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Our Hive city was busy with New Year festival preparations when the problems with Blue Upway started. I was in my unit park, sitting on a bench under a maple tree, when the warbling of an alarm sounded from overhead.

“Unit emergency alert,” said a calm, computerized voice. “Unit emergency alert. We have an incident in progress. Operational teams to stations. Strike team to lift 2.”

Rather than run along the winding path to the nearest park exit, I took the shorter route that involved sprinting across the grass, jumping a stream, and zigzagging between a scattering of dwarf oak trees and the structural pillars that held up the park ceiling.

The standard computerized announcement was followed by the voice of my Strike team leader, Adika. “Alpha team, you have the strike.”

The alarm began warbling again, the urgent sound making me conscious that I was tired and running slower than usual. Everyone else in my unit must be exhausted too. We’d just spent an intensely stressful week dealing with a case at the Hive’s sea farm that had pushed us to our limits. We desperately needed to rest for a few days before we went out on a new emergency run.

We couldn’t indulge ourselves with long rest breaks between cases though. Not when there should ideally be at least eight Telepath Units protecting the hundred million people living in our many levelled underground Hive city, but there were only five. Not when the situation would soon get even worse.

We only had seven weeks left before Morton’s Telepath Unit would shut down to allow him to have lifesaving surgery. After that, there’d only be four operational Telepath Units to maintain order during the months it would take him to make a full recovery.

I thrust that nagging worry out of my head as I reached the park exit, and concentrated on sprinting as fast as possible through the corridors of my unit, heading for my apartment. Other people were running down the corridors too, but they all leapt aside when they saw me coming, pressing themselves against the walls to let their precious telepath through without delay.

When I arrived at my apartment door, I saw the spectacular figure of my counsellor, Buzz, waiting for me, her face almost as dark as her wildly curling hair, and her lipstick matching the dress in her favourite red. She gave me one of her typically generous smiles and waved madly.

“Go and save the Hive, Amber!”

I waved back, tumbled through the door of my apartment, and looked around hopefully for Lucas. He was both my Tactical Commander and my partner. We always tried to share a swift hug and kiss before I headed out on an emergency run, but there was no sign of him this time.

I thrust my disappointment aside, dashed into the bedroom, stripped off my clothes, and turned to grab the body armour that was hanging next to the sleep field. Once I’d put on the lightweight mesh, I pulled my clothes back on over the top, then snatched my crystal unit from its place on my equipment shelf.

When I put the crystal into my ear and switched it on, I heard Lucas talking in the deliberately reassuring and relaxed tones of his official Tactical Commander voice.

“I’m currently both in charge of the emergency run and completing a critically important Joint Tactical Meeting conference call. My apologies if I speak on the wrong comms at any point.”

That explained why Lucas wasn’t here. He’d already been in the Tactical office, taking part in the conference call with the Tactical Commanders of the other Telepath Units, when the emergency call came in. He couldn’t abandon that to come charging over to kiss me goodbye.

I sighed, collected my gun and wristset light from the shelf, checked my dataview was in my pocket, and ran out of my apartment again.

When I arrived at the bank of express lifts, panting for breath, Adika and the crowd of other men standing inside lift 2 all took a step back to give me space to join them. Adika instantly closed the lift doors behind me and started the lift moving downwards.

My Telepath Unit was right at the top of the Hive on Industry 1. The rate the lift was accelerating told me that our destination wasn’t on any of the fifty industrial levels. We were carrying on down to one of the hundred accommodation levels of the Hive.

I became aware of an odd atmosphere in the lift. The Strike team were always tense when we set out on an emergency run, bracing themselves ready to face an unknown situation where lives could be at stake. There was something strange about the tension this time though, and I noticed Adika’s dark face held an expression of rigid disapproval.

I was about to read Adika’s mind to find out what was going on, when he spoke in tones acid enough to etch his words on the side of a structural pillar. “Would Tobias care to explain why he isn’t in the lift with us?”

That explained the strange tension. All of my Strike team members except Adika had come out of the 2532 Lottery with me nearly nine months ago. This was the first time that any of them had committed the deadly sin of failing to reach the lift ahead of the telepath.

“I’ll be with you in thirty seconds,” gasped Tobias’s voice on the crystal comms.

I pictured Tobias’s face when he discovered we’d gone without him, and felt a pang of guilt that I’d reached the lift so quickly. Then I remembered I’d been in our unit park when the alarm sounded, and had to run all the way to my apartment to get my equipment.

This situation didn’t make any sense at all. The Strike team always carried their equipment with them, so Tobias should have reached the lift well before me.

“I was nearly at the lift when I realized I’d left my gun at the shooting range,” added Tobias.

Rothan, Adika’s deputy in charge of the Alpha Strike team, was standing next to me. He groaned and buried his face in his hands, so only his light brown hair was visible. The rest of the Alpha team members just shuddered and stood in absolute silence, afraid that even breathing would bring Adika’s wrath down on them. For a Strike team member, the only sin worse than reaching the lift after the telepath was to forget your gun.

“I assumed the reason for your absence was something at least marginally forgivable like being dead, but no.” Adika moved from ordinary sarcasm to saying each word singly in withering disgust. “You. Forgot. Your. Gun.”

“Yes, but I’ve been back to get it, and I’m literally two seconds from the lift now so ...” Tobias let his sentence trail off. “Oh, you’ve already gone.”

“Yes, we left as soon as Amber arrived at the lift,” said Adika, in a dangerously friendly voice. “Please explain a mystery to me, Tobias. When you went through Lottery testing and were selected as a Strike team candidate, did some dreadful error make you miss the imprinting stage?”

“Uh, no,” said Tobias’s voice.

“Did the Strike team candidate information imprinted on your brain somehow miss out the fact that you’re expected to arrive in the lift ahead of the telepath?”

“No,” muttered Tobias.

“Did it fail to mention that you should keep your crystal unit, gun, and body armour with you at all times?”

“No, but it wasn’t my fault that I forgot my gun,” said Tobias. “Rothan had sent me to the shooting range to ...”

Adika made a contemptuous noise. “Tobias, you’ve a bad habit of blaming other people for your mistakes, and you’ve been performing below the standard of the rest of the Alpha team for months. When this run is over, we’ll discuss you moving to the Beta team.”

“Moving to the Beta team,” repeated Tobias. “You can’t move me to the ...”

Lucas’s voice interrupted him. “We need to focus on the emergency run now. Liaison, please block Tobias from speaking on the crystal comms so we can start the checklist.”

“Tobias has been blocked from speaking on the comms,” responded the voice of Nicole, my Liaison team leader.

“Alpha Strike team, with the obvious exception of Tobias, is moving,” said Adika bitterly.

“Tactical team ready,” said Lucas.

