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Prologue – Suffering
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JEMMA SAT ON THE BED in the dark, contemplating how she'd gotten into this mess. 

She'd risen to the top of Juno's society by her early twenties, way ahead of any best-case schedule she could have ever imagined. She understood more of the truth behind events than anyone else alive. Her decisions had been crucial in the desperately needed reformation of the Central Committee.

How had she got it so wrong?

It had been two days since she'd last eaten, and only sporadically before then. She was rationing herself to an occasional sip of water to ensure it wouldn't run out before the brown-shirted bastards decided to feed her again. 

Perhaps it would be for the best if they didn't. 

Every movement was painful. Her joints ached, her dry skin cracked if she stirred away from her bed. She'd made so many mistakes: her friends had suffered, many had died, all because of her choices. Plenty would say she deserved this.

She couldn't give up though. She had to fight back, make amends for her well-meaning idiocy. 

Somehow.

Jemma's only crumb of comfort was that if she was still alive, it meant that Tamboli thought she must be useful to him. If so, that was something she could exploit, if only she could work out why he needed her.

It certainly wasn't anything to do with their personal history together; that was definitely a thing of the past. She'd let it cloud her judgement for too long, but no more. 

Tamboli had to be brought to account. It was her responsibility to do so, but first, she had to work out what was the wedge to use to pry open the door to her cell.

She had no idea. 

Isolated from rest of the world, all she could do was think over the decisions that had led to this nadir: a domino cascade of causality that stretched right back to that fateful day when she started Fixer University.
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Part One


Philosophy
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Chapter 1 – Exploration
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Fixer Jemma was fifteen years old. After spending her first five years in the creche came the adventure of a one-way trip down the corridor to her ten-year stint at school. Finally, today was the culmination of all those years of dedication and determination, a privilege few attained: she'd qualified for Fixer University. 

There were twenty of them in this intake – twenty slightly over-awed teenagers carrying bags and hormones to their home for the next two years. Jemma walked hand-in-reluctant-hand with her boyfriend, Kwame. In front was their best friend, Chris, the other member of the Tornado Trio as Ama used to call them in the creche. 

The procession from the familiar school quarters to the aspirational corridors of academia was a much more sedate affair than the journey to school, the only other time their horizons had expanded. They'd only been children then, rebellious and excited to be seeing more of the world after the confines of the creche. Was it any wonder they'd gotten into trouble? 

This was different. They'd matured. They were ready to learn the innermost secrets of Juno, while most of their old school friends were now heading out to maintain it. They'd receive the training needed to organise their division, maybe even to join the administration of their caste. They could be trusted. 

With a brief skip, Kwame poked one foot forward and clipped Chris on the ankle. The perfectly timed tap caused Chris's feet to tangle and, unable to regain his balance while holding his bags, he tumbled into the two girls ahead of him, who joined him on the floor. 

'Jemma, how could you?' said Kwame in mock surprise. 'That's so childish.'

'You bastard,' said Jemma, pushing him lightly backwards. She was reaching the end of her tether with Kwame's pranks; his glamour was wearing thin. He'd have to grow up soon, preferably before he dragged her down with him. His charms were translucent to her now, revealing the darkness of the mischievous nature that had been so alluring as a child. 

Chris turned over and propped himself up on his elbows, grinning his good-natured acceptance of Kwame's triumph. The leftmost girl, Tayla, slowly pulled herself to her feet while glaring at Kwame, shaking her head in exasperation with her ponytail whipping in sympathetic frustration. She was a girl of few words outside of class, but many wounding expressions. 

Jemma was too wrapt in her annoyance with Kwame to notice the reaction of the other girl, Rashida. Jemma found herself pinned against the corridor wall, her pained head held firmly against it by Rashida's hand at her throat.

'You idiot,' screamed Rashida, giving Jemma the pleasure of savouring the smell of her breakfast. 

Before Jemma could respond, Chris leapt to his feet and pulled Rashida away.

'It wasn't her,' said Chris in her ear.

'I don't care,' said Rashida. 'She's had it coming–'

'Break it up,' shouted a deep voice approaching from behind. 

It was Tibor, their school tutor, who'd been escorting them to university. 

'What's going on?' he said.

'Just an accident, sir. A misunderstanding,' said Chris. 'All my fault, I tripped. Clumsy bugger. Sorry ladies.' 

He flashed an endearing smile at them. The tension leaking away was almost audible. 

Jemma glanced between Kwame's grinning face, clearly savouring the conflict, and Chris's genial peacemaking. Chris was the best of them, he was going to be a great leader. 

'OK,' said Tibor, relieved to accept the resolution. 

He knew where trouble always lay with this cadre. All he had to do was get them to the end of the corridor, and they'd be someone else's problem. 

'No harm done,' he said. 'Back in line everyone, let's get moving.'

Within half an hour, Tibor's spell in charge was over. He'd been such a supportive mentor to them, despite the trouble they'd sometimes caused. Jemma wondered where they'd be without him. Whatever Kwame thought, she knew they'd always be in his debt unlike their creche mother, Ama who just wanted rid of them. 

Now Tibor was in their past too. 

They were quickly shown around their new living quarters and refectory, given the timetable and map for tomorrow, allocated their rooms and left to their own devices for the rest of the day. A few hours to acclimatise to the new surroundings was exactly what Jemma needed; it was all so strange. 

