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Someone was already dead.

Our lift plunged downwards at ultra express speed, its level indicator rapidly flickering through numbers. Our unit was on Industry 1, at the very top of our Hive city. We’d travelled down through all the fifty industrial levels, and sixty-seven of the hundred accommodation levels, before the level indicator stopped at 68.

The lift doors opened, and we sprinted out. My Strike team leader, Adika, at the front, followed by the nineteen men of my Alpha Strike team, all clustered protectively around me. A major interchange of the belt system was directly ahead of us. Within seconds, we’d stepped onto the slow belt, moved across to the medium, and then the express. We were speeding along corridors now, but however fast we were, we would arrive too late. Someone was already dead.

Adika spoke impatiently. “Lucas, you’ve only told us this is a strength six incident and its location. What are you sending us into?”

Lucas’s voice came from the audio circuit of the crystal unit in my ear. “Current indications are that our target is either at or near the incident scene, but my Tactical team is still collating information. Nicole will give you details on the destination area now.”

Lucas was speaking in the Tactical Commander voice he used during emergency runs. The tones deliberately calm and relaxed to build his listeners’ confidence in our ability to handle whatever crisis we were facing. It wasn’t working on me today. This incident was strength six, an impersonal code to mask the brutal fact someone had died.

I was only eighteen, I’d been doing this job for a bare few months, and I hadn’t been in this situation before. Yes, I’d set out on emergency runs where someone had been injured or kidnapped, but never with the knowledge that some man, woman, or child was a lifeless corpse.

Our Hive city was a teeming mass of a hundred million people, but now there was one less, and I felt that was my fault. The anonymous victim was already dead before we entered the lift, before the alarm woke me, before our unit even got the emergency call, but I still felt personally responsible. It was my job to prevent this sort of thing from happening. To catch criminals before they committed a crime. To hunt down those who were a threat to others, so they could be helped, or at least prevented from doing harm.

I bit my lip. I’d failed to keep someone safe, but I couldn’t allow myself to brood about their death any longer. I had to concentrate on stopping their murderer from killing again.

Other people were joining the express belt now. It was well after midnight, so most of the Hive would be asleep, but these were workers travelling to and from shift work. They gave curious looks at our tightly packed group. We wore casual civilian clothes over our body armour, our guns were hidden under jackets and tops, and the crystal units in our ears were transparent and virtually invisible, but we were still an odd sight. Everyone would realize we were on our way to perform some task for the Hive, and be wondering what job needed so many heavily muscled men and a single, slightly built girl.

They’d never work out the right answer. They couldn’t guess we were hunting a killer because they believed the Hive was perfectly safe. All crimes were carefully covered up. Today’s murder would be explained away as a freak accident. People would be kept in ignorance so they wouldn’t have their lives overshadowed by fear or be tempted to commit crimes themselves. I wasn’t entirely happy about that system, but ...

Nicole, my Liaison team leader, started speaking. “Incident location is a storage complex. There’s a housing warren to the north, a school to the east, a community centre to the south, and a sports facility to the west.”

There was an anxious edge to her voice. Nicole was nineteen. Her mind was imprinted with all the information she needed to be a Liaison team leader, but she’d normally have had at least three years of practical experience to reinforce it. Instead, she’d been thrust into the role after barely a year as a team member and a scant few weeks as deputy.

I could understand why Nicole felt nervous and uncertain, but it was even worse for me. Only months ago, I’d been one of over a million eighteen-year-olds going into our Hive’s Lottery of 2532. I’d been worried about the barrage of tests I’d face, frightened of what the automated process would decide was my profession and level in the Hive, and scared stiff of having my mind imprinted.

I’d pictured so many possibilities in the years before Lottery, from being a stunning success to an utter failure. I’d dreamed of doing highly skilled work and living on the elite top ten accommodation levels of the Hive. I’d had nightmares about ending up a sewage technician and living in a hovel down on Level 99. I’d never thought for one second I could be thrust into something like this, never imagined I wouldn’t be imprinted at all because my Hive deemed it far too risky to imprint someone as rare and valuable as me.

Lottery had sent me into this wild new existence without either experience or imprinted knowledge to help me, and the pressure on me was far greater than on Nicole. I had my Tactical team to guide me, my Strike teams to guard me, my Liaison team to handle the logistics, but the difference between success and failure, life and death, depended on me. Someone was already dead, and if I messed this up then others might die as well.

“We’ve got teams of uniformed hasties blocking all corridors leading to the storage complex, and we’ve shut down its dedicated freight lifts,” continued Nicole. “The community centre, school, and sports facility are all closed and empty at this time of night. We’re making area announcements about flooding from a burst water pipe and ...”

She broke off for a second. “Ah, we’ve got floor plans of the storage complex now. Sending them to your dataviews.”

I fumbled for my dataview, tapped it to make it unfurl, glanced at the plans, and pulled a face. The place was huge. At least forty vast storage rooms.

There was a moment or two of silence after that before Adika spoke. “Lucas, we’ll be approaching scene soon. We need your briefing now.”

“Agreed,” said Lucas. “The overwhelming majority of Hive citizens are well-adjusted and cooperative. What Amber often describes as tame bees working for the good of the community. Uncontrollable, violent tendencies in an individual normally develop due to a lethal combination of several factors including social catalysts and genetic predisposition. These tendencies manifest in distinctive behaviour patterns, so there are warning signs of a wild bee in an area before the individual progresses to actual violence. This case is extremely unusual because there were no warning signs.”

“None at all?” I frowned. In theory, my Tactical team watched for areas with warning signs, and we went in and checked them, tracking down who was responsible before anyone got hurt. In practice, too many areas needed checking, and some targets progressed to violence unpredictably quickly, so we didn’t always get there in time. That meant an emergency run like this one, with someone already hurt, but we’d never had an emergency run to an area with no warning signs at all.

“Absolutely none,” said Lucas. “The delay in giving my briefing was because I had my team triple-checking this and neighbouring areas. The only information we have is that a patrolling hasty noticed the storage complex lights were on when it should have been empty for the night. He went inside and saw a man stooping over a woman’s bloodstained body. The man ran deeper into the complex, and the hasty left and called in the emergency. He was incoherent from shock, so we’re working from extremely limited details.”

