery would assign me to be a Hiveist Ministrant like my parents.” 
 
    Adika’s frown deepened. “Were you disappointed when Lottery imprinted you as a Strike team member instead?” 
 
    “Not in the slightest,” said Osric. “My ambitions of being a Hiveist Ministrant ended when I went to live on Teen Level and had a shocking fall from grace.” 
 
    “I’ve always felt sorry for Osric’s parents,” said Vance. “It must have been a dreadful blow when their impeccably behaved, devout Hiveist son moved to Teen Level, abandoned his beliefs, and went wild.” 
 
    Adika’s frown vanished, and he laughed. 
 
    “But you became a practising Hiveist again, Osric,” I said. “Was that because of Claire?” 
 
    “It was because of Lottery,” said Osric. “When I went into Lottery, I expected to be punished for my bad behaviour on Teen Level by being sent to the depths of the Hive. Instead, I was made Level 1 and given the great honour of guarding a telepath. I was overwhelmed by the Hive’s faith in me, and resolved to be a perfect Hive citizen for the rest of my life.” 
 
    He waved both hands. “The reality is that I’m only a perfect Hive citizen for the hour or so a week when I’m attending my parents’ Hiveist services, but Claire said that an hour a week was enough for the Hive to keep you safe from harm.” 
 
    Lucas’s voice spoke unexpectedly from behind me. “I believe three of the four of you are Hiveists, which is why I need to ask a specific question before you join our unit.” 
 
    I turned to face Lucas, and saw he didn’t just have Beckett, Rothan, and Kaden with him, but Megan had joined them too. 
 
    When I’d seen Beckett through Lucas’s eyes, he’d been sitting huddled defensively on the floor of the cleaning supply room. Now he’d undergone a startling transformation. His blood-stained grey top had been replaced by an identical clean one, he had a skin-toned plaster covering the cut on his forehead, and he was wearing the glasses and headset that Lucas had mentioned. The glasses were dark-framed, with an odd hint of colour to the lenses. The headset was just a narrow strand linking two disks over Beckett’s ears. 
 
    The most striking difference of all was the way Beckett was standing confidently at Lucas’s side. Once again, I had to recognize Megan’s good qualities. She’d played her part in this by rushing to bring Beckett everything he needed. I noticed that Lucas wasn’t introducing Beckett to people, and guessed he wanted to let Beckett adjust to the situation before drawing attention to him. 
 
    Lucas was still speaking. “Most people in the Hive are terrified of going Outside, but Amber and her Strike team had to acclimatize to the conditions there to complete vital missions for the Hive. Will Hiveists have a problem taking part in training sessions Outside?” 
 
    Osric exchanged glances with his friends before answering. “We’d heard that your unit had gone Outside in the service of the Hive, so we discussed this issue before coming here. According to doctrine, Hiveists have nothing to fear going Outside because they will be protected by their loyalty to the Hive, while a seeker after truth like Vance would get grabbed by the hunter of souls within seconds.” 
 
    “The reality is that all four of us are both terrified and fascinated by the idea of going Outside,” added Vance. “We’ll be horribly disappointed if you don’t let us give it a try.” 
 
    Lucas laughed. “Excellent. Have our search parties found any sign of Beckett’s dataview yet?” 
 
    “I think I’ve found it,” said Eli’s voice on the comms. 
 
    “Don’t you know whether you’ve found the dataview or not?” asked Adika impatiently. 
 
    “I haven’t actually seen the dataview yet,” said Eli, “but I can hear it chiming whenever the Liaison team try calling Beckett. There’s just a slight difficulty retrieving it.” 
 
    “What’s the problem, Eli?” asked Lucas. 
 
    “When Beckett fell off the belt, his dataview must have landed on the slow belt and kept travelling along until it reached the gap between the end of the Red Zone belt and the start of the Orange Zone belt. There’s a safety bar to prevent people falling down there, but the dataview was thin enough to slip through.” 
 
    “Does that mean we’ve got to stop the express belt to get the dataview back?” asked Nicole anxiously. “Shutting down one of the main Teen Level express belts is going to be …” 
 
    “You shouldn’t need to shut down the belt,” interrupted Eli. “I told a maintenance worker that my precious new dataview had gone down the gap. She said people are always losing things down there, and I’d have to wait for Byron to come back from his break, crawl down the tunnel under the express belt, and retrieve the dataview from the salvage system for me.” 
 
    “You can’t retrieve it yourself?” asked Adika. 
 
    “I’m currently pretending to be an ordinary teen,” said Eli, in a wounded voice. “I can’t demand to go crawling around under express belts. Besides, I’m told that Byron’s the expert at retrieving items without letting them fall into the crusher.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what the crusher is,” said Lucas, “but it doesn’t sound like we want that dataview to fall into it. We’ll wait for Byron.” 
 
    “The maintenance worker said he’d be back soon,” said Eli. “He’s only gone to … Oh, I think that’s Byron coming now. I’ll report back in a minute.” 
 
    “Eli said the dataview is still chiming,” said Emili. “Hopefully that means it isn’t damaged. The thought of telling everyone we have to redo all that pattern analysis …” 
 
    “We’ll find out soon,” said Lucas. 
 
    There was a suspenseful wait until Eli’s triumphant voice rang out on the crystal comms. “Byron’s retrieved the dataview for me! Do you want me to test if it’s still working?” 
 
    “No, you mustn’t do anything with Beckett’s dataview,” said Lucas. “It’s far more complicated than it looks, so just bring it back to the storage complex.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Eli ran into the room waving the dataview, with the rest of the Alpha Strike team chasing after him. Lucas hastily rescued the dataview and took it over to Beckett. 
 
    “Please try sending a copy of the timeline pattern analysis to our unit right away, so we know if it’s safe or not.” 
 
    Beckett tapped at his dataview. “Starting transmission now.” 
 
    There was a brief pause before Emili spoke. “We’re receiving the timeline pattern analysis. It’ll take a while to complete the transmission, but it’s on its way.” 
 
    Lucas gave a massive sigh of relief. “That means the Beta team can continue to Blue Zone and put our men undercover. The Alpha team will now head down in the freight lifts for our quiet ride home.” 
 
    I was surprised that we’d be using a freight lift, but followed him to the end of the room. 
 
    Lucas summoned both freight lifts. “Megan and Beckett can go down first in one of the lifts. There should be room for everyone else in the other lift with me.” 
 
    The first lift came, and Megan and Beckett went inside. As the doors closed on them, the second lift arrived, and the rest of us crowded into it. I watched as Lucas set the lift destination, and frowned. 
 
    “Why are we going down to Level 100 when our unit is at the top of the Hive?” 
 
    “We’re going to Level 100 because quiet rides use the freight transport system,” said Lucas. “There are only two networks of freight transport belts in the Hive. One on Level Zero and one on Level 100. We all know from bitter experience that Level Zero holds complex, hazardous, and often noisy equipment, cared for by roaming groups of maintenance workers. Level 100 is mostly filled with pipes and reclamation tanks.” 
 
    I nodded. “So quiet rides all use the freight transport belts on Level 100, but doesn’t that mean we’ll have to keep dodging crates?” 
 
    Lucas smiled. “That’s why quiet rides have to be booked at least an hour in advance, to allow time to schedule a suitable gap in the freight traffic.” 
 
    A moment later, our lift doors opened. Lucas led us out into a wide, dimly lit corridor that held what looked like a medium belt flanked by two slow belts. I’d expected there to be a long line of standard crates going along it, but the size and shape of crates varied hugely, and there were a lot of bulky objects that weren’t wrapped at all. I watched in awe as a piano went by. 
 
    “We’d better move clear of the delivery area,” said Lucas. 
 
    He gestured at the floor, and I saw it was painted with red zigzag markings. Lucas led the way further down the corridor, to where the floor was a plain, grubby grey. Megan and Beckett were standing nearby, and Megan said something to Beckett before hurrying to join us. 
 
    “Lucas, I’ve just had a message from Assisted Transportation to say that they’re merging a priority transportation request into our scheduled slot.” 
 
    Adika frowned at her. “What sort of transportation request is it, Megan? Law Enforcement sometimes uses the quiet ride system to make long-distance transfers of dangerous prisoners, and I’m not letting a prisoner transport pod anywhere near Amber.” 
 
    “There isn’t anything threatening about this transportation request,” said Megan. “A Blue Upway game group had an accident on Level 100. One of the players was critically injured, so they’re being transported to the Orange Zone Trauma Casualty Centre in an intensive care medical cocoon.” 
 
    “You and Beckett should join the belt first then,” said Lucas. “The rest of us will follow you on as one large group.” 
 
    Megan gave me a worried look. “Amber, I have to warn you not to read the mind of the patient.” 
 
    I winced. I knew what that warning meant. I mustn’t read the mind of the patient for the same reason that I had to leave a target’s mind when Lucas called a strike. I’d never had the courage to ask what happened if a telepath was reading a person’s thoughts at the moment of their death, but it obviously wouldn’t be good. 
 
    “I won’t read the patient’s mind,” I promised. 
 
    Megan went back to Beckett, and I stood staring anxiously at the belt. There was another minute or two of crates and random objects going past us, then a short gap before I saw the white medical cocoon approaching with its attendant medical team. They went by so close to me that I could see the flashing lights and incomprehensible displays on the top of the cocoon. 
 
    Megan left a respectful gap after them, then she and Beckett stepped onto the slow belt and moved to the medium. 
 
    Lucas turned to the rest of us. “Be careful not to step on the roller system at the edge of the belts,” he warned. “They should only be activated when freight is being loaded or unloaded, but there’s no point in taking risks.” 
 
    Inevitably, Adika lifted me into his arms and carried me across to the medium belt himself, to make absolutely sure that his irreplaceable telepath wouldn’t get injured. 
 
    Lucas waited until everyone was settled on the medium belt before speaking again. “This is supposed to be a quiet ride, so try not to chatter too much. Beckett needs some peace after a hard day, and we don’t want our conversations distracting the medical team either.” 
 
    “I’m not feeling like chatting at the moment,” said Rothan softly. “It isn’t that long since I was in a medical cocoon myself.” 
 
    We rode in almost perfect silence after that, travelling along the dimly lit corridor with its banks of dusty pipes and occasional side turnings. When I was up in my Telepath Unit on Industry 1, I had the babble of a hundred million minds below me and quiet overhead. Here the situation was oddly reversed. Total quiet below me, and the roar of the Hive mind overhead. 
 
    Finally, Lucas spoke on the crystal comms. “We’re nearing our unit’s dedicated bank of lifts. Be ready to follow Megan and Beckett off the belt.” 
 
    As Adika reached out to pick me up, I became aware of a warning sensation that I’d had several times before. Something that felt like an itch deep in my mind, and always meant someone was in trouble. 
 
    I dodged Adika, and spoke urgently on the crystal comms. “I itch. Megan, Nicole, we need to warn the medical team to check their patient.” 
 
    Lucas seized my shoulders and shook me. “Break contact with the patient’s mind right now, Amber!” 
 
    “I’m not reading the patient’s mind,” I said. “The itch thing doesn’t work that way. We need to warn the medical team.” 
 
    “I think they already know.” Lucas let me go and turned to point at the distant white cocoon. The medical team members were clustered around it, frantically working on the controls. 
 
    Megan spoke on the crystal comms in her most soothing voice. “The patient must be having a crisis. Don’t worry, Amber. There are ways for the medical team to help them, special drugs they can use to …” 
 
    “It’s too late,” I interrupted her. “The itching has gone now.” 
 
    “That probably means the patient is recovering,” said Megan. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” I said flatly. 
 
    “But I can see the medical team is still working,” said Megan. 
 
    I groaned. “The medical team is still working, still trying, but they can’t do anything to help.” 
 
    There was a long silence before Megan spoke again, her voice tired and grieving. “Amber’s right. I just saw the medical team turn off the cocoon’s life support.” 
 
    “How did you know it was too late, Amber?” asked Lucas. 
 
    “I’ve no idea,” I said. “I’ve never understood the itch thing, and I don’t understand this either. I felt, saw, heard, something indescribable happening. It was like feeling the artificial wind of a park stop blowing. It was like seeing a light fade away to nothing. It was like hearing the end of a piece of music. It was like all of those things and none of them. My itching sensation stopped at the same moment, and I knew Blue Upway had killed someone.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Five minutes later, we were all inside lift 2. As it started moving upwards, I spoke on the crystal comms. 
 
    “Nicole, could someone bring a box to the lift for me?” 
 
    “What sort of box?” asked Nicole. “Big? Small?” 
 
    “A box to stand on,” I said. “I need to make a brief speech. What’s the current status of our Beta team?” 
 
    “Our four undercover people have been delivered to their rooms,” said Nicole. “Buzz and the rest of the Beta team are on their way back to the unit now.” 
 
    “Please make sure my speech is transmitted on the Beta team crystal comms, and send a copy to the undercover men’s dataviews.” 
 
    I watched the lift level indicator swiftly changing, working its way up the hundred accommodation levels, and continuing on through the fifty industrial levels until it halted and the doors opened on my unit. 
 
    As usual, there was a crowd of people waiting to welcome us back, but they were organized in a rough semicircle around a large and alarmingly purple box placed in front of the lift. I went to stand on it, and took a deep breath. When I lived on Teen Level, the mere idea of making a speech would have terrified me. I was getting used to it now, but it wasn’t something that I’d ever really enjoy, and I was feeling tired and depressed. 
 
    “A lot of teens have been injured playing Blue Upway,” I said grimly. “The inevitable just happened, and one of them died. We have to shut down that game as quickly as possible.” 
 
    I paused. “The good news is that six people who lived and worked here when Claire had this unit have returned to give us vital assistance. Vance, Osric, Dex, and Kris have joined our Alpha Strike team to act as my regular bodyguards. Akiko is our new deputy Liaison team leader. Nora is a second deputy for Megan.” 
 
    I gestured at Beckett. “We’re also deeply fortunate to have Beckett joining our Tactical team. As you all know, he’s already helped Lucas with the key pattern analysis of Blue Upway.” 
 
    I gave a questioning look at Lucas. “Do you want to say something too?” 
 
    “Yes.” Lucas lifted me down from the box before taking my place. “Can my Tactical team please gather in the Tactical office to start work on integrating the timeline pattern analysis of Blue Upway? Amber and I need to make an important call to Gold Commander Melisande, but I’ll join you immediately after that.” 
 
    Lucas turned to smile at Beckett. “You mustn’t worry about the timeline pattern analysis. Your priority for the next few days should be resting, getting your apartment organized, and doing anything else that helps you settle in with us.” 
 
    “What will help me most is completing the integration of the timeline pattern analysis by myself,” said Beckett firmly. “Megan says the quiet room next to the Tactical office is ready for me, so I can work on it there.” 
 
    Lucas blinked. “Are you sure you don’t want anyone to help you?” 
 
    “I said that I’d have the timeline pattern analysis completed tomorrow morning,” said Beckett. “I can still do that if I work alone, but it will take much longer if I have to keep explaining things to other people.” 
 
    Lucas sighed. “Well, if that’s what you prefer, then go ahead. Call me straight away if you find you need help with anything, and please try to get a few hours’ sleep at some point.” 
 
    He jumped down from the box to join me, and Megan came hurrying up to whisper to him. “Lucas, you should insist on Beckett taking some recovery time before beginning work.” 
 
    Lucas waved both hands helplessly, and whispered back. “You and I may think that Beckett needs recovery time. Standard medical advice may be that Beckett needs recovery time. Beckett is the real expert on what helps him though, and he wants to finish that integration.” 
 
    “It’s true that people react in different ways,” said Megan dubiously. 
 
    “Yes, and trust me when I tell you that Beckett reacts very badly to being prevented from finishing a pattern analysis,” said Lucas. “Do you remember the time you tidied up the remains of a chocolate crunch cake when Amber was still eating it?” 
 
    “Oh.” Megan shuddered. “I’ll show Beckett the quiet room, and then get some food for him and Cee Cee.” 
 
    She went to join Beckett, and Lucas and I headed down the corridor to our apartment. Lucas’s dataview chimed as we went inside. He stopped in the hallway to take it out of his pocket, glanced at it, and groaned. 
 
    “It seems that we won’t need to call Gold Commander Melisande after all. She’s calling me.” 
 
    He tapped at the dataview, and Gold Commander Melisande’s voice spoke rapidly. “Tactical Commander Lucas, Keith has called me to complain that Amber has kidnapped his pattern specialist, Beckett. Keith is demanding that Amber returns Beckett to him at once.” 
 
    My tiredness was swept away by outraged fury. I grabbed Lucas’s dataview from him, and snapped into it. “Wait one minute, Gold Commander. I wish to take this call in my bookette room.” 
 
    “Amber!” Gold Commander Melisande was clearly disconcerted. “I was told you were away from your unit on a run, so I called Tactical Commander Lucas.” 
 
    “Tactical Commander Lucas was on the run with me,” I said coldly, “but we arrived back at our unit five minutes ago. Now please wait while I take this call in my bookette room.” 
 
    I put the call on hold, marched down the hallway, and Lucas chased after me. I hesitated in the bookette room doorway. 
 
    “You’d better wait in the hallway while I talk to Commander Melisande. I don’t like arguments, but I think I’m about to have a serious one with her, and I don’t want you getting caught in the middle of it. I’m a telepath, so desperately needed by the Hive that I’m effectively above the law and untouchable. You aren’t.” 
 
    Lucas pulled an apprehensive face before nodding. 
 
    I went into the bookette room, closed the door, and transferred Gold Commander Melisande’s call from Lucas’s dataview to the bookette room systems. 
 
    A holo of Melisande instantly appeared in front of me, sitting at an imposing desk. Her personality normally dominated any meeting or conversation, but this time I was far too angry to let her take charge. 
 
    I swept into speech before Melisande could say a word. “So, Keith has accused me of kidnapping Beckett. If you’re naïve enough to believe him, then Lottery failed catastrophically when it chose you to be our Hive’s Gold Commander. It’s Keith that’s distant from the Hive’s moral code, not me.” 
 
    “I didn’t believe Keith,” said Melisande hastily. “I called Tactical Commander Lucas to find out the true situation.” 
 
    “Then I’ll tell you the true situation,” I ranted at her. “We didn’t kidnap Beckett. In fact, it would have been completely impossible for us to kidnap him. Beckett has a condition that makes him highly sensitive to his environment, so he prefers to stay in familiar places. Today was the first time that he’d left Keith’s unit in well over three years, and he didn’t leave it by choice, but because Keith fired him and threw him out.” 
 
    I paused for breath. “Worse still, Keith sent Beckett away without his custom-designed headset or glasses. You won’t realize the significance of that, or how vulnerable Beckett would be without them, but …” 
 
    “I do realize the significance of that,” Melisande interrupted grimly. “I’ve met Beckett several times during discussions of cases. I understand exactly how badly the removal of his customized headset and glasses would impact him. I also realize how vulnerable he would feel in that situation. I spent my childhood having a series of operations, and there were periods when I couldn’t move or even breathe without the help of specialized equipment.” 
 
    “Then you should also understand why Lucas and I reacted to the news by taking our Alpha Strike team to find and help Beckett. That wasn’t a kidnapping. It was a rescue mission.” 
 
    “That version of events sounds far more consistent with the past behaviour of both you and Keith,” said Melisande. “I’ll come to your unit to collect Beckett, and return him to Keith’s unit myself.” 
 
    “No,” I said flatly. “You won’t return Beckett to Keith’s unit. I’ve done the initial check on Beckett’s mind, confirmed him as a member of my unit, and I won’t allow him to leave unless he requests a transfer of his own free will. Beckett has already said that he doesn’t want to work for Keith ever again, so he’s staying here.” 
 
    “Please be reasonable,” said Melisande. “Keith does have the better claim here. As you just pointed out, Beckett has worked for him for well over three years. It can’t be more than a few hours since you confirmed Beckett as a member of your unit.” 
 
    I glared at her. “I am being reasonable. I’m being staggeringly reasonable. Keith’s claim on Beckett ended the moment he fired him. It doesn’t matter if it’s been days, hours, or a single second since I confirmed Beckett as a member of my unit. He’s one of my people now, he wants to stay in my unit, and he’s going to be allowed to do that.” 
 
    “I wish I could leave Beckett with you, Amber,” said Melisande. “I’m impressed by your abilities as a telepath. I appreciate your dedication to serving the Hive. I’m physically attracted to you.” 
 
    She sighed. “Unfortunately, my job sometimes involves making sacrifices for the good of the Hive. The brutal reality is that Keith’s telepathy may be weak and intermittent, but it’s still enough to make a crucial difference in keeping order in the Hive. Keith is well aware of that and uses the situation to get what he wants. It’s quite likely he’ll refuse to work if he doesn’t get Beckett back.” 
 
    Melisande was going to send Beckett back to Keith. She was making that decision because she believed Keith would cause trouble if he didn’t get his way, while I would meekly do whatever I was told for the good of the Hive. If I didn’t fight for Beckett now, then Keith would know he could take anyone he wanted from me in future. 
 
    I waved both hands in a gesture of helplessness. “Well, it’s your decision which telepath you want refusing to work. Keith or me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Melisande sharply. 
 
    “I mean that it’s possible Keith will refuse to work if you don’t return Beckett to him, but it’s absolutely certain that I’ll refuse to work if you take Beckett away from me.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t really do that, Amber,” said Melisande. “You’re far too aware of your duty to the Hive to take such drastic action over Beckett.” 
 
    I looked her in the eyes. “This isn’t just about Beckett. It’s about Lucas. It’s about Buzz. It’s about whoever Keith decides to target next in his attempts to hurt me.” 
 
    Melisande frowned. “You’ve learned about Keith trying to get Lucas returned to his unit. I instructed everyone in the other Telepath Units to keep that secret, but I was aware that rumours have been spreading. I suppose one of your new unit members had heard about it.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter how I found out about this,” I said. “I know exactly what Keith is doing, and I intend to protect my people from him.” 
 
    “Conflict between telepaths is bad for the Hive,” said Gold Commander Melisande. 
 
    I knew that conflict between telepaths wasn’t just bad for the Hive, but put the telepaths themselves in personal danger. When Morton told me about the long-ago mental battle to the death between two telepaths, he’d emphasized that point to me. I remembered the ominous tone of his voice as he said that the greatest danger to a telepath was another telepath. 
 
    I finally realized the obvious. It was only a few days since Morton had told me about that battle to the death, and specifically said that telepaths had to avoid conflicts with each other because they could destroy us and our Hive. Morton had claimed he was telling me those things because he was seriously ill. Perhaps that was partly true, but I thought his main reason was that he knew Keith was intent on attacking me. 
 
    I hoped Morton had been right when he said only he and Sapphire knew why telepaths mustn’t meet. If Keith knew the reason, and believed he’d stand a chance in mental combat against an inexperienced telepath like me, then he might find a way to meet and attack me. 
 
    A mental battle between Keith and me could kill both of us, and leave the Hive in anarchy. I’d no choice about standing my ground against Keith though. I’d tried ignoring his actions, and he’d responded by escalating his behaviour. 
 
    Gold Commander Melisande was still waiting patiently for me to reply to her comment. 
 
    “I’m well aware of the dangers of conflicts with other telepaths,” I said. “You must know that I’m actively trying to avoid them. When Mira read my brother’s mind, I accepted that wasn’t her fault, and made no attempt to quarrel with her.” 
 
    “That’s very true,” said Melisande. 
 
    “I don’t want a conflict with Keith either, but he’s decided that he wants one with me. He started by attacking the people I care about. He tried to take Lucas away from me, and you stopped him. He tried to take Buzz away from me, and you stopped him.” 
 
    I grimaced. “Now Keith’s changed his tactics. He fired Beckett for two reasons. Firstly, because harming Lucas’s friend would distress both Lucas and me. Secondly, because stopping Beckett from completing the timeline pattern analysis of Blue Upway would disrupt my unit’s work for the Hive.” 
 
    “You believe that Keith isn’t just making personal attacks on you, but also attacking your work,” said Gold Commander Melisande. “That can’t be the case. Keith would know that other people could complete the final integration of the timeline pattern analysis.” 
 
    I gave her a bitter smile. “Keith did know that. Which is why he erased all the Blue Upway pattern analysis information that was held in his unit, including the backup copies.” 
 
    Gold Commander Melisande pressed her lips together in an angry line, and was silent for a couple of seconds before speaking. “Sabotaging your work is unacceptable behaviour.” 
 
    “It’s totally unacceptable,” I said. “Lucas believed that Beckett might have a copy of the Blue Upway timeline pattern analysis on his dataview, so we headed north on Teen Level with my Alpha Strike team to find both Beckett and the dataview. At that point, my Beta team was already committed to heading south on Teen Level to put men undercover in Blue Upway.” 
 
    I paused. “When we found Beckett, we discovered he had taken a copy of the information, but he’d had an accident on the belt system and had lost the dataview. We had to delay putting our men undercover while we searched for the dataview. Fortunately, it had narrowly escaped being crushed in the belt system machinery.” 
 
    I shook my head. “The number of Blue Upway players suffering injuries is soaring, and one has just died. You wanted our unit to deal with that game before Morton’s unit shuts down for his surgery, but how can we achieve anything when Keith is actively working against us?” 
 
    Melisande frowned. “Tactical Commander Lucas hasn’t informed me of any deaths in Blue Upway.” 
 
    I could feel moisture welling in my eyes, and swept the back of my hand across them to wipe it away. “Lucas hasn’t had time to inform you about this. The player died only minutes ago. We were travelling on the same belt as their intensive care cocoon, so I felt the moment of their death.” 
 
    “Returning Beckett would encourage Keith to repeat this type of sabotage,” said Melisande, “therefore Beckett will remain a permanent member of your unit.” 
 
    “Thank you for agreeing to let me keep Beckett, but I don’t believe that will stop Keith from attacking me. The only question is whether he’ll target another friend of someone in my unit, or escalate to attacking a friend or relative of mine, and exactly how much physical and mental damage he’ll do to them.” 
 
    I hesitated before putting my worst fears into words. “I’ve heard all about Keith’s past behaviour. What he did to Sapphire demonstrates how easily he can manipulate his Strike team into arresting innocent people. When Mira’s Strike team arrested my brother, and she read his mind, it was by pure accident, but Keith could deliberately arrange for something similar to happen.” 
 
    I was aware of my voice rising in panic as I continued speaking. “I’ve just had the situation where one of my Strike team went wild bee, and I had to agree to him having his memories reset a year. Keith could say my brother had gone wild bee, and have his memories reset too.” 
 
    I tried and failed to get my voice back under control. “If Keith does anything like that to my brother, my parents, or anyone else I love, then I warn you there won’t be a conflict between us. There will be outright war.” 
 
    “That situation must not and will not occur,” said Melisande swiftly. “Your parents and brother can move into the safety of your unit until the problem with Keith is resolved.” 
 
    I blinked. “But that could easily take weeks or months. My parents have work commitments, and the Teen Level Equality rules insist on my brother living on Teen Level.” 
 
    “Those are minor issues compared to what’s at stake here,” said Melisande. “Our Hive cannot risk outright war between two telepaths.” 
 
    She tapped rapidly at her desk. “I’ve dispatched two Hive Defence teams to escort your parents and brother to your unit immediately. My deputy will arrange for your parents to be given temporary leave from their duties, and your brother to have a special dispensation to allow him to stay in your unit.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how my parents and brother were going to feel about moving into my unit, but … “I suppose that’s the best way to keep my family safe, but there’s also the issue of my four undercover men on Teen Level. They’re isolated and vulnerable there. Keith may have already learned the locations of their teen rooms from the minds of Gaius and Beckett, but recalling or relocating them would wreck our attempts to shut down Blue Upway.” 
 
    “I will instruct Tactical Commander Gaius to ignore any attempt by Keith to divert his Strike team to those locations.” 
 
    “My men will be visiting other levels and different zones though,” I said. “The whole point of them going undercover is to take part in Blue Upway challenges, and they can’t do that sitting in their rooms.” 
 
    “That’s very true,” said Melisande. “I shall call Keith right away and order him to stop these attacks on you.” 
 
    Melisande’s holo image vanished. I ran my fingers through my hair, went to open the bookette room door, and found Lucas was sitting on the floor outside. He scrambled to his feet when he saw me. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked anxiously. 
 
    I handed him his dataview. “Melisande has agreed that Beckett will stay in our unit. We also discussed the possibility of Keith targeting my parents and brother. Melisande wants them to move into my unit until the situation with Keith calms down, so she’s sending Hive Defence teams to escort them here. She’s also telling Gaius not to let Keith’s Strike team anywhere near the undercover locations on Teen Level.” 
 
    Lucas groaned. “Having your family move in here is a wise precaution. Our undercover men would know exactly what to do if Keith’s Strike team arrested them, and your brother would hopefully instantly mention your name, but your parents would be horrified and bewildered. It’s going to be difficult hiding the fact you’re a telepath if your family are staying in the unit for a long time though. Has Gold Commander Melisande got a plan to make Keith behave himself?” 
 
    I shrugged. “She’s calling him now to order him to stop attacking me, but I’m not sure that will achieve anything. As I said earlier, I’m a telepath, effectively above the law and untouchable, but so is Keith.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Hive Defence teams escorted my parents and brother to my unit late that evening. When Lucas and I went to the lifts to meet them, I was worried that I’d have to tell a lot of lies to explain why they’d been brought here, but it turned out that I didn’t need to give any explanations at all. 
 
    The Hive Defence teams had told my family that they were being moved to my unit to ensure their safety. We’d been in this situation once before, with my family being brought to my unit to protect them from an enemy agent. My parents and brother seemed to have assumed the same thing was happening again, and were too busy arguing to ask me any questions. 
 
    The argument was about Gregas’s accommodation. Last time they’d stayed in my unit, he’d shared an apartment with my parents. This time he was demanding his own apartment. My parents felt that was unreasonable, while Gregas hotly insisted that he’d been on Teen Level for over six months and had a right to his own apartment. 
 
    Lucas was clearly terrified of getting involved in my family’s disagreement, and I wasn’t sure which side I was on. My parents were right about it being unreasonable for Gregas to expect to have his own apartment, given all the accommodation in my unit was wildly more luxurious than his room on Teen Level. On the other hand, I could understand Gregas not wanting to go back to living with my parents like a child. 
 
    I finally took the cowardly option of referring the decision to Megan, and Lucas and I retreated back to our apartment. 
 
    I slept so solidly during the night that Lucas had trouble waking me up the next morning. I eventually rolled reluctantly out of the sleep field, but I was still yawning when we sat down to eat breakfast. Lucas had only eaten a single mouthful of food before his dataview chimed. He automatically checked it and laughed. 
 
    “Buzz has sent me a recording of the Halloween party she and Forge attended last night.” 
 
    I frowned. “Forge is supposed to be undercover infiltrating Blue Upway. Why did you send him to one of our Halloween parties?” 
 
    “I didn’t know anything about this,” said Lucas. “It must have been Buzz’s idea.” 
 
    My frown deepened. “Wasn’t it dangerous for Forge to go partying with Buzz? She was the one who lectured all the local teens about Forge’s bad character. If any of those teens saw him partying with her, then they’d be bound to recognize Buzz and get suspicious. Buzz is rather memorable, and a Halloween mask isn’t exactly an impenetrable disguise.” 
 
    “Forge knows that Buzz is memorable. He’s remembered every detail of her appearance when they first met on Teen Level. He wasn’t foolish enough to be seen at a Blue Zone party with her, so they met up in Green Zone.” 
 
    I sighed. “I suppose that was safe, but why did Buzz record the party for you?” 
 
    “She claimed it was to show me the parties had been a great success,” said Lucas. “Actually, she sent me the recording as an unsubtle message that I might be in charge of unit operations, but I’ve no authority over her or her love life. Something that I already knew perfectly well.” 
 
    He smiled. “Shall we watch the recording while we eat?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Lucas tapped his dataview to start the recording playing on the nearest wall display. I saw the party setting was the event area of a Level 50 park. The only lights were the moons and stars in the sky, so it was an ominous place filled with shadows. The party leader was in costume as one of the demonic pack, capering around on the circular event stage, and playing traditional Halloween music through the park sound system. 
 
    Buzz and Forge were conspicuous among the crowd of masked, black-clad teens dancing by the event stage. Buzz’s hair was a wild mass of curls, and she wore a startlingly minimal teen dress that clung to her like a second skin. Forge was still confusingly blond-haired, and wore the black cliff-climbing outfit that I remembered from our days on Teen Level. 
 
    The party ended with the costumed party leader calling out a warning of hasties coming. The teens all turned to look at the blue-uniformed group approaching through the park, squealed in alarm, and raced off to escape through the nearest park exit. 
 
    There was another chime from Lucas’s dataview. He stared at it earnestly for a couple of minutes, then drank the last of his glass of juice and stood up. 
 
    “Beckett has completed the integration of the timeline pattern analysis. I’ll call an immediate meeting of my Tactical team to study it.” 
 
    “I’d like to come along to the meeting myself,” I said. 
 
    “Are you sure?” asked Lucas doubtfully. “You’ve had a stressful few days, and you’re obviously tired. It might be better for you to stay here and get some more sleep.” 
 
    “I’d like to come to the meeting,” I repeated. “Despite all the fuss over the geographical and timeline pattern analysis of Blue Upway, I’ve still no real idea what they are.” 
 
    “You already know that when warning signs show a wild bee is developing in an area of the Hive, Telepath Unit Tactical teams do a behaviour pattern analysis. That helps us work out what sort of wild bee we’re dealing with, and how urgent it is to send a telepath to do a check run of the area.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “A pattern analysis of a Teen Game is basically the same thing, but on such a vastly bigger scale that it has to concentrate on a specific aspect. A geographical analysis focuses on what’s currently happening in different physical locations of the Hive, while a timeline pattern analysis focuses on how the game has evolved over time.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said, still not really understanding at all. 
 
    There was a distant crashing sound, followed by a series of louder thumps, and we both looked nervously at the wall of the room. 
 
    “The work in the expansion section is getting noisy again,” said Lucas. “You may find it more restful in the Tactical office after all.” 
 
    We stood up and headed for the door of our apartment. Lucas opened it, stepped through the doorway, and then hastily retreated back inside. 
 
    “There’s something strange coming. We’d better wait for it to go by.” 
 
    “Something strange?” I peered out of the doorway, and saw four of my Alpha Strike team members were towing a massive object wrapped in netting along the corridor towards us. “Is that a tree?” 
 
    “I think so,” said Lucas. 
 
    Eli, Matias, Dhiren, and Jalen went by, giving us exuberant waves in passing, and the object trundled after them. Yes, that was definitely a tall, thin tree, wrapped in protective netting, and lying on its side on a wheeled platform. 
 
    I heard Eli chatting happily to the others. “This tree is taller than the last one, so we’ll need to lift one end to get it safely around the corner.” 
 
    I gave Lucas a bewildered look. “Why are my Strike team members dragging trees around the unit? Shouldn’t the people who delivered the trees have moved them into the expansion section?” 
 
    “I think the Strike team members are dragging trees around the unit because of a temporary access problem.” Lucas gave me a mischievous grin. “Adika was grumbling about there being a hole in the expansion section’s reinforced wall to allow all the soil and materials to be delivered. That hole was sealed up as soon as the main structure, drainage channels, and soil were in place, and the remaining deliveries were supposed to be sent in through the park entrance.” 
 
    He smiled. “It was only when I asked how the installation team had dealt with the difficulty of the unit’s northern emergency exit, that Megan discovered they’d buried it.” 
 
    “What? Why did they bury the emergency exit?” 
 
    “They didn’t do it deliberately,” said Lucas. “The installation team are setting up the expansion area to match our unit park, with one level of soil for tree roots and a far higher ceiling than standard rooms. When they added the soil in the expansion section, it buried the ramp at one entrance and the flight of steps at the other. With the higher ground level, we didn’t need those any longer, but …” 
 
    “We did need the emergency exit,” I finished Lucas’s sentence for him. “How are they fixing the problem?” 
 
    Lucas laughed. “The northern emergency exit leads down to Industry 2, so the installation team are digging a huge trench and installing a tunnel. They can still bring most things in through the park entrance while that’s happening, but not the larger trees.” 
 
    “That explains the trees having to be moved along this corridor to reach the other entrance,” I said, “but not why my Strike team members are the ones moving them.” 
 
    “Adika wouldn’t want unknown delivery people marching past his telepath’s apartment door.” 
 
    I groaned. “So he’s making his Strike team drag the trees. I’ll have to apologize to them.” 
 
    “There’s no need for you to apologize,” said Lucas. “I’m sure the Strike team members were eagerly fighting for the chance to show off their muscles. Eli probably used the fact his uncle is a park keeper to get himself put in charge of the tree shifting squad.” 
 
    We went down the corridor, skirted another tree that was lying in front of the freight lift, and headed through the security doors towards the single cavernous room that was the Tactical office. 
 
    The Tactical team had their office set up with desks at one end and an array of comfortable chairs and couches at the other. Lucas and I settled ourselves on one of the couches, and all but one of the Tactical team pulled up chairs to sit in a semicircle facing us. The exception was Beckett, who remained at his new desk, carefully adjusting the position of a strange blue object in front of him. 
 
    “Beckett has done an incredible job completing the final integration of the timeline pattern analysis so quickly,” said Lucas. “We’re now going to review how Blue Upway has developed over time.” 
 
    He turned to me. “Most Teen Games run for one Hive year. I’m not talking about the calendar year that will change at the New Year festival. That’s just a global common date used for administrative purposes and trading with other Hives. What I’m talking about is the Lottery year that’s the driving force behind the whole rhythm of life in our Hive.” 
 
    He paused. “The Lottery year is in the identity code that every citizen is given at birth, and it rules our lives, deciding when we’ll leave home to live as independent teens, and when we’ll go through Lottery testing and become adult. Its effects are most powerful on Teen Level.” 
 
    This introductory speech was obviously solely for my benefit, so I nodded to show I was following his explanation. 
 
    “The oldest teens are the natural leaders on Teen Level,” continued Lucas. “They do all the organizing of festival celebrations and running the Teen Games. Each year, all the teens who’ve turned eighteen during the last twelve months enter Lottery. Their transition period begins in the weeks before Carnival, when they start attending special events for Lottery candidates. They lose interest in Teen Level issues and focus on their future instead. At this point, they start shutting down their game master stacks.” 
 
    “This is when the seventeen-year-olds step forward to take over organizing festival celebrations,” I said. “That doesn’t happen with Teen Games though?” 
 
    “The leaving festival organizers hand over things like their stores of decorations to their successors,” said Lucas. “In theory, the leaving Game Commanders could hand over their game master stack of anonymous dataviews to a successor as well, but that rarely happens. The players depend on the game master stack to relay messages to each other. Once the Game Commander shuts it down, they have no way to communicate with each other, so the game comes to an abrupt end.” 
 
    “Why don’t the Game Commanders hand on the game master stacks to successors?” I asked. “Is it because they’re possessive of their games?” 
 
    “Partly, but they’re also thinking about their future careers,” said Lucas. “Running Teen Games is officially illegal, and the game master stack inevitably holds a host of incriminating evidence about the identity of the Game Commander. They don’t want to risk handing all that evidence over to a successor.” 
 
    “I can understand that,” I said. 
 
    “So the Game Commanders lose interest in their Teen Games in the weeks leading up to Carnival,” said Lucas. “Many keep the game master stack running during those weeks to allow the game groups to make plans to join new games. It’s obvious the Game Commander is planning to shut down the game though, because there aren’t any new challenges. Points are no longer awarded. Promotions aren’t given.” 
 
    He shrugged. “On the day after Carnival, the last of the game master stacks shut down, and the Game Commanders leave Teen Level to go into Lottery. The old games are gone forever, but by this time new Game Commanders have started running replacement games.” 
 
    Lucas clapped his hands. “Now let’s go through the timeline pattern analysis of Blue Upway, and compare it to the normal lifecycle of a Teen Game, to work out what’s been happening.” 
 
    “From the start?” asked Beckett. 
 
    “From the start,” said Lucas. 
 
    Beckett tapped at his desk, and a holo appeared in the centre of the circle of Tactical team members. It was some sort of multicoloured diagram, rotating in mid air. The Tactical team studied it intently, but it meant absolutely nothing to me. I was too tired to try chasing the express thoughts of Lucas to find an explanation of the lines and colours, so I just waited for him to begin speaking again. 
 
    “Blue Upway starts soon before the last but one Carnival,” said Lucas. “Our pattern is sparse at this point, because Blue Upway is one of over a dozen fledgling games springing up in Blue Zone, and Game Control isn’t bothering to collect much information on any of them. They know that most new games will die within their first two months for a variety of reasons, such as the Game Commander getting overwhelmed by the amount of work.” 
 
    “Or the players getting bored by the challenges,” said Gideon gloomily. 
 
    Lucas laughed. “Let’s move on to two months after Carnival.” 
 
    Beckett tapped at his desk again, and the holo diagram scrolled upwards, revealing more incomprehensible lines and colours at the bottom. 
 
    “There are now only three Teen Games left running in Blue Zone,” said Lucas, “so Game Control is actively collecting information on them. We can see that Blue Upway has expanded to about four hundred players. That makes it the smallest of the three Teen Games in Blue Zone, but look at the solid organization backbone of that timeline.” 
 
    Kareem leaned forward in his seat. “Blue Upway isn’t the most exciting of games, it’s not bringing in that many players, but it’s brilliantly run.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Lucas. “The second biggest Teen Game in Blue Zone crashed at this point. The challenges had been getting too dangerous, a player was badly hurt, and Game Control got hold of the injured player’s anonymous dataview and sent the Game Commander a standard threatening message. That tactic doesn’t always work, but the Game Commander was probably already feeling guilty about the player injury, and reacted by closing down their game entirely. The orphaned players moved to the other two Teen Games in Blue Zone. You can see that Blue Upway doubles in size to eight hundred players.” 
 
