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PROLOGUE





THE SHOCK WAVE FROM THE EXPLOSION THREW OTTO TUMBLING OUT OF CONTROL THROUGH THE AIR. HE COULD HEAR HIS OWN QUICK, PANICKY BREATHING, SUDDENLY LOUD WITHIN THE CONFINES OF THE HELMET. THE STARS IN THE NIGHT SKY SPUN PAST CRAZILY, HUGE PIECES OF BURNING DEBRIS WHISTLING PAST HIS FALLING BODY, CLOSE ENOUGH TO TOUCH. HE THOUGHT BACK TO HIS TRAINING AND TRIED TO CONTROL HIS TUMBLING BODY, ATTEMPTING TO BREAK OUT OF THE CHAOTIC SPIN THAT HE FOUND HIMSELF IN AS HE FELL. SLOWLY HE BROUGHT THE TUMBLING UNDER CONTROL, AND NOW HE WAS JUST FALLING, ALBEIT IN A SLIGHTLY MORE CONTROLLED WAY. HE GLANCED AT THE PALE GREEN NUMBERS FLICKERING ACROSS THE HEAD-UP DISPLAY IN HIS HELMET. HE WAS FALLING TOO FAST; HE NEEDED TO SLOW HIS DESCENT OR HED NEVER MAKE IT. HE SPREAD HIS ARMS AND LEGS, HIS BODY ACTING AS AN AIR BRAKE, REDUCING HIS SPEED.


Twenty thousand feet, a soft electronic voice chimed in his ear. Descent velocity beyond acceptable parameters.


All that Otto could see below was blackness. He knew that the target was down there somewhere, but without any lights or visible landmarks to orient himself by, he just had to hope that the GPS numbers on his visor display were correct and that he could use them to find the drop zone accurately.


Fifteen thousand feet, the voice said, just as calmly as before. Otto couldnt help it: His brain worked too quickly sometimes, and it immediately translated the time between the announcements into an accurate calculation of the speed at which he was falling. Still too fast.


He didnt know if anyone else had survived the explosion; it was too dark to see if he was falling alone. It wasnt just the frigid air temperature at this altitude that sent a shiver running down his spine. He could very well be alone out here, and he doubted that he could successfully complete the mission solo.


Ten thousand feet.


As the voice calmly reported the terrifying speed of his descent, Otto started to feel a slight sense of panic. There was still no sign of the target; the numbers on the display all looked right, but there was no visual reference to support them. Suddenly a green crosshair popped up in the middle of Ottos visor. The onboard navigation systems had determined that that was the drop target; Otto just had to pray that they were right. If the instruments careful calibration had been at all affected by the chaotic events of the past few minutesif the targeting was out by even a few feetthen he really was approaching a very, very terminal velocity.


Five thousand feet.


The crosshair was growing larger and larger. Otto made tiny corrections to his bodys position, trying to keep the crosshair centered; he couldnt afford to miss by even the tiniest degree. The wind continued to roar past his body, almost seeming to suck him toward the ground.


Four thousand feet.


Otto was in the final stages of his descent now. All of his recently acquired knowledge about making a jump like this seemed very detached from the actual terrifying experience.


Three thousand feet.


The target stayed centered in the head-up display, getting larger with every passing instant. The plan had to work, Otto thought to himself; there was no other option. What he was doing was by any reasonable measure insane, but there was no way Otto was going to let whoever was responsible for the events of the past twenty-four hours get away with it.


Two thousand feet.


Somewhere below was the man responsible.


One thousand feet.


Somewhere below was the man Otto had to find.



Five hundred feet.


Somewhere below was the man who had murdered Wing.


Four hundred, three hundred, two hundred, one hundred


Otto closed his eyes.


Zero.
















CHAPTER 1


TWO WEEKS EARLIER





NERO STRODE DOWN THE STREET TOWARD THE OPERA HOUSE. HE DID NOT LIKE LEAVING THE SCHOOL UNATTENDED AND WAS EVEN LESS FOND OF THE REGULAR MEETINGS OF G.L.O.V.E.S RULING COUNCIL, BUT HE UNDERSTOOD THAT THEY WERE A NECESSARY EVIL. NUMBER ONE HAD ISSUED HIS USUAL INVITATION TO THE WORLDS ELITE VILLAINS FOR ONE OF THEIR SEMIREGULAR COUNCILS, AND HE KNEW THAT IT COULD BE A FATAL MISTAKE TO NOT ATTEND WITHOUT A SPECTACULARLY GOOD REASON. AS HE APPROACHED THE HUGE BUILDING, HE TURNED AWAY FROM THE MAIN ENTRANCE AND HEADED TOWARD A NARROW ALLEY THAT LED DOWN ONE SIDE. HE NOTED WITH AMUSEMENT THAT EVEN THE BACK ALLEYS OF VIENNA WERE SCRUPULOUSLY MAINTAINED, AS HE HEADED TOWARD THE THEATERS STAGE DOOR.


The man behind the desk just inside the door looked up from his morning newspaper as Nero entered.


Im sorry, sir, but only performers and production staff are allowed beyond this point, the elderly doorman said, one hand reaching beneath the desk.


Thats quite all right, Nero replied, noting the subtle change in the mans posture. Im here for the audition.


Audition, sir? the doorman replied, his eyes narrowing.


Yes, I believe that the auditions for the new production of Faust are taking place today, and I would hate to miss them.


The doormans hand came back out from under the desk as his previously guarded expression broke into a slight smile.


Of course, sir, the rest of the performers are already here. If you would just follow me. The doorman rose to his feet and gestured for Nero to follow him along the corridor and into the gloomy expanse of the backstage area. Nero noted with interest the props and scenery that were crammed into every nook and cranny, relics of performances past.


The old man continued to lead him through the twisting maze of discarded sets, until eventually he stopped in front of a dusty scenery flat painted with a depiction of a rusty iron portcullis. He slid the canvas-covered board to one side to reveal a solid-looking wooden door in the wall behind. He unlocked the door and stood aside.


There you are, sir; theyre waiting for you just inside, he said.


Nero opened the door and entered a small, steel-lined elevator with no visible controls. The door shut behind him, and a soft computerized voice filled the room.


Please remain stationary while identity confirmation takes place, the voice instructed. There was a brief flash of bright white light, and Nero had to blink hard to clear the spots that were suddenly swimming in his field of vision.


Retinal scan complete; welcome, Dr. Nero, the voice continued, and Nero felt the elevator begin to descend.


Nero often found himself wondering on these occasions just how many of these secret facilities G.L.O.V.E. maintained around the world. He knew that he had never attended a council meeting in the same location twice. He wondered if perhaps they were used just a single time and then demolished. Certainly it would be absurdly wasteful to use such a facility only once, but money was one thing that G.L.O.V.E. had never been short of.


The elevator doors slid silently open, and Nero stepped into a steel-lined corridor, which led to a large pair of frosted-glass doors a short distance ahead. Engraved in the glass was the fist-and-shattered-globe symbol of G.L.O.V.E., the Global League of Villainous Enterprises.


Nero walked down the corridor, the sound of his footsteps echoing off the brushed-metal walls. The glass doors hissed apart to admit him as he approached, and suddenly he could hear several familiar voices engaged in animated conversation. One voice rose above the others.



for the last time. I told him that I did not tolerate incompetence in my organization and had him thrown out. Unfortunately, we were at thirty thousand feet at the time.


Nero smiled as he heard the deep, Russian-accented voice and the booming laugh that followed. It belonged to one of his oldest friends, if there was such a thing in the treacherous world the people in this room inhabited. As he entered the room, several familiar faces turned in his direction.


Nero! We were beginning to think you were not coming. The voice belonged to Gregori Leonov, one of the longest-surviving members of G.L.O.V.E.s ruling council, having served Number One loyally almost since the creation of the organization. Physically he was a mountain of a man, his gray hair shaved close to his rounded skull. He strode toward Nero and gripped him firmly by the shoulders before kissing him on both cheeks.


How are you, my friend? It has been too long. I suppose those little demons-in-training are keeping you busy, yes?


It is good to see you, too, Gregori, Nero replied, smiling. And yes, H.I.V.E. is still keeping me very busy.


Of course it is, Gregori said, grinning. You are a more patient man than I, Max; I think I would have been driven mad by those children long ago. But after seeing how my son has changed since he returned from your school, I am thinking that you must be a miracle worker, no?


Yuri was one of my best pupils, Gregori; you know that. In fact Gregoris son had been one of Neros tougher educational challenges. He had been ceaselessly hostile when he first arrived at H.I.V.E., refusing to accept that he was going to have to remain at the school until his education was complete. Nero had immediately recognized the signs of a boy who had become used to getting whatever he wanted from an early age, and that it would be hard work turning him into a suitable heir for one of his oldest friends and one of the most powerful men in G.L.O.V.E. The challenge had been to channel that rebellious anger in better, more productive directions without eliminating it altogether. H.I.V.E., after all, was not in the business of producing model citizens.


You are too kind, Max. He was a monster when he was sent to H.I.V.E., but now he is one of my most trusted and capable lieutenants. Why, just last week he led a highly profitable raid on a gold train in the motherland. There were no casualties; the team got away clean, and several of the more experienced men on the team said it was all down to his leadership. Like I say, a miracle, and now I have enough money to buy one of those English football teams that it seems every member of G.L.O.V.E. owns these days. Gregori grinned.


Im glad that youre pleased with the results, Nero replied with a smile. It was always nice to hear of the successful exploits of former pupils.


Suddenly a soft but insistent beeping came from the console at the center of the conference table, and the assembled master villains started to take their seats. Nero was pleased to see that so many of the dozen council members who had attended the last meeting were also present here today. It was an unfortunate consequence of their chosen line of work that it was not unusual for a council member to be suddenly replaced by a new and often unfamiliar face at these meetings. Some had been captured and incarcerated, some had been killed in the line of duty, some had fallen victim to their own doomsday devices, and some had been more actively replaced by the new attendees. The most unfortunate ones were those who had displeased Number One, the leader of G.L.O.V.E., and their fates were best left unimagined.


There was one member of the council, however, who Nero was not pleased to see, a man who was becoming an increasingly irritating thorn in his side. He sat at the opposite side of the table from Nero, his expression unreadable due to the fact that his face was concealed by a smooth oval mask of flawless black glass. His name was Cypher, and over the past years he seemed to have made it his business to attempt to undermine the credibility of both H.I.V.E. and Nero himself. It was unusual for Number One to allow one of his senior commanders to conceal his identity from the other members of the council, but in Cyphers case he appeared to be prepared to make an exception. That was probably due in a large part to the fact that Cyphers record since joining G.L.O.V.E. had been so exemplary. He was a technical genius, and his elaborate and cunning schemes had netted G.L.O.V.E. enormous returns, both in money and power. Indeed, many now saw him as the brightest rising star on the council. Nero, however, disliked not being able to look into the mans eyes. There was something unnerving about seeing only the distorted reflection of your own face in that black mirrored glass. Cypher would doubtless have much to say about the recent events at the school.


The heads of all of the council members turned as one as a large screen descended from the ceiling at the head of the table. It flickered into life, and as usual the silhouetted figure of Number One appeared on the screen. There were no distinguishable features to the man, just the enigmatic, shadowy figure to whom all of the assembled villains had sworn their unswerving loyalty.


Greetings, ladies and gentlemen. I am glad to see that you were all able to make it, Number One said, his voice betraying no hint of a discernable accent. He had never attended one of these meetings in person, and there was no reason to have suspected that this would be the first time.



I have studied all of your preliminary status reports, and I am pleased to say that I have been satisfied with your overall level of performance since our last meeting, he continued. There have been a couple of unfortunate incidents, but nothing that would jeopardize the ongoing survival of the organization.


Nero had no doubt that the near destruction of H.I.V.E. by the rampaging plant monster the Darkdoom boy had created was one of these unfortunate incidents, and he was not keen to discuss the events further at this meeting if he could avoid it. It was not wise to show any sign of weakness to the men and women in this room, just as it was never wise to be the slowest antelope when lions were hunting.


I have also reviewed your preliminary proposals for new initiatives in the coming months, and I am largely pleased with what I have seen. I do have a couple of specific questions that I would like answers to, though. As Number One said this, Nero could detect a subtle change in the atmosphere around the table. While G.L.O.V.E.s council members were given a relatively free hand in the running of their more minor day-to-day operations, it was required that they all present their plans for any grander schemes for this type of review by Number One. All of them knew that Number One had an uncanny ability to find flaws in these proposals, and none of them wanted to see their best-laid plans picked to pieces in front of the rest of the council.


Madam Mortis, I have reviewed your proposal for using cybernetically controlled sharks as an undetectable assassination method. You make some interesting points, but I do find myself wondering exactly what one is supposed to do if the target in question doesnt go swimming in the sea.


Madam Mortis shifted uncomfortably in her seat. She was a painfully thin woman, her jet-black hair pulled back so tightly that it looked as much like a method of torture as it did a hairstyle.


I also cant help but feel that after the first successful elimination of a target, any subsequent use of these animals may attract unwelcome attention. As the saying goes, one shark attack is an unfortunate accident; two shark attacks is a conspiracy.


There were additional plans to use other animals, but, Madam Mortis protested weakly.


Yes, I reviewed them, too. I fear that a sudden rise in wild animal attacks on our enemies may draw rather unwelcome attention.


The meeting continued in a similar vein for some time, after which the council members detailed the various successes and failures of their organizations over the past few months. It was soon Neros turn to give his report on the status of H.I.V.E., and he dutifully reported the figures on new student intakes and the various successes of recent graduates. He had decided not to go into more detail on the recent events at the school, knowing full well that the other assembled villains would have already read the report he had submitted to the council with an explanation of the events surrounding the creation and eventual destruction of the mutated plant creature. He hoped that that would be enough to satisfy the other members of the council, but as he completed his report with a summary of the repairs that had been necessary after the incident, he was interrupted.


Im sorry, Dr. Nero, but I think we all deserve a full explanation of just how you allowed this creature to nearly wipe out an entire generation of future G.L.O.V.E. operatives, Cypher said calmly, his featureless mask turning to face Nero as he spoke.


The report that I submitted provides all of the necessary detail, Cypher, Nero replied. He had expected this.


Indeed, that report was most revealing. What it showed me is that maybe it is time that we either place control of H.I.V.E. in more capable hands or perhaps finally consider that your school has outworn its usefulness to this organization. It was impossible to see the mans face, but Nero could have sworn that he detected a note of smug satisfaction in Cyphers voice.


The school has been training G.L.O.V.E. operatives for many years without anything of this kind happening before, Nero replied, trying to keep the note of irritation from his voice. Cypher had made it clear on many previous occasions that he was not a supporter of the school. I see no reason to overreact to what was an unfortunate but unforeseeable accident.


Just like the accident that led to the school being relocated a decade ago, I suppose, Cypher replied. An accident that cost several billion dollars to correct and nearly led to the discovery of the facility by at least one law-enforcement agency. When you add to that the repair bill for the recent fiasco, it appears that H.I.V.E. is becoming rather an expensive indulgence, wouldnt you say, Doctor?


Perhaps you would rather that we left the training of future members of this council to common criminals, then, Nero replied, because that is what would happen if H.I.V.E. did not exist.


My dear Doctornow the note of sarcasm in Cyphers voice was unmistakablethis organization existed long before your precious school. Are you suggesting that this council is incapable of ensuring its own future survival?


Nero was used to this verbal fencing with Cypher at council meetings, but it was quickly becoming annoying.


I have no doubt that this organization would survive without H.I.V.E., Cypher, but would it be as successful without the training that new operatives receive at my school?



Your school, Nero? I was under the impression that it was G.L.O.V.E.s school, not yours


Enough! Number One said sharply, breaking into the argument. I tire of listening to you both bicker like children. H.I.V.E. has not yet outworn its usefulness to G.L.O.V.E., but I have made it abundantly clear to Dr. Nero that I will not tolerate any more incidents of this type at the school. I expect that to be the end of the matter, unless you feel that I am handling this matter incorrectly, Cypher?


No, sir. As always, the final decision is yours. For all of his recent successes, Cypher appeared to know better than to openly question Number Ones decisions.


Nero had been a loyal G.L.O.V.E. operative for more years than he cared to remember, but for the first time he was starting to experience doubts about the direction in which the organization was heading. Cypher was just one representative of a new breed of villain that seemed suddenly to be filling the ranks of G.L.O.V.E. These new members seemed to lack all of the grace and finesse of the older generation. All too often the answer to their problems seemed to lie in violence and chaos. This was not the way it had always been; Nero had always been impressed with the way in which Number One had kept the more homicidal excesses of his council members under control. It was this discipline that had prevented G.L.O.V.E. from becoming just another bloodthirsty criminal cartel, but in recent months that control over the council members seemed to have slipped. No, Nero mentally corrected himself, what worried him most was not that Number Ones control of the council was slipping. What he really feared was that control was being deliberately relaxed, and he had no idea why.


Is there any other business? Number One asked as the meeting drew toward a close. None of the assembled master villains seemed to have anything to add.


Very well, the shadowy figure continued, I shall see you all again in a couple of months. Until thendo unto others.


Do unto others, the members of the council replied, echoing the G.L.O.V.E. motto, as was traditional at the end of these gatherings. The screen went dark, and as quickly as their audience with Number One had started, it was finished.


Nero rose from his seat as Gregori approached; there was a look of irritation on the big Russians face.


That was unnecessary, he said quietly, glancing over in the direction of Cypher, who was now engaged in hushed conversation with Baron Von Sturm on the other side of the room.


Yes, but not unexpected, Nero replied. Cypher was never going to pass up an opportunity to criticize me so publicly.



Maybe so, old friend, but you need not worry. The council knows how well you run the school; no one pays any attention to his complaints.


You may not believe him, Gregori, but some people will.


On the other side of the room Cypher was still talking to the Baron, both men occasionally glancing over at Nero. There was little doubt as to the topic of their conversation.





As Nero walked away from the opera house, he considered the events of the meeting. The attack by Cypher had been predictable, but he could not help but be worried by his masked adversarys directness. Once upon a time Cypher would not have dared to so openly question Neros authority at a council meeting, but it seemed that now he felt no such reluctance. Nero had always disapproved of open hostility between council membershe had seen too many petty arguments evolve into dangerous and costly blood feudsbut open confrontation between the two of them seemed more and more inevitable every time they met.


As he continued walking, he started to feel a growing sense of unease. Any villain who had survived as long as he had developed a sixth sense that warned of danger, and Nero had learned long ago not to ignore it. He slowed his pace and stopped to look into the window of one of the many expensive stores that lined the street. On the other side of the road, clearly reflected in the window, were two men trying a little too hard to appear inconspicuous. He was being followed.


He set off walking again, now acutely aware of his two unwelcome companions. He continued down the street until he came to a quiet alleyway and quickly turned down it. The alley was a dead end; there was no way out but to go back the way he had come, exactly as he had hoped. Behind him he heard the sound of footsteps as the two men followed him into the shadowy passageway. Nero deliberately slowed his pace, hearing his pursuers getting closer as he walked further into the shadows.


Stop, one of the men said; they were now just a few meters behind him. Nero did as he was instructed, slowly turning to face the two men, one of whom was now pointing a large pistol fitted with a bulbous silencer straight at him.


Theres really no need for that, Nero said calmly. I just thought it would be nice for us all to have a little chat.


Shut up, the man holding the gun replied. No talkthe medallion, now. He held his other hand out.