Lucas paused. “Our target is male and in his thirties. We believe he’s still in the storage complex. Each room in there has dozens of rows of floor to ceiling shelving and container racks. Be aware that the target may hide behind shelves, or even take refuge inside one of the larger containers. You can expect him to be armed with a knife. He may also have collected other items from within the complex to use as weapons. The lack of any warning signs before escalating to violence on this scale indicates an incredibly strong triggering event. You should regard our target as highly unstable and dangerous in the extreme.”

Adika groaned. “A combination of the worst possible target and the worst possible location. Everyone will need to be fully alert for this one. Guns initially on stun but be prepared to change to kill setting on my order. Time to jump belt now.”

We all left the express belt and changed to a slow belt going down a side corridor. I heard something ahead of us, a rhythmic chanting, and cringed. Not that. Not now. Please, not now!

I instinctively closed my eyes and covered my ears with my hands. I tried to concentrate on my own breathing and shut out the world, but I couldn’t block the sound of angry voices.

“Two threes are six. Two fours are eight. Two fives are ten.”

“Nicole, there’s a nosy squad ahead of us,” said Adika. “Get them out of our way!”

“We’ve been trying to do that,” said Nicole, “but closing all the corridors around the storage complex has blocked a major belt route.”

“I don’t care what you do with the nosy squad, make them jump down a waste chute for all I care, just get them out of our way!” Adika sounded as if he was about to explode from frustration. “You know the presence of nosies has a terrible effect on Amber.”

The chanting was getting louder. “Two sixes are twelve. Two sevens are fourteen.”

Closing my eyes had been a mistake. It just made me more aware of the voices shouting numbers. I opened my eyes again, and saw a defensive cluster of people further down the corridor.

“Two eights are sixteen. Two nines are eighteen.”

At the focal point of the crowd, I caught a glimpse of the grey figure of the nosy surrounded by four blue-clad hasty guards. A moment later, they hurried off down a side turning. By the time we rode by on the belt, the chanting had already stopped. I heaved a sigh of relief.

“Amber, how are you?” Lucas’s voice asked. “Will you need recovery time before we start this chase?”

“No,” I said. “I’m all right.”

“You’re sure?” asked Adika. “We’ve got an especially dangerous target, so we’ll need you focused.”

“I’m certain,” I said. “Sorry to make such a fuss about going near a nosy, but people hate them so much and ...”

“Your feelings about nosies are totally understandable,” said Lucas, in soothing tones.

They might be understandable, but I also felt they were pretty hypocritical. All through my childhood, I’d hated the telepaths dressed in their shapeless grey outfits, their faces hidden behind matching grey masks, who walked the corridors of the Hive seeking the guilty thoughts of criminals. I knew I had nothing to hide from the nosies. I knew their hasty escorts wouldn’t arrest me. I knew I should be grateful to them for keeping the Hive safe. I’d still joined in with the hostile crowds, desperately chanting tables to try to stop the nosies from reading my mind.

After Lottery, I’d learned the truth. The nosies weren’t telepaths at all, just ordinary hasties dressed up in grey outfits to encourage people to be dutiful and law abiding. I still dreaded seeing them though. I couldn’t work when a crowd was screaming numbers and ...

Red signs were flashing ahead of us. “Belt system closed for emergency maintenance. Follow diversion at next belt interchange.”

Other people were transferring to another belt, but we stayed where we were, gliding on past a group of hasties in blue uniforms.

“Strike team is approaching scene,” said Adika. “Jump belt. Crystal units to visual.”

We left the belt, adjusted our ear crystals, and the camera extensions unfolded at the side of our faces. I tapped the fine tube by my cheek to make sure it was correctly positioned.

“Visual links green,” said Nicole.

“Amber, you’re now in the corridor running past the northern end of the storage complex,” said Lucas. “You should be able to see the double doors of the main entrance ahead of you.”

The large, yellow doors were impossible to miss. “Yes, I see them.”

“The target was spotted stooping over the body just inside those doors,” said Lucas. “He then ran further into the complex. The body is still where he left it, because we couldn’t risk sending hasties or a medical team so close to a cornered killer.”

I winced at the thought of the poor woman lying on the floor, all her hopes and dreams brought to a brutal end. Despite everything I’d seen and done since I came out of Lottery, I was still adjusting to the reality that such levels of violence existed in our Hive, so I couldn’t help selfishly hoping that I wouldn’t see her body.

“Our target hasn’t attempted to pass any of the hasties’ blockades,” continued Lucas. “We expect our target is still in the complex, though there’s a possibility he’s found a way into the vent system. Over to you, Amber.”

I sat down on the floor, leaned my back against a wall, and closed my eyes. The grey-masked nosies weren’t telepaths, just fakes, but the bluff worked because there was a grain of truth behind the lies. The Hive did have five precious genuine telepaths. I was one of them, and it was time for me to do my job.

I reached out with my mind, seeking the thoughts of a killer.
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I always struggled to find words to describe the sight, sound, touch, taste, scent of the telepathic view of the world. It was like an endless dark void with occasional small pools of light that were the minds of the people around me. It was like sitting in silence and hearing fragments of conversation. It was like touching objects that varied from cold, hard metal to warm and fluffy. It was like tasting an assortment of foods, or being in the park and catching the mingled scents of flowers on the breeze.

I took a moment to orient myself by drifting through the thoughts of my Strike team, and found them sharp with tension. They’d come out of this year’s Lottery with me, carefully chosen by the testing sequence to be physically and mentally perfect for this job. They’d been imprinted with vast amounts of information. They’d had intensive training. All those things helped them, but they were still as aware as me that this was their first emergency run where someone had already died. Adika’s mood was disturbing them too.

As I thought of Adika, I automatically linked to his mind. Hard-edged, like newly forged steel, and currently white hot with anger. He’d had ten years of experience as a Strike team member, and seven years more as a deputy, before getting his chance at a team leader position with me. He’d experienced a thousand emergency runs, and all his instincts told him this one could go badly wrong. He was worried that some of his men might get hurt, and even more paranoid about something happening to his irreplaceable telepath.

There was more to Adika’s anger than that though. He’d spent the evening with Megan, my Senior Administrator, and they’d had a blazing row. Below the thoughts about this emergency run were deeper levels that churned with emotion.

... thought everything was going so well, but then she started shouting at me. I understand she loved her husband, but he’s dead. We’re alive and ...

... Waste it! If Megan insists on living her life in the past, then I’ll find someone who’ll live for the future and ...

I was frustrated and fuming at myself. Why was I so obsessed with Megan anyway? I’d had plenty of women who were better looking than her and had just as good legs. Was my age getting to me? I was thirty-five now, and ...