She entered her own room for the first time, turned and closed the door behind her. A door, and it was all hers, as was everything inside. She was alone; the rare sensation of seclusion was overwhelming. She breathed in the room, surveying and savouring it with quiet astonishment. A freshly made bed against the long wall, a small washbasin behind its head, a mirrored wardrobe on the opposite wall with a desk nestled next to it – all highlighted the distinction from her life up until now. After the last decade in school, with its crowded dormitories, communal washrooms and shared possessions, this was a guilt-inducing beige luxury.

She wondered if Kwame felt the same, then kicked herself. Why should she care what he thought after his antics? He never seemed to consider how she felt. The day was coming when she'd snap them out of their comfortable spiral into recrimination and regret, but that wasn't for now. Today was for celebrating their new freedom.

Carelessly, she threw her bag onto the bed, pausing as a couple of books escaped. Sod it, unpacking could wait. As enthralling as it was to be in her own room, she had to see how her friends were doing, to make the most of this unaccustomed freedom to move around independently. Without hesitation, she turned the door handle to break the seal of her new cocoon and rushed down the corridor towards Chris's room.

Her progress down the grey corridor was curtailed by Kwame stepping out of his room in front of her. His blue eyes widened briefly, but he masked his surprise with a charmingly avaricious grin. 

'I was just coming to see your room,' he said. 

Jemma greeted him with a deflecting kiss on the cheek, her hope of a few minutes to relax alone with Chris foiled.

'Shall we go and see Chris?' she said.

'I guess.'

Kwame took Jemma's hand and led her down the curving corridor.

'Come in,' came a familiar voice as Kwame knocked on Chris's door. 

Inside, they found Chris stood by the maintenance grating next to his bed. He turned to face them, snapping his hands behind his back.

'I bet you can't guess what I found under my bed,' he said grinning.

'Dirt?' said Jemma.

'Try again,' sighed Chris.

'Clue?' said Jemma.

'Err, something restricted. Well, in school, at least.'

'Just tell us,' said Kwame.

Chris sighed again and unveiled his prize.

'A screwdriver!' said Jemma. 'How did you get that? Can I hold it?'

Chris relinquished the tool, and Jemma cradled it reverentially. She turned it over and over, weighing it in the palm of her hand.

'It's a good one,' she said. 'Small, more precise than those we trained with.'

'Yeah,' said Chris. 'I reckon it was left by maintenance workers. I noticed there were a couple of screws missing' – he gestured at the grating on the wall – 'so I looked for them. I found the screwdriver instead.'

'Give it here, let me look,' said Kwame, snatching it from Jemma's hands. 'They'll be back to look for it soon. Wow, they'll be in trouble.'

'Not as much trouble as you'll be if you do that again,' said Jemma. 

Her patience with his casual arrogance was wearing paper-thin. 

'Know what else?' said Chris, cutting off Kwame's riposte. 

'What?' said Jemma, blanking Kwame in turn.

'Look behind the grating where the screws are loose.'

Intent on taking control, Kwame jumped forward and eased the corner of the grating off the wall, peering into the gap.

'Is that...? Yes!' he said. 'The alarm wiring isn't connected.'

'So, no-one would know if we removed the cover?' said Jemma.

'Well, derr,' said Kwame. 'I reckon it's easily big enough to crawl in.'

'Why?' said Jemma.

'Why not?' said Kwame. 'Who knows what we might see.'

'Where does it go?' said Jemma.

'No idea,' said Kwame. 'Only one way to find out. It might even go outside the Fixers.'

'Really?' said Jemma, interest piqued for the first time. 

'Possibly,' said Chris. 'Remember our ducting classes, they're common throughout Juno. We won't be able to get out the other end, but we could look.'

'Are you sure it's safe?' said Jemma. 'The alarm won't go off?'

'It's fine, don't worry,' said Chris, talking over Kwame's exasperated exhalation. He held out his hand to Kwame. 'Here, give me the screwdriver.'

One by one, Chris removed the remaining screws, handing them to Kwame for safekeeping. As the last screw loosened, the grating slipped from his grasp and clattered to the floor with a resonating crash. 

Jemma held her breath, awaiting discovery, hypnotised by the uncovered darkness within. The gaping hole drew their thoughts inexorably in the same direction, the implication dangling like a noose. Could they actually see the world of Juno outside of the Fixers for the first time?

Kwame broke the silence. 

'Let's go,' he said gesturing at the duct, but not moving.

'We shouldn't,' said Jemma. 'Let's wait until after our induction.'

'Oh come on,' said Kwame. 'It's now or never.'

'It's not worth the risk,' she said.

'Yes, it is. Have I ever let you down?' said Kwame. She glared back at his rewriting of history that deserved no response. 'Anyway, don't you love me for the excitement I bring to your mundane life?'

'Don't push your luck,' she snapped, annoyed by the unacknowledged truth behind his words. 

That had to change.

'Come on, it'll be fun,' said Kwame, leaning forward to kiss her on the cheek.

Jemma pulled back, but the mischievous gleam in his blue eyes eroded her reluctance.

'I said, don't push your luck.' She paused. 'Later, maybe.' 

Damn, why did she say that? Habit, a bad one that needed breaking.

Chris interrupted. 'Hey, I would tell you to get a room, but you have. And it's mine. Look, either we go and explore, or you bugger off and let me unpack.'

'Right, let's do it,' said Kwame. 'Here, pass me the chair.'

'I'm still not comfortable with this,' said Jemma. 'Not now. Let's do it another day.'

'Actually, we can't,' said Chris. 'The faulty alarm will get spotted soon. As Kwame said, it's now or never.'