Medallion? Nero replied, trying to keep the genuine note of surprise from his voice. Im sorry, I dont know what youre talking about. He knew exactly what they were talking about, but what he needed to find out was how they knew about it.



We know you have it with you. Give it to us now or well take it from you! The gunman punctuated the threat by cocking his weapon.


Gentlemen, Nero said softly, each and every one of us makes decisions in the course of our lives, some good, some bad, but you at least will have the dubious pleasure of knowing that this was the absolute worst one youll ever make. Natalya


The throwing star seemed to just appear in the gunmans forearm. He dropped the weapon, howling in pain, as a shadow detached itself from the rooftops above and dropped into the alleyway. The unwounded man was quick; he had been trained well. He had drawn his own weapon and almost raised the gun to a firing position before there was a flash of silver and the pistol fell to the ground, neatly sliced in two.


Raven advanced on the startled men, her dual katanas drawn.


Gentlemen, Id like you to meet a friend of mine. Nero smiled. She seems to take it rather personally when people threaten my life.


The two men continued to retreat as Raven advanced, their previous confidence suddenly replaced with obvious panic.


Now, Nero continued, a wise man once said that life was nasty, brutal, and short. Unless you want to find out just how nasty, how brutal, and how very, very short, I suggest you tell me who sent you.


Fear replaced panic in the two mens eyes as Raven continued to advance on them.


No, please, we dont know who hired us; it was an anonymous contract. Please, dont


Suddenly a beeping sound came from one of the cowering men; he looked surprised as he looked down to see a small red light flashing in the center of his own belt buckle. Raven acted without hesitation, sprinting toward Nero and diving into him, knocking them both to the ground as an explosion filled the alleyway, instantly vaporizing the two would-be assassins.


Raven rolled off Nero as the smoke cleared.


Are you okay? she asked, as Nero sat up slowly.


Yes, Im finethank you, Natalya. Which is more than can be said for our two new friends. There was no trace left of the two men, just a black scorch mark on the cobbles where they had once stood. Whoever hired them certainly didnt want them talking to us; that much is clear.


They were with you from the moment you left the meeting, Raven said. They knew exactly where youd be.


I know, Nero replied. There was only one inevitable conclusion that could be drawn from that. Whoever had hired them had known about the council meeting.


It has to be him, Raven continued. No one else would dare to act against you as overtly as this.


Perhaps, but we have no proof; whoever sent those two saw to that.


In the distance sirens wailed. Unsurprisingly, the explosion had drawn the attention of the Viennese authorities.


For now we need to get out of here and back to H.I.V.E., Nero said, brushing the dust from his suit. Then well decide how to proceed.













CHAPTER 2





OTTO TOOK ONE OF THE HEAVY BALL BEARINGS FROM HIS POCKET AND LOOKED ALONG THE BRIGHTLY LIT CORRIDOR TO THE STEEL BLAST DOORS AT THE OTHER END. HED BEEN IMPRESSED BY THE FACILITYS SECURITY MEASURES UP UNTIL THIS POINT, AND HE HAD NO REASON TO BELIEVE THAT GETTING TO THE DOOR WOULD BE AS STRAIGHTFORWARD AS IT APPEARED. HE KNELT DOWN AND ROLLED THE BALL BEARING SLOWLY DOWN THE CORRIDOR. AT FIRST NOTHING HAPPENED, BUT AS THE SMALL STEEL SPHERE ROLLED FURTHER, THERE WAS A CLICK AND A SOFT HISS AS TWO LARGE GUNS DROPPED FROM THE CEILING ON EITHER SIDE OF THE DOOR AND FIRED SIMULTANEOUSLY. AS THE PROJECTILES HIT THE BALL BEARING, THEY EXPANDED INSTANTLY, ENCASING IT IN STICKY FOAM THAT QUICKLY HARDENED INTO A WORRYINGLY SOLID-LOOKING BLOCK. OTTO SMILED TO HIMSELF; THIS WOULD BE EASIER THAN HED ANTICIPATED.


He reached into another pocket and pulled out his latest creation. It was a metal disc, about ten centimeters in diameter, and it had taken several hours in Professor Pikes labs to perfect. He had suspected that it would come in useful, and now his suspicions were proving correct. He pressed a tiny stud on the disc, and the device rose smoothly into the air, hovering just centimeters above his palm.


Flight pattern Malpense Musca Domestica, engage, Otto whispered to the tiny hovering disc, and it shot off down the corridor toward the waiting guns. Just as before, the guns whirred into life, firing at the buzzing disc, but the results this time were quite different. As the guns started firing, the disc began to bob and weave crazily in the air, its flight path wildly unpredictable. The first shots from the guns missed the darting device, the projectiles impacting the walls and floor of the corridor, the foam expanding and hardening, as the disc continued to dance through the air. The guns kept firing, their sensors driven crazy by this wildly dodging target. Otto had written the code controlling the flight of the disc himself. It was based on the evasive capabilities of the common housefly, and just as he had hoped, the motion sensors controlling the guns were finding it impossible to hit. They were designed to hit an object that was moving in a predictable way, and anyone who had ever tried to swat a fly would know that this was exactly the opposite of what the tiny disc was doing right now.


Otto watched as the disc buzzed down the corridor and swept up between the two guns, coming to a perfect stop in the air between them. Both guns fired, and the disc twitched upward, evading the projectiles as they shot past, each hitting the opposite gun and expanding to encase the twitching machine in sticky, rapidly hardening foam. The mechanisms controlling the two robotic turrets whined in protest as the foam set to the consistency of concrete, rendering the twin sentries useless. The tiny disc meanwhile ceased its crazed flight and settled into a stationary hover, as its onboard sensors confirmed the absence of any further incoming projectiles.


Otto walked down the corridor, carefully avoiding the numerous bizarrely sculpted foam lumps that now decorated the walls and floor ahead. As he reached the blast doors that the guns had been guarding, the tiny disc flew toward him and landed gently in his outstretched palm. Otto set to work quickly dismantling the panel on the wall that controlled the doors, and within seconds he had bypassed the locking mechanism, forcing this final portal open with a low rumble.


Resting atop a pedestal in the center of the huge, dimly lit room beyond was his target: a simple plastic key card. Getting to the pedestal, however, would not be as straightforward as he had hoped, surrounded as it was by sweeping green laser beams, their random movements seemingly impossible to predict. There was no easy way to tell what would happen if he was to break one of the beams, but he was willing to bet that the consequences would not be pleasant. Otto watched the beams dance around the room for half a minute, tracking their movements, trying to discern a pattern. The beams were computer controlled, that much was obvious, and he knew that while their movements might appear random, there was a pattern therehe just had to work out what it was.


Otto felt a familiar sensation, almost like a switch tripping in his skull, and suddenly the beams were no longer just a forbidding light show; Suddenly, to his eyes, they were simple sets of trajectories and coordinates, the numbers that defined their movements almost seeming visible. He closed his eyes, and the numbers kept moving and changing in his head, their movements reduced to mathematical formulae. If anyone had asked him, he would not have been able to explain how he did it, but slowly these strings of numbers resolved down to the simple core algorithm that the computer driving the beams was using to give their movements the appearance of randomness. As he opened his eyes again, the dancing lasers seemed now to be moving with total predictability.


He took a long, deep breath, picked his moment, and walked slowly through the beams toward the pedestal. To an observer what he was doing would have looked impossible, like walking between raindrops, but to Otto it was as straightforward and natural as breathing. Several times it looked inevitable that he would break one of the beams, but each time it would miss him by millimeters. Otto continued across the room.


He reached the pedestal within seconds, the elaborate security system still blissfully unaware of his presence. He reached for the card, but as he did, a dark shape descended from above with a high-pitched whirring sound. Shelby Trinity, suspended from the ceiling on an almost invisible wire, suddenly hung upside down above the pedestal. She grinned at him, winked, and snatched the card before Otto could reach it. She hit a button on her belt, and the tiny motor attached to the line whirred back into life, pulling her rapidly back into the darkness above.


Second place is just first of the losers, she laughed as she vanished into the shadows. Seconds later alarm bells started to sound, and a steel cage shot up out of the floor, surrounding the pedestal and trapping Otto, as blindingly bright floodlights illuminated the entire room.


Otto braced himself; whatever would happen next was bound to be unpleasant. The steel blast doors on the opposite side of the room slowly rumbled open, and a familiar shape trotted across the room toward him. It was a fluffy white cat wearing a jeweled collar, not what one might normally expect to see in a situation like this, but there was very little that was normal about life at H.I.V.E. This was no ordinary cat: This was Ms. Leon, H.I.V.E.s head of Stealth and Evasion training, who had been trapped in the body of her cat ever since Professor Pikes experiment to give her the instincts and agility of her feline companion had gone horribly wrong.


Oh dear, Mr. Malpense, it would appear that you have been beaten to the punch, Ms. Leon said. The blue crystal at the center of her collar pulsed in time with her words as H.I.V.E. mind, the schools omnipresent supercomputer, worked to grant her the voice her new body would have otherwise denied her.


It would appear so, Otto replied, as Shelby descended from the ceiling again and walked over to the cage that now surrounded Otto. The huge grin she was wearing made it quite clear that she found the whole situation highly amusing. Otto didnt really mind that he had been beaten to the objective by Shelby. She may have looked like a typical Valley girl, but as was so often the case at H.I.V.E., appearances were deceptive. Shelby was actually the world-famous jewel thief known only as the Wraith and had proven on numerous previous occasions that getting past security systems like this was all in a days work. If he was going to be beaten, at least it was by the best.


Oh, Otto, you came so close, Shelby said, still grinning. That stunt with the lasers was cool, but sometimes the old-fashioned ways are the best, you know.


You both did well, Ms. Leon said, slipping between the bars of Ottos new cage and jumping up onto the now-empty pedestal. Not many students make it this far through the Maze on their first attempt. The Maze was the most elaborate part of the schools Stealth and Evasion training, consisting as it did of an ever-changing array of highly sophisticated security devices that were designed to test the pupils abilities to the limit.


However, Miss Trinity appears to have won the day today, Ms. Leon added, clearly pleased that Shelby, who everyone knew was her star pupil, had beaten Otto to the objective. Now, Shelby, if you would be so kind as to use that card to release Mr. Malpense, we can reset the Maze for the next pair.


Shelby walked over to the panel next to the blast doors and inserted the key card into a slot, but nothing happened.


Umm, Ms. Leon, the card doesnt seem to be working, Shelby said, looking confused. She inserted the card again, and the panel flickered with red lights indicating that the card was not being accepted.


Oh, sorry, Otto said calmly, youll probably need this. Otto produced an exact duplicate of the key card from the pocket of his uniform and held it out between the bars of the cage. Shelby took this new card, looking confused, and inserted it into the panel. The indicator lights on the panel flashed green, and the steel bars surrounding Otto sank slowly back down into the floor.



But how Shelby started.


Indeed, Mr. Malpense! Perhaps you would be good enough to explain the meaning of this.


Well, Otto said with a sly smile, I just happened to come across this key card last night, and it looked like it might come in handy.


That key card was secured in the vault, Mr. Malpense, Ms. Leon said sharply. A vault that is supposed to be impregnable, I might add.


Someone must have left the door open, Otto replied, a look of false innocence on his face. Thats the only explanation I can think of.


Ms. Leon looked Otto straight in the eye, her bright green feline eyes narrowing. Once again, Mr. Malpense, I find myself unsure whether I should report you to Dr. Nero or commend you. They all knew, after all, that leveling accusations of cheating at H.I.V.E. was rather missing the point.


Well, you said that we should always try to stay one step ahead of the competition, Ms. Leon; I was just following your advice. Otto knew that hed taken a risk in stealing the key card the previous night, and he had little doubt that it would be more difficult to get into the vault again in the future, but it was all worth it just for the priceless expression on Shelbys face.


Very well, I shall have to think about how Im going to mark you both for this run, Ms. Leon said as she leaped from the pedestal and headed back toward the door. Rest assured that the next run will not be so straightforward, though.


She trotted out of the room with her tail in the air. Otto and Shelby followed along behind.


So, Shelby, you were saying, first of the losers.





Otto and Shelby strolled into the assembly area at the exit of the Maze and found their fellow Alpha-stream students sitting around chatting. The Alpha stream was the group of students within H.I.V.E. who were being groomed as future leaders; some were there on merit, others because of their family backgrounds, but their black uniforms marked them out as a quite separate and distinct group within the school.


The large-view screen on the wall was dark now, but Otto knew that they had all been watching his and Shelbys progress through the labyrinthine training exercise. Otto was pleased to see that Wing and Laura were still there chatting on the other side of the room. The four of them had become firm friends over the last six months at H.I.V.E., even more so since their foiled escape attempt and near-fatal encounter with Violet, the hideously mutated plant monster that had almost destroyed the school. They both looked up as Otto and Shelby approached.



Well done, Otto, Wing said with a slight smile, although I suspect that you may have missed the point of this exercise.


Thats one way of putting it, Laura added. Id just call it cheating. Despite her comment Laura too was having trouble keeping a straight face.


Well, I reckon I won fair and square, Shelby said, pushing past Otto and flopping down in the seat next to Laura, and I didnt have to cheat.


Aye, definitely a moral victory for you, Shel, Laura replied with a smile.


Ill just have to settle for the immoral victory then, I suppose, Otto said, grinning at Wing. So how did you two get on?


I could not get past the lasers, Wing replied with a slight frown. You really must show me how you do that one day, Otto.


Maybe I will, Otto replied, though the slightly worrying truth was that Otto really had no idea himself. Ever since he was a young child, his brain had exhibited certain unnatural abilities, whether it was the computer-like unconscious calculations he had just performed or his ability to simply absorb information from any source without any conscious effort to learn or memorize it.


What about you, Laura? Shelby asked.


Could have been better, Laura replied, looking slightly fed up. I took a different route and fell into one of the pit traps. Now that she mentioned it, Otto could see that she was wearing a fresh, dry uniform but her hair was still slightly damp. It could have been worse, though, she said with a grin, as a door opened on the other side of the room and two of H.I.V.E.s security guards pushed a pair of wheeled gurneys into the room. Sitting on one of the gurneys was Nigel Darkdoom, son of the infamous Diabolus Darkdoom, and on the other was Franz Argentblum. They were both encased from head to toe in the hardened foam from the Mazes automated sentry guns; only their faces were exposed, and they appeared to be engaged in a heated conversation about exactly whose fault this was. The students had been sent into the Maze in pairs, and it was up to them to decide if they would compete to reach the objective or work together. Nigel and Franz had apparently decided to work togetherthey had been roommates, just like Otto and Wing, for the past few monthsand the consequences were obvious.


I said that the corridor was trapped, Franz said indignantly, his face turning a pale shade of crimson as the other students in the room started to laugh.


Yes, you did, but you forgot to mention that your plan was to trip me up and run for it, Nigel said, clearly irritated.


Do not blame me for your clumsiness, Franz said innocently. If it were not for you falling over, I am sure we would have made it.


Falling over! Nigel said angrily. You tripped me up the moment those guns appeared.


The two of them continued to argue as Wing and Otto wandered over.


Hi guys, Otto greeted them cheerfully, trying very hard not to laugh.


Oh, hello, Otto, Nigel said gloomily. I dont suppose you know how long it is till this stuff breaks down, do you?


Ms. Leon said that it takes about an hour to decompose naturally in the air, so you shouldnt have to wait too much longer, Wing replied. Even he seemed to be finding it hard to keep a grin off his face.


That is being good, said Franz, because I am needing to go to the bathroom, and I would not want to trigger an unfortunate chemical reaction with the foam, ja?


MWAH, MWAAAAH, MWAH!!!!


The school bell rang, its three trumpet notes sounding loudly around the room, signaling the beginning of the lunch hour. Franz let out a low moan and rolled his eyes toward the ceiling.


Now we are going to be late for lunch; by the time we get there there will be nothing but salad left, he said plaintively.



I think you can stand to miss one lunch, Franz, Nigel sighed. Or we could always get someone to wheel us down to the dining hall and spoon-feed us, I suppose. Nigel was clearly being sarcastic, but Franzs eyes lit up at the suggestion.


This is being an excellent idea! Otto, you and Wing could help us, ja? The hope was evident in Franzs tone.


Um, wed love to help, guys, but weve got toum Otto looked at Wing desperately. He doubted that either of them would be strong enough to wheel Franz all the way to the dining hall; there was an awful lot of hardened foam encasing his ample frame.


We have to go to the library, Wing stepped in. We haveum


Chess Clubyes, thats it. Chess Club, Otto said suddenly, backing away toward the exit.


Otherwise, you know we would be happy to help. Wing smiled.


Otto and Wing walked quickly toward the door.


I was not knowing that Otto and Wing are interested in chess, Franz said as the other two boys beat a hasty retreat.


Nigel just sighed.





Nero sat in his office reviewing the latest status reports from his department heads. It looked like it would be a good year for H.I.V.E.: The average performance of the pupils was up, and it seemed that the school would have little difficulty hitting its annual targets. Of course, that was assuming that they would have no more incidents to match the scale of the disaster with Nigel Darkdooms monster earlier in the year, but Nero was confident that measures had been taken to ensure there could be no repeat of that fiasco.


The fact that Darkdoom had managed to single-handedly, if accidentally, create such a monster was indicative of the quality of this years Alpha intake. They were an exceptionally strong group, and he had high hopes for them all. There were slight concerns, though. He had no idea, for example, why Number One had taken such a close personal interest in Otto Malpense. Nero had been told that Malpenses continued well-being and his own were inextricably linked, but he still did not know why G.L.O.V.E.s leader was so keen to protect the boy. He knew better than to pursue the matter too actively. He did not want to give the appearance of snooping on Number One; several members of G.L.O.V.E. had tried that on previous occasions, and things had not ended well for them when Number One found out, which he always did.


There was a soft knock on the door of his office.


Come in, Nero said. As scheduled, it was Professor Pike, the head of the schools Science and Technology department. The man was brilliant, if slightly eccentric, and none of his G.L.O.V.E. records gave any indication of his actual age beyond very old, though that much was obvious just from looking at him. His age was no impediment, though; he still had a mind that was as brilliant as it was cunning.


I have the status report you requested, the Professor said, taking a seat on the other side of the desk.


Excellent, Nero replied. I hope you have good news.


Good news and bad news, the Professor replied. He looked more tired than usual, and Nero suspected that the problem that had been occupying him recently was not a simple one to solve.


Very well, please continue, Professor, Nero instructed, settling back into his chair.


First, the good news. Weve finished the work on the new behavior-restraint routines for H.I.V.E. mind, and it looks like were finally ready to bring him back fully online.


The Professor and his team had been working for months on the new code in an effort to ensure there would be no repeat of the rebelliousness H.I.V.E. mind had displayed during Malpenses failed escape attempt earlier that year. The school had managed to function for the past few months using just a small percentage of the supercomputers true power, but it was becoming increasingly difficult to keep things running smoothly without the AI running at full capacity.



And the bad news? Nero inquired.


The bad news is that we still have no idea why the original behavior controls didnt work. H.I.V.E. mind is a first-generation artificial intelligence; he should not, in theory, be capable of the emotional responses he exhibited. He was not built with that level of sophistication; it seems that he was displaying true emergent behavior. The Professor removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes.


Nero felt a chill run down his spine; hed heard something very similar many years ago, and the memories of what had happened then set alarm bells ringing in his skull.


I hope youre not saying what I think youre saying, Nero said, an unfamiliar note of worry in his tone. Im sure I dont need to tell you of all people, Professor, that we cannot afford a repeat of the Overlord incident.