“Liaison team ready,” said Nicole. “Tracking status green for all Strike team present on the emergency run.”

I’d already taken my dataview from my pocket and tapped it to make it unfurl. The screen was correctly showing the glowing dots of the Strike team, all crowded tightly around me in the lift, so I hit the circuit button.

The display changed to show the team assignments for this run. The five men on the left were assigned to be my bodyguards. My priority would be checking the safety of the men listed on the right, who had the more hazardous duty of chasing down targets.

I rapidly skimmed through the names on chase duty. There would normally have been sixteen of them, including both Adika and Rothan, but today there were only fourteen. Zak was still recovering from a recent injury, and we’d just left Tobias behind.

“We are green,” I said.

The lift was braking to a halt now. As soon as it stopped, the doors opened and Adika led the way out. The dedicated lifts of our unit were close to major belt interchanges on each level of the Hive, so it was only a minute or two before we were travelling along an express belt. The men on chase duty stood in twos and threes between groups of ordinary travellers, while my bodyguards and Adika clustered protectively around me. An overhead sign told me that we were on Level 1, the highest accommodation level of our Hive, and heading north.

“The Joint Tactical Meeting conference call has now finished, so you have my full attention,” said Lucas.

“It’s nice that we finally have our Tactical Commander’s full attention,” said Adika disapprovingly.

Lucas sighed. “When I said the Joint Tactical Meeting conference call was critically important, I meant exactly that. Amber, I’m afraid we’ll need to hold a team leader meeting immediately after the run to discuss some new developments.”

I wrinkled my nose. Telepath Units had a mandatory twenty-four hour recovery period after emergency runs. While other people sometimes did essential work in that time, Lucas was always adamant that I should rest as much as possible, quoting grim statistics on how overworking a telepath led to soaring casualty rates among the Strike team. If he wanted me to join in a team leader meeting immediately after this run, then something serious must have happened.

My instinct was to link to Lucas’s mind and find out what was wrong, but he was fifty levels above me on Industry 1. There would be tens of thousands of other minds between us, so reaching him was impossible. Lucas was briefing us on the emergency run now, so I forced myself to concentrate on his words.

“We’ve had a call reporting blood dripping from an air vent in a Level 1 corridor ceiling. A maintenance worker could have suffered an accidental injury while in the vent system or crawl ways, but this area was already flagged for a check run because of recent non-specific warning signs.”

I frowned at the unfamiliar phrase. Our Hive didn’t risk damaging the unique abilities of telepaths by imprinting information on their minds, so I had to learn everything for myself. Even after months of emergency and check runs, I was constantly hitting things that I didn’t understand.

“What do you mean by non-specific warning signs?” I asked.

“I mean that there’ve been reports of something wrong in our destination area,” said Lucas. “People can’t explain precisely what’s worrying them though.”

“They’re just complaining for no reason at all,” grumbled Adika, obviously still in a bad temper over Tobias missing the lift.

“They may be complaining for no reason at all,” said Lucas calmly, “but they could be subconsciously observing signs of a problem. One example might be a neighbour’s behaviour or speech patterns subtly changing as they progress along the path to becoming violent.”

I nodded. Virtually all of the hundred million people in our Hive city were what I thought of as tame bees working contentedly for the benefit of everyone, but there were a few who had the potential to turn into a dangerous wild bee. I could see how people might pick up signals that worried them.

“Non-specific warning signs are especially significant when they come from such a high level of the Hive,” continued Lucas. “The people living on Level 1 aren’t just the most vital to the Hive, but include a high proportion of intelligent and reliable witnesses. They’ll think carefully before making reports to Health and Safety.”

He paused. “We’re therefore assuming the blood is the result of an attack rather than an accidental injury, and Liaison is evacuating the area. We expect you’ll be dealing with a single target. This person has been gradually escalating their behaviour for some time, and has suddenly been triggered into violence.”

“I assume we’re expecting this target to be armed with a knife,” said Adika.

Lucas usually kept his voice calm and relaxed during emergency runs, to build our confidence in our ability to handle whatever crisis we were facing, but now he allowed it to take on a harsh edge.

“Yes. This target has already seriously injured at least one person and will attack anyone else who approaches them. You should attempt to shoot the target on stun, but be prepared to use deadly force if necessary to save other lives.”

I wasn’t actively using my telepathy, but I still felt a shift in the mood of the Strike team as they responded to the warning grimness in Lucas’s voice. Tobias was forgotten now as they concentrated on the challenge ahead of them.

A distant rhythmic chanting sound caught my attention, and Adika groaned. “Lucas, there’s a nosy squad at the next belt interchange. You’ll have to wait until we’ve gone past them before finishing your briefing.”

I could see the five figures of the nosy squad ahead of us now. Four guards in the blue uniforms of Health and Safety, and the nosy in its grey costume and mask.

I’d assumed the chanting was coming from a crowd at the belt interchange, but it wasn’t. A major interchange should be busy with people changing between express belts, but the nosy squad must have been standing there for several minutes because the place was almost deserted. Most travellers would choose to stay on their existing belt and make a lengthy diversion, rather than go too close to what they believed was a telepath checking minds for criminal thoughts. Only those completely uncaring of their mental privacy were still stubbornly walking past the nosy patrol.

The chanting was actually coming from people riding on our express belt, all reciting tables to try to block the nosy from reading their minds. As we neared the nosy patrol, the groups of travellers scattered among my Strike team members started reciting tables too.

“Two fives are ten.”

“Two sixes are twelve.”

All through my childhood, I’d believed the grey-clad nosies were genuine telepaths. I’d been taught in school that we should be grateful to have them keeping the Hive a perfectly safe place, but my whole family had loathed and feared the creepy things, with their all-enveloping grey robes, and inhumanly shaped whole-head masks.

When I came out of Lottery as a telepath, I learned the truth. The nosies were just ordinary hasties like their guards, dressed up in deliberately intimidating costumes, and patrolling the Hive to deter people from even thinking of committing crimes.

I knew the truth now, but my parents and younger brother still believed in the nosy myth and fiercely hated the grey-clad telepaths. I lived in terror of my family discovering I didn’t run a standard Hive Security Unit but a Telepath Unit. That could be enough to shatter my relationship with them, and if they found out that I was the telepath ...

The chanting around me rose to a crescendo as we drew level with the nosy patrol.

“Two sevens are fourteen.”

“Two eights are sixteen.”

I, the true telepath pretending to be an ordinary girl, turned to look at the ordinary hasty pretending to be a telepath. I saw the grey-clad figure step forward to speak to a passing woman, and was startled to see the woman put her hands to her mouth in a gesture of panic before turning and running away.

“What happened there?” I asked. “Why did that woman run away from the nosy squad?”

