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chapter one

The bustling crowd appeared to part before the couple as they strode purposefully along the riverbank. It was early morning in London and while the other pedestrians bumped and jostled each other, this man and woman seemed to emit an invisible aura that kept the crowds from getting too close.

The man was tall and distinguished, the graying hair at his temples the only real clue to his age. He wore an immaculately tailored black suit and long black overcoat, the bloodred cravat at his throat providing the only splash of color. The woman beside him looked younger, her short dark hair framing a pale but strikingly beautiful face. She also appeared less relaxed than her companion, her eyes scanning the crowd intently.

“I don’t like this, Max,” Raven said quietly.

“So you have said on at least seven previous occasions,” Dr. Nero replied calmly.

“It’s a trap,” Raven replied quickly, “and an obvious one at that.” She struggled to keep the frustration from her voice.

“That may be,” Nero said, the hint of a smile appearing at the corner of his mouth, “but Gregori is one of my oldest and most trusted allies. If he tells me that it is urgent that he meet with me, then I cannot afford to ignore his request.”

“But why here?” Raven asked quickly. “Out in the open, exposed like this?”

“Gregori will have his reasons,” Nero replied. “He is too old and wise to take such risks lightly.” Nero hoped that this display of confidence in his old friend would reassure Raven, but he too was secretly concerned that Gregori had felt it necessary to take such a risk. Gregori Leonov, like Nero, was one of the most senior members of the ruling council of G.L.O.V.E., the Global League of Villainous Enterprises, and attaining such a position was largely dependent on having extremely well-honed survival instincts. It was hard for Nero to imagine what might drive his old friend to meet in such a public location, but he knew it was not a request that he could choose to ignore.

“I hope that your trust in him is not misplaced,” Raven replied sharply, her anger betrayed by the slight strengthening of her usually subtle Russian accent, “because if this goes bad, it will go very, very bad very, very quickly.”

“Which is exactly why you’re here despite the fact that Gregori insisted I come alone,” Nero said, an edge of impatience in his own voice now.

“Sometimes you have too much faith in me, Max,” Raven replied unhappily. “We should leave now; this is unwise.”

“That is my decision to make, Raven, and mine alone.” Nero used her codename deliberately, a subtle but pointed reminder that while he valued her counsel, it did not give her the right to push him too far.

“Very well,” Raven replied, stopping and staring at him. “I shall make myself . . . unobtrusive.”

“See that you do,” Nero said, glancing at his watch; it was near the appointed time for their meeting.

“Signal me if you have the slightest reason to suspect anything.”

“Of course,” Nero said. “Let us hope that it’s not necessary.”

“Indeed,” Raven replied, her expression grim, and she turned and vanished into the crowd of passersby.

Nero turned and continued walking along the riverbank toward the spot where they had arranged to meet, in the shadow of the London Eye. The vast wheel loomed above Nero and he could not help but be impressed by its scale. He had seen some staggering feats of engineering and construction in his time, not least the construction of H.I.V.E., but this was still a striking monument.

“Hello, Max.”

Nero’s inspection of the giant wheel was cut short by the sound of his old friend’s voice, but when he turned to face him he was shocked by what he saw. Gregori Leonov had always been a bear of a man, famed for the spine-snapping embraces that were reserved for his closest friends. But that was not the same man who stood before Nero now. He was thinner and looked years older, his skin gray and his eyes darting about as if expecting a sudden attack. He made no move to embrace Nero; he did not even offer his hand, but instead just gave him a small, sad smile.

“Gregori,” Nero replied, knowing that he had not been able to keep the surprise from his face at seeing his fellow council member so reduced.

“It is good to see you, old friend,” Leonov said quietly. “I did not know who else I could turn to.”

“What’s wrong, Gregori?” Nero asked, genuinely concerned for his friend.

“You came alone?” he responded, staring at Nero.

“As alone as I ever am,” Nero said, suddenly not wanting to lie.

“Of course, I should not expect you to be without your guardian angel,” Gregori replied with a slight smile.

“Natalya is many things, Gregori, but she’s no angel.” Nero raised an eyebrow.

“No, I suppose she is not.” Gregori chuckled.

Nero was glad to hear his old friend laugh, and for the most fleeting moment Nero could see a hint of the man he used to know before the gray pall of unhappiness fell across his face again.

“Come, my friend,” Gregori said, taking Nero by the elbow, “I have arranged for us to have somewhere more private to talk.” He steered Nero toward the steps leading up to the boarding platform for the carriages that were slowly rotating around the enormous wheel. He ignored the line of tourists, simply nodding to one of the attendants, and stepped into a waiting capsule. Nero suspected that the attendant was significantly better off now than he had been when he had woken up that morning. The door slid shut behind them and they began their slow ascent over the cold gray waters of the Thames.

The glass-walled capsule was designed to hold two dozen people, but now, with just the two of them on board, it seemed to Nero to be the most private and yet strangely exposed place they could possibly meet. Gregori stood holding the rail, looking out over the water, seeming to take a moment to gather his strength before he turned to Nero and spoke.

“What do you know of the Renaissance Initiative?” he asked, looking straight at Nero, his eyes narrowing.