I realized I’d drifted from reading Adika’s thoughts to experiencing them as my own, shook my head, and hastily disentangled myself from his mind. I wasn’t thirty-five, but eighteen. I wasn’t Adika, but Amber.

Waste it! I kept making the same mistake over and over again. The other four telepaths in our Hive struggled to get more than a couple of levels below pre-vocalization, the highest level of the mind where sentences were formed before being spoken aloud. I was different, naturally operating on deeper, more emotional levels, and it was usually more of a liability than an advantage. I kept getting sucked into other people’s emotions, trapped in their feelings as if they were my own.

I tried to shake off the remnants of both Adika’s burning frustration and my own annoyance at myself, and reached out further into the darkness. There was a bright blur of minds that must be the nearby housing warren, and more minds both above and below me, but I should concentrate on this level of the Hive for the moment.

I tried sweeping methodically across the area ahead of me, moving from right to left, and found a nervous huddle of four minds. Hasties lurking behind a temporary barrier.

... never been caught up in anything like this before, and never want to be caught up in anything like it again. It ...

... knew in theory that these things happened, but couldn’t believe I’d ...

... Waste it, my job is making sure people follow health and safety rules, keeping small children from ...

I pulled out of their minds and moved on. Nothing. Nothing. Nothing. Then a single mind glowed, alone in the emptiness.

... Saw me. Saw me. Figure in blue saw me. Saw me. Saw me. Figure in blue saw me. Saw me. Saw ...

... wiping away the dried, crusted blood from her throat. My fingers running down her arm, taking her hand, tracing the line of the delicately coloured nails and ...

... was so cold. So beautiful. My ideal partner that ...

“Target located,” I said. “He’s at the south end of the storage complex, sitting down, and leaning his back against something hard and rough. I can’t judge the physical position well enough to say which room he’s in, and it’s too dark for me to get any clues from his surroundings.”

“Is he hiding inside a container, Amber?” asked Adika.

“No, he’s in a room but it’s extremely dark.”

“The rooms have motion activated lighting,” said Nicole. “If there’s no movement for five minutes it automatically dims to the minimum setting.”

“I think the target has been sitting still for a while,” I said. “There’s nothing to give me a clue about his identity. The top level of his mind is frozen in terror, looping round and round the fact the hasty saw him. Underneath, he’s thinking about the dead woman, not himself. He’s wiping away the blood from her throat. No, he’s remembering wiping away the blood, stroking her arm, and taking her hand.”

“Nicole, can you override the motion activation controls and turn the lighting on in there?” asked Lucas.

“Getting my team to work on that now,” said Nicole.

Most of my mind was with my target, but part of me was vaguely aware of Adika’s voice giving instructions. The Strike team were dividing into two groups. Those on chase duties were moving towards the storage complex doors. Those on bodyguard duties were staying with me. One of them was picking me up, transporting the luggage of my body to a better defensive position in case the target made a break in our direction.

“Amber, is the target still sitting there?” asked Lucas.

“Yes. Still sitting there. Still thinking about the woman. She’s my ideal ... She’s his ideal partner. I’m not sure she was really in a relationship with him though. It seems more as if he’s fantasizing.” I felt the grief in the target mind. “He didn’t like the blood. The cut in her throat spoiled her. He wanted to find a scarf to cover it, but he couldn’t make himself leave her side.”

Overhead lights suddenly blazed at full brightness. The target was dazzled, rubbing his eyes with both hands, and then staring around in alarm. If the lights had come on, it meant someone was here! The hasties were here!

“The lights came on,” I reported. “The target has been to this place several times before. He knows the lights are motion activated, so he thinks the hasties are in there looking for him.”

“Amber, what weapons does the target have?” asked Adika.

“Both his hands are empty. He’s standing up now. I can see part of the number on a crate to his left. It starts with S771-57. The rest is out of his view.”

“We’ve got a location from the storage facility inventory system,” said Nicole eagerly. “That code is for shop fittings, all held in the south-west corner of room 7.”

Adika started rattling out a series of instructions. Chase team were moving now, closing in on their prey, but I caught a fleeting thought in the target mind.

“Wait! He didn’t kill her. The woman was dead when he found the body.”

“Hold positions, everyone!” snapped Adika. “You’re sure, Amber?”

“I’m certain,” I said. “The target was thinking about how cold she was. He’d been with her body for hours before the hasty disturbed him, so I thought that was why she was cold, but it wasn’t. She was already cold when the target went into the storage complex and stumbled across the body.”

“That makes no sense,” said Adika. “Why would he discover a body and sit next to it for hours? Why would he even go into a closed storage complex? Was he planning to steal something?”

“Highly unlikely,” said Lucas. “There’s virtually no theft anywhere in the Hive, because people are afraid a nosy would read their minds and arrest them if they stole things.”

He paused for a second. “I suspect the real answer is this man has some ... unusual preferences in a partner. Amber said he’d been to the storage complex several times before. He instinctively ran to hide where the shop fittings are stored, because that’s where he goes. He visits the mannequins, the shop dummies, and fantasizes about them. On this visit, he stumbled across his true ideal partner, not a mannequin but a genuine dead body, and couldn’t tear himself away from it.”

There was a stunned silence.

“Would that be consistent with your impressions, Amber?” asked Lucas.

“Yes, that would explain the ...” I broke off, and rubbed my forehead. As a child and teenager, I’d suffered from occasional headaches. I hadn’t been troubled by them much since Lottery, but I could feel one starting now. “I don’t understand why anyone would want a partner that’s ...”

I’d lost count of the number of target minds I’d read in the last few months, and many of them had had deeply unsettling ideas, but I was finding this run especially hard. I wasn’t sure if the sound of my voice gave away my distress, or Lucas saw my face on the images arriving from one of my bodyguards’ cameras. Either way, he responded by abandoning his official emergency run voice, to use his own distinctively casual tones.

“Speaking as your current partner, I’m highly relieved to hear that, Amber. This man’s preferences are probably due to an unfortunate past relationship experience. He now finds the idea of a non-rejecting partner deeply appealing.”

“Nobody enjoys being rejected,” said Adika dryly, “but I’d still rather have a living partner. If this man isn’t our target, what do we do now?”

Lucas went back to his emergency run voice. “There’s no reason to assume the man currently in the storage complex is a threat to anyone, but he would benefit from some therapy. Is he moving at all, Amber?”

“No, he’s sitting down again.”

