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Telepaths must never meet. Telepaths must never meet. Telepaths must never meet. I rode along an express belt on Level 67 of our Hive city, with the muscled men of my Strike team clustered protectively around me, and I could see the same four words repeating in each of their minds.

Another Telepath Unit had asked us to take over the pursuit of their target. My team were heading out in response, and my Strike team leader, his two deputies, and the eighteen men of my Alpha Strike team were all focused on the need to maintain the minimum approved safety distance of half a zone between me and the other telepath during the handover process.

It was eight months since I’d gone into the 2532 Lottery assessment tests as an insignificant eighteen-year-old girl, and come out of them as an immensely valuable true telepath. For all of those months, I’d been frustrated by the fact there were only four other true telepaths in our Hive, only four people among its hundred million citizens who could truly understand the pressures of my life, and I wasn’t allowed to meet them or even call them.

The most maddening thing about the rule was that I didn’t know the reason behind it. Nobody in my Telepath Unit did. Lottery had assigned them their professions, and imprinted their minds with a mass of information to help them do their work. That information included plenty of other rules which should be followed, but those all had an explanation of why they were needed. This one was just a starkly imperative statement.

Lucas, who was both my partner and my Tactical Commander, said I should forget about the mystery. He believed the reason for the rule was being kept secret from my unit members because knowing it would be disturbing or even dangerous for me.

That was enough to stop Lucas from trying to find out the answer. I was far too irreplaceably precious to him, both personally and professionally, for him to risk harming me. I wasn’t totally convinced by Lucas’s theory though. I knew the Hive had a policy of carefully controlling knowledge. Telepaths were never imprinted because of the danger of it damaging our abilities, but we obviously learned random knowledge from the minds we read, and I suspected this rule was to prevent us sharing that knowledge with each other.

I couldn’t forget the issue, but I tried not to spend too much time brooding on it. I couldn’t avoid doing that now though. The impact of my Strike team’s thoughts was heightened by there being few other travellers on the express belt at this time of day. I could normally shut down my telepathic abilities, and blot out the thoughts of those around me, but this was like having twenty-one people shouting the same thing at the top of their voices. There was no point in asking them not to think about it. Whenever someone tried to avoid thinking about something, it just focused their mind more strongly on whatever was forbidden.

I was relieved when Lucas’s voice spoke from the crystal unit in my ear, and the minds around me started concentrating on his briefing.

“We’ve now received a detailed status report from Morton’s Telepath Unit. Their target has been identified as a maintenance worker called Irwin. The man married in 2520, and a daughter was born in 2522, but his marriage broke down in 2530, probably as a result of his long-term behavioural problems.”

“If Irwin had long-term problems, why wasn’t he given therapy?” I asked.

“Irwin was offered optional therapy sessions several times, Amber, but he refused them,” said Lucas.

The imposing figure of my Strike team leader, Adika, was standing next to me. I heard him grunt in disapproval.

“After the breakdown of his marriage two years ago, Irwin’s problems escalated, and mandatory therapy sessions were imposed on him,” continued Lucas. “However, records show his hostile attitude made progress difficult.”

Lucas paused. “Two days ago, Irwin’s ex-wife remarried. Irwin appears to have only learned about the marriage this morning. He went to her apartment, her new husband opened the door, and Irwin attacked him with a knife. By purely random good luck, a patrolling nosy squad turned into the accommodation corridor at that moment, so Irwin abandoned his attack and fled.”

I could understand Irwin fleeing in fear when he saw the nosy squad coming. There were a host of them patrolling the Hive, each squad composed of four guards in the standard blue uniforms of Health and Safety, and a single grey-clad nosy who was pretending to be a telepath. Their job was to promote the myth that the Hive was a perfectly safe place, with a multitude of telepaths watching over it instead of only five, so people were deterred from even thinking of committing a crime.

The outfits nosies wore were designed to be intimidating, with a loose-fitting grey robe and a matching whole-head mask giving the impression the wearer wasn’t entirely human. As a child, I’d found them utterly terrifying. Irwin would be scared of them too, and would have believed the patrol had arrived at that moment because the nosy had read his guilty thoughts. He’d naturally have panicked and run away.

“Fortunately, Irwin’s victim wasn’t seriously injured,” said Lucas. “The nosy called for help, and two of her guards gave the victim emergency treatment to stop the bleeding. The other two guards chased Irwin, but he managed to escape.”

I frowned. “The guards shouldn’t have risked chasing Irwin. Hasties are imprinted to enforce health and safety rules, not to deal with armed attackers.”

“Nosies deliberately dress and act in a frightening manner to increase their deterrent value,” said Lucas. “That means a cornered, guilty person can sometimes be desperate enough to attack them, so the hasties who act the part of nosies, or their guards, have imprints and training which includes combat skills.”

“That does make a difference,” I said.

“Morton and his Beta Strike team responded to the emergency call,” said Lucas. “Morton located Irwin, and they were pursuing him when he entered the maintenance areas for the Level 67 beach. Morton couldn’t maintain contact with Irwin’s mind due to the crowds in the public areas of the Level 67 beach, and his increasing physical difficulties prevented him from entering the maintenance areas himself.”

Adika gave a depressed sigh. I didn’t know the details of Morton’s health issues, because Morton’s medical staff kept them as confidential as possible, but the mention of them increasing would be personally worrying for Adika. He’d come out of Lottery seventeen years ago, and spent ten years in Mira’s Telepath Unit as a member of her Strike team, followed by seven years as a deputy Strike team leader for Morton. Now Adika had moved unit again to become my Strike team leader, but he was still deeply attached to the telepaths he’d served and protected before me.

I was worried about Morton’s health too, but for more general reasons. The nosy myth worked because Telepath Units caught most criminals before they committed their crimes, and carefully covered up the incidents which did happen. The problem was that the Hive ideally needed at least eight telepaths to keep order. For several years before Lottery discovered me, there’d only been four. The Hive had started descending into chaos, with Law Enforcement struggling to cover up an increasing number of incidents.

Now there were five telepaths, that descent into chaos was reversing, and the Hive was regaining stability. The thought of losing Morton, going back to only having four telepaths again, terrified everyone.

“Irwin has been working on the wave machinery for the Level 67 beach since he came out of the 2514 Lottery,” said Lucas. “He’s had eighteen years to learn the hazards of the maintenance areas, and could easily lead a Strike team into a trap. Morton’s Tactical Commander, Saanvi, made the wise decision it was too dangerous to send their Strike team in without telepathic assistance and called for emergency handover to another Telepath Unit.”

He paused. “Amber and the Alpha Strike team are now heading to take over Morton’s target. This is the first time our unit has been involved in an emergency handover. I emphasize the need for everyone to follow procedures precisely, so there’s no risk of telepaths meeting.”