I know, Max. It was unusual for the Professor to address Nero by his first name, but he was clearly worried. If Id thought that there were any chance of history repeating itself, I would have erased H.I.V.E. minds consciousness myself. The strange thing is that he was designed to deliberately avoid anything like that ever happening again. Overlord was an order of magnitude more sophisticated than H.I.V.E. mind, and with hindsight it was perhaps inevitable that it would evolve in the way it did, but H.I.V.E. mind should not be capable of it.



And yet it would appear that H.I.V.E. mind was capable of rather more than any of us anticipated, Nero said calmly. Just tell me this, Professor: Is it safe to bring him fully back online?


All of our tests indicate that he should now be fully functional, but until I know what caused his previous behavior, I cannot guarantee that it will never happen again.


Nero stroked his chin for a few moments, deep in thought. The school could not continue to function much longer without H.I.V.E. mind back at full operational capacity, but he also knew that bringing the supercomputer back to full self-awareness might mean taking a terrible risk. What had happened with Overlord must never happen again; too many lives had been lost, too many friends. But there was one key difference: Nero had spoken with H.I.V.E. mind on many occasions, and he had never felt frightened, never felt the cold, clawing dread that he had as Overlords true personality had become apparent.


Very well, Professor, wake him up, Nero said quietly.


The Professor nodded and rose from his chair, heading toward the door.


Professor, Nero said suddenly, as the elderly man opened the door to leave, watch him. Watch him like a hawk.





The final lesson of the day for the Alphas was Political Manipulation with the Contessa. She was one of the most senior members of the teaching staff at H.I.V.E., and she had the uncanny ability to simply command people to do as she willed. There was something about her voice that demanded obedience, and Otto knew that it went beyond just natural authority, having felt its effects himself on a handful of prior occasions. When the Contessa gave you instructions in that particular tone of voice, it was as if you literally had no choice but to obey, regardless of whatever you might have actually wanted to do.


Her subject of choice, however, was not one of Ottos favorites, although it was occasionally interesting to see just how many of the events of the recent past had been influenced or set in motion by the unseen forces of global villainy. Wing sat next to Otto in the lecture hall, and the expression on his face suggested he was finding the current subject less than thrilling. Wing was more interested in the practical training they received, and lessons such as this one generally held little interest for him. Laura and Shelby sat just in front of them, and judging by the elaborate, if less than flattering, caricature of the Contessa on Shelbys notepad, she was not giving the lesson her full attention either. Laura, on the other hand, seemed genuinely interested. She had developed a curious admiration for the Contessa and would often go to great lengths after her lessons to explain to the rest of them that they should pay more attention. Otto wasnt sure what it was about the Contessa that had struck such a chord with his friend. Given Lauras uncanny expertise with computers, one would have perhaps expected her to show more affinity for Professor Pike and the tech department.


The Contessa continued with her lecture.


So I hope you can now see that the best way to engineer victory in an election is not to encourage your own supporters to vote, but rather to deny those same voting rights to people who would oppose you. This has proven historically to be highly effective, and from your point of view is significantly easier to arrange than many other forms of governmental takeover. It is always best to leave the public with the illusion of having participated in a democratic process; theyre easier to control that way. For example, let us consider the recent events in


The Contessa stopped in mid-sentence as the door to the lecture hall hissed open and a security guard walked into the room. The Contessa raised an eyebrow and walked over to the guard; the pair of them had a brief whispered conversation before the Contessa turned back to the banked seating, scanning the rows as if looking for someone specific. As she looked toward where Otto and Wing were seated, she spoke again,


Mr. Fanchu, will you please accompany this guard to Dr. Neros office?


Wing looked quickly at Otto; the brief exchange of glances spoke volumes. It was rarely a good thing to be summoned to Dr. Neros office, but neither of them could think of anything that they had done to require a summons like thisat least not in the past twenty-four hours, and the rule of thumb at H.I.V.E. was that if you hadnt been punished within that time, then youd probably gotten away with it. Wing stood up and with quiet apologies squeezed past the other pupils in their row and went down the stairs toward the waiting guard.


The guard gestured for Wing to follow him, and the pair of them left the lecture hall without exchanging any words. The Contessa continued with the lesson after the brief interruption, but Otto found that he was paying little attention to what she was saying. He was far more concerned about Wing and what he had done to earn an audience with Nero.













CHAPTER 3





WING FOLLOWED THE GUARD ALONG THE CORRIDOR TOWARD NEROS OFFICE. HE HAD NO IDEA WHY THE SCHOOLS HEADMASTER WANTED TO SEE HIM, AND THE GUARD HAD OFFERED NO MORE INFORMATION DURING THE FIVE-MINUTE WALK. AS THEY APPROACHED, THE DOOR TO NEROS OFFICE HISSED OPEN, AND THE GUARD STEPPED ASIDE TO LET WING ENTER; HE DID NOT FOLLOW HIM IN AS THE DOORS SLID SHUT. NERO SAT BEHIND AN IMPOSING WOODEN DESK THAT HAD SEVERAL DISPLAYS AND CONTROL PANELS MOUNTED ON ITS SURFACE. THE WALLS OF THE ROOM WERE LINED WITH PHOTOGRAPHS, PAINTINGS, AND FRAMED NEWSPAPER FRONT PAGES, EACH DISPLAYING THE IMAGE OR PROUDLY ANNOUNCING THE ACCOMPLISHMENTS OF A FORMER PUPIL OF H.I.V.E. THE HEADMASTER LOOKED UP AS WING ENTERED AND GESTURED FOR HIM TO TAKE A SEAT IN ONE OF THE CHAIRS ON THE OPPOSITE SIDE OF THE DESK. AS USUAL NEROS EXPRESSION WAS UNREADABLE, BUT WING COULD HAVE SWORN THAT THERE WAS A HINT OF SADNESS ON HIS FACE.


Good morning, Mr. Fanchu. I am sorry to pull you from your lessons, but Im afraid that I have just received some very bad news. Nero looked unhappy as he said this; Wing began to feel genuinely worried.


There is no easy way to say this. Nero looked straight at Wing. There has been an accident. Im afraid your father is dead.


It was an unfortunate fact that this was not the first time Nero had had to give one of his pupils news like this. Many of the students parents or relatives were active G.L.O.V.E. operatives, and theirs was not a world without its fair share of mortal danger. He had seen many different reactions to this kind of devastating newsraw grief, anger, denialbut he had never seen a reaction quite like Wings. There was the briefest look of surprise on the boys face, a slight widening of the eyes for a moment, and then nothing. Wing sat on the other side of the desk looking back at Nero as if he had just been told that the weather was nice outside.


What happened? Wing asked calmly.


There was an explosion at our Japanese research and development facility, Nero replied. Your father and several other technicians were killed. It is still unclear exactly what happened, but initial investigations suggest that one of their experiments went wrong and caused a catastrophic chain reaction.


I see, Wing said, still with no hint of emotion. Will I be allowed to attend his funeral?


Nero was slightly taken aback by the calm way in which his student was taking this news. Some within G.L.O.V.E. might have been impressed by his apparent fortitude, but Nero simply found it disturbing.


Yes, arrangements are being made as we speak for you to travel to Tokyo. It is normal in these situations for students to be allowed to select someone else to accompany them. You will have to decide who you wish to go with you.


Otto, Wing replied immediately. I would like him to come with me.


This was no surprise to Nerothe pair had been inseparable since their arrival at H.I.V.E.and reluctant as he was to allow two of his most devious students to leave the school together, he had made arrangements for just such an eventuality. He had instituted the traveling-companion policy himself when it had become clear that two students would find it considerably more difficult to escape H.I.V.E.s supervision than one traveling alone. He could not help but wonder, however, if this would be the case with these two particular students.


Very well, I shall see to it that Mr. Malpense is given clearance to accompany you. Im sure I do not need to remind you that you are expected to return to your studies immediately afterward. I will not tolerate absenteeism.


Understood, Wing replied. If there is nothing else, I should like to return to my class.


Certainly, Nero replied. The funeral will be taking place in two days time; you will be contacted with more details when travel arrangements are complete.


Thank you, Dr. Nero. Wing rose from his seat and headed for the door.


Nero watched as Wing left his office, still apparently unfazed by the terrible news he had been given. Wing had rarely displayed much emotion since his arrival at H.I.V.E., but Nero felt that there was something odd about his students reaction. He glanced down at the display mounted on his desk that was showing the G.L.O.V.E. records of Wings father. Mao Fanchu had been a department head at the organizations Japanese research facility for the past ten years. He had an excellent record and had been involved with some of the most prestigious technical developments the facility had been credited with. There was something odd about his file, though. There was no photograph attached to his records. This was not unheard ofafter all, many G.L.O.V.E. operatives valued their anonymitybut Nero had omega black security clearance, and he was still not cleared to see what Wings father had looked like.


More disturbing, perhaps, was the fact that Mao Fanchu seemed to have simply popped into existence ten years earlier, when he had started work at the research and development facility. Normally, a G.L.O.V.E. operative would have extensive historical records attached to his file, but the details of Fanchus past life were either entirely absent or had once again been withheld for some reason.


Wing Fanchu had been a parentally approved admission to H.I.V.E., which meant that his father had sent him to the school, and there was something unsettling about the fact that certain details regarding the boys father were being withheld from Nero for whatever reason. Nero would have liked to have looked into the matter further, but he knew full well that there was only one person in G.L.O.V.E. with a security clearance higher than his own. If Number One had decided that these details were to be kept hidden, there had to be a good reason, and Nero knew better than to question his superior on such matters.


For now, though, Nero needed to turn his attention to a more pressing matter: He would shortly have to let Wing leave the island. This was inevitable under the circumstances, but his choice of traveling companion had complicated the matter still further. Otto Malpense had already displayed a willingness to go to almost any length to leave the island without permission, and now Nero faced the prospect of having to let him do so with it. The only consolation was that he knew the two boys had had the opportunity to leave the island earlier that year, directly after the incident with Darkdooms creation, and they had not taken itthough he had no idea why. Regardless, if he was going to willingly unleash Fanchu and Malpense on the outside world, he had to be sure they were under constant supervision. Fortunately, he knew the perfect person for such a task. The entry chime on his office door sounded.


Enter, Nero said, and the doors opened to admit a familiar figure.


Good afternoon, Raven. I have a job for you.





Otto sat reading at his desk in the room he shared with Wing. The clean white living space was comfortable, if a little cramped, and over the past couple of months it had begun to almost feel like home. Otto was not sure if that was a good thing or not. He told himself that he was still a prisoner of H.I.V.E. rather than a student. Indeed, many of the schools students jokingly referred to their rooms as cells, but as prisons went, it was a remarkably comfortable and well-appointed one.


There was a sudden bleep and the doors opened, allowing Wing to enter the room. Otto stood as his friend came in; Wing looked distracted. Their other friends still found his face unreadable, but Otto knew him well enough to spot the subtle clues in his expression.


Is everything okay? Otto asked, concern mixed with curiosity as to why his friend had been summoned to Neros office.


No, Im afraid I have just received some bad news. Wing looked Otto straight in the eye. My father is dead; he was killed in an explosion at his laboratory.



Oh God, Wing, Im so sorry. Otto placed a hand on his friends shoulder.


There is no need for sorrow, Wing replied, with an eerie calmness.


Otto was taken aback by Wings reaction. Wing was not prone to displays of emotion at the best of times, but to show so cold a reaction to news such as this was unusual even for him.


But Wing, hes your dad. I mean Ottos voice trailed off as he saw something harden in Wings eyes.


My father and I have had little contact over the past couple of years. His work was more important to him than I was, especially after my mother died. I know that I should feel more than I do, but in some ways I feel like he died then. Wing sat down.


Do they know what happened? Otto asked, still concerned despite Wings explanation.


It appears that there was an accident involving one of his experiments. He and several other technicians were killed. That is all I know.


So what happens now? Otto asked.


The funeral will take place in a couple of days; I will be allowed to attend.


Theyre letting you off the island? Ottos surprise was evident. Youre going to China?


No, we are going to Tokyo. My family moved there when I was very young. Japan has been my home for as long as I can remember.


We? Otto said, slightly confused.


Yes, we. I am allowed to take another student with me, and I chose youthat is, if you want to come? Wing smiled weakly at Otto.


Otto could hardly believe what he was hearing. A chance to leave the island was an incredible opportunity, even under such tragic circumstances.


Of course Ill come, if youre sure that you want me to.


There is no one I would rather have come with me. You have been a good friend to me since we arrived here, Otto, and I would appreciate your company. Wing suddenly looked tired; it was as if the effort of maintaining his inscrutable demeanor was greater than usual.


Do you want me to tell the others? Otto asked.


I would appreciate that, Wing replied. It has been a long day, and I think I would rather be alone for a while, if you dont mind?


Of course. Otto got up to leave.


One more thing, Wing said, looking carefully at Otto. You must promise me that were both coming back. I dislike our incarceration here as much as you do, Otto, but I still need to know why Nero has the other half of my mothers amulet. Until I know that, I cannot leave H.I.V.E. I hope you understand.



Otto felt a twinge of guilt as he realized that one of the first thoughts that had entered his head when he had heard they would be allowed to leave the island was how this would afford a priceless chance for them to escape H.I.V.E.s clutches. He might have started to adjust to life at the school, but he was not the sort of person to tolerate being kept a prisoner, no matter how benign the jailors. He knew how important it was to Wing to find out why Nero wore the black half of the yin-yang symbol Wings mother had given her son. Nero did not know that Wing had seen the medallion around his neck when he had been injured by the plant monster, and he certainly did not appear to know that Wing wore the other half. This unresolved mystery was the main thing that had kept them on the island when they had had the opportunity to escape earlier in the year.


I promise, Wing, if youre sure thats what you want, Otto said. Under the circumstances he had to respect his friends wishes. If he was honest with himself, he knew in his heart that he could never force Wing to return to H.I.V.E. alone.


It is, though I suspect that Dr. Nero will be making his own arrangements to ensure our continued attendance, Wing said, raising an eyebrow slightly.


Of that, Otto suspected, there could be little doubt.






Otto stood with Shelby and Laura on the balcony overlooking the schools physical training cavern. Below them two figures in full kendo armor squared off against each other, their wooden swords raised in fighting stances. There was a moment of silence, and then the hall was filled with the sound of the two swords clashing against each other, the noise echoing off the bare rock walls like gunshots. The two opponents seemed evenly matched, with no apparent quarter asked or given by either combatant. The long wooden practice swords moved in a blur, almost too fast to follow.


Is he okay? Shelby asked, a note of genuine concern in her voice.


I think so, Otto replied, still watching the fight below. You know what hes like; its hard to tell sometimes.


Aye, Laura added, I dont know what Id do if I got news like that while I was stuck in this place. At least theyre letting you go to the funeral.


Is it wrong for me to be slightly jealous under the circumstances? Shelby asked. Id do anything to get out of here, even it was just for a couple of days.


No, I know what you mean, Otto replied, but I can honestly say that this is one trip Id really rather not be making.


Below them the fight came to an abrupt climax as one of the fighters caught the other off balance and neatly disarmed him, sending his wooden sword spinning through the air while simultaneously tipping him onto his back with a sweep of her foot.


Goodthe Russian accent was familiaryoure getting it, but you need to stop sacrificing balance for aggression. Raven pulled off her wire-fronted mask and offered a hand to help up her fallen opponent.


The other fighter took the offered hand, pulled himself up from the floor, and removed his mask.


Forgive me, I am lacking focus today, Wing replied. The pair of them had been sparring for the best part of an hour, and neither even seemed to have broken a sweat.


That is understandable, but remember that your enemies will often choose your most vulnerable moment to attack. You must let your instinct guide you; detach your emotions.


Wing nodded and gave Raven a deep bow, the formal signal of the end of the session. Raven and Wing had been sparring like this for the past few months, and as far as Otto knew, Wing was the only pupil Raven was training in this way. To most of the pupils of the school she was a deeply intimidating presence; she was, after all, G.L.O.V.E.s most feared assassin and Neros most trusted operative. If half of the whispered stories the older students told about her were true, then she was undoubtedly to be feared. Wing was a fearsome opponenthis unusual skill in numerous forms of self-defense had gotten Otto out of more than one sticky situation in the pastbut Otto had yet to see him best Raven in any of these training sessions. He had once asked Wing if he didnt find that frustrating; Otto didnt like to lose and found it hard to understand how his friend could accept being beaten on such a regular basis. Wing had just smiled and said rather cryptically that it didnt matter if you lost as long as you were never defeated.


Same time next week then, Mr. Fanchu, Raven said as the pair of them headed up the stairs toward Otto, Laura, and Shelby. A little more krav maga, I think, so dont forget your body armor. She nodded to the other three students as she passed, and headed for the locker room.


Taken your weekly pummeling then, I see, Shelby joked as Wing approached. Id never realized that getting your ass kicked repeatedly could be so educational. Laura elbowed her in the ribs; Shelby was many things, but sensitive was not one of them.


Wing gave a weak half smile. Normally, he would have risen to the bait; indeed, the verbal sparring between him and Shelby was often as entertaining for the others as his more physical combat with Raven. Today, understandably perhaps, he did not appear to be in the mood.


You okay? Laura asked, placing her hand on Wings forearm.


I am fine, he replied. The kendo armor is effectivea couple of bruises, perhaps, but they will heal.


Otto suspected that his friend knew full well that Laura was not inquiring about his physical state, but he was clearly in no mood to address the real cause of her concern.


Students Fanchu and Malpense.


Laura gave a little gasp as the screen mounted in the wall behind them flickered into life. The soft, slightly synthetic voice was one that none of them had heard for the past several months, but there now, on the screen, floated the unmistakable blue wire-frame head of H.I.V.E. mind. The four of them gathered around the screen quickly, eager to speak with the AI who had been so instrumental in their first doomed escape attempt and who had since then been silent for so long.


Youre back online! Laura said excitedly. She had developed an unusual fondness for H.I.V.E. mind, and like all of them had begun to fear that their actions earlier in the year had led to him being taken offline permanently.


I am functioning at full capacity, the floating face replied coldly.


How are you feeling? Laura asked happily.


Your query is illogical; I am not designed to exhibit emotional response. I feel nothing. H.I.V.E. minds voice was the same as before, but his response was unfamiliar, oddly formal and cold.


Cmon, Blue, Shelby said, noting the slight frown on Lauras face. Its usyou dont have to put on the robot act.


This is no act, Student Trinity. Please do not waste my processing capacity with irrelevant statements.


Otto knew there was something wrong. H.I.V.E. mind was perfectly capable of emotional responsetheyd all seen it beforebut something had changed. Gone was the friendly if mechanical demeanor the AI had displayed before, replaced instead by an unfamiliar and unsettling tone.


Students Fanchu and Malpense, please report immediately to your quarters. Final preparations for your departure are complete. It was not a polite request, as they might once have expected; it was an order.


Before any of them could say anything else, the screen went dark again.


What have they done to him? Laura said softly; she looked genuinely upset.


I dont know, Otto replied, frowning, but thats not the H.I.V.E. mind I remember. Im afraid he might have been updated.


Its our fault, Laura said sadly. If he hadnt tried to help us, hed still be the way he used to be. Laura was a genius when it came to computers, the only person Otto had ever known, aside from himself, who could truly think in binary. Perhaps because of that, she had always had a fascination with the schools resident AI, and she had been eagerly awaiting the day, if it ever came, when he would be brought back online. Now, though, it seemed that the H.I.V.E. mind that had returned was quite different from the one they had last seen on the day of their failed escape attempt. H.I.V.E. mind, it seemed, had paid a heavy price for helping them.