'Fine, but me first,' said Jemma. If they were doing this, it would be on her terms. 'I don't want to stare at your bums.'

'Charming,' said Kwame. 'Go on then. Get a move on.'

Kwame squeezed into the duct behind Jemma, Chris bringing up the rear. They crawled forward, enveloped in gloom as Chris's room receded into the past.

'Hold on,' said Jemma. 'Hey!'

'Don't stop so quickly,' said Kwame, crawling into her. 'What's up?'

'I think I can see light ahead,' said Jemma, her eyes slowly adjusting. 'It's the main trunk. We'll have more room there.'

She crawled off at a faster pace, enticed by the prospect of open space ahead. She turned around to face the others as they emerged.

'Quiet now,' she whispered. 'I think these side ducts lead to other rooms.'

'You're right,' said Chris, peering at the small side passages. 'We should... that's odd.'

'What?' said Jemma.

'See here?' he said, pointing at a small push button to the left of the closest passage, glowing ominously orange. Beneath it was a small jack socket. 'There's one by every duct.'

Jemma edged towards the next duct. It was identical. There was a different five-digit number labelled beneath each switch.

'Look, there's a light too,' she said, pointing at a translucent cover in the ceiling above the duct, emanating a baleful green glow. 'Why does this passage need to be lit?'

'I don't care,' said Kwame. 'Let's keep moving.' 

'OK,' said Chris. 'How about we go down a different vent each, see where we are, and come back?'

'Sure, see you in a couple of minutes,' said Jemma, heading immediately down the passage she'd been studying.

She confidently crawled towards the ever-brightening end of the side passage, fairly sure of what she'd see. Leaning her head forward to peer through the grating, she looked down into the room below, hoping for confirmation that her theory was right. It certainly looked like a student room. 

She wriggled around to get a better view. Yes, she was right. She recognised the bag, carelessly thrown on the bed, books sliding out of its top. It was her place. She savoured the view for a few moments; it would be the only chance she'd ever get to see it from this perspective. 

Crawling backwards, she was the first to return although Chris arrived a few seconds later.

'I was right, it was my room down there.'

'Mine was Kofi's room,' whispered Chris. 'He was having a nap. I... I'm not sure about this. It feels wrong to pry.'

'Yeah, I agree, makes me uncomfortable too,' said Jemma.

'I wonder how Kwame's getting on?' said Chris.

They waited several minutes for their friend to emerge. 

Jemma whispered into his vent. 

'Kwame? Are you OK?'

There was a distant rustling sound of movement, and soon Kwame's rear emerged from the vent.

'Wow, that was great,' he said.

'What did you see?' said Chris.

'Adjoa's room,' Kwame said. 'It was such a buzz watching her.'

'That's sick,' said Jemma, making no attempt to hide her disgust. 'How would you feel if it was someone watching you?' 

They'd had no privacy before now, it felt sacred to protect that new privilege. 

'But it wasn't,' said Kwame. 'It was me watching her. It was hard to tear myself away, I was hoping she might take a shower.'

'You really are a callous bastard,' said Jemma.

'Quiet you two, it can wait,' said Chris. 'What are we going to do now?'

'Don't think we're not going to discuss this later,' said Jemma.

'Oh just shut up,' said Kwame, the muscles in his jaw tensing. 'You do like killing the mood.'

'Leave it,' said Chris.

Jemma took a deep, cleansing breath. She was too accustomed to Kwame's sudden mood swings, but that was the moment she definitively decided she had to end it between them. New home, new life. She'd do it at the end of the evening.

'Why don't we just head down the main trunk?' she said. 'It looks like it goes a long way, maybe outside our division.'

'Good idea,' said Chris.

He turned and led the way this time. The trunk was spacious enough to crawl two abreast, but not quite high enough to walk. Kwame accelerated to crawl next to Chris, with Jemma following thoughtfully behind. 

It was a relief to have finally made the decision, but she wasn't looking forward to telling Kwame. She didn't want to spoil her friendship with Chris either, so it might be better to chat to him first as Kwame would go straight there afterwards. Only fair to pre-warn him.

After a few minutes, the trunk turned to the right with several smaller ducts branching off again. All had the same numbered switch and jack socket combination, and a dim glow lured them from the depths. 

'Let's take one each again,' said Jemma. 'But let's not get distracted this time. Straight back and report what we see.'

'Who put you in charge?' said Kwame.

Ignoring him, she headed down the nearest duct and quickly reached another grating. Cautiously she peered through to see a space that was both familiar and yet alien. 

It was obviously a classroom laid out so similarly to Fixer school, but it felt wrong. The wall posters were covered in unfamiliar words. She had no idea what plasma and torus meant. She knew electricity though, they'd recently been taught troubleshooting of electrical equipment at school. 

With that, she realised where she was. These were the Gems, the energy providers. They'd studied the other divisions in Juno and knew how they worked together for the good of all. So this must be Gem school, her first sight of the world outside of the Fixers. It was disappointing that the room was empty though. She'd love to see a Gem in person. Reluctantly, she backed out and arrived shortly before Kwame.

'It's the Gems,' he said, his excitement overriding his previous annoyance. 'They were in a lesson.'

'You actually saw them? My schoolroom was empty,' said Jemma, hating the whine that crept into her voice.

'Yup,' said Kwame. 'Different to us too, they were a much lighter brown for a start. I didn't stop for long though, I wanted to see what you'd both found.'

'It didn't look like anyone was going to shower then?' she said.