I winced as the twenty-one minds around me responded by thinking of the four words indelibly imprinted on their brains. Telepaths must never meet.

“Fortunately, we aren’t under pressure to complete the handover quickly,” said Lucas. “All the workers on duty in the maintenance areas have been evacuated, and Morton’s Strike team are guarding the exits and main control banks, so the target is safely contained. It’s highly probable Irwin is near the Level 67 wave machinery, but we have to allow for the possibility he’s somewhere else.”

“We’ll have to keep Amber well clear of any suspect areas until we’ve got a confirmed target location,” said Adika. “Lucas, are you aware that beach maintenance areas are full of ladders?”

Ladders? I tensed. It had never occurred to me there’d be ladders near wave machinery.

“Amber may be physically capable of climbing ladders,” added Adika, “but she’s got a serious phobia of heights.”

“I’m well aware of this issue,” said Lucas.

“Exactly how high are these ladders, Lucas?” I asked anxiously.

“There’s no need to worry about the ladders, Amber,” said Lucas, in a soothing voice. “I told Adika to bring both his deputies along on this trip because Forge is a climbing specialist. He’ll be in charge of your bodyguards, and assisting you on the ladders, so you’ll be absolutely fine.”

My fear of heights had been triggered by a fall from a tree when I was seven years old. I’d been trying to write my name on the ceiling in my local park, a branch broke under my weight, and I crashed to the ground and broke my arm. I’d made several attempts to conquer my fear over the years, but if anything it had got worse instead of better.

The weird thing was that I didn’t have a problem reading the thoughts of others when they were climbing ladders or ropes. If they weren’t afraid of heights, then I wasn’t afraid either. It was when I was alone with my own thoughts that my fear took over.

“Yes, I’ll be absolutely fine,” I said shakily.
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“Warning, zone bulkhead approaching!” A voice boomed from overhead speakers, red signs started flashing countdown numbers, and Rothan, Adika’s deputy in charge of the Alpha Strike team, lifted me off my feet to cradle me against his chest.

“I’m perfectly capable of making a zone boundary jump myself,” I protested. “Even if I fell, nothing horrible would happen. There’s a safety bar to stop you falling down the gap between the end of one zone’s belt and the start of the next one.”

“If you don’t want Rothan to carry you for the jump,” said Adika, “we’ll all have to get off the belt system and walk across the boundary.”

I groaned and gave in as usual. Adika and I had this argument regularly, and it always ended the same way. Adika was immovably stubborn when it came to the safety of his precious telepath.

The bulkhead approached, its massive yellow and green striped doors wide open. The men ahead of us made the jump across the narrow gap between the end of the Yellow Zone belt and the start of the Green Zone belt, and then Rothan jumped after them.

If I’d made the jump myself, I’d have staggered on landing, because of the tiny difference in speed between the two express belts. Rothan’s landing was flawless though, because Lottery selected Strike team candidates with incredible strength, speed, and reflexes. He carefully lowered me to stand on my own feet again.

“The Level 67 beach is on the Green Zone side of the Hive centre point,” said Lucas, “so we’ll initiate handover procedure now. Liaison, are you ready to merge our crystal comms with those of Morton’s unit on my command?”

“We’re ready,” said the voice of my Liaison team leader, Nicole.

“Lucas, Nicole, and I should be the only ones talking on the crystal comms during the handover,” said Adika. “No one else says a word that isn’t completely necessary. Morton’s unit has been operational for over four decades, while ours has barely been operational for six months. We mustn’t give them any excuse for making jokes about us being inexperienced greenies.”

He paused. “Beach maintenance areas are a complex, three-dimensional maze. If anyone manages to get lost taking over a guard position from Morton’s team, message my dataview for instructions rather than announcing it on the crystal comms.”

“Liaison, I’ll count you down to merging crystal comms,” said Lucas. “Three, two, one. Now!”

“This is Adika for Amber,” said Adika, in formal tones. “Amber has just crossed from Yellow Zone to Green Zone and is following express belt 100 southbound on Level 67.”

“This is Katelyn for Morton,” came the response. “Morton is in area 490/4900 on Level 67. Joining express belt 4900 eastbound now.”

“Saanvi for Morton,” said another voice. “We’re recommending your team arrives at maintenance entrance 69K in area 490/4981 on Level 69. This should allow a safe route for your telepath to approach the suspect location.”

Adika tapped at his dataview and projected a bewildering holo diagram in front of him. I was confused by the suggestion that we should arrive on Level 69 rather than Level 67, and the diagram made no sense to me. I took the lazy option of closing my eyes and linking to Adika’s mind to find out what was happening.

... maintenance entrance leading directly to a stairwell ...

... need to avoid the cascade area for ...

... so many years as Katelyn’s deputy and now doing an emergency handover as ...

Adika’s mind was busy with professional thoughts about the handover, and personal memories of the people he’d worked with before joining my unit. There was no hint of why we should arrive on Level 69 instead of Level 67.

I spent a second doing my own thinking, and realized the obvious. A park on one level of the Hive took up two levels of space above it to allow extra ceiling height, and one level below it for the park lake and tree roots. Beaches were on a vastly bigger scale, their high ceilings taking up four levels of space above, and their seas two levels of space below. The wave machinery for the Level 67 beach must be connected to the deep water of its seas in some way, so it would need to be down on Level 68 or 69.

“Lucas for Amber,” said Lucas’s voice. “Accepting arrival recommendation. Confirming 490/4981 on Level 69.”

“Katelyn for Morton. There’s no need for me to explain the confusing nature of beach maintenance areas to you, Adika.”

I was still linked to Adika’s mind, and felt his rueful reaction to the hidden message in Katelyn’s comment.

... never forget that chase on the Level 12 beach. Still in my first month as one of Morton’s deputy Strike team leaders, when I led my team through the wrong interlink. Katelyn said she’d be generous about it, not firing me, just tormenting me about it for the rest of my life. She’s keeping her promise.

“The maintenance area for the Level 67 beach has interlinks with the maintenance areas for the beaches on Levels 66, 68, 69, and 70,” Katelyn continued. “My deputy, Mhairi, and five bodyguards are escorting Morton back to our unit. That leaves me with fifteen people here. I’ve got one person guarding each interlink, two at the master control bank, and nine stationed at key points around the wave machinery. I’m now transmitting all personnel locations to you in preparation for handover.”

“Amber Alpha team, stand by to receive your assignments,” said Adika.

The top levels of his mind were fully occupied checking the locations of Katelyn’s people and allocating his own men to take over their guard positions. Several levels down, there was a train of thought about Mhairi.

... pity she’s escorting Morton back to their unit. I called her with my congratulations when she was confirmed as my replacement, but it would have been nice to say a word in person.