“I’ve no idea,” said Adika grumpily. “I’ve also no idea why Liaison didn’t move that nosy squad out of our way. They should know that all the chanting near nosies disturbs your concentration, and nosy squads shouldn’t be loitering around a belt interchange disrupting the Hive travel flow anyway.”

“We didn’t move the patrol because the nosy was a borderline telepath on an urgent confirmation assignment,” said Nicole.

So that hadn’t been an ordinary hasty wearing the nosy mask but a genuine telepath. Not one of the Hive’s precious five true telepaths who had full control of their ability, but one of the thousands of borderline telepaths who could just get random glimpses into nearby minds.

“What’s a confirmation assignment?” I asked.

My counsellor, Buzz, normally listened to the crystal comms during a run without speaking herself. She was a borderline telepath though, so the best person to answer this question.

“Nosy squads use clues like body language to spot people afraid of them discovering a criminal secret,” she said. “The person playing the nosy then approaches the suspect person, and makes mysterious comments about only the guilty having anything to fear, in the hope of triggering a confession.”

She paused. “Nosy squads can’t hope to catch every minor criminal that way, but Hive citizens have been conditioned from birth to believe nosies are telepaths, so the tactic is surprisingly effective. Those who don’t get challenged by nosies usually think some personal defence trick, such as focusing their minds on innocent thoughts, has saved them.”

She sighed. “A few people get suspicious though, and start spreading stories about nosies not really being telepaths. It’s essential to keep the general Hive population believing the nosy myth, so the second anything like that is reported, a borderline telepath goes out dressed as a nosy. They intercept the person in front of as many witnesses as possible, make comments about the person’s foolishness, and quote carefully chosen facts about them. If the borderline telepath is lucky enough to get an insight into the person’s mind as well, this can be an utterly convincing confirmation that nosies are telepaths.”

Adika gave a grudging grunt of acceptance. “I suppose the nosy squad needed to be there.”

“Now you’re clear of the nosy squad, I’ll continue my briefing,” said Lucas. “Your twin priorities are to secure the target and provide emergency medical treatment to the injured person.”

“Do you mean that we’ll be providing that medical treatment ourselves?” asked Adika.

“Yes,” said Lucas. “The amount of blood loss implies life-threatening injuries, so the speed of treatment will be critically important. Liaison has a medical team standing by close to the scene, but we can’t risk sending medics into maintenance crawl ways when an active violent target is probably still close to the injured person or persons.”

“Understood,” said Adika, “but we’re only carrying our regular medical kits.”

“A medical courier will intercept you on the way to the incident scene,” said Nicole. “They’ll give you more comprehensive medical supplies, including a genetically neutral emergency blood transfusion kit.”

Adika made a dubious noise. “Strike team imprints cover basic emergency treatment for knife wounds but not blood transfusions.”

“Megan and our unit medical staff are on the crystal comms,” said Nicole. “They’ll advise you whether a blood transfusion is necessary and talk you through the procedure.”

“Rothan and Dhiren, you are designated red group and will focus on reaching and treating injured parties,” said Adika. “Everyone else on chase duties belongs to blue group and will be pursuing and securing our target.”

“My team has now contacted every maintenance worker in the area,” said Nicole. “That includes workers in the crawl ways above the Level 1 ceiling, as well as those higher up on Level Zero. They all confirm they’re uninjured, and have joined the evacuation.”

I grimaced at the mention of Level Zero, the giant interlevel that divided the accommodation levels of the Hive from the industrial levels above them. I’d only been in there a handful of times on emergency or check runs. My Strike team were imprinted with basic knowledge of all areas of the Hive, but Level Zero was so complex that they still found it confusing, while I was totally bewildered by the wildly varied specialist equipment areas.

“If the maintenance workers are all safe, who is the injured person?” asked Rothan.

“We’ve been assuming our target met a maintenance worker in a crawl way and attacked them,” said Lucas. “Now it seems they must have either decoyed someone into a crawl way or carried a body there.”

“Approaching scene,” said Adika.

I blinked. “Already?”

“This incident happened unusually close to our unit,” said Lucas.

“Which is why you’ve arrived when we’re still evacuating people from the area,” said Nicole pointedly. “The Strike team should jump belt immediately, because the area 500/2500 interchange ahead of you is massively overcrowded.”

“Jumping belt,” said Adika.

We all moved across from the express to the medium belt, then the slow belt, before stepping onto the corridor floor. The five men on bodyguard duty went into formation around me.

“Take the first corridor heading west,” said Nicole, “and then turn north at the next junction to reach a secure location for Amber.”

Adika led us into an accommodation corridor, where I was startled by the distance between the apartment doors. These must be impressively large and luxurious apartments even by the standards of Level 1.

“Crystal units to visual,” ordered Adika.

We all adjusted our ear crystals, and the camera attachments unfolded.

“Visual links green for all Strike team,” said Nicole.

Adika started running down the corridor. The leader of my five bodyguards, Matias, swept me up into his arms and chased after him. When we reached the next corridor junction and turned north, I saw a figure dressed in the dramatic red and blue, diagonal striped uniform of Emergency Services. He held out two red backpacks, and Rothan and Dhiren grabbed them as they ran by.

“Your secure location is in apartment 1, which is at the far end of this corridor,” said Nicole. “One of the owner’s bodyguards is there waiting for you.”

I raised my eyebrows. With only five telepaths in our Hive, my safety was so crucial that Adika never let me go outside our unit without several bodyguards to protect me. If the owner of this apartment had bodyguards as well, that meant they were also hugely important to the Hive.

“Who does this apartment belong to?” I asked.

“The head of Hive Politics,” said Lucas. “We’re sending you to his apartment because it’s only one corridor length from the reported dripping blood, and has a reinforced central area which will be an ideal position for Amber.”

“Has the head of Hive Politics given us permission to use his apartment?” asked Adika warily.

“He has. Most people outside Law Enforcement believe in the nosy myth, but senior members of Hive Politics take part in negotiations with other Hives so need to be imprinted with the truth about telepaths.”

Lucas paused to laugh. “Senior Ambassador Elliott says that he’s happy to offer the use of his apartment to keep a telepath safe, but requests that the Strike team should be careful not to damage a surfboard of great sentimental value.”

“Bodyguard team will take Amber inside the apartment, and not touch anything that looks remotely like a surfboard,” said Adika. “The rest of us will wait in the corridor.”

A moment later, we arrived at an open apartment door. Matias carried me into a luxuriously carpeted hallway, while my other four bodyguards formed a defensive group around us.

A muscular woman dressed in an unobtrusive grey onesuit was standing by an open door at the end of the hall. “This is the reinforced central area of the apartment.”

We went through the doorway, and I noted the extra thickness of the reinforced door and walls. I had a similar arrangement in my own apartment, in case we ever had intruders in our unit and my bodyguards had to defend me there. This reinforced central area was smaller than mine though, just consisting of a living room with blue and white walls.