“Then the Strike team can collect him and hand him over to appropriate medical staff for assessment,” said Lucas. “You’d better retrieve the body first though, so he doesn’t see it again.”

“Dispatching medical support to your location now,” said Nicole.

“But what about our genuine target?” asked Adika.

“Our genuine target must have left the storage complex before this man arrived,” said Lucas, “and that was several hours ago. Amber can run checks on the surrounding area, but she’s unlikely to find him or her. The lack of warning signs in this area indicates our target doesn’t spend much time here. We’ll have to take the alternative approach of identifying the victim, working out all the people closely connected to her, and scheduling check runs for Amber to read their minds and find out which of them is guilty.”

“So we tidy up here, and if Amber doesn’t find us a new target then we can head home,” said Adika. “All right. Rothan, Eli, Caleb, come with me to collect the body.”

I stayed with the mind that was too frightened and bewildered to run, until I heard Adika speak again in a shocked voice. “Waste that!”

I instantly linked to Adika’s mind to check if he was in danger, and saw the view from his eyes as he looked down at the body of a woman. Neck gory with blood, but face clearly visible.

Adika knew this woman. I knew this woman. It was Fran.
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Fran’s face was exactly as precise, as controlled, as elegantly made up as when I’d known her. Only the startled expression in those lifeless, open eyes was different from her usual rigid professionalism.

My forehead throbbed with pain as I remembered my last confrontation with Fran. She’d been my Liaison team leader, causing one problem after another for my unit, until the situation ended in an explosive team leader meeting. Fran had shouted abuse at me, I’d fired her, and Nicole had been promoted to replace her.

I’d thought about Fran a lot since then, but solely about how she’d affected me. I’d never asked what happened to her after she left my unit, and now she was dead.

I watched through Adika’s eyes, felt through Adika’s hands, as he and Rothan gently lifted Fran onto a stretcher and took her out to the waiting medical team. Fran was a Level 1 Liaison team leader, or she had been before I fired her. Why had she died in a storage complex on Level 68? Was this my fault? Had the Hive sent her to work here as a punishment for daring to distress one of its five treasured telepaths?

“Amber? Are you all right? Amber?”

I’d been aware of voices speaking from my ear crystal but been too occupied with my thoughts to listen to what they were saying. Now I realized Lucas was calling my name.

“Yes,” I said, hastily. “Sorry, I was distracted for a moment. Did I miss something?”

“The Strike team are going to collect the man from inside the storage complex now, so we need your assistance,” said Lucas.

I tried to drag my thoughts away from the past, ignore the pain of my headache, and concentrate on doing my job. I had to watch over my team to keep them safe. Run circuits to make sure that anyone hurt or in trouble got help quickly. “Who’s going in? Everyone on Chase team?”

“Just Adika, Rothan, Eli, and Caleb,” said Lucas.

I opened my eyes, reached for my dataview, stabbed the circuit button with a finger, and focused on the list of four names scrolling up the right side of the display. I could remember four names myself, but following the proper routine would help me calm down.

“Adika, Rothan, Eli, Caleb.” I chanted each name aloud as I checked the man’s mind, and made sure he was uninjured and in no danger. Then I tapped the display to send that name back down to the bottom of the list and moved on to the next. I’d just reached Adika again, when Lucas interrupted me.

“Umm, no need to run circuits for this, Amber. We’re dealing with an innocent man, unarmed, and frozen in fear. We’d rather not add to his stress by using force or stunning him, so can you watch his mind and tell us his reactions as we try to coax him out?”

Judging from the careful way Lucas said that, he’d already said it at least once before. I was making a complete mess of this. “Sorry,” I said again. “Finding the man now.”

I left Adika’s head and reached out to the isolated, frightened mind in the depths of the storage complex. I hesitated before speaking, making sure what I said was right. “The man is huddled in a ball now, clutching his knees with both hands. He definitely has no weapons.”

“Good,” said Lucas. “Adika, take your group to room 7 now. Stop when you’re just inside the door.”

There was a pause before Adika spoke, his voice barely a whisper. “We’re in position now. There’s shelving blocking the view of the south-western corner, so we can’t see the man.”

“He doesn’t know you’re in the room,” I said.

“Amber, any clue at all about his name?” asked Lucas.

“No. People don’t often think of their own name, and this man’s thoughts are stuck in a terrified loop.”

“Adika, can you please approach him alone and try not to appear too threatening?” said Lucas.

I was seeing the view from the man’s eyes and hearing through his ears. The view was just his own hands hugging his knees. Even when he heard the sound of heavy footsteps on the bare floor, he didn’t look up.

“Hello,” said Adika.

Now the man lifted his head. I saw Adika kneeling, trying to minimize his intimidating bulk, a surprisingly open and compassionate look on his usually harsh face.

“The man’s scared,” I reported. “Not of Adika particularly. The man’s just scared of everything at the moment. He’s even scared of himself.”

“You aren’t in any trouble,” said Adika gently. “You’ve done nothing wrong. What’s your name?”

The man didn’t speak. The top of his mind was still looping terrified thoughts about the hasty who’d seen him, but I saw the answer to Adika’s question on the deeper levels. “He’s Logan.”

“You aren’t in any trouble, Logan,” repeated Adika, “but you can’t stay here. You’re feeling overwhelmed by the situation, and very afraid. I’ll take you to some people who’ll help you feel better.”

The looping thoughts faltered, and then started again.

“Logan’s scared of hasties, of being arrested,” I said. “Tell him it won’t be hasties.”

“You aren’t in any trouble,” Adika said the words for the third time. “There are some doctors here who’ll help you feel better.”

The repeating thoughts faltered again before stopping. Logan studied Adika’s dark-skinned face, the black hair that clustered tightly round his scalp, the sympathy in his eyes, and suddenly relaxed.

“Adika, slowly reach out your hand now,” I said. “Don’t touch him, just reach out.”

Adika held out his hand, and Logan took it. Together we, they, stood up.

“Rothan, Eli, Caleb, stay out of view,” said Lucas urgently.

Adika led Logan out of the storage complex, to where a medical team was waiting. A woman stepped forward and started talking to Logan in a soft, soothing voice.

“Amber, you can leave Logan’s mind now, and do a quick check of the surrounding area,” said Lucas.

As I left Logan’s mind, the pain in my head eased. I linked briefly to Adika’s thoughts, curious about the sympathy I’d seen on his face. Yes, it was genuine. Adika had encountered vast numbers of people with unbelievably varied problems. He was long past the stage of being shocked by them, and had nothing but compassion for anyone who wasn’t a danger to others.