Further down in his mind, at a level so close to the unconscious that Adika probably wasn’t aware of it himself, was a wistful reflection on the past.

... wonder if Mhairi ever had the same thoughts as me. It was impossible though. You aren’t allowed to have a relationship with someone on the same Strike team, so we both stayed alone and ...

I was swept up by Adika’s emotions, sharing his moment of melancholy as he reflected on the relationship that had never happened. It was just one among many sacrifices he’d made for his career and his duty to the Hive. A second later, his mood lightened again.

... went through some difficult times with Megan. My fault for rushing things when she was still grieving for her dead husband. Now we’ve moved past that, we can enjoy the ...

Adika’s thought train drifted off into erotic imagery, so I hastily pulled out of his mind.

“Amber is southbound approaching area 100/4900,” said Adika. “Is she clear to join eastbound express belt?”

“Morton is in area 900/4900 and joining express belt 900 southbound,” said Katelyn. “Amber is clear to head east.”

I felt Adika pick me up again. There was the distinctive series of movements that meant we were leaving one express belt and joining another. Morton and I were like chess pieces being moved to their correct squares on the board.

When Adika put me down again, I opened my eyes. We rode east along the express belt in total silence. My Alpha Strike team members were all eighteen or nineteen-year-olds who’d come out of the last Lottery with me. They were paranoidly aware they’d never taken part in a target handover before, and mustn’t break protocol by speaking on the crystal comms.

Morton’s Beta team were obviously being careful too. Was Morton listening to our crystal comms as well? Would he hear me if I tried saying hello, or were he and his bodyguards using comms on a different frequency?

I didn’t know the answer, but I was certain of one thing. If I tried talking to Morton, the staff of both our units would react by instantly separating our crystal comms, and our target could escape in the confusion and harm more people.

I couldn’t risk that happening. I didn’t need to use the crystal comms to talk to Morton anyway. One of the other telepaths, Sapphire, had contacted me and explained the secret method telepaths used to call each other.

Sapphire had also told me that telepaths had their special rules of conduct, referring to them as good manners. Unless there was some great emergency, it was considered good manners for a new telepath to wait for the more experienced ones to make contact first. None of Morton, Mira, or Keith had called me yet.

My team finally jumped belt again and moved into a lift. “Amber is approaching scene by lift,” said Adika.

“Morton has crossed to Blue Zone and is heading south to our unit,” said Katelyn. “Telepath handover complete. Standing by for target handover.”

The figures of my Strike team were rigid with tension as the lift went down from Level 67 to Level 69 and the doors opened. Adika led the way out of the lift, and along the length of one corridor, to where a tall, muscular woman stood by a door labelled Beach Maintenance 69K.

Katelyn faced me, and bowed her head respectfully in what I’d learned was the standard acknowledgement of the presence of a telepath from another unit, before leading the way through the door.

I’d expected to enter a cramped maintenance walkway, but found myself in a spacious area with motion-activated lighting. Corridors led off to both the right and left, and staircases headed up and down. I relaxed. There were solid staircases rather than ladders here. My fear of heights wouldn’t be an issue after all.

“Amber Alpha team, crystal units to visual,” ordered Adika.

We all reached up to adjust our ear crystals, and the camera extensions unfolded at the right side of our faces.

“Nicole for Amber.” Nicole’s voice was a note higher than usual. “Visual links green for all Strike team.”

“Amber Alpha team, deploy,” said Adika.

The Strike team members assigned to Chase team duties split up, running off down the corridors or climbing up the stairs to reach their guard positions. Katelyn gave a wary look in the direction of my bodyguards and me, then turned to Adika.

“I’ve heard good reports of you, Adika. You’ve taken a novice Strike team and brought them up to operational standards incredibly quickly.”

Adika smiled. “I had the advantage of your excellent training, Katelyn.”

A strange voice spoke in my ear crystal. “Marcia for Morton. Guard position relieved.”

Other voices followed, stating their names and reporting their guard position was relieved, and then figures began appearing from all directions. Strike team members didn’t just regularly carry their telepath. If danger threatened, they’d use their bodies to shield their telepath from harm. The Hive believed the intimacy of those moments was easier if Strike team members were of a sex attractive to the telepath, so Lottery had selected male Strike team members for me.

Morton would ideally have had an all-female Strike team, but Lottery had problems finding enough female candidates who could meet the physical requirement of carrying their telepath while running at full speed. Most of the people arriving were women with closely trimmed brown hair and a build that totally overshadowed me, but there were a couple of men among them. They all gave the standard, respectful nod in my direction on arrival, before moving to stand in formation behind Katelyn.

When number fifteen appeared, Katelyn faced Adika and lifted her right hand. Adika matched the gesture, and they clapped their palms together.

“I tag you, Adika,” said Katelyn. “You have control of the incident scene.”

“I have control of the incident scene,” Adika responded formally.

Katelyn and her people nodded to me again, looking oddly like actors bowing to their audience. I was tempted to read one of their minds to find out what they thought of me, but Sapphire had warned me that violating the privacy of another telepath by reading the mind of someone from their unit was bad manners. I dutifully kept my curiosity in check while Katelyn led her team off through the door.

Lucas’s voice spoke in my ear crystal. “Lucas for Amber. Acknowledging target handover complete. Counting down to separating crystal comms. Three, two, one. Now!”

“Crystal comms are separated,” said Nicole.

I heard the massed sound of relieved sighs on the comms.

“Now we can stop worrying about looking like a bunch of inexperienced greenies in front of Morton’s people, and concentrate on catching our target,” said Lucas cheerfully. “Forge, you can start moving Amber into position now.”

Forge pointed his finger at two of my other bodyguards, and they led the way up the stairs. Forge and I followed, and my remaining three bodyguards brought up the rear. At the top of the stairs was another open area. Corridors led off to the left and right, but straight ahead of us was a wall with a ladder heading upwards. I had a bad feeling that we were going up the ladder.

“We’re going up the ladder,” said Forge.

The ladder led up into a pitch-dark shaft. There was bound to be motion-activated lighting up there, but right now it wasn’t on, so I had no clue to the length of the ladder.

I hesitated. “Isn’t there an easier way to get to wherever we’re going?”

“I’m afraid not,” said Forge. “We need to get you to a spot right next to the wave machinery while ensuring we keep a solid wall between you and the target at all times. The only other routes are even worse. I can show you a holo diagram to help you understand the area.”

Forge took out his dataview and projected a bewildering, three-dimensional holo diagram in mid air. “Since there’s only one beach on each accommodation level, they’re all located near the 500/5000 centre point of the Hive to optimize travel access, and are arranged in a spiral pattern around four structural columns for optimal strength and stability.”