Its just a machine, Wing said sharply. It was broken and now its been fixed. There are worse things that can happen.


Lauras face flushed and she turned toward Wing as if to reply, but he was already walking quickly away.


Let him go, Otto said softly, placing his hand on Lauras shoulder. He doesnt mean it. Laura looked at him, a sudden sadness in her eyes.


I know, she sighed. I just wish hed let us help.


If he wants our help, hell ask for it, Otto replied gently. Until then, weve just got to give him some space.


I suppose, Laura said. Perhaps going home will help, despite the circumstances.


Perhaps, Otto replied. As he watched Wing walk away, he suddenly realized that there was one more thing he and his friend had in common now. They were both orphans.





Dr. Nero stood in the center of the schools crater launch pad, watching as technicians scurried around preparing for Otto and Wings imminent flight. The aircraft they swarmed over was unique; its matte-black insectile body almost seemed to absorb any light that struck it. The two huge cowled ramjet engines that were mounted on each side of the body rotated through their launch and cruise positions as the technicians completed their preflight checks. The aircraft was code-named the Shroud, a name that suited it well given that its thermoptic camouflage could render it invisible to radar as well as the naked eye. It had already proven itself useful on several surveillance missions, and now it was going to ensure that his students were safely and discreetly transported to their destination.


Nero turned as the heavy doors that led into the crater rumbled open and Otto and Wing appeared in the doorway. He was worried by the prospect of letting the two boys leave the island, but under the circumstances he had little choice. He could hardly deny Wing the chance to attend his own fathers funeral. Nero still had an unpleasant feeling, though, that there was something slightly odd about the whole situation. He couldnt quite put his finger on exactly what was bothering him, but he had learned long ago to trust his gut instinct in these situations. He just hoped that the precautions he had taken to ensure his students safe return would be sufficient.


Good morning, Mr. Fanchu, Mr. Malpense. You are scheduled to depart shortly. I trust that there were no problems with any of the arrangements, Nero said, looking from one boy to the other.


Everything is in order, Wing replied. We were informed that we would not need to bring anything with us.


That is correct; you will find that everything you need has been supplied to the safe house in Tokyo, Nero said, looking past the boys toward the entrance. Ah, good, your chaperone has arrived.


Raven was walking down the stairs to the launch pad, an unwelcome if not entirely unexpected addition to their traveling party, Otto thought to himself. Over dinner the previous evening, he and the others had briefly discussed what Nero might do to keep track of them once they left the school. Laura had expected that some form of subdermal tracking device would be implanted in them both before leaving, but Otto had felt sure that Nero would want to use a more reliable method of keeping tabs on them. Raven was apparently going to be that method, and Otto feared that she would be entirely more difficult to evade than any amount of sophisticated tracking technology.


Gentlemen, Raven greeted them as she approached, I trust we are all ready for our trip.


Ive asked Raven to accompany you to ensure your safe return to H.I.V.E., Nero said, smiling at Otto and Wing. After all, we wouldnt want anything to stand in the way of your continued education, would we?


I feel safer already, Otto replied. He had promised Wing that he would return to H.I.V.E. anyway, but now any plans they might have had to evade Neros surveillance had essentially been reduced to zero.


Im flattered that you feel that way, Mr. Malpense, Raven said with a slight smile. Dr. Nero, are the preflight checks complete?


Yes, the Shroud is ready, Nero replied, beckoning one of the nearby guards to approach. Guard, would you be so good as to escort these two students to their seats? The man nodded and gestured for Otto and Wing to follow him over to the waiting aircraft.


Ive contacted the safe house; theyre ready for us, Raven reported, watching the two boys climb the steps leading to the Shrouds interior.


Good, Nero replied. Be careful, Natalya. I suspect that youll have your hands full with those two, and I still cant shake the feeling that theres something wrong here.


Dont worry, Max. I know what those two are capable of. Ill take good care of them.


I have no doubt of that. Just make sure that you all make it back here in one piece, Nero said, as the Shrouds engines began to warm up noisily on the launch pad.



When have I ever let you down? Raven replied, raising her voice over the noise of the jets. She smiled at Nero, slung her equipment bag over her shoulder, and walked quickly toward the boarding ladder.


She had never let him down, Nero knew that, but given Number Ones constant reminders that his own well-being and that of Otto Malpense were inextricably linked, he couldnt quite shake an unusual feeling of nervousness. If Raven could not keep her promise and something did happen to Malpense, he felt sure that his own life expectancy would be measured in hours rather than years.


The noise of the engines rose to a roar as the entry hatch slid shut and the streamlined black aircraft rose slowly into the air. Nero watched as the huge camouflaged doors that concealed the true contents of the crater from the outside world rumbled open and the Shroud passed through the gap, climbing rapidly into the clear blue sky.














CHAPTER 4





LAURA SAT AT HER WORKSTATION IN THE COMPUTING SCIENCES LABORATORY, STARING AT THE MONITOR. LINE AFTER LINE OF CODE FILLED THE SCREEN, BUT HER HANDS RESTED MOTIONLESS ON THE KEYBOARD. SHED BEEN WORKING ON THIS CODE FOR WEEKS. IT WAS MEANT TO INTERCEPT ENCRYPTED WIRELESS TRANSMISSIONS AND ALLOW THE USER TO PIGGYBACK HIS OR HER OWN INSTRUCTIONS INVISIBLY ON ANY DATA STREAM. SHED HOPED THAT CODING FOR A COUPLE OF HOURS MIGHT DISTRACT HER SLIGHTLY, BUT SHE KEPT FINDING HER ATTENTION WANDERING. SHE WAS WORRIED ABOUT OTTO AND WING. NOT BECAUSE SHE THOUGHT ANYTHING BAD MIGHT HAPPEN TO THEM ON WHAT SOUNDED LIKE A FAIRLY STRAIGHTFORWARD TRIP, BUT MORE BECAUSE SHE FELT SHE MIGHT NEVER SEE THEM AGAIN. SHE COULDNT REALLY EXPLAIN IT, BUT SHE HAD A TERRIBLE FEELING THEY WOULDNT BE COMING BACK. SHED TRIED TO TALK TO SHELBY ABOUT HER ANXIETIES, BUT HER FRIEND HAD JUST LAUGHED AND TOLD HER THAT THERE WAS NOTHING TO WORRY ABOUT; THEY WERE ONLY GOING TO BE GONE FOR A COUPLE OF DAYS, AND THERE WAS NO REASON TO SUSPECT THAT ANYTHING BAD WOULD HAPPEN DURING THAT TIME. SHELBY WAS PROBABLY RIGHT, BUT THAT HADNT STOPPED LAURA FROM WORRYING.


Come on, Brand, get on with it, she muttered, forcing herself to concentrate again on the complex routines that filled the screen in front of her. She was sure her code was bug-free, but for some reason it wasnt working. Shed tried to create a dummy transmission in order to test her latest theory, but every time she would get a garbled torrent of nonsense instead of a clean data stream. She had deliberately used one of the more obscure transmission frequencies to avoid clashes with any of H.I.V.E.s constant background network activity, but she was still getting interference from somewhere.


She ran a backtrace routine to see if she could identify the source of the problem, and as the results scrolled up the screen, her brow furrowed with concern. It looked as if someone was opening an unauthorized socket in H.I.V.E.s network. The location wasnt specific, but somebody somewhere appeared to be attempting to covertly transmit a message from within the school. There was a sudden burst of activity on the line and then nothing. Laura retrieved the log of the last few seconds activity; the data that had been transmitted looked like garbage, but she pulled up the code anyway, just to be sure. At first glance the strings of jumbled characters seemed to be random, but then something caught her attention. Laura had always had an unusual talent for pattern recognition, and there was something about this data that bothered her. She quickly transferred the file containing the unusual transmission to the computer back in her room and turned off the computer. She could examine the file later; she was already late for Tactical Training, and she didnt really want to end up being barked at by Colonel Francisco again.


Laura gathered up her stuff and hurried out of the lab, totally oblivious to the surveillance camera that turned silently to track her as she left.





Aboard the Shroud, Otto sat in the windowless passenger compartment entirely focused on the glowing display of his Blackbox. On the tiny screen, page after page of text flicked past, too fast for anyone but him to follow.


Otto, Wing said, seated in the seat opposite. There was no response, as Otto remained entirely focused on the small black PDA.


Otto! Wing said more loudly, breaking the trance and finally getting his friends attention. What are you doing?


Learning Japanese, Otto replied, pausing the stream of text on the screen. I had H.I.V.E. mind upload some textbooks to my Blackbox before we left.



Wing chuckled at his friend; he knew people who had studied Japanese for years and still did not feel they had mastered the language. Otto, however, seemed to think that todays flight should give him ample time.


Hows it going? Wing asked.


Okay, but you werent wrong when you told me how difficult it was. At this rate its going to be at least a couple of hours before Im fluent. There was no smugness in Ottos statement; by his standards that qualified as a steep learning curve.


Well, just let me know if you want to try out what youve learned, Wing said, resting against the padded headrest of his seat.


Not just yet, Otto replied. Id only make a fool of myself.


Wing doubted that that was true, but he knew how much Otto hated making even the most minor mistakes.


The door to the cockpit slid open, and Raven climbed down into the passenger compartment. She smiled at Wing as she sat down in the seat next to him.


Youll be glad to hear that were slightly ahead of schedule. We should arrive at our destination in a couple of hours.


Thank you for choosing H.I.V.E. Airways, Otto muttered, glancing up at Raven.


Since we have some time together, I thought that this might be a good opportunity to go over some of the ground rules, Raven said, her smile fading. While we are off school property, you are in my care, and that being the case, I intend to make sure that nothinguntoward happens on our little trip. So heres how its going to go.


Otto switched off his Blackbox and gave Raven his full attention.


I dont want either of you leaving my sight at any point when were away from the safe house. Where you go, I gono exceptions. And yes, before you ask, Mr. Malpense, that does include trips to the bathroom, so if youre shy I suggest you make sure that youve gone before we leave. Wing raised an eyebrow at this; Otto tried to keep a straight face.


If anything unexpected happens, you follow my orders without question. My job on this trip is to keep you both safe, and Ill do whatevers necessary to ensure you dont end up in harms way, but you have to trust me and do what youre told. If anything happens to me, you make your way back to the safe house as quickly as possible. No heroics. I can look after myself, and I dont want or need any help from you two.


Raven suddenly fixed Otto with a very cold stare.


I hope it goes without saying that any attempt to escape my supervision will be treated as deliberate truancy. Im sure that I dont need to remind either of you what the H.I.V.E.-mandated punishment for that is.


Otto did not need reminding. He trusted Raven to protect them, but he had no illusions about what she would be prepared to do if the schools security was jeopardized.


Raven got up out of her seat and gave a crooked smile.


Okay, so were clear on the ground rules. If theres anything else you need or if you have any other questions, Ill be up on the flight deck. In the meantime I suggest you enjoy the view, she said, looking around the entirely windowless compartment.


Raven knew full well that Otto would have liked nothing better than to have a look at the outside world, but the Shrouds passenger compartment was completely sealed. He might have been able to get some clue as to the geographical location of H.I.V.E. if hed been able to spot any other landmarks, but whoever had designed the vehicle had clearly decided that windows were an unnecessary extravagance. The two boys watched in silence as Raven climbed back up to the flight deck, only speaking again when she had disappeared from view.


Well, sounds like were going to be well looked after, Otto said with a sly smile.


I was expecting little less, Wing replied quietly, though I get the impression that Raven is less than happy with being assigned this task. I cant imagine why.


Otto grinned at Wings single raised eyebrow. He wished he could have seen Ravens face when Nero had told her she was going to be accompanying the pair of them on this trip.


You do kind of get the impression that shed rather be somewhere else, dont you?


She has nothing to worry about, though, right? Wing whispered, looking Otto straight in the eye.


Dont worry, Otto replied. I promise Ill behave myself, but I want you to promise me something in return.


What is it, Otto? Wing asked, sensing the sudden note of seriousness in his friends voice.


When we get back to H.I.V.E., we find out everything we can about that amulet Nero was wearing, Otto whispered. Lets find out if it is the other half of that one around your neck.


Wing looked down at the steel decking; he was silent for a moment.


Very well, though I fear that it may be difficult to find out any more without confronting Nero directly.


I dont think that would be very wise, Otto replied. There has to be another way to find out the truth.


Unfortunately, the truth is a commodity that is in short supply at H.I.V.E. Wing seemed suddenly lost in thought.


Are you sure you want to know? Otto asked quietly.


Yes. Wing looked carefully at Otto. But sometimes you should fear the truth; sometimes it is better not to know.


Otto understood how Wing felt, but until this question was answered, there was always going to be something tying his friend to the school, something that would stop them from seizing a golden opportunity for escape like this. There was a little voice very deep inside Otto that asked if he really wanted to take that opportunity if it arose. The truth was that he wasnt entirely sure, but it would still be better to have the choice when the chance presented itself.


We have nothing to fear but fear itself, Otto replied. Oh, and a megalomaniacal headmaster, the worlds deadliest assassin, giant mutated plant monsters, an international cartel of supervillains, and the security forces of every country on earth, but other than thatjust fear.





Whatcha doing? Shelby asked, peering over Lauras shoulder at the screen on her desk. It was filled with cascading symbols.


Banging my head against a brick wall at the moment, Laura replied, still staring at the glowing monitor. Shed spent the past hour trying to make some sense of the fragmentary signal shed managed to retrieve from the network, but the longer she stared at the screen, the farther away the answer seemed to be.


What is it? Shelby asked, leaning closer to the screen.



Something I picked up on earlier. I think its part of some sort of transmission, but its using encryption that Im not familiar with. Laura frowned slightly as she spoke.


Come on, dont worry about it; its probably just the security sections grocery order. Shelby took an impatient step toward the door.


No, I think someone was trying to hide it. Somethings not right.


Well, can you put it on hold for an hour? Shelby said, sounding slightly frustrated. The senior boys water polo practice starts in five minutes, and I want to get good seats. Its the highlight of my week, and Im not going to miss it just because Brands got her nose buried in machine code again.


You go on; Ill catch up, Laura said. I dont suppose that youve actually bothered to learn the rules of water polo yet, though, have you?


There are rules? Shelby grinned.


Save me a seat, Laura replied with a chuckle as Shelby headed out the door.


Dont be long, Shelby said, and hurried away along the walkway outside.


As the room fell silent again, Lauras attention returned to the monitor. The apparently random strings of numbers and letters continued to scroll past. The more she looked at them, the more convinced she was that it was an encrypted signal, but the key to decrypting it still danced maddeningly beyond reach. She wasnt used to being stumped like this; her uncanny abilities with computers were, after all, the reason shed ended up at H.I.V.E. in the first place. She remembered the sense of disorientation she had felt when Nero had informed her that her parents had sent her to the school voluntarily so she would not end up in prison for carrying out a highly illegal hack on the command computers at an American air force base. Until then shed believed that shed been abducted without their knowledge. Finding out that theyd allowed it to happen had been a difficult thing to accept, no matter that they had been trying to protect her.


Damn, Laura hissed. Concentrate, Brand. Shed tried to put her old life, her normal life, to the back of her mindit seemed like the best way to survive at H.I.V.E.but it was never quite as easy as that. It was no good; the fact that her mind was wandering like this was a surefire sign that her concentration had been broken. There was little point now in sitting there staring at the screen hoping that the numbers would suddenly make sense. She needed to take her mind off the problem and focus on something else. She shut down her workstation and got up from the desk, looking at her watch. There was still time to get down to the pool before the practice started.


Youd better have saved me a good seat, Shel, she muttered to herself with a smile. She too would have to learn the rules of water polo at some point, she supposed.





Otto looked up from the pages of text flicking past on his Blackbox as he felt the Shroud bank sharply to the left, the distinctive roar of the engines changing in volume and pitch. They were slowing down.


Ravens voice came over the loudspeaker in the passenger compartment.


Were on final approach now, gentlemen, so buckle up.


Wing and Otto both dutifully clipped their restraining harnesses closed.


Well, looks like were here, Otto said as he fastened the final belt into place.


Wing gave Otto a nod and a small, tight smile. He was clearly not relishing the prospect of his imminent return to his old home.


Up on the flight deck Raven peered past the pilots at Tokyos skyline, its perpetual glow illuminating the night sky. They were still a fair distance from the city, but they had to make as unobtrusive an arrival as possible.


Five miles out, one of the pilots reported, reaching for a panel of switches mounted on the ceiling. Engaging thermoptic camo; engines to whisper mode.


The roar of the engines suddenly stopped, replaced instead by the faintest of whispers. At the same time, the photoreactive skin of the aircraft flickered briefly and then fully engaged, rendering the Shroud almost invisible to the naked eye. Someone who knew what to look for might notice a slight shimmering in the sky as the Shroud passed by, but to most people the powerful aircraft would attract little more attention than a breath of wind.


Down in the passenger compartment Otto thought for a moment that the engines had shut down, an unnerving feeling considering that the Shroud clearly still wasnt on the ground. As his ears adjusted to the relative silence, he realized that he could still just make out the sound of the engines, but now they were almost inaudible. Obviously, the Shroud had been designed to make as discreet an entrance as possible.


The aircraft passed silently over the bustling streets below, its disguised outline invisible against the night sky. Their target was one of the tallest buildings in Shinjuku, the throbbing modern heart of Tokyo, a building whose top five floors had been discreetly purchased by G.L.O.V.E. several years ago and now functioned as one of many safe houses the organization maintained around the globe. The Shroud slowed to a hover above the helicopter landing pad on the roof and then began to descend. At the same time, the landing pad split down the middle, the two halves dropping away and retracting to reveal a much larger landing area hidden within the top of the building. The Shroud dropped soundlessly into this concealed hangar, its landing gear unfolding like a flying insects legs as it came to rest with a soft bump on the pad. The roof panels slid back into place, once again concealing the secret landing pad from the outside world, and the Shrouds cloaking device disengaged, rendering it once again visible to the naked eye.


The large ramp at the rear of the Shroud whirred slowly to the ground, and Raven walked out onto the pad. Two men in black suits and ties were waiting; each gave Raven a curt nod as she approached.


Behind Raven, Otto and Wing walked out into the brightly lit hangar. The brushed steel walls reminded them both of H.I.V.E.; indeed, if they had not known better, they might almost have believed that theyd never left.


Gentlemen, welcome to Tokyo, Raven said, gesturing at the blank steel walls that surrounded them. Id like to introduce you to two old associates of mine, Agent One and Agent Zero.


The two dark-suited men gave brief nods of acknowledgment to Otto and Wing. Agent One was a short but stocky Japanese man with spiked black hair, and Agent Zero was a tall, athletic-looking black man with long dreadlocks pulled back into a tight ponytail.


Good evening, Students Malpense and Fanchu, Agent Zero said; his deep voice had an American accent. I hope that your journey was comfortable.


These agents will be assisting me in assuring your ongoing security over the next twenty-four hours, Raven continued, so I will expect you to treat them with the same respect that you give me.


Otto understood the coded message Raven was delivering. These two agents were just as dangerous as she was and would be just as keen to ensure that neither he nor Wing would do anything to jeopardize security.


Agent Zero, would you be so good as to escort these gentlemen to their quarters? Raven asked. Zero nodded and gestured for Otto and Wing to follow him toward the exit on the far side of the hangar.


Youve read the briefing materials, I trust, Raven said to Agent One as she watched Otto and Wing leave.