    “The Game Commander copes with the size increase remarkably well,” commented Emili. 
 
    Lucas nodded. “Blue Upway continued to be stable and methodically run until a few weeks before the last Carnival.” 
 
    He glanced expectantly at Beckett, and the holo moved up again. “At this point, we see the classic signs of a Game Commander preparing to abandon their Teen Game and go into Lottery,” said Lucas. “Player challenges have stopped being set, and points aren’t being awarded. During the Carnival celebrations and the following week of Lottery testing, we can see a total break in the activity of Blue Upway. The game master stack must have been shut down, which took out all the game communications.” 
 
    Even I could see the break in the diagram that Lucas was talking about. There was a blank line cutting across all the colours. 
 
    “Up until this point, Blue Upway had been following the normal lifecycle of a Teen Game,” said Lucas. “This is where it began breaking all the rules. Just as the Blue Upway players were assuming it had been shut down forever, and were moving on to try new games, Blue Upway suddenly came back to life. The game master stack was back on, and messages were being sent out about new challenges. All the Blue Upway players who hadn’t left Teen Level to go through Lottery returned. About five hundred of them.” 
 
    He paused. “I assumed this was one of the rare cases where the original Game Commander went into Lottery and handed their game master stack to a new Game Commander. However, Beckett has established the Game Commander didn’t change at Carnival.” 
 
    “I’d love to see your evidence for that, Beckett,” said Kareem. 
 
    Beckett tapped at his desk, and some of the lines and colours separated out and moved sharply sideways. 
 
    Kareem made a dubious noise. “I’m still not seeing an overlay match.” 
 
    “You need to compensate for the drop in the game population before going for the overlay,” said Beckett. 
 
    He lifted one finger to give a theatrical tap at his desk. The new lines above and below the join in the holo changed dramatically, then shifted to superimpose one on top of the other. 
 
    Kareem lifted his hands in surrender. “I’m convinced. I can see why Lottery imprinted you as a pattern specialist.” 
 
    Gideon was still staring at the main holo diagram. “The most successful Teen Games are usually run by the oldest teens. Blue Upway could have been one of the exceptions though, where the Game Commander was a year younger and not due to go into Lottery.” 
 
    Emili shook her head. “If the Game Commander wasn’t due to go into Lottery, why are we looking at that characteristic activity break?” 
 
    “I’ve absolutely no idea,” said Gideon. 
 
    “I can only think of one answer that fits the facts,” said Lucas. “The Blue Upway Game Commander went into Lottery, but then came back to Teen Level.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
      
 
    I blinked. “Surely it’s impossible for someone to go into Lottery and then return to Teen Level.” 
 
    “Lottery could have allocated the Blue Upway Game Commander work on Teen Level,” said Hallie. “They then decided to resume running their old Teen Game as a hobby.” 
 
    “Running even a small Teen Game takes a huge amount of time,” said Kareem. “The Game Commander would have had to be allocated very undemanding work to leave them enough free hours in the day to do it.” 
 
    “Very true,” said Lucas. “Let’s advance the timeline a little further, and look at what happened after Carnival.” 
 
    The holo diagram rolled upwards again. 
 
    “At this point, Blue Upway was the only Teen Game in the Hive that had survived past Carnival,” said Lucas. “Every other game was brand new and suffering periods of confusion as their Game Commanders made the typical learners’ mistakes. All the orphaned players in Blue Zone rushed to join Blue Upway, so it grew from its five hundred surviving players to three thousand at startling speed. Now look at what happens to the pattern of Blue Upway. What does it tell us about the Game Commander?” 
 
    “There are hiccups in the pattern,” said Gideon. “That’s a person under pressure. They’re highly intelligent, responsible, and organized. They could handle running a Teen Game with eight hundred players. Now they’ve got three thousand, and they can’t cope with the workload.” 
 
    “You can see the Game Commander is struggling before they even reach fifteen hundred players,” said Telyn critically. “That isn’t the pattern of a future Tactical Commander or any other member of a Tactical team. Don’t you agree, Beckett?” 
 
    Beckett gave her a wary look. “I do patterns, not people.” 
 
    “The hiccups in the pattern are a classic warning sign that the Teen Game is about to collapse,” said Emili, “but it keeps going and the hiccups gradually fade away. How? Why? What did the Game Commander do to solve the problem?” 
 
    “I think they started delegating routine tasks like points allocation to selected higher-ranked players,” said Lucas. “That tactic worked. The Game Commander got Blue Upway running smoothly again. Let’s advance the timeline further.” 
 
    The holo diagram rolled up some more. 
 
    “Within a few weeks, the news about Blue Upway had spread to the orphaned game players in the neighbouring Turquoise and Navy Zones,” said Lucas. “They began joining too, and by Valentine the Blue Upway game had gone Hivewide. There are some more bursts of hiccups as it grows from three thousand to thirty thousand players, but the Game Commander successfully repeats their tactic of doing more delegating to get the game running smoothly again.” 
 
    Hallie gave a disbelieving shake of her head. “You can’t be right about the delegating, Lucas. It’s just about believable with three thousand players, but think about the sheer scale of tasks to be done with thirty thousand of them. The Game Commander would have to be delegating decisions to hundreds of people. It would be far easier to automate the decision process.” 
 
    Lucas laughed. “Not everyone is as good as you at automating decision processes, Hallie.” 
 
    “Well, this Game Commander must have been good at them,” said Kareem. “If they’d been delegating decisions to hundreds of players, then some of them would inevitably be making different judgements in similar situations. You’d see the pattern blurring, and it’s still sharply defined.” 
 
    “The Game Commander could give the players a set of guidelines about how to award the points,” said Emili. 
 
    “Some of them would still be swayed by their personal opinions and make different judgements,” said Kareem. 
 
    “The blurring is there,” said Beckett. “It’s so minimal that you need to study a tiny section to see it, but it’s there.” 
 
    Gideon waved his hands in a gesture of bewilderment. “Then Lucas is right. The Game Commander has to be delegating decisions because there wouldn’t be any blurring at all with automated decisions, but how are they managing it?” 
 
    “The Game Commander of Blue Upway wasn’t just intelligent, organized, and responsible,” said Lucas. “They must have been a natural leader as well, incredibly gifted at persuading people to obey guidelines.” 
 
    He paused. “I’m surprised that anyone so skilled in dealing with people chose to spend their time running a Teen Game. I’d have expected them to be organizing the festival celebrations for their area. I really can’t believe that Lottery would assign a person like that to do tedious work on Teen Level that left them with huge amounts of free time each day.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it either,” said Kareem. “In which case, we need to think of alternative reasons that the original Blue Upway Game Commander would go into Lottery and then come back to Teen Level.” 
 
    “They could have gone into Lottery and come back because of an injury or illness,” said Telyn eagerly. “Something similar happened to me because of my leg injury. At the last New Year festival, I had what I thought was my last reconstructive operation. After that, I went into Lottery on schedule, but the physical tests revealed a lingering problem that could potentially cause spinal issues in the future. I ended up being imprinted for Tactical team member, but needed another long period of medical treatment before starting work.” 
 
    She turned to Lucas. “I knew that Lottery had found a new telepath, but thought that having to spend a long period in the Blue Zone Trauma Casualty Centre had robbed me of any chance of joining her Tactical team. I was stunned to discover that Lucas was holding the attack specialist position for me.” 
 
    Lucas smiled. “Of course I was holding it for you, Telyn. You were the only available candidate who I knew could outperform me in the attack role.” 
 
    “I’m so grateful,” said Telyn. 
 
    “I could believe the Game Commander was having ongoing medical treatment for an injury,” said Kareem. “That would explain why they weren’t involved in things like festival celebrations. They could have started running a Teen Game to ease their boredom. I’m amazed that you didn’t run one yourself, Telyn.” 
 
    “I expect Telyn was too busy playing competition chess matches to run a Teen Game.” Lucas pulled a rueful face. “She was playing in both the teen and adult leagues, and totally slaughtering me every time we were drawn against each other.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “I didn’t know that you played competition chess, Lucas.” 
 
    “I gave it up after the last Carnival.” Lucas grinned mischievously at me. “Playing competition chess was a welcome diversion when I worked for Keith, but I don’t have time for it now that I’m a Tactical Commander with a demanding telepathic girlfriend.” 
 
    I considered sticking my tongue out at him, but took the marginally more dignified approach of wrinkling my nose instead. 
 
    “Telyn’s theory would certainly explain the sequence of events,” Lucas continued. “The Game Commander shut down their game master stack of anonymous dataviews before they went into Lottery, but they hit a problem during the testing process.” 
 
    He paused. “Telyn’s tests revealed a need for further medical treatment, but she was still able to finish her personalized sequence of Lottery tests and be imprinted. What happened with this Game Commander was crucially different. Their problem prevented them from completing their tests. That meant they weren’t imprinted, but told to return to Teen Level for further medical treatment before going through Lottery again.” 
 
    “The Game Commander must have found that cruelly disappointing,” said Gideon, “and been horribly lonely on Teen Level with all their old teen friends gone. They consoled themselves by unpacking their game master stack, and getting back in communication with all their players who hadn’t gone off to Lottery. Their old Teen Game didn’t just come back to life, but expanded to have tens of thousands of players.” 
 
    I became aware that the Tactical team were sneaking furtive glances in Beckett’s direction. I looked across at him myself, and couldn’t see what was so interesting at first, but then I realized the orange and brown fur collar around his neck was moving. Front and back legs appeared, and Cee Cee delicately stepped down onto Beckett’s desk, before yawning, stretching, and fastidiously washing its face. 
 
    “The original Game Commander of Blue Upway kept running it until Halloween,” said Lucas. “Beckett, could you emphasize the fracture line in the pattern at that point for us?” 
 
    Beckett waited for Cee Cee to move out of the way before adjusting the holo diagram upwards again, and then heightened the colours at one point. I spared a moment to study the diagram, but then was distracted by Cee Cee strolling up to the side of the blue object on Beckett’s desk and giving it a business-like swat with a front paw. 
 
    One side of the blue object rotated out of the way, to reveal twin dishes of food and water inside. Cee Cee sniffed them delicately before starting to eat. 
 
    “A week after Halloween, the new Game Commander took over Blue Upway,” said Lucas. 
 
    “There’s definitely a fracture line in the pattern then,” said Kareem, “but no break of activity like the one at Carnival.” 
 
    “So long as the game master stack was still running to handle the game communications, Blue Upway could be handed over to a new Game Commander without any activity break or organizational disruption at all,” said Emili. “All the delegation had been set up to deal with points and promotions.” 
 
    “What’s puzzling me is that the original Game Commander of Blue Upway was a highly responsible person,” said Lucas. “Why would they hand control of their game to someone who’d endanger their thirty thousand players?” 
 
    “They wouldn’t,” said Gideon. “Something unexpected happened, but what?” 
 
    “My theory is that the original Game Commander was given a last-minute medical clearance to enter the Halloween Lottery,” said Lucas. “That took them totally by surprise, so they didn’t have time to shut down their game before leaving Teen Level.” 
 
    I’d been watching Cee Cee eat, but Lucas’s comment caught my attention. “I don’t understand what you mean. Lottery testing always happens during the week after Carnival.” 
 
    “The main Hive Lottery happens during the week after Carnival,” said Lucas. “There are advantages in having as many teens as possible go through Lottery at the same time. That allows the Lottery systems maximum flexibility in juggling candidates and projected vacancies, which leads to the optimal result for both the candidates and the Hive.” 
 
    He paused. “There will always be a small percentage of candidates who can’t enter their scheduled Lottery after Carnival though. A variety of problems like injury, illness, or the death of a close family member can either prevent a candidate doing the tests at all, or affect the validity of their results.” 
 
    Lucas shrugged. “It would be extremely wasteful to make these candidates wait an entire year to enter Lottery again, so there are small-scale alternate runs of Lottery after the festivals of Valentine, Halloween, and New Year.” 
 
    I’d always believed the day that I’d enter Lottery was a completely inflexible and inescapable fixed point in my life. “I’ve never heard anyone mention this before.” 
 
    “Candidates for the alternate runs of Lottery tend to be secretive about it,” said Emili. “Some people consider their results less valid than those from the main Carnival Lottery.” 
 
    “There’s an especial prejudice against candidates who go through the Halloween Lottery,” said Gideon. “When I first arrived in Claire’s unit, some people queried whether it was safe to allow a Halloween Lottery candidate to work for a telepath.” 
 
    He smiled. “Claire soon put a halt to that though. She called a meeting of the entire unit, told them that anyone who didn’t like being in the same unit as me was welcome to leave, and quoted the words of the Light and Dark pageants. ‘There can be no light without darkness, and no darkness without light.’” 
 
    I wondered what problem had stopped Gideon from entering the long-ago Carnival Lottery and sent him into the Halloween Lottery instead, but Lucas was already speaking again, so I needed to concentrate on what he was saying. 
 
    “The original Game Commander would need to come back to Teen Level after Lottery to collect their belongings. They would have been planning to shut down their game master stack, take away the dataviews, and dispose of them. Instead, they found the dataviews had all gone. Our dangerous new Game Commander had grabbed the chance to steal the game master stack and take control of Blue Upway.” 
 
    “That theft must have happened within two days of the original Game Commander going into Lottery,” said Hallie. “If it had been any later, then the game master stack would have run out of power, and we’d be seeing a break of activity in the pattern. Cheap teen dataviews don’t have remote charge ability, and teen rooms only have one dataview charging point, so there was no way to leave all those dataviews plugged in.” 
 
    “I know it’s a very long time since I was a Game Commander,” said Gideon, “but I distinctly remember the boring job of plugging each dataview in turn into the charging point for two minutes, and I’m sure I only needed to do it once a week.” 
 
    Hallie sighed. “From what you’ve told us, you were running a very small game, Gideon. Blue Upway has thirty thousand players. Just think how many messages those dataviews are relaying. They might last two days without charging, but no longer.” 
 
    “That’s very true,” said Lucas. “We can assume the new Game Commander stole the game master stack on either the first or second day after Halloween. Let’s advance the timeline until today.” 
 
    The holo diagram moved on to show a ragged edge where it ended. 
 
    “You can see the change in the organization backbone in Blue Upway since Halloween,” said Emili. “The new Game Commander isn’t nearly as intelligent or methodical as the original one. They’ve got all the game structure set up for them, and the delegation in place to handle all the basic things like points and promotions. Blue Upway should be continuing to run smoothly on pure momentum, but they’re still messing things up.” 
 
    I noticed Cee Cee moving back into position around Beckett’s neck, and settling down with the weary air of a comfort cat that had been having an unreasonably hard couple of days. 
 
    “That’s an interesting point,” said Lucas. “Beckett, can you put a filter on everything that’s been running on momentum since Halloween, and highlight the changes for us?” 
 
    “It won’t be totally accurate,” said Beckett. “I’ll have to make some judgement calls.” 
 
    “I have absolute faith in your judgement,” said Lucas. 
 
    There was a long wait, then most of the pattern abruptly went pale, leaving what looked like bright, garish vertical lines. Lucas leant forward to study it. 
 
    “The new Game Commander is barely touching Blue Upway,” he said. “There have only been a dozen changes to the game since Halloween, but every single one of them is causing major safety issues. That isn’t someone messing things up by accident. It’s deliberate.” 
 
    “Blue Upway has been taken over by someone deeply malicious,” said Kareem. “They’re enjoying themselves using the power of a Game Commander to endanger players and cause trouble for the Hive.” 
 
    “Our next step will be to assign a hazard rating to each change,” said Lucas. “We then start looking for clues to the personality of our target, their goals, and how much they know about Teen Games.” 
 
    “How much they know about Teen Games?” repeated Emili. “What are you thinking, Lucas?” 
 
    “I’m thinking that the reason our target is making so few changes could be that they’ve little previous experience of Teen Games. We believe they stole the game master stack for Blue Upway on either the first or second day after Halloween, but they didn’t make any changes to the game at all until five days later. I think it took them that long to go through the information on the dataviews, work out what the game master stack was, and learn how to use it.” 
 
    “But if they didn’t know what the game master stack was,” said Emili, “then they couldn’t have been actively trying to steal it. They must have stumbled across it by accident. Does that mean the original Game Commander didn’t keep the game master stack in their room or storage locker, but in a different hiding place?” 
 
    “I didn’t keep my game master stack in my room, but inside an air vent at the local community centre,” said Kareem. “Any hiding place has to be somewhere you go regularly and close to a charging point. You can’t be seen carrying a whole stack of dataviews around, so you have to take them to be charged one at a time.” 
 
    Lucas stood up. “I’d like my team to carry on working on that approach. Amber and I will go back to our apartment for a while now, because I want to look at some restricted records.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-one 
 
      
 
      
 
    I followed Lucas out of the Tactical office door, and down the corridor. “What restricted records do you want to look at?” 
 
    “The candidate test results for the last Halloween Lottery,” said Lucas. 
 
    I frowned. “I thought all the Liaison and Tactical team members could access Lottery candidate results when necessary for their work.” 
 
    “They can, but a Tactical Commander has higher level access, and I have a theory that I may need it.” 
 
    I was still confused. “Why?” 
 
    “Our target is the current Game Commander of Blue Upway. We’ve no real clues to that person’s identity, but we have learned some highly distinctive facts about the original Game Commander. Distinctive enough that we should be able to identify them from their test results in the Halloween Lottery. Over a million candidates go into the Carnival Lottery each year, but only about ten thousand go into the Halloween Lottery, and only about a thousand will be from Blue Zone.” 
 
    Lucas stopped to open the security doors. “The snag is that I believe Lottery will have imprinted the original Game Commander for a very important position in our Hive. Important enough that I’ll need my higher level Tactical Commander access to see the details of their Lottery test results. Important enough that I’ll need to be very discreet about contacting them.” 
 
    That sounded ominous to me. “Do we need to contact this person at all? You just said that they aren’t our target.” 
 
    “I consider the original Game Commander to be an innocent bystander in this case,” said Lucas. “I’ve absolutely no wish to cause trouble for them. I’d just like to call them and discuss what happened at Halloween. They may only know that they went into Lottery, and came back to find the game master stack of Blue Upway was missing, but there’s a chance they’ll remember some detail that gives us a clue to our target’s identity.” 
 
    We walked on in silence to our apartment, then sat down on a couch in the sprawling living room. Lucas took out his dataview, tapped it to make it unfurl, and then accessed the Lottery systems. 
 
    “So, we want the last Halloween Lottery results,” he muttered, working on the dataview. “We’re searching for a candidate from Blue Zone that’s a gifted leader, persuasive, highly intelligent, organized, and responsible.” 
 
    He gave a decisive tap at the screen. “I knew it. The only openly available test results that match my selection criteria are for two very moderate candidates, but there’s one hidden result. I’ll request access.” 
 
    He did some more tapping at the dataview, and entered authorization codes. “Yes, that hidden result is for our original Game Commander of Blue Upway. Michaela came out of the last Halloween Lottery, and was imprinted for the highest position in Hive Politics, but she’s currently only assigned as a Diplomat while she gains basic experience. I’ll just check …” 
 
    He worked on his dataview for another minute before giving a despairing groan. “Do you remember there were a lot of blue decorations in the apartment belonging to the head of Hive Politics, which suggested he’d grown up in Blue Zone?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said uneasily. 
 
    “Well, Senior Ambassador Elliott came out of Lottery eleven years ago. He’s the eldest of a family of two boys and four girls. Michaela is his youngest sister.” 
 
    “Six children!” I gasped. “Does that mean the parents had six duty children?” 
 
    “The children were probably all born through the duty child programme, but raised by their parents rather than being adopted. It’s obviously one of those cases where siblings share similar abilities, because all six of them are imprinted for the highest positions in Hive Politics. Elliott and Michaela as Senior Ambassadors, and the other four as Ambassadors.” 
 
    Lucas took out his dataview and pulled an apprehensive face. “I’ll try calling Diplomat Michaela now. I just hope she decides to co-operate instead of calling for help from her big brother. Do you want to be included in the call?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’d be terrified of saying the wrong thing.” 
 
    Lucas stood up and moved to a point in the room where I’d be out of view, then made the call. After about five seconds, the holo head of a stunningly lovely woman in her late twenties appeared in front of him, her dark hair so long that it trailed well past her shoulders. 
 
    “Hive Politics,” she said briskly. “Ambassador Paula speaking.” 
 
    “I was hoping to talk to Diplomat Michaela,” said Lucas. 
 
    “I regret that Diplomat Michaela is unavailable,” said Ambassador Paula. “Can I be of assistance?” 
 
    “Do you mean that Diplomat Michaela is in a meeting?” asked Lucas. 
 
    “May I ask who’s inquiring?” 
 
    “I’m Tactical Commander Lucas 2511-3022-498.” 
 
    Ambassador Paula glanced down, clearly checking Lucas’s identity on a desktop display. “Tactical Commander Lucas, I regret that Diplomat Michaela isn’t in a meeting. She is at Hive Genex.” 
 
    I blinked. 
 
    “I assume her presence there is connected to the Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement investigation of Hive Genex,” said Lucas. 
 
    Ambassador Paula nodded. “When Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement’s investigation team arrived at Hive Genex, they invited our Hive to send a delegation to join them. We naturally can’t take part in the investigation itself, but it’s centred on Hive Genex’s attempt to kidnap one of our telepaths, so we’ve a right to join all the negotiations about penalties and compensation arrangements.” 
 
    “It was my telepath and partner that Hive Genex attempted to kidnap,” said Lucas pointedly, “so I’ve a strong personal interest in those negotiations. Have we made any progress?” 
 
    “We have made significant progress,” said Ambassador Paula. “Unfortunately, I can’t disclose any details of ongoing negotiations.” 
 
    “Is it possible for me to speak to Diplomat Michaela at Hive Genex?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” said Ambassador Paula. “We suspect that Hive Genex is spying on our delegates’ communication channel, so we’re flooding it with fake messages infected with a self-modifying cyber virus.” 
 
    Lucas rubbed his forehead. “I see. At least, I think I see.” 
 
    “I’m supervising the situation at Hive Genex, and would be delighted to assist you myself,” said Ambassador Paula. 
 
    “You won’t be able to help with this because it’s a personal matter,” said Lucas. 
 
    “I may still be able to assist you,” said Ambassador Paula encouragingly. “Diplomat Michaela is my youngest sister.” 
 
    “I can only discuss this subject with Diplomat Michaela herself,” said Lucas firmly. “Please ask her to contact me as soon as she returns to our Hive.” 
 
    Lucas ended the call and came back to sit on the couch next to me. “I’m not sure if Ambassador Paula is protective of her youngest sister, or just nosy about her personal affairs. I suppose that in a family of six duty children, the eldest girl may take on some of the maternal role.” 
 
    I waved my hands to show my ignorance of how things worked in such a large family. 
 
    “Well, we’ll have to wait to talk to Michaela,” continued Lucas, “but it’s virtually certain that she doesn’t know anything helpful.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “A few minutes ago, you said the original Game Commander of Blue Upway might remember some detail that gives us a clue to our target’s identity. Now you’re saying it’s virtually certain that Michaela doesn’t know anything helpful. What’s changed?” 
 
    “What’s changed is that we know Michaela was imprinted for Senior Ambassador and is part of a delegation at Hive Genex,” said Lucas. “The minute she found out the game master stack for Blue Upway had been stolen, she’d have realized the potential for danger in an unknown person having control of a Teen Game with thirty thousand players. She’d have reported the change in control of Blue Upway and any clues to the thief’s identity before leaving our Hive.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Michaela wouldn’t want to tell Law Enforcement something that could mess up her brilliant new career.” 
 
    “Michaela might be a bit embarrassed to admit she’d started a technically illegal Teen Game, but I can’t believe it would seriously damage her career. Anyway, no one would be imprinted for the role of Senior Ambassador unless they were unflinchingly loyal to our Hive.” 
 
    Lucas paused. “If necessary, Michaela wouldn’t hesitate to sacrifice her career or her life in the interests of our Hive. In this case, she didn’t even need to worry about the minor embarrassment though, because she could just make her report anonymously. If she’d done that, then Game Control would have given us that information along with everything else they knew about Blue Upway. They didn’t.” 
 
    He shrugged. “There’s only a vanishingly small chance that Game Control somehow managed to lose the report. The far more likely explanation is that Michaela didn’t report anything because she didn’t know the game master stack for Blue Upway had been stolen.” 
 
    I gave him a bewildered look. “But Michaela must have known it had been stolen. She’d have gone back to Teen Level after Lottery to collect her old possessions and retrieve the dataviews.” 
 
    “I don’t think Michaela went back to Teen Level to collect her possessions,” said Lucas. “She went into Lottery on the day after the Halloween festival. That was the same day that our Hive gave Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement the evidence of Hive Genex’s involvement in the attempt to kidnap you.” 
 
    Lucas had been careful to use the neutral word evidence, but I still winced as I remembered precisely what our Hive had given to Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement. The dead body of Hive Genex’s agent, Elden. It would have been his living body if I hadn’t … 
 
    I relived that crucial moment during the Halloween festival. My Strike team, Lucas, and I had all been wearing Halloween costumes as we hunted a wounded Elden through the Hive. He’d been a poor, broken thing by then, the pain of his physical injuries overshadowed by the agony of a mind being ripped apart by imprint overload. 
 
    Elden had turned to look at the demonic hunt pursuing him. I was dressed as the light angel, so his eyes had focused on me as the one sign of hope in the darkness. My Strike team had been given strict orders to shoot Elden on stun, so he could be handed alive to Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement. 
 
    I’d known exactly what would happen to Elden after that. How he’d be destruction analyzed, his body and mind picked apart cell by cell to extract as much information as possible before he was finally lucky enough to die. 
 
    Elden had been my enemy. He’d worked on his plan to kidnap me for years. He’d nearly succeeded in taking me to Hive Genex. I’d set my gun to kill, and shot him in the head, but it had been an act of mercy rather than revenge. 
 
    I fought to banish that too vivid memory and focus on what Lucas was saying now. 
 
    “Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement would respond immediately to such a major breach of Hive Treaty as an attempt to kidnap a telepath,” said Lucas. “The instant the evidence was verified, an investigation team of inspectors would have flown to Hive Genex. Ambassador Paula said that the investigation team invited our Hive to send a delegation to join them. Given the importance of the situation, Hive Politics would send our delegation as fast as possible. I think Michaela came out of Lottery, was assigned to the delegation, and was flying to Hive Genex within days or even hours.” 
 
    I frowned. “So Michaela didn’t have time to go back to Teen Level and collect her old possessions. Something similar happened to me when I came out of Lottery. I’d left all my possessions in my room’s storage locker, and I arrived in this unit and found them all in a stack of boxes in my apartment. I assumed that Megan had arranged for someone to collect them. Would someone have arranged for Michaela’s possessions to be collected?” 
 
    “That’s an excellent question.” Lucas worked on his dataview before speaking again. “Accommodation Services has a record log for each room on Teen Level. Two weeks after Halloween, Michaela contacted them to say she’d be unable to collect her possessions within the standard six-week period because she was involved with long-running negotiations at another Hive. Accommodation Services replied that the room could remain assigned to her until next Carnival, when it would need to be refurbished ready for the incoming wave of thirteen-year-olds.” 
 
    Lucas drummed his fingers on the arm of the couch. “Nobody has been to collect Michaela’s possessions yet. She doesn’t know the game master stack for Blue Upway is missing. She’ll assume the dataviews ran out of power and the game shut down. She’s at Hive Genex, so she won’t have seen the Hive channel 1 story about our emergency run, or heard anything about a Teen Game causing problems.” 
 
    His forehead creased in thought. “I want to keep Michaela’s involvement a complete secret from everyone except you and me.” 
 
    “A complete secret? You aren’t even going to mention her in your reports to Gold Commander Melisande?” 
 
    Lucas shuddered. “Definitely not. I don’t need Gold Commander Melisande giving me a lecture on the sensitivity of this situation. I’m fully aware that we want to avoid arguments with Hive Politics.” 
 
    He paused. “I’ll want you to do check runs of the four undercover locations tomorrow, to make sure there aren’t any problems developing. Michaela’s room is only two corridors away from Penn’s room, so you can also check the possibility that the game master stack of Blue Upway was stolen by a teen in a nearby room. The timeline pattern analysis of Blue Upway is telling us some very nasty things about the personality of its new Game Commander, so their mind should be very noticeable.” 
 
    Lucas stood up. “Let’s get back to the Tactical office now.” 
 
    We headed back through the unit, and found the Tactical team staring at a whole array of small holos in shades of orange and red. 
 
    “Are those what I think they are?” asked Lucas. 
 
    “They’re the hazard ratings of the changes to Blue Upway,” said Beckett. 
 
    “I don’t like the look of them,” said Lucas. 
 
    “I don’t like the look of them either,” said Gideon. “In fact, they’re horrifying me.” 
 
    “And you were perfectly right about our target not knowing much about Teen Games,” said Emili. “That’s the only reason those hazard ratings aren’t all dark red. Our target’s first attempts to create dangers weren’t very successful because they didn’t understand how challenges worked. Unfortunately, they’re gaining knowledge with every attempt.” 
 
    Lucas stared at the holos for a moment longer. “We’ll obviously need to do more detailed studying of the Blue Upway timeline pattern this afternoon, but the overall situation seems clear. The new Game Commander has already killed one Blue Upway player, and is working to make the game even more lethal.” 
 
    He grimaced. “Our undercover men will be deliberately trying to attract our target’s attention, which is a dangerous game to play with someone that malevolent. If the local teens get suspicious, then our men will be in deep trouble. Tomorrow morning, we’ll send Amber and the Alpha Strike team out to do check runs of the teens in the four locations. It will be easiest for her to do that when most of them are gathered together in their local community centres doing activity sessions.” 
 
    The Tactical team members nodded. 
 
    “And what happens tonight in Halloween?” I asked. 
 
    “We have to be very careful what we do with Halloween,” said Lucas, “because future Game Commanders may copy our ideas. That means we have to come up with events that are unusual and thrilling, but don’t put the players in danger or cause any problems for the Hive. Tonight, we’ll be holding the first of a series of darkness events.” 
 
    He paused. “Most people in the Hive are afraid of the dark. That’s the natural result of most people only experiencing total darkness during power cuts, with all the related terror of knowing that no power means no fresh air arriving. You’ve personal experience of the problems this causes during a lengthy power cut, Amber.” 
 
    I nodded grimly. 
 
    “The Hive has tried several tactics to get people more accustomed to the dark,” Lucas continued, “such as introducing brief spells of total darkness into the Light and Dark pageants. That hasn’t been very successful, so if our Teen Game ends up making its players less scared of the dark, that will be beneficial to the Hive.” 
 
    “What will this darkness event be like?” I asked. 
 
    “We’re having players gather in a different set of parks,” said Lucas. 
 
    “Using parks again is repetitive,” complained Hallie. 
 
    “Other games send players to do challenges in groups of three or four at most,” said Lucas. “The players enjoyed the novelty of gathering in larger numbers for our Halloween parties, with their identities safely protected by masks and a shadowy park. We’re going to stick with that distinctive approach.” 
 
    “We were surprised by how many players attended the Halloween parties,” said Kareem. “We need to make sure we hold the events somewhere with enough space, and there aren’t many options.” 
 
    “There are community centre halls,” said Hallie. 
 
    Gideon shook his head. “If we make them sit in rows in a community centre hall as if they’re waiting for a lecture, then they’ll go running back to Blue Upway.” 
 
    Hallie gave a resigned grunt. 
 
    “The darkness event will start with the drama of the moons and stars going out,” said Lucas. “We’ll leave the players in total darkness for one minute, and then the moons and stars come back on again to show the leader on the event stage. We’re then going to give our players the sort of challenge they’ve never had before. A challenge where each pack competes as a group against all the other packs in their zone. The better your pack does compared to the others, the more Halloween points each player is awarded at the end, and the best performing pack in each zone gets rewarded with a title.” 
 
    “And Lucas is being cunning about the scoring system,” said Gideon. “The bigger packs have an automatic advantage, which will encourage the players to get their friends to join Halloween.” 
 
    Lucas turned to Emili. “Can you run the hunter of souls darkness challenge sequence for Amber, please?” 
 
    Emili went to tap at her desk, and the main screen showed Lucas in costume as the hunter of souls. “The packs will gather tonight to prove their courage. How many of your pack will venture into the darkness? Only the bravest of the packs will earn the title of Demons of their zone.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-two 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, the Alpha Strike team and I went to four different locations on Level 49, so I could check the minds of the teens in the community centres beneath me on Level 50. I didn’t find a malignant Game Commander, or any hint that the teens were suspicious of our undercover men, but I did accidentally discover a fifteen-year-old who’d been starting a series of fires in his area. Tiny ones at first, but gradually increasing in size and potential danger. 
 
    Once we’d arrested the developing firebug, and handed him over for therapy, we returned to the unit. I had lunch with Lucas, and then his dataview chimed. A message had arrived from Beckett, with a massive quantity of statistics about the Halloween events. Lucas’s head filled with numbers as he studied them, so I decided this was an excellent time to visit my family in their unit apartment. 
 
    I chatted with my parents for a while, and then we played a couple of bookettes, before coaxing Gregas out of his bedroom to share one of the high level meals from the kitchen unit. 
 
    When I finally left my parents’ apartment to go to what was becoming the regular Tactical team evening meeting about Halloween events, I met Gideon in the corridor. 
 
    “When I last saw Lucas, he was absorbed in some statistics about the Halloween events,” I said. “Did they show anything important?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea,” said Gideon. “I’ve been sent the statistics, but I didn’t bother looking at them. A Tactical Commander is imprinted with every type of tactical role, and needs to have a functional level of ability at all of them, which is one reason suitable candidates are so rare and valuable. Tactical team members specialize in a specific area though. As Beckett would phrase it, I do people not numbers. My usual approach with statistics is to listen to what people like Lucas, Hallie, Beckett, and Telyn say, and nod wisely at intervals.” 
 
    I laughed, and we continued to the Tactical office. Everyone else was already sitting in their usual places, so I went to join Lucas on the couch, and looked expectantly at him. 
 
    “Early this afternoon,” said Lucas, “I called our four undercover men and told them to stop attempting Blue Upway challenges.” 
 
    I blinked. 
 
    “You did?” Emili raised her eyebrows. “Why are we abandoning the standard approach for shutting down Teen Games, Lucas?” 
 
    “Because in this case it’s too dangerous and can’t possibly work. Telepath Units are normally called in to deal with a situation where a Game Commander starts a Teen Game out of genuine interest, but is irresponsibly pushing limits on challenges to the point where they endanger their players. In that case, the Game Commander’s attention will be attracted by a player that’s startlingly daring and successful at challenges, and they may well be curious enough to arrange a meeting.” 
 
    Lucas paused. “The situation in Blue Upway is totally different. When Gold Commander Melisande gave us the job of shutting down Blue Upway, I told her that my instincts were warning me there was something horribly wrong in that game. The timeline pattern analysis has now shown us exactly what we’re facing. The new Game Commander got hold of the Blue Upway game master stack by accident, doesn’t have any real knowledge of Teen Games, and is only interested in using it to harm players.” 
 
    He shook his head. “The new Game Commander is only spending about an hour a day working on Blue Upway, so our men stand little chance of attracting attention. Even if they did manage it, this malevolent Game Commander is never going to meet a player to present an award. Our men will just get offered more lethal challenges.” 
 
    “I agree with what you’re saying,” said Kareem, “but I hope we have a new strategy. If we don’t, then Gold Commander Melisande is going to be seriously annoyed.” 
 
    “We do have a new strategy,” said Lucas eagerly. “I’ve been going through Beckett’s collated statistics on Halloween. When we started the game, we estimated that Blue Upway had about thirty thousand players. Our goal was to tempt the most risk-loving five thousand of those players into leaving Blue Upway and joining Halloween. By midnight the first evening, we had one thousand players. By the morning, it was three thousand. By yesterday evening, we’d already reached our goal of five thousand players.” 
 
    Lucas grinned. “At that point, we sent out the hunter of souls allegiance sequence, which is when the unexpected factors began hitting. We had five thousand players signed up for Halloween, but eleven thousand came to the parties.” 
 
    “How could that happen?” I asked. 
 
    “The players who’d joined Halloween got the message about the supposedly illegal party in their area,” said Lucas. “They must have told their Blue Upway game groups about it. A lot of those players decided to go to the parties as well.” 
 
    Lucas waved both hands. “All the reports say that the teens loved their illegal parties, especially the excitement of running away from a hasty patrol at the end. Those who weren’t actual Halloween players rushed to join after the parties, and yesterday evening we sent out the hunter of souls darkness challenge sequence.” 
 
    He laughed. “The idea of packs competing for a zone title has caught the imagination of the players. As I hoped, they worked out they’d have a better chance with a bigger pack, and started recruiting their friends. We’ve now reached a total of nineteen thousand players.” 
 
    “If you insist on counting the cheats.” Beckett was sitting at his desk as usual, monitoring the running of Halloween. 
 
    “I do insist on counting the cheats,” said Lucas. 
 
    “What do you mean by cheats?” I asked. 
 
    Lucas laughed again. “Some of the new players were told a Halloween contact number by a friend, and didn’t bother to go searching for one of our official Halloween masks. They just joined using an image of themselves wearing a random mask they had lying around in their room. Beckett feels that’s cheating.” 
 
    “It is cheating,” said Beckett, with a disapproving sniff. 
 
    “But our goal is to attract as many Blue Upway players as possible to Halloween, so we’re letting them join with any Halloween mask image,” said Lucas. “Some of our nineteen thousand players may have come from different games, but I estimate that at least fifteen thousand must be from Blue Upway.” 
 
    Lucas paused. “That means we’ve attracted the attention of half the players of Blue Upway, and our undercover men have reported another development. As I said earlier, the new Game Commander has little knowledge of Teen Games, and is only spending about an hour a day working on Blue Upway. The game has only kept running smoothly because most of the routine work, such as allocating points, has been delegated to several hundred of the higher-ranked players.” 
 
    Telyn gasped. “And those players got their high ranks by doing dangerous challenges. They’re the ones most attracted to Halloween. You mean we’ve stolen all the players who were doing the work of running Blue Upway?” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Lucas. “When I talked to our undercover men, they told me that points allocation has virtually halted in Blue Upway. The players won’t keep doing challenges if they aren’t getting rewarded with points and promotions.” 
 
    He continued in a triumphant voice. “That means we just need to hold the interest of the current fifteen thousand players for a few more days, then everyone else from Blue Upway will come to join them, and the Game Commander of Blue Upway will have no one left to kill.” 
 
    “If you’ve told our four undercover men to stop attempting Blue Upway challenges, does that mean they’re coming back to our unit?” I asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” said Lucas. “We don’t need our undercover men to infiltrate Blue Upway any longer, but we do need them to infiltrate Halloween. I told them to rest for the remainder of the day and come along to the next darkness event tonight.” 
 
    I was confused. “Why do we need our undercover men to infiltrate our own game?” 
 
    “So they can chat to other players and find out information about Blue Upway’s Game Commander,” said Lucas. “That person enjoys having the power to harm people. Over the last two months, they’ve been steadily escalating their behaviour to the point where they’ve killed someone. If we stop them using Blue Upway to put players in danger, they’ll just find a new way to hurt people. Our case won’t be over until we catch this person and stop them from ever harming anyone again, so …” 
 
    Beckett interrupted him. “We’ve just received something odd from a Blue Zone contact number, Lucas. I think you should see it.” 
 
    “Put it on the main screen,” said Lucas. 
 
    I looked at the screen, expecting an image, but this was a text-only message. 
 
    “I’m the Game Commander of Blue Upway. You’ve been blatantly stealing my players, and I’m not tolerating it any longer. Close down Halloween at once.” 
 
    “Which Halloween contact number did that come from?” demanded Lucas. 
 
    “The one assigned to the strip of Blue Zone between 6500 and 6599,” said Beckett. 
 
    “There are over five million teens on Teen Level,” said Emili. “Fifty thousand of them in that strip of Blue Zone. Amber can’t check that many minds.” 
 
    “And we don’t even know that the Game Commander is in that strip of Blue Zone,” said Lucas. “They could have asked a random Blue Upway player for a Halloween contact number. We’ll call the dataview which sent that message, and see what we can find out.” 
 
    He began gabbling orders. “Kareem and Hallie, clear the far end of the office. Telyn, find my hunter of souls costume. Gideon, I need our holo background of trees.” 
 
    Telyn ran out of the room, and Kareem and Hallie started dragging the furniture away from the end wall. 
 
    Lucas stood up and turned to Emili. “Contact Nicole. I need her to set up a five-second power cut to the lights circuit on Teen Level Blue Zone 6500 to 6599, for you to execute on my command.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Emili. 
 
    There was a minute of frantic activity, then Telyn returned to dump Lucas’s hunter of souls costume onto a chair. I watched, bemused, as Lucas started yanking off his clothes. 
 
    Gideon laughed. “I worked on Claire’s Tactical team for forty-nine years. I thought I’d experienced everything, but I’ve never seen a Tactical Commander strip to their underwear before.” 
 
    “A pity it’s such sensible underwear,” said Hallie. 
 
    “Lucas was bound to wear sensible underwear,” said Kareem. “You just have to look at his socks to know that.” 
 
    “You’re supposed to be working, not discussing my underwear,” said Lucas. 
 
    “The holo background is ready.” Gideon stabbed a forefinger at the controls inlaid into his desk, and holo red and black trees appeared at the far end of the office. “Are you going to be staying in character when making this call, Lucas?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Lucas tugged on the black outfit with its red trimmings, whirled the matching dramatic cloak around his shoulders, and then put on the red-eyed helm that hid most of his face. He strode down to the end of the office, and stood in front of the red and black trees. 
 
    “How do I look?” 
 