He gestured at the diagram. “The four vertical tubes marked in green are the structural columns. We obviously can’t walk through those.”

“Obviously not,” I agreed.

“The red areas contain extreme hazards like wave machinery. If necessary, the Strike team can pursue a target through those areas, but we can’t risk taking you in there.”

I gave a resigned grunt.

“The blue oblongs are the beaches themselves,” continued Forge. “It’s impossible to go through a beach void, so we have to go over, under, or around them, and that complicates our route.”

“I don’t see why there’s a problem going through a beach. We can just walk across the sand.”

“It’s true that we could walk across the sand,” said Forge, in a carefully polite voice. “We can’t walk across the sea though, or fly over a beach like a seagull.”

“Oh, yes.”

Forge pointed at the diagram. “We entered the maintenance area here on Level 69. We’ve climbed one flight of stairs, so we’re now on Level 68, and we need to go over the Level 68 beach to get you next to the wall of the wave machinery area for the Level 67 beach.”

“And that means climbing this ladder.” I sighed.

“Yes. There’s one very long climb up to Level 63, where we walk along a corridor over the top of the Level 68 beach, and then we have a shorter climb down to Level 65.”

“We’re going to Level 65?” I rubbed my forehead. “That doesn’t make sense. Surely the wave machinery area for the Level 67 beach needs to be down on Level 68 or Level 69.”

“No, wave machinery areas are always two levels above the beach they serve.”

I abandoned all hope of understanding either our route or how wave machinery worked, and tried an alternative tactic for avoiding the ladder. “Lucas, I’d like to check the area to see if I can find our target from where I am.”

“You’re welcome to check the area, but I’m afraid you’re unlikely to find our target,” said Lucas. “Beaches are popular places, and the lower level ones get especially crowded. You’ll find your telepathic range is far shorter than usual.”

I took another look at the holo diagram, and faced the wall with the ladder. The Level 68 beach was on the other side of that wall. Beyond the beach was the wave machinery area where our target had taken refuge.

I closed my eyes and studied my surroundings with my telepathic sense. Clustered around me were the familiar minds of Forge and my other bodyguards. Directly ahead of me was the dazzling glow of a tumult of thoughts. There were other glowing areas to the side, above, and below, which had to be the densely packed minds of people on other beaches.

On a telepathic level it was noisy here, very noisy, but I tried skimming forward across the minds on the Level 68 beach anyway. I could sense the nearer ones perfectly well, but the thoughts of the further ones merged into what was effectively a deafening background noise. There was no hope of me finding a target who was hiding somewhere beyond them.

I opened my eyes again. “You’re right about the problems of the crowded beaches, Lucas. My telepathic range is less than a corridor length.”

I took a deep breath. “Let’s climb the ladder, Forge.”
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Two of my bodyguards headed rapidly up the ladder, and then Forge gestured me forward. “It’s best if we don’t use safety ropes here – they’d keep getting caught on the hooks holding the ladders – but don’t worry. It’s impossible for you to fall when I’m right behind you.”

I took hold of the ladder and started climbing upwards. As always, the first few rungs were easy. It was when I’d climbed past ceiling height that fear began beating at me. I told myself not to be silly. Forge was right that it was impossible for me to fall when he was right behind me.

It wasn’t dark in the shaft any longer, because the motion-activated lights had come on. That was good because I could see the rungs of the ladder. That was bad because I could see just how much further I had to climb. Logic told me the ladder could only be four or five levels high at most, but the rungs seemed to stretch off for a distance of more like twenty.

“You’re doing fine, Amber,” Forge’s voice encouraged me.

“I wish I could read your mind while I’m doing this, Forge,” I babbled. “You aren’t scared of heights, and that stops me being scared of them too. Being in someone else’s head and trying to move your own body gets confusing though.”

“I strongly advise you against reading anyone else’s mind when you’re climbing a ladder, Amber,” said Lucas hastily.

The palms of my hands were slippery with sweat now, making it harder to grip the rungs of the ladder. I should try wearing gloves the next time I did this. I should try not to be in the situation again. If another Telepath Unit ever called for an emergency handover at a beach again, I wouldn’t volunteer. I’d ...

I reached up for the next rung with my left hand, and my right hand slipped, almost losing its hold on the ladder. I gasped in alarm, and Forge’s body was suddenly pressing against my back, his arms encircling me, his hands gripping the ladder on either side of mine.

“I’ve got you, Amber. I won’t let you fall.”

I clung to the ladder, frozen in panic.

“I won’t let you fall,” Forge repeated soothingly. “Trust me.”

I’d known Forge since I was thirteen years old. We’d had rooms on the same corridor on Teen Level. I’d once tried the ‘C’ grade cliff climb on the Teen Level beach and frozen in panic just like this. Forge had rescued me then, and I could trust him to take care of me now.

I gave myself another minute to relax before climbing upwards again. This time, I tried counting each rung of the ladder, but quickly discovered that was a bad idea. The steadily increasing number made me even more aware of the long length of ladder below me.

I tried concentrating on the Hive Obligations I’d learnt in school instead, thinking of one line each time I climbed a rung of the ladder. It was a minute or two before I realized I was reciting the lines aloud.

“Sorry,” I said. “I’m trying to distract myself.”

“You can do anything that helps you, Amber,” said Lucas.

“I know that it’s ...”

I climbed another rung of the ladder, and the narrow shaft was replaced by an open area. A moment later, I was standing on a wonderfully solid floor, with my bodyguards next to me.

“Amber’s made it to the top of the ladder,” reported Forge.

“Well done.” Lucas sounded as relieved as I was.

“Now we go this way,” said Forge.

He led the way along a corridor, and I became aware of a thumping sound from above me, which kept repeating every few seconds. “Is that noise coming from the wave machinery of one of the beaches?”

“Yes,” said Forge.

I wasn’t just hearing the thumping. I seemed to feel it vibrating in my bones. Air was gusting through this corridor, carrying the salt scent of beaches with it, so we must be near a wind machine as well.

“We’re walking over the top of the Level 68 beach now,” said Forge. “Our floor is their sky.”

There was a thrilled note in his voice, and his face registered pure delight. Eight months ago, the two of us had entered Lottery testing along with over a million other eighteen-year-olds in our Hive. We’d felt helpless and afraid back then, knowing we’d no control at all over our future lives. Lottery would decide our work assignments and status in the Hive. Whatever that decision was, whether we were sent to live on the elite top ten levels of the Hive or down in the depths, we’d have no option but to accept it.

Lucas said that might seem unfair, but the automated processes of Lottery could make much better decisions than we could make for ourselves. They could consider careers we didn’t even know existed, choosing one that was needed by the Hive but would also make us happy and fulfilled.