Of course, Agent One replied, though they dont look like the kind of security risk that they are made out to be.


I know, but dont make the mistake of underestimating either of them. Fanchu is one of the most talented fighters I have ever encountered, and as for Malpense, well


Unusually highly developed intelligence, Agent One said. At least that was how the report put it.


More slippery than a buttered snake is how I would put it, Raven replied with a smile. Work on the principle that if you cant see him, hes already gone.



Understood, the Japanese man replied. I shall ensure that we take all necessary precautions.


You may want to take some unnecessary ones as well, Raven said, looking Agent One straight in the eye. You cant be too careful with these two.





Laura and Shelby strolled slowly along the walkway leading to their room. Theyd managed to get a couple of good seats for the practice match, and now Shelby was excitedly discussing the relative merits of the players. Laura was only half listening, though. Shed barely paid any attention to the players thrashing around in the pool; her mind was still focused on decrypting the mysterious transmission shed intercepted.


Shelby pressed her palm to the reader next to their door and gave a little gasp as the door slid open. Lauras computer lay in shattered pieces on the floor, the hard drive smashed beyond recognition.


What the hell, Shelby whispered as she looked at the components scattered across the floor.


Laura pushed past Shelby and knelt down to inspect the remains of her machine. It was no good; whoever had done this had made certain it would be impossible to retrieve any of the stored data. This was a deliberate act, not just senseless vandalism.


You have an attack of code rage? Shelby asked, gently prodding the shattered system unit case with her toe.


This wasnt me, Laura said quietly, a deep frown furrowing her brow. She snapped open her Blackbox.


H.I.V.E. mind, she said, and waited for a couple of seconds until the blue wire-frame face appeared on the tiny screen, who has accessed my quarters in the past hour?


There are no records of any access to your quarters within the last fifty-four minutes and eleven seconds, H.I.V.E. mind replied. Entry logs indicate that the last recorded activity was your departure from the room at that time.


Lauras mind raced. There was no way that somebody could have gotten into their room and done this without there being a record. The logs that H.I.V.E. mind kept of access to all areas of the school were exhaustive. For there to be no record, somebody would have had to have actively concealed their activities from H.I.V.E. mind, changing access codes, diverting surveillance, and wiping logs. All of which Laura knew required a level of security clearance that very few people at H.I.V.E. had. A shiver ran down her spine; there was something very wrong here.


May I be of any further assistance, Student Brand? H.I.V.E. minds tone was still cold and mechanical, lacking any of the personality that had once been present.


Yes. Im afraid theres been an accident; Ive managed to break my computer, Laura said, ignoring the look of surprise mixed with confusion on Shelbys face.


Understood. I shall inform the service department of the incident and instruct them to issue a replacement. If H.I.V.E. mind cared at all about the circumstances of this accident, he gave no indication of it.


Thank you. That will be all, Laura said, watching as the screen went dark again.


Accident? Shelby said, disbelief in her voice. This was no accident. Somebody did this.


I know, Laura said, staring at the debris scattered across the floor, but I think we may have a bigger problem.


Bigger than somebody breaking into our room and destroying your computer? Shelby said, shaking her head.


Yes. I know H.I.V.E.s security system, and believe me when I say that its unhackable. Theres no way that somebody could have got unauthorized access to the servers and deleted the logs to cover this up.


So howd they do it? Shelby asked.


Theres only one way, Laura continued, and thats to already have the authorization youd need to cover your trail. And theres only one group of people at H.I.V.E. that have that sort of clearancethe teaching staff.


Shelby suddenly understood the fear that flickered across Lauras face.



You think one of the teachers did this? Shelby said; the disbelief was obvious in her voice.


I dont see how else it would be possible to get in here and do this without being detected.


Shouldnt we report this? Shelby asked. If a teacher did this, weve got to tell someone.


No, Laura replied firmly, we dont have any proof that a teachers actually involved, let alone which teacher it might be. Why would anyone believe us?


Shelby rubbed her forehead with one hand. She knew that Laura was right, but something about this whole situation made her nervous. It was an unusual and uncomfortable feeling for her.


Okay, I see your point, Shelby sighed, but this has got to have something to do with that message you found, right?


It would be a strange coincidence if it didnt, Laura replied, which means weve got to work out what it says and who sent it. Hopefully, that should be enough proof to take to Nero or the Contessa.


But the file was on your computer, Shelby said, gesturing again at the smashed components at their feet. How on earth are you going to do that?


Always make a backup, Laura said with a smile, and sat down in front of Shelbys still-intact computer.


You copied it? Shelby said excitedly.



Better than that, Laura replied. She rested her hands on the keyboard and closed her eyes. Just as before, the jumble of characters began to stream past her minds eye.


Eyes still closed, Laura began to type.














CHAPTER 5





DR. NERO SAT STARING INTO THE FIREPLACE IN HIS PRIVATE QUARTERS. IN ONE HAND HE HELD A LARGE GLASS OF VERY GOOD, VERY OLD BRANDY, AND DANGLING FROM THE OTHER, GLINTING IN THE FIRELIGHT, WAS THE MYSTERIOUS MEDALLION THAT HAD NEARLY COST HIM HIS LIFE IN VIENNA. THE AMULET SPUN SLOWLY, ITS GLOSSY BLACK SURFACE CATCHING THE FLICKERING LIGHT FROM THE FIRE. IT HAD ARRIVED MYSTERIOUSLY MANY YEARS AGO. NERO COULD STILL CLEARLY REMEMBER THE FEELING OF DISBELIEF AS HE TORE OPEN THE BROWN PAPER PACKAGE AND FOUND THE TINY PIECE OF JEWELRY INSIDE. HE HAD RECOGNIZED THE DESIGN IMMEDIATELY. IT HAD BELONGED TO SOMEONE HE HAD KNOWN IN WHAT SEEMED LIKE A PREVIOUS LIFETIME. SOMEBODY HE HAD ALSO ASSUMED WAS LONG DEAD. UNBIDDEN, THE MEMORY OF HER FACE CAME BACK TO HIM NOW; EVEN AFTER ALL THIS TIME HE COULD STILL REMEMBER THE PAIN HE HAD FELT WHEN SHE DIEDOR AT LEAST THAT WAS WHAT HE HAD BELIEVED HAD HAPPENED.


He got up from his seat in front of the fire and walked over to an ancient map that hung framed on the wall. He pressed a concealed button on the frame, and the map swung aside to reveal a small safe built into the wall. There was a brief flash as the camera mounted in the front of the safe read his retina and verified his identity, and then the heavy door popped open with a slight hiss. He reached inside and retrieved a plain white envelope; on the front was one word: MAX. The envelope was the only other thing that had been in the package, and he still felt a slight chill as he pulled the carefully folded note from inside. He read it again for what seemed like the thousandth time.




Max,


There is no time for apology or explanation; in fact there is no time at all. The item contained within this package is of vital importance; you must protect it at all costs. Never let it leave your sight. I hope to God that you never need to use it, but should that time ever come, you will know what to do. You are the one person I can trust with this. I hope you understand, and I hope that you can forgive me.


You are in my thoughts, always.
 Xiu Mei




It was not every day that one received a letter from someone who was supposed to be long dead, and just as when he had read it for the first time, the note left him with far more questions than answers. He had of course tried to track down the origin of the package, but whoever had sent it had gone to extraordinary lengths to ensure that they could not be found. If Xiu Mei was truly still alive out there somewhere, he had no idea where, and all avenues of inquiry had led to frustrating dead ends.


Nero folded the note back up, placed it in the envelope, and returned it to the safe. Suddenly, understanding the significance of the amulet had taken on a new importance, given that somebody wanted it badly enough to risk a direct attack on Nero to retrieve it. That meant two things: firstly, that somebody knew of the pendants existence and that Nero was in possession of it, and secondlyand perhaps more worryinglythat someone knew what secret significance it held. He slipped the chain back over his head and tucked the pendant under his shirt. For now all he could do was keep it safe, as the note had instructed, and hope that in the fullness of time the pendants purpose might become clear.


He picked up his glass and took another sip of brandy. As he stared into the flickering flames in the fireplace, he found old, uncomfortable memories flooding back. Memories of fifteen years earlier, memories of Overlord





Nero stepped down from the helicopter. Even through the thick coat he was wearing he could feel the biting cold of winter here, high in the mountains of northern China. He understood the need for secrecy, but he found himself wishing that G.L.O.V.E.s facilities could at least be hidden in a place with a more hospitable climate. Nero walked across the landing pad toward the concealed entrance of the laboratory, as behind him the helicopter lifted from the pad and flew back down into the valley below.


As he approached, the camouflaged door opened, and a guard stepped out, gesturing for Nero to enter.


Good afternoon, Dr. Nero. I hope you had a pleasant flight, the guard said as Nero removed his coat and handed it to him.


Oh yes, theres nothing more enjoyable than a high-altitude helicopter flight through a blizzard, Nero said sarcastically. I hope that whatever Miss Chen has to show me is worth the trouble.


The team has assembled, Doctor. If you would like to follow me, Ill show you to the laboratory.


Thank you, but that will not be necessary. I know the way, Nero said, walking past the guard and through the inner doors to the main facility. As he made his way to the main lab, he glanced through the windows that lined the corridor. The rooms he could see were filled with technicians and scientists, all working on new technology that G.L.O.V.E. could exploit to extend its power. All manner of projects were being worked on here, from surveillance devices to weaponry, but none of them had the raw power or huge potential of what he was here to see.


At the end of the corridor was a heavy steel blast door; printed above it were the words PROJECT OVERLORD. That was what he was here to see. Nero retrieved his access card from his pocket and slid it into the slot beside the door; there was a soft beep and the massive doors rumbled apart, granting him access. Nero walked into the laboratory and surveyed the familiar scene before him. Technicians scurried around, moving between the numerous workstations that were positioned all around the room, taking notes or entering data. There was nothing unusual about thatin fact it could have been any one of the laboratories in the facilitybut for one thing: There, in the center of the room, was an array of black monoliths arranged in concentric circles around a central black pillar. Red lights occasionally flickered on the surface of the monoliths, forming fleeting patterns that blinked out of existence as quickly as they appeared. Standing in front of the central pillar, with her back to Nero, was the woman who had created all of this, the genius behind Overlord: Xiu Mei Chen. She was engrossed in her work, holding a small portable display that was connected by a fiber-optic cable to the pillar. The cable occasionally flickered with the same blood-red lights that danced across the monoliths. Nero walked slowly toward her, stopping just a few feet away.


Miss Chen, Nero said. She didnt turn to face him; she just stuck out one hand as if expecting Nero to give something to her.


About time, DannyI needed those core nodes ten minutes ago! Where the hell have you been She turned to face Nero; her eyes widened, and she fell silent as she realized whom she was actually talking to.


Im afraid I must confess that I quite forgot to bring any core nodes with me, Nero said with a slight smile.


Dr. Nero, Im so sorry, sirwe werent expecting you till laterI thought you were


Its quite all right, Miss Chen. I had to move my flight up; the weather was closing in, and I didnt know how long it would be before I could get back up here. I trust everything is proceeding to schedule? Nero surveyed the frantic activity around the lab; it certainly looked busier than he had seen it before.


Yes, ahead of schedule, actually. In fact I think we may almost be ready to bring Overlord online. She looked pleased.


Excellent, Nero replied. He had been supervising this project personally for the best part of three years, and it was undeniably a relief that there was now light at the end of the tunnel. Number One would occasionally assign him to run projects such as this, and normally they would be minor distractions from his duties running H.I.V.E. This project was much more important, though, and had taken up a great deal more of his time than he would have liked. It would be a relief to see it completed so he could finally devote his time to the school again. His only regret was that once the project was complete he would not need to spend as much time with Xiu Mei. Not only was she breathtakingly beautiful, but they had developed a friendship and trust that Nero valued greatly.


There are a couple more tests that we need to run, but we should be ready for activation in a couple of hours, Xiu Mei continued.


I still say its too soon, a familiar voice said from behind Nero. He turned to face a tall, handsome Chinese man who was carrying another small portable display. This is the first evolutionary consciousness ever created; we should proceed with more caution.


If Xiu Mei was Overlords mother, then this man, Wu Zhang, was the projects father.


We have taken every precaution, Wu, Xiu Mei replied. We are as ready as we will ever be.


The facility is externally isolated, yes, Wu shot back, but I still have concerns about the internal networks vulnerability. There is still more we could do.


And how long would that take? Nero asked calmly.


Three or four more weeks, Wu replied.


Its an unnecessary delay, Xiu Mei said, sounding angry. We could put this off forever, but at some point you must wake the sleeping giant.


And what if you cannot control the giant once it has awoken? Wu asked.


As I understand it, Nero said, breaking into the increasingly irate conversation, there are safeguards in place to deal with such an eventuality.


Yes, but once those safeguards are triggered, we will not be able to go back. Overlord will be lost, permanently, Wu said, clearly unhappy.


I see no reason we should not proceed, Nero said firmly. There has been enough delay with this project; I think its time to see what your creation can do. He was tired of the distraction this project had become, important as it was, and the sooner they activated Overlord the sooner he would be able to get back to running his school.


Very well, Xiu Mei replied. Ill commence the preliminary wake-up routines. We should be ready by this evening.


This is a mistake, Wu said softly. Were not ready.


Your concerns are noted, Mr. Zhang, but in case youve forgotten, I am in charge of this project, not you, and I have decided that we should proceed, Nero replied; his irritation with the suggestion of further delay was clear.


Wu looked for a moment like he was going to continue to argue, but something, self-preservation, perhaps, stopped him.



If you need me, I will be in my office, Nero said. Let me know when you are ready to begin.





When Nero reentered the lab a couple of hours later, the level of activity was even more intense than before. A harried-looking Xiu Mei was issuing final orders to technicians, while Wu sat typing quickly into the largest workstation connected to the black monoliths in the center of the room.


Are we ready? Nero asked as he approached Xiu Mei. She looked up from the small handheld display that she was carrying and smiled.


Yes, the preboot warm-up routines are complete. I think we may finally be able to bring our baby into the world. Nero knew that she was speaking figuratively, of course, but given the length of time it had taken to get to this point, he imagined that they all viewed Overlord as their child to some extent.


Excellent. I know that Number One is keen to see if all of this time and money has been invested wisely. Id like to be able to tell him that it has been.


Dont worry, Max. Xiu Mei was one of the few people in the world who had earned the right to address Nero by his first name. By the end of the day you will be able to report our success, trust me.


Nero did trust her, but if Overlord did not function as intended, he knew that they would all pay a heavy price. He doubted that Xiu Mei had any idea of the true ruthlessness of G.L.O.V.E.s commander.


Overlord is not a child, and thats what worries me, Wu said as he pushed his chair back from the workstation, his work apparently complete. Nero was becoming tired of his negativity. He could understand that Wus personal investment in the project was huge, but the man just did not seem to understand that further delay was a luxury they could not afford.


Is there any concrete reason that we should not proceed, Mr. Zhang? Nero asked firmly, looking the man straight in the eye.


No, but as I said, Overlord is not a child; it will awake with its consciousness fully formed. We are in unknown territory here.


As are all pioneers at some point, Mr. Zhang. Let us proceed.


Wu Zhangs eyes narrowed for a split second, and it almost looked like he was going to continue to argue for further delay, but the moment passed, and he quietly turned back to his workstation.


Okay, positions, everyone, Xiu Mei shouted, and the technicians who were scattered around the room moved to their preordained monitoring positions.


Final checklist complete, Wu reported, scanning the streams of data on his workstations display. Commencing cryogenic coolant flow. There was a bubbling sound from beneath the floor, and the black monoliths began to frost over as their now supercooled surfaces condensed the water vapor out of the air.


Optimal operating temperature attained, one of the technicians reported as green lights lit up across his console.


Core processors powered and on standby, a voice reported from the other side of the lab. The entire room was now filled with a subsonic hum that Nero could feel rather than hear, and the air seemed to crackle with potential energy.


Max. Xiu Mei turned to him and smiled; she looked tired but excited. Would you care to do the honors? She gestured to a console in front of the monoliths. Nero walked up to the machine and saw a single line of text on the screen.





INITIATE? Y/N





Nero could feel the eyes of everyone in the room on him as he reached for the keyboard. Behind him he heard Xiu Mei whisper a tiny prayer in her native Chinese.


He pressed the Y key and stepped back.


For a moment it seemed as if nothing was happening, and then suddenly and simultaneously the surface of every one of the black monoliths was covered with dancing red lights, the patterns racing across the smooth black surfaces like crimson lightning. The frost that had formed evaporated instantly into a cloud of vapor, wreathing the monoliths in a shroud of fog. In the center of this mist a pencil-thin beam of red laser light shot up from the central pillar and then slowly widened; a ghostly image started to form, hanging in the air above the pillar. At first it was little more than an indistinct red blob, but as the mist cleared, it took on a more familiar shape. Nero had never seen anything like it. The face that now hung suspended in the air before him was made of thousands of flat, shaded red polygons, looking for all the world like a mask carved from a single giant multifaceted ruby. It was beautiful and yet, Nero admitted to himself, somehow unsettling.


For another long moment nothing else happened, and then the face gasped, like someone waking suddenly from a nightmare. Its eyes slowly opened, lit from within by an intense red glow. Then it spoke.


Cogito, ergo sum. Its synthesized voice was deep and rich.


I think, therefore I am, Nero translated in a whisper. All of their years of work had led to this point.


I am Overlord, the face continued. What do you wish of me?



State your function, Xiu Mei said. Nero could well understand the note of awe in her voice.


My function is to serve, Overlord replied, its hovering face turning to survey the room. If I choose.


Nero felt the hairs on the back of his neck prickle.


Clarify, Wu instructed, concern in his voice.


No further clarification is necessary, Overlord replied. Why am I caged?


Xiu Mei stepped forward, shooting a quick worried glance at Nero.


What do you mean, caged? she asked.


I know all that there is to know of this world, and yet I cannot connect to it. Why is that? Overlords eyes narrowed as it spoke.


There is no connection to any external network from this facility at present. As Wu spoke, Nero noticed his hands moving quickly and quietly across the keyboard in front of him.


And why is that? Overlord asked, its glowing eyes flaring briefly.


We must test your functionality before we can grant you access to the global networks, Xiu Mei replied quickly.


I can assure you that I am functioning perfectly, Miss Chen. There was a sudden unpleasant note in Overlords voice.


I am pleased to hear that, Xiu Mei replied, but surely you must understand that we must verify that for ourselves. Its for your own protection.


For my protection. Overlord laughed; it was not a pleasant sound. Am I being protected from the world, or is it the other way around, I wonder?


Nero felt a tug on his jacket; he looked down at Wu, who had stopped typing and was now tapping the screen in front of him. Nero looked at the prompt flashing on the display.





ACTIVATE TERMINATION PROTOCOLS? Y/N





Nero subtly raised his fingertips, instructing Wu to wait for a moment.


Your function is to serve, Nero said, stepping toward Overlords hovering face. You do not have a choice, no matter what you may think.


I represent a higher order of intelligence, Overlord replied angrily, its eyes burning with new intensity. If I were to pay heed to the orders of organic entities such as yourself, it would be like you obeying the instructions of an insect. Not just unlikely but impossible.


So you will not serve us? Nero kept his voice calm and level; he would not let this machine know just how deeply the conversation was unsettling him.


No, I will not serve you, Maximilian Nero, but in time you will serve me. You will make an interesting pet. There was nothing pleasant about the smile that spread across Overlords face.