I left Adika and moved on to scan minds in the housing warren. Most of them were still asleep, but a few were awake, their thoughts occupied with the trivia of getting dressed or thinking ahead to the working day. One mind lit up, burning with fury, and I tensed until I saw it was just a toddler having a tantrum about not being allowed to wear his favourite clothes.

I moved on to the west, skimming through yet more minds. People travelling to work on a busy express belt. A man singing discordantly in the shower. A couple arguing about ...

Lucas snapped out an order. “Potential isolation perimeter breach. Evacuate north to Orange Zone!”

“Go one corridor length north, then another cor west, and you’ll reach the nearest northbound express belt.” Nicole’s voice was often anxious, but now she sounded close to panic.

I’d never heard anyone use the words isolation perimeter breach before. What was happening? I hastily pulled back into my own mind. I still had my eyes closed, but I could feel hands grabbing me. I was cradled against the warmth of a man’s chest, and whoever was carrying me started running at full speed.

Everyone in my Strike team would know what an isolation perimeter breach was. I linked to Adika’s mind, and found the same thought repeated on multiple levels.

Telepaths must never meet!
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An isolation perimeter breach meant that two telepaths were in danger of meeting! I was swept up by Adika’s taut emotions, felt my heart start racing in response, and my headache flared up again. It was a strict rule that telepaths must never meet, included in the imprinted knowledge of all my specialist staff.

There’d been a hundred times when I’d rebelliously wished that rule didn’t exist. Wished that I could meet other telepaths, see what their minds were like, and learn from their experiences. However much Lucas loved me, however hard he and everyone else in my unit tried to help support me, I was going through experiences that they could never truly understand, and there were moments when I felt dreadfully alone.

The most frustrating thing was that I didn’t even know the reason behind the rule that kept me isolated from the other telepaths. I’d discussed this issue with Lucas months ago. His theory was that if all my staff were just imprinted with the stark rule that telepaths mustn’t meet, without any background justification at all, then the reason behind it must be so horrifying that merely seeing it in someone’s mind could leave me traumatized.

Lucas thought it would be safer for me to forget about the mystery, but it kept nagging away at me. I could believe that physically meeting a telepath was dangerous because their minds were somehow brighter, more dazzling than those of other people, but that didn’t explain why telepaths weren’t allowed to use dataviews to call each other. Was it because other telepaths might tell me things that the Hive didn’t want me to know?

Now I could be about to learn the reason why telepaths must not meet by meeting one myself. Infected by Adika’s fears, and my forehead throbbing with pain, I was no longer curious but terrified.

“Situation status report?” asked Adika, in a breathless voice.

“Sapphire and her Strike team are in area 520/4030 in Green Zone, heading north to the bulkhead doors at express belt speed,” said Lucas. “Separation is currently 21 levels, 190 east to west, 560 north to south.”

Adika was imprinted with the formula for calculating total three-dimensional telepath separation, but he wasn’t bothering to even estimate the answer. A horizontal separation of half a zone, 500 in either direction, was the recommended minimum. We were in area 710/3470 in Yellow Zone, and currently had a separation of 560 north to south, but that would shrink hideously quickly when Sapphire was incoming at express belt speed. Lucas was doing the right thing by sending us fleeing north to maintain our distance from her.

Whoever was carrying me abruptly slackened his pace. I felt the distinctive series of movements that meant we’d joined the belt system, and were moving across from the slow belt to the medium and then the express.

“Crystal units to audio only now,” said Adika. “Lucas, we’re heading north on the express belt but it’s crowded with other travellers. Liaison will have to get them out of our way if you want us to run along the belt.”

“That shouldn’t be necessary,” Lucas’s voice was reassuringly calm again. “Sapphire and her team just jumped belt and entered a lift. You’re rapidly gaining north to south separation now. There’s still a chance that Sapphire’s team may need to head north again though, so you should continue to Orange Zone and hold position there awaiting further developments.”

My Strike team were carefully chosen to have the right personalities for their work. Adika had reacted with instant tension to Lucas’s warning of a potential isolation perimeter breach. Now the crisis was over, he relaxed just as quickly.

I felt his moment of niggling doubt, when he wondered exactly why telepaths had to be kept apart, but that was instantly swept aside. There had to be a good reason for the rule. For one thing, it would obviously be dangerous for two armed Strike teams to be working too near each other. Strike team members could be killed by friendly fire. The unthinkable could happen, and a telepath could be killed.

The Hive knew best. Separation was important. Adika dismissed that issue, moved on to thinking about another point, and became irritated.

“Why were we the ones evacuating?” he asked. “It sounds as if Sapphire and her team were on an emergency run, but so were we, and our unit has home zone priority in Yellow and Orange Zones.”

“I relinquished home zone priority to Sapphire’s unit,” said Lucas. “Sapphire and her Strike team were actively in pursuit of a target, while we weren’t.”

Adika gave a grunt of grudging acceptance. He was perfectly calm now, but I was suffering from shaken nerves. I pulled back into the shelter of my own mind, and told myself there was no need for me to worry. Whatever horror would result from two telepaths meeting didn’t matter. The Tactical Commanders of the five Telepath Units had a system to keep their telepaths apart. I could trust them to keep us safe. I could trust Lucas to keep me safe.

I felt a hand brush against the side of my face and adjust the setting on my ear crystal. There was the familiar clicking sound that meant the camera extension was folding itself back into the crystal unit. I belatedly remembered that Adika had given the order to set crystal units to audio. I should have adjusted the setting myself when he said that, but I’d been too distracted by fear and pain.

The fear had retreated a little, but the throbbing pain of my headache was still beating at me. Having my eyes closed, brooding on what had just happened, probably wasn’t helping.

I opened my eyes, and found myself looking up at the face of Rothan, Adika’s deputy team leader in charge of the Alpha Strike team. He smiled at me, and I forced a smile in return. I’d normally stand on my own feet when we were travelling on the belt system, to avoid attracting the stares of curious onlookers. It was a little late to start worrying about that though, and I was feeling oddly shaky, so I let Rothan keep carrying me.

We rode on in silence until a voice boomed from overhead speakers. “Warning, zone bulkhead approaching!”

I felt a jolt as Rothan jumped from the Yellow Zone express belt to the Orange Zone express belt. A minute or two later, our group left the belt system, moved into a side corridor and stopped.