It had certainly happened that way for Forge. As a teen, he’d got into trouble for exploring the forbidden places of the Hive. Lottery had harnessed his rebel streak and hankering for danger by assigning him to my Strike team.

This was Forge’s ideal life. I felt a moment of pure envy. Forge, all the other members of my unit, and virtually everyone else in the Hive had been assigned to work they loved. I was the one in a million exception. My telepathic ability was so vital to the Hive that whatever other skills I had, whatever other life I was better suited to, didn’t matter. I had to do this work, and I had to do it without the benefit of imprinted information or the help of other telepaths.

“We’re approaching a viewing point for the Level 66 beach,” said Forge. “There’ll be a hole in the corridor wall at head height. I don’t know whether that will make you nervous or not.”

“Exactly how big a hole is this?” I asked warily.

“A square hole about this wide.” Forge held out his hands to indicate the width. “It’s impossible to fall through the hole though. Viewing points have wire mesh across them.”

“If the hole has mesh across it, then it shouldn’t worry me,” I said.

A moment later, I saw the hole in the wall myself. I’d been wrong about there being a wind machine nearby. The gusts of air and the sea scent were coming from that hole. I hesitated, went to look through the wire mesh, and was startled by a screech and a flapping of wings.

I gave a shocked giggle. “I scared a seagull.”

“The gulls are the reason for the wire mesh,” said Forge. “If one gets inside the maintenance areas, it’s difficult to get it out again.”

I gazed down at the Level 66 beach. I seemed to be looking out from somewhere high up on its side cliffs. Directly below me, waves were gently rolling in towards the sand, and people were paddling in the water. The long length of the beach stretched off into the distance.

As a teen, I’d spent a lot of days on the Teen Level beach with Forge and my best friend, Shanna, who’d been his girlfriend back then. So many hours spent either swimming myself or sitting on the sand and watching Forge surf, but I’d never noticed there were viewing points high in the cliffs. I’d never realized there were maintenance ladders and corridors running over the sky. Far more importantly, I’d never known there was any danger in my world.

I’d learned so much since Lottery. I’d changed so much since Lottery. I had an odd moment, where I seemed to see my past self sitting on the beach below me, talking to Shanna and Forge.

That Amber had been terrified going into Lottery, fearing she’d be judged as virtually useless, but now I was a cossetted, protected telepath, effectively even higher than Level 1.

What would have happened if I hadn’t been a telepath but just an ordinary girl? What life would that other Amber be living now? What profession would she have? How far down the Hive would she be, and would she be as delighted with her work as Forge?

In the early days of being a telepath, I’d often wished I could be that other Amber, living the life of an ordinary girl again. Now I’d accepted it would never happen. Not just because my Hive needed me as a telepath, but because going back to being my old self would be like wearing an outgrown dress from when I was six years old. I still couldn’t help wondering what my Lottery result would have been if I’d gone through the full standard testing process.

“We need to move on, Amber.”

Forge’s voice drew me back to reality, and I hurried guiltily on down the corridor, slowing as I saw another ladder ahead.

Forge gave me an encouraging smile. “You can do this, Amber. I’ll be right below you all the way down.”

He started climbing down the ladder. I made a whimpering noise and followed him.

“Lucas, please tell me I’ll never have to do anything like this again.”

“If possible, we’ll get Sapphire to deal with future beach emergencies,” said Lucas, “but she won’t be available all the time.”

“Does it have to be Sapphire that helps? I know Morton can’t climb ladders, but what about Mira and Keith?”

“Mira has low dexterity,” said Lucas. “Her Tactical Commander won’t risk her on ladders.”

“And Keith?”

“Keith’s Tactical Commander has decided that Keith shouldn’t go near beaches.”

I blinked. “Why not?”

There was an awkward silence on the crystal comms, and then the strained voice of Megan, my Senior Administrator, spoke. “The last time Keith went on an emergency run to a beach, my husband died.”

Waste it! I gripped the ladder tightly, and gave myself a moment to get my voice under control before replying.

“I’m sorry, Megan. I didn’t know that happened at a beach.”

“It happened at the Level 81 beach,” said Lucas. “It was one of the last emergency runs Keith did when I was deputy leader of his Tactical team. Keith’s telepathy cut out in the middle of the run, and it ended disastrously.”

Lucas made a soft groaning noise. “Keith has always had a problem with his telepathy failing without warning. Sometimes it only cuts out for a minute or two, but it can be for as long as a full day. His Tactical team thought it was happening randomly, but we did an in-depth statistical analysis after the beach run, which showed nearby crowds of people could be a contributing factor. Keith’s Tactical Commander, Gaius, decided that Keith should avoid beaches and major event venues in future.”

“I understand.” I forced myself to start moving down the ladder again. I should never have asked why Keith’s Tactical Commander didn’t want him going near beaches. There was bound to be a good reason for that decision. Now I was feeling horribly guilty. This run was bound to be distressing for Megan, reminding her of how her husband died, and I’d made things even worse.

I seemed to spend a lot of time feeling guilty about Megan. She organized the everyday running of my unit perfectly, arranged every conceivable luxury for me, and when I needed her support she was unfailingly there for me. I should be grateful, I should care for Megan the same way she cared for me, but the unpleasant truth was that I often found her deeply irritating.

To make matters worse, I didn’t know why I felt that way. There’d been two good reasons for me to be annoyed with Megan in the past. Her arguments with Adika had made life difficult for me and the rest of the unit. Her duties as Senior Administrator had included acting as both my personal doctor and counsellor, and the counselling had been an utter failure.

But neither of those things were a problem any longer. Adika and Megan had sorted out their relationship. They’d come up with an arrangement that I thought was unusual – getting engaged but delaying the marriage to allow Megan to use stored tissue samples to have her late husband’s child – but seemed to make them happy.

Lucas and I had solved the counselling difficulties by recruiting a new counsellor for me, someone who had the great advantage of being one of the thousand borderline telepaths that Lottery discovered each year. Buzz didn’t have conscious control of her abilities like me, only getting intermittent glimpses of the strongest thoughts in other minds, but that was enough for me to feel she had some understanding of my life.

So all the old conflict areas between me and Megan were gone. The worst complaint I could make against her now was that she was obsessively tidy while I was the exact opposite. Why did I still find her so annoying? Why did ...?

My right foot tried to find the next rung of the ladder but hit solid floor instead. I looked down, totally bewildered. Yes, I’d reached the bottom of the ladder.

“All the way down without a single panic attack,” said Forge, in a delighted voice. “High up, Amber!”

I gave a shaky laugh. It seemed that the best way for me to avoid being worried about heights was to be worried about something else instead.

“We just need to walk a bit further along this corridor now,” added Forge briskly.