    Gideon went to adjust the folds of Lucas’s cloak, and then stared intently into his eyes. “Power stance, Lucas. You are the hunter of souls, an immortal creature of legend. You are amused by a mere mortal daring to challenge you, but may grow bored at any moment and crush him into dust beneath your feet.” 
 
    “Got it.” Lucas took on a menacing air. 
 
    “Perfect.” Gideon hurried back to his desk. “The image is looking flawless, Lucas. I’ll be making your call in three, two, one. Action!” 
 
    There was a pause before the call was answered, then the main screen flickered and changed from black to grey, but no image appeared. The person at the other end wasn’t going to let us see their face. 
 
    “You dared to challenge the hunter of souls,” said Lucas, in a threatening tone. 
 
    “The hunter of souls is a myth,” spat an impatient male voice. “You’re just a Game Commander like me, and I’m ordering you to close down your game.” 
 
    “Oh, I am myth,” said Lucas, “and I am legend, but I am also your reality. The dark angel triumphed in combat at Halloween, and has granted me the right to enter the Hive and summon those who wish to join my demon pack.” 
 
    “Childish stories,” said the male voice. “Close down your game now.” 
 
    “Yes, the Hive warns its children against me,” said Lucas. “The Hive knows best in this matter, but there are always those like you. The ones that refuse to listen and discover the truth too late.” 
 
    “Do you really believe you’re the hunter of souls?” asked our target incredulously. 
 
    “I don’t believe I’m the hunter of souls,” said Lucas. “I am the hunter of souls. I issued my summons, and you answered it. You are bound to me now, and I have the right to use or destroy you at my pleasure.” 
 
    “Well, you may believe you’re the hunter of souls,” said our target, “but I don’t. Stop stealing my players. Close down your game.” 
 
    “You don’t believe I’m the hunter of souls,” said Lucas. “Do you want me to prove it by plunging you into darkness?” 
 
    “Yes, go ahead and do that,” said our target sarcastically. 
 
    Lucas lifted his hand, and Emili tapped a control on her desk. 
 
    “I hate to tell you this, but the lights here are still …” The taunting voice broke off, and then there was a gasp of alarm. 
 
    There’d been two power cuts when I was living on Teen Level. The first had only lasted two minutes, and the second had been the great power cut that lasted days. Now the lights had gone out again on Teen Level. I knew the teens in Blue Zone 6500 to 6599 would be panicking about this being another great power cut. 
 
    There was a wait of several seconds, followed by a second gasp, and then our target spoke in a shaky voice. “What are you? How did you do that?” 
 
    Lucas laughed. “I told you I was the hunter of souls. Do you want me to plunge you into darkness again? Should I freeze the belt system and the lifts as well this time, or would you like me to shut down your water and your air?” 
 
    “No!” said our target sharply. “You aren’t the hunter of souls. You can’t be, because he’s just a myth. You have to be someone who works in Power Services.” 
 
    Our target’s voice rose in triumph. “I’m right, aren’t I? The Blue Upway Champion wasn’t working alone after all. Forge had collected a group of you to help him.” 
 
    I gasped in shock at the mention of Forge, and hastily put my hand over my mouth to make sure I didn’t make any more noise. 
 
    “You all played Blue Upway until you went through Lottery last Carnival,” continued our target. “You’re loyal to its old Game Commander, and you want to help her escape me. You thought that if you stole all Blue Upway’s players, I wouldn’t be able to use the game to punish her any longer, and she’d be free.” 
 
    The target laughed. “Well, your plan isn’t going to work. I spotted Forge had returned to Teen Level, and took him prisoner. If you don’t shut down Halloween, then I’ll kill him.” 
 
    The screen flickered again and went black. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucas pulled off his red-eyed helm and cloak, and tossed them on a nearby couch. “Emili, send messages to Forge and our other three men on Teen Level. Ask them to confirm they’re safe.” 
 
    There was a tense pause. “Our target’s holding Forge hostage,” I muttered. “He must have known Forge when he was on Teen Level, and recognized him despite his disguise. How could he do that when Forge looks so incredibly different with blond hair?” 
 
    “We’ve got confirmation messages from everyone except Forge,” reported Emili. 
 
    Lucas tapped at his dataview and spoke into it. “Buzz, have you talked to Forge recently?” 
 
    “Not since this morning,” said Buzz, in an irritated voice. “He said he’d be in his room at eight o’clock, and would call me so we can chat while we eat dinner, but he’s late.” 
 
    “Waste that,” said Lucas. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” asked Buzz. 
 
    Lucas groaned. “The Blue Upway Game Commander has taken Forge hostage.” 
 
    “I’m on my way,” she snapped. 
 
    Lucas tapped his dataview, and the alarm sound warbled from the speakers in the ceiling of the Tactical office. When he spoke into his dataview this time, his voice echoed from above. 
 
    “We have an incident in progress. We need everyone on the crystal comms right away. Operational teams to stations.” 
 
    The Tactical team members were putting crystal units into their ears. I was pointlessly checking my pockets, when Gideon passed me an ear crystal. Emili slapped a red button on the wall, and the main screen flashed up a message. “Crystal Comms Protocols Active.” 
 
    Adika’s voice spoke in my ear crystal. “Why aren’t you calling for a Strike team, Lucas?” 
 
    “Because we already have three men positioned in Blue Zone,” said Lucas. 
 
    “We have four men in Blue Zone,” corrected Adika. 
 
    “No, we don’t,” said Lucas. “Forge has been taken hostage.” 
 
    “Waste that! What happened?” demanded Adika. “Is this Keith playing tricks again?” 
 
    “I don’t think Keith can be responsible for this,” said Lucas. “I’ll be briefing everyone in a minute. Nicole, are you on the crystal comms yet?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Nicole’s voice. 
 
    “Call the dataviews of Penn, Amir, and Yosh, and patch them into our crystal comms,” said Lucas. “Tell them to go to Level 20, find the nearest armoury, and get fully equipped including dressing in hasty uniforms.” 
 
    Lucas moved to the control bank labelled “Tactical Command”, pulled up two chairs, and I went to sit down next to him. There was something wet running down my cheeks. I realized that I was crying and angrily wiped the back of my hand across my eyes. I couldn’t waste time crying. I had to focus on helping Forge. 
 
    A moment later, Buzz hurried into the room. She already had a crystal unit in her right ear, and didn’t hesitate before sitting at a spare desk and tapping at the controls. I guessed that she regularly sat there when I was out on a run with the Strike team. 
 
    “Crystal comms checklist now,” said Lucas. 
 
    “All Strike team members in unit are ready on comms,” said Adika. 
 
    “Tactical team are ready on comms,” said Lucas. 
 
    “Liaison team are ready on comms,” said Nicole’s voice. “We also have Penn, Amir, and Yosh patched to comms.” 
 
    I was confused by this variation on the start of run checklist, but assumed I should join in at my usual point. “Amber on comms.” 
 
    “Briefing now,” said Lucas. “The Game Commander of Blue Upway sent a message to Halloween a few minutes ago, and I called him back. We confirmed he was in the strip of Blue Zone between 6500 and 6599 during that call. The Game Commander had recognized Forge as the old Blue Upway Champion, and guessed he’d returned to Teen Level to work against him. He’s taken Forge hostage and is threatening to kill him.” 
 
    “How could this Game Commander manage to capture Forge?” asked Adika. “I know Forge didn’t have a gun or body armour, but …” 
 
    “Forge is trained to be deadly in unarmed combat,” interrupted Lucas. “It would be extremely difficult for even an armed man to take him prisoner. I believe Forge was subdued by something like a sedative and couldn’t defend himself.” 
 
    He tapped at the control bank in front of him. “Penn, Amir, and Yosh, what is your current status?” 
 
    The main screen changed to the setting that normally showed the mosaic of images from crystal unit cameras. Red words appeared at the top of the screen. “Focus Blue Zone.” Since we only had three men in Blue Zone, there were only three images in the mosaic, and they were totally black, with glowing names above them. 
 
    I saw Amir’s name flash brighter as his breathless voice spoke on the crystal comms. “Amir here. Four minutes from nearest armoury.” 
 
    Penn’s name flashed next. “Penn here. Three minutes from armoury.” 
 
    There was a long pause. “Yosh, can we have your status, please?” asked Lucas. 
 
    Yosh’s name finally flashed brightly. “Yosh here,” he said, in a frustrated voice. “Lucas, I’m at the armoury but I’ve just been arrested by a hasty patrol. I’m giving the leader my dataview. Please tell him I’m not a stray teen breaking into their armoury.” 
 
    There was an odd crackling noise before a stranger spoke. “Who am I talking to?” 
 
    “I’m Tactical Commander Lucas of the Light Angel unit.” 
 
    “That’s a grandiose claim,” said the stranger. 
 
    “Our unit confirmation code is nine yellow east,” said Lucas wearily. “Authentication phrase is no darkness without light.” 
 
    “Waste it! How was I supposed to …?” 
 
    There was another odd crackling sound, and the stranger’s voice was replaced by Yosh. “Completing arming now.” 
 
    “Ordering unit confirmation code change,” said Nicole’s voice. 
 
    “As soon as they’re fully equipped, Penn, Amir, and Yosh are to meet up at a bank of lifts in area 220/6900 of Level 20,” said Lucas. “They will then set crystal units to visual, get a lift straight down to Teen Level, and go to Forge’s undercover room. They should be prepared for the situation where our target is in that room and holding Forge prisoner, but I expect they’ll find the room empty.” 
 
    I spoke on the crystal comms myself. “Forge will probably have used the same door code as when he lived on Teen Level before. That’s 12121.” 
 
    “Penn, you’re in charge of the Blue Zone group,” said Adika. 
 
    There was a tense wait before three images appeared on the main screen. They all showed the interior of a lift. 
 
    “Tracking and visual links green for Blue Zone group,” said Nicole. 
 
    “We’re heading down to Teen Level now,” said Penn. 
 
    Lucas adjusted a control, and the image from Penn’s camera took over most of the main screen. It just showed closed lift doors for what seemed like a ridiculously long time, then the doors opened, and the image showed Penn was leading the way down a corridor. I saw a couple of startled teens turn to stare toward the camera, and then the main screen showed a view of a teen room door. What was presumably Penn’s hand reached out to enter the door code, and it opened. There was a rush of activity, followed by depressed sighs. 
 
    “Forge isn’t here,” said Penn. “We’ve checked the shower cubicle and every space big enough to hold a rabbit.” 
 
    “Penn, please turn slowly around on the spot,” said Lucas. “I want to get a good look at everything in the room.” 
 
    I watched Penn’s camera slowly pan around. 
 
    “No sign of a fight,” said Lucas, “and Forge’s Halloween mask is on the shelf above the sleep field.” 
 
    “Should we check nearby rooms to make sure Forge isn’t being held a prisoner in one of them?” asked Penn. 
 
    I was still staring at the image on the main screen. I had a nagging feeling there was something wrong with it, but I couldn’t work out what it was. 
 
    “Even if we knew Forge was being held prisoner in this area, which we don’t, it would be a bad idea for you to go randomly searching for him,” said Lucas. “We have to assume he’s drugged, tied up, and completely unable to defend himself. Strike team imprints include the details on hostage scenarios, so think through the statistics. If you found where Forge was being held, and went blundering in to rescue him, then you could trigger our target into killing him.” 
 
    Penn gave a depressed grunt. 
 
    I’d finally worked out what was wrong with the image on the main screen. “Something is missing from that room, Lucas. I can’t see Forge’s surfboard.” 
 
    “Surfboard!” repeated Lucas sharply. “You’re right, Amber. You’re absolutely right.” 
 
    He was silent for ten seconds before speaking in a sharply decisive voice. “Blue Zone group should position themselves in the strip of Blue Zone between 6500 and 6599, and await further orders. Amber and I are now leaving the crystal comms to go to a meeting room to call someone. Emili will take control of the situation, and should message my dataview if there are any developments.” 
 
    “Forge is being held hostage, and you’re wandering off to chat to someone?” Adika sounded outraged. 
 
    I saw Buzz turn to stare at Lucas. “We mustn’t interfere, Adika. Lucas has just worked out what’s happening.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve just worked out what’s happening, and I need to find out some extra information.” Lucas stood up and waved at Emili to take his place at the Tactical Command control bank. “Amber and I could be away for some time, but nobody is to take any action at all until we come back.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucas and I headed out of the door. He halted in the corridor to steal my ear crystal, took out his own, and then made sure they were both turned off before putting them in his pocket. “It would be a bad mistake to let this call be accidentally broadcast on the crystal comms.” 
 
    We started walking down the corridor. “If Forge’s surfboard wasn’t in his room, that means he went to the Teen Level beach this afternoon,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” said Lucas. “Early this afternoon, I told our undercover men to stop attempting Blue Upway challenges. When our target said he’d taken Forge prisoner, I thought it was my fault for not stopping our men doing challenges earlier, but it was actually the other way around.” 
 
    Lucas paused. “Forge was taken prisoner because I stopped him doing Blue Upway challenges and said he should rest for the remainder of the day. Forge couldn’t resist the chance to spend a nostalgic few hours surfing at the Teen Level beach. Our target probably didn’t recognize Forge himself, but his surfboard.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said gloomily. “That pattern of red and blue diamonds is very distinctive.” 
 
    “Forge and the members of his game group had all done some of the advanced cliff climbs at the Teen Level beach,” said Lucas. “This whole sequence of events began there. We thought our malicious Game Commander was just enjoying putting his players in danger, but it’s more complicated than that.” 
 
    He grimaced. “The emergency run where we met a Blue Upway game group was caused by Alvin’s personal issues. Tobias went wild bee because of his personal issues. Our target’s actions are driven by personal issues too. He’s not just enjoying himself harming Blue Upway players in general. He’s using the game to punish the original Game Commander, Michaela, for something she did to offend him.” 
 
    We arrived at meeting room 4, went inside, and Lucas closed the door behind us. “So we’ve come here to call Diplomat Michaela?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll try to call her, but I expect I’ll get Ambassador Paula. I’d like you to join in the call this time.” 
 
    “I’ll join in if you think it will help, but you’d better do the talking. Do you think Ambassador Paula knows anything helpful?” 
 
    “Oh yes,” said Lucas bitterly. “She knows Michaela is in trouble. I think the head of Hive Politics knows too. In retrospect, I should have guessed something serious was going on when I learned a newly imprinted Diplomat Michaela had been included in an important delegation to Hive Genex.” 
 
    “But if Senior Ambassador Elliott knew his sister was in trouble, surely he’d have asked Law Enforcement for help rather than sending her to Hive Genex.” 
 
    “I’ve got a theory about why he didn’t ask Law Enforcement for help,” said Lucas grimly. “Let’s find out if I’m right.” 
 
    We sat down at the table, Lucas set up his dataview in front of us, and then tapped at it. It was a few seconds before the holo figure of Ambassador Paula appeared. She gave me a shocked look of recognition, followed by a respectful nod of her head. 
 
    “Tactical Commander Lucas, I’m delighted to speak to you again, and honoured by the presence of Amber. How can I assist you both?” 
 
    “I’d like to talk to Diplomat Michaela,” said Lucas. 
 
    “I regret that Diplomat Michaela is still unavailable.” 
 
    “Since she isn’t available,” said Lucas, “I’ll begin by speaking to you. As you know, Diplomat Michaela started a Teen Game called Blue Upway, which has recently caused large numbers of player injuries as well as one death.” 
 
    Ambassador Paula frowned. “If the purpose of your call is to make accusations against my sister, then I’ll need to refer the matter to my eldest brother, Senior Ambassador Elliott. You may be unaware that he is the head of Hive Politics.” 
 
    “I’m fully aware that your brother is the head of Hive Politics, and he’s just as desperate as you to protect your little sister,” said Lucas. “Please invite him to join our call. I’m sure he’d prefer to discuss this privately with me, rather than have me refer the whole mess to Gold Commander Melisande.” 
 
    “Please wait one moment.” 
 
    Ambassador Paula’s holo image froze for about ninety seconds. When it came back to life, it was instantly joined by another holo head and shoulders. This was a slightly older, startlingly handsome man, with a strong family resemblance to his sister. I could see a glimpse of a wall behind him, with a familiar surfboard hanging on it. The head of Hive Politics was in the reinforced central area of his apartment. 
 
    Lucas’s eyes widened. “Your surfboard was literally hanging on the wall in front of my nose from the very start. Everything that’s been happening is connected with the Teen Level beach and surfing. You aren’t just protecting your little sister, Senior Ambassador Elliott. You’re personally involved yourself.” 
 
    “Involved in what?” asked Senior Ambassador Elliott, his face unreadable. 
 
    “After Diplomat Michaela left Teen Level and went through the Halloween Lottery, your family sent her to Hive Genex to protect her from a stalker,” said Lucas grimly. “That stalker retaliated by taking control of Michaela’s old Teen Game Blue Upway, and using it to endanger the players and cause increasing problems across the Hive.” 
 
    Lucas paused. “My unit was given the job of shutting down Blue Upway, so we sent four men undercover on Teen Level to infiltrate the game. One of those men was Forge, the old Blue Upway Champion, so we made sure he was heavily disguised, but your sister’s stalker recognized his surfboard. The stalker has now taken Forge hostage, and is threatening to kill him.” 
 
    Senior Ambassador Elliott’s face was still expressionless. “That’s an extremely interesting statement.” 
 
    “Your only response is to say that’s an extremely interesting statement,” said Lucas incredulously. “I was foolish enough to assume that anyone imprinted as Senior Ambassador would put the wellbeing of the Hive ahead of their own interests. I believed the fact Diplomat Michaela hadn’t made a report about Blue Upway proved she was completely ignorant of what had happened to the game since she left Teen Level. I carefully made sure that only Amber and myself knew of Michaela’s involvement in the case to avoid causing her any embarrassment.” 
 
    Lucas’s voice rose in anger. “Now I’ve worked out that the stalker has discovered some dreadful guilty secret and is blackmailing Diplomat Michaela, you, and quite probably Ambassador Paula as well. You’re afraid to involve Law Enforcement because the stalker would reveal that secret.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I suppose whatever you’re hiding is bad enough to destroy all your careers, but I’m still incredibly disappointed that the head of Hive Politics would choose to protect his career rather than his Hive. A Blue Upway player has been killed, and Forge’s life is at stake. You have to tell us what you know about this stalker.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said fiercely. “If you don’t tell us what’s going on right now, then I’ll bring a Strike team to your apartment, arrest you, and read your mind to get the information.” 
 
    “It’s true that my family has chosen not to report our knowledge of Blue Upway to Law Enforcement,” said Senior Ambassador Elliott calmly, “but I feel you should listen to the full story before giving judgement on our motives.” 
 
    Lucas abruptly calmed down. “I’d be delighted to listen to the full story.” 
 
    “Please give me a moment to get the others,” said Senior Ambassador Elliott. 
 
    There was a brief wait before six holo figures were facing us. Two brothers and four sisters, all immaculately dressed, with thick dark hair, and blueish eyes. They gave me a formal respectful nod, moving in the perfect unison of a troupe of actors bowing to an audience, while I just stared at them in bewilderment. Their presence had to mean all six of them were involved in what had been happening with Blue Upway! 
 
    “Allow me to introduce my younger brother, Ambassador Declan, and my three youngest sisters, Ambassador Francesca, Ambassador Charlotte, and Diplomat Michaela.” 
 
    “So Diplomat Michaela has returned from Hive Genex after all,” commented Lucas drily. 
 
    “The other members of our delegation are still at Hive Genex, Tactical Commander,” said Senior Ambassador Elliott, “but I recalled Michaela immediately after your first attempt to contact her.” 
 
    He waved his hands. “The Light Angel Telepath Unit has only been operational for a few months, but reports from Gold Commander Melisande and Admiral Tregereth of the sea farm indicate you can be trusted to act with discretion in the interests of the Hive. I believed that you would contact us again within the next day or two. If you didn’t, then I felt things had reached the point where we should call you back ourselves. It was obviously best to have Michaela here when we did that.” 
 
    I blinked. 
 
    “I’ve spent most of the time since I arrived back at Hive England in a specially shielded quarantine facility,” said Diplomat Michaela, in a strained voice. “I had to go through screening for diseases and any micro spy devices planted on me by Hive Genex. My brothers and sisters couldn’t tell me anything about Blue Upway while I was at Hive Genex, because we believed our communication channel was being monitored. Elliott was just explaining the recent events in Blue Upway to me when Paula received your call.” 
 
    “Tactical Commander Lucas, you were right about everything being connected to the Teen Level beach and surfing,” said Senior Ambassador Elliott. “Our parents were both keen surfers, but ended up working in Hive Politics rather than having careers in sport. The six of us all followed in their footsteps in turn.” 
 
    He groaned. “I was on the Blue Zone teen surfing team for my last two years on Teen Level, and Bruce was our coach. He was Level 41, only four years older than me, chosen by Lottery for his charismatic ability to inspire his team, and I thought he was perfectly wonderful. Eventually, I left Teen Level to go through Lottery, but Paula was two years younger than me. As I left Teen Level, she joined the surfing team, and Bruce started coaching her.” 
 
    “I thought Bruce was perfectly wonderful too,” said Paula. “The six of us are all duty children, born almost exactly two years apart. As each one of us left Teen Level to go through Lottery, the next would arrive on the surfing team. We all enjoyed the company of friendly, dependable, good-humoured Bruce, and we made the fatal mistake of encouraging him to visit us on Level 1.” 
 
    Elliott sighed. “By the time it was Michaela’s turn, she’d known Bruce as a family friend for years, and had all five of us telling her that he was an amazing coach. That made it hard for her to confide in the rest of us when he began causing trouble.” 
 
    “Let me check the facts here,” said Lucas. “Bruce is the coach of the Blue Zone teen surfing team. Are you saying that he’s the current Game Commander of Blue Upway, and the person who has taken Forge hostage?” 
 
    “Yes,” chorused the brothers and sisters. 
 
    I frowned down at the table, and thought back to the days I’d spent on the Teen Level beach, cheering for Forge in the teen inter-zone surfing competitions. The team members would cluster around their coach between the events. A man with unusually long hair, who was constantly gesturing with his hands. 
 
    “Forge’s life is in danger, and our Strike team leader is close to exploding from frustration,” said Lucas. “Is there any reason I can’t order Bruce to be arrested and brought to our unit’s holding cells straight away?” 
 
    Elliott lifted his hand. “Considering potential issues.” 
 
    He sat in silence for a few seconds while the others waited expectantly, and then spoke in a brisk voice. “This has to be our best chance of successfully resolving this crisis. We commit.” 
 
    “We commit,” chorused the others. 
 
    “Tactical Commander Lucas, you can order Bruce’s arrest now,” continued Elliott, “but we request that you take three precautions. Firstly, that you don’t mention our involvement when giving that order. Secondly, that you have Bruce sedated as soon as he’s arrested, so he can’t speak to anyone until you’ve heard our full story. Thirdly, that you avoid arresting him in Michaela’s Level 1 apartment.” 
 
    “Why would Bruce be in Diplomat Michaela’s apartment?” asked Lucas. 
 
    “Because he’s had the use of it for the last couple of months,” said the younger brother, Ambassador Declan, bitterly. 
 
    “I think Bruce has a meeting this evening anyway,” said Ambassador Paula. “Let me check his schedule.” 
 
    Her image froze for thirty seconds before she spoke again. “Bruce should be at the monthly meeting of the Blue Zone teen coaches for at least the next hour. That’s being held in room 9 of the Teen Level area 510/6510 community centre.” 
 
    “Then give me a moment to order his arrest.” Lucas tapped his dataview, and the six images froze. 
 
    “Do you understand what’s been going on?” I asked. 
 
    “Not in the slightest,” said Lucas, “but I’m willing to trust the combined statements of six members of Hive Politics that Bruce is our target, and that it’s wise to keep him sedated while he’s brought to our holding cells. Especially given you’ll be reading Bruce’s mind soon to confirm their story.” 
 
    He glanced warily at the frozen images. “All this talk of spying is making me nervous. Let’s go into the corridor to do this.” 
 
    Lucas left his dataview on the table, and we went out into the corridor, then put our ear crystals back in place. 
 
    “Amber and I are briefly back on the comms,” said Lucas. 
 
    “Briefly back on the comms,” repeated Adika, in a despairing voice. “You can’t keep wandering off like this, Lucas. Forge is in serious trouble.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that,” said Lucas. “Forge made the mistake of going surfing on the Teen Level beach. Our target was there, knew Forge personally from his time on Teen Level, and recognized him. I’ve been checking some details, and I believe our target is called Bruce and is the Level 41 coach of the Blue Zone teen surfing team. He’d naturally notice a brilliant new surfer appearing at the Teen Level beach and go to chat to him.” 
 
    Adika groaned. “That would definitely explain what happened. Forge’s disguise was good, but he’d been a member of the Blue Zone teen surfing team for two years.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Lucas. “Bruce might not have recognized Forge’s face, but he did recognize either his surfing style or his training surfboard. I expect Bruce pretended to be completely fooled by Forge’s disguise, and managed to inject him with a dose of sedatives. Once Forge collapsed, Bruce could easily pretend he was one of his surfing team who’d become ill, and wheel him away on a stretcher.” 
 
    He paused. “We all know exactly how vast beaches are, and how their complex maintenance areas intertwine with each other. Bruce had plenty of places to hide Forge, or routes he could use to take Forge to an entirely different area of the Hive.” 
 
    Adika groaned again. 
 
    “Bruce should currently be at a coaches’ meeting in room 9 of the Teen Level area 510/6510 community centre,” said Lucas. “Penn, I want your group to go there now and arrest him. We know Bruce is an extremely dangerous man because he managed to take Forge prisoner. You should catch him by surprise, cornered in a room, but there will be other people in that meeting. Be prepared to shoot Bruce on stun if he tries to grab a hostage.” 
 
    “We’ll be ready for anything,” said Penn. 
 
    “We need you to bring Bruce to our unit’s holding cells,” added Lucas, “but we can’t risk him causing trouble or escaping on the journey. As soon as you’ve arrested Bruce, sedate him, put him in restraints, and take him up in a lift to Level 20. Liaison should send a prisoner transport pod to you, which you’ll use to transport Bruce on the Level 20 express belts to reach our unit as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Penn. 
 
    “I hope Adika will accept Amber and me going to check some more details before Bruce arrives in our unit,” said Lucas pointedly. “Emili should call my dataview at once if Bruce isn’t in that meeting or there are any problems arresting him.” 
 
    “We won’t let Bruce get away from us,” said Penn grimly. 
 
    I was worried about the Blue Zone group arresting Bruce without me to watch over them or the rest of the Beta Strike team to help them. Delaying the arrest while I took a full Strike team to Blue Zone wasn’t an option though. If Bruce was in that meeting, then he’d left Forge prisoner somewhere. We had to arrest Bruce before the meeting ended, or he’d go back to wherever he’d left Forge, and it could take us hours to find them after that. Hours when Bruce would be free to injure or kill Forge. 
 
    I limited myself to saying two words. “Be careful.” 
 
    “And remember that you can shoot Bruce on stun, but you mustn’t kill him,” Buzz’s voice joined the conversation on the crystal comms. “We need him alive, so Amber can tell us what he did with Forge.” 
 
    Lucas and I took out our ear crystals, and turned them off. 
 
    “You spent a lot of time with Forge on the Teen Level beach,” said Lucas. “Did you ever meet Bruce yourself?” 
 
    “I’ve been trying to work that out,” I said. “I often saw Forge’s surfing coach in the distance, but I don’t think I ever got close to him, and I certainly never spoke to him. The man was always surrounded by a crowd of adoring surfers, eagerly competing for his attention.” 
 
    “Senior Ambassador Elliott said that Bruce was charismatic,” said Lucas bleakly. “Forge would have been one of those adoring surfers and trusted his old coach absolutely. It would have been easy for Bruce to catch him off guard.” 
 
    Lucas led the way back into meeting room 4, where the six frozen holo images were waiting. He tapped his dataview, and they came back to life. 
 
    “Senior Ambassador Elliott, we’ve already got three men near Bruce’s location in Blue Zone,” said Lucas. “They should be arresting him within the next few minutes. Please tell us the rest of your story while he’s being brought to our unit’s holding cells.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-five 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s delightful to picture Bruce being arrested,” said Senior Ambassador Elliott. “Now, as the old saying goes, I think we should leave our titles at the door to save time during the rest of the discussion.” 
 
    Lucas nodded. “If I’m interpreting that correctly, then I agree, Elliott.” 
 
    “I was explaining that Michaela had all five of us telling her that Bruce was wonderful,” said Elliott. 
 
    “Bruce learned the truth about telepaths a month before I arrived on the surfing team though,” said Michaela. “That meant he behaved differently to me from the very beginning.” 
 
    “You mean that Bruce’s behaviour had been held in check by the fact he believed nosies were constantly checking his thoughts,” said Lucas. “Once he knew there were only a handful of true telepaths in the Hive, his underlying character started showing. How did he find out the truth?” 
 
    “It was my fault,” said Elliott. “Law Enforcement live on their own private Level 20, but our family lives on Level 1, so we’re careful to keep the Hive’s secrets from even our closest relatives. Each of us believed in the nosy myth until we went through Lottery and were imprinted for high level positions with Hive Politics. Unfortunately, I carelessly allowed Bruce to access my dataview, and he saw some messages about telepaths.” 
 
    “You weren’t careless,” said Paula, in a scolding voice. “You were unconscious.” 
 
    I frowned. 
 
    “Bruce was visiting Elliott in his apartment that evening,” said Declan. “They were arguing about the result in some surfing competition, and Elliott went to get his trophy from the top shelf to see which of them was right.” 
 
    “I was standing on a box to reach it, when my dataview chimed with an urgent message,” said Elliott. “I took my dataview from my pocket, and was answering it when I somehow slipped off the box.” 
 
    Elliott was clearly as work-obsessed as Lucas, answering his dataview immediately in virtually any situation. I’d seen Lucas answering calls when swimming or running along corridors, and could imagine him having precisely the sort of accident that Elliott was describing. 
 
    “Elliott hit his head on the edge of a shelf while he was falling, and knocked himself out,” said Charlotte. “Bruce spent a happy fifteen minutes nosing through the messages on Elliott’s dataview before calling Emergency Services to ask for help.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised if Bruce had deliberately pushed Elliott off the box,” added Francesca in a bitter voice. 
 
    “Elliott could have died lying there waiting for Bruce to call for help,” said Paula. “Fortunately, he made a full recovery, and we all believed Bruce when he said he’d called for help at once. We even thanked him for acting so promptly.” 
 
    “So, at the point when I joined the surfing team,” said Michaela, “I still believed nosies were genuine telepaths, but Bruce knew they were fakes. He’d always laughingly begged a few favours from my brothers and sisters – the equivalent of teens visiting their family and returning to Teen Level with a bit of cake in their pocket. He’d never pushed for anything significant, because he didn’t want a nosy to spot him getting too greedy, but now he was free to try for whatever he wanted.” 
 
    She paused. “Bruce had been enjoying his visits to Level 1, and his friendship with important members of Hive Politics, but I was the youngest of the family. Bruce realized that when I left Teen Level, his main connection to our family would be broken, and his visits to Level 1 would probably trail off and come to an end. He came up with a plan to solve the problem, but it depended on Elliott using his position to do a big favour for him. Bruce knew he’d have trouble persuading someone as ethical as Elliott to do that, but he’d seen me interacting with Elliott, and believed I could coax him into doing anything I wanted.” 
 
    I was startled to see the head of Hive Politics blush. “One of the reasons Lottery imprinted Michaela as a Senior Ambassador is that she’s incredibly persuasive,” he said. 
 
    “Elliott is especially vulnerable when Michaela uses the baby sister tactic against him,” said Paula. “He just crumbles and gives in. I can see exactly why Bruce decided to use her as a weapon against Elliott.” 
 
    “Bruce spent about six months complimenting me to make sure I’d be on his side,” said Michaela. “That didn’t work as well as he thought. Bruce was working too hard at the compliments, so they felt unnatural and forced. Eventually, he explained his grand plan to me. He wanted Elliott to get him a new post giving individual tuition to surfers on the Level 1 beach. That way, Bruce would see all of us regularly when we went surfing on our days off, and be able to make new Level 1 friends as well.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I refused to help. This wasn’t a trivial thing like coaxing Elliott to let me use his bookette room for an hour or two. Elliott had just been promoted to head of Hive Politics. Asking him to do what Bruce wanted would put him in a terribly embarrassing position.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Elliott. “Every surfing coach or trainer would love a prestige post on the Level 1 beach. It would have been a dreadful misuse of power to arrange one for my low level friend.” 
 
    “Bruce kept asking me to help him, and I kept saying no,” said Michaela. “Finally, he turned nasty, and told me that I had to do what he wanted or he’d throw me off the team.” 
 
    She sighed. “My parents had an apartment on Level 1 near the centre point of Blue Zone, but they were away on a long-term posting at the main European trading centre, so Elliott was hosting weekly family gatherings at his apartment in Orange Zone. At the next few gatherings, I tried to explain the problems with Bruce to my brothers and sisters but failed.” 
 
    “Bruce was actually present at a couple of those gatherings,” said Elliott, “and when he wasn’t there himself, any mention of him started the rest of us chatting away about our happy memories of him and the surfing team.” 
 
    “I decided to take the simplest way out of the situation,” said Michaela. “I told Bruce that his behaviour had destroyed my pleasure in surfing, and I was quitting the team.” 
 
    “Then Bruce apologized,” said Lucas. “He promised he’d never put pressure on you again, and seemed so distraught that you felt obliged to give him a second chance.” 
 
    Michaela gave him a surprised look. “How did you know that?” 
 
    “I’ve had to deal with this type of toxic person before, and I recognize the pattern of behaviour,” said Lucas. “Bruce had to stop you leaving the team because it would break his main connection to your family. Lottery had imprinted him as a coach because he had the ability to manipulate people’s emotions. Correctly channelled, that ability was a positive thing. It let Bruce inspire his surfers to perform at their best level, and make them love their time on his team.” 
 
    Lucas grimaced. “For years, Bruce had believed nosies were watching his thoughts. He’d used his ability in the right way, so all five of your older brothers and sisters had wonderful memories of their time surfing on Teen Level beach. Now Bruce knew the truth about telepaths, he could happily misuse his ability to put emotional pressure on you.” 
 
    “Bruce left me in peace for the next few days,” said Michaela. “but I arrived at the next family gathering to find he’d told my brothers and sisters a twisted version of the truth. One that made it sound as if I’d overreacted to a bit of gentle criticism, and threatened to leave the team in a fit of childish sulks.” 
 
    “Bruce was afraid that you’d tell them what had happened,” said Lucas, “so he told them his version first. I’m sure that he was highly credible, and ended by asking them not to mention it to you, so how did you find out?” 
 
    “Bruce was totally convincing,” said Paula. “He said that we mustn’t mention it to Michaela, because it might trigger another fit of sulks, but we felt a diplomatic word with her would help the situation. We gently reminded Michaela that it was a coach’s job to tell team members their faults so they could improve them.” 
 
    “I should have told my brothers and sisters what had really happened, but I lost my temper, said some rude things, and left,” said Michaela. 
 
    I remembered how angry I’d been when Gold Commander Melisande said that I’d kidnapped Beckett. “I understand how you felt. It’s horrible when someone attacks you, and then people accuse you of being the guilty party.” 
 
    “I messaged Bruce to say that I was quitting the team and nothing he could say would make me go back,” said Michaela. “He called me ten times every day during the next week, but I wouldn’t answer his calls. At the next family gathering, everyone was a bit tense, and then Bruce arrived, walked straight up to me, and began talking about what events I wanted to be in for the last big surfing competition before Carnival.” 
 
    “You’d refused to answer Bruce’s calls,” said Lucas. “He gambled that the pressure of having your family watching the conversation would make you politely go along with what he was saying. He knew that once you’d agreed to be in an event at the next competition, you’d feel obliged to go through with it, and that meant you’d have to rejoin the team.” 
 
    “Bruce lost his gamble,” said Michaela. “I’d been brooding on all the things I should have told my family the last time, and yelled them at Bruce at the top of my voice. Everything about the job he wanted and the way he’d threatened me. Then I told him to throw away anything I’d left at the Teen Level beach because I’d never set foot there again, and stormed out of the apartment.” 
 
    “The rest of us had a confrontation with Bruce after Michaela left,” said Charlotte. “He started telling lies to justify himself, we didn’t believe him, and then he suddenly shed the old lovable Bruce act and turned into a vindictive stranger.” 
 
    “Bruce hurled a tirade of spiteful comments at us,” said Elliott. “When he ran out of breath, we told him he was never to call or visit us ever again, and he should leave before we got some hasties to arrest him.” 
 
    Paula nodded. “As soon as Bruce had gone, we called Michaela to tell her what had happened. We thought that we’d never see or hear from Bruce again.” 
 
    “But of course you did,” said Lucas sadly. “Bruce had lost his hold on your family by getting too greedy, but he didn’t blame himself for what had happened. He blamed Michaela and wanted to punish her. What happened next?” 
 
    “What happened next was that I got stuck in a lift during the massive Blue Zone power cut,” said Michaela grimly. 
 
    “Oh, no!” I instinctively cried out in sympathy. “I was caught in the Blue Zone power cut too, but I was lucky enough to be in my room when it happened.” 
 
    “I used my dataview to call for help,” said Michaela, “but there were people trapped in just about every lift in Blue Zone.” 
 
    “How long was it before help reached you?” I asked. 
 
    “Forty-seven hours,” said Michaela shakily. “I know that wasn’t anyone’s fault. Emergency Services were doing their best, but they were overwhelmed by calls for help, and their priority had to be rescuing larger groups of people and the sick and injured. Other zones were sending in their emergency teams to help as well, but it took them a long time to work their way to the centre point of Blue Zone.” 
 
    Her hands clenched into tight fists at the memory. “It was totally dark in the lift, and I daren’t use my dataview for a light in case it ran out of power. I didn’t have any food or water, and I was panicking about the air situation. Emergency Services sent me a message saying that wouldn’t be a problem, because most people were in the parks and getting air from an emergency system, but when you’re trapped alone in the dark …” 
 
    She shook her head. “Well, an emergency team finally reached me and took me to a makeshift medical area in the closest park. There was light, air, food, and water. I really thought I was fine at that point, but when the power came back on, we all went back to our rooms and …” 
 
    She stared down at her hands. “I started having ghastly nightmares. I was afraid to enter lifts or ride on belts. I began hoarding food and bottles of water in my room.” 
 
    “That was a natural reaction to your experience,” said Elliott. 
 
    “Perfectly natural,” I said. “Everyone in Blue Zone was avoiding using lifts for weeks.” 
 
    “You should have been offered therapy,” said Lucas. 
 
    “I was on the therapy list,” said Michaela, “but there were a huge number of other people in Blue Zone needing help too. I couldn’t travel to therapy appointments in another zone of the Hive, or areas of Blue Zone that were beyond walking distance from my room. In fact, I couldn’t even leave my hoard of food and water for an hour without getting panic attacks.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I had some calls from a therapist. Eventually, she had time to visit me in my room to carry out a full assessment. She decided to refer me to a specialist for a potential memory reset to before the power cut, but that meant another long wait. By the time the specialist visited me, he was concerned about the amount of my memories that would have to be unravelled. I ended up having standard therapy in a nearby area of Blue Zone, and gradually working my way through my problems.” 
 
    “That meant you were isolated and vulnerable for a long time,” said Lucas. 
 
    “Yes,” said Michaela. “Teen Level rules allow teens one afternoon or evening visit to their families a week, but I couldn’t get to Level 1.” 
 
    “And families aren’t supposed to visit Teen Level at all,” said Elliott. “People as high ranked as us have to set a good example, so we could only call Michaela’s dataview for a chat.” 
 
    “I’m sure Bruce took advantage of the situation,” said Lucas. 
 
    “He did,” said Michaela. “When you move to Teen Level, you usually get assigned a room in the same area as your parents, so you’re only a lift ride away from home. That meant my room was near the centre point of Blue Zone.” 
 
    She paused. “As the Blue Zone teen surfing coach, Bruce had one office at the Teen Level beach, and another at a Blue Zone community centre. He said he needed a more central location for his Blue Zone office, and arranged to move it to the community centre nearest my room. That gave him a perfect excuse to walk past my room every time he visited his office.” 
 
    “Devious,” said Lucas. 
 
    “Yes, and Bruce didn’t just walk along the corridor,” said Michaela. “He’d always do something to make sure I knew he was there, accidentally bumping against my door as he went by, or standing outside it calling someone on his dataview and talking in a loud voice so I could hear him. I wasn’t in a good state at the time, and knowing Bruce was right outside my room door made me feel intimidated.” 
 
    “Did you complain to the hasties about it?” I asked. 
 
    “No. I had the feeling that Bruce wanted me to complain to either the hasties or my family. It would have given him the chance to play the long-suffering man who wasn’t even allowed to walk to his office without a paranoid girl making accusations against him. He’d probably have been able to manipulate the situation to force a conversation on Elliott, and try some emotional blackmail on him.” 
 
    “There was no need for you to sacrifice yourself in my defence,” said Elliott indignantly. “I could have survived a conversation with Bruce.” 
 
    “Complaining wouldn’t have helped anyway,” said Michaela firmly. “I knew that if Bruce couldn’t keep walking past my door, then he’d find a worse way to torment me. I hoped that if I ignored it then he’d eventually get bored and stop.” 
 
    “What was happening to Blue Upway during all this?” asked Lucas. “You must have started the game just before the Blue Zone power cut happened.” 
 
    “I didn’t start Blue Upway,” said Michaela. “A boy on my corridor on Teen Level did that. He was a keen cliff climber, so we’d often travel to the Teen Level beach together. After the Blue Zone power cut, we obviously weren’t travelling together any longer, but he’d call by my room to chat with me. He told me about Blue Upway, and complained about how much work it took to run a Teen Game.” 
 