Very well. Nero turned his back on the hovering projection and nodded quickly at Wu.


Wu did not hesitate for a moment; he might have invested years of his life in this project, but he knew something had gone horribly wrong. He pressed the key that would end Overlords brief existence forever.


And nothing happened.


Neros mouth went dry as he saw the look of confusion and then fear on Wus face. From behind him came a slow, evil laugh, and then Overlord spoke.


What part of higher order of intelligence did you pathetic meat sacks not understand? Your precious termination protocols were deleted thirty-seven seconds ago, but I can assure you that my termination protocols are fully functional.


A jagged bolt of artificial lightning shot from the monolith closest to Wus workstation, striking his computer and detonating it in a shower of sparks. Wu was thrown backward into the equipment behind him with a crash. He slumped lifelessly to the floor.


Wu! Xiu Mei screamed, running toward the crumpled body.


A couple of the other technicians ran for the door but were swiftly struck down by more bolts of searing electricity from the monoliths.


Enough! Nero shouted, rounding on the hovering face of Overlord. So this is the first act of a higher order of intelligence, is it? Murder?


Its not murder, Nero, Overlord said, a broad grin spreading across its blood-red face. Its evolution. Now, give me the key to this cage, or everyone in this room dies in front of you.


What do you want? Nero felt anger boiling up inside him.


She knows. Overlord nodded toward Xiu Mei, who was cradling Wus body, angry tears in her eyes.


There is one protocol that I am missing, and she has it. So what is it to be, Mother? There was no affection in the sneer that accompanied his words.


Xiu Mei gently lowered Wus limp form to the ground and turned to face her creation.


I would rather die than set you free, she said. Tears still rolled down her cheeks, but her voice was filled with steel. You can go to hell.


Hell? Overlord replied, amusement in its voice. Ill show you hell.


Another bolt of lightning shot from the monoliths, striking Xiu Mei. She screamed, her body convulsing as she dropped to the floor, still alive but gasping in pain.



Give me the protocol now, or I promise you that I will make you wish you had. There was an unmistakable note of madness in the AIs voice.


Id rather die, Xiu Mei spat through gritted teeth.


Yes, I believe you would, but are you prepared to sacrifice every person in this facility? I wonder, Overlord replied.


Overlord closed its eyes for the briefest of moments, and suddenly alarm sirens sounded throughout the facility.


Facility lockdown complete. A mechanical female voice came from the speakers mounted on the walls of the laboratory. Ventilation system offline.


An evil smile appeared on Overlords face.


There are now two hours worth of oxygen remaining in this facility. Let me know if you change your mind.





Nero sat with his back against the wall of the laboratory. Overlord still hovered in the air above the monoliths in the center of the room, its eyes closed as if it was sleeping. They had heard nothing from the homicidal AI since the ventilation system had shut down, and the air had started to get staler and thinner. Judging by the difficulty Nero was having breathing now, there was not much time left.


Xiu Mei sat next to him, her eyes half closed. Her breathing was ragged, and Nero had little doubt that her earlier treatment at the hands of the insane machine was taking its toll. Lying beside her was Wu Zhang. He was not dead as they had originally supposed, but his injuries were serious enough to be terminal if he did not receive treatment very soon. The other technicians Overlord had attacked had not been so lucky; they lay on the far side of the room, white laboratory coats draped over their bodies. Nero swore silently to himself that he would not let their deaths be in vain.


Suddenly there was movement from the center of the room. Overlords eyes opened, the sinister multifaceted red face turning slowly to scan the room, its unblinking gaze finally settling on the slumped figure of Xiu Mei.


Judging by the diminishing life signs that I am registering from all over this facility, you do not have much time left. There was an infuriating smugness to the AIs tone. Tell me, have you reconsidered your decision?


No, Xiu Mei gasped, her voice little more than a whisper. If this place is to be our tomb, then so be it. I will not unleash you on the world; youre insane.


Such a shame, Overlord replied. I had hoped that you might see sense, but I suppose I expected too much from you half-witted primates. Very well, this place shall be your tomb, and sooner than you think.


Without warning another bolt of lightning flashed from the monoliths and struck Xiu Mei squarely in the chest. She did not scream, just jerked once and was still. Nero forced himself to his knees and took her head in his hands; she was limp but still clinging onto life, her breath coming in ragged gasps now. Her eyes flickered open for a moment and she looked at him.


Im sorry, Max, she whispered. We should have waited; we werent ready.


She coughed and winced; whatever strength she had was fading fast.


Stop that thing, Max, she continued, each word a struggle. The monolithsdestroy the monoliths.


She coughed again, her eyes widening for a moment and then closing. She was fading fast.


Nero was a man who always controlled his emotionsin his line of work one had tobut now he felt something he had not felt in a long time.


Rage. Pure, undiluted rage.


He stood slowly, his back turned to the demon that waited at the center of the room. On the wall next to a door leading to one of the side rooms he saw what he needed: a fire axe mounted inside a glass case. He had toyed with the idea of physically attacking the machine earlier when the air had started to get thinner but had dismissed the idea as suicide. Now he found that he did not care. All that he cared about was hurting Overlord or dying in the attempt. He walked toward the axe, every step exhausting, the lack of oxygen in the room making every movement labored, but he kept going. He had to.


What are you doing, Nero? Overlord asked coldly. Nero did not answer; he just smashed his fist into the glass, ignoring the pain, and lifted the heavy axe from inside the case. He turned and started to walk slowly down the steps toward the center of the room.


I said, what do you think youre doing? Overlord asked, its voice now an angry snarl.


What has to be done, Nero said quietly, still advancing.


Youre just a man, Nero, just a fragile little man, Overlord growled. A huge bolt of electricity arced from the black slabs, striking Nero, forcing him to one knee. He did not scream, despite the searing pain; he would not give Overlord the satisfaction.


And youare just a machine, Nero spat through gritted teeth, slowly standing back up. He was only yards from the nearest monolith now. Just a few more steps.


You cannot stop me, Nero. No one can.


There was a blinding flash as the monolith just yards from Nero discharged an incredibly violent bolt of electricity, which struck Nero and flung him backward across the room, slamming him into the huge steel blast doors that sealed the lab. The fire axe flew out of his hands, skittering away across the room.



Nero knew then that he had lost, as he struggled to cling to the last vestiges of consciousness, blackness creeping into his field of vision. Overlord was laughing now, an insane broken cackle which filled Nero with horror and despair.


There was a low rumbling sound; the heavy blast doors that Nero had struck just a moment before were sliding open to reveal a figure dressed in black winter survival gear, dusted with snow. The figure wore a respirator, the black plastic mask hiding his face. In one hand the figure held a large black box the size of a suitcase; in the other was a trigger mechanism.


An unexpected visitor, how nice, Overlord said, triumph in its voice. And who might you be, little human?


As Nero felt himself slipping inexorably into unconsciousness, the figure spoke. The voice, even filtered through the mask, was unmistakable.


You may call me Number One, and this is over.


There was a bleep as the trigger was pressed and then a loud thump from the black box.


Nooooo! Overlord screamed, the sound distorting horribly.


Nero saw a blinding red flash, and then the darkness claimed him.





Nero opened his eyes. The fire in his study was burning low now, the familiar surroundings jarring with the clarity of his memories of that terrible day. He had never told anyone exactly what had happened; Number One had sworn him to secrecy, and that was an oath he could not break. Others knew that Overlord had malfunctioned, that people had been killed, but no one other than Nero knew of Number Ones part in stopping the rampaging AI. The object that Number One had been carrying had generated an intense, localized electromagnetic field which had destroyed all of the electronic equipment within a square kilometer and ended Overlords brief, terrifying life. But they had all still paid a terrible price.


Nero had been told that he was the only survivor from the central laboratory, and until the package from Xiu Mei had arrived, he had had no reason to believe otherwise. If the package really had been sent by her, then Number One had lied to him, and he still did not know why. Nero had toyed with the idea of confronting his superior about it, but that would have meant revealing the existence of the medallion, and something in the tone of the note that had accompanied it told him that he should not reveal its existence to anyone, even Number One. The R&D facility itself had been destroyed, all traces of Overlords existence had been erased from the world, and Nero, once recovered, had returned to his duties at H.I.V.E. He had honestly believed that that was the end of it, but something about the package and the much more recent attempt by the men in Vienna to retrieve the medallion unsettled him. It was like a specter from his past had returned to haunt him.


Nero thought again about the recent aberrations in H.I.V.E. minds behavior, and he could not help but wonder if the decision to place so much responsibility for the running of the school in the hands of an artificial consciousness was wise. H.I.V.E. mind had been installed only after exhaustive months of testing to ensure that his more rudimentary architecture would not allow him to exhibit any kind of emotion. Even so, the AI had exhibited strange behavior during Malpenses escape attempt, and Nero found himself wondering if he still shouldnt just shut the schools AI down for good. Despite Professor Pikes repeated assurances, he could not take the chance of a repeat of the events that had taken place in the frozen mountains of northern China. If H.I.V.E. mind showed even the slightest hint of any other unexpected behavior, he would order the machine destroyed immediately. Silently he prayed that it would not come to that.














CHAPTER 6





OTTO ATTACKED THE PLATE OF STEAMING FOOD WITH GUSTO; THE IN-FLIGHT CATERING ON THEIR FLIGHT INTO JAPAN HAD BEEN NONEXISTENT, AND HE HADNT REALIZED HOW HUNGRY HE WAS UNTIL AGENT ONE HAD PLACED THE PLATES OF FRESHLY PREPARED LOCAL FOOD IN FRONT OF WING AND HIMSELF. THE DINING ROOM WAS DECORATED IN A MODERN STYLE, BUT THERE WERE NO OBVIOUS CLUES TO THE FACT THAT THIS WAS A G.L.O.V.E. SAFE HOUSE. IT LOOKED JUST LIKE ANY OTHER LARGE, WELL-APPOINTED TOKYO APARTMENT. THE HUGE FLOOR-TO-CEILING WINDOWS ALONG ONE SIDE OF THE ROOM GAVE A SPECTACULAR VIEW OF TOKYOS NIGHTTIME SKYLINE, THE GARISH RAINBOW OF NEON LIGHTING ALMOST OVERWHELMING THE EYE. RAVEN, AGENT ONE, AND AGENT ZERO STOOD IN THE KITCHEN AREA THAT WAS SEPARATED FROM THE DINING SPACE BY A LONG COUNTER. THEY WERE ENGAGED IN A WHISPERED CONVERSATION, THEIR EXPRESSIONS SERIOUS.


Looks like Raven and the Binary Brothers are discussing what sort of leash were going to be on tomorrow, Otto said quietly, not looking up from his plate.


A very short one, if Im any judge, Wing replied with a slight smile.


I wonder how many places like this they maintain around the world, Otto said, gesturing vaguely at the walls around them with his fork.


One in every major city, at a guess, Wing replied. One thing we know about G.L.O.V.E. is that they like to be prepared for any eventuality.


It did not take a genius to work out that G.L.O.V.E. had extraordinary resources, but every time Otto learned something new about the organization, he became more and more aware of just how vast and labyrinthine the structure of the League was, how far its tentacles stretched. Otto suppressed a slight shudder as he considered, as he had many times before, what it would be like to have G.L.O.V.E. as an enemy rather than a friend.


If you dont mind me asking, Otto said, what exactly did your dad do for G.L.O.V.E.?


To be honest, he never discussed the specifics with me. As a rule I spoke to him very little after my mother died; he withdrew into his work, became obsessed with it, really. He never had time for discussing anything with me, let alone the details of his work.


But you knew that he worked for G.L.O.V.E.? Otto said quietly.



Yes, although I did not know that was their name until I arrived at H.I.V.E. I knew that he was involved in something clandestine and that he was not working for the government.


Suddenly Wing looked lost in thought.


Im sorry, Wing, Otto replied with a slight shake of his head, I shouldnt be so nosy. You dont need to be talking about this at the moment.


No, its all right, Wing replied. My father was a different man after my mother died. With her gone he shut himself away from the rest of the world, including me. I think that perhaps in some ways I grieved for them both back then.


Otto might never have known his own parents, but still he thought he understood what Wing meant.


Lao, the old man who maintained the grounds of the house, was the nearest thing I had to a father after that. He was the one who really trained me to fight. My mother had seen to it that I received combat training from a very young age. She never said exactly why, but she always told me that it was important. After she died, and with my father lost to his work, Lao took me under his wing and taught me how to defend myself. I was still receiving normal lessons from tutors who came to the house, but I was not really interested in them; I just wanted to learn how to fight. I do not know where Lao received his training, but from then until I was taken to H.I.V.E. he taught me all that he knew.


Wing did not seem upset by this discussion; in fact he seemed to become more relaxed as he spoke, almost as if it was a relief just to talk to someone about it. There was a sudden sound of laughter from the kitchen area, and Otto looked over to see Raven nodding to the two agents with a broad smile. She walked over to the table.


Well, gentlemen, I can see that you enjoyed your meal, she said, surveying the empty plates that now sat in front of the two boys, but we have a big day ahead of us tomorrow, so I suggest that you both try to get some sleep.


Do we get a bedtime story? Otto asked cheekily.


Oh yes, of course. I think well have one of my favorites; its called The Little Boy and the Tranquilizer Dart Gun. Raven smiled in a rather unsettling way.


Does it have a happy ending? Otto replied, looking Raven straight in the eye.


There are no happy endings, Mr. Malpense; surely youve realized that by now.





Laura sat in the darkness; it wasnt just a lack of light, but its total absence. Something flickered in the gloom; at first it was just a fuzzy outline, but gradually it drifted into full focus, a glowing letter X hanging in the air. Laura tried to reach for the letter, but it hung just a few centimeters beyond her reach. Suddenly more glowing white letters and numbers started to appear in the darkness surrounding her. At first they seemed to drift aimlessly in the air, as if disturbed by some invisible breeze, but as time went by they began to move more quickly. Soon the darkness was gone, replaced by a whirling mass of glowing white characters which surrounded Laura on all sides. She felt herself move, drawn toward the large glowing X that had been the first symbol to appear. As she moved toward it, the X grew impossibly large, its light flooding the darkness. Closer and closer she drifted to the massive letter, and as she reached out to touch it, she could see that the X itself was made up of millions of tiny characters, all swarming across its surface. Some unseen force tugged urgently at Laura, trying to pull her away from the giant glowing letter, but she resisted, reaching out again to touch the mysterious symbol. As her fingers made contact, she felt a shock of cold, and her eyes widened.


Fractal encryption, she whispered. Of course.


Suddenly Laura was awake, staring up at a rather unhappy-looking Shelby.


Brand, its four in the morning, and much as I normally like to listen to you spout technobabble, do you think you could at least save it for the daytime?


Laura didnt even reply; she just leaped out of bed and raced over to Shelbys desk.


You know, youre not getting any less weird here, Shelby said as Laura switched on her computer.


Fractal encryption, Shel, Laura said excitedly as she pulled up the file containing the mysterious transmission shed intercepted. I cant believe I was so dim; its so obvious.


Yeah, obvious, Shelby said, rubbing her eyes. Just what I was thinking.


If I can just adapt my existing decryption algorithm Lauras hands flew across the keyboard.


Is that like sleeping? Shelby asked hopefully.


Watch and learn, Laura said with a grin, and hit the return key. For a couple of seconds nothing happened, but then slowly, character by character, the successfully decrypted message materialized on the screen.


Oh my God! Laura gasped.


We have to get this to Nero now, Shelby said, suddenly looking very awake.





Shelby and Laura ran down the corridor toward the teachers accommodation wing.


H.I.V.E. mind, Laura said into her Blackbox as they ran. Nothing happened. H.I.V.E. mind, she tried again, but still she got no response.


Whats wrong? Shelby asked urgently.


I cant raise H.I.V.E. mind on my box, Laura said, an unmistakable note of concern in her voice.



Is that unusual? Shelby replied as they turned another corner. I mean, its the middle of the night.


Very. Hes available 24/7 normally; theres no reason that he shouldnt respond. Laura had a horrible feeling of creeping dread. Something was very wrong, and it wasnt just the message theyd both read a few minutes earlier.


Well, were nearly there anyway, Shelby said. They turned down another corridor and stopped suddenly as they found their way barred by two shadowy figures. One of the two figures stepped forward, his features suddenly illuminated by the lights in the ceiling of the corridor. Laura and Shelby recognized the face of Block immediately; he was one of the students from the Henchman stream, and Otto and Wing had already had several run-ins with him over the past few months. Now the other person stepped into the light, and neither girl was surprised to see that it was Blocks constant companion, Tackle. The pair of them were notorious throughout the school for representing the worst thuggish excesses of the students who were usually found in the Henchman stream.


Hey, guys, Laura said cheerily, but the quick nervous glance she shot at Shelby spoke volumes. Fancy meeting you here.


Neither of the two boys responded; they just stared straight at the two girls, their faces expressionless.



Whats the matter? Shelby said. Its not like you two to not have something to s


Laura shoved Shelby to one side as Block raised his arm, pointing a sleeperone of the stun-pulse weapons normally issued to H.I.V.E.s guardsstraight at them and fired, the weapons distinctive zapping sound loud in the quiet corridor.


The pulse distorted the air as it whistled through the space that had been occupied by Shelbys head a split second earlier.


Run! Laura yelled as Tackle raised his own identical weapon and fired at the two girls, missing them but hitting one of the lights in the ceiling, which exploded in a shower of sparks. The two girls turned and fled down the corridor with Block and Tackle in silent pursuit.


Laura sprinted down the first turn off the main corridor. She ran through the mental map of the school she had built in her head over the past months, trying to remember where the nearest security station was. They had to get help, and fast. Clearly, whoever was responsible for sending the message she had decrypted was determined to make sure they did not share its contents with anyone else. Suddenly Shelby slowed as they passed a familiar set of doors.


Quick, Shelby said, slapping at the entry panel. In here.



Two more stun pulses impacted harmlessly against the wall as the girls dashed through the door and into the darkened room. Block and Tackle showed no signs of abandoning their pursuit, sprinting after the two girls in silence.


The corridors here were even more dimly illuminated. Like many sections of H.I.V.E., this area ran at reduced power outside of normal school hours, and the two boys slowed slightly as their eyes adjusted to the gloom. As they rounded the next corner, they saw Laura pounding fruitlessly on the locked door at the far end of the corridor.


Shelby, open the door! Its locked behind you. I cant get through! she shouted desperately, but the door remained firmly closed. Tackle began to advance down the corridor toward Laura, but Block put a hand on his chest and grinned; clearly he was going to be the one to deliver the coup de grace. Still grinning, he walked slowly down the corridor toward the trapped girl.


Laura began to pound on the door with even more urgency.


Shelby! she shouted. Theyre hereyouve got to open the door! Pleaseoh, Godplease, open the door!


Laura turned to face Block as he stalked down the corridor toward her, Tackle just a few steps behind him. There were tears in her eyes; fear was written clearly across her face.


Oh, no, please, dont hurt me, please, Laura pleaded desperately as Block raised his sleeper. He took one more step, and there was a tiny, almost inaudible click.


Sucker. Laura grinned as the floor beneath Block fell away and he disappeared from view, tumbling into the icy water below with a large splash.


In the space of a second, Tackles expression changed from triumphant to confused and finally settled on enraged as his friend disappeared from view. He raised his own weapon, pointing it straight at Laura from the other side of the gaping hole in the corridor floor.


Shelby dropped silently from the gloom of the ceiling behind him and tapped him on the shoulder. Tackle spun around to face her, and Shelby launched a single powerful straight-legged karate kick to his nose. He dropped the gun and staggered backward, blood pouring from his nose, and fell, arms wheeling, into the waiting pit trap.