“Rumors on the wind, nothing substantive,” Nero replied evenly. It was a lie, of course; he had learned more than he truly cared to know of this secret project when he had questioned Cypher after his abortive attempt to take over H.I.V.E. the previous year. Cypher had been insane, there was little doubt of that, but Nero had no reason to disbelieve what the man had told him. Indeed, his own painstakingly discreet enquiries had only served to verify what he had fervently wished not to be true. Number One, the supreme leader of G.L.O.V.E., was secretly trying to rebuild the psychotic, impossibly dangerous, rogue artificial intelligence Overlord, his efforts concealed from the rest of the world’s villains by a shadowy organization known only as the Renaissance Initiative. Nero could not even begin to guess what Number One’s motives could possibly be. Nero’s own life-threatening ordeal at the hands of the nightmarish machine intelligence was enough to tell him that this plan was not just dangerous but demented. Nero could make no sense of it; Number One had been instrumental in destroying the rampant AI and yet now he seemed to be secretly attempting to bring it back to life.

“I suspect that you know rather more than that, old friend,” Gregori replied sadly, “and I also suspect that you know who is truly behind this madness. I have beaten you in too many games of cards not to know when you are bluffing.”

“Let us assume . . . hypothetically . . . that I do,” Nero replied carefully, rather annoyed that Gregori could read him so well, “but why are we here today?”

“Because you know as well as I do—no, better than I do—why Number One cannot be allowed to succeed in this.”

That was it; Gregori had said his name, Number One. That made this a conspiracy, even if at this moment it only included the two of them. More powerful men had lost their lives for far less. Nero knew he could still walk away, still pretend that he did not know what Gregori was suggesting, but to do so would let this insanity continue unchecked and would also almost certainly cost Leonov his life. It was a price that Nero was not prepared to pay.

“Max, it is worse than you know,” Gregori said, shaking his head. “Number One is not just trying to rebuild Overlord—I wish to God it were that simple.” Gregori rubbed his eyes, letting out a long sigh.

“What is it, Gregori?” Nero said, putting his hand on his friend’s shoulder. “What is he planning?”

“I discovered something, Max, something that I was never supposed to know. Number One found out and he sent the Reapers after me and my family.”

Nero’s eyes widened. Every member of G.L.O.V.E. knew of the Reapers. They were Number One’s personal executioners, an utterly ruthless death squad that left no one alive in its wake. They were the stuff of nightmares, and Number One had turned them loose on Gregori.

“My wife, my daughters, they’re gone, Max—executed by those butchers. It was a miracle I survived.”

Alarm bells rang suddenly in Nero’s head. The Reapers never left survivors, unless they wanted to. If they had tracked Gregori, followed him there . . .

“Why did he do this, Gregori? What did you find out?”

“We have to stop him, Max. He’s—”

The glass behind Gregori cracked like a spider’s web and his eyes went wide with shock. Nero tried to grab him, to support him, but Gregori crumpled to the floor, dead before he hit the ground. There had been no gunshot, no sound at all, but the sniper’s bullet had found its target with lethal accuracy. Nero suddenly felt horribly exposed, nearly a hundred yards above the ground in a glass bubble with no reason to assume that he would not be the next target. He pressed the button on the side of his watch; she may not be an angel, but he had to put his faith in Raven now.
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Raven watched from nearby as Nero and Gregori boarded the capsule and it was slowly carried upward by the rotation of the enormous wheel. She was not happy. The two men were getting harder and harder to see as the capsule climbed higher and higher into the air, and Raven got up to move to a better vantage point. Suddenly she heard a noise that sent an electric jolt of adrenaline through her body. None of the surrounding pedestrians had heard it; it was, after all, no louder than a small polite cough. But to Raven it was the unmistakeable silenced report of a high-powered rifle. Her eyes shot upward and she saw the bullet hole in the toughened glass of the capsule that Nero had been standing in far overhead. Without hesitating, she shed her long black overcoat and exposed the black leather body armor and tactical harness that she had been wearing underneath. She broke into a run, heading straight for the Eye, the insistent bleep of Nero’s emergency signal sounding in her ear.
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On a distant rooftop, an observer peered through powerful binoculars at the scene that was unfolding below. He was completely bald but for a neatly shaved band of white hair that ran above his ears and around the back of his head, giving him an almost monkish appearance. He wore a small radio headset, which crackled into life as he lowered the binoculars to reveal his cold gray eyes.

“Longshot One to control, secondary target is down, primary is in scope,” a voice reported in his ear.

“Hold fire, Longshot One,” the man instructed calmly, “but keep him targeted. He leaves here with us or he doesn’t leave at all, understood?”

“Roger that, holding on target,” the voice replied in his ear.

“Longshot Two to control”—another voice cut into the channel—“I have an unidentified tactically equipped female heading toward the target zone.”

The man raised the binoculars again, scanned the area at the base of the wheel, and instantly picked out a black-clad figure running at full tilt toward the structure.

“It would appear that we have flushed the wolf from the flock,” he said to himself with a thin smile. He raised the tiny microphone to his lips. “Control to all units, unidentified female is new primary target. Wait until she is clear of the crowd, then take her down.”

Several voices signaled their acknowledgment of the new order. The man pitched his binoculars upward, focusing on the single figure left standing in the capsule that was now nearing the apex of its climb.