    She smiled. “I ended up helping my friend run Blue Upway, because I’d nothing else to do. A few weeks later, he dumped the game master stack in my room and told me the game was mine. With the benefit of hindsight, I wish I’d shut the game down at that point, but I was so lonely sitting in my room that I kept it going. I only knew the players by their game names, but they became my friends. Weirdly, it helped me to send players exploring all the places I was afraid to go myself.” 
 
    “You must have met Forge when you were on the surfing team,” I said. 
 
    Michaela pulled a face. “Yes, but I hardly ever spoke to him. All the girl surfers avoided Forge because he had a dreadfully pushy blonde girlfriend.” 
 
    I frowned as I remembered Shanna. She’d been my best friend on Teen Level, but I could see why Michaela would describe her as being pushy. Shanna had liked being in charge of everything. 
 
    “Did you know Forge was the Blue Upway Champion?” asked Lucas. 
 
    “I didn’t find that out until six months after I left the surfing team,” said Michaela. “I was exchanging messages with the Blue Upway Champion about one of the challenges that had been causing problems, and Forge accidentally used his real name. Forge is such an unusual name that I guessed it had to be the same boy that was on the surfing team. I suppose Bruce went through those old messages when he got control of the game, and discovered the Blue Upway Champion’s identity in the same way.” 
 
    Her voice shook slightly. “Forge seemed a nice boy. I don’t want him getting hurt because of me.” 
 
    “Forge and Amber went into the last Carnival Lottery,” said Lucas. “You were clearly expecting to go into it too, because you shut down the game master stack for Blue Upway. What went wrong?” 
 
    “I completed my therapy over a month before Carnival,” said Michaela. “I was feeling so positive back then. I was able to travel around normally again, was going to the weekly family gatherings at Elliott’s apartment, and attended all the special events for Lottery candidates.” 
 
    She groaned. “On the last day of Carnival, Bruce did his trick of walking past my door and thumping it. I made the mistake of opening the door and yelling at him. I told him that once I came out of Lottery, I’d have my own apartment on another level of the Hive. If Bruce ever came near me after that, I’d report him to the hasties for trespassing.” 
 
    She paused. “The next morning, I set off for Lottery, but I didn’t make it to my assessment centre. Someone grabbed me from behind, put a bag over my head, and locked me in an isolated storeroom.” 
 
    “That attack was why you didn’t go through the Carnival Lottery?” asked Lucas, in the tightly controlled voice that meant he was furious. 
 
    Michaela nodded. “The lights in the storeroom had been smashed, so I spent six hours in total darkness before I heard someone unlock the door. By the time I staggered outside, there was no one in sight. I somehow managed to reach my assessment centre, but being locked in the dark for so long had reawakened all my trauma from the lift incident. The Lottery staff took one look at me and called for a medical team.” 
 
    “Did you report Bruce for attacking you?” asked Lucas, 
 
    Michaela grimaced. “Yes. I made a call from the medical facility where I was being treated, and a hasty came to listen to my story. He was very sympathetic, but he came back the next day and said a nosy had read Bruce’s mind and confirmed he knew nothing about the attack on me. I believed the nosies were really telepaths back then, so I had to accept Bruce was innocent.” 
 
    “I wish you’d told us about it at the time,” said Paula. “It was such a serious incident that we could have got a true telepath to read Bruce’s mind.” 
 
    Michaela waved her hands in a helpless gesture. “My cliff-climbing friend had told me Bruce had been spreading poisonous lies about why I left the surfing team. I thought Bruce had made the team hate me so much that one of them had attacked me as a cruel joke. I knew that if Elliott found out about it, then he’d make a huge fuss. I didn’t want nosies arriving at the Teen Level beach to read the minds of the whole surfing team, or someone getting into terrible trouble because they’d believed Bruce’s lies, so I kept quiet.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Well, the medical facility arranged for me to have another six-month course of therapy, put me down as a candidate for the Halloween Lottery, and sent me back to Teen Level. I decided the only way I’d ever escape Bruce was to be a bigger liar than him. I told everyone, including my own family, that the stress of going into Lottery had given me a recurrence of my old trauma, and I was returning to Teen Level for a whole year rather than six months.” 
 
    She winced. “Going back to my room on Teen Level was like going back in time to just after the Blue Zone power cut. More therapy, more hiding in my room, more running Blue Upway, more listening to Bruce crash into my door or stand making loud dataview calls outside it. After six months, I sneaked off to go through the Halloween Lottery.” 
 
    “And this time you made it to the test centre,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” said Michaela. “I was so scared of someone stopping me again, that I made absolutely sure there were no clues that I was going into Lottery. I didn’t say goodbye to the other teens. I didn’t shut down the game master stack of Blue Upway. I didn’t take a bag with me. I just walked into the Lottery test centre barehanded.” 
 
    She laughed. “The testing staff assumed I’d been panicking so much about going into Lottery that I’d managed to lose my bag on the way, and were very helpful about finding me a change of clothes. After everything that had happened to me, I was expecting Lottery to send me to scrub slime vats at the bottom of the Hive. Instead, I was told on the morning of the fourth day that I’d been selected to be a Senior Ambassador. My imprinting was completed late that afternoon, and I went straight to Elliott’s apartment. When I told him my Lottery result, he was stunned at me doing so well.” 
 
    “I wasn’t stunned that you’d done well,” said Elliott. “I was stunned that you’d gone through Lottery without telling us.” 
 
    “Elliott called the rest of the family,” said Michaela, “and my other brother and sisters came over to celebrate. My imprint included the truth about telepaths, which made me suspicious about the claim that a nosy had read Bruce’s mind after I was attacked. I finally told my family what had happened when I went into the Carnival Lottery, and about Bruce’s habit of lurking outside my room door.” 
 
    “I was livid,” said Elliott. “I called Law Enforcement to find out what had really happened when Michaela reported the attack. It turned out that the hasty had gone to talk to Bruce, and found out he had a dozen witnesses to say he was eating breakfast at the local community centre when Michaela was attacked. Bruce told the hasty that he’d had to drop Michaela from the surfing team for causing trouble. He claimed Michaela kept inventing this sort of story about him, and he was so charmingly credible about it that the hasty told Michaela that a nosy had read Bruce’s mind to shut her up.” 
 
    “Bruce had probably got one of the surfing team to lock Michaela in the storeroom, saying it was a joke and he’d let her out a few minutes later,” said Lucas. 
 
    “That was what we thought as well,” said Elliott. “I was determined to get Law Enforcement to deal with Bruce, but my first priority had to be keeping Michaela safe. It was obvious that Bruce was obsessed with punishing her.” 
 
    “Michaela’s Lottery result had already been posted,” said Paula. “We were afraid Bruce would see it and react by making another attack on her.” 
 
    “We had a delegation preparing to leave for Hive Genex,” said Elliott, “and I decided to send Michaela with them to make sure she was absolutely safe.” 
 
    “The urgency of the mission, and the length of the journey to Hive Genex, meant the aircraft was leaving at midnight,” said Michaela. “I had less than two hours to borrow suitable clothes from my sisters, pack, and get to the aircraft hangar. At the last minute, I remembered to tell my family about me running Blue Upway.” 
 
    She paused. “I knew all the dataviews in the game master stack would have already run out of power, but I still didn’t like the idea of leaving them lying in my room for weeks or months while I was away. I told my brothers and sisters that the game master stack was in a crate in my room, gave them my door code, and asked them to make sure the dataviews were destroyed.” 
 
    Elliott gave a depressed sigh. “Once Michaela had left for Hive Genex, Paula and I had a quick chat. We agreed that I’d call a Telepath Unit the next morning and ask for a telepath to read Bruce’s mind, while Paula would deal with the Blue Upway game master stack.” 
 
    “If you’d called a Telepath Unit, then Bruce would have been arrested months ago,” said Lucas. “We’ve already worked out that Bruce stole the game master stack while Michaela was in Lottery testing. Presumably, Paula discovered it was missing when she went to Michaela’s room, and Bruce has been using it to blackmail your family ever since.” 
 
    Elliott nodded. 
 
    “But why did you give in to Bruce’s blackmail?” asked Lucas. “How could the game master stack be such a threat to you? Had Michaela stored some important secret information on the dataviews?” 
 
    “No, the problem was just that Bruce was threatening to report Michaela’s involvement in Blue Upway to Law Enforcement,” said Elliott. 
 
    “Surely you knew Law Enforcement wouldn’t have arrested Michaela for that,” said Lucas. 
 
    “Oh, we all knew that running a well-behaved Teen Game was only technically illegal,” said Elliott, “but Law Enforcement were bound to keep records of Bruce’s report.” 
 
    “So why was that a problem?” I asked in bewilderment. “Most of the people in my Telepath Unit seem to have a past history of playing or running Teen Games. Lucas was a Game Commander himself, and even my Senior Administrator confessed to having been a twice-ranked Colonel. I realize that things are probably rather different in Hive Politics, but would the public revelation that she’d been running a Teen Game really have destroyed Michaela’s career and caused trouble for the rest of you?” 
 
    “It would have been a little awkward,” said Michaela. “Mainly because someone would have to give me an official reprimand for past disreputable behaviour on Teen Level, and warn me not to repeat it in future.” 
 
    “And Elliott would have to do that himself,” added Paula. “It wouldn’t be fair to ask someone else to give an official reprimand to the adored baby sister of the head of Hive Politics.” 
 
    “But that wouldn’t damage Michaela’s career,” said Declan. “Nobody takes reprimands about Teen Level behaviour seriously. They’re just a formality to make sure people arriving from Lottery appreciate that they need to act more carefully as members of Hive Politics. Elliot got reprimanded himself when he started working in Hive Politics, and it hasn’t stopped him reaching the highest position.” 
 
    “So why did you surrender to Bruce’s blackmail if he couldn’t harm your careers?” asked Lucas. 
 
    “We didn’t surrender to Bruce’s blackmail because he could harm our careers, but because he could harm our Hive,” said Elliott. “The political complications began the moment our delegation arrived at Hive Genex.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-six 
 
      
 
      
 
    “As soon as our diplomatic aircraft landed, we received a message from the Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement inspection team,” said Michaela. “They’d just discovered that Hive Genex’s attempt to kidnap Amber had been their fourth such attack against our Hive. The first three attacks had succeeded in kidnapping less valuable citizens.” 
 
    I gasped. “Three people had been taken before me!” 
 
    “The inspection team had been holding those three people in protective custody until we arrived,” said Michaela. “They asked if we wished to register a claim on them, which left us facing a major problem. The claim about Amber’s kidnapping had been registered days beforehand. Our delegation had been expecting to take part in negotiations about penalties and compensation arrangements for that kidnapping, not registering an entirely new claim.” 
 
    “I’d sent an Ambassador with general diplomatic skills as the leader of the delegation,” said Elliott, “with specialists in negotiating compensation arrangements to assist her. I hadn’t sent a specialist Adversary with the knowledge to register claims against another Hive. I’d added Michaela at the last minute though, and her Senior Ambassador imprint included every type of diplomatic role.” 
 
    “So that’s the equivalent of a Tactical Commander being imprinted with every type of tactical role?” I asked. 
 
    “Exactly,” said Elliott. 
 
    “Our delegation had to decide whether we should risk me registering a claim immediately, and possibly making a mistake that meant it was rejected, or delay while an experienced specialist Adversary was flown out to join us,” said Michaela. “The problem was that our three citizens had been kidnapped before they were imprinted by our Hive, so they’d been given imprints by Hive Genex. If we didn’t register a claim immediately, the inspection team would release the people from protective custody, and Hive Genex would seize their chance to remove the imprinted knowledge before our specialist Adversary arrived.” 
 
    “Removing an imprint messes up all the associated personal memories,” I said anxiously. 
 
    “Yes,” said Elliott. “Registering our claim immediately would mean the three people remained in protective custody until Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement ruled on the case. If they decided that the three people belonged to our Hive, they’d be handed over to us with their imprints intact, while Hive Genex would have no reason to remove the imprints if they were allowed to keep the people.” 
 
    “So registering the claim protected the people’s memories,” I said. 
 
    “There was also the point that the knowledge in those Hive Genex imprints could be staggeringly valuable to our Hive,” said Ambassador Paula drily. “Hive Genex has more advanced technology than us in several areas.” 
 
    “I thought that people transferring Hive always had their imprints removed,” said Lucas. 
 
    “If a Hive imprints knowledge on the mind of one of its own citizens, and that citizen chooses to leave, then their Hive has the right to remove that knowledge before they go,” said Elliott. “If a Hive chooses to imprint knowledge on the mind of a kidnapped citizen of another Hive, then legally speaking they’ve given the knowledge away.” 
 
    “There was a huge amount at stake,” said Michaela. “I made an emergency call to Elliott and gabbled a three-sentence explanation of the situation. I knew Hive Genex was probably monitoring our communications, so I couldn’t raise the issue of me being tainted by running Blue Upway, but I’d told Elliott about that the night before.” 
 
    “Tainted?” I asked, in confusion. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “If an Adversary has a personal history of criminal activity,” said Paula, “then Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement considers them tainted, and regards the claims they register and the evidence they present as suspect.” 
 
    Lucas frowned. “A couple of minutes ago, you said that you all knew running a well-behaved Teen Game was only technically illegal. Law Enforcement wouldn’t consider Michaela guilty of any crimes, or take any action against her, so why would she be tainted?” 
 
    “Law Enforcement might not consider Michaela guilty of any crimes,” said Elliott. “Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement is a different matter entirely.” 
 
    “Members of Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement don’t understand the concept of something being technically illegal but tolerated as beneficial to the Hive,” said Paula. “If a rule exists, then you either obey it or you are a criminal. There is no middle ground, no mitigating circumstance, no space for compassion. If Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement finds out Michaela was running Blue Upway, it will consider her tainted.” 
 
    “I see,” muttered Lucas. 
 
    “Michaela’s emergency call came in when I was still asleep,” said Elliott. “I woke up, grabbed my dataview, listened to her explain the problem, and had to make an instant decision. I knew that if Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement found out about Michaela running Blue Upway, then she’d be considered tainted, but there was nothing on record about it. The only evidence of her involvement was held on the game master stack, which we were about to destroy. Besides, we had a hundred per cent right to our kidnapped citizens, so being tainted couldn’t make a difference to the final ruling.” 
 
    He paused. “I was more worried by the fact Michaela had only been imprinted the previous afternoon. Registering the claim involved her having to reply to a series of legal challenges by a Hive Genex Adversary.” 
 
    Lucas nodded. “The Senior Ambassador imprint must be a sizeable one. Michaela’s brain wouldn’t have had time to integrate the data properly.” 
 
    “We had to take the gamble though,” said Elliott. “I told Michaela to commit, so she registered the claim.” 
 
    “The Hive Genex Adversary must have been gloating when Michaela walked into the Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement Chamber to face him,” said Declan. “He’d have known from her age that she couldn’t have registered many claims before. If he’d known that she wasn’t a specialist Adversary, and had only been imprinted the previous afternoon …” 
 
    “Michaela made it through the challenges brilliantly,” said Elliott, “and Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement notified me that our claim had been accepted for deliberation.” 
 
    He gave a despairing wave of his hands. “Ten minutes later, Paula arrived and told me the game master stack of Blue Upway had gone.” 
 
    Lucas pulled a sympathetic face. 
 
    “We were still trying to work out what had happened when Bruce called me,” continued Elliott sadly. “He said that he’d discovered Michaela was missing the day after she went into Lottery. He’d told Accommodation Services that he needed to collect belongings for an injured team member, and borrowed one of the tools they use to override teen room locks. He’d then let himself into Michaela’s room, and found the game master stack for Blue Upway.” 
 
    Elliott groaned. “That was when Bruce told me how he’d learned the truth about telepaths. He threatened to report Michaela’s involvement with Blue Upway to Law Enforcement and give them the game master stack as evidence. He said that if we didn’t want Michaela’s career in Hive Politics to start with a massive scandal, then we’d have to do him a few small favours.” 
 
    “Quite large favours actually,” said Paula grimly. 
 
    “I wanted to call Law Enforcement to arrest Bruce,” said Elliott, “but I was nervous about Michaela registering the claim at Hive Genex. I knew that if I contacted Law Enforcement, they’d put lots of records on the central data core about Bruce, and those were bound to include something about Michaela running Blue Upway.” 
 
    He sighed. “Our claim on our kidnapped citizens was perfectly straightforward, so I estimated it would only take two weeks for Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement to make its ruling. I decided our safest option was to placate Bruce by doing his few favours until our three people were returned to us.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, that encouraged Bruce to believe the information about Blue Upway was a devastating threat to Michaela,” said Francesca. 
 
    “The following day, Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement contacted our delegation again,” said Michaela. “We’d assumed that the three people had all been kidnapped relatively soon before Amber, so were about her age. It turned out that they’d been kidnapped well over three decades ago.” 
 
    “I’d been wondering why no one in our Hive had gone through the records and got suspicious about what happened to those three people,” said Lucas. “I suppose someone did search the records, but they hadn’t gone back as far as three decades.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Michaela. “Twenty-seven years ago, Hive Genex put the kidnapped people in their duty child programme to have six children each. Those children now range in age from nineteen to twenty-six.” 
 
    She paused. “The claim I’d registered had been automatically extended to cover these eighteen children, who all had one parent from our Hive and one parent from Hive Genex. That obviously made the case far more complicated, and involved a Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement inspection team checking evidence at both Hives.” 
 
    “The situation with the children is that Hive Genex and our Hive have equal genetic claims on them,” said Elliott. “The Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement inspection team has just completed the checks on birth records and other information held in the central data core of Hive Genex. After the New Year festival, the inspection team will come to our Hive to check our central data core.” 
 
    I gulped. “A Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement inspection team is coming here!” 
 
    Elliott nodded. “The issue of Michaela being tainted is now crucial. Hive Genex’s claim is weakened by them having kidnapped the other parent from our Hive. The inspectors will be checking our Hive’s central data core. If they discover evidence linking Michaela to Blue Upway, then she will be tainted, and it could change a guaranteed win for our Hive to a win for Hive Genex.” 
 
    “That’s why we’ve had to give in to Bruce’s blackmail for so long,” said Declan bitterly. “The few favours turned out to be a lot of favours, and two weeks turned into a couple of months.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you just remove any evidence from our central data core before the inspectors arrive?” I asked. 
 
    Six faces gave me pitying looks. “My specialism is security,” said Declan. “The inspection team will include experts in forensic examination of data cores. They’ll find anything that’s ever been added.” 
 
    “So Bruce has been using Blue Upway to blackmail you,” said Lucas. “He thinks you’re giving him what he demands to protect Michaela’s career. You’re actually protecting our Hive’s claim on those eighteen children and the knowledge in their imprints.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Elliott. 
 
    My mind was fully occupied wondering how I’d feel if I was told I belonged to a different Hive. “Don’t these people have the right to decide which Hive they belong to?” 
 
    “The eighteen children are allowing Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement to make the decision on their behalf,” said Michaela. 
 
    “I don’t understand why anyone would do that,” I said. “Don’t the children care what Hive they belong to?” 
 
    “Joint Hive Treaty states that everyone has the right to request a transfer to another Hive, but that transfer is an irrevocable lifetime commitment,” said Paula. “If these people wanted to stay at Hive Genex, they could easily bypass our claim on them. They’d just need to tell the Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement inspectors that they’re requesting a transfer back to Hive Genex.” 
 
    “Since they haven’t done that, we believe they actively wish to come to our Hive with the three kidnapped parents,” said Michaela. “They’re choosing to let Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement make the decision on their behalf to avoid having their imprints removed.” 
 
    “It’s a unique opportunity for them,” said Elliott. “They’ve got the chance to transfer to our Hive with their imprints intact, see if they like it here, and if they aren’t happy …” 
 
    “They’ve still got their right under Joint Hive Treaty to request a transfer back to Hive Genex,” Michaela finished the sentence for him. “We don’t think our Hive would have the right to remove a Hive Genex imprint from people returning to Hive Genex, so again they could transfer without having their imprints removed.” 
 
    “Our Hive will naturally do everything possible to make sure people with such valuable imprints are happy to stay here,” added Paula. 
 
    “I can see why you didn’t want Bruce to wreck our Hive’s claim on these people,” said Lucas. “If it had just been a case of you handing Bruce some undeserved luxuries, then I’d think you’d done the right thing by dealing with this yourselves.” 
 
    He paused. “What’s puzzling me is why you didn’t call a halt when Bruce started enjoying himself endangering Blue Upway players. A number of teens have been injured. One has been killed. Why didn’t you ask for help and explain the importance of making sure that nothing was recorded on our Hive’s central data core?” 
 
    “It would have been easy to get someone to arrest Bruce,” said Elliott, “but we need to find the Blue Upway game master stack too. If we arrest Bruce, and someone else stumbles across where he’s hidden the game master stack, then anything could happen.” 
 
    “I’ve tried searching for the game master stack myself but failed to find it,” said Declan. “I’ve managed to search both of Bruce’s offices, his own apartment on Level 41, and Michaela’s apartment on Level 1, as well as most of the maintenance areas around Teen Level beach.” 
 
    Francesca sighed. “Did you really need to tell a Tactical Commander that you’d broken into Bruce’s apartment? He could arrest you for that.” 
 
    “I’m just explaining that we know Bruce has the game master stack well hidden,” said Declan. 
 
    “After Declan’s search failed, we decided we’d never find the game master stack without the help of a true telepath,” said Elliott. 
 
    “So why didn’t you approach a Telepath Unit Tactical Commander?” asked Lucas. “You could have called me two months ago to have this exact conversation.” 
 
    “There was an excellent reason why we couldn’t risk doing that,” said Elliott. “That reason’s name is Keith.” 
 
    “What does Keith have to do with this?” I demanded. 
 
    “It’s vital that Keith doesn’t find out anything about this claim against Hive Genex,” said Elliott. “We had a previous incident where Keith got curious about something happening in Hive Politics, went searching through the records to find more information, and then interfered.” 
 
    “With disastrous results,” said Paula bleakly. 
 
    “What did Keith do?” I asked. 
 
    “We don’t have time to tell the full story of what happened back then,” said Elliott. “I’m just mentioning it to explain why we’re so worried about Keith. If he finds out about this claim, then he’ll try to repeat what he did years ago, and access the messages that Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement has sent to us.” 
 
    “Can’t you block him from doing that?” asked Lucas. 
 
    Declan groaned. “We’ve taken every measure we can to block Keith from accessing those messages, but it’s hard to block a telepath successfully when they can read the latest authorization codes in people’s minds.” 
 
    Elliott nodded. “If Keith learns the full facts of this claim, then we believe he’ll sabotage our efforts by putting something incriminating on our Hive’s central data core himself.” 
 
    “That worry didn’t just stop us from asking Keith’s unit for help,” said Paula. “We know that Keith has gone to great lengths to read the minds of people in other Telepath Units, so we couldn’t approach them for help either.” 
 
    “To be perfectly open about the situation,” said Elliott, “we’re willing to explain this to you now because we’ve learned Keith has been attacking your unit. You’re already taking precautions to protect your people against him, so we know you’ll listen seriously to our concerns.” 
 
    “I’ll definitely listen seriously to concerns about Keith,” I said grimly. “He tried to steal Lucas from me.” 
 
    “Which is also an important factor,” said Elliott. “The six of us, and the two of you, are currently the only people in our Hive who know about our claim against Hive Genex. The Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement inspection team will be arriving after the New Year Festival, but there’s no danger of Keith getting any information from their minds.” 
 
    I frowned. “Why not?” 
 
    “Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement has a simple, effective method of preventing telepaths reading the minds of its inspectors,” said Elliott. “It chooses a team with a different birth language.” 
 
    “That would certainly work,” I said. “When I tried to read the mind of Hive Genex’s agent, Elden, I found it impossible to make sense of his thoughts.” 
 
    “Our Hive goes to great lengths to avoid telepaths meeting,” continued Elliott. “After Keith’s recent behaviour, nobody would be surprised if Amber refuses to allow her partner to leave her unit without her for the next few weeks. That would mean there’s no danger of Keith getting near enough to Lucas to read his mind.” 
 
    “I’ve no problem with us taking that precaution,” said Lucas, “but I’m confused by two things. Firstly, why are you so worried about Keith managing to read my mind? It would be far easier for him to read the mind of one of the six of you.” 
 
    “That won’t happen,” said Elliott confidently. “Our Hive doesn’t just take care to avoid telepaths meeting each other, but also to stop most telepaths meeting those imprinted for the highest ranks of Hive Politics or the Council of Gaia.” 
 
    I gave him a puzzled look. 
 
    “Secondly, why would Keith care about our claim on these people enough to bother sabotaging it?” asked Lucas. 
 
    “Morton’s unit is about to shut down for months while he has surgery,” said Elliott. “That will leave the Hive with only four operational Telepath Units. The Hive desperately needs Keith to keep working, which puts him in an overwhelmingly powerful position. Keith is enjoying taking advantage of the situation.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how that’s an answer to my question,” said Lucas. 
 
    “It’s an answer to your question because the three people kidnapped by Hive Genex included a borderline telepath,” said Elliott. “Her twenty-four-year-old eldest son is a true telepath.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    My brain seemed to freeze. “What did you just say?” 
 
    “Her twenty-four-year-old eldest son is a true telepath,” repeated Elliott. 
 
    I made a faint whimpering sound. There was the chance of another true telepath arriving at our Hive! I turned to look at Lucas, and the dazed expression on his face drew me into linking to his mind. I found it blazing bright with a multitude of thought trains, all racing past so fast that I could only catch a few fragments of them. 
 
    … having another telepath would make a huge … 
 
    … projections for the months Morton’s unit will be out of action show a rapidly rising death rate which … 
 
    … arriving before the crucial third month would save hundreds of lives. Possibly thousands. It just takes one attack on vital life support equipment to … 
 
    … but Elliott is right. If Keith finds out about this, he’ll certainly try to sabotage our Hive’s claim to … 
 
    … by far the weakest of our telepaths. He’s only able to flout Gold Commander Melisande’s orders because the Hive is so desperate … 
 
    … difficulties of dealing with a telepath from another Hive, but … 
 
    … just handling check runs would be enough to … 
 
    … language issue will be a major … 
 
    “Hive Genex speaks a different language to us,” said Lucas aloud. “We couldn’t risk imprinting a telepath with our language, so …” 
 
    “We’ve been told he’s bilingual,” interrupted Elliott. 
 
    I retreated to my own mind to ask a question. “What does bilingual mean?” 
 
    “He’s fluent in both our language and the language of Hive Genex,” said Elliott. “He grew up living with his mother, and the family spoke our language at home.” 
 
    “Our Hive ideally needs eight telepaths to keep order,” said Lucas. “We’ve been teetering on the edge of disaster for years with only four or five. We can’t lose this chance of another telepath.” 
 
    I nodded urgently. 
 
    “Our claim has to be successful,” said Lucas. “I can’t keep calling you to discuss problems, so we need to make a plan that covers all the potential complications right now.” 
 
    His voice took on a decisive note. “Amber needs to read Bruce’s mind as soon as he arrives at our holding cells. We’ll then rescue Forge, and retrieve the game master stack for Blue Upway. We’ll obviously need to remove all Bruce’s memories of Michaela’s involvement in Blue Upway.” 
 
    “And that’s going to be a major problem,” said Elliott. “You’ll have to send Bruce to a Therapy Unit for assessment and treatment, and he’ll grab his chance to tell everyone about Michaela and Blue Upway.” 
 
    “We’ve got a forensic psychologist in our unit who can handle this for us,” said Lucas. “Amber can truthfully tell her that Bruce learned the full facts about telepaths nearly three years ago, which made him grow increasingly dangerous. That will mean his memory is reset to before Michaela joined the surfing team.” 
 
    “Your forensic psychologist will still want to do detailed questioning of Bruce before coming to a decision,” said Elliott. 
 
    “Our forensic psychologist is a borderline telepath who bases most of her decisions on her insights,” said Lucas, “and I’m sure she’ll get some very nasty insights from Bruce. She’s also going to be furious about Bruce kidnapping Forge, so I’ll hopefully be able to convince her that Bruce needs to be reset without delay.” 
 
    “Forge is our forensic psychologist’s boyfriend,” I explained. 
 
    “I can see that might simplify the situation,” said Elliott. “You’ll need to ensure the game master stack for Blue Upway is totally destroyed as well.” 
 
    “Actually, I’ve got a different plan for the game master stack,” said Lucas. “When we’ve retrieved it, I suggest that I send a formal request to the head of Hive Politics.” 
 
    Elliott raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “That request will say that our unit was assigned to deal with a Teen Game called Blue Upway,” continued Lucas. “We now have the Game Commander and the game master stack, but I’m concerned that abruptly closing down Blue Upway will leave us with thirty thousand frustrated teen players causing trouble. Running the game ourselves isn’t possible because it involves a level of delegation beyond our abilities. I’d therefore like Hive Politics to assign someone to run Blue Upway until the new games start up next Carnival.” 
 
    Elliott smiled. “And I reply saying that the task would be most suited to someone who’d recently left Teen Level, and suggest Michaela. That’s a brilliant cover story. If Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement does discover a link between Michaela and Blue Upway, we may be able to explain it by her new assignment assisting a Telepath Unit.” 
 
    “One final point,” said Lucas, “I’ve now made two calls to Michaela, both of which were answered by Paula. As far as I know, our Hive doesn’t keep any record of calls made. If the Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement inspection team does somehow find out about them, I called because Amber wanted information about the negotiations related to the kidnapping attempt against her. Agreed?” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Elliott briskly. “I think we’ve now covered everything. Let’s hope that our plans succeed, and Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement rules in our favour.” 
 
    The six holo figures nodded their heads respectfully at me, and then vanished. I shook my head and looked at Lucas. 
 
    “What did Elliott mean when he mentioned the Council of Gaia?” 
 
    “I’ve only heard the word Gaia once before,” said Lucas. “Osric said Gaia was a name used to refer to the collective gestalt of over a hundred million minds in the Hive. A logical guess is that the Council of Gaia is a group that makes decisions on behalf of the Hive.” 
 
    I frowned. “What sort of decisions? Gold Commander Melisande makes the decisions for Hive Defence and Law Enforcement. Senior Ambassador Elliott makes the decisions for Hive Politics. All the other divisions have people to make their decisions too.” 
 
    Lucas shrugged. “There must be times when a more general decision needs to be made. You’ll find out the truth when you meet one of the Council of Gaia.” 
 
    “That will never happen. Elliott said that our Hive stops telepaths meeting these people.” 
 
    “Elliott said that our Hive stops most telepaths meeting these people,” said Lucas. “He didn’t have to refer to the Council of Gaia at all. I think he mentioned them as a heavy hint that you might eventually be allowed to meet them.” 
 
    “Oh.” I considered that for a moment but was distracted by the realization Lucas was still dressed in red and black. “Why didn’t Elliott comment on your hunter of souls costume?” 
 
    “Elliott seems to have researched a lot of information on our unit,” said Lucas. “I expect he knows we’re running a Teen Game called Halloween.” 
 
    He paused. “Now it’s time to put our ear crystals back in and check what’s happening with Bruce.” 
 
    I instantly forgot about everything but saving Forge. “Yes.” 
 
    We stood up, put our ear crystals in place, and turned them on. “Amber and I are back on the crystal comms again,” said Lucas. “We now know exactly what we’re dealing with. When will Blue Zone group arrive at the holding cells?” 
 
    “In about ten minutes,” said Penn. 
 
    “Lucas, you’ve been emphasizing the point that Bruce is extremely dangerous,” said Adika. “I’d like Amber to stay in the unit to read his mind, rather than coming down to the holding cells.” 
 
    “Yes, Bruce has the potential to cause incredible damage to the Hive,” said Lucas. “I agree that Amber mustn’t go anywhere near him. I don’t even want to risk letting Bruce regain full consciousness.” 
 
    “So how should we handle Amber reading Bruce’s mind?” asked Adika. 
 
    “Amber and I will go back to the Tactical office now,” said Lucas. “She shouldn’t have any problem reading Bruce’s mind from there. Once Bruce arrives, you can reduce his sedation level to the point where he can hear us but not speak or move. We’ll then get you to ask questions, so he thinks of the information we need. I’ll want you to ask about Forge first, and then the Blue Upway game master stack.” 
 
    “I’d rather focus on Forge for now, and leave worrying about the game master stack until later,” grumbled Adika. 
 
    “I’d rather Amber gets all the information we need now, so she doesn’t have to read Bruce’s mind again,” said Lucas. 
 
    “That’s a good point,” admitted Adika. “Megan is here to help me with the sedation adjustments. We’ll let you know when we’re ready.” 
 
    Lucas and I went back to the Tactical office. As we went in the door, I noticed Buzz frown sharply at us and then stand up. 
 
    “I’m going down to the holding cells now,” she said. “I might get a useful insight.” 
 
    Once Buzz left, there was an oppressive silence. Lucas and I sat down on a couch, and I linked to Emili’s mind to check what was going on. I discovered that Buzz and the Tactical team had just been having a furtive discussion with their ear crystals set to receive only. 
 
    They’d decided that Lucas and I must have a good reason for all the dashing off into meeting rooms, and agreed not to ask any questions about it until Forge was safe. They’d also agreed they shouldn’t mention any distressing theories about what Bruce might have done with Forge in front of me, so that left them struggling to think of anything to say. 
 
    Emili’s thoughts drifted into worrying about Forge, her anxiety mixed with guilty thankfulness that it wasn’t Rothan who’d been taken prisoner. I pulled back into my own head, and stared gloomily at the wall while the seconds went slowly by. Finally, Adika spoke on the crystal comms. 
 
    “Prisoner transport pod has arrived at the holding cells.” 
 
    “I’ve just had an insight from that pod,” said Buzz’s anxious voice. “Bruce is still fully sedated, so it was hazy, but there was something obsessive and malignant.” 
 
    “Megan and I are sorting out Bruce’s sedation levels now,” said Adika. 
 
    There was another long pause before Megan spoke on the crystal comms. “I think I’ve got the sedation level right.” 
 
    “You’d better wait outside the room while I talk to Bruce,” said Adika. 
 
    “You may need me to adjust the sedation level,” said Megan. 
 
    “I’ll call you back in if necessary,” said Adika. “Go outside now. Bruce has taken Forge hostage. I’m not risking him taking you hostage too.” 
 
    There was a sigh that presumably meant Megan had gone outside. 
 
    “I’ll start checking Bruce’s mind now,” I said. 
 
    I closed my eyes and reached out with my thoughts. The holding cells were two levels down, and slightly west of where I was sitting. The glows of the dozen minds there were conspicuous because of the empty blackness around them. I drifted past the familiar thoughts of members of my unit and found the mind of a stranger. The distinctive look, sound, taste of a wild bee was tempered by the fact Bruce was hovering in the blurred borderland between being conscious and unconscious. 
 
    I entered the fringes of Bruce’s mind, and found there were only a couple of conscious thought levels. Below them, the subconscious levels were swirling with clouds of the obsessive malignancy that Buzz had described from her insight. At the heart of them was an unnervingly distorted image of Michaela’s face. 
 
    I remembered the words Lucas had planned for me to say. “Bruce learned the truth about telepaths nearly three years ago and started growing increasingly dangerous.” 
 
    I heard Adika’s voice speaking through my own ear crystal, as well as through my target’s ears. “Listen to me, Bruce. What did you do to Forge?” 
 
    A memory sequence triggered. Waiting until the blond-haired Forge had come out of the waves and was towelling himself dry, then walking along the Teen Level beach to smile at him. Having the fun of pretending I hadn’t recognized him. Asking if he’d be interested in joining a surfing team, and solemnly sighing when he said there was no point when he was only a few months away from Lottery. The critical moment when Forge had finished dressing, and stooped to pick up his surfboard. 
 
    There wasn’t just a mental memory at that point, but a physical one too. The satisfying feel of my hand stabbing the pressure jet against Forge’s back. The sudden lack of resistance as Forge threw himself forward onto the sand and rolled sideways. The agonizing pain as he reached up to clutch my wrist, and twisted the hand that was holding the pressure jet. 
 
    The protein scum had nearly broken my arm before he passed out. I’d had to ignore the pain as I hastily stabbed him with the pressure jet several more times to make sure he’d stay unconscious for a long while. Worried bystanders were hurrying up by then, so I had to reassure them there was nothing seriously wrong with the boy. He’d just forgotten to take his afternoon medication, so I’d given him the injection myself, and he would be all right once he’d rested in my office. 
 
    By the time I’d got a wheeled stretcher and towed Forge past my office to the freight lift, my arm was blazing in agony. Once we were inside the freight lift, I took my revenge by kicking Forge in the ribs. I felt Bruce’s savage joy at that memory, and then my own rising panic brought me back to being fully Amber. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” I said shakily. “Bruce caught Forge off guard, and stabbed a pressure jet of sedatives against his back. The sedatives were strong enough to knock Forge out within two seconds, but Bruce still used the pressure jet on him several more times when he was unconscious.” 
 
    “Adika, ask Bruce how many doses were in that pressure jet,” said Megan sharply. 
 
    Adika repeated the question, and I saw Bruce’s thoughts respond with disinterest. 
 
    “Waste it!” I said. “Bruce doesn’t know. He didn’t look. He didn’t care. All he knows is that the pressure jet was empty after he’d used it on Forge.” 
 
    “Bruce could have given Forge a massive overdose,” said Megan, in a strained voice. “Possibly a fatal overdose. We need to find Forge and give him an antidote immediately.” 
 
    “Adika, ask Bruce where Forge is now,” said Lucas. 
 
    I waited for Bruce to hear the question, and frowned. “Bruce bound and gagged Forge, and put him in a crate, but he doesn’t know where the crate is now. How can he not know?” 
 
    Lucas groaned. “Adika, ask Bruce how he’s been hiding the Blue Upway game master stack.” 
 
    “That question can wait,” said Adika. 
 
    “No, it can’t wait,” said Lucas grimly. “I think Bruce has used the same method to hide Forge. He took him to a freight lift and put him in a crate.” 
 
    “You think he’s sent Forge’s crate off on the freight system?” asked Rothan’s startled voice. 
 
    “Yes,” said Lucas. “Ask about the game master stack, Adika. That memory will include a lot more details, because Bruce wouldn’t want to lose the game master stack, but I don’t think he cares what happens to Forge.” 
 
    Adika asked the question, and I tried to make sense of the answer in Bruce’s head. “Bruce learned a lot about the freight system from a friend who works at the Teen Level beach storage complex, and thought of a brilliant way to hide the game master stack. Once you’ve set up the codes for a delivery route, you can keep using that code again and again to send items on the same route. Bruce said he wanted to play a joke on someone, and got his friend to set up a special code for him.” 
 
    “What does the code do?” asked Lucas, in a despairing voice. 
 
    “It sends the item as lowest priority traffic on a complete loop of the Hive before coming back to the Teen Level beach storage complex to be collected by Bruce. Whenever he gets the automated message saying his crate is ready for collection, he takes it to his office, works on the game master stack for an hour or two, and then sends it off for another loop of the Hive.” 
 
    “And he’s done the same with Forge’s crate,” said Lucas. 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” I said miserably. 
 
    “How long does the loop take, Amber?” asked Megan sharply. 
 
    “It depends on the volume of higher priority traffic. If things are busy, then the crate could get diverted off its direct route to a less crowded freight belt, or even bumped off the freight system entirely, and have to sit waiting for hours before continuing its journey. That means the loop can take anywhere between five hours and forty hours.” 
 
    “Which means Forge’s crate could be virtually anywhere on the freight system by now,” said Lucas. “Liaison, is there a way to locate the crate?” 
 
    “We’ve just checked that,” said Nicole. “Freight item movements are only recorded when they leave or arrive at a storage complex.” 
 
    “That’s no help,” I wailed. 
 
    “What does the crate look like, Amber?” asked Lucas. “Clearly it’s big enough to hold Forge.” 
 
    “It’s a long, oblong crate from a big surfboard delivery. Bright yellow. With the code YU0894L on the side and top.” 
 
    Lucas’s voice changed to be briskly decisive. “You can leave Bruce’s mind now, Amber. Megan can put him back under full sedation, and I’ll discuss plans for his treatment with Buzz in the morning. We know what Forge’s crate looks like. It’s just a question of searching for it.” 
 
    “And how are we going to search every freight belt in the Hive?” demanded Adika. 
 
    “We’ll use Halloween,” said Lucas. “I’ll record a new message sequence to send to the players right away. Gideon, we’ll need the holo tree background again.” 
 
    Lucas retrieved his red-eyed helm and cloak from where he’d left them earlier, put them on, and strode to the empty end of the office just as the holo red and black trees appeared. 
 
    He turned to face us and shouted in anger. “My scavengers of darkness, one of my most valued followers has been captured and caged. You must go to the lowest level of the Hive, and search the freight belts for his prison. There will be dark places there, but the reward for success is great. Whoever finds my follower’s prison must send me its image and location at once, to earn the title of Halloween Champion.” 
 
    “Excellent, Lucas,” said Gideon. 
 
    “Add the description of the crate and send the message out to all our players,” said Lucas. “How many do we have now, Beckett?” 
 
    “Twenty-three thousand, four hundred, and ninety-two including the cheats.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Adika sent all his men, except for my new bodyguards, to join the hunt for Forge. I watched them head off in the lifts, dressed in black teen clothes, and wearing Halloween masks. I wanted to go with them, but Lucas pointed out that Adika would insist on a lot of men bodyguarding me, and they’d be able to search a bigger area if they split up. 
 
    So I went back to the Tactical office and sat tensely waiting with Lucas, Buzz, and the Tactical team. Some of the freight belts ran along dimly lit corridors, while others were totally dark. Our Strike team searchers were using their wristset lights, and had their crystal units set to visual since no one was likely to notice the camera extensions. 
 