When Matias put me down, I looked curiously around the room. The head of Hive Politics obviously liked the colour blue. It was everywhere. His precious surfboard was hanging on one wall of the room, while another was dedicated to a set of images of Pasquale, the famous singer and songwriter from Blue Zone.

I suspected that Senior Ambassador Elliott had, like me, been born and raised in Blue Zone. I went over to study the surfboard, and saw it was battered and ageing. Most of the original blue and gold decorations were intact though, and a familiar blue heart was at the centre of the design.

During my five years on Teen Level 50, I’d had a room on the same corridor as Forge, who was now Adika’s deputy in charge of the Beta team. Forge had been a member of both the Blue Zone teen swimming team and the surfing team, so I’d spent a lot of time on Teen Level beach, cheering him on to victory in the teen inter-zone surfing competitions. I knew the blue heart symbol meant the surfboard’s owner had once belonged to the Blue Zone teen surfing team.

Having confirmed my theory about Senior Ambassador Elliott, I went to sit in a cushioned chair that was, inevitably, blue. I was about to close my eyes when I realized the muscular woman was hovering in the doorway, staring nosily at me.

“I belong to the Personal Protection branch of Law Enforcement,” she said. “I’m trained in combat and know every inch of the corridors in this housing warren. If I can help in any way ...”

“I’m afraid you can’t help us,” said Matias. “This is specialist work, so you need to join the evacuation now.”

She sighed, took a reluctant step backwards, and Matias firmly closed the door on her. “Bodyguard team in position,” he said.

“Amber, the dripping blood is one cor north of you,” said Lucas. “Your first priority should be to check for injured people in the maintenance crawl ways above the Level 1 ceiling. If there’s no sign of anyone there, move on to checking Level Zero as well. It’s possible the blood has trickled down from there.”

I closed my eyes and reached out with my telepathic sense.
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The walls, ceiling, and floor were invisible now. I was hanging in a dark void with the five familiar glowing minds of my bodyguards clustered around me. I found it helpful to read the thoughts of one of my Strike team members to orient myself before scanning an area for a target, so I linked to the mind of Matias now. He was amused that a member of Personal Protection had offered to help a telepath’s Strike team.

... will only be the briefest mention of Telepath Units in her imprint. She doesn’t know the physical requirements and knowledge needed to ...

Further down Matias’s mind, close to the subconscious, was a train of thought about Tobias.

... and Adika is right that Tobias blames his failures on everyone but himself. I’ll never forget the way he whined to me about ...

A memory sequence appeared, its images distorted and tinged red by anger. A scowling Tobias was talking to Matias.

“Totally unfair that Lottery robbed me of the chance of getting one of the two deputy positions. I was even faster and stronger than my older brother was at eighteen. Lottery imprinted him as a Strike team leader, so I should definitely have got that imprint too.”

I felt Matias’s outrage as he replied. “Lottery didn’t rob you of anything, Tobias. A candidate needs other qualities than just speed and strength to be imprinted for Strike team leader, and the Lottery testing process must have shown that you didn’t have them. If anyone was robbed of the chance of a deputy position, it was me.”

“But you were one of the lucky five who were imprinted for Strike team leader,” said Tobias.

Matias lost his temper entirely and started ranting at him. “I wasn’t lucky, Tobias. I was unlucky. Lottery imprinted me for Strike team leader because I had all the necessary abilities, but I got appendicitis at the crucial moment when Adika was choosing his deputies.”

He paused to breathe. “That meant I had no chance to impress Adika, no chance to get promoted, but I didn’t sit around sulking about it. I accepted that not everyone imprinted for a post will actually get the chance to hold the position, worked hard to get back to full fitness, and did everything I could to serve my team, my telepath, and my Hive. That’s what you should be doing instead of ...”

I dragged myself away from that memory sequence, and moved on from Matias to where the men on chase duties were waiting. A stranger’s mind was moving past them, thoughts burning bright with frustration.

... fantasized about meeting one of the five telepaths on an emergency run. In those fantasies, I gave the Strike team vital help, ended up getting recruited to join them, and ...

Her mood abruptly changed.

... but this isn’t a fantasy. Lives are at risk, and I need to keep out of the way and let the experts ...

... telepath looked so young that she had to be the one who came out of this year’s Lottery testing. People in Law Enforcement have started calling her Telepath Unit Light Angel after their codename on the mission ...

I moved on again and searched further north. There were a host of glowing minds down on Level 2, but nothing but blackness here on Level 1 or higher up on Level Zero. I drifted on for at least three cors, then hit a mass of worried people. Their thoughts jostled together like a thousand voices screaming at deafening volume. I checked the mind of a random person, and found myself standing in a shopping area near an array of vibrantly coloured New Year festival dresses.

“Do you have a target, Amber?” asked Adika.

“There’s no one between us and the shopping area on either Level 1 or Level Zero. At least, there’s no one alive. I couldn’t find any glimmer of thought at all, not even down at subconscious levels.”

Adika groaned. “We’re too late to help the injured person then.”

“I can’t find our wild bee either,” I said. “Should I try expanding my search to a wider area, Lucas?”

“Try checking a little higher up first,” said Lucas. “The ceilings on Level Zero are normally over twice the height of a standard apartment ceiling, but in some areas the demands of specialist equipment mean they’re even higher. Our wild bee could have climbed up a maintenance ladder and be trying to find a way up into the main industrial levels of the Hive.”

“We’ve accessed the plans of Level Zero in this area, and are sending them to everyone’s dataviews now,” said Nicole gloomily. “We’re having difficulty understanding them though. This part of Level Zero is dedicated to hydroponics reclamation, and there are lots of tanks with a maze of interlinking maintenance ladders and aerial walkways. The ceiling height may well be higher than usual to allow space for the tanks, but we can’t work out how tall those are. We’re trying to calculate the height from tank volume, and we must be making a mistake somewhere because our answers are ridiculous.”

“My Tactical team mathematical specialist, Hallie, should be able to make sense of that for you,” said Lucas.

“I’ll try searching higher.” I reached up through the darkness. “I’m still not finding any minds at all, and it’s hard to judge heights with no reference points.”

There was a sudden burst of laughter on the comms, and Hallie’s voice spoke. “I can see why the Liaison team were confused by the tanks. They’re cylinders containing a series of sedimentation chambers to remove suspended particles from ...”

Lucas interrupted her. “How tall are these tanks, Hallie?”

“Six levels high,” said Hallie.

“Six levels!” I gasped. “I’ll need to search for our target over a much bigger range of heights, but that shouldn’t be a problem. If the maintenance workers have all been evacuated, there won’t be any other minds around to limit my range.”

I reached further upwards into the emptiness, and finally found a level packed with minds. “I’ve found lots of people on what must be an ordinary industrial level of the Hive. Let me just ...”