'Don't start,' said Chris, emerging backwards from his tunnel. 'It's the Gems isn't it?'

'Yup,' said Jemma. 'Did you see a schoolroom too? Any Gems?'

'No, just a room full of electrical equipment. No people, but from the stuff there I cleverly deduced it must be the Gems. The sign on the wall that said Authorised Gems Only was a bit of a clue too.'

Chris smiled, but they just glared at him. Chagrined, he continued.

'There's one other thing though. I bet you can't guess.'

'Stop it,' said Jemma. 'What?'

'The grating was missing,' said Chris, calmly. 'The end was open. I could have climbed down into the room.'

'What?' exclaimed Jemma and Kwame together.

'There was a cabinet right under the opening, I could easily have dropped down onto it,' said Chris, failing to hide the excitement in his voice any longer. 'Nothing to stop us exploring the room. Shall we?'

The three friends waited for someone else to speak, to blame. A shared smile triggered the terminal word. 

'Yes,' they whispered together, for the last time.

They all darted towards the duct, but Chris was closest. Jemma followed him into the hole, with Kwame grumbling behind.

'Hurry up, I want a turn,' said Kwame.

'OK, stop now,' whispered Chris. 'The opening is right in front of me. Hold on, I'll lower myself down.'

'Get a move on,' said Jemma. 'All I can see is your fat arse.'

'Flattery won't get you anywhere,' said Chris. 'Quiet, this is going to take a bit of manoeuvring. There's a girder just outside. I'm going to pull myself out with it, and then lower myself down. Right, here goes.'

Jemma could see Chris's legs straighten ahead of her as he slid out of the duct. He swung forward until he hung outside, dangling from the girder above. Jemma sidled to the edge and looked beneath him. There was about a half-metre drop to the top of a shiny, metallic cabinet. As Chris had described, the room was full of electrical equipment, all bright flashing lights, screens, and gauges. She couldn't wait to investigate.

'Go on then,' said Jemma.

Chris looked back over his shoulder at her. 

'Am I right above it?' he said.

'Yes, perfect,' she said. 'Bend your knees when you land. You'll be fine.'

Chris let go and dropped to the top of the cabinet. Jemma came to regret her words instantly; Chris was far from fine.

With a bright blue flash, his body was catapulted across the room. His head struck the far wall with a sickening crack. Klaxons sounded. 

'Chris!' screamed Jemma.

The sickly smell of seared flesh choked the room. Chris lay motionless, his broken neck twisted irreversibly towards Jemma. His lifeless gaze both transfixed and transformed her. 
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Chapter 2 – Repercussion
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Jemma was startled by a sharp rap on her door.

'Wake up. Be ready to leave in one hour,' came the order from the corridor. 

Wake up? Why did they think she was asleep? 

The sight of Chris's body still seared her mind: charred and twisted on the floor; prostrate on the stretcher as they were paraded back to the Fixers; the final, harrowing moment as the bearers peeled off into the recycling centre. 

Why hadn't they covered his body? Why were they forced to see him all the way?

Jemma dragged herself from the bed, trying to snap out of the cycle of replaying yesterday's events: dissecting her decisions, regretting her compliance. Today was going to shape her life, she had to be ready for it.

She studied the stranger in the mirror with haunted red eyes staring back at her in disgust. Roughly, she brushed her tight curls, then renewed herself with a splash of water and the fresh clothes she'd been assigned for university – garments untarnished by the past.

Jemma sat on the edge of her bed and waited, considering the day ahead. There would be some form of inquest, and most likely punishment. It mustn't define her life. She had to find a way to defend herself, even though she felt guilty with every breath she took. 

She was transformed. 

Kwame was in her past now. That wasn't new, but Chris's death had cemented the decision, finally drawing an uncrossable line between them. Now, she was alone and had to protect her future: a future without Kwame or Chris. 

Chris. 

Despite the tears salting her through the night, she hadn't mourned him properly yet. That had to wait.

Another pounding on the door ripped her from her reverie. Had that been an hour? So much for preparing a strategy. She'd have to just listen to what was said, and wing it. 

Opening the door, she was greeted by a glowering Kwame lurking behind a bespectacled weasel. She immediately reprimanded herself. She'd have to show respect for authority today if she was to come out of this intact, and as unprepossessing as this old man was, he was clearly going to have a role.

The slight, balding face looked up at her over his tiny pince-nez glasses which, despite their size, appeared overbalanced on a head that tapered out as it went. Had the Breeders got bored when they made him or had they just run out of chins?

'Jemma?' he said in a high-pitched voice.

'Yes.'

The man nodded, looked down, and ticked his clipboard.

'My name is Norman. I will be the auditor at your trial. Please follow me.'

Trial? That wasn't promising. This would be more than an inquest.

She looked across to Kwame as they fell in behind Norman. His fiery, clench-jawed stare was burning Norman's neck.

'Can I ask–' began Jemma.

'No,' squeaked Norman. 'Please be silent until you are told to speak.'

He escorted them out of the university into a corridor lined by formal meeting rooms. Opening the door to one, Norman gestured them to sit in the centre. 

'Wait there,' he ordered and left the room. 

Jemma tried to stay confident, but the gloomy chamber exuded intimidation. Floor-to-ceiling black curtains hung down both sides of the room, and they faced a rear wall covered by dark, smoky glass. Two glistening white desks were arranged in an L-shape in front and to the right of their seats. A pair of chairs nestled behind each, and neatly organised on the longest desk were fresh writing pads and pens.