    The main screen in the Tactical office was randomly switching between the images from those cameras. Most of the time, all you could see was our men’s wristset lights shining on crates, but sometimes the shadowy figures of teens in Halloween masks would run by. 
 
    Rothan’s disbelieving voice spoke on the crystal comms. “I’m currently in Yellow Zone, and the Halloween players are everywhere I look. Have you got all twenty-three thousand of them searching this zone, Lucas?” 
 
    “If anything, there should be more players in Blue Zone than anywhere else,” said Lucas. “They’ll be searching solo rather than in groups because they know only one player can be Halloween Champion. There probably seem more of them than there really are because they’re running around so much.” 
 
    “There are a lot more than twenty-three thousand players now,” said Beckett. “We’ve had another big rush of cheats joining.” 
 
    “How many do we have now?” asked Lucas. 
 
    “Thirty-two thousand, one hundred and nine,” said Beckett. 
 
    “It sounds like we’ve got every game player in the Hive searching Level 100,” said Emili. “The reward of getting the title of Halloween Champion is obviously irresistible. Surely one of them must find Forge soon.” 
 
    “I think they’d have found the crate already if it was somewhere with lighting,” said Lucas. “It must be on a freight belt running along a totally dark corridor. Hopefully, it will soon reach a …” 
 
    Buzz spoke urgently on the crystal comms. “Lucas, I’ve got a call from Forge’s dataview.” 
 
    I gasped. 
 
    Lucas looked at where Buzz was sitting at the spare desk. “Is that Forge calling you or someone else using his dataview?” 
 
    “I can’t tell,” said Buzz, in a frustrated voice. “Nobody’s talking. There’s just some rustling and scraping noises.” 
 
    “You’re bound to be at the top of Forge’s frequent call list,” said Lucas. “His crate will be being automatically rolled on and off freight belts, and jolting across the gap between belts at a zone boundary. If the dataview is in the crate with him, then it could have got knocked around and randomly called you.” 
 
    He paused. “Nicole, patch the call into the crystal comms so everyone can hear it.” 
 
    “Patching now,” said Nicole. 
 
    “Forge, can you hear me?” asked Lucas. 
 
    “He can’t possibly hear you,” said Megan. “He wouldn’t have woken up from a single dose of sedatives yet, and Amber said he was given several doses.” 
 
    “Forge is imprinted for Strike team leader,” said Lucas. 
 
    “That doesn’t make him immune to massive overdoses of sedatives,” said Megan acidly. 
 
    Lucas ignored that. “Forge, your dataview called Buzz. We’ve got you patched into the crystal comms. Amber told us that Bruce bound and gagged you before putting you in the crate, so you won’t be able to speak on your dataview. Can you kick your feet or something to make two thumping noises for us?” 
 
    There were two muffled thumps on the comms. 
 
    “It’s Forge!” I cried joyfully. “He’s awake. He can hear us.” 
 
    “He can’t be awake,” said Megan. “It’s impossible.” 
 
    “Forge is imprinted for Strike team leader,” Lucas repeated his earlier words. “He’d react instantly to an attack. Amber, you told us that the sedatives were strong enough to knock Forge out within two seconds. What did he do during those two seconds?” 
 
    “Bruce and Forge were standing on the beach,” I said. “Forge stooped to pick up his surfboard, and Bruce hit him in the back with the pressure jet of sedatives. Forge threw himself forward onto the sand, rolled sideways, grabbed Bruce’s wrist and twisted it, but then passed out. Bruce’s arm was very painful after that, so he got his revenge later by kicking Forge in the ribs.” 
 
    “Forge dropped forward to minimize the dose of sedatives going into his back,” said Adika. “He then used an attack that involved twisting Bruce’s wrist so he could try to empty the pressure jet at the same time.” 
 
    “Forge must have succeeded in emptying the pressure jet,” said Lucas. “Bruce was too distracted by the pain in his arm to realize what had happened.” 
 
    “Forge didn’t get a fatal overdose of sedatives,” said Buzz, in a strained voice. “He didn’t even get one full dose of sedatives. He’s awake, he’s all right, and I am going to kill him!” 
 
    There was another muffled thump on the comms. 
 
    “Don’t you thump at me like that, Forge,” said Buzz bitterly. 
 
    There was an outbreak of relieved laughter. 
 
    “Forge is all right,” said Lucas cheerfully, “but we still have to find his crate. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but can we try one thump for yes and two thumps for no. Do you have any idea where you are, Forge?” 
 
    There were two thumps. 
 
    “Can you see any chinks of light around the top of your crate?” 
 
    Another two thumps. 
 
    “I was right about the crate being on a belt in a totally dark corridor then,” said Lucas. “Don’t worry, Forge, we’ve got thirty-two thousand searchers looking for you.” 
 
    “Thirty-three thousand, eight hundred, and counting,” said Beckett. 
 
    There were three thumps. 
 
    Lucas seemed to interpret them as a question and explained. “We’ve got all the Halloween players looking for you. If they don’t find you soon, then we can try sending a siren sound through your dataview to attract attention, but I’d rather not deafen you unless …” 
 
    “Lucas, we have a message from a player with an image and location,” interrupted Beckett. 
 
    “Put them on the main screen,” said Lucas. 
 
    “Strike team members, abandon the search. Stand by to go to Forge’s location,” snapped Adika. 
 
    I looked at the main screen. It was a terrible image, taken in darkness only broken by a small light balanced on top of the crate, but the code YU0894L was still visible. Forge was in area 400/0940. 
 
    “We have the minor complication that Forge is in Burgundy Zone,” said Lucas. “I don’t want to trigger more problems with Keith by sending a Strike team charging into one of his home zones to rescue Forge if there’s a quieter way to handle the situation.” 
 
    He paused. “Let’s set things up for the hunter of souls to call the new Halloween Champion. We obviously don’t want the Halloween Champion to hear anyone but me talking.” 
 
    Lucas put on his red-eyed helm and black cloak again, and headed for where the ominous holo tree background had already appeared at the end of the office. 
 
    “It’s going to be strange shutting down Halloween and having Lucas wearing ordinary clothes again,” said Emili. “I’ve completely adapted to having our Tactical Commander dressed as the hunter of souls.” 
 
    “We can’t shut down Halloween,” said Beckett. “It’s a huge success. We’ve got thirty-four thousand, three hundred and seventeen players.” 
 
    “Nicole and I have set up the call, Lucas,” said Gideon. “Making it in three, two, one. Action!” 
 
    A shadowy face appeared on the main screen. A boy, probably only fifteen years old, his face showing his thrilled excitement as he stood on the freight belt next to the crate. 
 
    “You have found my follower’s prison and earned my favour,” said Lucas. “Open the prison and release the captive to claim your title.” 
 
    The boy suddenly looked nervous. “Are you sure it’s all right for me to open the crate? It’s part of the game rather than belonging to someone else?” 
 
    “Halloween has authority over this,” said Lucas. “Release the captive.” 
 
    The boy nodded. He must have put his dataview in his pocket to free his hands at that point, because everything went abruptly black. “I’m not sure how to open the crate,” said his voice. 
 
    “There should be four catches on the side,” said Nicole. 
 
    “There should be four catches on the side,” Lucas relayed the message. 
 
    “I hope the crate isn’t locked,” said Emili anxiously. 
 
    “Only crates with hazardous contents are locked,” said Nicole. “People aren’t going to risk stealing things off freight belts when they believe nosies are reading their minds. This crate was only used for transporting surfboards, so …” 
 
    The boy’s alarmed wail interrupted her. “There’s someone in this crate! He’s tied up and gagged.” 
 
    “You are now Halloween Champion,” said Lucas. “Take the gag from my follower’s mouth.” 
 
    There was a brief pause before Forge spoke. “Thank you. Do you think you can manage to untie my hands as well?” 
 
    “I think so,” said the boy. 
 
    There was a long wait before Forge gave a sigh of relief. “That’s so much better.” 
 
    “What’s been going on?” asked the boy’s worried voice. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” said Forge. “Congratulations, Halloween Champion. Now you must listen to the orders of the hunter of souls.” 
 
    There was a scrabbling sound as the boy took his dataview from his pocket, and his face appeared on the main screen again. 
 
    “My follower must return to my realm, and you to yours,” said Lucas. “I will spread the word to the packs that the title of Halloween Champion has been claimed.” 
 
    “High up!” said the boy, and the screen went blank as the call ended. 
 
    A moment later, Forge spoke on the crystal comms again. “I’m back on my own dataview now.” 
 
    “We’ll send a medical team to meet you,” said Megan. 
 
    “I don’t need a medical team,” said Forge. “I’ve just got a few bruises. I’ll head up to Teen Level, and then get an express belt south to reach our unit’s bank of dedicated lifts.” 
 
    “Are you perfectly sure you don’t need help with anything?” asked Lucas. 
 
    “There is one thing that’s worrying me,” said Forge. “My surfboard wasn’t in the crate with me. Could Nicole contact Teen Level beach and ask if it’s been handed to lost property?” 
 
    I burst out laughing. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lucas and I were among the crowd at the lifts to welcome Forge back to the unit. We joined in the cheers as Buzz and Megan united forces to drag Forge off to our medical area for a full health check, then we went back to our apartment to sleep well into the next day. 
 
    The small crate holding the game master stack of Blue Upway arrived at the Teen Level beach storage facility late that afternoon. Adika insisted on collecting it himself to make sure it couldn’t cause any more trouble, and Megan grudgingly agreed to allow Forge to go with him to retrieve his surfboard. 
 
    When the two of them returned to the unit, I went to the Tactical office to watch Emili and Lucas unpack the game master stack from its crate, and was disappointed by its appearance. “It’s just some battered old dataviews.” 
 
    “Of course it is,” said Lucas. “We told you that a game master stack was just some old donated dataviews.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Yes, but after all the fuss, I expected something more dramatic.” 
 
    Lucas turned to Emili. “I want you and the Tactical team to charge the dataviews, do hazard assessments of the Blue Upway challenges, and remove all the ones that are too dangerous. After that, ask Adika to take the game master stack to the Hive Politics offices on Industry 1.” 
 
    “Why are we sending the Blue Upway game master stack to Hive Politics?” asked Kareem. 
 
    “If we shut down both Halloween and Blue Upway, we’ll have thirty thousand bored and frustrated players causing trouble in the Hive,” said Lucas. “I’ve decided our best option is to remove all the dangerous challenges from Blue Upway, and keep it running until the new games start up next Carnival.” 
 
    He shrugged. “It would be difficult for us to keep running a game with so much delegation of tasks, and it’s not worth us restructuring the whole game to use automation when we want to close it down in three months. I asked Hive Politics to find someone who can handle all the delegation needed to keep Blue Upway running for us. They’ve assigned Diplomat Michaela to help us. I believe she came out of Lottery within the last year or two, so should be able to communicate well with the teen players.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why you want to shut down Halloween but keep Blue Upway running,” Beckett grumbled. “Halloween is a huge success. We should keep it running permanently, then there’ll never be any more problems from Teen Games.” 
 
    Lucas smiled at Beckett. “Halloween is only a huge success because of the novelty of our events. The Hive needs our Tactical team focused on dealing with wild bees, not desperately inventing unusual new events to entertain teens. We want teens to run their own games anyway, to give future Tactical team members a chance to practise their skills.” 
 
    Beckett gave a sad sigh. Cee Cee was sitting bolt upright on his desk, and seemed to give Lucas a disapproving look. 
 
    “Lucas is right,” said Gideon. “Running Halloween has been amusing, but we don’t want to spend the rest of our lives working on it.” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to having a free evening to relax with Rothan again,” said Emili. 
 
    “We’ll do a few more events to give Diplomat Michaela time to get Blue Upway running properly,” said Lucas, “and then we’ll shut down Halloween. There’s no need for you to worry about being bored without it, Beckett. We’ve got a lot of areas of the Hive with warning signs waiting for you to run a pattern analysis, and I’ve agreed with Gold Commander Melisande that the other Telepath Unit Tactical teams will be able to call on you to help with their more difficult problems too.” 
 
    Beckett looked much more cheerful. 
 
    Lucas turned back to Emili. “Once you’ve sent off the game master stack, I’d like you to do the Blue Upway case completion report for Gold Commander Melisande.” 
 
    Emili raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “Amber and I need to go back to our apartment now,” added Lucas. 
 
    I frowned. “We do? Why? I thought we were joining Buzz in meeting room 4 to discuss Bruce’s treatment.” 
 
    “Buzz said she’d prefer to come to our apartment,” said Lucas. 
 
    We headed out of the door and through the unit to our apartment. When we arrived in the living room, Lucas got some drinks from the kitchen unit. 
 
    “Emili seemed a bit surprised that you wanted her to do the case completion report,” I said. 
 
    “I normally do the reports on more complicated cases myself,” said Lucas, “but I feel it’s safer to get Emili to do this one. She can’t accidentally include any hints of the political complications because she doesn’t know about them.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Now, this conversation with Buzz is crucial,” said Lucas. “We need to convince her it’s necessary to reset Bruce immediately, and to carry out his treatment in our own unit. I’ve worked out what to say, so you should read my mind and follow my lead.” 
 
    I nodded again. 
 
    A couple of minutes later, Buzz arrived at our apartment front door, but Lucas never managed to say a word of his carefully planned speeches. The moment I ordered the front door to open, Buzz swept through the hallway and into the living room, with two clothing bags over her arm. 
 
    “Your New Year festival outfits have arrived from the clothes designer. I need you to try them on at once and make sure that you like them.” 
 
    I gaped at her. “What are you talking about? We had to abandon the clothes shopping trip before my appointment with the clothes designer.” 
 
    “I could see that any attempt to get the pair of you to go clothes shopping was doomed,” said Buzz, “and decided to take an entirely different approach. When I called the clothes designer we were supposed to visit, he was rather huffy about my idea, so I dumped him. I tried calling the eager young man we met on the belt system instead, and he was happy to do anything a prestige client wanted.” 
 
    “You’re talking about the clothes designer we met on our way to go shopping?” I asked. “The one who gave you a card?” 
 
    “That’s right.” Buzz laughed. “I thought he was going to faint when I told him you had diamond priority. I sent him your measurements from your latest medical scan, a holo sequence of you in your beach dress, and instructions to create a festival dress based on it. I’m pleased with the result, and I hope you’ll like it too.” 
 
    Buzz opened one of the clothing bags and flourished a dress at me. It had the same colours as my old beach dress, but was … 
 
    “What do you think?” asked Buzz. 
 
    “It’s gorgeous,” I said, in a dazed voice. “Much too gorgeous for me.” 
 
    “It’s exactly right for you.” Buzz handed Lucas the second clothing bag. “You can change into your outfit in the bookette room, while Amber and I go into your bedroom. We’ll meet you back in here.” 
 
    Buzz swept me off into the bedroom. Minutes later, I was staring at myself in the mirror. The dress didn’t just look amazing, but felt as comfortable as my beach dress, and there was a matching blue artificial flower to wear in my hair. 
 
    “You like it?” asked Buzz. 
 
    I nodded, totally speechless. 
 
    “Let’s show Lucas.” 
 
    We went across the hall to the living room. Lucas was already standing there, wearing a festival outfit that toned with the blues of my dress. I thought his outfit suited him perfectly, but he gave me an appalled look that made my confidence plummet faster than an express lift. 
 
    “Doesn’t Amber look beautiful?” Buzz gave Lucas a meaningful look. 
 
    “Yes, she looks nice,” said Lucas, in a stilted voice. 
 
    “I can see why you had dozens of girlfriends swooning at your feet on Teen Level,” said Buzz. 
 
    “What?” Lucas stared at her. “I didn’t have any girlfriends on Teen Level.” 
 
    Buzz sighed. “That was sarcasm, Lucas.” 
 
    I gave Lucas a wounded look. “You obviously hate my dress.” 
 
    Lucas groaned. “I don’t hate your dress. It’s just me messing things up again. Read me, Amber.” 
 
    I linked to his mind and saw the words laid out for me on the pre-vocalization level. 
 
    You look utterly stunning, Amber. Being me, I reacted to that by having a fit of blind panic. I’ve always had a nagging fear that I won’t be able to hold the interest of a girl like you, but right now that fear isn’t just nagging at me but screaming at a deafening volume. 
 
    “Oh.” I considered that. “You mean you’re having one of your insecure moments, but you do like the dress.” 
 
    I love the dress. I love you wearing the dress. Most of all, I love you. I’d be much better at showing you how I feel with actions rather than words, but I’m a bit limited with Buzz standing there watching us. 
 
    Below the pre-vocalization level, an urgent thought train was flaring bright with alarm. 
 
    …the same at every New Year. All the old insecurities spring up again, and I turn into an irrational mess, saying the wrong things, driving people away with my clown act. My fear of losing Amber makes it even worse. I’ll end up driving her away too with my desperation, and then … 
 
    I took his hands. “You don’t need to worry about the New Year festival, Lucas. It’s going to be all right. Remember that I can see more than words.” 
 
    The pre-vocalization level of Lucas’s mind broke into fragments, overwhelmed by the emotional thought train beneath it. 
 
    Amber can see more than words. She can see past all the defensive mess, the desperate clown act, the panic, and the uncontrollable emotions, to the petrified child inside. She’ll see the worst of me, the way she’s always done, and somehow care for me anyway. She … 
 
    “I should probably leave the two of you alone now,” said Buzz. 
 
    I was about to agree, but remembered why Lucas and I had asked her to come. “No, we need to discuss Bruce.” 
 
    Lucas was getting his thoughts back under control now, and trying to remember his planned speeches. “Yes, Bruce is extremely dangerous and needs to be dealt with quickly. He’ll have to be reset to before he learned the truth about telepaths, and I’d like you to carry out his treatment here in the unit because …” 
 
    “I know, I know.” Buzz gave a dismissive wave of her hand. “You’ve been behaving really oddly about this case, Lucas. You kept taking Amber off into meeting rooms to have secret conferences. You went into unnecessary detail about Blue Zone group needing to keep Bruce unconscious on the way to our unit. You didn’t even allow Bruce to be fully awake when Amber was reading his mind.” 
 
    She grimaced. “Everyone knew Bruce was dangerous because he’d managed to take Forge prisoner, but you were clearly aware of a far bigger problem. When I left to go down to the holding cells, I got an insight that you were terrified of what Bruce might do to the Hive, and then I got an obsessively malignant insight from his prison transport pod.” 
 
    She paused. “After you and Amber went to bed last night, the Tactical team and I had a conference and worked out why you were so worried.” 
 
    “You did?” asked Lucas cautiously. 
 
    “Yes,” said Buzz. “Bruce wasn’t just using Blue Upway to harm players. He’d worked out a way to use it to do some dreadful damage to the Hive. So dreadful that you didn’t even dare to let your own Tactical team know the details.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’ve got a specialist in the area of reset psychology waiting down at the holding cells. As soon as you’re sure you’ve got all the information you need from Bruce, I’ll work together with the specialist to make sure the last three years of Bruce’s memory are completely removed. Will it be safe to send him to a Therapy Unit for standard rehabilitation treatment after that?” 
 
    Lucas gave her a dazed look. “Yes, once Bruce’s memory has been reset, he won’t be a threat to the Hive any longer. Adika has just brought the game master stack of Blue Upway to the Tactical office, so I think you can go ahead with the reset now.” 
 
    “I’ll go down to the holding cells straight away then.” Buzz pointed a warning finger at me. “The clothes designer has sent us fabric samples and holos of possible designs for other dresses, Amber. We can look at those another day. Now make sure you hang that dress up rather than dropping it on the floor!” 
 
    She headed out of the door, and Lucas shook his head. “I suppose I should have realized I couldn’t hide my fear of Bruce from Buzz.” 
 
    Lucas had a habit of saying it was impractical to lie to a telepath. Now I used the phrase to tease him. “It’s impractical to hide blind terror from a borderline telepath.” 
 
    Lucas laughed. “Well, Buzz’s insight obviously convinced both her and my Tactical team that they shouldn’t ask questions, just do everything necessary to stop Bruce from being a threat to the Hive. Let’s eat now, and then I need to go back to the Tactical office and make arrangements for the final Halloween events.” 
 
    “We’d better change out of these clothes before we eat,” I said. “Buzz wouldn’t be pleased if I spilt melon juice on my brand new festival dress.” 
 
    Lucas nodded, and we changed back into ordinary clothes. I made the supreme effort to hang my festival dress up before going to eat. Once we’d finished our meals, Lucas gave me a questioning look. 
 
    “Do you want to join in the planning of the Halloween events?” 
 
    “Unlike Beckett, I feel the running of a Teen Game is getting a bit repetitive,” I said. “I’ll spend some time in the park, and come and see how you’re getting on later.” 
 
    Lucas and I walked as far as the lifts together, then he went through the security doors into the operational section of the unit, while I continued straight on down the corridor to the park. I followed my usual routine of feeding the birds before sitting down at one of the picnic tables and closing my eyes. Forge had seemed his normal reckless self when he arrived back at the unit last night, but I was worried he might be suffering some aftereffects of waking up trapped in that crate. 
 
    I’d been trained to link instantly to the minds of my Strike team members when running circuits, so I just had to think of Forge’s name to find myself inside his head. He and Rothan were in the gym. Rothan was lifting weights, while Forge stood watching him. The medical checks had shown Forge didn’t have any broken ribs, but his right side was still painful where Bruce had kicked him. 
 
    “You didn’t take long to dye your hair back to its real colour,” commented Rothan. 
 
    Forge grinned. “Buzz made her feelings very clear. Certain things weren’t going to happen while I had blond hair.” 
 
    Rothan put his weights back on the rack. “I thought Buzz was joking about the blond hair to begin with. It isn’t a joke though, is it?” 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” said Forge. “Buzz said I should explain the blond hair problem to you in case the Alpha Strike team start joking about it. She witnessed a murder when she was a small child, and the wild bee had distinctive blond hair. The incident triggered Buzz’s borderline telepathic ability, so her memory couldn’t be reset, and some situations reawaken the past trauma.” 
 
    “If the Alpha Strike team start making jokes about blond hair, then I’ll make sure there’s a rapid change of subject,” said Rothan. “I know it’s not realistic to reset the memories of Strike team members after every bad experience, but I sometimes wish I’d asked to have my memory reset after the fire that damaged my lungs. Smoke makes me nervous. How are you feeling about crates and other small spaces?” 
 
    “It’s not a problem so far,” said Forge. 
 
    I checked the lower levels of his mind. Forge was telling the exact truth. He hadn’t noticed any problems yet. 
 
    Rothan reached out to grip his shoulders with both hands. “It will take a while to be sure there aren’t any aftereffects. We spend a lot of time crawling through cramped, dark spaces. That could make things better, or it could make them even worse.” 
 
    Forge laughed. “Buzz says she has some creative ideas for therapy if needed.” 
 
    Rothan let his hands drop to his sides. “I shudder to think what those ideas might be.” 
 
    I saw the thought of Buzz’s suggestions in Forge’s mind, and hastily drew back into my own head and opened my eyes. I stood up, and strolled along the path heading south alongside the stream, enjoying the warmth of the park suns. I’d intended to sit on the bench under the maple tree for a while, but stopped walking, disconcerted, when I saw Gideon was already sitting there. 
 
    Gideon noticed my arrival at the same moment, smiled at me, and patted the bench beside him. I hesitated before going to join him. I’d been meaning to discuss something with Gideon for days. I’d kept delaying the conversation out of cowardice, but it was time for me to have it now. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gideon and I sat quietly on the bench for a few moments before I spoke. “Aren’t the Tactical team working now?” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m seventy years old,” said Gideon. “I’m allowed to leave sessions whenever I feel tired or unwell.” 
 
    “So you’re feeling ill?” I asked anxiously. 
 
    “I felt ill the moment Lucas said we needed to do hazard assessments on every one of the hundreds of challenges in Blue Upway,” said Gideon. “I’m expecting to have a sudden recovery as soon as there’s something more interesting to do.” 
 
    I laughed, then moved the conversation on to the subject I needed to discuss. “This bench was here in Claire’s time.” 
 
    “Yes. This was Claire’s favourite spot in the park because it was so quiet. Most people liked to sit in the picnic table area, while the unit children always played at the far end by the lake.” 
 
    I thought that through. “Everything else in my unit was refurbished or replaced, but this bench was left behind. I thought the maintenance workers had overlooked it. That wasn’t what happened though, was it? This was Claire’s favourite spot, so her people scattered her ashes here and asked for her bench to be left untouched.” 
 
    Gideon nodded. “Does that worry you, Amber?” 
 
    “No. I’ve been thinking of this as Claire’s area of the park for a long time now. You mentioned the unit children. I’ve been wondering if Claire had any duty children?” 
 
    Gideon gave me a startled look. “Yes. She had twenty-five duty children.” 
 
    I gulped. “Twenty-five! She went for the maximum number under the higher limit then.” 
 
    Gideon laughed. “Claire was a Hiveist, remember. The official request arrived on her twenty-fifth birthday, telling her how valuable her children would be to the Hive, and saying that Hives are allowed to select one in a million citizens to have twenty-five children through the duty child programme. Claire immediately agreed to have one duty child a year until she was fifty.” 
 
    “I suppose the children were adopted,” I muttered. 
 
    “No. Claire didn’t like the idea of handing her children over to strangers, so there was a communal living arrangement for them in our unit. The staff included some of the surrogate mothers, but Claire and the assorted genetic fathers were all involved as well.” 
 
    I frowned. “How does the Hive recruit these surrogate mothers?” 
 
    “In the same way that the Hive fills any position,” said Gideon. “Suitable candidates are identified in Lottery. I only ever talked about the issue with one of the surrogate mothers. She told me that she loved bringing new lives into the Hive, but had no desire to be physically intimate with a partner, so being a surrogate mother was perfect for her.” 
 
    “And what do you mean by assorted genetic fathers?” 
 
    “Claire never had a partner. Over the years, she invited a series of single men in our unit to be a genetic father to a couple of her children.” Gideon blushed. “Claire’s last two children were mine.” 
 
    I stared at him in disbelief. “You’ve never said anything about having children before.” 
 
    “Of course I haven’t,” said Gideon. “I’ve been worried by the amount you’ve had to cope with since you came out of Lottery. I wasn’t going to throw the duty children complication at you as well. People react to it in varying ways, depending on their attitude to family and their ideas about responsibility for their children. Some see the option of duty children as a great advantage, but I knew you’d be comparing it to your very close-knit family and find it deeply worrying.” 
 
    “I haven’t noticed anyone visiting you either,” I said anxiously. “I hope you haven’t been keeping your children away because of me.” 
 
    “My boys aren’t exactly children any longer. They’re in their forties and have grown children of their own. After Claire’s death, we swapped from them visiting me, to having family gatherings at my eldest son’s home. We’ll be celebrating the New Year festival there as well.” 
 
    I was reassured. I knew that sort of change was bound to happen over time, because my mother’s Level 31 parents had started coming to celebrate the New Year on Level 27 when Gregas and I were small children. 
 
    “Was everyone happy with Claire’s arrangement for her duty children?” I asked. 
 
    “Most of the time,” said Gideon. “With twenty-five children, five surrogate mothers, and ten genetic fathers, there were inevitably some personality clashes.” 
 
    He sighed. “I know the whole arrangement must sound strange to you. I found it strange too when I first joined the unit, but it was an indescribably complex extended family that worked in completely unpredictable ways. One of the key factors was the death of one of the genetic fathers on an emergency run.” 
 
    Gideon’s face twisted as if this was linked to some painful memory. “I never knew the man personally – he’d died long before I joined the unit – but the rule after that was a child could call on any one of us to act as parent. Once I became a genetic father, I suddenly had a string of children coming to chat with me. The oddest thing was it didn’t just include the young ones living in the unit, and the teens on their visits home, but the ones who were adults as well. I think they found it helpful to talk about problems with someone close to their own age.” 
 
    I’d wondered why Gideon, a man who’d never had a partner, was so good at acting the fatherly role in the unit. Now it all made sense. Gideon hadn’t just had two children, but twenty-five of them. No wonder I found it so easy to discuss things with him. 
 
    “When two unrelated children in the unit were orphaned, they were automatically swept up into the system as well,” continued Gideon. “It worked amazingly well in many ways, but had some disastrous flaws, and it was always an emotional time when one of the children left for Teen Level. Lottery could be difficult too. Claire praised all her children’s Lottery results, and the results of every other child born in the unit as well, but after our younger boy went through Lottery she confessed to me that she felt a sense of having failed the Hive.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “Claire was nearly seventy by then. She knew that she wouldn’t live forever, and had secretly dreamed of one of her children being a telepath and helping the Hive after she was gone.” 
 
    Gideon gave me a thoughtful look. “I suspect you’re making Claire into your role model. Am I right, Amber?” 
 
    “Yes,” I admitted. “Everyone says Claire was a wonderful telepath.” 
 
    “Claire was a wonderful telepath,” said Gideon earnestly. “She was a wonderful person too. I loved her. Our whole unit loved her. You mustn’t feel you have to copy her in every way though, and certainly not when it comes to having duty children.” 
 
    He looked intently at me. “You can be inspired by Claire’s example, Amber, but you have to be your own person, and do what is right for you rather than her. Claire wasn’t perfect, she was gloriously human, and made some gigantic mistakes. Her sense of duty was both her greatest strength and her greatest weakness. She demanded the impossible of herself in the service of the Hive, and then had fits of depression when she failed.” 
 
    Gideon grimaced. “Please don’t make Claire’s mistake, Amber. I know you’re deeply aware of how much the Hive needs you, and do everything you can to help. Our unit is constantly grateful for the fact we don’t have another Keith on our hands, but you need to remember that your work is an immense strain on you, both mentally and physically.” 
 
    He paused. “After Claire’s first heart attack, we tried having her wear a complex armband monitor on the next few runs, but we had to give up on that. The readings were both terrifying and totally useless. She was burning more energy using her telepathy than a Strike team member did lifting weights, and the stress level of reading a wild bee was going right off the scale. Her doctors couldn’t tell what was normal and what was a warning sign of another heart attack.” 
 
    “I hadn’t realized that my telepathy had that big a physical effect,” I said. “I suppose that’s why I have moments when I’m ravenously hungry.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Gideon. “Telepaths save lives on a daily basis, and their help is particularly crucial in preventing major acts of sabotage, but there’s a massive physical and emotional cost. I don’t know how you carry the burden you do without crumbling, especially given you’re only eighteen.” 
 
    “I’ll soon be nineteen.” 
 
    He burst out laughing. “Yes, you’ll soon be nineteen, which will make a vast difference, and Lucas is already a colossal twenty-one years old. I’ve no idea why I worry about the two of you having to cope with crisis after crisis. All the same, it’s important that you accept there’ll be times when you either fail or hit the limits of human endurance, and don’t punish yourself with guilt and depression for not being flawless.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I strongly suggest that you forget about the duty child programme for now, Amber. The rules state that you have to be twenty-five years old to consent to take part, so it won’t be relevant to you for another six or seven years. It’s clear from your body language that you find the issue disturbing, and the entire subject is a huge emotional trigger for Lucas.” 
 
    “Yes,” I muttered uneasily. “Lucas was a duty child, his childhood was a mess, and he knows that his twenty-fifth birthday will be the start of the Hive nagging him to have duty children himself.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s true,” said Gideon. 
 
    I was confused. “You don’t think Lucas will be invited to the duty child programme? I thought Tactical Commanders were very rare and valuable.” 
 
    “They are,” said Gideon wryly, “but Lucas is the partner of a telepath. Our Hive doesn’t waste its duty child programme places by inviting both members of a couple, and it wouldn’t risk annoying a telepath by raising the issue with their partner. If you two stay together, then the official requests won’t start until your twenty-fifth birthday, and they’ll come to you rather than Lucas.” 
 
    Gideon paused. “I don’t have much personal experience of relationships, Amber, but I’ve watched them from the outside, and there’s plenty of information about them in my imprint. What you and Lucas have is looking good to me, and you don’t want to damage it by rushing decisions on things like duty children. It’s foolish to try to run before you’ve learned to walk.” 
 
    “I never want to damage what I have with Lucas, and I understand how vulnerable he is at this time of year.” I gnawed at my bottom lip and found myself repeating something from my conversation with Mira. “It’s hard to find someone who can truly accept you as both a person and a telepath, and it grows even harder with each year that passes.” 
 
    “I remember Claire saying almost those exact words to me,” said Gideon. “We’d been watching some romantic bookette, started talking about the fact that both of us were single, and I got a bit carried away.” 
 
    He pulled an embarrassed face. “I suggested we might try moving on from being friends to being lovers. Claire was very kind about it, gently saying that the gap between us was far too great. I thought she meant the age difference between us, and argued that didn’t matter to me, but she said it wasn’t about age but the length of time she’d been a telepath.” 
 
    Gideon had a distant look now, and I guessed he was reliving that past moment. “Claire said it was hard to find someone who could truly accept her as both a person and a telepath. Then she added something strange about us standing on different sides of a lake.” 
 
    I was wondering if Claire’s comment was something to do with distancing, when both my dataview and Gideon’s dataview chimed in unison. 
 
    Gideon seized his dataview and checked it. “Lucas wants us in the Tactical office to discuss a message from Gold Commander Melisande.” 
 
    We stood up and hurried through the set of park doors that led straight into the operational section of the unit. When we arrived in the Tactical office, I looked anxiously at Lucas. 
 
    “What’s the problem?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m hoping there isn’t a problem,” said Lucas. “I included a summary of last night’s events in the information exchange with the other Telepath Units. I carefully pointed out that we hadn’t sent the Strike team into Keith’s home zones to collect Forge. He’d come back to the unit by himself.” 
 
    Lucas frowned. “Gold Commander Melisande has just sent me a message. She says Keith has complained to her about Forge entering Burgundy Zone without asking permission from him or Gaius.” 
 
    “Really?” I gave an outraged wave of my hands. “How was Forge supposed to ask permission when he was bound, gagged, and unconscious in a crate? I’ll call Gold Commander Melisande at once.” 
 
    “There’s no need for that,” said Lucas hastily. “Gold Commander Melisande felt the same way as you, and told Keith that his complaint was ridiculous. She said that even if Forge had entered Burgundy Zone of his own free will, he wouldn’t have needed to ask permission. The rules about warning other Telepath Units of movements only apply when accompanying a telepath.” 
 
    He paused. “Keith then started ranting about Amber being allowed to restrict his Strike team’s movements in Blue Zone, while still sending her Strike team members to tramp around his home zones whenever she wanted. Gold Commander Melisande messaged me to warn us that Keith may do something to cause trouble and …” 
 
    Lucas was interrupted by a chime from his dataview. He tapped at the screen, and Buzz’s voice spoke urgently. 
 
    “Lucas, we have a crisis. A minute ago, I received a message from Tobias’s Therapy Unit. I thought it would be to tell me that his assessment had been completed and they were ready to perform his memory reset, but it said they’d released him in response to our order.” 
 
    “What order?” demanded Lucas. 
 
    “I just called them to ask that question,” said Buzz. “They’d received an order flagged as Telepath Unit priority, and assumed it was from us. It said that there’d been a serious identification error, Tobias was totally innocent, and ordered them to release him immediately. I asked them to check the authorization details, and they discovered the order actually came from Keith’s unit. The order used Gaius’s codes, but …” 
 
    Lucas groaned. “The other Tactical Commanders know all about what happened with Tobias. Gaius would never order the release of someone who was a threat to Amber’s life. Keith must have seen the information in Gaius’s mind and sent that message himself.” 
 
    “Gold Commander Melisande just warned us Keith might do something to cause trouble,” I said numbly. “She was right.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Forty-one 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tobias was being treated at the nearest specialist Therapy Unit,” said Lucas. “If he’s only just been released …” 
 
    Lucas took a crystal unit from his pocket, and held it out to me with his left hand, while tapping at his dataview with his right. A computerized voice spoke from the ceiling. “Unit emergency alert. We have an incident in progress.” 
 
    I grabbed the crystal unit from Lucas, and sprinted out of the Tactical office door, turning along the corridor towards the unit lifts and accommodation section. 
 
    The standard announcement continued from overhead speakers. “Operational teams to stations. Strike team to lift 2.” 
 
    When that finished, Lucas’s voice snapped out three extra words I’d never heard on the overhead speakers before. “Full combat equipment.” 
 
    Adika’s voice followed. “Alpha team, you have the strike. Amber, come directly to the lift, I’m bringing combat equipment for you.” 
 
    My family were in my unit right now, and the overhead speakers were everywhere, so they must be hearing all this. I wondered what they were thinking, grimaced, and comforted myself with the thought that Nicole or Megan would send someone to reassure them. It was quite likely that Megan would go to talk to them herself. 
 
    I had to trust my people to do their jobs, while I focused on doing mine. The loudspeaker system had gone quiet now, which probably meant the conversation had moved to the crystal comms. I realized I was still holding the crystal unit that Lucas had given me, and slowed down for a moment to put it in my ear. 
 
    Lucas was already explaining the situation. “… found out Tobias has just been released from the Therapy Unit with his memories and imprint still intact. We’re sending out Amber and the Strike team to try to recapture him before he leaves the area.” 
 
    “Why was Tobias released?” demanded Adika. “He’s a danger to Amber and everyone else in our unit.” 
 
    Lucas responded with one bitter word. “Keith.” 
 
    There was a pause before Adika spoke, which I suspected meant he was trying not to swear over the crystal comms. “Initiating unit defence measures now. Forge, you’re in charge of defending the unit. Organize Beta team members to guard all the regular and emergency entrances. Make sure you put a bodyguard on Lucas. If Tobias can’t reach Amber, then Lucas has to be his preferred alternate target.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” said Lucas. “Forge had better post a bodyguard to protect Amber’s parents and brother as well.” 
 
    I reached the security doors, thrust them open, and ran into lift 2. Adika and the Alpha Strike team were already inside it, pulling grey, heavy-duty combat armour on over the top of their clothes. I realized the system was that they brought combat armour to the lift before changing into it, and vaguely wondered if they sometimes did that with the ordinary body armour too, and I’d just never arrived at the lift fast enough to catch them doing it. 
 
    Adika thrust a set of combat armour at me, then slapped the lift controls. The doors closed, and the lift started dropping down at ultra express speed. 
 
    “Strike team is moving,” he snapped. 
 
    “Tactical team ready,” said Lucas. 
 
    “Liaison team ready,” said Nicole. “Tracking status green for all Strike team.” 
 
    I dropped my combat armour to the floor to free my hands, took my dataview from my pocket, checked the display, and saw Eli was in charge of my bodyguards. “We are green.” 
 
    Rothan had his combat armour on now. He picked up mine from the floor, and began helping me into it. 
 
    “Tobias’s Therapy Unit specializes in dealing with violent offenders, so it’s located on Level 20,” said Lucas. “You’ll be taking the lift straight down to there, and Liaison will be clearing the belt system on your route to let you move at maximum speed.” 
 
    “That’s going to cause chaos on Level 20,” said Rothan thoughtfully. 
 
    “Yes, but every second counts on this run,” said Lucas. “Tobias is an extreme threat to Amber’s life. Deadly force is authorized.” 
 
    I stopped in the act of thrusting an arm into the sleeve of my combat armour to protest. “No! We want to capture Tobias, not kill him.” 
 
    “Nobody will use deadly force unless absolutely necessary, Amber,” said Lucas, in a soothing voice. “When you read Tobias’s mind, you said that he hated us and wanted to take revenge on us for destroying his career. That revenge will be particularly aimed at you. We must allow the Strike team to take whatever measures are needed to defend you and themselves.” 
 
    “Yes, but …” I let my words trail off. What Lucas had said made sense. I didn’t want Tobias to be killed, but I didn’t want any of the rest of my team dying either. 
 
    “Deadly force is authorized,” repeated Lucas. 
 
    The Alpha team members had all finished putting their combat armour on within seconds. Even with Rothan’s assistance, I was far slower. I’d barely got my combat armour adjusted, and accepted a gun from Adika, when the lift doors opened on Level 20. Adika picked me up, and my bodyguards clustered tightly around us, as we rushed across to join a totally empty express belt. I blinked as I saw the flashing overhead signs. “Clear belt for Strike team emergency response.” 
 
    I was used to us working hard to hide who we were and what we were doing. We obviously didn’t need to do that on Level 20, because it was the private domain of Law Enforcement, but it was still strange to be openly wearing combat armour and have overhead signs proclaiming we were a Strike team responding to an emergency. 
 
    “Crystal units to visual,” ordered Adika. “Hoods up!” 
 
    The men around me were adjusting their ear crystals to make the cameras unfold at the side of their faces, and then reaching to pull up the protective hoods of their combat armour. I adjusted my ear crystal, and was struggling to reach my hood when someone pulled it up for me. The fabric felt loose around my head at first, then seemed to shrink and cling tightly to me. 
 
    “Visual links green for all Strike team,” said Nicole. 
 
    The Strike team started running along the empty express belt at the same steady speed that they ran training laps of the park. People stood at the side of the corridor, watching us go by with expressions of avid curiosity, but I ignored them. I was still worried about the deadly force issue. 
 
    “The Therapy Unit wouldn’t have handed Tobias any weapons when they released him,” I said. “Do we really need to use deadly force against a single unarmed man?” 
 
    “A Strike team member is never unarmed because their own body is a weapon.” Adika’s voice was barely affected by the effort of running while carrying me. “Tobias is imprinted with dozens of ways to kill someone with his bare hands. We can’t assume that he doesn’t have weapons either, because he could have found a gun by now. Tobias knows the override codes to access any Security Unit or Hive Defence armoury.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Lucas. “We’ve initiated an emergency change of override codes, but that process will take another twenty minutes to complete. Tobias must have been staggered by his release, but Strike team members are chosen for their ability to adjust rapidly to situations. He’s going to have made a plan and be acting on it by now.” 
 