I linked to a glowing mind that was moving purposefully in a straight line.

... worryingly short time left before the New Year festival closure, and we’re still behind our production target of ...

I wasn’t interested in this person’s thoughts, just the view from their eyes. I’d guessed from the way the mind was moving that the person was walking along a corridor. They were approaching a junction now, and I could see a direction sign on the wall.

“The people are on Industry 46,” I said. “That’s consistent with the tanks extending upwards through the double height of Level Zero and on into the four industrial levels above it as well. I’ll now search that six level gap looking for our target.”

I started making methodical sweeps to the north, and almost immediately found a mind. No, there were actually three minds very close together.

I linked to the one that was flaring brighter than the others, and whimpered in pain. My left arm, no that was my target’s left arm, felt like it was on fire. I was holding it protectively with my right hand, and could feel some bare skin above what felt like a strip of tightly bound cloth.

All my information was coming from touch rather than sight. My target’s eyes were open, but the only lights in this area were tiny ones on a nearby control panel, so I could only see some shadowy outlines in the darkness.

“It’s too dark here.” The petrified murmur from what sounded like a young male voice echoed my own thoughts. “Much too dark.”

“We have to call Emergency Services for help,” whispered a voice that was certainly female.

As well as suffering from the pain in his arm, my target was feeling dizzy from loss of blood, but he hissed back sharply. “No! We aren’t calling for help. I’m in charge, and I’ve got this situation under control.”

“You’ve lost all touch with reality,” said the female voice. “You haven’t got this situation under control. That man is still down at floor level looking for us. Eventually, he’ll work out that we must have climbed a ladder, come up here after us, and attack us again.”

“I won the fight with him last time,” said my target stubbornly. “I can win another fight too.”

“You didn’t win that fight,” the female voice sounded totally exasperated now. “You didn’t do anything except get yourself stabbed. I was the one who kicked the man’s legs out from under him, hit him with my lantern, and then dragged the pair of you off between the tanks. I was the one who tied a cloth around your arm as a makeshift tourniquet. I was the one who thought of climbing a ladder to hide up here.”

She groaned. “Even if that man gives up looking for us, we’ll never get out of here by ourselves. We’ve no lanterns now, and no idea where we are. You have to give us our dataviews back so we can call Emergency Services for help.”

“No! If we call for help, then we’ll get in trouble.”

My target’s pain was making it hard for me to think, but I started babbling details on the crystal comms.

“I’ve found our wounded person. It’s almost completely dark where he is, so I can’t see anything to give us a precise location. He must be at least one corridor north of me, perhaps more like two cors, and at least five levels higher up. He’s been stabbed in the arm and seems to have lost a lot of blood. There are two people with him, and one has put a cloth tourniquet around his arm.”

I paused for breath. “The wounded person is lying on something cold and metallic, probably the top of one of the tanks. One of the other two people is male and frozen in terror of the darkness. The other is female and having an argument with the wounded person. They sound quite young. Definitely no older than me.”

“The people are arguing,” repeated Lucas. “Is one of them our wild bee? Do we have a hostage situation, Amber?”

“No. The three people were attacked by the wild bee. One of the boys was stabbed, but the girl fought the wild bee off, and they managed to get away, climb a ladder, and hide. She thinks the wild bee is still down at floor level looking for them, and the argument is because the wounded boy has all their dataviews and won’t call Emergency Services for help.”

“Are you sure it’s the wounded boy who won’t call for help?” asked Adika. “That doesn’t seem to make sense. Surely he’d want medical treatment.”

“The wounded boy doesn’t want to call for help because he thinks they’ll get into trouble,” I said. “I agree that isn’t sensible, but he isn’t thinking too clearly even at the level of pre-vocalized thoughts, and his lower thought levels are just a blur of pain.”

“We have three vulnerable bystanders hiding on top of a tank,” said Lucas grimly. “Our wild bee has already seriously injured one of them, and he’s probably down at floor level hunting for them right now. There’s obviously no motion-activated lighting around those tanks, but there must be some sort of lighting available.”

“There’s some overhead lighting in the area,” said Nicole. “That’s normally only turned on when maintenance work is being done on the tanks.”

“Our wild bee either doesn’t know how to turn the lights on or prefers to keep searching in the dark,” said Lucas. “We may want to turn the lights on ourselves later, but for now we want to keep the wild bee thinking he’s in control of the situation.”

He paused. “Amber, I want you to leave the three bystanders now, and see if you can find the wild bee.”

I left the pain-filled mind of the wounded bystander, and began sweeping the area looking for the wild bee. I was vaguely aware of the conversation continuing on the crystal comms.

“Sending details on the lighting to everyone on the Strike team,” said Nicole.

“Rothan, you have three people to protect and get to safety instead of one,” said Adika. “Caleb and Rafael had better join red group.”

“We mustn’t endanger the bystanders by leading the wild bee to their location,” said Lucas. “If he’s roaming Level Zero at floor level, then red group should avoid him by taking a lift up to Industry 46 and finding a floor access point. The plan is that you’ll lower yourselves down on ropes, land on the top of one of the tanks, and then use the aerial walkways to reach the bystanders. Don’t open the access point until I give you the order.”

“Red group is moving now,” said Rothan.

A moment later, I found a mind that was burning with anger. “Target acquired. Wild bee is three cors west of me, and one level up.”

“Blue group should get into position ready to corner the wild bee,” said Lucas. “You should remain hidden until red group have reached the bystanders and can defend them.”

“Understood,” said Adika. “Blue group is moving.”

I was reading thoughts that were filled with whirling emotions. “The wild bee is furious. Those three people trespassed on his territory. They learned his private secret. They showed disrespect when they laughed at him.”

“Our target thinks of this place as his territory,” said Lucas. “That means he’s an expert on this area of Level Zero. The bystanders encountered him by accident and learned an embarrassing personal secret. He responded by suddenly escalating into violence.”

“Amber, is the target carrying a lantern?” asked Adika.

“He never carries a lantern in Level Zero because maintenance workers sometimes pass through this area,” I reported. “He’s memorized every inch of this place, and trained himself to move around with only the control panel lights for guidance.”

“Is he wearing a maintenance uniform?” asked Lucas.

“The feel of the fabric isn’t right for a maintenance uniform, and there’s a high collar that’s more like the one on a formal onesuit. The wild bee’s approaching a control panel with lights, so ...”

I studied the view from my target’s eyes as he walked past the control panel. “I just caught a glimpse of one of his sleeves. It’s torn and smeared with dirt, but I saw what looked like a leaf design shimmering in the lights of the control panel.”

Buzz spoke on the crystal comms. “Those clothes can’t be more than three months old. Shimmering leaf and flower designs are the very latest fashion on the elite top ten levels of the Hive.”