Jemma consciously calmed her breathing. Were they being watched? Should she talk to Kwame? She glanced across to him, but he was still staring blankly ahead, barely concealing his anger.

'Be standing,' came Norman's order from behind. 

Jemma jumped to her feet with Kwame draggling behind.

She had no trouble recognising the two people who filed past and stood at the desk to the right: Ama and Tibor. They'd both been central to their lives up until now. Ama had cared for them in the creche and from the sour look on her face, her opinion of them hadn't improved. The avuncular Tibor had then been their principal tutor in Fixer school; the contrast to Ama couldn't have been more stark. After a shaky start, he'd proven to be an encouraging and inspirational mentor without whose guidance they'd never have made it to university.

She met Tibor's gaze. His warm, supportive smile bolstered her fading confidence.

Carrying a wad of papers, Norman positioned himself at one of the seats in front, dwarfed by the bear-like man next to him. Who was he? 

The bear sat down, and the others emulated. It was clear who was the authority here, who she had to convince. Tibor and Ama must be here to talk about their past, but it was the bear and the weasel who would decide their fate. 

She kicked herself again. She had to focus and take them seriously; thinking of them as mythical creatures from nursery rhymes wouldn't help.

Jemma sat back down, eyes locked on the stranger's face. She needed to understand him, and quickly.

Meticulously, Norman repositioned the pad before of him, precisely aligning his papers to the right. Licking his fingers, he separated the top sheets and handed them to the bear, who read them silently.

Looking up, he greeted them with a confident smile, his eyes switching from one to the other. They must both look awful. 

'Good morning. My name is Devon. You should know who I am.'

Jemma stared back at Devon, snapping her flapping mouth closed. Of course she'd heard of Devon. They couldn't avoid it in the constitutional lessons at school: the head Fixer on Juno's ruling council. Shit, they were in trouble if this warranted his attention. She nodded quietly and looked downwards.

Kwame held Devon's gaze and said, 'Yes, I know who you are.'

Devon raised an eyebrow, but reacted calmly, speaking with a captivating intensity.

'I will adjudicate at this trial. As auditor, Norman will record these proceedings and may request clarification, but it is I who will decide your fate.'

He paused as if waiting for acknowledgement. Jemma instinctively nodded, but Devon didn't wait for a response from Kwame.

'The death of any Fixer is a serious matter, exacerbated by the unauthorised trespass in another division's territory. This is an urgent matter. The Gems are eager to hear how we will handle this.'

It shouldn't have been a surprise, but it was even more worrying to know that their fate was important to more than just the Fixers. It sounded worse all the time.

'I have already questioned others involved in this affair, and now we come to you two. Those responsible for your upbringing are here. I will question them first. After considering their testimony, I will outline the courses of action I am considering. Then you will each speak on your own behalf before I decide your fates.'

His matter-of-fact delivery took on a sterner tone.

'Do not be under any illusion, this cannot go unpunished. First and foremost, my responsibility is to the safety of Juno and the welfare of the Fixer division. Only once these are satisfied will I consider your personal circumstances. Do you understand?'

Jemma nodded briefly; Kwame remained motionless.

'Kwame, do you understand?' repeated Devon.

'Yes, I understand,' snapped Kwame.

'Calm down,' whispered Jemma.

'As if it will make any difference,' said Kwame, making no effort to lower his voice.

'Whether you have any respect for these proceedings is moot,' said Devon. 'Now, remain silent.'

Devon turned to Ama. Despite her small stature, she was still an imposing presence to Jemma. The sight of her steely gaze, hair sternly tied back, made infant terrors resurface. 

'Ama, they were in your care in the creche. Tell me your impressions.'

Ama let out a snort. 

'They were more trouble than the rest of their cadre put together. The Tornado Trio, I called them. The worst thing I ever did was to let the three of them become friends.'

'Be more specific,' said Devon.

'They were always mischievous, I could never take my eyes off them, especially that Kwame. They rarely did as they were told. If I left them with anything, they'd take it apart.'

'Taking things apart sounds an admirable quality for a Fixer,' said Devon. 'Are you really saying you didn't have the skills to control them?'

'No, I'm not,' she said. 'I'd had no such problems before. They were simply uncontrollable. I mean, look at what happened when I handed them over to Tibor.'

'And what was that?' said Devon.

'They went missing. Somehow, they escaped from the corridor between the creche and school. We found them in a larder having a food fight. Such a waste.'

'Indeed,' said Devon, nodding while making notes. 'As the Cyclers say, waste not, want not. Is there anything else you want to add?'

'Isn't that enough?' said Ama. 'It was a relief to hand them over. Do you remember what I said to you, Tibor?'

'Watch these three, or they'll be the death of us all,' said Tibor. 'But it was one of them that died, wasn't it?'

Ama fell silent. Devon turned to Tibor.

'So how did you discipline them for that serious waste of resources?'

'They were overexcited young kids, it was their first time out of the creche,' said Tibor. 'I gave them a final warning and sent them to their rooms without food for the night. I felt that was a proportionate response.'

'Soft,' muttered Ama. 'You know we can't allow behaviour like theirs.'

'How did they behave after that?' said Devon, ignoring Ama's interjection.

'At first, they were difficult,' said Tibor. 'They showed little respect and often ended up having privileges suspended. There was no further waste of resources though. It soon became pretty apparent to me why they behaved the way they did.'

'And why was that?' said Devon.