My bodyguards and I headed along the corridor in formation. I could hear thumping sounds again.

Forge stopped and pointed at one of the corridor walls. “The Level 67 wave machinery area is on the other side of this wall.”

I nodded, sat on the floor, closed my eyes, and reached out with my telepathic sense. The clamour of the Level 68 beach was as loud as before, but it was crucially behind me now. Ahead of me, I sensed a completely blank area.

No, I was wrong. That wasn’t a blank area in front of me. I was deafened, dazzled, distracted by the mass of minds on the nearby beaches, but there was a scattering of other minds here as well. Most of them were the familiar sound, scent, shape of members of my Strike team, positioned to form a sort of huge globe, but near the centre of that globe ...

“Target acquired,” I said. “There’s a problem though. Irwin’s got his daughter with him.”
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“Irwin can’t have his daughter with him,” said Lucas, in a confused voice. “Irwin’s daughter is at a medical facility with her mother and her injured stepfather. We’ve got a team of hasties guarding them.”

“Irwin’s daughter isn’t at the medical facility,” I said. “She’s standing right next to him. They’re on some sort of walkway running over the top of a line of big wave tanks. The tanks have numbers painted on the side. Irwin and his daughter are standing directly above wave tank 291.”

I was seeing the view through Irwin’s eyes. I was hearing the gushing of water through his ears. I was feeling the fine water spray hitting his skin, and both tasting and smelling the salt in the air. Most importantly of all though, I was sharing his thoughts about this place.

There were proper lights in here, rather than power saving, motion-activated lighting, because in normal circumstances at least one person was on duty in wave machinery areas. Some types of wave tank failure could cause freak waves that endangered people on the beaches, so they needed to be seen and dealt with quickly.

The lights illuminated the line of vast wave tanks, stretching off into the distance in both directions. All those tanks were rapidly filling with churning water. If I’d been alone in my own head, and physically standing on this narrow walkway, I’d have been terrified. It was little more than a strip of metal grating, with only a single safety rail on each side to prevent the unwary from falling into the tanks below.

I wasn’t in my own head at this moment though. I was in Irwin’s mind and experiencing his love of this place. I smiled at the blonde-haired girl next to me, and then looked down at the tanks. As the water level reached the halfway point, all the water abruptly dropped downwards, vanishing off somewhere below with a thumping, whooshing noise.

... been wanting to bring Christie here to see the wave machinery for so long, but her mother ...

I, Irwin, shouted to make myself heard over the noise. “The water gets pumped up into these tanks and then dropped down chutes to make the waves on the Level 67 beach. At the moment, the wave machinery is set for swimming. On a surfing day, the tanks fill right up to the top, so they create much bigger waves.”

The part of me that was still Amber heard Lucas’s voice speaking on the crystal comms. “Liaison, please check if Irwin’s daughter is still at the medical facility.”

“I’m talking to the leader of the hasty team right now,” said Nicole. “He says Christie is definitely there. He’s standing right next to her.”

“Irwin must have another daughter that we didn’t know about,” said Lucas. “How old is the girl with him, Amber, and is there any clue to her name?”

“She looks about eleven years old to me, and she’s called Christie,” I reported, as bewildered as everyone else. “Irwin’s enjoying explaining the wave machinery to her. He’s wanted to bring Christie here for years, but her mother said it was too dangerous.”

“Irwin can’t have two daughters called Christie,” said Lucas. “Or could he? If he’s been leading a secret double life with two different families, he might deliberately use the same names for the children to make the lying easier.”

“I can’t believe anyone could successfully hide having two different families,” said the voice of Lucas’s deputy, Emili. “The central data storage integrity checks would spot it within days.”

“Keith’s unit had a case last year where someone had successfully hidden having two families for sixteen years,” said Lucas. “I admit that person had the advantage of working in data storage though. If Irwin doesn’t have two daughters, then ... Amber, is that a real girl, or is she a figment of Irwin’s imagination?”

I disentangled myself from Irwin’s thoughts, and moved to study the mind next to him.

... the ice cream was good, and this place is thrilling. Like something out of a weird dream. I wish the man would stop calling me Christie though. I’ve told him that’s not my name twice already, but perhaps he didn’t hear me. It’s noisy here and ...

“The girl must be real because I can read her mind. She isn’t Irwin’s daughter though. She’s never seen him before today, and she’s getting annoyed about him calling her Christie. She was on the Level 67 beach, and Irwin offered to buy her an ice cream and show her the wave machinery. She thinks this place is thrillingly weird and dreamlike.”

Adika groaned. “This is the downside of making everyone believe the Hive is a completely safe place. The girl wouldn’t see any danger in accepting an ice cream from a stranger and going off with him.”

“So Irwin isn’t imagining the girl exists,” said Lucas thoughtfully, “he’s just imagining that she’s his daughter. Do you know what the girl’s real name is, Amber, and whether she was at the beach with her family or by herself?”

I returned to the girl’s mind, scanning through the levels of her thoughts for clues. “It’s frustratingly rare for people to think of their own names. Ah, the girl has visited this beach twice before with her family, but she came here alone this time. I was wrong about her age, she’s younger than she looks, and today is her Freedom Day. She rode the express belt all the way from Purple Zone to spend the day on the beach.”

“It’s the girl’s Freedom Day,” repeated Lucas. “Yesterday was her tenth birthday, and her parents took her to get her tracking bracelet removed. That’s a hugely significant moment in a child’s life. Her parents probably held a bracelet party for the girl and her friends that evening, and today she was excused from school for her Freedom Day.”

“Lucas, it doesn’t matter if today is the girl’s Freedom Day or not,” said Adika impatiently. “Nothing matters except to get her out of the wave machinery area alive. You should call the strike now.”

“I’m not rushing into calling a strike when I don’t understand the situation. What’s Irwin thinking about now, Amber?”

I swapped to Irwin’s mind. “Curiously, he doesn’t just believe the girl is his daughter. He also thinks the Halloween Festival is starting tomorrow rather than happening a couple of months ago. He was supposed to take Christie to buy a Halloween costume, but he sneaked her off to the Level 67 beach to show her the wave machinery instead.”

“It sounds like Irwin is reliving genuine events which happened on the day before Halloween,” said Lucas. “Nicole, can you check that for me?”

“Waste it!” said Adika. “You mean we’ve got a target who’s operating in a different reality from the rest of us, and he’s taken a vulnerable child hostage. How could Saanvi and Katelyn have let that happen?”

“This situation isn’t their fault,” said Lucas. “When Irwin arrived at the Level 67 beach, Morton saw him thinking about the wave machinery, but then lost contact with his thoughts because the beach was so crowded. When the Strike team arrived a few minutes later, they found the maintenance entrance door in the cliffs had been left open, which confirmed Irwin had gone inside. Saanvi had no hint at all that Irwin had taken a girl hostage.”