“Control to all aerial units, you may begin your approach.”
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Raven felt a cold chill as she ran across the square toward the wheel. There was no mistaking the distinctive pulsing thump of helicopters and they were getting closer all the time. And then something that sounded like an angry hornet buzzed past her ear and she knew that she was now the sniper’s target. She dived behind a nearby ticket booth and the glass above her shattered in an explosion of tiny fragments. People were suddenly screaming and starting to run as more shots ricocheted noisily off the metal walkway, inches from her. There was no chance of spotting her unseen assailants. To do that she would have to expose herself and, judging by the frequency of the shots, there was more than one shooter out there. The moment she stuck her head out to get a fix on their positions it would be taken off. She pulled a small gray cylinder from the webbing on her chest and struck it hard on the ground. The device ignited instantly, flooding the area with thick white smoke.
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Trapped in the capsule, Nero felt a growing sense of helplessness. Raven had been right: it was madness to allow himself to fall into this trap, but he had not been thinking of the risk, only of the note of desperation in his friend’s voice, and now he was paying the price. In their world it was unusual to find someone that you could really trust, and those people became impossibly valuable. It was a weakness that whoever was responsible for this understood and was clearly prepared to exploit. He knew that they wanted to take him alive—if not he would already be dead—and that meant he had to try to escape: capture was not an option for Nero. He searched the capsule desperately for anything that might be of use, but found nothing. He could only wait and pray that Raven would be able to get to him.

From far below he could hear screams of panic. He rushed to the end of the capsule and peered down toward the base of the wheel just in time to see the whole area filled with thick, billowing white smoke. He felt suddenly calm. If anyone could get him out of this, she could. A hint of movement caught his eye and he turned to look up the river. Heading toward the wheel, in tight tactical formation just a couple of yards above the surface of the water, were four black helicopters, and hanging from their sides were the unmistakeable silhouettes of heavily armed soldiers.

“Whatever you’re going to do, Natalya,” Nero muttered to himself, “do it fast.”
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The bald man continued to watch through his binoculars as the woman dived for cover at the base of the wheel, shots peppering the structure she was hiding behind.

“Watch your targets, Longshot units,” the man said calmly. “I would rather avoid civilian casualties if possible.”

Suddenly the woman’s position was engulfed in white smoke.

“All units go to thermal imaging,” the man instructed. “Wait for her to break cover, then take your shots.”

As he watched, a tiny projectile trailing a thin line shot out of the cloud and struck the central hub of the wheel, fifty yards above. Moments later the woman shot straight upward out of the smoke, rocketing along the line she had just fired.

“Longshot Three to control, she’s moving too fast. I’ve got no shot,” the man’s radio reported.

“Stay on her,” the man barked, a sudden edge of panic in his previously calm voice. “Aerial units, hit that capsule NOW!”
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Raven hit the curved steel of the Eye’s hub at a run, her grappler line snapping back into its wrist-mounted housing. A shot ricocheted off the metal near her feet with a spark and she dived forward, rolling in the air so she landed on her back, sliding toward the spokes of the massive wheel. She fired the grappler again, the monofilament cable snaking up toward Nero’s glass cage. The unit on her wrist bleeped to confirm a solid hit and she pressed the controls to send herself rocketing skyward again. She slammed into the capsule hard, stretching desperately for the small metal rungs that ran up the side of it to the roof. She caught hold of one of the tiny handholds and swung free, more than a hundred yards above the cold gray waters of the Thames. Suddenly she felt a searing pain in her thigh as one of the snipers nearly found his mark, leaving a deep graze that began to bleed profusely. She hauled herself up, trying to ignore the pain in her leg. Nero stared at her from inside the capsule, a look of grave concern on his face. She reached the roof and tried to pull open the emergency access hatch, but it was firmly locked. She frantically searched the pouches on her harness for the gear that would let her blow the hatch, but she froze as an enormous shadow fell across her and a huge gust of wind threatened to pluck her off her perch. Helicopters surrounded the pod on all sides; each one was filled with special forces troops, the uniforms bearing the strange logo of an angel holding a sword, which she had never seen before. They all had their weapons trained on her. She looked down through the glass beneath her and saw Nero slowly shake his head.

“Go,” he said, though Raven only saw his lips move, and despite every instinct screaming at her to ignore him, she knew that he was right.

“Put your hands on your head and stay on your knees,” a voice commanded over a speaker mounted on the nearest helicopter, “or we will open fire.”

Raven turned slowly to face the helicopter and raised her hands, then in a lightning movement she tossed a smoke grenade she had palmed moments earlier into the helicopter. Smoke instantly filled the cabin and Raven sprinted the few feet toward the edge of the capsule roof and leaped. She just caught the landing skid of the helicopter as the blinded pilot sent it spiraling down toward the river. She started to haul herself up, knowing that if she could just get into the cabin, she might be able to fight her way to the controls. Suddenly, what felt like a giant fist punched her in the back and she lost her grip, falling like a rag doll toward the icy water below. There was a small splash as she hit the surface, and then nothing.
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“Good shot, unit four,” the bald man said calmly as he watched the woman’s limp form hit the water. “Have the river dragged. I want to see the body.”