“Strike team are now in Orange Zone and awaiting further instructions,” said Adika.

“Sapphire’s Strike team just secured their target,” said Lucas. “They should be out of Yellow Zone within ten minutes, and then you can come back to our unit.”

I looked up at Rothan’s face again, and had a weird feeling that there was something wrong about him. My thoughts clouded by my headache, it took me a minute to pin down what was bothering me. All of my Strike team members were heavily muscled with black hair. I’d thought that they all had dark eyes as well, but now I could see that Rothan’s eyes were a distinctive blue. How could I have made such a basic mistake?

Rothan’s expression was anxious. “Is something wrong, Amber?”

“No. Yes.” I brushed my hand across my eyes. “My head hurts.”

“Start back to our unit now.” Lucas’s voice had to be coming from my ear crystal, but it sounded strangely distant.

“You want us to come back right away, Lucas?” Adika’s voice sounded distant too. “I thought we were going to wait here until Sapphire was out of Yellow Zone.”

“If necessary, we’ll divert Sapphire’s team out of your way,” said Lucas. “Amber clearly has a problem, so we need to get her back to our unit as fast as possible.”

I tried to say that I was fine, and they didn’t need to divert Sapphire’s team, but I was lost in a clouded world of pain and my lips didn’t respond.
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Eight hours later, I was lying on a heap of cushions in the bookette room of the apartment I shared with Lucas. The room wasn’t playing a proper bookette, but the holos were showing a background scene from one of the Hive beaches. The sand around me was dotted with seashells. The sea was calm, set for swimming rather than surfing. The suns were bright in the painted ceiling, and the cries of the gulls flying overhead were mixed with the sound of wind and waves.

The illusion was so convincing that I unthinkingly reached out to touch a delicate spiralling shell. My fingers went straight through it, touching the thick pile of the room’s genuine carpet flooring, and I laughed at my own foolishness.

“How is your headache now?” asked Lucas.

“It’s almost gone.”

I rolled onto my right side, and looked at where Lucas was stretched out next to me. He was twenty-one and had been working on Telepath Unit Tactical teams for three years. For the first year, he’d just been a team member in Keith’s unit, but then he’d been promoted to deputy, and finally joined my unit to carry the huge burden of being Tactical Commander. In relaxed moments like this though, he still looked and acted like a teen.

It was only Lucas’s eyes that gave away the truth. They were surprisingly dark compared to his unruly light-brown hair, and you could tell they’d seen things he’d like to forget. At least, I could tell that. Perhaps that was just because I was a telepath and knew Lucas’s mind so well. Did other people look at his eyes without noticing the shadows in their depths?

Thinking of Lucas’s eyes reminded me of my bewilderment seeing Rothan’s eyes earlier. “Something peculiar happened at the end of the last emergency run. I looked at Rothan’s eyes and had a weird illusion they were blue.”

“Rothan’s eyes are blue,” said Lucas. “You were confused because he was wearing brown contact lenses until yesterday.”

“Rothan was wearing contact lenses to change the colour of his eyes? Why would he do that?” Lucas didn’t have time to reply before I groaned and answered my own question. “This is because Lottery chose my Strike team members to be potential partners for me, and it decided I was attracted to men with black hair and dark eyes. It was only when I caught Rafael thinking about dyeing his hair that I realized he didn’t have naturally black hair. I’d no idea that Rothan had been wearing contact lenses. Are any more of the Strike team doing that?”

“There aren’t any more wearing contact lenses. Lottery chose most of the Strike team candidates to match the physical appearance criteria exactly. A few especially able candidates were allowed through with the wrong colour hair because that’s easily fixed with a little hair dye. Rothan’s test scores were so high that he was selected despite having both lighter coloured hair and totally the wrong eye colour.”

Lucas smiled. “When you told Rafael that he didn’t need to keep dyeing his hair, he told Adika about it, and Adika discussed it with me. Given we’d already discovered that Lottery had made an error in your physical appearance preferences, we decided to let the relevant few Strike team members revert to their natural selves. You may notice some gradual changes in hair colour over the next few weeks. Rothan’s eyes going from brown to blue was inevitably an abrupt change. You don’t find a blue-eyed Rothan too repugnant?”

“Of course not.”

I cautiously reached out my left hand to smooth a rebellious strand of Lucas’s hair back into place. The warmth of him felt reassuring, so I let the palm of my hand run down the side of his face, feeling how the smoothness of his skin changed to stubble near his jawline. Lucas had stayed by my side since I got back to the unit, so he hadn’t had a chance to use shaving cream yet today.

“You’re comfortable touching me again?” he asked.

I pulled a face at him, before snuggling against him and resting my head on his chest. “Yes. That was deeply unnerving. I wasn’t aware until I got back here and hugged you that ...”

I broke off, wincing as I remembered being revolted by the warmth of a living, breathing Lucas.

“You were suffering residual effects of your mental contact with Logan.” Lucas finished my sentence for me.

“Yes. When I read the mind of a wild bee, I’m seeing the world through their eyes, sharing their thoughts, and feeling their emotions. That’s often disturbing, but I’ve never had the effects last this long. I suppose it was harder to shake them off when I was suffering from a headache.”

Lucas was silent for a moment before speaking. “Did you have a headache when the run started?”

“No.” I tried to think through the events of the run. “I first noticed it when I was reading Logan’s mind.”

“Was that before or after we found out the body was Fran?”

“Before.”

Lucas frowned. “You’re sure about that?”

“Yes. I definitely had a headache when we were discussing Logan’s attitudes.”

“After we’d identified the body, you were struggling to follow instructions,” said Lucas. “I mistakenly assumed you were just suffering from the shock of discovering Fran was dead. I didn’t realize you were having problems before that. Are you recovered enough to read me yet?”

I reached out to his shining mind. The thought levels flew past at staggering speed, constantly multiplying and merging, cascading down in glorious splendour into the subconscious and beyond. I couldn’t keep up with the words, but there were a host of camera images from this morning’s run, most of them of my own face. Lucas was analyzing exactly what had happened to me.

“Yes,” I said.

Lucas dropped into the abbreviated speed speech he often used to save time when talking to me. “Essential telepath recover contact target.”

I focused on the top level of his mind, where I could see the full sentences of pre-vocalized words. Lucas was saying that it was essential to allow a telepath sufficient time to recover after contact with difficult target minds.