'They were bored,' said Tibor. 'They found it all too easy. Academically they were regularly at the top of their cadre. Annoying us tutors gave them something to do, but there was no real maliciousness behind it.'

'I see,' said Devon. He made more notes, as did Norman who was scribbling away. 'How did you handle that?'

'I gave them more varied assignments, streamed them ahead of the rest, let them work on practical projects together. I kept them busy and, as they got older, cut them more slack. It paid off, their results were impressive. They could still be mischievous now and then, but I've seen talented teenagers before. They needed to let off steam – they're only human, after all.' 

'So you believe you got the best out of them?'

'I did my best.'

'Was their erratic behaviour was a price worth paying, though?' said Devon. 'You know our society cannot take unnecessary risks.'

'To an extent,' said Tibor. 'I expected the rigours of university life to smooth their remaining rough edges.'

'Do you regret recommending them for university?' said Devon. 'It's a privilege, not a right. Did they truly deserve it given their behaviour?'

'Indeed,' said Ama.

'No, I have no regrets,' said Tibor. 'Leaders like you don't happen by chance, Devon. Tutors are told to look out for individuals who can fulfil wider roles in our society. We identify you at an early age, and you're moulded to meet the needs of our caste. I saw that possibility in them all; I have been preparing them for this. University will make them understand why the rules exist, why we can't take risks. They are our future.'

Wide-eyed, Jemma and Kwame looked at each other. Jemma slumped as she realised how much of a future had died with Chris. She hadn't fully thought through what she'd wanted after university before, but she knew as soon as it was presented to her – to understand their world and be able to shape it. Now that was about to be snatched away.

'Leadership?' protested Ama. 'They should be locked up for all our safety. Our job is also to identify trouble-makers before they cause problems. Why were my warnings ignored?'

'May I ask something?' said Norman, looking up from his notes and cutting off Ama. 

Devon nodded.

'Tibor, wouldn't you say that your support for these children is a risk that didn't pay off? Ours is a rigid society for a reason. We have no room for mavericks, no appetite for the risk they entail. Many would take Ama's side on this evidence.'

'I honestly believe that two years at university would be the making of them,' said Tibor. 'I've rarely been so excited about any of my cares before. We shouldn't squander their potential due to this terrible mistake. Give them a chance, and let this be the wake-up call they needed.'

Norman nodded and went back to making notes.

'Very well,' said Devon, holding up a hand to silence Ama's attempt to intercede. 'I believe I have all the evidence I need to make a decision. This is not an easy one to make. I must weigh up the necessity of punishment and the risk you may pose to Fixer society, against your future potential.'

He paused to scribble on his notepad. Jemma could see him writing a list and then putting ticks and crosses next to each. Finally, he looked up.

'Jemma, Kwame. Due to the serious nature of your behaviour, I have limited flexibility. This cannot go unpunished. I must justify my decision to the Gem councillors on the Central Committee. However, I do not believe a custodial sentence will benefit you or society at this stage.'

He calmly silenced Ama again.

'That leaves me two possibilities, both of which will leave a reprimand on your record. Either I let you attend university under strict probation, or I send you straight to the maintenance crews.'

'There is a third option,' interrupted Ama. 'Expulsion, for all our safety.'

'Ama,' said Devon, showing irritation for the first time. 'I am repulsed that you would suggest expulsion on such a flimsy pretext. Be aware, I do not have to restrict my punishment to these two. Neither you nor Tibor are blameless in this matter, so do not interrupt again. And you can wipe that smile off your face, Kwame.'

He took a deep breath, refocusing on Jemma and Kwame. 

'Now it is your turn to speak. On balance, I am minded to bar you both from university, but I am open to mitigating statements. Jemma, do you have anything to say?'

Jemma straightened and took a cleansing breath herself. Her future balanced on her unrehearsed words. Devon came across as a calm, fair man, so she'd play to that. It was time to show some humility.

'I... I am sorry. There is nothing I can do to bring back Chris. He...' 

She paused deliberately.

'He was the best of us, a good, loyal friend. I know we shouldn't have done what we did. I have no excuses. I didn't think through the implications or risks we were taking, which is unforgivable given the trust Tibor has shown in us. We thought we were invincible. I'll never think that again.' 

Jemma's confidence grew, her voice becoming firm and focused. 

'Please, pass on my personal apologies for the trespass to your Gem colleagues. I will make amends if I am able.' 

A small nod from Devon was the encouragement she'd hoped for. She'd worried it wasn't coming across as sincere.

'I saw my friend die in front of me. One moment I was telling him he'd be fine, the next moment he was gone,' said Jemma, her voice wavering without any need for pretence. 'It was the waste of a life, but I don't want one stupid act to waste mine as well. Given the chance, I will repay your trust and work for the good of the Fixers in Chris's name. Nevertheless, I will respect whatever decision you make.' 

Jemma noticed a muted smile of approval from Tibor. She hadn't known what to say so she just tried to express her feelings in a way she imagined Devon would respect. 

Whatever happened, her perspectives had indeed changed.

'Thank you, Jemma, nicely spoken,' said Devon. 'I don't doubt your sincerity. However, that does not negate the need for punishment. Kwame, is there anything you wish to add?'

'Yes, there is,' said Kwame. 'We should not have been put in that position. If it hadn't been for the worker's mistake in Chris's room, we'd never have been able to open the duct. What happened to university security? The alarm should have been working before we moved in. Yes, we were at fault, but if it weren't for those failings, we couldn't have done it. And what about the Gems too? Why was their vent uncovered? Without that, we couldn't have entered the room. Chris would be alive, and we would not have been cau...' 