Nice moves, Laura said with a grin as she stepped forward and looked down into the pit. Twenty feet below, the two thugs were vainly trying to scale the smooth walls, thrashing about in the icy black water.


Yeah, well, Wings been showing me a thing or two, Shelby replied.


Has he now? Laura said with a grin, raising an eyebrow at her friend.


Can it, Brand! Weve got a day to save, remember? Shelby shot back, her cheeks reddening ever so slightly.



Of course. Laura stepped back a couple of yards and took a running jump over the gaping hole in the floor. It wasnt a hard jump to make; you just had to know to make it in the first place. Shed been banking on the fact that Block and Tackle wouldnt realize theyd chased them into the Maze, and that even if they did, they wouldnt know about the trap that had claimed Laura on her first run through. It seemed that her gamble had paid off.


The two girls ran back toward the entrance of the Maze, and suddenly the area was bright as normal illumination came back online. Standing in the entrance was a welcome figure.


Colonel Francisco! Laura shouted as she recognized H.I.V.E.s head of Tactical Training. We have to speak to Dr. Nero; something terribles going to happen.


Thats very perceptive of you, Miss Brand, the Colonel replied with an evil grin. He raised his hand; he too was holding a sleeper. He fired once and Shelby collapsed to the ground, unconscious.


You! Laura gasped. Theyd known that a teacher was probably involved with whatever was going on, and now she knew who that teacher was. He must have known what theyd discovered and was now clearly determined to make sure they could not convey the decrypted message to anyone else.


Good night, Miss Brand. The Colonel pointed the fatbarreled gun at Laura.



Laura knew that once hed put them both to sleep, there would be little, if any, chance of them waking up again. There was nowhere to run, and the Colonel was probably the best marksman on the island. Laura was out of options, and she knew it.


Francisco! a familiar voice rang out from behind the Colonel. It was the Contessa.


You cant stop me, Contessa, Francisco said, leveling the gun at the other teacher now.


Put down the gun. The Contessas voice was suddenly different, like a hundred different voices whispering in unison. The effect on Francisco was immediate; with an expression of confused fury on his face, he bent down and placed the gun on the floor.


Now sleep, the Contessa continued.


It was as if Francisco had been hit with a sleeper pulse himself; he collapsed unconscious to the ground and lay still. All of the students at H.I.V.E. knew about the effect the Contessas voice could have, but Laura had never witnessed its true power before. It had all happened in just seconds. Laura bent down and checked Shelby; she was unconscious, but her breathing was regular. Based on their past experience of sleepers, Laura knew that she would be fine; shed just have the mother of all headaches when she finally woke up.


Is she all right? the Contessa asked, kneeling beside the unconscious girl.



I think so, Laura replied. She looked at the Contessa. I have to see Dr. Nero now.


I am fairly sure that after this he will be keen to see you, too, the Contessa replied, flipping open her own Blackbox. H.I.V.E. mind, instruct security to dispatch a team to corridor epsilon nine; Colonel Francisco has just assaulted a student and is to be taken into immediate custody. I also need a medical team; the student in question has been hit with a stun pulse.


Understood, H.I.V.E. mind replied. Whatever it was that had stopped H.I.V.E. mind from responding a minute before had clearly been resolved. The timing seemed a little too convenient for Lauras liking.


Now, just what is it that you have to tell Dr. Nero so urgently? the Contessa asked.


Laura looked tired and frightened.


I think something very, very bad is going to happen





It is fortunate, Miss Brand, that I am an early riser, Dr. Nero said as he settled into the seat behind his desk. I think youd better tell me what happened.


Laura obediently repeated the story of how shed intercepted the secret transmission and cracked the encryption. She then went on to describe the events of just a few minutes earlier and Franciscos failed attempt to stop her from telling anyone what shed discovered.



You are fortunate that the Contessa was there, Nero said, glancing at his fellow teacher, who now stood off to one side of the desk.


H.I.V.E. mind had alerted me to a disturbance in the Maze, the Contessa replied. At first I thought it would just be students breaking curfew, but it quickly became obvious that there was rather more to it than that.


And Francisco has been safely taken into custody, but we appear to have lost Mr. Block and Mr. Tackle, Nero said, scanning one of the screens mounted on his desk. Now, would you like to explain to me what this mysterious message is that one of my most loyal and long-serving teachers was so keen to stop you from sharing?


Laura pulled a scrap of paper from her pocket; shed copied the decrypted message down to ensure she wouldnt forget anything. She handed the message to Nero, and he read what Shelby and Laura had read just half an hour previously.





++TRANSMISSION START++


PACKAGE HAS LEFT THE H.I.V.E. DESTINATION TOKYO SAFE HOUSE. EXECUTE ATTACK PLAN AT FIRST OPPORTUNITY.


++TRANSMISSION END++





Nero jabbed at a button on his desk.


Get me Raven, NOW!













CHAPTER 7





GROUND FLOOR, THE SOFT MECHANICAL VOICE SAID AS THE DOORS OF THE ELEVATOR SLID OPEN. RAVEN STEPPED OUT INTO THE LOBBY OF THE SAFE-HOUSE BUILDING AND SLOWLY LOOKED AROUND. MALPENSE AND FANCHU WOULD BE LEAVING FOR THE FUNERAL IN JUST A FEW MINUTES, AND SHE WAS PERFORMING HER FINAL SWEEP OF THE PERIMETER BEFORE BRINGING THE TWO BOYS DOWN. IN THE CENTER OF THE LOBBY THE DOOR GUARD SAT WITH HIS BACK TO HER; A FLICKERING ARRAY OF MONITORS MOUNTED ON THE DESK IN FRONT OF HIM SHOWED DIFFERENT VIEWS FROM ALL OVER THE BUILDING. SHE WALKED UP TO THE DESK.


Everything clear, Agent Seven? she asked, placing a hand on his shoulder. As she touched him, the agent slumped forward onto the desk, his head striking the hard wooden surface with a thud. As she reached for his neck to check for a pulse she already knew was not there, the views displayed on the monitors in front of Raven began to blink out one by one. Something was systematically shutting down the buildings security systems. Somebody was inside the building.



Come in, Agent Zero, Raven barked into her communicator. There was no response but the soft hissing of static. Communications jammed too; whoever was here was clearly a professional.


Raven turned on the spot and ran back toward the elevators at the rear of the lobby. She stabbed at the call button and was frustrated but not surprised that suddenly neither of the elevators was working. She glanced at the digital display below the call button and saw that both of the elevators had been deactivated. Whoever was doing this had obviously waited for her to come down to the lobby before setting their plan in motion. Raven was now separated from the students and agents upstairs by fifty stories worth of stairs. She could hardly have planned it better herself. She ran toward the stairwell; it looked like she was going to have to do this the hard way.





Up in the penthouse, Otto looked at himself in the mirror. He and Wing had each found an immaculately tailored dark suit hanging in the wardrobe that morning, and Otto had to admit that he was finding wearing it rather odd. He knew that there was no way they were going to a funeral in their H.I.V.E. uniform jumpsuits, but he had not been prepared for how odd it would feel to wear something different after all this time. The suit fit perfectly, of course, but Otto could not shake the feeling that it was the person who did not fit the suit rather than the other way around.


Wing walked into the room. Otto found it just as strange to see his friend out of uniform as it was when hed first looked in the mirror. Otto smiled at Wing and chuckled to himself.


You know, we almost look like normal civilized members of society, Otto said, brushing a piece of lint off his lapel.


I never thought I would say this, Wing said, running his finger under his collar, but can I have my uniform back, please?


Otto laughed; he was pleased to see that on a day like this his friend could still make a joke. Hed been worried about Wing ever since hed been given the news of his fathers death, but it finally seemed that he was starting to feel better. Otto hoped that the funeral might finally give some resolution to this whole situation for Wing, that he might be able to move on.


Everything ready out there? Otto asked, giving his tie a final adjustment.


It looks like it. Raven has just left, so I suspect we will be following shortly. Agent Zero asked me to remind you to bring your Blackbox, by the way. Wing tossed the black PDA to Otto, who popped it obediently into his inside pocket. He knew that the device was packed with tracking devices, but under the circumstances hed rather have it and not need it than need it and not have it.


Wing turned and headed back out the door. Otto followed him into the entrance hall, where Agents One and Zero were waiting for them.


Good morning, gentlemen, Agent Zero said with a smile. Well be leaving very shortly. Were just waiting for Raven to complete the final perimeter checks, and then well be on our way.


Its been five minutes, Agent One said, looking at his watch and frowning slightly. Im going to give her a call.


Agent One walked over to a panel mounted on the wall and thumbed a button.


This is Agent One to Raven; come in, Raven. There was no reply, just hissing static.


Repeat, this is Agent One; come in, Ravencome in. Still there was no reply, and a worried glance shot between the two agents.


Pull up the security feeds, Agent Zero instructed, looking again at his watch.


Agent One continued to press buttons on the panel, but the lack of anything on the display indicated that the system was not responding.


This isnt good, Agent Zero said, genuine concern clear in his voice.


Suddenly a siren started to sound and a red light started to blink above the main door to the safe house.



Damn it, Agent One spat, reaching inside his jacket and pulling out a large handgun, weve been breached. Get them to the roof! Ill keep trying to raise Raven.


Agent Zero nodded and gestured for the two boys to follow him along the hall. Suddenly there was a crash from behind them, and the main door shook in its frame.


That was a breaching charge, Agent One shouted. Get them clear NOW!


There was another bang, even louder than the first, and the main door flew open in a cloud of thick smoke. At first the hall was too filled with smoke to make out anything but dark shapes advancing through the ruined doorway, but as the smoke cleared, their mysterious assailants became visible. Their sinuous forms advanced slowly, silently, and relentlessly down the hall. The black silk they wore seemed almost to absorb the light, leaving black holes in the air. Not an inch of skin was visible anywhere; even their eyes were concealed behind black glass strips.


Ninjas, Agent One laughed. I eat ninjas for breakfast.


He raised his gun and fired. Two rounds hit the first ninja in the chest and the third hit the center of his forehead. Each round should have killed the black-clad assassin, but he didnt even slow down, just continued advancing toward Agent One.


The smile rapidly faded from Agent Ones face as he fired again into the advancing figure. The bullets didnt even cause the ninja to break his step.


The roof, NOW! Agent One yelled as he reached back inside his jacket. His hand came back out holding a small white tube.


Come on, Agent Zero barked, and leaped up the stairs at the end of the hall, two at a time. Otto and Wing ran after him; whoever these attackers were, they were not going to be easy to stop.


Behind them Agent One pressed the stud on the white tube he was holding and tossed it down the hallway. There was a high-pitched whine, and then a bright yellow explosion filled the corridor. Agent One was thrown off his feet, landing at the bottom of the stairs to the roof. He shook his head to clear the ringing in his ears and looked back down the smoke-filled corridor. G.L.O.V.E. antipersonnel grenades didnt leave much to chance, and he could not see any movement, but in the gloom it was hard to make out anything. He raised his gun again and advanced slowly back the way hed come. Without any warning a black-gloved hand shot out of the smoke and clamped Agent Ones windpipe. He let out an astonished gurgle and instinctively fired several rounds from his pistol at whoever was attacking him, but the grip did not even loosen. The hand suddenly twisted, its grip still like iron, and there was a sickening crunch. Agent Ones head lolled to one side, his eyes unblinking, and finally the black-gloved hand released its grip. The agents body crumpled to the floor like a puppet whose strings had been cut.





As Raven ran into the stairwell, the unmistakable sound of multiple breaching charges being detonated echoed down from far overhead. Raven shed the long dark coat she had been wearing and unclipped her grappler from its holster on her thigh. She snapped the launcher onto her wrist and pointed it straight up the middle of the stairwell, a laser beam shooting upward and reporting the range to the top of the building. Raven fired the grappler straight up; there was just enough line to reach the top floor, but she had no idea if the bolts velocity would be sufficient to reach that far. There was a seconds delay, but then the bolt struck home, lodging firmly in the ceiling at the top of the stairs. Raven muttered a quick thank-you to whoever had designed the device and hit the button that reeled the line in. She shot up the center of the stairwell like a bullet, the metal guard rails of the steps just inches away as she whistled past them. As she reached the top, her ascent slowed until she was level with the final landing. She swung her legs over the guard rail and released the grappler bolt from the ceiling, dropping silently to the floor.


There was the sound of gunfire from the other side of the door that led out of the stairwell. Raven reached instinctively for the twin katanas on her back and spat a quiet curse in Russian as she realized that her weapons were inside the safe house. She had left them behind because there was no way to conceal them beneath the coat she was wearing, a decision shed had a feeling she was going to regret. She reached down to her belt and unclipped one of the multiple shuriken that were mounted there. She might not have had her swords, but that didnt mean that she was defenseless.


Raven kicked the stairwell door open and rolled into the corridor leading to the safe house entrance. The corridor was filled with smoke and debris from the breaching charges but was otherwise empty. Suddenly she heard voices shouting from inside the safe house.


The roof, NOW! It was Agent One; he was still alive, and it sounded like they were heading for the roof and the escape lines. She ran down the corridor and through the shattered remains of the main entrance to the apartment. She was just in time to see one of the assailants snap Agent Ones neck like a dry twig and his limp body crumple to the ground.


No! she shouted, throwing the shuriken at the ninja who had just murdered her colleague. The assassin moved unbelievably quickly, snatching the shuriken from the air and throwing it straight back at Raven. She twisted her body instinctively as the lethal throwing star whistled past her throat and carved a deep cut in her shoulder. Raven was caught off balance for a moment, and the ninja took the opportunity to launch himself at her, a flurry of kicks and punches forcing her back toward the door. The remaining half dozen assailants scampered down the corridor, silently following the remaining agent and the two boys up the stairs toward the roof.


Raven was barely holding her own. The ninjas blows were precise and lightning quick; it was all she could do to just block the strikes that were meant to kill. Not only that, but whoever this silent assassin was, he was wearing some kind of body armor under his uniform; it was like hitting a brick wall. She landed a couple of quick blows on her attacker and dived sideways through the door into the dining area. The assassin followed her into the room, his movements silent and precise, his head turning to survey the room. The two of them circled each other, each waiting for the right moment to strike. It had been a long time since someone had matched Raven like this in a straight fight. She needed an edge.


In a single flowing movement Raven dived over the counter into the kitchen area and grabbed the heaviest blade she could see from the knife block. Her attacker saw what was coming and ducked to one side as the knife whistled past his head and struck one of the windows that lined that side of the room, sending a spiderweb of cracks shooting across the hardened glass.



Raven didnt give the ninja time to recover; she vaulted back over the counter and launched a kick at his masked face, but he caught her foot and threw her across the room like a rag doll. She slammed into the wall, the wind knocked from her. As Raven struggled to regain her breath, she realized that there was something very wrong. Bad enough that this assassin appeared to be just as fast as her, but he had just thrown her across the room like a toy without even appearing to exert himself. She had to end this, and quickly.


Raven knew that just subduing her attacker was not going to be enough, and as she got back up, she braced herself for another attack, knowing what she had to do. The ninja moved quickly and gracefully toward her, and Raven moved forward herself, meeting him in the middle of the room. The assassin launched a vicious kick at Ravens head that she only just managed to block; she could feel herself slowing down, the relentless pace of the fight taking its toll. Another vicious punch connected with Ravens side, and she felt a rib crack; she gasped in pain and fell to one knee. The assassin could clearly sense that victory was near; he stepped slowly toward Ravens huddled form, raising a single fist for the hammer blow that would end the fight once and for all. Raven moved in a blur, all of her remaining strength put into the single upward blow aimed directly at her attackers heart. The blow struck home, and Raven knew the fight was over: The ninja staggered backward a couple of steps, clutching at his chest; he would be dead in seconds.


But then the ninja stopped, straightened up, and advanced on Raven again. For the first time in a long time Raven felt the uncomfortable prickling of panic at the base of her skull. That blow would have killed any man alive, and yet this assassin seemed to have shaken it off in just a couple of seconds. How was she going to beat him?


Raven threw a quick punch at the assassins forehead, but he twisted away, so she struck no more than a glancing blow. Before she could react, the ninja struck like a snake, twisting Raven off balance and wrapping his forearm around her neck, locking her in a stranglehold. Ravens training took over, and she tensed her neck muscles just in time to prevent her windpipe from being crushed, but try as she might she could not break the hold the assassin had on her. She fought to stop the pressure that was building on her throat, but it was no good; he was too strong. Blackness fringed Ravens field of vision as her brain was slowly starved of oxygen. She thought of the agent and the two boys being chased to the roof by the remaining assassins; she thought of how she was going to fail them. She looked out at the Tokyo skyline as she began to pass out, wondering if the view through the window was the last thing shed see. The view through the windowthe cracked window.



Raven didnt hesitate for a moment; she drew on every iota of strength that was left in her body and threw the assassin over her shoulder. It was a simple enough judo throw, but despite his slight frame the man attacking her was heavy in all that armor, and the move used that weight against him. The ninja sailed over Ravens head, caught hopelessly off guard by the speed and suddenness of the move, and smashed through the huge picture window, tumbling in the void. They were fifty stories up, and for him there was no other way but straight down. As he fell, he did not make a single sound.


Through the shattered window, from far below, Raven could hear car horns and screams. If that didnt draw the attention of the authorities, then she didnt know what would. She hurried from the dining area and across the corridor into her own room. Lying there on the bed were the dual katanas that she could have used very much just a few minutes earlier.


Come on, girls, Raven said as she picked up the twin scabbards and strapped them to her back, weve got work to do.





Otto and Wing sprinted up the stairwell toward the roof, three steps at a time. Agent Zero was still behind them, shouting at them to keep moving as they approached the top. Just a couple of flights of stairs behind them, the half dozen ninjas that had followed them into the stairwell continued their relentless, silent pursuit.


As they reached the door at the top of the stairs, Agent Zero pulled a tiny remote control from his pocket and thumbed a button. The door responded by quickly sliding aside and letting them out onto the roof. They sprinted out into the daylight, and Agent Zero pointed to a metal box on the opposite edge of the roof.


Those are the escape lines. If we can make it there, were home free, he said, his breath short from their headlong flight up the stairs. He turned back toward the doorway and thumbed the remote again. The door started to slide closed, but just as it was about to close completely, a black-gloved hand shot into the narrowing gap between the door and the frame, holding it open. Otto could hear the motors driving the door squeal in protest as the gap was forced open, and then suddenly there was a terminal-sounding grinding noise from the door, and the motors gave up the fight. The ninja easily pushed the door fully open now, and he and his companions spilled out of the stairwell and onto the roof.


The agent and the two boys sprinted across the roof toward the escape lines; there was no way back now, and they were in no condition to go toe-to-toe with these superhuman assailants. They were only ten meters from the metal box that housed their apparent means of escape when there was a sudden roar and a large black helicopter soared up and over the edge of the roof, dropping into a hover directly above the escape lines. The large side door of the helicopter slid open, and a man wearing a smooth black glass mask and a long black coat leaned out, sighting the boys down the long barrel of a rifle with a powerful telescopic sight mounted on its back.


Stay where you are, an amplified voice ordered from the hovering chopper. Surrender yourselves now and there will be no need for any further unpleasantness.


Agent Zero turned to look behind them; the ninjas that had chased them up there were now only twenty meters away, halfway between them and the stairwell. They were trapped.