He paused. “But even if Saanvi had known Irwin had a hostage, she’d still have had to call for emergency handover. Morton couldn’t either regain contact with Irwin’s mind or follow him into the maintenance area. The statistics on hostage scenarios are brutally clear. Sending a Strike team in to rescue a hostage without telepathic support more than doubles the chance of the hostage dying.”

“I’ve just spoken to Irwin’s ex-wife,” said Nicole. “She confirms that Irwin was taking care of Christie on the day before Halloween and took her to visit the wave machinery. Irwin’s supervisor caught them in there, filed a report about Irwin taking a child into an extreme hazard area, and Irwin got called in to see the Beach Controller. Irwin’s been assigned to night sand duty ever since then.”

“What’s night sand duty?” asked Lucas.

“The night patrol to clean up litter from the beach and rake the sand flat,” said Nicole. “The Beach Controller also reported Irwin’s behaviour to his therapist, his ex-wife, Emergency Services, Child Protection, Law Enforcement, and Hive Defence.”

I blinked. “Reporting it to Hive Defence seems a bit of an overreaction.”

“I’m skimming through Irwin’s work records,” said Nicole. “There have been three different Level 67 Beach Controllers in the last eighteen years, and they’ve all had difficulty dealing with Irwin. The current Beach Controller has been coping with his behaviour for nearly three years. I don’t know why ... Ah!”

“Ah?” Lucas questioned.

“I’ve just seen the Beach Controller’s transcript of her interview with Irwin. He called her some names I’d rather not repeat. I’m not surprised she reported him to everyone possible.”

“And what was done in response to those reports?” asked Lucas.

“Irwin’s child access rights were removed, and he was put on a more intensive course of therapy,” said Nicole. “Unfortunately, that was of limited help. The therapist’s records say that Irwin won’t accept his actions contributed to his problems. He blames everything on his ex-wife, his supervisor, and the Beach Controller. He thinks they’re conspiring against him.”

“You’d better send all the records to my Tactical team for analysis,” said Lucas, “but the sequence of events seems clear. Irwin lost his post in the wave machinery area, was forbidden to see his daughter again, and was forced to undergo more intensive therapy. He blamed everyone but himself for what happened, and the discovery that his ex-wife had remarried tipped him over the edge into making a violent attack on her new husband. He was caught in the act by a nosy squad, and fled, but must have known he’d be hunted down.”

Lucas made a pained noise. “Irwin instinctively went to the Level 67 beach, and saw a girl who reminded him of his daughter. He hasn’t just taken physical refuge in the familiarity of the wave machinery area, but taken mental refuge in reliving his last few happy hours with his daughter. As long as Irwin remains in his fantasy world, believing the girl is his daughter, she’s perfectly safe. If we do anything to shatter Irwin’s fantasy though, he’ll instantly return to both reality and his state of violent anger. His past behaviour suggests he won’t accept responsibility for fantasizing about the girl, but blame her for deceiving him.”

“You think Irwin will react to a return to reality by harming the girl?” asked Adika.

“Yes,” said Lucas. “He’s already made the critical progression from verbal to physical attacks by stabbing a man. I’m looking at images of a typical wave machinery area right now. The line of wave tanks has to be as long as the beach it serves to create the full length of the waves.”

He sighed. “Irwin and the girl are standing on the maintenance walkway running above the line of tanks. They’re above wave tank 291, about a quarter of the way along the line. Irwin will see anyone who comes along the walkway towards them.”

“We don’t have to approach along the walkway,” said Adika. “I could sneak up to beside wave tank 291, and shoot Irwin on stun. Then my men could come along the walkway to collect him and the girl.”

“Have you actually seen the wave machinery maintenance walkway yet, Adika?” asked Lucas.

“No. I ordered my men to stay well back so there’d be no risk of Irwin seeing us, and I’m currently with Eli at the wave machinery control bank.”

“Then I suggest you move to where you can see the start of this walkway before we continue our conversation,” said Lucas.

There was a short pause before Adika spoke in a startled voice. “Waste it! That walkway isn’t designed for people but seagulls.”

“It’s certainly minimalist,” said Lucas, “but I suppose that solid sides would make it harder for the maintenance workers to reach down to the tank controls.”

“Our information on the walkways says they have anti-slip grating underfoot,” said Nicole. “Wave machinery maintenance workers are also chosen for their good dexterity and balance.”

“Irwin isn’t going to have good dexterity and balance if we stun him,” said Lucas. “He’d be bound to fall off the walkway into a wave tank. If possible, we want to capture the man, not drown him. Besides, he’d have a second or two while the stun took effect to stab the girl. Where’s Irwin’s knife now, Amber?”

“It’s not truly a knife,” I said. “It’s a multi-purpose maintenance tool, which includes a knife head for clearing limpets from the wave tank mechanisms. The tool is folded up in Irwin’s pocket, but he doesn’t need it to harm the girl. The single safety rail guarding each side of the walkway is at Irwin’s waist height. He could easily push the girl under it, and once she falls into a wave tank ...”

I winced. “Well, it’s a maelstrom in those tanks. Every few seconds, the water gets dumped down a chute into the sea on the Level 67 beach, and the girl would be swept down with it.”

“We can’t let that happen,” said Eli urgently. “Being dumped into the sea would be just like when we were chasing that target Outside the Hive, and I fell down a waterfall. I was knocked unconscious, and my leg was smashed to pieces. If Forge and Adika had been a second later pulling me out of the river, I’d have drowned. The girl wouldn’t stand a chance.”

“No, she wouldn’t,” said Lucas grimly. “We mustn’t do anything to alarm Irwin while he’s got the girl on that walkway. The problem is that he isn’t going to take her anywhere else.”

Lucas groaned. “Irwin’s last happy hours with his daughter didn’t end with the two of them walking back out of the wave machinery area, but with Irwin’s supervisor coming in and shouting at them. Irwin is going to stay on that walkway with the girl until something happens to break his fantasy of her being his daughter. Then he’ll see her as being part of the conspiracy against him, and there’s every chance he’ll try to kill her.”

“We could try the tactic of sneaking up to wave tank 291, but not shoot Irwin,” said Adika. “The thick walls between the wave tanks are obviously designed to allow maintenance workers to clamber along the top. If I took a couple of men with me, we could get across the top of one of the walls, and grab Irwin. He won’t hear us coming from behind him when it’s so noisy in the wave machinery area.”

“But if Irwin turned around at the wrong moment, then the girl could die,” said Lucas.