Kwame stopped, realising it was a step too far.

'So your only crime is that you got caught?' said Devon with mild amusement.

'No, I didn't mean that,' said Kwame. 'It's just, well, ours was not the only mistake.'

'True,' said Devon. 'But yours was the only deliberate act, rather than one due to ineptitude. Jemma took responsibility for her actions while you try to blame others. It does not reflect well on you.'

Kwame nodded sullenly.

'Do not think you are the only ones in trouble. This is my third and final trial today. The security administrator has received a formal reprimand. The maintenance worker was found guilty of negligence. After multiple previous convictions, he was already on a final warning. He has now been expelled from Juno.' 

Jemma saw Tibor's eyes widen. She hadn't known that it was even possible to leave Juno, but there was something about it that shocked Tibor.

'These sentences alone may be enough to appease the Gem division, but I cannot in all good conscience let your misdemeanours go unpunished. Nor can I risk a repeat of your disruptive behaviour at university. I have no choice other than–'

'Let me be their guarantor,' interrupted Tibor.

'What?' said Ama.

Devon held up his hand once more and turned to Tibor. 

'You would do that for them? You are aware of the implications?'

'Yes, I am fully aware,' said Tibor. 'Although I have a personal request to go along with it, if I may?'

'You may ask, but it could affect my final decision.'

'Understood,' said Tibor. 'Look, I've now taken three cadres through school, and I'm too old to start another. If I am to be their guarantor, I'd like to take up a university role, preferably as their personal tutor. It will give me a chance to keep an eye on them as my life will be linked to theirs.'

Devon looked back to them, locking his eyes onto Jemma. She held her breath, trying to understand what Tibor had done.

'Very well, I am minded to accept your guarantee,' said Devon.

'No!' shouted Ama.

'I warned you Ama,' said Devon crossly. 'You will have a formal reprimand on your record for your behaviour in this hearing. Got that Norman?'

Norman nodded dispassionately. Ama started to protest, then fell silent at Devon's glare. Devon returned his attention to Jemma and Kwame.

'Do you understand what Tibor has offered to do?'

Jemma shook her head. 

'He has agreed to accept punishment himself to reduce yours. He will also act as guarantor for your future behaviour, so if you cause further trouble, he will automatically receive additional punishment along with you. Do you understand now? Do you understand how lucky you are, and the risk Tibor is taking on your behalf?'

They both nodded. Jemma looked at Tibor.

'Thank you,' she said. 'I'm not sure we deserve this, but I won't let you down.'

'Be sure you don't,' said Devon. 'Especially you, Kwame. Show some remorse and live up to Tibor's trust.'

Kwame responded with silence.

'Now for the terms of your sentences,' said Devon.

'Tibor, you will receive the same level of reprimand on your record as Ama, covering the punishment you have accepted on their behalf. Your role at university will be a demotion, but I will arrange for you to be their personal tutor. Your guarantee period is limited to the time they are at university. You will be freed from this burden once they leave.'

'Thank you,' said Tibor. 'That is generous.'

'Jemma, Kwame. You are lucky to have his support. Do not betray his trust.'

'I won't,' said Jemma.

'You may attend university, but there will be restrictions. You will live in separate dormitories. Outside of class, you must not contact each other. I do not believe your friendship is a positive influence. It ends today.'

That was fine by Jemma.

'No, we can't,' said Kwame. 'I–'

'You have no choice,' said Devon. 'Breach these terms, and you will be expelled from university. Tibor, it will be your responsibility to enforce this; you will also be punished if this is not respected. Is this understood?'

Jemma nodded with Tibor. She was more than happy with these terms – indeed, it solved a problem for her.

Kwame glared back angrily. 

'I said, is this understood?' said Devon.

Kwame nodded slowly, turning his malevolent stare towards Ama.

Ama smiled. She'd learn to regret that smile.
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Chapter 3 – Education
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It was time for Tibor's first lecture of the year. 

Patiently, Jemma sat alone in the front row, waiting for him to get his act together and start. He looked nervous, shuffling his papers, fiddling with the overhead projector and glancing across to the door. 

She felt he'd never really settled into his lecturing role in the first year. His lessons had been dull, just rote learning of Juno's rules and regulations. She knew he could be a good teacher from school, so hoped his subject in their final year would be more interesting. If only he'd get on with it.

She surveyed the students scattered around the dirty beige lecture theatre. It was the usual mix. Some, like her, were eagerly anticipating what the new year would bring. Others were distracted, reading books, writing notes. Right at the back was Kwame, who seemed to be doing some sort of puzzle. The majority were expressionless Fixer fodder. She didn't aspire to the same life of mediocrity as they did; it wasn't obvious to her why they were at university in the first place.

Her attention was dragged back as the door swung open, and Norman entered. He handed a folded note to Tibor and weaselled his way to a chair in the corner.

That was interesting. Norman had monitored a few lectures last year as auditor, so it might just be routine, but this felt different. He hadn't sat at the front before for a start.

Tibor opened the note and nodded to himself. He looked up and cleared his throat.

'Welcome, ladies and gentlemen, to your final year in education. Last year, you learnt how the divisions that make up the society of Juno are organised. As unexciting as I know this was, it was essential groundwork for what comes next. I'm sure you're all eager to know the subject of my course this year.'

If he was hoping to spark a squib of enthusiasm, Tibor found it damp. Undeterred, he whisked away the cover on the projector with a flourish.