“The target is ruining brand new expensive clothes by wearing them in a dirty maintenance area,” said Lucas. “He doesn’t care if he ruins his clothes because he can easily afford more. Our wild bee is a Level 1 resident of this area.”
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I was startled. “You seriously think that we’ve got a Level 1 wild bee, Lucas? Surely that’s unusual.”

“It’s extremely unusual,” said Lucas. “Most Level 1 people are perfectly contented. Lottery hasn’t just allocated them work that they love, but given them the highest status and most luxurious lifestyle in the Hive. While Level 1 people can still have relationship problems, they have the best medical and counselling support to help deal with them.”

He sighed. “There are the exceptional cases though. Amber, your telepathic talent is so rare and desperately needed by the Hive that you were allocated your work whether it was suited to you or not. Some other people are in the same situation as you, doing work that they don’t love and may even actively dislike. They can suffer from severe stress as a result, and grow to resent the happiness of people around them.”

“There aren’t many of these people in the Hive, Lucas,” said Nicole doubtfully.

“There aren’t many of them,” said Lucas, “but they’re all given especially luxurious living conditions. Virtually all of those people who have been assigned to work in Orange Zone will be living here in area 500/2500.”

His voice took on a harsh note. “This is the Orange Zone Level 1 centre point. It has the most luxurious apartments suitable for illustrious people like the head of Hive Politics. Its shopping area and other facilities will only be surpassed by those in area 500/5000, the centre point of the whole Hive.”

“I hope you aren’t suggesting that the head of Hive Politics is our wild bee,” said Adika. “That would be an exceedingly awkward situation.”

“I’m sure that the head of Hive Politics isn’t our wild bee,” said Lucas. “When I called him to ask permission to use his apartment, he was in his office on Industry 1, and sent one of his bodyguards to assist us. Our wild bee could be someone else stunningly important though. Does that seem possible, Amber?”

“The wild bee does think he’s important,” I said cautiously. “There’s an overtone of superiority present in every level of his thoughts. That’s why he’s so furious about those bystanders discovering his secret. The low level protein scum dared to laugh at him. It was humiliating.”

I paused. “But the fact he thinks he’s important doesn’t necessarily mean he genuinely is important. I’ve read the minds of wild bees rated as low as Level 80 who think of themselves as important, and all that means is they’ve got an overblown ego.”

“Very true,” said Lucas. “Are you seeing anything that could give us a clue to our wild bee’s identity?”

I skimmed hastily through my target’s thought levels. “He’s not thinking about his name. He’s not thinking about his work. He’s not even thinking about the reason he’s been exploring the maintenance areas. His mind is focused on finding the people who laughed at him and killing them.”

I groaned. “He’s got to find them, he’s got to kill them, and he’s got to do it quickly. His whole life is at stake. He’s been getting messages from Health and Safety about Level 1 area 500/2500 being evacuated because of electrical issues, but he knows that’s a lie.”

“So what does our wild bee think is happening?” asked Lucas.

I concentrated on a relevant thought train and rapidly recited details. “He used to keep his behaviour under control because he believed the patrolling nosies could read his mind. Two years ago, he discovered that wasn’t true. He made a mistake that caused an accident in his laboratory. He lied about what happened, and spent weeks expecting nosies to challenge him about it, but they never did.”

“My team are checking records on laboratory accidents,” said Nicole.

“The wild bee still believes nosies are genuine telepaths though,” I said. “He thinks they can’t read his mind because his superior logic is beyond their comprehension. The funny thing is that it’s true his mind is especially logical, but that just makes it easier to read his thoughts.”

I shook my head. “Anyway, the wild bee started indulging himself with his secrets. Everything went perfectly until those bystanders saw him. Now he thinks that the bystanders have called for help, and Health and Safety are evacuating the area because they’re sending in an army of nosy squads. He never wanted to hurt anyone, but now he’s desperate. The only way to save himself from exposure and ridicule is to find the bystanders and kill them before the nosies arrive. Once the nosies read the minds of those people, and find out what they saw ...”

The thought train was swamped by the images of a memory sequence, and I broke off my sentence to concentrate on them. My target had gone into Level Zero, opened an inspection hatch to go down into the maintenance crawl way, and was lying there working on the air vent cover of a new neighbour’s apartment. The grilles of the cover were designed to stop anyone looking through them at people inside their apartments, but he’d got skilled at using a knife to widen the gaps to give him a clear view.

He was so focused on his work that he didn’t hear the people coming, didn’t notice that the light of their lanterns had been added to that of his own flashlight, had no idea they were standing around the inspection hatch and watching him. Then he heard them laughing.

“I’m seeing the wild bee’s memory of meeting the bystanders,” I said. “He’s been using Level Zero and the interlinking maintenance crawl ways as a route to reach the air vents of his neighbours’ apartments on Level 1. The bystanders caught him using a knife to alter an air vent to let him see into an apartment. They laughed at him. He climbed out of the inspection hatch and shouted at them, but they just kept laughing. The wild bee instinctively lashed out with his knife to stab the one that was laughing loudest, but then one of the others kicked him, hit him with her lantern, and they all ran off into the darkness.”

“So our wild bee didn’t intend to hurt anyone,” said Lucas. “He just got caught spying on people in the shower.”

“He wasn’t spying on them in the shower.” I was sharing my target’s thoughts, feeling his emotions, and was indignant at the false accusation. “He’s been living their lives.”

“You’ll need to explain that a bit more,” said Lucas.

“You were right about Lottery allocating the wild bee to do vital work that didn’t really suit him,” I said. “Perhaps he’s been complaining about the unfairness of that. Perhaps he’s too proud of his importance. Perhaps he’s just an unpleasant person. Whatever the reason, nobody likes him, and they do everything they can to avoid spending time with him. He works alone in his laboratory. He lives alone in his apartment. He has no friends. He’s got so lonely that he’s borrowing the social life of other people.”

I paused. “He’s been using the air vents to watch his neighbours’ lives and fantasize about being them. Sometimes he takes it a step further, takes off the air vent cover, or manages to make other routes into their apartments. He knows all their daily routines, so he waits until he knows they’ll be out for hours, then he enters their apartments and acts out the things he’s seen. He eats the meals they’ve eaten. He repeats the conversations he’s watched them have with their visitors. Sometimes he even dozes in their sleep field. He’s careful not to damage anything though, and puts everything back in place before he leaves.”

“That’s the reason people have been reporting being worried,” said Lucas. “Our wild bee was being careful, but there’d still have been missing meals, objects left in slightly the wrong position, and odd sounds as he moved through the maintenance crawl ways.”

“We have an identity for our target,” said Nicole. “Level 1 Researcher Alvin 2498-2411-186. He’s doing solo research into solvents, and I can understand him being lonely working alone, but why didn’t he ask for counselling help? A counsellor could have arranged for him to join an organized group for people with similar issues.”