    Lucas groaned. “Tobias had three possible courses of action when he was released. Leave the area and find a secure hiding place. Go straight to our unit and kill as many people as he could barehanded. Attempt to steal guns and equipment. Picture yourself in Tobias’s place, Adika. What would you do?” 
 
    “I’d go for the guns and equipment,” said Adika. “Tobias must have thought he’d been released by mistake. He’d know that we’d soon discover what had happened and come after him, but he’d have plenty of time to reach an armoury before we arrived.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Lucas. “Liaison, we need details of all armouries in the area of the Therapy Unit.” 
 
    “The closest armoury is at a Security Unit three cors east of the Therapy Unit,” said Nicole. “It’s possible but unlikely that Tobias has already reached it. He’s in a strange area and doesn’t have a dataview with him to look up directions.” 
 
    “Tobias’s parents belong to Law Enforcement,” said Lucas. “That means Tobias will have lived on Level 20 as a child. He won’t have been allowed to enter any working areas, but he’ll have travelled on the belt system, and be familiar with all the standard direction signs as well as symbols for places such as Security Units. We should assume he’s reached the Security Unit already.” 
 
    “Should I contact the Security Unit and ask them to check their armoury for missing weapons?” asked Nicole. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” said Lucas. “If Tobias is inside that armoury, then he’ll kill anyone who disturbs him. Tell the Security Unit that no one is to approach the armoury until we’ve caught our target. Adika, jump belt at the next interchange and head west.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean we should head east to the Security Unit?” asked Adika. 
 
    “No, I mean head west,” said Lucas. “My team’s projections of Tobias’s movements are that he’s now leaving the Security Unit armoury. You’re currently travelling northbound on an express belt, heading straight for the Therapy Unit. We believe that Tobias will work out your travel route and head to a position next to your express belt, ready to ambush your team as you approach the Therapy Unit.” 
 
    Lucas hesitated before continuing in a harsh voice. “You’d be totally exposed on the express belt, and we predict Tobias would kill at least three of you including Amber before you take him down. I’m diverting you to the west so you can circle around and head for the Therapy Unit from the opposite direction to Tobias, making your final approach through a park. You were moving fast enough that you should have time to make the diversion without Tobias getting suspicious, and will hopefully catch him by surprise.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Adika. “Jumping belt at interchange in twenty seconds.” 
 
    “Liaison, we need that park evacuated,” said Lucas. “Send people out through the northern exits.” 
 
    I frowned. “Even this late in the evening, there’ll be children playing in the park. It’s going to take a long time to evacuate them.” 
 
    “There are always prisoners being held, assessed, or treated on Level 20,” said Nicole, “so the schools train children to respond instantly to escaped prisoner alarms. When the older children see the white park suns change to red flashing arrows, they’ll grab the hands of the smaller ones and run in the direction the arrows are pointing. The adults present will do a sweep of the park to round up any stray small children before evacuating too.” 
 
    She paused. “We should have everyone out of the park well before the Strike team arrive. What about the express belt? Do we still keep that clear of passengers?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Lucas. “If we’re right about Tobias moving to an ambush position next to the belt, then seeing it empty will reassure him that Amber and the Strike team are approaching on that direct route.” 
 
    Adika handed me over to Eli, and then led the Strike team through a bewilderingly swift sequence of belt changes, finally ending up with them running through accommodation corridors at top speed. A few people were hurrying down the corridors in the opposite direction, but they moved aside to let us through. A small boy stared in stunned awe at the intimidating grey-armoured warriors running past him, before yelling at the top of his voice. 
 
    “Combat Strike team! High up!” 
 
    The laughter of the Strike team members was cut short by Adika snapping in forbidding tones. “Focus! Approaching scene now.” 
 
    “There’s a storeroom outside the park entrance,” said Lucas. “I want you to stop there and let Amber do a mental check of the area looking for Tobias. We’re still predicting he’ll be at an ambush position next to the express belt, but random factors could have sent him somewhere else. Amber should check in all directions, particularly straight behind you.” 
 
    A minute later, my bodyguards and I were inside a storeroom lined with shelves of children’s toys. I perched on the edge of a large crate labelled “Swings age 3-7”, closed my eyes, linked to the mind of Eli to orient myself, and winced. Eli’s thoughts were screaming his emotions at full volume. 
 
    I was deeply unhappy about hunting down Tobias, because he was one of my own people and I cared about him. Eli was deeply unhappy about hunting down Tobias too, but for very different reasons. He’d never liked Tobias, and had considered him by far the weakest member of the Alpha Strike team. Weak or not though, hunting down a wild bee who’d trained with you and knew all your tactics was going to be lethally dangerous. 
 
    … one of us will be injured or killed on this run. Perhaps several of us. It’s my job to make sure that Amber stays safe, and if I fail … 
 
    … can’t fail. Mustn’t fail. If we lose Amber than the consequences for our Hive … 
 
    … not going to happen because I’ve got four of Claire’s old Strike team members to help me keep Amber safe. I only came out of the last Lottery, but they’ve got decades of experience. Whatever Tobias tries, they’ll have seen a wild bee try it before, and be ready to … 
 
    I hastily left Eli’s head, and made a telepathic sweep around behind us, skimming across the scattered minds of people in apartments. I paused to check a few that had an unusual colour to them, but they were just people who’d been evacuated from the park. They were naturally worried about having an escaped prisoner in the area, and were busily locking and barricading their apartment doors. 
 
    “There’s no sign of Tobias behind us,” I said. “Moving on to check the park.” 
 
    I drifted east across the park. Apart from the throbbing beat of the Hive mind, and the thoughts of animals and birds, everything was quiet there. Yet further east, I found the more complex thoughts of people again, and among them was something glaringly discordant. 
 
    I pulled back into my own head, and opened my eyes. “There isn’t anyone at all in the park. There’s a lot of people further east from the park, and one of them might be Tobias, but I can’t be sure. It’s not just the distance. It’s that his mind has changed, and looks, sounds, feels so different now. It’s definitely a wild bee though.” 
 
    “There’s unlikely to be a second wild bee loose in this area,” said Lucas. “Strike team, continue across the park. Stop at the far side to let Amber do another check.” 
 
    My bodyguards and I went out of the room, then Eli picked me up again. A moment later, my Strike team were in formation around us, and running at full speed through the park. They stopped in a grove of apple trees by the eastern park wall, and Eli put me down next to a structural pillar. 
 
    I moved to stand facing east, with my back against the pillar. My new bodyguards surrounded me, their bodies a carefully judged hand’s breadth away from mine. I closed my eyes and reached out again. 
 
    My telepathic view showed the Strike team all tightly clustered around me, their minds bright with emotion. The scattered minds of strangers were beyond them. One particular set of thoughts was like a broken shell of the old familiar Tobias, being consumed from within by a fiercely burning core of anger. 
 
    I linked to Tobias’s mind, saw the view from his eyes as he watched the empty express belt, and was filled with his righteous delight at the vengeance to come. 
 
    … should arrive within the next five minutes. Ten minutes if the precious telepath is lazing around in the park. If I can’t get a clear forehead shot, I’ll have to go for the body and … 
 
    … expect they’ll be wearing full combat armour. I’ll need to use double shots on kill setting. I go for my two priority kills, then focus on escaping and hiding out until … 
 
    … too big a risk to attack the unit directly. I don’t just have to worry about the standard defences. Adika told us he has some extra nasty surprises waiting for intruders. He’s only shared the details of those with his special pets who were imprinted for Strike team leader. One of the many excuses he’s used to exclude me from … 
 
    … plenty of chances to get more of them. I can pick off people when they leave the unit to go shopping, visit relatives, or … 
 
    Lucas was right. Tobias was waiting by the express belt, trying to ambush us. I knew I had no choice about my actions now. However much I hated hunting down one of my own people, I had to give the directions that led my Strike team to Tobias. My words might lead to Tobias’s death, but my silence would lead to the deaths of other people. 
 
    It could be Lucas who died. It could be one of my family. It could be Buzz. It could be some hard-working minor member of my unit going to visit their parents. It could be some random Hive citizen who interrupted Tobias when he was stealing supplies. There might be one death, two, or dozens before another telepath finally succeeded in doing what I’d refused to do. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Forty-two 
 
      
 
      
 
    I moistened my lips and started reporting Tobias’s position and plan. “Tobias is east of us, at the junction between the major corridor holding the northbound express belt and a side corridor. He has two stolen guns that are set to kill. He’s wearing a hasty uniform, and something that feels like combat armour, but the glimpse I got of it was blue rather than grey. No hood.” 
 
    “Tobias is wearing the version of combat armour that’s designed to blend in with the blue uniforms of hasties,” said Lucas. “They have hoods, but Tobias hasn’t pulled his up yet. People will assume he’s a hasty wearing combat armour to go to a special training exercise, but having the hood up would make everyone deeply suspicious.” 
 
    “Tobias expects us to come riding along the express belt within the next ten minutes,” I said. “He thinks we’ll leave the express belt at the next interchange and find a defensive position for me to check the area.” 
 
    “Which is the plan we’d be following with any ordinary target,” commented Lucas. 
 
    Adika rattled out orders that started moving the Chase team east. 
 
    “If Tobias can get clear forehead shots, he’ll take them,” I said. “Otherwise he’ll go for the body and use double shots on kill setting. Once he’s taken down two targets, he’ll escape by running down the side corridor and going through a door into a large maintenance area. Tobias thinks the area is part of the air and water circulation system, but he doesn’t care if he’s right or not. The important thing is it connects to multiple maintenance crawl ways and ladders.” 
 
    My forehead was itching at the thought of Tobias shooting me there, and I lifted a hand to rub it. I’d been following Megan’s instructions to use a healing ointment on my bruised cheek and eye, but there was still a lingering soreness that reminded me of Tobias punching me. I was no longer sure if that had been an accident, or if he’d intended to hit me after all. We were well past the point where it mattered. Tobias didn’t just want to hit me now but to kill me. 
 
    “Tobias is planning to use the last digit of his gun’s serial number to decide which route to take,” I said. “Why would he do that?” 
 
    “As a defence against you reading his mind while he’s escaping,” said Lucas. “He’s got a stolen gun, he doesn’t know the serial number, and he won’t look at it until it’s time to make the decision. You won’t be able to tell us Tobias’s planned route if he doesn’t know it himself.” 
 
    “There are two possible side corridors, both with doors into that maintenance area,” said Adika. “We need more information, Amber.” 
 
    “There’s a flashing sign above the express belt, displaying the message about clearing the belt for Strike team emergency response.” 
 
    “Those signs are everywhere,” said Adika in frustration. “We need something else.” 
 
    My head was throbbing with Tobias’s hatred of all of us, and of me in particular. “I can only know what Tobias is thinking about,” I snapped at Adika. “I can only see what Tobias is looking at. Right now, he’s thinking about killing me, and his eyes are fixed on the express belt.” 
 
    “Liaison, can you use the belt traffic control system to individualize the messages on the overhead signs?” asked Lucas. 
 
    “Yes,” said Nicole. “Amber, watch the sign for a small number appearing in the bottom right-hand corner.” 
 
    I watched the sign. “407,” I reported. 
 
    “It’s the northern one of those two side corridors,” said Nicole. “The one leading from the express belt to a housing warren.” 
 
    Adika was giving more orders to his men. I ignored those, focusing on Tobias’s thoughts and the view through his eyes. 
 
    “Tobias just glanced sideways,” I said sharply. “There’s a group of about twenty travellers waiting for the express belt to reopen. Tobias is standing beside them, planning to use them as a shield so the Strike team can’t shoot back at him.” 
 
    “Waste it!” said Adika. “We need to get those people out of the way.” 
 
    “We can’t evacuate them without alarming Tobias,” said Lucas. “If we try to capture him in either his current position, or in the corridor leading to the housing warren, we’ll have bystanders caught in the crossfire. Adika, we’re going to have to send Tobias into the maintenance area. Place the Chase team there ready to catch him.” 
 
    Adika rattled off another series of orders. 
 
    “Amber, does Tobias have priority kills?” asked Lucas. 
 
    “He has two priority kills,” I said. “He’s planning to kill Adika first and then me.” 
 
    Rothan groaned. “I’m now acting Strike team leader. Adika, retreat to the park to help defend Amber.” 
 
    “You’re taking my command, and ordering me to retreat to the park?” asked Adika incredulously. 
 
    “Yes,” said Rothan. “You know the rules. You can’t be on the Chase team if you’re the target’s first priority kill. We need to focus on taking down our target, not bodyguarding you. Besides, Tobias will waste vital seconds looking for you before shooting at someone else.” 
 
    “And what if I refuse to retreat to the park?” asked Adika. 
 
    “Then I shoot you on stun and get someone to drag you there,” said Rothan. 
 
    “Really?” Adika made the single word hold infinite menace. 
 
    “Really,” said Rothan. 
 
    There was a second of utter silence on the crystal comms, as if everyone was holding their breath, and then Adika spoke in a grudging voice. “Retreating to park, but if you mess this up, Rothan, then you’re going to be scrubbing slime vats for the rest of your life.” 
 
    “I’m fully aware that whatever happens from now on, I’m going to be scrubbing slime vats for the rest of my life,” said Rothan. “Kaden, Dhiren, Caleb, I’m adjusting your positions to cover the gap in our net.” 
 
    It was a few seconds before Rothan spoke again. “We’re in position, Lucas.” 
 
    “Nicole, reopen the express belt,” said Lucas. 
 
    Tobias was watching impatiently for figures coming into view on the express belt. He was surprised by the mass movement of people joining the belts, and threw a look at the overhead sign. When he saw it had stopped flashing and now read “belt open”, he turned and ran down the side corridor. 
 
    … belt has reopened, so Amber and the Alpha team aren’t coming. Waste it, why aren’t they coming? What would …? They aren’t coming because they’re already here! 
 
    “Tobias has worked out we aren’t coming because we’re already here!” I yelled. “He’s guessed we’ll be trying to trap him in the maintenance area, so he’s running for the housing warren. He’s pulled up his combat armour hood. He’s looking at his gun. The serial number ends in eight.” 
 
    “Chase team, pursue Tobias to housing warren,” ordered Lucas. “He’ll be following any corridor sign that includes the number eight. Liaison, sound the escaped prisoner alarm in that housing warren and send it into lockdown.” 
 
    “Strike team, check your new group designations,” said Rothan, in the breathless voice of someone running. “Red group go to housing warren north, blue group south, green group east, yellow group west. Keep guns on stun, so you don’t have to worry about shooting bystanders.” 
 
    There was a pause while he gulped in air. “Find secure defensive positions, take cover, and wait. Tobias will be taking random corridors in the maze of a housing warren. He’ll be running around in circles. We don’t run after him. We stay still and wait for him to blunder into one of our defensive positions.” 
 
    I was still linked to Tobias. He was in the housing warren now. The escaped prisoner alarm was shrilling from overhead speakers, with a voice interrupting at intervals to repeat the same message. 
 
    “Lockdown. Lockdown. Lockdown. Escaped prisoner. Adult male, aged nineteen, wearing hasty combat uniform. I repeat: wearing hasty combat uniform. Threat level extreme.” 
 
    Tobias felt an instinctive reaction to the alarm. He’d been a child on Level 20, and trained to respond to the lockdown order by banging on the nearest apartment door and calling for help. The people inside would let in anyone who didn’t match the description of the escaped prisoner, and then lock and barricade their door against the threat. 
 
    Now Tobias was the threat he’d been trained to fear. He was the one being hunted. He kept running, his thoughts screaming in panic, and colliding with walls in his haste to turn corners. He couldn’t plan his next move, he had to keep running so fast that he didn’t have time to think, because Amber would be inside his head right now, spying on him. 
 
    A startlingly vivid image appeared of me wearing the robes of a nosy, my face looking almost normal except for purple eyes. Then I gave an unnaturally wide smile that revealed inhumanly long and viciously pointed teeth. 
 
    I tried to block that image out, focused on the view from Tobias’s eyes, and kept calling out the numbers on the signs he saw. Logic said that I had no reason to worry about hunting down Tobias now. Logic said that my Strike team had their guns on stun so he would be captured unhurt. Logic said that Tobias was the one who might kill someone at any moment. I was getting swamped by Tobias’s emotions though, feeling his desperation at being hunted, and wanting to help him escape. 
 
    I mustn’t help Tobias escape. I wouldn’t help Tobias escape. I focused on reporting his movements to my team. 
 
    “Corridor 28 going north.” 
 
    “Red group, Tobias is heading straight for you,” snapped Lucas. “Strike time. Amber, start running circuits on red group now!” 
 
    “Going circuit,” I acknowledged. 
 
    It was far harder than usual to escape my target’s mind. Tobias’s frantic emotions were like hooks digging deep into me, but I ripped free. My head was throbbing with pain as I opened my eyes. I urgently studied the screen of my dataview to see who was in red group. 
 
    “Kaden.” I was hidden behind two stacks of crates, staring through the narrow gap between them, and saw the blue-clad figure of Tobias in the distance. He was … 
 
    “Dhiren.” I was up in a maintenance crawl way, peering down through a gaping hole at the corridor below. I had a terrible view here, but I was guaranteed to take Tobias by surprise. In friend or foe holo training sessions, Tobias always made the mistake of not looking up for threats, so … 
 
    “Caleb.” I was crouched down inside a storeroom, with the door open the tiniest of cracks. I needed to wait until Tobias went past before … 
 
    “Kaden.” I saw Tobias pause, stare suspiciously at the door of the storeroom where Caleb was hiding, and kick it open. There was the sharp sound of a gun on kill setting as Tobias fired his gun into the room. I jumped sideways to start shooting at … 
 
    “Dhiren.” I heard the sound of a second shot on kill setting as I dropped down through the hole, landed on the corridor floor, and … 
 
    “Caleb.” My shoulder felt like it was on fire, and I’d dropped my gun when Tobias shot me the second time, but I launched myself at him. I knocked Tobias back through the doorway into the corridor, and … 
 
    “Caleb is hit,” I shouted. “Left shoulder.” 
 
    Kaden and Dhiren spoke in unison a second later. “Target secure.” 
 
    “We’ve stunned Tobias, and we’re putting him in restraints now,” added Kaden solo. 
 
    I was still linked to Caleb. The higher levels of his thoughts were breaking into pieces and vanishing. I was sick with fear that he was dying, but then I saw the subconscious levels of his mind moving into what looked like sleep patterns. 
 
    “Caleb has passed out,” I said. 
 
    “Caleb didn’t just pass out,” said Kaden. “He got caught in the crossfire and stunned by us. Tobias has shot him in the left shoulder twice on kill setting, but the shots were crucially clear of his heart, and hit in slightly different places. Caleb’s going to need surgery, but his combat armour reduced the damage enough to save his life.” 
 
    I pulled back into my own head, and covered my face with my hands. I was used to being hit by reaction a few hours after an emergency run. This time it was hitting in only seconds. 
 
    If Tobias had been a more accurate shot, Caleb would be dead. If we’d stayed on the northbound express belt rather than approaching through the park, several of us would be dead. Instead, Caleb would live, we’d all live, but how could I rejoice about that as a happy ending when my head was still filled with Tobias’s thoughts and emotions? 
 
    I was seeing the situation from Tobias’s viewpoint, and thinking of the memory reset that lay ahead of him. There was no longer any hope of him going into the next Lottery and making a fresh start with a career in Hive Defence. After what had happened today, Tobias’s record would surely be flagged to prevent Lottery imprinting him for any combat role at all. 
 
    “I’m worried about Amber,” said Adika. “She’s huddled up in a ball and crying.” 
 
    Buzz’s voice spoke on the crystal comms. “Amber, please speak to me. Tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
    I was aware of what Buzz was saying, but it was hard to think of words, let alone say them aloud. 
 
    “Amber? Amber?” Buzz’s voice gently nagged at me. “Does your head hurt?” 
 
    I finally managed a reply. “Yes. It’s like there’s a hammer pounding at my skull, and when I think of what’s going to happen to Tobias …” 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re still worrying about Tobias,” said Adika. “He was planning to kill you, Amber. If he hadn’t been so incompetent, he’d have killed Caleb, and …” 
 
    I interrupted Adika, opening my eyes to look up at him, and screaming in outrage. “Tobias had a perfect right to shoot Caleb. He had a perfect right to shoot all of us for conspiring against him. What happened to him was so unfair, so …” 
 
    I heard what I was saying, broke off my tirade, and gasped in panic. “No, that’s wrong. Those aren’t my words. Those are Tobias’s words!” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Forty-three 
 
      
 
      
 
    I clutched at my head. “The day after Tobias hit me, I read his mind and discovered he’d turned wild bee. I knew that reading him had left me with his echo inside my head. It wasn’t a problem back then, just the mental equivalent of having a splinter in your finger, but now that echo has suddenly grown to be tremendously powerful. It’s not just swaying my emotions, but speaking words using my mouth. That shouldn’t be possible.” 
 
    “It’s all right, Amber,” said Buzz soothingly. “You can trust me to help you deal with this. You can trust all of us to help you deal with this. I want you to find the area of your mind that holds Tobias’s echo, and focus on keeping it contained. Can you do that?” 
 
    “I’ll try,” I said. 
 
    Buzz’s voice abruptly changed from soothing to giving a crisp order. “We need to get Amber back to the unit immediately.” 
 
    “Confirm that,” snapped Lucas. “Bodyguards, bring Amber home as fast as possible.” 
 
    Adika picked me up and started running. I did what Buzz had said, and searched for Tobias’s echo in my mind. It was easy to find. The size and strength of it meant it couldn’t hide. Echoes didn’t have a fixed physical form, because they were just lingering impressions of powerful personalities left on a telepath’s mind. The current appearance of this one reminded me of the beetles I’d seen in parks. It was on a vast scale, with a heavy carapace protecting it, and claws digging deep into my brain. No wonder my head was hurting so much. 
 
    I was vaguely aware of the conversation continuing on the crystal comms. “Chase team gather on red group’s location,” said Lucas. “Liaison, we’ll need a medical team to join them and collect Caleb.” 
 
    “A medical team is already on its way to transfer Caleb to our unit medical area,” said Nicole. “Megan has contacted Atticus, and he’s coming to carry out whatever surgery is needed.” 
 
    “And what do we do with Tobias?” asked Rothan. 
 
    “You can drop Tobias down the nearest lift shaft,” said Adika savagely. “Falling eighty levels to the bottom of the Hive should stop him from causing us any more trouble.” 
 
    “Chase team will wait to hand Caleb over to the medical team,” said Lucas. “They will then take Tobias back to the Therapy Unit and remain there guarding him. Rothan, you will not, under any circumstances, release Tobias until his memory has been reset a year. Any messages to the contrary should be ignored, even if they appear to be from Gold Commander Melisande herself.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Rothan. 
 
    “I’ll want Buzz to go and supervise Tobias’s reset, to make absolutely sure he isn’t left with any residual memories of our unit,” added Lucas. “That naturally has to wait until she’s finished helping Amber.” 
 
    I was concentrating on Tobias’s echo, and trying to will it into retreating to the outskirts of my mind. It seemed to be shifting its position, but I wasn’t sure whether it was going to retreat or attack. I’d never met a single echo this strong before. I felt it was studying me, looking for weaknesses, and I was sure it could sense my fear. 
 
    Adika was still carrying me and running at a steady speed. “I don’t see how Tobias’s echo can be this powerful. Amber has read far more difficult targets in the past, and none of them affected her this badly. It was only when she’d been weakened by an accumulation of echoes that she showed fragmentation symptoms.” 
 
    “Those more difficult targets weren’t members of Amber’s unit, and she normally only read their minds once,” said Buzz bitterly. “You may be capable of adjusting rapidly to someone changing from being friend to foe, Adika, but Amber can’t. She’s been trained to trust her Strike team with her life.” 
 
    Buzz paused. “Amber’s trust in her Strike team is one of her greatest strengths as a telepath. It allows her to close her eyes and focus completely on target minds, while other telepaths get distracted by events happening near their physical body. In a situation like this though, Amber’s trust in her Strike team is also her greatest weakness. It makes her especially vulnerable to Tobias’s echo. It got a strong grip on her mind when she first discovered he’d turned wild bee, and reading him again this evening has hugely magnified its power over her.” 
 
    Adika gave a grunt that seemed to mean Buzz’s explanation made sense to him. It made sense to me too. Being trained to trust Tobias was bound to hamper my attempts to defend myself. 
 
    “I knew that hunting Tobias would be a massive strain on Amber,” said Lucas, in a voice of deep self-reproach. “She hates ordinary conflicts between her unit members, so she’d obviously find it traumatic to have her Strike team members trying to kill each other. I didn’t have any other choice though. Sapphire was available, but her team couldn’t reach the Therapy Unit in time to catch Tobias. If we’d let him escape with weapons and equipment, then Amber wouldn’t have been safe in our own unit, let alone …” 
 
    Buzz interrupted him. “Lucas, if I’d felt you were wrong to send Amber after Tobias, I’d have argued against it. I didn’t do that because I knew you were right about Tobias being an extreme threat to Amber’s life. Now we need to focus on helping Amber. Is Megan on the crystal comms, or is she still talking to Atticus?” 
 
    “I’m here,” said Megan’s voice. 
 
    “Good,” said Buzz. “Is the expansion section ready yet?” 
 
    “All the major structural planting was finished yesterday,” said Megan, “and the new security door into Amber’s apartment was installed earlier this evening. There’s still a problem with the waterfall though, and a couple of the suns aren’t working.” 
 
    Buzz made an impatient sound. “Are the animals and birds in there yet?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Megan. “The animal care team spent all day putting the nest boxes in place and setting up the feeding stations. We’ve delayed the fish and reptile delivery until the waterfall’s fixed.” 
 
    Buzz made the impatient sound again. “I’ve never heard Amber mention reading the minds of fish or reptiles, so I don’t think they’re relevant. Are the animals and birds well-fed and happy?” 
 
    “They should be ecstatic,” said Megan. “The animal care team say that our area is their equivalent of Level 1 accommodation.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” said Buzz. “Now, we’ll need to give Amber the chance to cleanse herself of the echo of Tobias. I was expecting there to be problems after this run, so I started working on how to give Amber a break Outside before you even located Tobias. It’s not just winter Outside, but late evening as well, which means it will be freezing cold and dark. I asked Liaison to call Hive Defence and arrange for an aircraft to be on standby ready to fly Amber to one of the Hive’s outlying supply stations. The problem is that Hive Defence has warned us there’s a storm approaching.” 
 
    “We’ve seen what those storms are like,” said Adika in alarm. “It isn’t safe to send Amber up in an aircraft during one of them.” 
 
    “Hive Defence says this isn’t a severe storm,” said Buzz, “but even if it was safe for Amber to fly, the experience could do her more harm than good. It would be difficult enough for her to face both her fear of heights and Tobias’s echo, without adding storms as well. We’ll try taking Amber to be with the animals and birds in the expansion section until the storm moves out of our area.” 
 
    She paused. “Are the suns in the expansion section still on at full brightness?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Megan, “but the transition to the moons and stars programme will be starting soon.” 
 
    “When Amber arrives back at the unit, Lucas and I will meet the lift,” said Buzz. “Everyone else needs to stay out of the way entirely. We can’t have Amber surrounded by a crowd of panicking people.” 
 
    “I need to meet the lift as well,” said Megan. “Reading wild bees doesn’t just put severe mental stress on a telepath. It’s a physical strain on their bodies as well. I have to scan Amber to check if she needs medication.” 
 
    “That’s true,” said Buzz grudgingly. “You can meet the lift, but you mustn’t give Amber any medication without my approval, and especially not sedation. She can’t fight Tobias’s echo if she’s unconscious. Once she’s inside the expansion section, I’d like the lights to stay at sun brightness for another fifteen minutes before transitioning to the moons and stars programme.” 
 
    There was silence on the crystal comms after that. Adika was still carrying me and steadily running. I didn’t know if we were still in the park, moving through corridors, or on the belt system. I had my eyes closed because I was busy fending off the thoughts and emotions of Tobias. 
 
    There was a period when I could only hear pounding feet and heavy breathing, then Tobias’s echo started slowly circling my mind. Its claws were ripping at me, leaving an agonizing trail in its wake, so I was entirely lost in pain. 
 
    Eventually, I felt myself being passed from one set of arms to another, and then heard Adika’s voice give a sharp order. “Jump belt.” 
 
    That was followed by another long spell where I was swamped by pain, then I became aware of the distinctive sensation of being in a lift heading upwards. There was the sound of lift doors opening, and again I was passed from one set of arms to another. I felt someone kiss me on the forehead, and Lucas’s voice spoke. 
 
    “Amber, you’re back home now. Everything is going to be all right.” 
 
    The pain hammering at me eased. I opened my eyes and saw Lucas’s anxious face looking down at me. 
 
    “It’s going to be all right,” Lucas repeated. “I’ll carry you to the expansion section now.” 
 
    There was a sudden rush of footsteps from my left, followed by someone shouting. “What’s going on? What’s wrong with my sister?” 
 
    That was Gregas’s voice! I turned my head, and saw he was running towards us, with Rafael chasing after him. 
 
    Megan and Buzz stepped forward, their arms outspread to block Gregas’s way. “Your sister has just got back from a very challenging emergency run,” said Buzz. “You mustn’t bother her now.” 
 
    “But Amber was screaming. I’ve never heard her scream like that before. I’ve never heard anyone scream like that before. What’s happened to her?” 
 
    I was confused. Had I been screaming? I’d been in a lot of pain, but I hadn’t been aware I was screaming. 
 
    Rafael caught up with Gregas and grabbed his arm in an iron grip. “I told you that you needed to stay in your apartment until the emergency run was over.” 
 
    “But it is over, my sister’s back, and …” 
 
    The rest of Gregas’s words were lost as Rafael dragged him away down the corridor that led to the park. I looked guiltily after them. 
 
    “I’ve frightened Gregas.” 
 
    Lucas gave a choking laugh. “Absolutely typical.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “You’ve got the echo of Tobias trying to take control of your mind, but you’re still worrying about Gregas rather than yourself.” 
 
    Lucas hugged me close against his chest, and carried me towards our apartment, while Buzz and Megan moved into bodyguard formation on either side of us. I saw Megan was aiming a mini scanner at me. 
 
    “There’s no need to carry me, Lucas,” I protested. “I can walk.” 
 
    “Let Lucas enjoy playing hero for once, Amber,” said Buzz. 
 
    “Yes, it’s my turn to play hero,” said Lucas. “You need to focus on fighting off Tobias’s echo. What’s it doing now?” 
 
    “It keeps circling around the fringes of my mind, and tearing at me with its claws,” I said unhappily. “I’ve been trying to contain it, but it’s too strong. I’m in less pain now that I’m back here with you, but my head is still throbbing, and I keep getting hit by waves of outraged fury.” 
 
    “I could give you some painkillers, Amber,” said Megan. 
 
    Buzz shook her head. “Painkillers would only help Amber with physical pain. I think what she’s feeling is an attack on her personality rather than her body. She should feel better once she’s inside the expansion section.” 
 
    “Where’s the door, Megan?” asked Lucas. 
 
    “What door?” asked Megan, in a distracted voice. 
 
    “You said that the new security door was installed earlier this evening. I don’t know where you put the door, and we’ve got a very big apartment.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Megan. “Well we had three possible positions where we could put the door, but security issues ruled out …” 
 
    “Lucas just needs to know where the door is, Megan,” interrupted Buzz, “not the reasons for putting it there.” 
 
    “The door is in the empty room next to the main living room,” said Megan. 
 
    Lucas paused by our apartment door, and I held out a hand to open it. 
 
    “Amber and Lucas should go on alone now,” said Buzz. 
 
    “I have to go with them,” said Megan. 
 
    Buzz spoke in her most imperious voice. “Amber and Lucas must be alone in the expansion section.” 
 
    “Amber and Lucas can’t get into the expansion section without me,” said Megan, in an irritated voice. “We’ve just installed a brand new, palm operated security door, and I’m currently the only person authorized to open it.” 
 
    “Good point,” admitted Buzz. “In that case, we’ll all go as far as the security door.” 
 
    As Lucas carried me on through the apartment, I had a sudden awareness of animal minds nearby. We went past the door to the living room, and arrived in an empty room with a security door in the far wall. 
 
    Lucas finally put me down on my own feet. There was a brief delay while we each put our hands on the door and Megan set us to be authorized users. Then she stabbed a finger in Buzz’s direction. 
 
    “Before you say anything, I’m going to remove myself from the authorized users, but not until Amber and Lucas have checked they can open the door themselves. There’s nothing worse than making an error setting up a security door, and leaving yourself in the situation where no one can open it.” 
 
    I put my hand on the door, it opened, and I walked from the standard lighting of an apartment room into the extra richness of the park sun-effect lights that held the full spectrum of the Truesun itself. There was the usual gentle park breeze, the warm, earthy scent that I associated with newly dug flowerbeds, and the air had the humid taste that meant there’d been a recent spell of pre-programmed rain. This place had the normal sounds of a park as well, with birdsong coming from overhead, but the sight of it bewildered me. 
 
    I was used to parks where groves of trees were scattered among open areas of grass and flowerbeds, but I was standing in what looked like a room with walls made of leaves. My first reaction was disappointment that the animal and bird area was so small, but then I realized that the walls were closely planted bushes and young trees that were well above my head height, but nowhere near as high as the ceiling. There were also gaps between the bushes, where paths led off to other places. 
 
    I followed what was obviously the main path, which led straight on into another, larger room-like space. I paused to admire a picnic table next to trellises covered with pink-flowered creeping plants, then continued to where there was a pool with scattered waterlily leaves floating on the surface, and a single, golden waterlily flower. I heard the crunching of gravel behind me, and turned to smile at Lucas. 
 
    “There are lots of small spaces here.” 
 
    The voice of our unit park keeper spoke on the crystal comms. “The expansion area won’t have any noisy park events or many visitors, so it’s been set up as one of the Hive’s special breeding areas for shy species. Dividing it into small spaces provides a variety of habitats, and good sites for nest boxes or natural nests.” 
 
    “There are a few extra things to make it comfortable for you as well, Amber,” added Megan’s voice. 
 
    I looked at the bench next to the pool, and laughed. “Things like picnic tables and benches.” 
 
    “I can already see how much this place is helping you,” said Lucas. “You just laughed. You aren’t in pain any longer.” 
 
    I gave him a startled look. “You’re right. My head has stopped hurting, and Tobias’s echo seems weaker. No, not actually weaker. It’s as strong as before, but it’s feeling uneasy here.” 
 
    “Amber, I think you and Lucas should leave the crystal comms now,” said Buzz’s voice. “When it starts getting dark, you may want to follow the main path. If you have any problems, or want the suns to stay at full brightness for longer, then just call my dataview.” 
 
    “Thank you, everyone,” I said. 
 
    I took the crystal unit from my ear, turned it off, and dropped it into my pocket, before walking over to the bench and sitting down. Lucas put his crystal unit away too, and came over to sit beside me. He took my hand, and we sat in silence, looking at the pool. 
 
    I knew there weren’t any fish in the pool yet, because Megan had said something about the fish and reptile delivery being delayed until a waterfall was fixed. There was plenty of other wildlife interested in the water though. Five magnificent red and black birds flew down to the edge of the pool to drink, clearly two adults accompanied by their three fluffy offspring. Two tiny monkeys came leaping through the bushes to drink as well, one with an even tinier baby clinging to its back, peeping out from among the fur to look at me with curious eyes. I noticed there were insects too. Two blue butterflies fluttered randomly by, while a green dragonfly skimmed across the pool to hang on the edge of an iris flower. 
 
    Finally, I closed my eyes and focused on Tobias’s echo again. I wasn’t perceiving it as a gargantuan beetle any longer, but as Tobias himself. The two of us were standing and facing each other like duellists. 
 
    “You’re uncomfortable because this place is new and unfamiliar,” I said. “You know it’s been specially designed to help me. You’re aware that you’re on my territory, on my chosen battlefield, and every living creature in this place adds to my strength. Your original has left my unit, and it’s time for you to leave my mind.” 
 
    The Tobias inside my head didn’t speak, but I could feel him broadcasting a mixture of anger and fear. He’d been confident of his dominance over me earlier, but now the power balance between us had changed in my favour. He’d have retreated if he could, but he had nowhere to go. He was only a lingering impression that the real Tobias had left on my consciousness, and couldn’t exist outside my head. 
 
    “You’re far more powerful than any normal echo because your original was one of my Strike team,” I said sadly. “They are my brothers, my friends, my family, and it’s hard for me to let go of one of them, but I have no choice. Your original has grown more destructive with every passing day. Now he’s shot Caleb, there can be no going back for either of us. Tobias is no longer my brother. He is no longer my friend. He is no longer part of my family.” 
 
    The echo of Tobias was growing thin and transparent. When I was searching for a target, I reached out with my telepathic sense, but now I did something that was almost the opposite. Not reaching out at all, but letting my mind expand to take in everything around me, the dazzling wonder of Lucas’s cascading thought levels, the soft contented glows of the animals and birds in the expansion area, the anxious emotions of people in my unit, and the vast quietness of Outside above my head. 
 
    As my mind expanded, I felt a corresponding surge of power, and a wild sensation like the storm winds of Outside swept through my head, cleansing me of everything that wasn’t truly Amber. The echo of Tobias clung onto me for a last few desperate seconds, before being swept away, breaking into pieces, and vanishing. 
 
    I felt a moment of pure desolation. Tobias’s echo had been erased, and soon the real Tobias would have his memories of the last year erased too. He’d never think of me again, but I’d always remember the days when he’d risked his life to save mine, and wonder if I could have done something to stop him taking a one-way belt ride to disaster. 
 
    I opened my eyes and discovered Lucas was kneeling in front of me, staring intently at my face. “You’ve cleansed yourself of Tobias’s echo?” he asked. 
 
    I forced myself to speak in a brisk voice. “Yes, he’s gone.” 
 
    “I worked for Keith for three years,” said Lucas. “He doesn’t have to cleanse himself of echoes, because they get wiped away whenever his telepathy stops working. I’ve seen you do this a couple of times before, but had no idea what was happening inside your head. It was fascinating to hear you talking to Tobias’s echo.” 
 
    I blinked. “I hadn’t realized I was talking aloud. That must have sounded … deeply strange, but I find it helps if I visualize what I’m fighting. It’s a way of separating it from myself.” 
 
    Lucas smiled. “I understand what you were doing, Amber. At least, I understand it as much as anyone can who isn’t a telepath.” 
 
    He paused and looked up at the sky. “It’s getting dark now. Would you like to go back to our apartment, call Buzz to ask for the suns to stay on longer, or take her advice to follow the main path?” 
 
    “I think we should message Buzz to say that I’ve dealt with Tobias’s echo, and then follow the main path,” I said. “Buzz’s advice has worked well so far.” 
 
    Lucas stood up. “It’s worked incredibly well. You’ve got rid of Tobias’s echo without leaving the Hive, which is a hugely significant step forward.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Forty-four 
 
      
 
      
 
    I awoke in the caressing warm air of a sleep field, and lay with my eyes still closed for a moment, confused by the scent of flowers and sound of birdsong. Then my memories came flooding back. Lucas and I had followed the main path through the expansion section, and found … 
 
    Well, I still wasn’t sure how to describe this place. I’d slept in tents Outside. I’d visited buildings at the sea farm called houses. This was something between the two. A one-roomed house, with a glass wall that could be partially opened, or folded away entirely. 
 
    I turned to look at the glass wall. It was closed now, and had changed from plain glass to an abstract design in blue and green, which let the park sunlight through into this room. I rolled over in the sleep field, and saw Lucas was lying next to me, studying his dataview screen. 
 
    “Ah, you’re awake.” He put his dataview aside. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    I considered the question. “There isn’t really a word for how you feel after throwing all the invading influences out of your head. It’s empowering, and there’s a strange sense of clarity. I’m still not sure if that clarity is part of the process of getting rid of echoes, or the result of it succeeding.” 
 
    I shrugged and changed the subject. “Why has the wall changed to blue and green?” 
 
    “Megan’s new deputy, Nora, messaged me an hour or so ago. The planting teams have a lot of work to do, and the animal care teams need to check how the animals and birds are settling in and put out fresh food at the feeding stations.” 
 
    He paused. “I knew that you’d want the animals and birds cared for, but you looked solidly asleep. Rather than wake you up so you could put some clothes on, I closed the wall and set it to picture mode before giving permission for people to start work.” 
 
    I closed my eyes while I scanned the expansion section. “There are two people near us, but most are working down the end nearest the park.” 
 
    “How does their presence affect the feel of this place?” asked Lucas. 
 
    I opened my eyes again. “It changes it to be more like an ordinary park.” 
 
    “So you couldn’t get rid of echoes while they’re here?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “The main installation team has already left,” said Lucas, “but the planting and animal care teams will be working here until the New Year festival. After that, there’ll only be two of their people staying to do the routine maintenance until we recruit our own permanent staff. We could easily get them to leave the expansion area if you needed to be alone.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t need people to leave when I’m just relaxing, but I would if I have to deal with echoes.” 
 
    “How do you think you’d feel about Buzz being present?” asked Lucas. 
 
    “However comfortable I am with Buzz, I think I’d need her to leave too. Dealing with echoes is deeply personal. I think Buzz understands that because she didn’t try to come in here with us last night.” 
 
    “But you dealt with the echo of Tobias while I was with you.” Lucas smiled. “I feel incredibly flattered by that.” 
 
    I was oddly embarrassed and hastily pointed at his dataview. “What’s been happening during the night? How is Caleb? Has he had his surgery yet?” 
 
    “Yes, Atticus arrived at about midnight to do the operation. His report said it was straightforward, and Caleb should be back on active duty within two weeks. Since Eli was in charge of your bodyguards, he’d come back to the unit with you, so Atticus could take the opportunity to do his operation as well.” 
 
    “Eli’s had his surgery! Was that straightforward too?” 
 