He allowed himself a small, crooked smile as the special forces team rappelled down lines from one of the helicopters onto the roof of the gondola. Their mission was accomplished. They had their prize.


chapter two

three months later

Professor Pike took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes with a protracted sigh. He yearned to be back in the science and technology department; that was where he really belonged, not here, trying to fill the shoes of one of his oldest and best friends. He leaned back in what he still thought of as Nero’s chair and looked around the headmaster’s study. Nothing had been touched since Nero last left the room nearly three months previously.

This was not the first time that the Professor had assumed the role of acting headmaster of H.I.V.E. He had often taken Nero’s place temporarily while he had been called away on some mission or to report to the G.L.O.V.E. high council. But this time was different and the Professor knew it. As the days stretched first into weeks and then months, it became increasingly clear that there was something badly wrong. The only reassurance was that Raven had gone with him, and if there was one person in the world that you wanted watching your back in a dangerous situation, it was her. The Professor had, of course, reported the situation to the council and had been reassured that they were investigating but that in the interim he would remain as acting head of the school. He had the uncomfortable feeling that in reality they knew as little as he did about Nero and Raven’s whereabouts, but he knew better than to suggest as much directly. Then, without warning, he had been summoned to his desk in the middle of the night to receive an unscheduled call from Number One, G.L.O.V.E.’s supreme commander. So now he sat there waiting for the monitor on the desk to flicker into life, trying hard to suppress the feeling of dread that was slowly crawling up his spine.

The communications console emitted a soft chime and the G.L.O.V.E. logo of a fist hammering down onto a splintering globe filled the screen.

“Professor Pike?” a neutral female voice asked over the speaker.

“Yes, this is Professor Pike,” he replied.

“Please hold for Number One,” the voice replied and the line went dead. A moment later the screen displayed the silhouette of a seated figure. No detail of the man’s true appearance could be made out other than the fact that he definitely had a head.

“Good morning, Professor. I’m sorry to make an unscheduled call at such an hour but a serious problem has come to our attention,” Number One said calmly.

“Of course,” the Professor replied, even though they both knew that he could have been performing brain surgery and he’d still have been expected to drop everything to take this call.

“We have intercepted a transmission,” Number One continued. “It has been sent to all major international news agencies and will therefore doubtless be broadcast very shortly to the world. I think you should see it before we discuss this any further.”

A window popped up in the corner of the screen displaying the first frozen frame of a video showing a man sitting at a desk in front of a plain gray backdrop. In the middle of the wall, just above the man’s head, was a symbol of a stylized angel flying upward with a sword held aloft in its outstretched hand. Above the angel was the single word “H.O.P.E.” The man himself was thin, pale, and completely bald, save for a neatly clipped band of white hair above each ear. He looked straight at the camera; his steady gaze was somehow unnerving.

“Citizens of the free world,” the man said as the video began to play, “my name is Sebastian Trent and I am the commander of a new organization that will soon form an essential part of the ongoing war on terror. This organization operates with the full support of the security agencies of the democratic nations and is designed to be the tip of the spear in the ongoing struggle against the terrorist groups that would seek to destroy our way of life forever. This organization is called H.O.P.E., the Hostile Operative Prosecution Executive, and it is our dream to give back to the people of the world exactly that: hope. It is our job to combat the forces of evil wherever we may find them, to cast a light into the darkest corners of the globe and bring the fight to any who would strike without warning at innocent people.”

It was, of course, not the first time that the Professor had heard this kind of rhetoric, but there was undeniably something about this man and the conviction with which he spoke that marked him out from the usual buzzword-spouting politicians.

“I am aware that many of you will feel that you have heard this before,” Trent continued, “and so our actions must speak louder than words. I am here today not just to publicly announce the formation of our new organization but also to show you that we are more than capable of producing results.”

The picture changed and the Professor inhaled sharply. It was Nero, looking old, thin, and pale, dressed not in his usual immaculate suit but in orange prison overalls. There was a familiar, defiant look in his eyes, but beyond that there was little about the slightly disheveled figure on the screen that anyone who really knew Nero would recognize.

“This man is Maximilian Nero,” Trent paused. “He is one of the most senior figures in perhaps the most dangerous criminal organization the world has ever known. He was seized by H.O.P.E. operatives while planning an act of terror in London, a scheme that with his capture and the death of his associates no longer represents a threat to the innocent people of that city. His arrest has given us a unique insight into the workings of this organization and will be the first and most crucial step in its final destruction.”

The picture of Nero vanished to be replaced once again by Sebastian Trent.

“As I speak, H.O.P.E. operatives are active all over the world, hunting his associates and shutting down their operations permanently. The time has come for the forces of justice to reclaim our world from those who would destroy it, and give hope to us all. The fight has just begun. Thank you.”

The video faded out, leaving the angel symbol on the screen.

“A potentially disastrous situation,” Number One said calmly, “and one that we will be moving to resolve as quickly as possible. We clearly cannot allow someone with the knowledge that Nero possesses to remain in the hands of our enemies.”

“No,” the Professor replied quietly, stunned by what he had just seen. Not only did it appear that Nero had been captured, but—from what Trent had said about the “death of his associates”—that Raven had been killed during the operation. It was hard to imagine a more catastrophic turn of events. “What do you intend to do?”

“Rest assured that we will find a way to eliminate the risk to G.L.O.V.E.,” Number One replied.

The Professor stared back at the shadowy figure on the screen. “You can’t mean . . .”