'The Philosophy of Juno,' he said, proudly parroting the title page.

His excitement showed no sign of being contagious.

'Now that you know how divisions operate, you need to understand why. It is not a random set of rules we follow. The divisional boundaries have been honed to form an efficient society; cogs in the well-oiled machine that is Juno.'

He spread his arms wide to embrace the world.

'You've heard we are a rigid, unchanging society, but that is only true to an extent. Change does happen, but slowly as we are constrained by our environment, and hence cannot risk untested ideas. This course is about why we do it the way we do.'

His delivery was a great improvement over last year. It felt to Jemma as if he'd had the chance to put his own stamp on the course this time. 

'I hope that sounds more interesting. It should. If you want to work in the Fixer administration, this course is vital. When you're making decisions that affect others, don't you think you should fully understand their impact before you impose them? If you don't agree, please let me know. I'll make sure there's a role waiting for you in the maintenance crews.'

Jemma smiled at Tibor in encouragement.

'Right, let's start with a recap.'

She was irritated on Tibor's behalf at the groans from around the room. Did they really remember everything? Hopefully he would keep it short though.

'Our role as Fixers is to keep Juno running. We maintain the systems. Our preventative maintenance schedules are designed to stop anything critical from failing. If something does, we pounce. It's an open sore, a wound in our reputation that needs healing. The reputation of our caste must always be your top priority after the safety of Juno.'

That mimicked what Devon had said at their trial: Juno first, Fixers second, individuals last.

'We are special, but no more than the other divisions that make up our society. They feel the same about their place in the world, and in ensuring our safety and stability.'

Tibor paused and looked behind Jemma.

'Yes?'

Jemma swivelled to see who had interrupted, although she could guess. Yes, with a black ponytail fixed back to reveal a face frowning in frustration, who else could it be but Tayla. She sat a row in front of Kwame, who was staring intently at her.

'Why must it be stable?' asked Tayla. 'Why can't we grow, why can't we evolve?' 

'Were you asleep all last year?' said Tibor, forcing a smile. 

At least Tayla had a passion about her, a desire to understand and improve things. Jemma liked that, just not the way Tayla went about it. There was no point railing against the system from the outside, you had to work your way in and then gradually improve things.

She noticed Norman scribbling in his notepad. He looked up, straight into Jemma's eyes. Nodding with an executioner's smile, he returned to his notes. Jemma shivered.

'Patience,' said Tibor. 'I'm coming to that shortly. As I was saying...'

The first year had been disappointing, imparting copious information but little knowledge. She really wanted to know why things were the way they were. So far, every key fact taught just unlocked more mysteries.

Jemma had kept to her vow. Kwame was always around, in tutor groups, in lectures, but she'd made no attempt to communicate. He studiously ignored her too, along with everyone else. It had been surprisingly easy to have no contact with him. She felt free. 

At first, with Chris and Kwame gone, she had an emptiness inside but had no desire to satiate it with anyone but herself. Sociable without making close friends, Jemma let academic work fill her life, overflowing into her excellent end of year grades. It was all she needed right now.

This final year sounded as if it could be more fulfilling and she was determined to enjoy it – starting with concentrating on this lecture, as she'd lost track of what Tibor was saying.

'So life comes from the Breeders, sustenance from the Feeders, energy from the Gems, and the Cyclers ensure we waste nothing. This may all seem like overkill, but that's because you do not understand the true nature of our society. You know resources in Juno are severely limited, but that's actually a gross oversimplification.'

His expression turned deadly serious, or as serious as his friendly face could manage.

'Now, pay attention; this is where it gets interesting. We will be examining the implications of my next statement for most of this year. It underpins everything we do in our society.'

Tibor removed his slide from the projector, so there was nothing to look at but himself.

'Our resources are not simply limited, they are diminishing. We live in a closed society. If we waste something, it is lost to us forever. This is why we cannot grow, why we cannot evolve, Tayla. It is all we can do to stop ourselves from disappearing altogether.'

Well, that got her attention. But why was it closed?

'It is a fine balancing act to keep a closed society stable. All our divisions must work smoothly together in a predictable, and hopefully, boring fashion. Surprises are a bad thing, it means something has gone wrong.'

He displayed a new slide.

'That brings us to the last division, the smallest division: the Directors. They are the grease that keeps the cogs of our society turning. They are our administrators, our civil servants, without whose consistent guidance we would soon be lost. That is why they control the Central Committee.'

Still no explanations, but at least it was some useful context at last. Jemma jotted notes to research later, keeping half an eye on Norman's reaction. He was very hard to read but seemed to be taking more notice of the students than what Tibor was saying. As Tibor completed the lecture, Norman rose to his feet and hustled first out the door.

Jemma, lost in thought, was sauntering out the room when she heard Tibor speak her name. She turned to face him.

'Could you come to my room in about ten minutes, please?' said Tibor.

'Of course. Is there anything wrong?' 

'No, nothing to worry about. I need to discuss your project this year.'

'Sure.'

That was puzzling; the projects weren't due to be allocated until next week. Oh well, not long to wait.

*
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ARRIVING A FEW MINUTES early, Jemma perused the noticeboard outside Tibor's office. Had anything new been posted? 

Meet your student representative, Tuesday at 8 p.m. in the refectory.

She'd met him, he was dull.

Worried about the job you'll be allocated when you leave? 

Don't be. You'll get the role your results deserve. It's up to you.

Very helpful.
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