“Telepath Units have a mandatory twenty-four hour shutdown after emergency runs,” continued Lucas. “I’m choosing to start counting that twenty-four hours from now rather than from the end of the last run. If you have any further problems, either now or after future runs, I believe we should extend your recovery time to two or three days.”

I wrinkled my nose. “That would be unfair to the other telepaths. If I take more recovery time than them, it means they have to work harder to compensate.”

“You read targets on deeper levels than other telepaths, Amber. You feel more of their emotions. That can be incredibly useful sometimes, but it also makes you far more vulnerable to stress.”

I could tell Lucas didn’t like saying that. I didn’t like hearing it either.

“Occasionally taking extended recovery time won’t be unfair to the other telepaths,” said Lucas. “They have their weaknesses too, and all the Telepath Units constantly make adjustments and trade cases to work around them.”

He paused, and I saw the glittering levels of his mind abruptly darken, as if a shadow was passing over them. “Amber, it’s absolutely vital that you take the time you need to recover properly after emergency runs. Studying you near the end of that run, seeing your pain and disorientation, frightened me. Thirty years ago, our Hive lost York. Seven years ago, our Hive lost Olivia. We mustn’t lose you.”

I was stunned by Lucas mentioning York and Olivia. Everyone on my operational teams knew about the two recent telepaths who had broken under the strain of reading minds. My unit members needed that knowledge, to help them stop the same thing happening to me, and I’d inevitably seen some of them thinking about the details.

York had killed himself. Olivia was still alive, but could barely use her telepathy at all, so no one ever talked about her or included her in the number of current telepaths. In fact, the only time anyone had ever said the names of York and Olivia to me before was in my early days of training. I’d forced Lucas to talk about them back then. If he was voluntarily mentioning their names now, then he was truly terrified about my wellbeing.

“All right. If you decide I need extended recovery time at any point, then I’ll accept the decision.” I sat up. “I’m not arguing with you about keeping our unit in mandatory shutdown until this time tomorrow, but can we talk about Fran for a while? There are a few questions worrying me.”

“I understand it would be less stressful for you to have answers.” Lucas sat up as well, and turned to face me. “Go!”

“What happened to Fran after I fired her? Did the Hive assign her to live down on Level 68 and work in that storage complex as a punishment?”

Lucas was obviously startled by my question. “No. Assigning a highly skilled worker to basic tasks would be wasteful in the extreme. Fran’s record would have been flagged as unsuitable for assignments involving contact with Telepath Units, and a new position found for her.”

He took out his dataview, and spoke into it. “Nicole, my apologies for interrupting your break. Can you send me Fran’s records?”

I leaned across to speak into the dataview myself. “My fault. Sorry.”

“You don’t need to apologize,” said Nicole. “I’ve been looking through those records myself. I was feeling guilty about taking her job, and ... Well, sending them to you now.”

Lucas had made it a sound-only call, so I couldn’t see Nicole’s face, but her voice sounded strained. I tried to reassure her.

“There’s no reason for you to feel guilty, Nicole. Fran had already left our unit before you even knew there was a problem.”

“Amber’s right,” said Lucas. “The Liaison team members were left leaderless and bewildered just as our unit was going fully operational. You stepped in to take over the team. You pulled things together so well that Liaison gave the Strike team perfect support on crucial emergency runs. You’ve done a wonderful job and helped save a lot of lives.”

“Thank you.” Nicole sounded much happier now.

Lucas ended the call and skimmed through the records on his dataview. “No suitable team leader post was available when Fran left us, so she was temporarily assigned as deputy team leader in a Security Unit in Navy Zone.”

“That’s half the length of the Hive away from us.”

Lucas nodded. “Given the circumstances of her leaving our unit, Fran would be assigned to work somewhere a long distance from us.”

I frowned. The people working for Law Enforcement knew a host of important Hive secrets such as the truth about nosies and telepaths. To guard against accidental betrayal of those secrets, the Hive minimized the contact they had with ordinary citizens by giving them their own level of the Hive. Level 20 was very different from the other accommodation levels, having apartments in a whole range of living standards, as well as Law Enforcement office complexes.

“Both Fran’s apartment and this Security Unit were on Level 20 in Navy Zone?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“So if Fran was living and working on Level 20 in Navy Zone, what was she doing in a storage complex on Level 68 in Yellow Zone?”

“My Tactical team will be investigating that tomorrow.” Lucas gave me a thoughtful look. “Unless you decide to take the alternative option of handing this case over to another Telepath Unit.”

“I don’t want to do that.”

“Speaking as your Tactical Commander, I strongly advise you to consider handing over this case, Amber. The other telepaths didn’t know Fran. It would be far less stressful for one of them to hunt her murderer.”

I was the notional head of my Telepath Unit, with two deputies that did the actual work. Megan was in charge of the general administration of the unit. Lucas was in charge of unit operations. I didn’t get involved in the details of their work, because I didn’t understand half the things they did, but I made occasional major decisions and I was determined to make this one.

“Fran belonged to our unit, Lucas. We should be the ones to find out who killed her.”

“It’s highly probable that a second emergency call relating to the same target arrives within the next few hours, in which case another unit will take it anyway.”

“Well, if that happens, and they catch him or her, then that’s fine. If not ... Telepath Units are always too busy, Lucas. If we hand Fran’s case to another unit, they’ll follow standard procedure and make a couple of check runs. If those achieve nothing, then they’ll suspend the case until there are new signs of the target.”

I paused. “Once a case is suspended, it’s often never solved. I don’t want Fran’s case left suspended forever. I need to know what happened to her.”

Lucas sighed. “Agreed. Handing Fran’s case to another unit won’t stop you worrying about it, so we have to ensure it’s properly resolved ourselves. Now I must make a quick call to Megan.”

He made a second sound-only call. “Megan, Nicole’s suffering a guilt reaction to the news of Fran’s death. The rest of the Liaison team may be having difficulties too. Can you arrange counselling for them?”

“Yes, but Amber is the real priority,” said Megan brusquely. “She was clearly deep in shock after discovering Fran was dead. Amber’s counselling is my responsibility. I should be helping her work through her reaction to Fran’s death, but she always resists talking to me. You must insist on her having a counselling session with me right away.”

Lucas turned to me and raised a questioning eyebrow. I pictured Megan interrogating me about my feelings on Fran’s death, shuddered, and urgently shook my head.

“Amber isn’t ready to have a counselling session yet,” said Lucas. “She needs more recovery time after the last run.”