    “Everything went perfectly. Both Caleb and Eli are recovering in our medical area.” 
 
    “Eli must be so relieved that his surgery is over. Is Atticus still in our unit? I’d like to thank him.” 
 
    “Atticus has already gone back to Morton’s unit. If you want to call him to say thank you, then you’d better wait until this evening, because he’ll be catching up on his sleep. Megan was assisting with the surgery, and is now asleep too, which is why Nora messaged me about the work in the expansion section.” 
 
    I hesitated before asking the next question. “Has Tobias been reset yet?” 
 
    Lucas nodded. “When Buzz got my message saying you’d dealt with his echo, she went to the Therapy Unit to supervise Tobias’s memory reset, and then gave him his first therapy session. He responded as planned, so she handed over his further treatment to the Therapy Unit.” 
 
    I sighed. “It’s sad that I just feel numb when I think about Tobias being reset. I seem to have burnt through all my emotions where he’s concerned, and only care about Caleb getting better.” 
 
    “That’s exactly how you should be feeling,” said Lucas firmly. “Buzz, Rothan and the rest of the Alpha Strike team who were guarding Tobias only arrived back at the unit two hours ago, so I expect they’re some more people who’ll be sleeping now.” 
 
    He gave me a thoughtful look. “I notice that you haven’t asked about Keith.” 
 
    I wrinkled my nose. “There isn’t much point in me asking about Keith, is there? I’m sure you’ve reported the details of Keith releasing Tobias to Gold Commander Melisande by now, but we’ve already established that she and Gaius have no effective way of dealing with Keith.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s true. Gold Commander Melisande and Gaius confronted Keith and accused him of sending that release order to the Therapy Unit. Keith just admitted it and laughed.” 
 
    “Of course he’d laugh.” I groaned. “As I’ve said to you before, I’m a telepath, effectively above the law and untouchable, but so is Keith. Do you remember how we hunted Hive Genex’s agent during the last Halloween festival? The Hive wanted to hand Elden over alive to Joint Hive Treaty Enforcement, so Adika ordered the Strike team to shoot him on stun, but I shot Elden on kill setting.” 
 
    “It’s not the sort of thing I could forget,” said Lucas drily. 
 
    “Nobody punished me for killing Elden. Everyone carried on as if it had never happened.” I shook my head. “Even you’ve never said a word to me about it.” 
 
    “I didn’t say a word about it because I knew you’d shot Elden out of compassion, and that nothing I could say would stop you doing the same thing again in similar circumstances.” 
 
    “What amazed me was that Adika didn’t stop me taking a gun on emergency runs.” 
 
    Lucas looked amused. “Adika believed that you’d taken revenge on Elden for what he’d done to you. He wasn’t going to criticize you for doing something he’d wanted to do himself. He certainly wasn’t going to take your gun away when you’d just proved you were capable of taking down a target in a crisis with flawless accuracy.” 
 
    “And what about Gold Commander Melisande?” 
 
    “She wasn’t convinced you’d deliberately killed Elden. She thought it was out of character for such a dutiful telepath to disobey orders. Her theory was that you were inexperienced with guns and had got the setting wrong by accident. Melisande said it was a waste of time pursuing the issue further anyway. Nothing would bring Elden back to life, and it was impossible to punish you when the Hive desperately needed you working.” 
 
    “Which is precisely the point I’m making,” I said. “If one of my Strike team had defied orders and killed Elden, he’d have been demoted to protein vat scrubber. I was a telepath, so I escaped without any consequences at all. Nobody even took away my chocolate crunch cakes.” 
 
    I waved my hands. “Lifts don’t just travel in one direction though. Keith admitted he sent the release order that freed Tobias, but he’ll escape without any consequences too.” 
 
    “There will be some consequences for Keith,” said Lucas. “Remember that Keith used Gaius’s codes on that release order. Gaius is utterly livid about his codes being used to free a wild bee that was a threat to your life. He’s going to be checking every movement of Keith’s Strike team with our unit in future, and ensuring all external calls and messages from Keith’s unit go through a verification process.” 
 
    The clarity of thought that came with cleansing my mind of echoes told me that Keith would use his telepathic abilities to find ways around any precautions taken against him. Gold Commander Melisande couldn’t stop him attacking my unit. Gaius couldn’t stop him. I was sure that the other telepaths would have contacted Keith by now, but they’d clearly failed to stop him too. 
 
    This situation could only end in one way. I was going to have to call Keith myself, but a conversation between us could easily make things worse rather than better, and the thought of that battle to the death between two telepaths was unnerving me. I needed to find a way to get past Keith’s jealousy of me, establish some sort of bond with him, and negotiate a peace treaty between us, but I’d no idea how to do it. 
 
    Lucas rolled out of the sleep field and stood up. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Incredibly hungry.” I sat up and looked hopefully around. “Does this little tentish thing have any food?” 
 
    Lucas smiled. “Megan’s plan of the expansion area describes this place as a pavilion. Apart from this sleep field, there’s only a shower room and kitchen unit of about the same size as in rooms on Teen Level, and a tiny cupboard with a second set of the body armour and other equipment you need to go on a run.” 
 
    He paused. “The good news is the shower room is working, but the bad news is that the kitchen unit hasn’t been stocked with food packs yet. We need to go back to our apartment to get fresh clothes, so we can eat there.” 
 
    I stood up, reluctantly pulled on yesterday’s clothes, opened the door in the side wall, and laughed. “There’s a creature like a fancy rabbit looking at me.” 
 
    Lucas coughed pointedly. “I think the idea of having a second set of equipment in the pavilion is that you keep the first set of equipment over in our apartment.” 
 
    “Oh.” I retrieved yesterday’s body armour from where I’d abandoned it on the floor. My gun and wristset light were on a shelf. “I’ve lost my ear crystal.” 
 
    “It should be in your pocket,” said Lucas. 
 
    I checked my pocket. “I hope Hannah will be willing to clean this pavilion for us.” 
 
    “So do I,” said Lucas, with a heavy emphasis. “Believe me, so do I.” 
 
    I gave a guilty giggle. “I keep trying to reform and become a tidy person, but it never works.” 
 
    We walked out of the door, and followed the path towards our apartment. We’d come to the pavilion last night while the suns were dimming overhead. Now they were at full brightness, I could see the expansion section had an unfinished look. The trees and largest bushes all seemed to be in place, but there were expanses of fresh earth still awaiting the arrival of smaller plants, and a scattering of red signs saying “Temporary Nestbox Location.” 
 
    It was obvious that Megan had planned for the area around our apartment to be ready first. The nearer we got to it, the closer everything looked to being completed. When we reached the security door, I halted to take a last look around. “I can see there’s more planting and other work to be done, and I expect that things are in a far worse state at the park end of the expansion section, but a staggering amount has been achieved already. I don’t understand how Megan could have arranged it all so quickly.” 
 
    “Blatant theft,” said Lucas. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Megan used Telepath Unit diamond priority to hijack all the habitat sections, plants, animals, birds, and other creatures that were intended for two other new animal and bird areas, as well as the necessary installation, planting, and animal care teams to set everything up.” 
 
    He laughed. “Randomly throwing resources at this expansion area and pushing for fast results caused a bit of confusion, such as accidentally burying the unit northern emergency exit. That actually worked in our favour yesterday evening though. The animal care team wouldn’t normally have released the animals and birds into a half-completed area like this, but they didn’t want to keep them in cramped transportation caging for too long. They just wedged all the nestboxes into the more finished areas.” 
 
    “That explains why there are all the red signs about temporary nestbox locations.” 
 
    Lucas nodded. “Everyone working here was wildly curious about what our unit does to rate diamond priority. They saw and heard enough during yesterday evening’s alert to convince them it was something scary though, so they’ve suddenly stopped asking questions.” 
 
    I was silent as we went through the security door into our apartment. Lucas’s comment had reminded me that my parents must have heard that alert, and Gregas had seen me arriving back from the run. 
 
    I brooded over that while I showered, dressed in some fresh casual clothes, and ate breakfast. 
 
    “What’s worrying you?” asked Lucas, as we finished eating. 
 
    “I’m going to have to talk to my family about what happened yesterday evening,” I said gloomily. 
 
    “Megan went to see them last night. She told them that you were well, just too exhausted after the run to come and see them yourself. It would be a good idea for you to reassure them though. Shall I come along too?” 
 
    I shook my head, and stood up. “I think my parents are more likely to be honest about their concerns if I speak to them alone.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Forty-five 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’d intended to go and talk to my parents right away, but when I reached the open area by the lifts, I decided to call in at our unit medical area first. I told myself that it made sense for me to check on Eli and Caleb before speaking to my parents, because they knew Eli and would want to hear how his operation had gone. I was really just grabbing for an excuse to delay a difficult conversation. 
 
    As I entered the medical area, I was startled to hear shouting in the distance. Crista was standing in the corridor, frowning uncertainly. 
 
    “I think I’d better insist on them leaving,” she said. 
 
    “Insist on who leaving?” 
 
    “Caleb’s parents,” said Crista. “I told them they could visit Caleb for an hour, but they’ve started yelling at him.” 
 
    The mention of Caleb’s name made me link to his mind. I found myself lying on a medical bed, aware of the faint floating sensation that came from a high dose of painkillers. I was listening to my mother, no that was Caleb’s mother, ranting at me. 
 
    “… always the same. Constantly scaring me to death. Other children never went further than the local park, but you had to keep sneaking off and riding express belts. I’ll never forget the time you were five years old, and I checked your tracking bracelet and found you were in an entirely different zone!” 
 
    She paused for breath, and Caleb’s father took over. “We thought your tracking bracelet had gone wrong, and called to report the fault. We couldn’t believe it when they said the bracelet was working perfectly, but then that hasty brought you home, and when she handed you over to us, what did you say?” 
 
    Caleb’s mother answered the question before Caleb had time to speak. “You said that you didn’t need anyone bringing you home. Next time you’d come home yourself.” 
 
    “And we said that there wasn’t going to be a next time,” said Caleb’s father. “You were going to stay in your home zone like every other child.” 
 
    “But the next day, you were off again,” said Caleb’s mother. “You got worse and worse as you got older, but getting yourself shot … Don’t you have any consideration for your parents at all?” 
 
    Caleb smiled joyfully at the two people dressed in clothes that showed they were from close to the bottom of the Hive. “You know that I love you very much.” 
 
    The woman instantly waved a reproving finger at him. “Don’t you dare to smile at me like that. Why can’t you be more like your older brother? He was never any trouble at all as a child, was a wonderfully well-behaved teen, and came out of Lottery as a respectable Level 89 Construction Worker.” 
 
    … so awed by me coming out of Lottery as Level 1 that they didn’t dare to talk to me. I was losing hope as the wall between us grew higher with every day that went by, and dreading the New Year festival because I thought it would be the end of everything … 
 
    But now they’re here, and it’s just like the old days, with them scolding me and holding up my brother as a shining example of … 
 
    … to be all right. Going to be all right. Going to be all right after all. 
 
    I broke my link to Caleb’s mind, and smiled at Crista. “You can let Caleb’s parents stay for the full hour. What’s happening between them is good, and Caleb’s really happy about it.” 
 
    I paused. “When Caleb’s parents are gone, please tell Caleb that I called by. Say that I didn’t want to interrupt his family time, but I’m delighted he’ll be able to go home for the New Year festival without problems.” 
 
    Crista nodded. 
 
    “So, I’ll just visit Eli now.” 
 
    “You may not want to disturb Eli either,” said Crista, in a confiding voice. “Telyn is visiting him.” 
 
    I winced. “Which room are they in?” 
 
    Crista jerked a thumb at the nearest door. I hastily opened it, went inside, and saw Telyn sitting next to Eli’s bed. He turned his head to see who’d come in, and gave me a desperate pleading look. 
 
    “Can I have a word with you, Telyn?” I asked. 
 
    She frowned, stood up, and followed me reluctantly out of the room. 
 
    “It’s not going to happen,” I said gently. “There are other Strike team members who might be interested in you though.” 
 
    “I like Eli,” said Telyn. “We have a lot in common. We’ve both struggled with a leg injury.” 
 
    “It’s not going to happen,” I repeated. “I know you’re an attack specialist, and it’s in your nature to keep looking for ways to win, but there isn’t one in this case.” 
 
    “What’s the problem?” asked Telyn. 
 
    “I can’t tell you Eli’s secrets,” I said, “but nothing you can do will achieve anything except embarrassing both of you.” 
 
    She groaned. “When the telepath tells you that you’re chasing the wrong target, then you have to accept it.” 
 
    I watched her turn and walk away down the corridor, then went back into Eli’s room. “Telyn’s admitted defeat.” 
 
    “I’m so grateful,” said Eli. “She’s a nice girl, but she’s such a forceful personality that it’s exhausting just being in the same room as her.” 
 
    “I know she’s exactly wrong for you in every way,” I said sympathetically. 
 
    “She keeps telling me what I should think about everything,” said Eli, in a weary voice, “and her idea of relaxing conversation is chatting about the pattern analysis of Blue Upway. I can’t make sense of half the things she says. I suppose you must get that sort of thing with Lucas all the time. How can you bear it?” 
 
    I laughed. “Lucas is a bit work-obsessed, but I have the advantage of being able to read his mind to help me understand him.” 
 
    Eli grunted an acknowledgement, and I saw his eyelids were drooping. 
 
    “I’ll leave you to rest now,” I said gently. “Call me at once if Telyn bothers you again, or you need help with anything else.” 
 
    Eli grunted again, and his eyes closed. I tiptoed out of the room, warned Crista that Eli was sleeping, and then went out of the medical area. I couldn’t think of any more excuses to delay speaking to my parents and brother, so I headed for the apartment where they were staying. 
 
    My parents opened the door and led me to the living room. We all sat down. 
 
    “Gregas, your sister is here!” yelled my father. 
 
    There was a long pause. 
 
    “I’m afraid Gregas is a bit unsociable at the moment,” said my mother. 
 
    I smiled. “He’s been unsociable ever since his twelfth birthday.” 
 
    “Yes, but he’s been even worse than usual since we arrived in your unit,” said my father. “Gregas doesn’t like having to share an apartment with us, so he’s shutting himself in his bedroom all day.” 
 
    “If he’s making your life difficult, I could ask Megan to give him his own apartment,” I said. 
 
    “Megan was perfectly right to insist on Gregas sharing with us,” said my father. “A teen can’t expect to have a high level apartment all to himself.” 
 
    “Hush, he’s coming,” hissed my mother. 
 
    We all turned to watch Gregas enter the room and slump into a chair. Now my family were all here, it was time for me to raise the awkward subject of last night. 
 
    “I can’t stay long,” I said. “I just called by to check that you hadn’t been too worried by yesterday’s emergency run.” 
 
    My parents exchanged glances. “We knew that you did dangerous work, Amber,” said my mother, “but actually being here when alarms are sounding … We opened the door, and men were running along the corridor carrying guns and body armour. Then one of them came charging in here to protect us.” 
 
    “We admire what you do for the Hive,” said my father, “but Lottery chose to imprint us for ordinary work because we’re ordinary people. It was helpful seeing what happened last night, because now we’ve a far better understanding of the problems you have arranging visits and trips with us, but we’d like to go home as soon as possible.” 
 
    My mother nodded. “We love you, Amber. We know you brought us here to keep us safe from these enemy agents you’re chasing, and we appreciate being given such a luxurious apartment. We’re missing the work we enjoy though, and we’re not imprinted to cope with a life like this.” 
 
    I stood up. “I promise we’ll do everything we can to make things safe and get you home soon.” 
 
    I left the apartment, and stopped in the corridor outside to bury my face in my hands. I knew exactly how my parents were feeling. As my father had said, Lottery had chosen to imprint them for ordinary work because they were ordinary people. I should have had an ordinary life too, but I’d been forced to adapt to this lifestyle because the Hive desperately needed my skills as a telepath. 
 
    My parents shouldn’t be forced to go through that same painful adaptation just because I was their daughter. I needed to make it safe for them to go home, and that meant finding a way to stop Keith causing trouble, but … 
 
    Gregas’s voice spoke from behind me. “Amber, you have to help me.” 
 
    I lowered my hands to my side and turned to look at him. Gregas hadn’t said a word while I was talking to my parents, and I’d assumed he was sulking, but now I could see the fear in his face. 
 
    “When I met that enemy agent in the air vents,” he said, “I had a sudden overwhelming feeling that he was dangerous. When I went back to my teen room, I had a similar thing happen half a dozen times.” 
 
    Gregas gave a distressed shake of his head. “I kept experiencing a weird moment that left me with an entirely different view of people. Wesley lives stories as if they’re real. The boy in the next room to me is unhappy because his mother is seriously ill. A girl is pretending to be my friend because she’s discovered I’ve got a Level 1 sister.” 
 
    I bit my lip. Gregas’s first insight had been triggered by a life-threatening situation. I’d hoped that he wouldn’t have any more insights before he entered Lottery, but things weren’t happening that way. Gregas was getting more insights. He was getting a lot more insights. 
 
    “Then that Hive Defence team came to bring me to your unit,” continued Gregas. “I sensed their leader was prepared to die to save me. I can’t explain how it felt to know that.” 
 
    He didn’t need to explain. I already knew how it felt. 
 
    Gregas gave me a despairing look. “When we arrived in your unit, I didn’t want to get one of my weird moments about our parents, so I tried to get my own room. Megan insisted on me having a bedroom in our parents’ apartment though, so I’ve been shutting myself away in there. I had some peace for a while, but last night everything went wild.” 
 
    He waved his hands in distress. “Our parents were frightened by the alarm of course. The man who came to bodyguard us, Rafael, was getting messages through something in his ear. He wouldn’t tell us what was happening, he just kept saying the emergency run was going smoothly, but we knew he was worried. He finally seemed to relax, but then he tensed again, and I had one of my weird moments.” 
 
    Gregas’s voice was shaking now. “I knew Rafael was terrified because you were in trouble, Amber. I pretended I was going to my bedroom, and ran out of the apartment to find out what was wrong. I saw three people were waiting by the lifts, ran towards them, and heard you screaming. Then the lift doors opened, and Eli carried you out and handed you over to Lucas.” 
 
    He made a whimpering sound. “I had a whole succession of weird moments about the people there. Lucas was panicking he was going to lose you. Everyone else was terrified too, even Adika. Then Rafael arrived and dragged me back to the apartment.” 
 
    Buzz had told me that borderline telepaths were more likely to get clear insights into someone who was feeling strong emotions. Everyone in my unit would have been feeling strong emotions when I arrived back last night, so it wasn’t surprising that Gregas had been bombarded by insights. 
 
    “What’s going on, Amber?” demanded Gregas. “Either these weird moments of mine are genuine warnings, and something dreadful happened to you last night, or something is terribly wrong with me and I need urgent medical help.” 
 
    I’d accepted that I couldn’t block Lottery from imprinting Gregas for his ideal life. Now I had to accept that I couldn’t block him from learning the truth about his abilities. I had to do what was best for Gregas, not what was best for me, even if it meant he refused to speak to me ever again. 
 
    I took a deep breath. “What you’re describing as weird moments are genuine warnings. Something dangerous did happen to me last night, and people were very worried at the time, but I’m fine now.” 
 
    “But if the weird moments are genuine warnings … Well, that can’t be happening. Shouldn’t be happening. Something’s horribly wrong with me.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with you, Gregas. When I came out of Lottery as Level 1, you must have felt that your Lottery result was bound to be a disappointment in comparison. You can forget about that worry now. You will be rated Level 1 too.” 
 
    He shook his head fiercely. “No one can predict Lottery results. The decision process is too complicated.” 
 
    “I can’t predict the exact details of your Lottery result, but I know it will be Level 1. You and I are special cases, Gregas. We have different abilities, but they’re both highly valued by our Hive. I didn’t find out about mine until it was awakened by the Lottery testing process. Yours was awakened early by that life-threatening encounter with the man in the air vents. You can think of it as the ability to judge someone’s central driving motivation at a particular instant in time.” 
 
    Gregas stared at me. “This is real,” he muttered. “I’ll be Level 1, but … How do I stop these weird moments from happening to me?” 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s impossible for you to control your ability. You’ll keep having these random experiences, especially when people feel strongly about something. I understand this is a shock to you, and you may be wishing you were ordinary. I felt just the same way when I learned about my ability.” 
 
    “You said that you had a different ability to mine,” said Gregas. “What does yours do?” 
 
    “We have different but related abilities. Mine is similar to yours but more intense and far longer-lasting.” 
 
    Gregas winced. “It’s bad enough feeling that way for a moment. If you have stronger feelings that last for … Was that why you were screaming in the lift?” 
 
    “Yes, but I promise you’ll never have that sort of experience,” I said hastily. “You are already having what are usually described as insights at their full intensity and duration. They won’t get better, but they won’t get worse either. You just need to learn to live with your insights the way they are now.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard about anyone having insights before,” said Gregas. “Why weren’t we told about this in school or during the activity sessions on Teen Level?” 
 
    “Because the Hive has chosen to keep our abilities secret. You mustn’t mention your insights to our parents or your friends. You can discuss them with people in my unit, because they all know about these things, but no one else can find out.” 
 
    I paused to moisten my lips. “You have a decision to make, Gregas. I’ve given you the basic information you need about your ability, and warned you that it must be kept secret. When I came out of Lottery, I was told the full truth about how our Hive uses our abilities and why it chooses to keep them secret. You can either accept what I’ve told you, and wait until you go through Lottery to learn the rest, or ask me to explain the full truth to you tomorrow.” 
 
    “You’re letting me decide this?” 
 
    I nodded. “This is your life. This is your choice. I need to give you a warning though. You said that your insights had given you an entirely different view of people. If I tell you the full truth tomorrow, then it will give you an entirely different view of both yourself and the Hive. That will be deeply disturbing. Once you know those things, your life will never be the same again, so you need to consider whether you’re ready to face that now or would be better waiting until Lottery.” 
 
    I sighed. “I’d like you to think very carefully before making your decision.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Forty-six 
 
      
 
      
 
    For the last few days, my thoughts had been haunted by images of two telepaths locked in a mental battle to the death. That night, those images invaded my dreams, turning them into a vivid nightmare where I was standing at one side of a vast, featureless room, while Keith was at the other. 
 
    Keith and I were locked in mental combat. Between us, our two Strike teams were locked in matching physical combat, each trying to kill the other telepath and save their own. 
 
    In my dream, I defeated Keith, but it wasn’t a victory. The result matched the actual events from long ago. I lay broken and mindless, surrounded by the dead bodies of most of my Strike team, while a few hideously wounded survivors still clung to life. 
 
    I woke from that horror, hearing the sound of my own screams, and found Lucas holding me close against him. “Were you dreaming about being attacked by Tobias’s echo?” he asked anxiously. 
 
    “Yes,” I lied, because lying was far simpler than telling the truth. 
 
    Eventually, I fell asleep again, but I woke the next morning to find a message on my dataview from Gregas. I’d realized that the limited amount I’d told him didn’t explain everything, and he’d soon be asking a host of questions about the insights he’d had after the emergency run, the details of my ability, and precisely what my unit did. 
 
    I’d chosen to admit there were more things that I hadn’t told Gregas, but warn him that the full truth would be deeply disturbing. I’d hoped that would make him decide to wait until Lottery before learning any more. I should have known that tactic would never work. Gregas had never had any sense. He wanted to know the full truth, and he wanted to know it today. 
 
    I spent a while consulting with Lucas and Buzz about the best way for me to break the news to Gregas, then Lucas and I went to meet him in the park. As we left our apartment, I felt exactly the same emotions as when I went into Lottery, wanting to turn around, run away, and find somewhere to hide. 
 
    “Why couldn’t my brother wait until Lottery to learn the full truth?” I asked in despair. 
 
    Lucas made a sympathetic noise. “Gregas has a strong sense of curiosity. He was bound to be especially curious about something so important to him. You should understand that, because you’ve got a strong sense of curiosity too. If you were in Gregas’s position, I think you’d be making the same decision.” 
 
    I groaned. Lucas was right. When I’d come out of Lottery as a telepath, I’d been curious about a host of things, particularly why I couldn’t meet other telepaths. When Morton told me the answer to that question, I’d regretted learning it, but now … 
 
    I remembered Morton saying that curiosity was a dangerous trait in a telepath, and it was true that some knowledge gave me nightmares, but ignorance could have fatal consequences. If I hadn’t known the reason telepaths mustn’t meet, I might have tried to arrange a face-to-face confrontation with Keith that ended in utter disaster for the two of us, our Strike teams, and our Hive. 
 
    It was safer for me to know the truth about my situation. Perhaps it was safer for Gregas to know the truth about his situation too. Not just for him, but for me as well. 
 
    “This is like when you told me about duty children,” I said aloud. 
 
    Lucas gave me a puzzled look. “I’m not sure what you mean.” 
 
    “You said it was better for someone to explain duty children to me properly before I stumbled across the information by accident. You wanted to tell Gregas the full truth about telepaths as soon as we found out he was a borderline telepath. You were right. It’s better for us to explain it properly to him. If we don’t, then he’ll either work it out for himself or stumble across the information in a far worse way.” 
 
    I paused. “I just hope Buzz’s plan works. I can’t let either my parents or Gregas go home while Keith is attacking us. My parents are already unhappy here. If Gregas starts hating himself and me, then …” 
 
    “I have faith in Buzz,” said Lucas. “She’s inventive, determined, and completely unscrupulous.” 
 
    We carried on to the park doors in silence. Once we were inside, and walking towards the picnic tables, I saw Gregas was already standing there waiting for us. Of course he was already there waiting for us. If Gregas found an unguarded lift shaft, he’d be eagerly queueing up to jump down it. 
 
    When we reached Gregas, I had a last moment of cowardice. “Are you absolutely sure you want to know the full truth?” I asked. 
 
    Gregas nodded. “What you told me yesterday did help, but I’ve still got a lot of questions. I need to make sense of things that have happened in the past, and work out what this means for my future. I can’t do that unless I know everything.” 
 
    “All right,” I said wearily. 
 
    “So, what are we waiting for?” he looked expectantly at me. 
 
    I turned to point across the park. “We’re waiting for that.” 
 
    Gregas looked where I was pointing and gasped. “What’s a nosy doing in your unit?” 
 
    “It’s come here to talk to you,” I said. “Weren’t you listening when I said this explanation would be deeply disturbing?” 
 
    Gregas was looking uncertain as he watched the ominous grey-robed figure walking towards us. “You didn’t mention anything about nosies. Why do we need to drag a nosy into this?” 
 
    “When you know the truth you’ll understand,” I said. “If you don’t want to meet the nosy, then I can send it away, and we’ll forget the whole thing until you go through Lottery.” 
 
    “No.” Gregas straightened up defiantly. “I can do this.” 
 
    He stood, hands clenched into fists at his side, as the nosy walked up to him. It stood silently looking at him for nearly thirty seconds, with its purple eyes glinting from behind the inhumanly shaped whole-head mask. Finally, it spoke in an unnervingly distorted voice. 
 
    “You have asked for knowledge, Gregas. Do you understand that if you learn this knowledge it can never be unlearned?” 
 
    Gregas moistened his lips before speaking. “Yes.” 
 
    The nosy stood in silence for ten seconds. “Do you understand that the Hive would normally give you this knowledge after Lottery?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    There was another pause of ten seconds. “Do you understand that the Hive knows best in this matter?” 
 
    “Yes. No.” Gregas made a whimpering sound. “I suppose the Hive knows best, but I want to know the truth anyway.” 
 
    Yet another long pause. “Those who wish to know the truth must see the face behind the mask I wear. Are you ready for that, Gregas?” 
 
    “No!” yelped Gregas. “I mean … Why do I have to see your face?” 
 
    “Because the truth is in my eyes, and I must unmask for you to see them properly,” said the nosy. “Do you wish me to unmask, Gregas?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Gregas, with the impatient tone that came from utter desperation. “Stop being so creepy and get on with it!” 
 
    The nosy lifted its hands and slowly unsealed the back of its mask. There was a last dramatic delay before it yanked off the mask, tossing it aside in one swift gesture. Buzz’s dark face was revealed, and she gave Gregas one of her generously wide smiles, before shaking her head to send her flattened black hair into a glorious mass of wild curls. As a final touch, she shrugged off the grey robes to show the minimal, figure-hugging black dress that she’d worn at the Halloween party. 
 
    “Do you still think I’m creepy?” she asked. 
 
    Gregas stared at her, his mouth drooping open, then gulped and managed to speak. “Buzz? Is that really you?” 
 
    She peered down at herself before laughing at him. “This is really me.” 
 
    Gregas turned to look at the discarded mask lying on the grass. “So … What does this mean?” 
 
    “What it means is that nosies aren’t telepaths,” I said. “They’re just ordinary hasties, taking turns to dress up, look frightening, and deter potential criminals from even thinking of committing crimes. It’s all a gigantic bluff, but it works. It stops virtually everyone from stealing, damaging things, and most importantly from hurting others. It keeps the Hive a safe place where people can live without fear.” 
 
    “But …” Gregas moved to sit on one of the benches by the picnic tables, and let his head fall into his hands before speaking in a muffled voice. “You mean that I’ve spent my whole life terrified of nosies rummaging through my thoughts, but there aren’t actually any telepaths at all?” 
 
    “Lottery finds almost a thousand people a year with a small level of telepathic ability,” said Buzz. “People like you and me. We have occasional random glimpses into the core driving motivation of someone nearby. When you met that man in the air vents, you had an insight that he wanted to kill you. That insight quite probably saved your life.” 
 
    Gregas lifted his head. “That was telepathy?” he asked sharply. “You’re saying that we’re both telepaths?” 
 
    Buzz went to sit down opposite him. “We’re both borderline telepaths,” she said. “Our insights happen at random, only work at close quarters, and only last for a split second. You’ve seen that’s still enough to be incredibly useful. A malevolent person may be clever, charismatic, and fool even skilled experts with their brilliant lies, but our borderline telepathic insights show us their true nature. The Hive rates us Level 1 and values us highly.” 
 
    Gregas looked at me. “Is this really true, Amber? Am I a borderline telepath?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And Buzz is a borderline telepath too?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I repeated. “That’s why I asked her to come here. She can tell you everything you need to know about yourself.” 
 
    “You told me that we had different abilities,” said Gregas. “You said that yours was similar but more intense and far longer-lasting.” 
 
    I saw his eyes widen. “If I am a borderline telepath, then what are you, Amber?” 
 
    I couldn’t make myself say the words. I gave Buzz a despairing look, and she spoke for me. 
 
    “There are true telepaths in this Hive, Gregas. People who can genuinely read minds and have full control of their abilities. They are vanishingly rare and indescribably precious though. Our Hive currently only has five true telepaths. We depend on them to deal with all the greatest threats to our citizens, and to protect the vital life support systems that keep us all alive.” 
 
    She paused. “Your sister is one of these five true telepaths. She was only discovered in the last Lottery, but has already saved a massive number of lives.” 
 
    Gregas stared wordlessly at me before suddenly frowning. 
 
    “Don’t think it,” said Buzz sternly. “Don’t do it. Don’t envy Amber for even a single second. Remember how you heard her screaming when she returned from her last emergency run, and thank the Hive that you have been spared seeing the things she sees and feeling the things she feels.” 
 
    Gregas gave Buzz an appalled look. “You got an insight into my mind!” 
 
    “Yes. You’ll discover it’s rare to get an insight into the mind of another borderline telepath, but it sometimes happens, while you’ll never get an insight into Amber’s mind at all.” 
 
    I saw Gregas’s face change as he thought of the obvious. “But Amber can read my mind whenever she wants, can’t she?” He gave me a hurt look. “Have you been reading my mind all the time since Lottery? Have you been reading our parents’ minds too?” 
 
    “I’ve never read our parents’ minds at all,” I said. “I’ve only read your mind once, and that was because I was forced into doing it.” 
 
    He glared at me. “How were you forced into reading my mind, and what did you see nosing around in there?” 
 
    I groaned. “You were arrested by another telepath’s Strike team, Gregas. You’d had an encounter with someone dangerous and wouldn’t tell anyone what had happened to you. A telepath had to read your mind, and I thought it was better if I did it than one of the other four. That way, I could do everything possible to help and protect you.” 
 
    Lucas had been sitting on a bench watching us, and now finally joined the conversation. “We arranged for you and Wesley to be brought to our unit. Amber hoped that she’d see all she needed in Wesley’s mind, but the two of you had split up when the man in the air vents was chasing you. Amber had to read your mind, but we went to great lengths to make sure that you were only thinking about those few moments in the air vents when she did it. Amber didn’t see anything else at all. Nothing personal. Nothing embarrassing.” 
 
    “Oh. Right.” Gregas hesitated. “What about you, Lucas? Has Amber ever read your mind?” 
 
    “It’s Amber’s job to hunt people who pose a lethal threat to our Hive,” said Lucas. “She does that by reading their minds and guiding her Strike team to chase them down. In the final moments of the chase, she will change from reading her target’s mind to reading the minds of her Strike team members. That’s a protective measure that means she can get them immediate help when they’re injured or in other trouble.” 
 
    He smiled. “Amber doesn’t have to read the mind of her Tactical Commander as part of her work, but I’ve encouraged her to read my thoughts from the very first moment we met. It saves a vast amount of time explaining things.” 
 
    “You’ve been asking a telepath to read your mind to save time?” said Gregas incredulously. 
 
    “Originally, yes,” said Lucas. “Now that Amber and I are partners, I’ve got far more important reasons to want her reading my mind though. As a Tactical Commander, I’m imprinted with extensive knowledge of societal dynamics, but that doesn’t stop me being a social disaster myself sometimes.” 
 
    He paused. “When I’m crippled by personal anxiety, Amber can look past the words I’m saying and see what I really mean. She’s the only person I’ve ever met who could fully interact with me on a social level. Her telepathy is the reason our relationship works.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense,” said Gregas. 
 
    “Nothing about Lucas makes sense to me,” said Buzz, in a heartfelt voice. “As a borderline telepath psychologist, I’ve worked with a huge variety of people, and he’s the most confusing person I’ve ever met.” 
 
    She sighed. “It’s not just that Lucas is insufferably bright, startlingly perceptive, and unnervingly uncaring of his dignity or privacy. He can deal unflinchingly with terrifying threats to the Hive, but falls apart over simple things like complimenting Amber when she’s wearing a new dress. To make matters even worse, he either speaks in sentences crammed with far too many complex words or misses half the words out entirely. Lucas’s Tactical team spend a lot of time complaining about it behind his back.” 
 
    Lucas laughed. “They spend a lot of time complaining about it in front of me too.” 
 
    Buzz gave Gregas an especially devastating grin. “Learning the truth about yourself and your sister has been a great shock for you. I’m afraid there are some more things that I’ll need to explain today as well. You’ll have to make two decisions before you return to Teen Level, and you may want to think about them for a while.” 
 
    “What decisions?” Gregas asked, in a bewildered voice. 
 
    “The first decision is about your counselling,” said Buzz. “You’ll need a weekly session with a borderline telepath psychologist to help you adjust to your abilities. You can either travel here once a week to have your counselling with me, or I can arrange for you to have counselling from someone in Blue Zone.” 
 
    I wasn’t surprised when Gregas instantly replied to that. “I’d rather keep having counselling from you.” 
 
    “The second decision is whether you wish to move room to a different area or not,” said Buzz. “If you stay in your current room, then you’ll have to be extremely careful to keep your ability and your new knowledge secret from the other teens.” 
 
    “I don’t see how moving to a different area would make that easier,” said Gregas. 
 
    “Children who grow up on Law Enforcement’s private Level 20 know the truth about telepaths,” said Buzz. “When they’re thirteen, they go to live on Teen Level like other teens, but they have their own areas to make it easier for them to keep the Hive’s secrets, and when they go through Lottery they’re likely to be assigned to work in Law Enforcement themselves.” 
 
    She smiled. “If you choose to move to a part of Teen Level where teens from Law Enforcement live, you’ll find everything virtually identical to where you are now, but there’d be the crucial advantage that you could speak freely to the teens and activity leaders about your ability.” 
 
    “How far would I have to move?” asked Gregas warily. “What zone would I have to live in?” 
 
    “There are areas in each zone,” said Buzz. “You’d naturally want to move to one in Blue Zone.” 
 
    Gregas pulled a dubious face. “Even if I was still in Blue Zone, I’d be moving into a corridor of total strangers who all have friends already. They probably wouldn’t be very welcoming, and telling them I’m a borderline telepath would make things even worse.” 
 
    Buzz laughed. “People in Law Enforcement are used to interacting with borderline telepaths, Gregas, and admire our abilities. They’re intrigued by our insights, and the vagueness of what they reveal means only problematic individuals react to them as an invasion of privacy.” 
 
    She paused. “Being a teen borderline telepath with full insights is unusual, because most of us don’t get full insights until after we’ve been through the triggering processes in Lottery. If you moved to live among Law Enforcement teens, then you’d find you were the centre of attention.” 
 
    “Oh.” Gregas seemed to be thinking that through. 
 
    “You’d be surrounded by admiring teens eager to be your friends,” said Buzz, “and your insights would allow you to avoid those mostly attracted by the fact they know you’ll be rated Level 1 in Lottery. You’d be wise to keep your relationship to Amber a secret though. If the other teens discovered you weren’t just a teen borderline telepath with full insights, but the brother of a true telepath as well, then you’d get completely mobbed.” 
 
    The expression on Gregas’s face hovered somewhere between being apprehensive and smug. I guessed he was picturing himself being the centre of attention for an admiring crowd of teens. 
 
    Buzz stood up. “I suggest we go and sit by the lake for a while now, Gregas. You can take your time absorbing everything you’ve learned, and you’ll probably have some questions that you prefer to ask in private. I should explain that my primary role here is to be your sister’s counsellor, but I counsel other people in this unit as well, and never share their confidential information with her.” 
 
    Gregas stood up as well but turned to give me a suspicious look. “Do you read Buzz’s mind, Amber?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. Megan gave me my original telepathic training, and also acted as my counsellor for a while. Seeing her professional thoughts about me was one of the reasons those counselling sessions were a disaster. I don’t want to risk messing up my counselling relationship with Buzz in the same way, so I never read her mind. Your secrets will be perfectly safe with her.” 
 
    Gregas nodded, and followed Buzz off down the path towards the lake. I watched them go, then looked reproachfully at the nearby bushes. 
 
    “Come out of there at once!” I ordered. 
 
    Rothan and Forge crawled out of the bushes and got to their feet. 
 
    “I never thought to do a telepathic check of the park for people spying on my private conversation with my brother,” I said bitterly. “I’d no idea you were there until I noticed the light of the suns glinting on your guns. Were you really planning to shoot Gregas?” 
 
    “Only if absolutely necessary, and only on stun,” said Rothan hastily. “The news was bound to be a shock to him.” 
 
    “Adika said we had to take the danger of a personal attack seriously after the way Gregas dealt with the man on the ladder,” said Forge. 
 
    “We were only obeying orders and protecting your safety,” added Rothan. 
 
    I made shooing gestures with my hands. “I realize that. Now go away.” 
 
    They hurried off, and I did a brief scan of the nearby area. “There isn’t anyone else around. Adika took the cowardly option of sending Rothan and Forge rather than coming to spy on me himself.” 
 
    Lucas looked amused. “I think that was good tactics rather than cowardice. You’ve yelled at Adika in the past for asking questions about your personal life. He knew you’d be annoyed about him listening to a private conversation with your brother, but wouldn’t blame Rothan and Forge for following orders.” 
 
    I went to sit down next to Lucas. “As far as I could tell, Gregas coped with the revelations reasonably well. I’m obviously not going to read his mind to check.” 
 
    “This would be an exceptionally bad time to read Gregas’s mind,” said Lucas. “He’s bound to have a few resentful thoughts about you at this point. The important thing is that he isn’t having an extreme reaction of loathing against either you or himself.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Buzz felt the key point was to undermine Gregas’s fear of nosies with a dramatic unmasking, replacing his image of nosies as being loathsome with an image of them as being ordinary people. That does seem to have worked.” 
 
    I hesitated. “I wasn’t expecting Buzz to wear that particular dress. I suppose she chose it because it’s a Teen Level one. She’s got a tactic of wearing clothes of someone’s level to help them relax and talk to her more easily.” 
 
    “That was probably one reason she chose the dress,” said Lucas drily. “I think the other was that she wanted to make sure Gregas’s new image of nosies was as attractive as possible.” 
 
    He paused. “Query. Can we discuss an oddity that’s been puzzling me ever since we discovered Gregas was a borderline telepath?” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “There’s a strong genetic factor involved in someone becoming a borderline telepath,” said Lucas. “We’ve no idea what makes someone move beyond that and develop into a true telepath, but we do know that when two or more siblings are borderline telepaths, they virtually always have a borderline telepath parent or grandparent. That rule must surely hold true when a borderline telepath and a full telepath are siblings.” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. “You’re saying that Gregas turning out to be a borderline telepath means that we have a borderline telepath parent or grandparent as well?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You must be wrong about that,” I said. “If one of my parents or grandparents were a borderline telepath, they’d be Level 1. My parents are Level 27. My mother’s parents are Level 31 and work at manufacturing dataviews. I’ve never met my other grandparents, but they’re Level 14, and they dumped my father for coming out of Lottery a disappointing Level 27.” 
 
    “Yes, I remember your mother mentioning that,” said Lucas. “Would you mind me checking the records to make sure there hasn’t been a mistake?” 
 
    “I don’t see how a mistake could be possible, unless …” I was hit by an unnerving suspicion. My father’s parents had been Level 14! 
 
    “You clearly aren’t comfortable with me investigating this,” said Lucas. “I’ll forget about the whole thing.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “Check the records. I’m almost sure that you won’t find anything, but … Well, you’d better do it anyway.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s what you want?” asked Lucas. “You could think about it for a day or two.” 
 