“And it’s far too dangerous for anyone to try getting across the wave tanks when they’re working,” I said anxiously. “Irwin has been telling the girl all about how he maintains those tanks. The maintenance workers do sometimes crawl along the top of the walls of a wave tank to repair something, but they always shut down that tank and the neighbouring ones first as a safety precaution. The tank walls are constantly wet from spray, so even the specially designed handholds can get slippery with algae.”

“There has to be a better solution than sending men clambering over the death trap of those tanks while they’re operating,” said Lucas. “I understand what’s happening in Irwin’s head now, but I need to know more about the girl.”

I left Irwin’s mind, returned to the thoughts of the girl, and finally discovered her name.

“The girl just remembered the words her mother said this morning,” I said. “‘Happy Freedom Day, Glenna.’”

“The name and the birth date should give us the girl’s identity,” said Nicole. “Yes. She’s confirmed as Glenna 2522-1218-929. She lives in Purple Zone.”

“Good,” said Lucas. “Please send me Glenna’s school records.”

“Can you send them to me too?” My counsellor, Buzz, unexpectedly spoke on the crystal comms. “My parents are both school teachers. They spend a lot of time complaining about the troublemakers in their classes, so I can explain the undertones hidden in the polite, official comments.”

“Those records are held on the dedicated school system,” said Nicole, “so retrieving them will take a minute or two.”

“We’ve got some key information about Glenna’s personality already,” said Lucas. “Today is her Freedom Day. For the first time in her life, she could move around the Hive without parents or hasties checking her location, and explore areas previously forbidden as too dangerous for her to visit alone. Children are trained in school to be loyal and dutiful members of the Hive, perfectly content with their local area. Most of them don’t do anything more daring on their Freedom Day than go to a neighbouring area and explore a different park than usual.”

I was startled and then embarrassed. That was precisely what I’d done on my Freedom Day.

“Glenna didn’t go to the next area or even the next zone,” said Lucas. “She rode the express belt all the way from Purple Zone to Green Zone to visit the Level 67 beach. Glenna is a very adventurous child.”

“She’s brave too,” I said. “Glenna isn’t frightened standing on that walkway, just interested in Irwin’s explanation of how the wave tanks work.”

“The tradition of Freedom Day is encouraged by the Hive,” said Lucas. “It marks the start of the three-year transition period between a child being totally dependent on their parents and moving to live alone in a room on Teen Level. What a child does on their Freedom Day also provides the first indicators for their Lottery result. Virtually everyone imprinted as a Strike team member will have crossed at least four zone bulkheads on their Freedom Day.”

“That can’t be true, Lucas,” said Forge. “I only crossed one zone bulkhead. Well, two if you count my return journey.”

“I was the same,” said Adika.

“And I didn’t cross any zone bulkheads at all,” said Rothan.

“Travelling a long distance on your Freedom Day is an indicator for being imprinted as a Strike team member,” said Lucas. “You three are imprinted as Strike team leaders. It’s statistically likely that you crossed far more significant boundaries on your Freedom Day than just the physical ones between zones. What exactly did you do?”

“I went to the beach,” said Forge. “Mind you, I grew up on Level 14, and I went trespassing on the Level 1 beach. Everyone wears casual clothes on a beach, so nobody noticed I was out of place until I made the mistake of trying to sign up for my first cliff-climbing lesson. My identity code gave away the fact I’d no business on Level 1, and I was firmly escorted back to Level 14.”

“I managed to get into the waste system on my Freedom Day,” said Adika, in a reminiscent tone. “I got filthy, tried to clean myself up in a shopping area fountain, and was arrested by a team of hasties. When I explained I was on my Freedom Day, the hasties let me off with a warning, and escorted me home to my appalled parents. I’m still not sure whether it was the way I smelt, or having a team of hasties at their door, that upset my parents the most.”

“I went to a park,” said Rothan. “I admit I took a lift up to one of the Hive exits, and visited one of the Outside parks rather than a park inside the Hive, but that wasn’t nearly as boundary-breaking as it sounds. My family belonged to the Hive Ramblers Association, so I’d been going Outside all through my childhood.”

“I’d argue it was just as boundary-breaking as it sounds, Rothan,” said Lucas. “You’d been through all the standard social conditioning in school that was designed to make you into an ideal citizen. You’d been trained to recite the Hive Obligations and sing the Hive Duty songs. You’d heard all the fearsome stories about Outside, with the blinding Truesun that rules the day and the hunter of souls who roams the night.”

Rothan sighed. “It was difficult to sit quietly while the teachers told those ridiculous Halloween stories as if they were genuine facts.”

“Of course it was,” said Lucas. “You’d been Outside yourself and knew the truth. On your Freedom Day, you defied your teachers and demonstrated your commitment to what’s technically a subversive organization by going Outside.”

“I don’t understand how these things can be used as an indicator for Lottery results,” I said. “How can anyone know what a child does on their Freedom Day when they aren’t wearing a tracking bracelet?”

“Teachers spy on what the child says at school the next day,” said Buzz darkly.

“And more serious rule breaches, like those Forge and Adika committed, would be reported anyway,” added Nicole.

“We all know Strike team members are born rule breakers,” said Adika. “Why are we discussing our past crimes now?”

“Because Glenna has shown similar boundary-breaking tendencies,” said Lucas. “She crossed four zone boundaries to reach the Level 67 beach. If we successfully rescue her, then she’ll cross four more boundaries getting home.”

“I’ve got Glenna’s school records now,” said Nicole. “Sending them to Lucas and Buzz.”

There was a brief silence before Lucas spoke again. “There’s an interesting comment about Glenna being a resilient girl. What does that mean, Buzz?”

“There’s a type of school teacher who imposes authority on their class by publicly ridiculing any child who questions them.” Buzz’s voice had an edge of bitterness.

“My school teacher ridiculed me when I tried saying the stories about the Truesun were wrong,” said Rothan. “I kept quiet after that.”

“Glenna didn’t keep quiet,” said Buzz. “Describing a child as resilient is the teachers’ code for them not being intimidated into silence by ridicule. There are a few other code words in these records too. Glenna’s teachers hate her. They admit she’s highly adept physically, and appears totally loyal to the Hive, but she’s also intelligent enough to spot any inconsistencies in what they say, and rebellious enough to point them out to the rest of the class.”

“Glenna is strong-willed and displays boundary-breaking tendencies,” said Lucas, “but she’s also intelligent, physically adept, and loyal to the Hive. If she doesn’t suffer confidence-destroying experiences before she goes through Lottery, there’s a high chance she’ll be imprinted for a risk-taking profession such as Strike team or one of the Hive Defence combat roles.”

He was silent for a moment. “My Tactical team agree with me about Glenna’s character assessment. If she discovers Irwin is dangerous, she won’t freeze in panic like the average child. She’ll either run or fight
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