“It is not up to you to decide what I can and cannot do, Professor. I hope that I do not need to remind you of your position within this organization,” Number One said quickly, a cold edge to his tone. “Your first priority at this stage is H.I.V.E., and as such I feel you should consider how this news is delivered to the students and staff.”

“We should do it soon,” the Professor replied sadly. “The rumor mill in this place has been grinding for weeks already. The truth may be terrible but ongoing wild speculation is arguably worse. I should brief the staff and then call an assembly of the entire student body.”

“Very well,” Number One replied. “I also need to consider the issue of appointing a replacement headmaster.”

“I am prepared to continue in the role for now,” the Professor said quietly.

“We need a more permanent solution than that,” Number One replied. “I shall appoint someone over the coming days. You shall, of course, give them your full cooperation.”

“Of course,” the Professor said. Number One had clearly decided that Nero’s return was extremely unlikely. “I shall inform the staff.”

“Good. I understand that this is difficult, Professor, but rest assured that we will prevail. Do unto others.”

“Do unto others,” the Professor replied, repeating the G.L.O.V.E. motto—words that suddenly sounded hollow and tasted bitter.

The screen went dark and the Professor slumped in his seat. Nero captured, Raven dead and all that Number One seemed to care about was the efficient running of the school. Nero and Raven had been two of his most loyal and long-serving operatives, but their loss seemed like little more than an inconvenience to him. The Professor put his head in his hands and let out a deep sigh. It was going to be a very long day.
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Otto closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He tried to block out the sound coming from the shower in the bathroom and focus only on the glowing network of pulsing lights that he could see in his mind. As he concentrated, the image seemed to become clearer in his head. It almost looked like an overhead view of an enormous city at night, with the lights of the traffic coursing along the streets impossibly quickly. He felt himself drifting closer and closer to the grid, subconsciously analyzing the patterns in the lights that raced around it, attempting to decrypt the information that he knew was stored within. He’d been awake all night, unable to sleep as his brain tried to decipher these patterns, sensing that he was getting nearer and nearer to his goal but finding tougher and tougher obstacles along each step of the way. Then something clicked into place in the back of his skull and he felt himself reaching out and becoming one with the pulsing flow below, steering it subtly away from its original course and setting it racing to its new destination.

“Otto,” Wing said sharply, placing his hand on his friend’s shoulder. Otto opened his eyes with a gasp, feeling a moment of total disorientation as the neon traces of the grid were suddenly replaced by the cool white walls of the room that he shared with Wing.

“Are you all right?” Wing asked, looking slightly worried.

“Yes . . . yes, I’m fine,” Otto said croakily.

“You do not look fine,’ Wing replied, handing him a tissue and gesturing toward Otto’s nose. Otto raised the tissue to his face and dabbed at his nostrils. It came away stained red. “In fact you look like someone who has not slept in two days.” The note of disapproval was clear in Wing’s voice.

“I almost had it,” Otto said wearily, still dabbing at his nose. “I think it’s getting easier.”

“If this is easy, I would not like to see hard,” Wing replied, sitting down on the end of his bed.

Otto knew that Wing was worried about him. He’d seen Otto struggling to control this strange new ability for the past couple of weeks and from his perspective it probably did not look like Otto was any closer to an answer. It had started in his dreams: that was where he had first seen the grid and been immediately fascinated by the tantalizing puzzle it represented. Slowly, however, it had begun to intrude on his waking hours as he started to see it more and more clearly in his mind and then, by degrees, even be able to consciously control it.

“I still think that you should discuss this with the Professor,” Wing said, pulling his long dark hair back into its familiar ponytail. “You do not properly understand this. It may be harmful.”

“No,” Otto replied firmly, looking his friend in the eye. “I have to work this out for myself. I almost had it today. I think that—”

Otto was interrupted by a soft but insistent beeping from his Blackbox, the PDA that every H.I.V.E. student was issued and expected to have with him or her at all times. He picked the shiny black device up from his desk and flipped it open. The screen was flashing “Download Complete.” Otto jabbed at the touch-sensitive screen and opened the file, letting out a small gasp as he saw what it contained.

“It worked,” Otto whispered, staring wide-eyed at the tiny LCD screen. “I got it. . . .”

“What is it?” Wing asked, looking over Otto’s shoulder.

“This, my friend, is what I’ve been trying to retrieve for the past two days,” Otto said, beaming, holding the screen up for Wing to read. There, clearly displayed, was an official-looking title page that read, “Applied Villainy, final year two examination.”

That was the secret of the grid, the mystery that Otto had finally worked out. He could not begin to explain how or why but he had somehow acquired the ability to mentally interface with computers—at first just to observe their function, but now, apparently, he was able to control them as well. It was an ability that had first manifested itself, albeit unconsciously, the previous year when Otto had been instrumental in derailing Cypher’s insane plan to steal the Overlord Protocol. Since then he had been trying and failing to bring the ability under his conscious control, and now, at last, it seemed that he had been successful. He could not wait to tell Laura that he had retrieved this file from a system that just a week before she had described as “unhackable,” not that he could truly explain to her how he’d done it.

“So you have put yourself through all of this just so that you can cheat in an exam,” Wing said with a slight smile. “An exam, I might add, that you would almost certainly have passed with flying colors anyway.”