“I must have heard variations on that excuse a hundred times. Amber doesn’t want a counselling session because it’s too soon after a run. Amber doesn’t want a counselling session because she’ll be going on a run soon. Amber doesn’t want a counselling session because she’s going to visit her parents.” Megan made a disgusted noise. “The truth is that Amber resists counselling because she’s too defensive of her privacy. I suspect this problem was triggered by conflicts with her parents in infancy. It’s one of the issues I keep trying and failing to raise with her.”

I glared at the dataview. Megan had insisted on talking about this during our last counselling session. I’d told her that if anything had triggered my need for privacy, then it was having a younger brother constantly trying to mess with my belongings. She’d refused to accept that explanation though, and kept asking prying questions about my relationship with my parents until I walked out in anger.

I felt that same anger again now. Megan shouldn’t be discussing this with Lucas. The dull ache of my headache started building again, so I rubbed my forehead. Lucas seemed to notice that, because he threw an anxious look at me before speaking into his dataview in a pointed voice.

“This isn’t a good time, Megan.”

“I tried to discuss Amber’s counselling with you yesterday and you said you were too busy.”

“That’s because I was too busy yesterday. Keith’s Tactical Commander called an emergency Joint Tactical Meeting about an incident in Burgundy Zone.”

“You can’t keep evading this discussion, Lucas,” Megan’s voice was openly angry now. “You’ve effectively taken over my work of counselling Amber. That was tolerable as an interim measure when you were merely her Tactical Commander, but it’s completely unacceptable now that you’re her established partner as well. You have to force Amber to talk to me.”

My forehead was throbbing so painfully now that I’d lost my link to Lucas’s mind, but his expression showed he was getting annoyed too. “I couldn’t and wouldn’t force Amber to have counselling from anyone against her will. Whether she talks to you or not has to be her own decision.”

“Things have gone past the stage where we can let Amber avoid proper counselling. You saw the state she was in after this morning’s run. We have to relieve the stress on her or she’ll ...”

Lucas firmly interrupted the tirade. “Megan, when I told you this wasn’t a good time, I meant that Amber is sitting right next to me and can hear every word that you’re saying.”

There was a single, appalled, monosyllable from Megan. “Oh.”

I was furious with Megan, not just because of the things she’d just said, but because I was remembering Adika’s hurt and frustration during the last emergency run as well. I grabbed the dataview from Lucas and spoke into it myself.

“Megan, you’ve no right to tell Lucas details of my private counselling sessions. You’ve absolutely no right to tell him to force me to talk to you.”

“I would never have said those things if I wasn’t so worried about you, Amber. You were under severe stress during the last run. You have to discuss it with me, because I’m imprinted with all the counselling techniques needed to help you deal with it.”

I groaned. “You keep pushing me to discuss things with you, but how can I do that given the things I see in your mind? You aren’t just trying to mother me, but to control me. You keep secrets from me. You want to stop me talking to Lucas about my problems. You’re jealous that I’m in a loving relationship while you’re lost in a maelstrom of emotions, trying and failing to move on from the death of your husband.”

I paused for a microsecond to breathe. “Yes, I was under severe stress during the last run, but part of that was your fault. Emergency runs are hard enough for me, having to read the thoughts of a target mind that’s deep in an emotional crisis. I don’t need the extra burden of my Strike team leader having an emotional crisis as well, especially when the entire Strike team have picked up the fact that something is wrong with their leader and are getting distracted and upset by it.”

Megan tried to speak again. “The situation between Adika and me is difficult because ...”

I raised my voice and swept on. “I don’t need you to tell me why the situation is difficult. Your mind keeps screaming it at me. You’re attracted to Adika, but he’s moving too quickly for you. You’re torn between the past and future, unsure whether to linger in mourning for your dead husband or start a new relationship. For the sake of this unit, you need to forget about counselling me on my problems, and concentrate on sorting out your own personal life. Tell Adika yes, or tell him no. He can cope with either. What he can’t cope with is you changing your mind every five minutes.”

I stabbed Lucas’s dataview with my forefinger, ending the call.
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I sat there seething with anger for the next couple of minutes. When I finally calmed down, I gave Lucas an anxious look. “Did I go a bit far?”

Lucas cowered in mock fear. “I don’t dare to comment.”

The pain in my head was easing now, and I was feeling dreadfully guilty. “It was unfair of me to say those things to Megan. I’m a telepath, I can’t help seeing her deepest, most intimate thoughts, but I shouldn’t throw that knowledge at her in front of you, and I’ve no right to interfere in her private life.”

Lucas abandoned his clown act. “I’m an expert in behavioural analysis and reading body language. I already knew everything you said to Megan, except the key detail that Adika was having an emotional crisis during the last run, and that was upsetting the Strike team.”

He pulled a face. “I couldn’t understand why you were disintegrating so badly during that run. Now it makes sense. You weren’t just under extreme emotional strain from your target, but from your own Strike team as well.”

“That wasn’t Adika’s fault. It wasn’t Megan’s fault either. They’re human beings, not robots, and the emergency call came at exactly the wrong time.”

“I know they didn’t do it intentionally, but the fact remains that their relationship issues put you under pressure before you read Logan’s mind. He may not have been a murderer, but his thoughts would have been deeply disturbing, and then you discovered the murdered woman was Fran. You’re obviously suffering from the cumulative strain of those things even now, which is why you just lost your temper with Megan.”

My pocket started vibrating. I took out my dataview, looked at it, made a whimpering noise of despair, and buried my face in my hands. “That’s a message from Megan. She’s resigned.”

“Query. Are you accepting her resignation?” asked Lucas.

I lifted my head again. “Of course not.”

“If the situation between Adika and Megan has reached the point where it’s distracting the Strike team during emergency runs, then someone could get injured or killed. We should replace either Adika or Megan before that happens, and I think the choice is simple. Adika is doing his job perfectly. Megan isn’t.”

“The Senior Administrator is responsible for the everyday running of the unit. Megan does that flawlessly.”

“I agree,” said Lucas, “but the Senior Administrator is also responsible for safeguarding the telepath’s physical and mental wellbeing, acting as both their personal doctor and counsellor. It’s clear that you’ve irretrievably lost faith in Megan as your counsellor at a time when you’re in urgent need of psychological support. The simplest solution would be to accept her resignation and find a more compatible replacement.”

I whimpered again. “I can’t do that, Lucas. After what I said to Megan, I’d feel as if
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