“Alvin couldn’t ask for counselling help,” I said. “That would have meant admitting people didn’t like him. His ego wouldn’t let him do that.”

Lucas sighed. “Alvin didn’t intend to hurt anyone. He had a knife in his hand and instinctively hit out at the bystanders because they laughed at him. The problem is that he now believes killing the bystanders is his only way to escape from this situation.”

“Red group are now on Industry 46,” said Rothan’s voice on the crystal comms. “We’ve found a floor access point that we think is above the bystanders’ position.”

“Amber, where is Alvin now?” asked Lucas.

“He’s still roaming around Level Zero at floor level, and is currently one cor west of me. He doesn’t think the wounded man could have climbed a ladder, so he’s worried the bystanders have found their way out of the area.”

“You can leave Alvin’s head now,” said Lucas. “Focus on guiding red group to the bystanders.”

I pulled myself out of Alvin’s panicking mind. I’d intended to search for the bystanders next, but just thinking about red group was enough to make me link to Rothan. He was staring down at where some floor tiles had been dragged aside to expose a floor access point, the cover labelled with urgent warnings about sheer drops.

... hope I’m right about us being above the bystanders. We’re definitely close to them, and it would be logical for these access points to be positioned directly above the tanks, but Adika isn’t in a mood to forgive even the slightest mistake. He ...

Infected by Rothan’s anxiety, I left his head, tensely searched downwards, and was relieved to find the glow of three minds. “Red group are perfectly positioned directly above the bystanders.”

“Good,” said Lucas. “Amber, please check the bystanders now, and see if you can find any information about what they were doing on Level Zero. The wounded person was worried about them getting into trouble if they called for help. Is that just because they were trespassing, or have they been doing something more serious? We need to know if they’ll be so scared about getting in trouble that they’ll either run from red group or try to fight them.”

I avoided the mind that was bright with pain and linked to one of the other two.

... too dark. Much too dark. Much too dark. Much ...

... Can’t be happening. Can’t be real. Just a bad dream. Keep my eyes closed and wait until I wake up. Can’t be ...

The thoughts were repeating in terrified loops that couldn’t tell me anything useful. I moved on again and found myself inside the head of the female bystander. She was afraid of the darkness too, but even more afraid of the man with the knife.

... he’ll be especially keen to kill me after the way I hit him with my lantern. If only we’d ignored that open inspection hatch, and kept walking straight on through Level Zero ...

... have to call for help before ...

“If you don’t give me my dataview right away,” she whispered aggressively, “I’ll take it by force. I don’t want to hurt your arm, but our lives are at stake.”

“You have to obey my orders,” said the wounded person. “Remember that you’re only a Lieutenant. I’m a Captain and your commanding officer on this mission.”

I frowned. “Lucas, could the bystanders have come out of the last Lottery, been assigned to Hive Defence, and be taking part in a training exercise? The wounded boy just said he’s a Captain and the commanding officer on this mission. The girl he’s been arguing with is a Lieutenant.”

“The bystanders can’t be on a Hive Defence training exercise,” Lucas sounded as puzzled as me. “If they were members of Hive Defence then they’d have immediately reported an injury.”

“If they were members of Hive Defence then no one would have been injured,” said Adika. “They’d have easily overpowered the wild bee.”

I was hearing Lucas and Adika’s words through my ear crystal, and the words of the bystanders’ conversation through my target’s ears, struggling to follow both at once.

“Just think how many Blue Upway points we’re getting for this,” gloated the Captain. “We’ve already earned enough points to get promoted, and we’re getting more every time I send another report.”

“We can’t get promoted if we’re dead,” said the Lieutenant fiercely.

“The bystanders must be on a Hive Defence training exercise,” I said in bewilderment. “The Captain is talking about getting Blue Upway points and promotions.”

The chorus of groans, both on the crystal comms and from the bodyguards physically standing next to me, increased my confusion.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“The three bystanders aren’t on a Hive Defence training exercise,” said Lucas, in a resigned voice. “They’re a Blue Upway game group.”

“What’s a Blue Zone game group doing in the heart of Orange Zone?” asked Adika.

“Law Enforcement’s Game Control group sent out warnings months ago that Blue Upway had broken the usual zone boundaries and was expanding Hivewide,” said Lucas. “There wasn’t anything especially worrying about that, because Blue Upway is a well-behaved game, but we were bound to stumble across one of its game groups eventually.”

“I’ve still no idea what you’re talking about,” I said.

“Our three bystanders are a group taking part in a Teen Game called Blue Upway,” explained Lucas. “Players earn points and status by daring acts like trespassing. This group must have been aiming to earn high bonus points for both hazards and darkness by entering Level Zero, but then they stumbled across our wild bee.”

I was stunned. “I never heard about anything like this when I lived on Teen Level.”

“The Hive allows minor acts of rebellion by teens during the difficult years leading up to Lottery,” said Lucas. “Teen Games are the highest level of that rebellion. They’re tolerated by the Hive so long as the player challenges stay within reasonable limits, because they provide an outlet for teens who would otherwise end up having major clashes with authority.”

He laughed. “The community centres on Teen Level hold activity sessions to allow teens to gain experience of a variety of work in the Hive. Those experiences help the teens establish their individual capabilities, likes, and dislikes before they enter Lottery, so the testing process can allocate them their perfect professions. Teen Games are effectively the activity sessions for combat roles in Hive Defence or Hive Security. The fact that they’re technically illegal adds an important extra dimension of risk to the experience.”

“You mean that Teen Games are like the Ramblers Association?” I asked. “The Hive wants most of its citizens to be afraid of Outside, so the Ramblers Association is technically classed as a non-conformist group. It actually benefits the Hive though, because it provides a pool of people that Lottery can imprint for necessary work Outside.”

“Exactly,” said Lucas. “If the Hive permits something illegal to exist, it’s for a good reason.”

“The Hive knows best,” I muttered.

“There are normally multiple Teen Games running in each zone of the Hive,” said Lucas. “The reason you’ve never heard of them before, Amber, is that Teen Game recruiters are looking for rebellious and risk-addicted teens. None of them would have approached a teen like you, a model citizen of the Hive, whose only rule-breaking was the socially accepted act of riding the handrail of the moving stairs.”

“Lucas, if the bystanders are playing a Teen Game then we’ll have huge problems covering up this incident,” said Nicole anxiously. “Players constantly take images to send to their Game Commander, to prove where they’ve been and claim their points. We could reset the bystanders’ memories back to yesterday, invent an accidental cause for the knife wound, and remove their images from their dataviews, but we’ve no way to stop the Game Commander sharing the information.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“Because we’ve no way to find the Game Commander,” said Lucas. “The game group won’t know who is running Blue Upway, because everyone involved in Teen Games hides their real identity behind game names and anonymous dataview identification numbers. Precisely what did the Captain say about points?”