“Well, it’s the principal of the thing,” Otto replied with a grin.

“I am not sure that I approve,” Wing said, raising an eyebrow. “Cheaters never prosper.”

“You know, sometimes I really think that you might not be cut out for this place,” Otto said. “I take it then that you won’t be needing a copy?”

“Well,” Wing replied, “I perhaps wouldn’t go so far as to say that—”

Their conversation was suddenly interrupted by the three long beeps from the intercom system that indicated a schoolwide announcement. It was followed a moment later by the voice of Professor Pike, their science and technology teacher and current acting head of the school.

“Attention, all pupils. There will be a full-school assembly in the main hall at nine o’clock this morning. Attendance is, of course, compulsory.”

The intercom fell silent. Otto could imagine the effect that this announcement would have throughout the school. Full-school assemblies were extremely rare, since the staff clearly felt that gathering that many children, all with a particular talent for villainy, in one place at one time was not really a very good idea.

“Curious,” Wing said softly, “and unusual.”

“Yes, I wonder if we’re finally going to find out where our esteemed headmaster has been hiding himself,” Otto replied. If the wild conspiracy theories that were circulating around H.I.V.E. were to be believed, anything could have happened to Nero, from alien abduction to retirement. But as the weeks had gone by with no sign of either him or Raven, it was becoming increasingly clear that something was wrong.

“Come on,” Otto said, standing up and smoothing down his now rather crumpled black uniform, “let’s go and find the others.”
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“So what have you done this time, Malpense?”

Otto smiled as he heard the familiar soft Scottish accent of Laura Brand behind him. He turned to face her and returned her wry, lopsided smile.

“What on earth could you possibly mean?” he replied with a look of wounded innocence.

“Well, a full-school assembly usually means that something has gone really horribly wrong, and I find it hard to believe that you’re not involved if that’s the case,” she said, grinning. “So, come on, spill it.”

“I’m afraid that for once I’m just as much in the dark about this as anyone,” Otto said honestly. “We’ll just have to wait and see.”

Similar conversations were taking place all around them in the atrium area of accommodation block seven as the students clustered together in groups.

“Well, according to Franz they’re going to announce that Nero was just an android duplicate and that Raven was actually running the school the entire time,” Laura said in a conspiratorial whisper.

“Really?” Otto said. “Because I heard that they were both abducted by Nero’s identical twin brother, who is planning to take over H.I.V.E.”

“That sounds somewhat unlikely,” Wing said, startling Otto as he suddenly appeared next to him, having approached in total silence.

“I do wish you wouldn’t do that,” Otto said with a sigh. “There’s a reason nobody likes ninjas, you know.”

“Oh, I think ninjas are kinda cute,” Shelby Trinity said, appearing just as silently on the other side of Otto, making him jump again. Laura tried hard not to laugh as she saw Wing’s cheeks suddenly flush slightly red. Shelby insisted that she only flirted with Wing to ruffle his feathers a bit, but Laura was fairly sure that there was rather more to it than that.

“For goodness’ sake,” Otto said, sounding exasperated. “Spare us from people studying for advanced level Stealth and Evasion exams. It’s like living with a pair of ghosts.”

“Wraiths, if you don’t mind,” Shelby replied with a wink, a sly reference to her previous life before joining H.I.V.E., in which she had plied her trade as the international jewel thief the Wraith. “Anyway, you’re just jealous. How are things going in the basic Stealth and Evasion classes? They take your training wheels off yet?”

“There’s more than one way to sneak into a place, you know,” Otto said, pulling his Blackbox out of his pocket and passing it to Laura. Laura glanced at the display, her eyes widening in shock.

“That’s impossible,” she whispered, not taking her eyes off the screen.

“Apparently not,” Otto said with a sly grin. “Want a copy?”

“That would be cheating,” Laura replied, handing the Blackbox back to Otto. “Of course I want a copy.”

“A copy of what?” Shelby said impatiently, trying and failing to grab the PDA from Otto.

“Next week’s exam,” Otto said quietly. “But I’m sure you’ll just be able to sneak in and steal one, what with you being so stealthy. . . .”

Shelby looked half annoyed and half impressed.

“How much?” she said with a smile.

“Well, there are a couple of things in the Science and Technology Center that I might like to borrow for a while,” Otto replied.

“I am surrounded by people of low moral character,” Wing said, sighing.
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Professor Pike looked around the room at the assembled teachers. The expressions on their faces left little doubt about what they were thinking. They had been summoned to this early-morning meeting by H.I.V.E.mind and no explanation had been given as to why. The only member of staff who remained as impossible to read as ever was Ms. Leon, but it was always difficult to read the look on a cat’s face. She simply stared at the Professor, something that he always found unnerving. The truth of the matter was that her situation was largely his fault: her consciousness had been transferred into the body of her cat during a disastrous failed procedure to enhance her own abilities with certain characteristics of the animal. Needless to say, the procedure had not gone exactly as planned and she had never truly forgiven him for what had happened. There was little love lost between them despite his ongoing efforts to find a way to reverse the process.

“So, who is to be the new headmaster?” Ms. Leon asked calmly, the blue jewel on her collar flashing as H.I.V.E.’s computer systems provided her with a synthesized voice.