    “I’m sure. Now you’ve raised this issue, I need to know the full truth.” I frowned at Lucas. “Why are you pulling that face? What did I say that was funny?” 
 
    “I just remembered what I said earlier about curiosity, and how you’d feel in Gregas’s position.” 
 
    I groaned. “Yes. Gregas wanted to know the full truth immediately. So do I. Check the records.” 
 
    Lucas tapped at his dataview. “Your father’s record says that his parents are Level 14 medical staff.” 
 
    I relaxed. “There you are. No borderline telepaths in my ancestry.” 
 
    “That’s on your father’s standard open record,” added Lucas. “He also has a secure record.” 
 
    My unnerving suspicion wasn’t just back again, but turning into virtual certainty. “My father is Level 27,” I said grimly. “That’s far too low for him to be involved in any Hive secrets. That secure record must be adoption details.” 
 
    “It’s probably adoption details,” said Lucas warily. 
 
    I ran my fingers through my hair. “It has to be adoption details. My father must have been the duty child of a borderline telepath. You said that the duty child programme selects suitable couples between Level 11 and Level 19 to adopt children. My father’s parents were Level 14 medical staff. If they’d adopted a duty child expecting him to come out of Lottery as Level 1, then it would explain why they were so disappointed by my father’s Level 27 result.” 
 
    “That theory does fit all the facts,” said Lucas. 
 
    I stared down at my hands. “Do you think my father knows the truth?” 
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
    I lifted my head again. “Can you check the secure record and find out who my father’s genetic parents were?” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to know?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve always felt this sense of bewilderment that I was a telepath. It seemed as if my ability had been thrown at me from nowhere. If I have a borderline telepath grandparent, then it would all make far more sense. It’s not as if I have any attachment to the people I thought were my father’s parents. I’ve never even met them.” 
 
    “All right,” said Lucas. “I’ll check the secure record.” 
 
    I watched tensely as he tapped at his dataview, and was startled by a staccato bleeping noise. 
 
    “This is Information Archive,” said a female voice. “You have requested access to a secure record containing restricted information. Please state your identity and the reason for your request.” 
 
    “I’m Tactical Commander Lucas 2511-3022-498,” said Lucas. “I’m requesting this information on behalf of Amber 2514-0172-912.” 
 
    “I cannot release the secure ancestry information of a telepath without that telepath’s personal consent,” said the voice. 
 
    Lucas handed me his dataview, and I saw a woman with an oppressively perfect hairstyle that reminded me of Megan. 
 
    “I’m Amber 2514-0172-912,” I said, “and I’m requesting this information.” 
 
    “Do you only require details of your father’s parents, or are you requesting your complete extended paternal ancestry record?” she asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “I might as well have my complete paternal ancestry.” 
 
    “Please wait while I get my supervisor to witness the request and verify your identity,” said the woman. 
 
    Her face froze for a moment, then the image divided to show both her and a man. 
 
    “Please repeat your request for the witness,” said the woman. 
 
    “I’m Amber 2514-0172-912,” I said wearily, “and I’m requesting my complete paternal ancestry record.” 
 
    “Now please look directly at your dataview screen and repeat the following words of a Hive duty song for me,” said the man. “Burgundy, Red, Orange Zones. We are united.” 
 
    I pulled a confused face but repeated the words. “Burgundy, Red, Orange Zones. We are united.” 
 
    “Request witnessed and identity verified,” said the man briskly. 
 
    “I’m sending your complete extended paternal ancestry record to your personal dataview now,” said the woman. 
 
    There was a chime from my own dataview that meant it had received a message. 
 
    “Do you require any further information at this time?” asked the woman. 
 
    “No, thank you.” I ended the call, handed Lucas’s dataview back to him, and took my own from my pocket. 
 
    Lucas stood up. “I think I’d better leave you to look at your ancestry information alone.” 
 
    “Why? We already know what I’m going to see. One of my paternal grandparents was a borderline telepath.” 
 
    “I think you’re going to see more than that,” said Lucas. “The Information Archivist wouldn’t have had to get her supervisor to witness the request and do face and voice identity verification if it just involved a borderline telepath.” 
 
    I blinked. “You mean there’s a true telepath in my ancestry?” 
 
    Lucas nodded. “I’ll go and sit by the stream for a while.” 
 
    He walked away, and I stared at my blank dataview screen. Lucas had to be right. There was a true telepath in my ancestry, and it was obvious who that true telepath would be. 
 
    After Claire’s death, her unit had been closed down for three years, before becoming my unit. Her apartment became mine. I was sitting in the park where her ashes had been scattered. Four of her old Strike team members were now my bodyguards. 
 
    I’d always felt something of Claire was still present in this unit, and now I knew what it was. Claire had had twenty-five duty children. I knew none of those children had been adopted, but some of them would have had duty children too, and … 
 
    Something of Claire was still present in this unit. Her great-granddaughter was here. Her great-granddaughter was me. 
 
    I tapped at my dataview and displayed the ancestry information in mid air in front of me. 
 
    I’d been right. 
 
    I’d been wrong. 
 
    I knew what I needed to do. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Forty-seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    I went over to where Lucas was sitting by the stream. “I’ll send you the ancestry information in a few minutes. I’ll want to keep the facts secret from everyone except you for now, and I’m going to need some private time to think them through before we discuss them. I’ll go and sit in the bookette room for a while.” 
 
    “I’ll be in the Tactical office if you want me,” said Lucas. “We need to record the closing down hunter of souls sequence for Halloween.” 
 
    “Beckett will be sad at Halloween closing down,” I said. “The players will be sad too. What are you going to say to them?” 
 
    “I’ll say that Halloween must end now because the New Year festival is almost upon us. Carnival will follow, and some of the packs will be summoned to learn their destiny. Those who have braved the darkness have no need to fear that summons. There is no light without darkness, and no darkness without light.” 
 
    I smiled. “That’s a strong hint that they don’t need to fear Lottery.” 
 
    “The Hive wants teens to know that. Their activity leaders constantly tell them there’s no need to fear Lottery, but the teens are naturally scared of automated systems deciding their whole future.” 
 
    I remembered how terrified I’d been when I went into Lottery. I was terrified now too. “I’ll call you later,” I said aloud. 
 
    I walked back to our apartment, tapped at my dataview to send Lucas the ancestry information, and then went into our bedroom to get my new festival dress and the matching flower out of the storage wall. I put the dress on, brushed my hair, made up my face, and then put the flower in place among my long dark curls. 
 
    I took a moment to study my reflection in a mirror. I was a true telepath, so important that I didn’t usually need to dress to impress anyone, but this time was different. 
 
    Finally satisfied, I went to the bookette room and carefully closed the door. There was still a couch left there from a previous day, so I sat down on it before taking out my dataview. I linked into the dedicated secure connection between the Telepath Units, used Adika’s security codes to start a new conference call, and then issued an invitation to join with the distinctive one-word text message. “Alone?” 
 
    The reply came almost immediately. “Two minutes.” 
 
    I set the call to visual, transferred it to the bookette room systems, and sat waiting. It was probably more like three minutes before Keith’s holo image appeared standing in front of me. 
 
    I’d seen plenty of images of Keith in Lucas’s head. They’d all showed a man of just past thirty, with dark, shoulder-length hair, who preferred the semi-shaven fashion of a decade ago to regularly using shaving cream. 
 
    Keith had been wearing clothes in those images though, and now he was totally naked. I guessed his idea was to shock and embarrass an eighteen-year-old girl. He clearly hadn’t thought through the fact that I had over forty men on my Strike team. I was trained to link to their minds at the mere thought of their names, so I’d often stumbled on them standing naked in front of shower room mirrors or changing in communal areas. 
 
    I’d long ago reached the point where my embarrassment was because of my accidental intrusion into their privacy rather than what I was actually seeing. I almost felt sorry for Keith. His shock tactic was never going to work on me, standing naked in front of someone in a resplendent festival dress made him look ridiculous, and given the words I was about to say … 
 
    “Hello, Keith. My name is Amber. Did you know that we’re cousins?” 
 
    Keith groaned. “Give me a moment.” 
 
    I’d assumed he was standing in an ordinary bookette room, but as he turned to stroll across it, the holo image automatically followed him. Keith walked in a straight line for far too long, and I remembered Megan saying he had a vast bookette room in his expansion section. 
 
    Keith stopped by a heap of clothes that he’d obviously pulled off before joining my conference call. He dragged on some black leggings, and a matching jacket that he didn’t bother to do up, then went to slump into a chair. 
 
    “I’d no idea we were related,” he said, “but don’t make the mistake of thinking the cousin claim has any significance for me. Claire had twenty-five duty children, and the Hive made the decision to invite all of them to take part in the duty child programme whatever their level and abilities. Most of them agreed and had six duty children, so I’ve hundreds of obscure relations.” 
 
    He paused. “I’m the son of duty child number twenty-two. I wasn’t adopted, my bad character was a disappointment to my parents, and Claire considered me the worst-behaved of all her grandchildren.” 
 
    Keith laughed. “Then I went into Lottery. Claire had always dreamed of one of her children becoming a telepath. When that dream failed, she transferred her hopes to her grandchildren. I wish I’d seen her face when she found her dream had finally come true, but the telepath was me. She must have been cruelly disappointed.” 
 
    I frowned. I’d learned a little about behavioural analysis from reading Lucas’s mind. Keith was throwing out these statements with a sort of studied insolence that I suspected hid personal pain. 
 
    “It wasn’t just that I was disreputable,” added Keith bitterly. “I was a flawed telepath too, with my telepathy cutting out at intervals. Claire and I couldn’t meet after I came out of Lottery, so she couldn’t lecture me about my failures in person. She could only say things to me in calls, and even then she was limited by the rules of good manners.” 
 
    He shrugged. “So you must be one of Claire’s adopted grandchildren. Were you told your proud heritage when you came out of Lottery?” 
 
    “No. I recently discovered my father had been adopted, and asked Information Archive for my paternal ancestry details.” 
 
    “And how long did it take Information Archive to collate that information for you?” asked Keith. “Days? Hours? Minutes?” 
 
    I was confused. “It seemed to be instantly available.” 
 
    “I assume the version they gave you had a lot of gaps for other duty children who got adopted?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “They had that ready for if you asked about your ancestry,” said Keith. “Information Archive must have a version with all the other adopted duty children included as well, but they won’t share that with us. I suspect there’s an expert in telepath genealogy somewhere, but we’ll never be allowed to meet them. The Hive is obsessed with keeping its secrets.” 
 
    He paused. “Go ahead and say it.” 
 
    “Say what?” 
 
    “The Hive knows best.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that the Hive does know best about keeping secrets,” I admitted. “There’ve been times when it’s caused problems with my unit’s cases. We could have asked for information earlier if we’d known it existed.” 
 
    “You aren’t quite the dutiful doll I’d imagined,” said Keith. “Where do you fit into the multitude anyway?” 
 
    “I’m Claire’s great-granddaughter,” I said. “The granddaughter of duty child number one.” 
 
    “Barely a cousin of mine at all then,” said Keith. “More like an extremely distant connection.” 
 
    “You weren’t adopted, so presumably everyone knows you’re Claire’s grandson, but I only found out about it when I saw my paternal ancestry. I don’t understand why people didn’t mention it to me before.” 
 
    Keith made a choking noise. “Of course people wouldn’t mention me being related to the perfect Claire. I was an embarrassment. All my host of relatives used the excuse that they couldn’t be in close contact with both of us to drop me entirely. Even my own parents!” 
 
    I winced. However bad Keith’s relationship with his parents had been, it must have hurt to be dumped by them. Had he come out of Lottery expecting them to celebrate his result, only to find they used it as an excuse to discard him? 
 
    The people who’d dropped contact with Keith must have included Gideon. It would have been impossible for Gideon to make any other decision. He was a member of Claire’s Tactical team, he clearly adored her, and they had two children. 
 
    I couldn’t blame Gideon for choosing Claire over Keith, but I felt Keith’s parents were wrong to discard their son. I was aware that I was only hearing Keith’s side of events though, and remembered Lucas saying that he’d learned not to trust a word that Keith said. 
 
    If I wanted to know the real truth, then I’d have to ask Gideon about it, and probably read his mind as well. I suspected Gideon had been avoiding discussing his knowledge of Keith with me for the same reason he’d avoided discussing his duty children. He felt I had more than enough to worry about already. 
 
    Keith was still talking. “When Claire died, the family made a half-hearted attempt to get me to attend a family gathering. Even that grudging message was all about mourning the loss of Claire rather than wanting contact with me though. I replied saying I wasn’t a piece of rubbish to be tossed away as inconvenient and reclaimed when it suited them. Then I told them to go and jump down the nearest lift shaft.” 
 
    He glared at me. “You don’t need to worry about the family’s reaction to you being half-hearted, Amber. All you need to do is message your grandparents, and they’ll spread the word that the new telepath is Claire’s great-granddaughter. The whole family will be delighted that I rejected contact with them, and rush to welcome you into the family gatherings instead. I can imagine exactly what my mother will say to you.” 
 
    He spoke in a high-pitched voice that was presumably an imitation of his mother. “You’re such a skilled telepath, Amber. So well behaved. So conscious of your duty to the Hive. Just like my wonderful mother. Such a pity that Keith isn’t more like you.” 
 
    I’d made this call hoping I could use our family connection to create a bond with Keith that would help me make peace with him. I’d got things entirely wrong. The family connection was just increasing Keith’s anger towards me. He was remembering his parents choosing Claire over him, and imagining them doing the same again with me. 
 
    The answer was obvious though. My connection to Keith’s family wouldn’t help, but my lack of contact with them might. 
 
    “I’m not messaging them to say I’m Claire’s great-granddaughter,” I said fiercely. “I’ve heard how Claire felt about handing her children over to strangers. All twenty-five of her duty children were raised in her unit, but when it came to them having duty children themselves …” 
 
    I gave an indignant shake of my head. “My father’s adoption was arranged before he was even born. His parents were Level 1, they could have easily raised him themselves, but they didn’t care what happened to him. They don’t even know that I exist. If they discover their relationship to me in future, and try contacting me, then they’ll get the same response from me that they got from you.” 
 
    I paused. “You aren’t a piece of rubbish to be tossed away as inconvenient and reclaimed when it suited them. I’m not a piece of rubbish to be discarded as worthless and then reclaimed because they’ve discovered I’m more valuable than they thought. I don’t want contact with relatives whose only interest in me is because I turned out to be a telepath.” 
 
    The odd thing was that I wasn’t acting a part for Keith. What I was saying was perfectly true. My parents, my brother, and my Level 31 maternal grandparents were my family. The members of my unit were my family. I didn’t want or need contact with these unknown genetic relatives. If Claire had been alive … Well, that would have been a very different situation. 
 
    Keith laughed. “It’s ironic really. They were all so desperate to have more telepaths in the family. Now there are two of us, and neither of us wants to have anything to do with them.” 
 
    Keith and I were, briefly, on the same side, and I had to use that fleeting moment of understanding before it faded. “Can we forget about them now and discuss the real reason I called you?” 
 
    Keith waved his hands. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “I want to know why you’ve started this war with me,” I said. “I want to negotiate a truce.” 
 
    “I didn’t start this war, Amber. You did.” 
 
    I frowned. “What do you mean? I’ve never done anything to you.” 
 
    “How can you sit there and say that? You didn’t just destroy my life, Amber. You danced on its ashes as well.” 
 
    “I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Keith’s voice rose in sudden anger. “I’m talking about Olivia. I’m talking about how you told everyone she was a danger to the Hive. I’m talking about how you stirred them all up into having Olivia’s mind reset to before she went into Lottery. Didn’t it occur to you that there could be someone who’d learned to love Olivia during the eight years you were taking away? That there could be someone who Olivia had learned to love in return?” 
 
    Keith was on his feet now, shouting a distorted version of the words from the Light and Dark pageants at me. “We were lovers once. I called Olivia my light angel, and I was her dark angel. We were forever divided by being telepaths, so we could never meet in person, but we both had our vast bookette rooms where we could play the same bookettes and walk and talk together.” 
 
    I had an appalling new view of events. “I was trying to help Olivia,” I babbled guiltily. “She was lost in fragmentation, and the echoes fighting for control of her mind weren’t just making her an active danger to the Hive, but making her life a torment. The only way to give her back control of her mind was to reset her to before she was a telepath. I was so focused on Olivia that I didn’t think how it would affect anyone else until the reset was in progress.” 
 
    I groaned. “I know it’s no use apologizing, but I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. I’ve heard that Olivia is only a borderline telepath now, but she’s back in control of her mind. I appreciate how terrible this situation must be for you though.” 
 
    The anger in Keith’s voice abruptly changed into mourning. “I called Olivia only a week after her unit went operational. My excuse was an interaction between our cases, which meant it was good manners for me to talk to her, but I was also curious about a new female telepath who was only five years younger than me. Olivia was eager to learn about other telepaths and knew nothing about my bad reputation.” 
 
    He sagged back down into his chair. “We had some incredible months before the signs of fragmentation started. I couldn’t help Olivia deal with them because echoes were never a problem for me. They’d clutter up my head for a couple of weeks at most before my telepathy cut out for a while and wiped them away. The other telepaths all had their own ways to cleanse themselves of echoes. Claire used Hiveist services, Morton used meditation, Sapphire used physical love, and Mira used flowers.” 
 
    Keith gave a distressed shake of his head. “But Olivia couldn’t find anything to help her. With every day, every week, every month, the echoes grew more numerous and dominant. They fought among themselves to seize control of her mind, and the periods of time when Olivia was truly herself grew shorter and shorter. Eventually, there were only a few minutes a day when you could see a glimpse of the old Olivia.” 
 
    I didn’t dare to say anything, so we sat in silence until Keith finally spoke again. “And yes, as you just pointed out, the reset worked. Olivia has control of her mind again. She’s only a borderline telepath now, but that’s probably best. If she was still a telepath, then she’d go through the whole dreadful cycle again, and I couldn’t bear her being torn apart for a second time.” 
 
    He shook his head again. “Olivia has her mind back, and her happiness is more important than mine. I could have accepted that what you did was for the best, Amber, if it wasn’t for one thing.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked nervously. 
 
    “Your unit is called Light Angel,” said Keith. “You took Olivia from me, you took her memories of me, and then you took her name as well!” 
 
    “It wasn’t my idea to call my unit Light Angel,” I said sadly. “Gold Commander Melisande used it as a codename for my unit once, and then other people in Law Enforcement started using it too. I don’t think there’s any way for me to change that now, but can we please make some sort of peace between us? Morton’s unit is about to shut down for him to have his surgery. The Hive desperately needs the remaining Telepath Units to work together.” 
 
    I paused. “If the Hive falls into total anarchy, then a lot of people will get hurt or killed. You don’t want anything to happen to Olivia.” 
 
    Keith sighed. “You didn’t need to try the blatant manipulation, Amber. I’ve no intention of letting the Hive descend into anarchy. I’m well aware that both Olivia and I would suffer if that happens. I’ve just been punishing you a little for what you did to me. Playing the game of trying to steal your people. Making you realize how much it would hurt to lose someone you love.” 
 
    “You went further than just playing games,” I said. “You set Tobias free when you knew he was a threat to my life.” 
 
    Keith waved a dismissive hand. “You’re over-dramatizing things. Tobias was never going to succeed in killing you. Your own Strike team members are just inexperienced children, but you’ve four of Claire’s old Strike team bodyguarding you now. I know those men are like the Hive’s structural shield. Tobias was never going to harm a hair of your head with them guarding you.” 
 
    I wanted to scream that Keith hadn’t just put me in danger but my people too, and rant that Tobias could easily have killed Caleb rather than just wounding him. I mustn’t do that though. If this conversation escalated the conflict between Keith and me, then my nightmare of a mental battle between us could become reality. 
 
    I had to say whatever was needed, do whatever was needed, promise whatever was needed to make peace between Keith and me. I knew that Keith would break any agreement as soon as it suited him, but I just needed to hold this situation together until Morton’s unit was operational again. There was that extra glittering hope of a new telepath arriving as well. 
 
    “You said that you’d called me because you wanted to negotiate a truce,” said Keith. “I was going to contact you with an offer of peace during the New Year festival, but you can agree to my terms now if you like.” 
 
    “What terms?” I asked suspiciously. 
 
    “I was going to demand two things from you. The first was an apology, but you’ve already apologized. All I’m asking now is your promise that one day I can call on you for a favour.” 
 
    I hesitated. “What sort of favour?” 
 
    Keith smiled. “You’ll have to wait to find that out. Do you want peace, or would you rather our war continues and destroys the Hive?” 
 
    I knew I’d regret doing this, but I didn’t have any choice. “That favour can’t harm my family, my people, other true telepaths, or the Hive.” 
 
    “Accepted,” said Keith briskly. 
 
    “Then you have my promise.” 
 
    Keith gave a triumphant laugh. “You have bought peace between our units, Amber. New Year fortune to you.” 
 
    “New Year fortune,” I automatically repeated the standard greeting, and Keith’s holo vanished as he ended the call. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Forty-eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    On New Year’s Eve, everyone in my unit gathered by the picnic tables in the park. Megan had given Caleb and Eli permission to go to visit their parents for the New Year festival, on condition they used powered chairs the whole time rather than walking. I’d noticed Caleb furtively standing a couple of times, but wasn’t worried because he’d only been wounded in the shoulder. After all the problems Eli had had with his leg, I was relieved to see he was carefully following medical orders. 
 
    Most people were resplendent in Level 1 festival clothes, but the unit maintenance staff were far lower level. Some others, including Caleb, had deliberately chosen to wear clothes far below their level so they wouldn’t be too overwhelmingly glittering next to parents near the bottom of the Hive. 
 
    My parents and brother had already gone home to Blue Zone. After my call, Keith had sent formal apologies for his behaviour to Gold Commander Melisande and every Telepath Unit Tactical Commander. His message said that he realized he’d gone much too far when he released Tobias, and promised he wouldn’t trouble my unit again. 
 
    Everyone seemed surprisingly impressed by that gesture, mostly because Keith had never apologized for anything in the past. Lucas said that Gold Commander Melisande and Gaius were suspicious of Keith’s sudden change of heart though, so Gaius would still be following all the agreed precautions to stop Keith causing more problems. 
 
    I moved towards the nearest picnic table, intending to stand on it and make my speech, but saw Adika was already jumping onto it. I frowned, rapidly linked to his thoughts, and sighed. I didn’t approve of this, but the last time I’d interfered in Adika’s management of the Strike team had gone exceptionally badly. He was currently wondering if he should make his key point by saying an extremely crude sentence, or phrasing it in more professionally polite language. 
 
    Adika started talking. “During our run after Tobias, Rothan decided to take over command and order me to retreat to the park.” 
 
    Everyone turned to look at where Rothan was standing among the Alpha Strike team. His face was perfectly calm but strained. 
 
    “I haven’t spoken to Rothan about that incident until now,” continued Adika. “Most people in the unit heard what Rothan said on the crystal comms, and I felt my response should be equally public.” 
 
    Emili left the group of Tactical team members to walk across to stand next to her boyfriend. There was a slight shifting of position as the Alpha Strike team moved closer to her and Rothan. 
 
    Adika waited for them all to settle down, before throwing a wary look in my direction and speaking again. “I wish to commend Rothan for correctly following protocols, and congratulate him on leading a successful strike against an unusually difficult target.” 
 
    I was deeply relieved that Adika had decided not to say the crude version of that in front of his telepath. 
 
    It seemed to take Rothan a moment to absorb what Adika had said. “Really?” 
 
    “Really.” Adika grinned at him, and then jumped down from the table. 
 
    I glowered at him. “I wish you’d stop hurling these tests at Rothan. Making him think he’s going to get fired is bad for his nerves.” 
 
    “A future Strike team leader has to act in the interests of the Hive whatever the consequences for himself, and learn to control his nerves in all possible situations,” said Adika. “In my second year as a deputy Strike team leader for Morton, my Strike team leader, Katelyn, put me through the fake public firing ritual. It was a character-building experience.” 
 
    I expressed my opinion of that in a single explosive sound. “Hah!” 
 
    “I’ve been concerned that Rothan’s leadership style was a little too quiet,” added Adika, “but it clearly works. His men are so loyal to him that they were prepared to stand and support him against my anger. I’m impressed. Of course, that won’t stop me from pushing him to do even better.” 
 
    I groaned, climbed on the picnic table, and started speaking. “The New Year is the festival for families. I’ll be spending it with my parents and brother, but you are all my family too. I appreciate how much you’ve all done to support me, and I’m deeply grateful. I especially want to thank Megan and Buzz for their work on the expansion section. Being able to clear my mind of the echoes of wild bees without going Outside will make a huge difference in the coming months.” 
 
    I smiled. “I’ve already messaged you all to say that anyone who has no plans to celebrate with other family is invited to come and celebrate with me in area 510/6120 Level 27. This is an open invitation. If you go to attend celebrations elsewhere and things don’t go well, then you can come and join us at any time.” 
 
    Lucas climbed up to join me on the table. “The southbound express belts will slow down across the Hive for the coming of the New Year. If you’re caught at the northern end of the Hive by that slowdown, and want to get south quickly to reach us, then remember there will still be some southbound express belts running at full speed on Teen Level.” 
 
    He paused. “Since most teens go to other levels to celebrate with their families, only the Teen Level express belt 500 southbound, running through the zone centre points, will slow down for the coming of the New Year. Teens without families gather along that to celebrate the festival together.” 
 
    Lucas’s voice was shaking as he said that last sentence, and I knew his fears of the New Year festival were starting to attack him. I wondered what he’d done at the New Year festival when he lived on Teen Level. Had he gone to join the teens gathering along that central express belt, or just huddled away in his room? There wouldn’t have been a problem during the three years he worked in Keith’s unit. Keith obviously wouldn’t want to celebrate the New Year festival with his family, so his unit would surely have kept working through the festival. 
 
    Lucas had lapsed into silence now, so I spoke again myself. “We’ll be going to the southern end of the park first, moving to the nearest express belt for the coming of the New Year, and then returning to the southern end of the park. If you have any problems finding us, call me to find out exactly where we are.” 
 
    I turned to look at Beckett. “You’re sure that you want to stay here alone?” 
 
    He nodded. “I’ll enjoy the peace of having the whole unit to myself at the New Year.” 
 
    “I understand.” I clapped my hands. “All those coming with me should move to lift 2 now. I wish the rest of you New Year fortune.” 
 
    “New Year fortune,” everyone chorused the words. 
 
    Lucas and I headed for the lifts. When we arrived in lift 2, I found a few more people had followed us than I’d expected. That wasn’t a problem. There was plenty of room in lift 2 because it was designed to take the combined Alpha and Beta Strike teams in an emergency. There’d be plenty of room in my parents’ local park too. 
 
    Lucas went to the lift controls. “We’ll travel on the less crowded Level 1 express belts to area 510/6120, and then take a lift down to Level 27.” 
 
    Two minutes later, our group was riding a southbound express belt. I knew most people had joined Lucas and me because they didn’t have anywhere else to go, but two cases were worrying me. 
 
    Adika was standing right next to me, so I spoke to him first. “Adika, we agreed that only Strike team members without family commitments would be acting as my bodyguards during the festival. There are enough of them that you can go and celebrate the New Year with Megan.” 
 
    “Since Megan is expecting her husband’s twin babies, she felt she should spend a last New Year festival with his parents. I don’t think they’d welcome my presence.” 
 
    I could see his point. “Shouldn’t you be with your own parents or your brother then?” 
 
    “My family assumed I’d be spending the festival with Megan. It was simpler to say I was on duty than to explain why I wasn’t with her.” 
 
    That seemed to mean that Adika’s family didn’t know Megan was expecting her husband’s twins. Why hadn’t he told them about that? Adika was perfectly open about the situation to people in our unit. Was he planning to tell his parents and brother later, or let them think Megan’s babies were his? 
 
    I wasn’t going to ask that question aloud. I wasn’t going to read Adika’s mind to find out the answer either. I could already feel the headache sensation that I got every time I tried to understand Adika and Megan’s relationship. Buzz had said that Adika and Megan were very different people to me, and wanted very different things from their relationship than I wanted from my relationship with Lucas. She’d advised me to just accept their decisions without worrying about them. I was doing my best. 
 
    I moved along the belt to where Buzz was standing, resplendent in a red festival dress. “I’m grateful for how much you’ve done to help me, Buzz. You don’t need to give up spending the New Year festival with your parents as well. Gregas seems to have adjusted to what he’s learned about himself and me. He keeps calling me to ask new questions, but only because he’s curious about how things work.” 
 
    “You never have to thank me for helping you, Amber,” said Buzz. “I know precisely how important your work is. I witnessed a quarrel as a small child. My abilities were triggered, and a moment of intuition told me to run before the murder actually happened, but I still only survived because a telepath sent his Strike team to protect me.” 
 
    She paused. “I’m not here because I think you need my help, Amber. I’m here because I don’t want to celebrate the New Year festival with my parents. I’m dumping them.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “Adika and Megan enjoy a certain amount of conflict in their relationship,” said Buzz. “My parents take that to an extreme. Every time I visit them, I get hit by disturbing insights, and react by abandoning any relationship I’m in. If I spend the New Year festival with my parents, then I’ll split up with Forge the way I’ve split up with dozens of other boys. I can’t have a whole succession of relationships in your unit the way I did on Teen Level, and …” 
 
    Buzz waved her hands. “This isn’t a casual decision, Amber. I’ve been thinking about this for months now. I need to break with my parents so I can work out what I want to do with my life.” 
 
    “I accept that,” I said. “If you need to talk about it at any time …” 
 
    She laughed. “Then I’ll ask the telepath to counsel her counsellor.” 
 
    I laughed too, but then I felt an itch deep inside my mind. Someone was in trouble, and I knew exactly who it was. 
 
    “I need to get back to Lucas now. He’s panicking that I’ve left him.” 
 
    Buzz nodded. 
 
    I turned and hastily squeezed past people to reach Lucas. He was standing rigidly still and shaking slightly. When I took his right hand, he turned towards me and gave me an odd look, as if he wasn’t sure whether I was real or not. 
 
    “I’m here with you,” I said. “I’m staying with you.” 
 
    I kept holding Lucas’s hand as we travelled on through the Hive. We were riding a southbound belt, so some people were already starting to gather beside it. Adults in spectacular Level 1 festival clothes mingled with lower level relatives in more restrained outfits. There were a lot of teens in cheap, colourful sequinned clothes, while the smaller children wore the traditional white outfits of New Year and were squealing in excitement. 
 
    As we entered Blue Zone, a thought occurred to me. “Lucas, can you cope with me letting go of your hand for just a moment? Buzz has come with us rather than going to celebrate with her parents. I don’t think she’s told Forge about her plans, so I feel I should send him a message. He may want to be with Buzz when the New Year arrives.” 
 
    “Forge may be too far away to get here in time.” 
 
    Lucas was clearly so deep in fear that his brain wasn’t working properly. I explained the obvious. “Forge and I had rooms on the same corridor on Teen Level. That was because our parents lived in the same area, just on different levels of the Hive. Forge would only need to take a lift ride to join us.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” said Lucas vaguely. 
 
    I sent my message, and then it was time for us to leave the express belt. It wasn’t long before we reached area 510/6120, and took the lift down. I’d expected my mother and father to be waiting inside their apartment, but they were in the corridor outside it. My mother was chatting with her parents while eagerly looking out for us. 
 
    I saw the look of relief on my mother’s face as she saw us arriving, and realized she’d been worried we wouldn’t make it. Well, she was bound to be worried. I’d had to cancel so many arrangements in the past. 
 
    My mother hurried up to admire the outfits Lucas and I were wearing, and then I hugged my grandparents who looked rather shy of so many Level 1 people. There was a babble of conversation after that, while Lucas stood totally silent. 
 
    “Where is Gregas?” I asked at last. 
 
    “He’s already gone to the park,” said my father. “He wanted to be there as soon as the food arrived.” 
 
    I laughed. “We’d better go and join him then.” 
 
    We moved on to the park. There would be crowds gathering around tables of food and drink at several points around the park, but my family always went to the ones near the children’s play area. There was something surreal about standing with members of my unit, watching small children play where I’d spent so much time myself as a child. I was especially amused by one little girl who was earnestly digging in the sand-filled area, oblivious to the damage she was doing to her white festival dress. 
 
    “I brought you a chocolate crunch cake, Amber.” Gregas appeared, holding out the crunch cake towards me. 
 
    I kept a tight hold of Lucas with one hand and accepted the crunch cake with the other. “What do you want, Gregas?” 
 
    He gave me a wounded look. “I don’t know what you mean. I just saw some of your favourite crunch cakes and thought I’d bring you one.” 
 
    I shook my head sorrowfully. “We must have been through the crunch cake ritual a hundred times before, Gregas. Just tell me what you want.” 
 
    “Well, I would like you to do me a small favour,” Gregas admitted. “I’ve decided to follow Buzz’s advice and move to a room in one of the Law Enforcement areas of Teen Level. I’m not sure how to explain the move to our parents, and you know our father feels that it’s a mistake for teens to request room changes, but if you tell them you think it’s a good idea …” 
 
    Gregas gave me a pleading look and pointed across at where my parents were choosing some food from the array on the tables. “You could go and talk to them now.” 
 
    I laughed. “You don’t need me to explain this to our parents, Gregas. Just tell them that after what happened with the seagull, you decided you should move further away from Wesley and make some more responsible friends.” 
 
    “That could work,” said Gregas thoughtfully, “but if they still argue against me moving room?” 
 
    “Then I promise I’ll talk them into it,” I said, “but that will have to wait until after the coming of the New Year. Right now, I need to stay with Lucas.” 
 
    Gregas gave a worried look at Lucas, and lowered his voice before whispering to me. “There’s something dreadfully wrong with Lucas. I just got a cold, bleak insight from him.” 
 
    I generally avoided using my telepathy when I was with my family, but this time I risked checking Lucas’s mind. I found his usual glittering rapid thought chains were tinged with grey and limping along shrouded in a fog of despair. I could only spare a moment to study them before pulling back into my own head, but that moment was enough to answer the question of what Lucas had done on Teen Level. 
 
    The last time Lucas had been to an express belt for the coming of the New Year, he’d been six years old and his father had rejected him. Now he was facing his old ghosts, and his subconscious was screaming at him that this time would end just as disastrously as the last. 
 
    No, this time wouldn’t be just as disastrous, but even worse. Last time, Lucas had just lost his father. This time, he’d lose both me and the work that he loved. We would go to the express belt, I would reject him as the New Year was coming, and then I would close the doors of my unit against him. 
 
    I knew there was no way for me to reason with Lucas’s subconscious. I was tempted to drag Lucas off somewhere private, and tell him there was no need to put himself through this ordeal to be with me at the New Year. We didn’t have to go to the express belt. We didn’t have to celebrate with my family. We could hide out together and ignore the entire festival. 
 
    But Lucas wasn’t here just for me. Buzz and Adika had chosen to join my family celebrations for their own reasons, and so had Lucas. He’d decided it was time to face his old ghosts, and I needed to support him through this rather than undermine his efforts. 
 
    I whispered back to Gregas. “You saw me having problems after an emergency run. You had problems yourself from the flurry of insights you had then. Lucas is having a problem at the moment, but he’ll be perfectly fine as soon as the New Year arrives.” 
 
    Gregas pulled a dubious face. “Whatever is wrong with him, he can’t possibly recover that fast.” 
 
    “Lucas processes both information and emotions at superhuman speed,” I said. 
 
    Gregas shrugged. “Well, you’re the true telepath, so I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    I watched him walk away to join our parents, and gave a bemused shake of my head. The casual way that Gregas had said that, told me he’d accepted both his abilities and my own. How had he managed to do that so quickly, when it had taken me months of agonizing to adjust to being a telepath? 
 
    An ominous thought occurred to me. My brother had chosen to play a Teen Game. He’d defended himself from a wild bee in a way that even impressed Adika. He’d learned some shattering news about both himself and me, and he’d bounced straight back from it. 
 
    No, I refused to worry about what Lottery would do with a borderline telepath who had that list of qualities. Gregas wouldn’t be going through Lottery for years, and I needed to focus on Lucas. 
 
    I ate my crunch cake, and kept holding Lucas’s hand as the suns slowly dimmed to moon brightness everywhere in the park except around the points with food tables. As the shadows deepened, the New Year decorations were turned on, so the park trees were festive with white lights in the shape of dancing children. 
 
    Finally, the remaining suns flared red three times, as a signal that the New Year was approaching Blue Zone. Our group gathered together, and we headed for the nearest southbound express belt. We were walking past a bank of lifts, when the doors of one opened and Forge stepped out. Buzz frowned, but he gave her a look of surprised innocence. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Buzz?” he asked. 
 
    “I decided I’d spend the New Year festival with Amber.” 
 
    “That’s a happy coincidence,” said Forge. “My parents live straight above here on Level 14, so I thought I’d come down in the lift to wish Amber New Year fortune.” 
 
    “Another happy coincidence is that my festival outfit is red, while yours is red and black,” said Buzz suspiciously. 
 
    “I’ve a tradition of wearing Halloween colours at the other Hive festivals,” said Forge. 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “Last Carnival, Forge wasn’t just wearing a red and black costume, but a Halloween mask as well. Shanna had hand painted Carnival masks for every teen on our corridor, and was furious about Forge wearing a Halloween mask instead.” 
 
    “I should have told Shanna to go waste herself,” said Forge, “but it didn’t seem worth having a quarrel when Lottery was about to divide us forever. I just said that I had to be my own person.” 
 
    Buzz nodded. “Everyone has to be their own person.” 
 
    We moved on to join the line of people next to where the express, medium, and slow belts were all running at matching speed. Lucas was a silent statue at my side, but everyone else kept talking until the overhead sign above the belts flashed three times. The chattering abruptly stopped, and everyone turned to look to the north. 
 
    In the expectant stillness, the thrilled cry of a small child rang out. “New Year coming!” 
 
    There was a burst of laughter, another minute of waiting, then the sound of applause and cheering coming from along the corridor to the north. A white-robed figure was riding the belt towards us. A man, his undoubtedly fake long hair and beard as white as his flowing garments. The silver hourglass in his right hand was emblazoned with the number 2533. 
 
    People started clapping, their attention alternating between the coming New Year and watching the number on the overhead sign. As the figure of the New Year passed beneath it, the number changed from 2532 to 2533, and everyone cheered. “New Year fortune!” 
 
    “New Year fortune!” I joined in the cry, and Lucas’s frozen figure suddenly came to life, turned to face me, and gave me a smile of delight. 
 
    “New Year fortune,” he echoed my words. 
 
    I checked his mind for the briefest of seconds. The fog of despair was being swept away, and his thoughts were returning to their normal speed and brightness. I was reminded of how I’d cleansed myself of the echo of Tobias. Lucas was cleansing himself of the echoes of his own past. 
 
    Lucas and I watched as the New Year was carried on south along the express belt, then turned to look north again for the first footers. Gold-costumed Lady Luck was in the lead, carrying her basket of good fortune chocolates, and tossing them to the eager people. The moment she noticed our group, she dropped her current almost empty basket onto the belt, and picked up a full one from the array clustered next to her. As she drew level with us, she turned to shower us with a host of the sweets. 
 
    I was startled by the fact Lady Luck’s bounty wasn’t aimed at our group in general, but Lucas and me in particular. Then I realized the actresses riding the express belts on every level of the Hive would have instructions to watch for the clothes of high level people visiting their families. Lady Luck hadn’t just noticed several people in our group had Level 1 clothes, but that Lucas and I were wearing designer outfits. That labelled us as people vital to the success and prosperity of the Hive. Good fortune for us meant good fortune for the Hive. 
 
    In previous years, I’d been scrabbling on the floor for sweets, but this time Adika had caught a handful and was holding them out to Lucas and me. We’d just accepted a sweet each when there was an alarmed shout from north of us. “We have a candidate!” 
 
    I looked in the direction of the shout. An anxious couple had their arms around a teen girl who was on the edge of tears. Lady Luck’s attention had been on our group, so she’d missed throwing any sweets in their direction. The line of twelve gold-clad figures swinging their handbells were coming along the belt, and every teen knew that those who missed eating a good fortune chocolate to the sound of the bells would have a disastrous result in Lottery. 
 
    Forge and Buzz were standing closest to the parents and teen girl. I was about to call out to Forge, when I saw he was already running to share a handful of sweets with them, before turning to sprint back to Buzz. The teen girl urgently ripped off the wrapping paper of her good fortune chocolate, ready to eat it the moment the first bell reached her. 
 
    A year ago, I’d been that girl. Hastily unwrapping and gulping down my good fortune chocolate as the bells of the New Year rang in my ears. So much had changed since then. I wasn’t alone but had Lucas at my side. I wasn’t an ordinary girl but a telepath. I wasn’t wearing a tawdry teen dress but clothes specially designed for me. 
 
    The year was 2533. Gregas had learned the truth about me being a telepath and was a borderline telepath himself. I could cleanse myself of echoes without leaving the Hive now, and I’d negotiated peace with Keith. 
 
    I knew there were problems ahead of us. Morton’s unit would be shutting down now, ready for his surgery, and Keith was bound to cause more trouble. Most ominous of all, a Joint Hive Treaty inspection team was coming to our Hive, but if we got safely through that inspection there was the hope of a new telepath arriving. 
 
    The first bells had reached Lucas and me, so I forgot about the future and focused on this moment. We were both standing with our good fortune chocolates unwrapped and ready to eat. Gestures of commitment should always come from the higher level person, so I held my chocolate out first for Lucas to eat, and then he gave his chocolate to me. 
 
    The bells were ringing next to us, and the sweetness of good fortune was on our lips, as we shared the New Year lovers’ kiss. 
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    Scavenger Alliance is set in the same future timeline as the Earth Girl trilogy, but takes place several centuries earlier, and features an ancestor of the trilogy’s main character, Jarra. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    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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