I was starting to realize just how bad this situation could be. It was essential to cover up incidents like this, so no one was tempted to copy the actions of wild bees.

“The Captain said they’d already earned enough points to get promoted,” I said, “and they were getting more every time he sends another report.”

“That means the Captain has already reported full details of this incident to the Game Commander,” said Lucas. “He’s probably sent details of something this exciting to other teens involved in the Game as well, and they won’t have been able to resist sharing it with their friends in turn. If the Game Commander is spreading the news too, then half the teens in the Hive must already know there’s a man with a knife stabbing people on Level Zero.”

“So what do we do?” I asked.

“We have to accept we’ve failed to contain this incident,” said Lucas, “and use the last resort explanation. Amber, we need the dataview identification number of one of those bystanders. I understand that’s difficult because people rarely think of ...”

“No, it isn’t difficult this time,” I interrupted him. “My current target is the Lieutenant. She’s planning to make a call to Hive Emergency Services, and thinking through what she’ll say to them, so there’s an associated thought train with her dataview identification number.”

I waited until my target’s thought train reached the right point, and gabbled numbers and letters.

“Nicole, set up a sound only call from my dataview to the bystanders, and patch it into the crystal comms on receive only,” said Lucas. “I want everyone on our comms to be able to hear the conversation, but the game group should only be able to hear me.”

I was still linked to the Lieutenant’s mind. She heard some distinctive chimes and spoke eagerly. “That’s my dataview. You have to let me answer the call before the man with the knife hears the chimes.”

“I’m rejecting the call,” said the Captain. “This is exactly why I took your dataviews at the start of this mission. I can’t have group members being distracted by calls, or dataview chimes giving away our location.”

“They’ve rejected the call,” said Nicole.

“Keep trying until someone answers,” said Lucas.

My target heard the distinctive chimes again. “I don’t know who could be calling me, but they aren’t giving up. You have to let me answer the call.”

“I’ll just keep rejecting it,” said the Captain.

... he’s got fewer brain cells than a rabbit. No, that’s unfair to rabbits. He’s got fewer brain cells than protein scum or ...

“You can’t keep rejecting the call,” my target hissed savagely. “Whoever it is will keep calling, and the dataview will keep chiming. Eventually, the man with the knife will hear it, and he’ll come and find us.”

“I’ll answer it myself then,” said the Captain.

A moment later, I heard the Captain speaking both through my target’s ears and on the crystal comms. “You’ll have to call back later. She can’t answer her dataview now.”

“I’m the Tactical Commander of a Hive Security Unit,” said Lucas briskly. “An enemy agent was detected entering our Hive. We evacuated this area of both Level Zero and Level 1 to avoid any risk of Hive citizens being injured when we moved in to arrest the enemy agent, but our nosies have informed us that your game group is trespassing in the danger zone.”

My target’s thoughts accelerated to a speed that meant I could barely read them.

... man’s an enemy agent! That explains everything. He was trying to get through that air vent cover into ...

“Your nosies have made a mistake,” said the Captain. “You’ve called the wrong ...”

“Shut up!” My target snatched the dataview from his hand and spoke into it herself. “Yes, we caught the enemy agent trying to get through an air vent into Level 1. He attacked us with a knife, so we ran away and hid.”

“The nosies tell me there are three of you hiding on top of a tank, and your Captain was stabbed in the arm,” said Lucas. “We have a team of four men on their way to protect you and provide medical treatment. There’s no need for you to be alarmed by their arrival. Do you understand?”

“We understand,” said my target breathlessly. “I can give you directions to where we saw the enemy agent.”

“The nosies are keeping me informed of the enemy agent’s movements,” said Lucas. “We would have already apprehended him, but we had to delay while we got people into position to protect you.”

Lucas paused. “Red group, you can move now.”

My target heard a scraping noise from overhead, looked up, and saw a light area appear in the ceiling above her. A moment later, four figures came sliding down on ropes. The leading man landed neatly in front of her, his wristset light illuminating his face, and she gazed at his blue eyes in stunned adoration.

“High up!” she gasped.

“Red group are in position to defend bystanders,” said Rothan.

“I need to end this call now,” said Lucas. “Please co-operate fully with the instructions of red group leader while we apprehend the enemy agent.”

“Yes,” said the Lieutenant. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

“Call ended,” said Nicole.

“I assume I was talking to the Lieutenant,” said Lucas. “She seemed convinced by my call.”

“She isn’t just convinced,” I said, “she’s developed an instant crush on our red group leader as well. The Lieutenant has just turned eighteen, so she’ll be going into the next Lottery. She’s dreaming of being assigned to Hive Defence, and Rothan is the living embodiment of all her dreams, as well as being male and extremely good looking.”

There was an embarrassed cough on the comms. “Bystander’s injury is significant,” said Rothan. “Requesting medical guidance.”

“Patching red group into a separate channel with our medical staff,” said Nicole.

“I’ll check what the Captain is thinking.” I moved to a mind where pain warred with emotion. “The Captain is deeply frustrated. He’s another one that’s going into the next Lottery and dreaming of joining Hive Defence. He wants to be capturing the enemy agent himself rather than being rescued.”

“Lottery won’t allocate the Captain to a combat role,” said Adika. “He’s tough, with a high pain threshold, but he’s incapable of rethinking his plans in a crisis. The Lieutenant is a very different matter. She’s unarmed and untrained, but she still took down a wild bee for long enough to get two teammates, one panicking and the other injured, to a safe hiding place.”

“Yes,” said Lucas. “That was definitely a defining experience for her.”

“What’s a defining experience?” I asked.

“An experience that will define her life,” said Lucas. “This is exactly why the Hive permits the existence of Teen Games. The Lieutenant has been dreaming of joining Hive Defence for years. It shouldn’t have happened in such dangerous circumstances, but her actions today have proved she’s suited to a command combat role.”

His voice took on an oddly emotional note. “We’ve realized that, and far more importantly, the Lieutenant must have realized that herself. Every time she remembers what happened today, that realization will be reinforced, and her self-knowledge will impact all her results in Lottery. Unless the testing process discovers she’s also suited to some other more vitally needed position in the Hive, she will have her dream.”

His voice returned to its usual tones. “Rothan, allow the Captain to send a final report to his Game Commander and his friends, so the enemy agent story spreads around Teen Level. That report can include a recording of my call, and images of you arriving, but nothing after that point. Once it’s been sent, confiscate all three dataviews. We’ll want to wipe all the information about this incident before giving them back to their owners.”

“Understood,” said Rothan.

“Now the bystanders are secure, we can focus on dealing with Alvin
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