“Number One did not say,” the Professor replied, trying to keep the note of frustration from his voice. “Apparently they will be arriving shortly.”

“I think we deserve more information than that,” Colonel Francisco said angrily. His experience with the Contessa and Cypher the previous year had done nothing to improve his temper. It had taken some time for the Contessa’s forced mental reprogramming to be reversed and despite the fact that it had not been his fault, the Colonel still clearly blamed himself, at least to some degree, for the part that he had played in the near destruction of the school.

“I believe that Number One would tell us that we deserve nothing and that we should be grateful for the information that he gives us,” the Professor replied. “So I suggest that in the short term we just worry about the consequences of announcing this to the students.”

“Are we sure that we need to announce it at all?” Ms. Leon asked. “Surely this is something that would be better dealt with by the new principal, whoever he or she may be?”

“Number One made it quite clear that the news of Nero’s capture and Raven’s death was to be announced before the new headmaster arrives. I suspect that he does not want such negative news to be the first thing that he or she have to announce.”

“And they are certain that Raven was killed?” Colonel Francisco asked. “It wouldn’t be the first time that people have thought that and been wrong.”

“Certain enough,” the Professor said quietly. “Like all of you, I am sure, I hope they are wrong, but the fact that we have heard nothing from her in three months would seem to support that conclusion.”

“This will cause a great deal of unease,” Ms. Tennenbaum, head of the Finance and Corruption Department, said with her usual lack of emotion. “We should be prepared for the pupils to cause a certain amount of disruption.”

“Patrols will be increased accordingly,” the Professor replied. “I have already discussed it with the chief of security and he assures me that his men are ready for any disturbance.” The Professor tried to sound as confident as possible.

“Let us all hope he is right,” Ms. Leon said, “for all our sakes.”
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Otto, Wing, Laura, and Shelby made their way along the hallway filled with students filing toward H.I.V.E.’s central meeting hall. On these rare occasions Otto found it fascinating, even amusing, to see the groupings that the children surrounding him naturally fell into. Of course, it was even easier to see what people’s specialities were from the color of their uniform overalls: white for the Technical stream, blue for the Henchman stream, gray for the Political and Financial stream, and finally black for Otto’s own group, the Alpha stream. It might have appeared to be a curiously vague label, but it did not take a genius to work out that Alpha was shorthand for leader. Otto had often wondered if it was right that he and his fellow students should have been so thoroughly categorized from the day that they arrived at H.I.V.E. and he knew from personal experience that many of the students still disliked those in the Alpha stream, feeling, perhaps not without justification, that they were given preferential treatment.

Otto recalled the day that he had asked Nero about this during one of their Villainy Studies lessons and how Nero had explained that being a leader was not something one should do if one wished to be popular, and that all great leaders throughout history had known that it didn’t matter if the people who worked for you liked you, just as long as they respected or feared you. Otto could see the logic in that but deep down he felt there had to be more to it than that.

“Penny for them,” Laura said, noting the faraway expression on Otto’s face.

“Oh, nothing important. Just wondering what all this is about,” Otto replied. It was a lie but he doubted that Laura really wanted to hear about his doubts concerning the hierarchy within the school.

“Well, we’ll find out soon enough,” she said as they filed through the entrance to the central hall. The polished black marble floor was rapidly filling with the massed students, who were being directed into neatly ordered sections by H.I.V.E. security officers in their distinctive orange jumpsuits.

“There are more guards than usual,” Wing observed quietly.

“Yes, almost like they’re expecting trouble,” Otto replied. Again he felt a creeping feeling of unease.

“Hey, have any of you guys seen Franz?” Nigel Darkdoom asked urgently as he ran toward them through the crowd. Never one of the more relaxed students, Nigel looked even more stressed than usual. “He was supposed to meet me outside the hall. He said that there was no way that he was missing breakfast for this assembly and that there was plenty of time to get here after having something to eat.”

“But the dining hall is closed until after the assembly, isn’t it?” Laura said.

“Yeah, I know,” Nigel replied, looking quickly around the room as the group was steered into position by a stern-looking security guard, “but Franz has a secret stash of food somewhere and the last time I saw him he was on his way there. That was half an hour ago.”

“Well, wherever he is he’d better hurry up,” Otto said. The last few students were being ushered into the hall and he had little doubt that security teams would probably be conducting a sweep of the accommodation blocks to gather up any stragglers right now.

“I know,” Nigel said plaintively. “I tried to warn him that the punishment for missing assembly was detention with Colonel Francisco but he still insisted that there was plenty of time.”

Lights suddenly illuminated the vacant lectern that stood in front of the giant statue of the G.L.O.V.E. fist and globe symbol at the end of the hall. The G.L.O.V.E. motto was clearly visible on the base of the statue, “DO UNTO OTHERS.”

A hush fell across the hall, a silence that was suddenly broken by a loud voice behind them with a thick German accent.

“But I was on my way!” Franz squealed. The heads of the collected pupils of H.I.V.E. all turned in his direction as one. He was still in his pajamas and was being frog-marched by a very angry-looking Colonel Francisco toward the rest of the assembled Alphas. His face was taking on a particularly vivid shade of crimson as everyone in the hall started sniggering and whispering.

“Oh no,” Nigel said quietly as Franz was marched toward them.

Francisco pushed Franz into position and then leaned toward him, putting his face only a couple of inches from Franz’s.

“Oh, I’m going to enjoy our time in detention together, Mr. Argentblum,” he said in a vicious whisper. “I’m going to enjoy it a great deal.”

Franz swallowed hard and went pale. It was not common knowledge around the school but Franz had taken Colonel Francisco down while he had been under the effects of the Contessa’s mind control. His actions may have saved H.I.V.E. but it had still been rather humiliating for the Colonel. Detention, it appeared, was going to be payback time.

“Would it be making any difference if I was to be saying I was sorry?” Franz said weakly.

“No difference at all,” the Colonel replied with an evil smile. “I’ll see you after classes. I hope you like push-ups.”

Franz moaned softly.

All of the heads that had turned to watch the show when Franz and the Colonel had entered turned quickly back to the stage as the lights in the main hall dimmed. Professor Pike took his place at the lectern and Otto felt a twinge of disappointment. He had been secretly hoping that this assembly may have been called to mark the return of Nero. Otto would never have admitted it to anyone but he was beginning to miss the man; he had been one of the few teachers that had regarded some of the pupils, Otto included, as something approaching equals. The Professor cleared his throat, took a firm hold on each side of the lectern, and began to speak into the microphone.

“I have gathered everyone here today because I have grave news,” the Professor began. “Many of you will have noticed that Doctor Nero has been away from the school for some time. I am sorry to inform you that a serious situation has arisen, a situation that makes it highly unlikely that Doctor Nero will be able to resume his duties as headmaster of H.I.V.E. I believe that the easiest way to explain this situation is if I play for you a video file that we received early this morning.”

The Professor gave a small nod to someone off to one side of the stage and an enormous video screen on the wall above the lectern lit up. The screen was suddenly filled with a stylized logo of an angel wielding a sword, with the word “H.O.P.E.” below it. The logo faded out and was replaced by the sharp-featured face of a man with no hair, save for neatly clipped patches above each ear. He stared at the camera for a moment and then began to speak.

From where the Professor was standing he could see the faces of the assembled students, lit up by the glow from the enormous screen, and as the man spoke he watched their expressions change. First curiosity was replaced by confusion, then shock, anger, and finally dismay. It was a familiar progression of emotions to him; it was exactly the same as he himself had felt when he had first seen the transmission.

Otto barely heard the gasps and whispers all around him as the video ended and the H.O.P.E. logo once again filled the screen. Part of it was shock, but another part of it was the bit of his brain that he seemed to have little conscious control over already running through hundreds of different scenarios, analyzing situations that might come about as a result of this development and unconsciously creating multiple responses to each of them, just in case they should be needed. It was something he’d always done, almost without realizing he was doing it, but in the past it had always happened in response to imminent danger. Whatever else he may have thought about this devastating news, he couldn’t understand why it would signify an immediate threat.

The Professor held up both his hands for silence and slowly the hundreds of urgent whispered conversations that were taking place around the hall subsided and he began to speak again.

“Clearly this leaves us with many more questions than answers, but I can assure you that all of the resources of this school and G.L.O.V.E. as a whole are being diverted toward finding those answers. As far as we are aware at this time there is no threat to the security of H.I.V.E. However, we must be prepared for any eventuality and I expect each and every one of you to do his or her best to ensure the smooth ongoing operation of the school. There will be opportunities for you to discuss this situation with your tutors during the course of your normal lessons. The most immediate change will be the appointment of a new headmaster. I do not know yet who will be filling this position or when that individual will be arriving, but I do know he or she will be here soon. It goes without saying that I expect all of you to extend your fullest cooperation and respect to the new principal.”

The Professor did not need to explain further just how unpleasant the penalties might be for anyone who chose to ignore this instruction.

“This is a very sad day for H.I.V.E.,” the Professor continued, “but Doctor Nero himself said to me on many occasions that the school is more important than any one man and so we will endure, just as he would have wanted us to.”

The Professor walked away from the lectern and the lights in the hall slowly came back up.

Otto turned to Wing as the security guards began to usher the assembled children back toward the exits. Wing’s expression was as difficult to read as ever, but Otto had become increasingly adept at spotting the subtle clues in his friend’s face and he recognized signs of anger when he saw them.

“I do not believe it,” Wing said firmly.

“I wish it wasn’t true just as much as you,” Otto replied, “but they wouldn’t have shown that to the whole school unless they were certain it was genuine.”

“Raven would never have allowed Nero to be captured,” Wing said, looking Otto straight in the eye. Wing had spent many hours receiving personal combat training from Raven and it had been clear to all of them that a strong master-student bond had developed between them.

“Yes, you’re right,” Otto said softly. “She would have prevented it . . . or died trying.”

Otto let the words hang in the air for a moment. The anger that he had seen in Wing was suddenly replaced by something quite different: resignation.

“I simply wish that there was something we could do. We owe them both our lives.”

“You two okay?” Laura asked as they began to file slowly out of the hall.

“Yeah,” Otto replied quietly. “Just can’t quite believe it.”

“I know what you mean,” Shelby said, putting her hand on Wing’s shoulder. “You all right, big guy?”

“Yes,” Wing replied, “but I should very much like to meet this Sebastian Trent.”

“Wouldn’t we all,” Otto said angrily. “Wouldn’t we all.”
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