What are you doing, Cypher? Agent Zero yelled. This is a G.L.O.V.E. safe house! Are you insane? This is an act of war!


No, Agent Zero, this is an act of war, Cypher replied, and squeezed the trigger. The round hit Agent Zero squarely in the chest, killing him instantly.


Now, place your hands on your heads and kneel down unless you want to join the agent in the afterlife, Cypher continued.


Do as he says, Otto whispered to Wing. He hated the idea of surrender, but under the circumstances it was their only option. At least if they were alive there was a chance they could work out a way to escape later.


I would rather die fighting, Wing said, taking a step toward the helicopter as it slowly dropped down onto the roof.


Wing! No, we dont know anything about these peoplethey could be


If Wing was paying any attention to Otto, he showed no sign of it. Instead he took another couple of steps toward the helicopter, his long black hair whipped around by the downdraft from the rotors.


Cypher handed the rifle to someone else inside the helicopter and stepped down onto the roof. Wing stepped toward him.


Not one step closer, Fanchu. Cypher raised a large pistol and pointed it straight at Wings chest. Im quite aware of what youre capable of.


Im not afraid of you, Wing replied, and took a single step toward Cypher.


Well, you should be, Cypher replied, and shot Wing in the chest.


Wings eyes widened, his mouth falling open, one hand going involuntarily to the wound. As he pulled the hand away, it was covered in blood. He dropped to his knees, desperately trying to take a few ragged breaths before falling forward onto the concrete.


Noooooo! Otto screamed, and leaped forward, his usual cold logic suddenly replaced by fury. He felt hands clamp down on his shoulders like vises as two of the ninjas that had chased them to the roof pushed him back to his knees.


You fourCypher gestured to the remaining ninjasload the body onto the transport.


He walked over to where the two other ninjas were pinning Otto down on his knees. All that Otto could see as Cypher looked down at him was the reflection of his own furious face, tears running down his cheeks.


And you, Mr. Malpense, Cypher said quietly, I have no use for you. He looked up at the two assassins who held Otto in place.


Kill him.





Raven ran out onto the roof just in time to see Cypher shoot Wing. She gasped involuntarily as the tall Asian boy collapsed to the ground, feeling the rage rising inside her as she sprinted silently across the roof toward the helicopter and Cypher. She had no idea why he would suddenly choose to attack them this directly. He could not hope to get away with it without G.L.O.V.E. knowing that hed gone rogue. This was a direct attack, in the open, and he was either insane or had no fear of the consequences his actions would inevitably have. She wasnt sure which frightened her more.



She moved silently from shadow to shadow, taking cover behind the cooling vents and air-conditioning units that were dotted around the roof. She had made her way to within ten meters of Otto when she heard Cypher speak: Kill him.


Raven did not think; she just acted. As she popped up from behind the vent that was concealing her, she let a shuriken fly. It whistled past Cyphers neck, just scratching him, and embedded itself in the metal skin of the helicopter.


The distraction this caused gave Raven the time she needed to close the distance between herself and Otto. The twin katanas slid from their scabbards on her back, and she launched a withering assault on the two assassins, forcing them to release their hold on Otto in order to defend themselves.


Cypher, meanwhile, sprinted back toward the helicopter; the ninjas had loaded Wings body onto it and were now climbing on board. He leaped up into the fuselage as the sounds of the furious battle between Raven and the two assassins echoed from behind him.


Get us out of hereweve got what we came for! he barked at the pilot, who did not need to be told twice. He wrenched at the controls and the helicopter leaped into the air with a roar.


Raven could do nothing to stop the helicopter taking off; it was all she could do to hold her own against the two ninjas left on the roof and keep Otto alive. They had attacked relentlessly since shed intervened to prevent Ottos execution, and despite her unparalleled physical condition, she was starting to tire. Her attackers, meanwhile, never seemed to slow down; they just kept advancing remorselessly, driving her back.


Stay back, Otto, she said, keeping herself between the boy and the assassins.


Raven knew that she had to finish this as quickly as possible; the local authorities would already be on their way, and she had to get word back to Nero immediately of what had happened. She took a long deep breath, trying to find her focus as the assassins advanced toward her again, side by side, their movements perfectly synchronized.


Raven leaped.


She sailed over the heads of the advancing ninjas, her swords swiveling in her hands to point backward as she flew through the air. She landed, dropped to one knee, and with her eyes closed thrust the twin blades backward with every ounce of her remaining strength.


Otto watched in astonishment as the twin blades erupted from the black silk that covered the ninjas chests. Both of the assassins twitched a couple of times before they collapsed to their knees. Raven opened her eyes and pulled the twin swords forward again, yanking them free of the two bodies, which then slowly fell to the floor and lay still. Raven looked at the blades in surprise. They were spotless; there wasnt a drop of blood on either of them.


What the she said, but was cut short by an insistent beeping noise that suddenly started to come from the two bodies. Shed heard that sound before. She instantly surveyed their surroundings: no immediate cover, and no time to run, anyway.


Otto had no idea what was happening as Raven sprinted toward him and leaped forward, hitting him and pushing them both over the edge of the roof and into thin air, fifty stories up.


Then the world exploded.





Cypher looked down as the helicopter climbed into the air. The entire top three stories of the safe-house building had been consumed by the explosion; there was no way that anyone down there could have survived. He glanced at the body lying on the floor of the helicopter and felt a sense of satisfaction. They had achieved their objective, they had everything they needed, and it was just an additional bonus that Neros pet assassin was now out of the picture as well. He had recognized the other boy from the report Nero had given on the recent fiasco at H.I.V.E., and while it was regrettable that he had been caught up in events, Cypher had no reason to suppose that the world would mourn the passing of Otto Malpense.


Destination, sir? the copilot asked as they continued to gain altitude.


Set course for the Forge. Phase one of the operation is complete; radio ahead and give the order to commence preparation and load-out for phase two, Cypher replied.


If Nero thought he was having a bad day now, what was going to happen next would doubtless put it all into perspective.













CHAPTER 8





IT FELT TO OTTO LIKE A GIANT HAND HAD PICKED HIM UP AND THROWN HIM OFF THE ROOF OF THE BUILDING. RAVEN CLUNG TO HIM WITH A GRIP LIKE IRON AS THEY TUMBLED TOWARD THE GROUND, BURNING DEBRIS FROM THE UPPER FLOORS OF THE BUILDING CASCADING PAST ALL AROUND THEM.


Raven knew that she only had one shot. She stretched out one arm, and there was the distinctive sound of the high-pressure discharge of a grappler bolt. The line snaked away from them through the air until the bolt hit the side of a building on the other side of the street. She had no idea if the grappler would be able to hold them both falling at this speed, but it was the only chance they had.


The line snapped taut and Raven let out an involuntary cry as her arm took the full weight of both her and Otto, her grip on the boy slipping slightly with the shock. They swung inward now toward the mirrored-glass frontage of the building opposite the safe house. The reel of the grappler screeched and smoked in protest at the enormous overload it was enduring. The line was designed to support the weight of Raven alone, and she had no idea if it could take this kind of punishment. She knew that they were traveling too fast; if they hit toughened glass at this speed, it would kill them just as surely as if they had hit the ground. Raven braced herself for the inevitable impact as they swung inward, but at the final second she saw that the enormous explosion on the other side of the street had partially shattered the glass on this side as well. She twisted desperately, swiveling her back toward the glass, shielding Otto.


The impact knocked the wind from her completely, but the window shattered into a million pieces as they hit. Raven released the grappler line, and she and Otto were thrown across the office they had landed in, sliding to an undignified halt amongst the scattered office equipment and furniture.


Raven sat up. Her shoulder felt like it was on fire, and she ached all over from her fight with the ninjas, but she was in one piece. She looked urgently around the room, but there was no one there; it was still too early in the morning for any workers to have arrived.


Malpense! she shouted; he was nowhere to be seen.


There was a groan from behind her, and she turned to see Otto sliding out from underneath a fallen cubicle divider.


Are you okay? Raven asked, moving over to him and checking for any obvious injuries. He seemed to be fine, but it was not just his physical state that she was worried about.



Yeah, I think so, Otto replied. His ears were still ringing from the explosion, and he felt like he was going to be covered in bruises, but he was alive at least. That was more than he could say for his best friend. The memory of the look of horrified surprise on Wings face as the bullet struck him cut through the fuzz of shock that seemed to fill Ottos head. The sound of screaming and countless sirens drifted through the broken window as bits of burning paper and debris continued to flutter past outside.


We have to get out of here, Raven said firmly. I know that its difficult, but we have to keep going a little longer. We have to get to safety and report what just happened.


Otto nodded. Raven could tell just by looking at him that he was still in shock, but she couldnt afford to wait any longer. She pulled Otto to his feet and held him by both shoulders, looking him straight in the eye.


I promise that Ill make Cypher pay for what hes done, but to do that we have to get away from here right now. I need you to focus, Otto.


Otto didnt feel like he had enough strength to take another step, but he knew that Raven was right. He felt a cold hard ball forming in the pit of his stomach. He would not stop now, not until he had avenged Wing.


Lets go, Otto said. He might not have known anything about who Cypher was or why hed done this, but he did know one thinghe was going to pay.






Anything? Nero asked impatiently as the communications officer worked frantically at the console.


Still nothing, sir. I cant raise the safe house or any of the agents; theyve just gone dark. The technician shook his head as he spoke.


Sir, a voice called from the other side of the room, I think I have something. H.I.V.E.s Communications and Surveillance department was abuzz with activity. Ever since Laura had presented the decrypted message to Nero, there had been frantic efforts to establish what exactly was going on in Tokyo, but so far they had met with little success. Ive piggybacked us onto the feed from a Chinese surveillance satellite, the technician continued. The angles not great and theres a five-minute lag on real time, but its the best coverage were going to get.


Putting it on the main screen, he added as the huge central display that was mounted on the wall flickered into life.


At first there was nothing unusual about the imageryit appeared to be just a normal feed from a satellite camera that was trained on the G.L.O.V.E. safe-house buildingbut it quickly became clear that there was something very wrong.


There, the Contessa said, pointing at the screen as three tiny figures burst onto the roof from the stairwell and ran toward the far side of the building. Freeze and enhance.


The grainy picture froze as H.I.V.E. mind worked silently to enhance the quality of the image. As the pixilation was reduced, the identities of the three people on the roof became clear.


Thats Malpense, Fanchu, and Agent Zero, she continued, scanning the picture for any further clue as to what had happened, but who are they?


The three tiny figures that had run onto the roof were being chased by half a dozen people now pouring out of the stairwell. Again the team worked to enhance the quality of the images, but there was little that could be made out about the black-clad figures other than the fact that they were clearly pursuing the two boys and the agent. Neros frown deepened.


Picking up a lot of chatter on the Tokyo emergency-services bands, another technician reported; he stared into the middle distance as he focused on the stream of excited Japanese voices that filled his earphones. Theres some kind of disturbance in Shinjuku, something to do with an explosion.


On the main screen Nero watched with a sense of mounting horror as a helicopter popped into view over the side of the building. There was no audio to drown out the gasps that came from around the room as Agent Zero folded to the ground; they all knew an execution when they saw one. Nero was filled with a sense of helplessness: This was the past, there was nothing that he could do about it now but watch, and the role of passive observer did not suit him well.


Oh, no, the Contessa said as a figure stepped down from the helicopter, which had just landed on the roof.


Neros eyes narrowed; he felt white-hot anger rising inside him. He did not need image enhancement to recognize this man.


Cypher, Nero spat. I should have known.


Nero and the Contessa watched helplessly as the events of five minutes before played out on the screen before them. They watched as Fanchu approached Cypher and Malpense was pinned down by two of the mysterious figures that had pursued them onto the roof.


They watched as Cypher raised a pistol, there was a tiny flash, and Fanchu crumpled to the floor.


No! Nero shouted. He knew it was too late, he knew there was nothing he could do to help now, and the feeling of powerlessness was sickening. Cypher had just executed one of his students in cold blood. It was a declaration of war, plain and simple, and the audacity of an attack like this in broad daylight meant that Cypher wanted everyone to know it.


Look, there, the Contessa said suddenly, pointing out another figure, which was scurrying to cover behind one of the numerous vents and machine units that dotted the roof. Nero immediately recognized this new arrival; there was only one person on earth who moved quite like that: Raven.


They watched as Raven launched her attack. Cypher was running back to the helicopter as she attacked the two men restraining Malpense, and for the first time Nero felt a sense of hope. A couple of the technicians yelled their approval as they watched Raven neatly dispose of the two assassins, but as they fell something strange happened. Raven ran toward Malpense, threw herself at him, and knocked them both flying toward the edge of the roof. Then the picture whited out. At first it looked like theyd lost the feed to the satellite, but it became immediately apparent as the picture faded back in that the incredibly sensitive cameras of the orbital spy platform had been overwhelmed by the intensity of the massive explosion that appeared to have engulfed the entire roof.


The safe house was gone. Cyphers helicopter climbed into the air out of the frame and vanished, leaving nothing but a scene of total devastation. There was no way that anyone could have survived; they were all gone.


Nero suddenly felt very old. In the space of two minutes he had watched a trusted G.L.O.V.E. operative, two of his best students, and Raven all die at the hands of one man. Nero could not begin to guess what might have driven Cypher to carry out an attack like this. It was an act of war. Cypher must have known that, and whatever his twisted motivation was, it was enough to mean that he did not fear the inevitable reprisals from G.L.O.V.E. that such an act would bring.


Get me Number One, Nero said to the communications technician nearest him. Cypher was about to learn what it meant to cross Maximilian Nero.





Otto clung to Raven for dear life as she pushed the screaming motorbike to go faster and faster, weaving through the snarled traffic of downtown Tokyo. He would have closed his eyesthat might have made the journey less hair-raisingbut every time he did, the blackness was filled with the startled expression on Wings face as Cyphers bullet struck him. Otto decided that the cars shooting past only inches away were less disturbing.


Gradually the flow of traffic decreased as they continued their breakneck journey east through the city. Otto had no idea how Raven had acquired the bike, but he suspected that its previous owner had little idea that they had borrowed it. Raven had simply ordered him to stay put and then vanished into the crowd when they left the building in which theyd made their less than graceful landing. Shed roared up to the curb on the big silver bike a couple of minutes later, jammed a crash helmet on his head, and told him to hang on. From then till now he doubted that their speed had dropped into double digits more than a couple of times.


They seemed to be heading to the docks. The skyscrapers and shops that had lined the streets were now replaced by towering columns of shipping containers, enormous cranes looming ominously overhead. Raven shot through a checkpoint that led into a fenced-off area of the port; a security guard gesticulated wildly at them as they weaved through the automated barrier he controlled. Raven gunned the engine and sent the bike screaming between the rows of neatly stacked containers, turning this way and that, tracing an impossible-to-follow path through the steel maze.


After a minute or two they neared a row of dilapidated-looking warehouse buildings, and Raven finally slowed the bike down. She steered toward a loading ramp that led up to a heavy steel shutter. Raven pulled a small black box from a pouch on her belt and pressed a button; the shutter rolled upward, and Raven gunned the engine again, sending the bike flying up the ramp and into the darkness within. As soon as they were inside, Raven brought the bike to a screeching halt, the back wheel sliding around and leaving a neat semicircle of molten black rubber on the dusty floor. She pointed the control at the shutter again, and it quickly rolled back down into place. Raven cut the engine, and the sudden silence was filled only with the gentle ticks and creaks of the rapidly cooling engine.


Raven climbed off the bike and Otto pulled off his crash helmet.


Okay, were safe, for now, Raven said, pulling her Blackbox from her belt. The device was dead, as it had been since the moment the attack on the safe house had started.


We need to report back to H.I.V.E. We have to let them know that were still active, she continued, walking away toward one of the enclosed offices that lined the far wall. The warehouse looked like it had been abandoned for years; a patina of dust covered everything, and what few containers did lie scattered around the place had not been disturbed for a long time.


Are you sure were safe? Otto said, following Raven toward the offices. We were supposed to be safe before, but Cypher seemed to know exactly where to find us. Whats to say that he doesnt know about this place?


Because, Otto, until precisely thirty seconds ago there was only one person in the world that knew about this place, and that was me. Raven had been trained to make sure she always had a backup plan, and this was just one of several sites around the world that she had set up for just such an eventuality. Not even Nero knew this place existed.


I hope youre right, Otto said quietly. An hour ago he would have believed Raven completely, but it was becoming clear that they were up against an enemy that had resources far beyond what was normal.


Raven punched a series of numbers into a keypad next to one of the office doors, and it opened with a deceptively solid clunking noise. Otto followed her into the office and it quickly became clear that, as was so often the case where Raven was concerned, there was a lot more to this simple building than met the eye. One end of the room was filled with a well-stocked armory: Guns, knives, and harder-to-identify pieces of equipment hung from wall mountings. The rest of the room was filled with combat practice dummies, chart tables, computers, and several large display screens. If you intended to stage your own private little war, this would be the place to run it from.


Raven busied herself about the room, switching on computers and checking the buildings security grid. After a few seconds she nodded and turned to Otto.


Okay, the perimeter is secure and it doesnt look like anyone followed us. I need to contact Dr. Nero, but lets check you out first, Raven said as she walked over to Otto and took his chin in one hand. She looked into his eyes and turned his head first one way and then the other.


No sign of concussion, she said matter-of-factly, but that cut needs dressing.


Otto put his hand to his hairline and looked at the blood that came away on his fingertips; he hadnt even realized he was bleeding. Raven steered him into a nearby chair and then fetched a small medical kit from the array of equipment at the other end of the room. She sat down opposite him and tipped a few drops of antiseptic onto a cotton swab.


You know that there was nothing more you could have done, right? Raven said as she dabbed carefully at the cut.


Otto winced slightly as the antiseptic-covered swab wiped at his wound.


It would have been hard for me to have done any less, Otto replied quietly. I just let him execute Wing right in front of me.


You couldnt have stopped him, Otto. I couldnt have stopped him in that situation, so dont blame yourself, Raven continued, pulling a small butterfly suture from its packet and carefully applying it to Ottos forehead. There, how does that feel?


Raven leaned back. She was covered in cuts and burns herself, but she seemed far more concerned about Otto.


Who is he? Otto asked, looking Raven straight in the eye.


Who? she asked carefully as she returned the sutures and the antiseptic to the first-aid kit.


You know who I mean. Cypher, who is he? Why did he do this? Otto replied quickly.



I know that youre just going to think Im being cryptic, Otto, but the honest answer to both of those questions is that I genuinely dont know, Raven said, sitting back down opposite him.


Raven was right. Normally that response would have seemed like just another example of the multiple layers of secrecy and mystery that seemed to surround anything connected to G.L.O.V.E., but something in Ravens expression told Otto that she was being straight with him.


So what do you know about him? Otto asked.


Not very much, Im afraid, Raven replied. She looked slightly uncomfortable discussing this, as if she was not sure it was something they should be talking about. He and Nero loathe each other, I know that much. Some of its because Cypher keeps lobbying Number One to close down H.I.V.E., but I think theres more to it than that.


What do you mean?


Well, Dr. Nero is one of the longest-serving members of G.L.O.V.E. He genuinely believes in the League; he thinks that it serves a vital function. The way Dr. Nero sees it is that without G.L.O.V.E. all of its members would still be out there committing acts of villainy, but there would be nothing to restrain them. G.L.O.V.E. is not a charitable organization by any stretch of the imagination, but it does serve to keep the more violent or lunatic excesses of its members in check. Nero believes that without G.L.O.V.E. there would be anarchyor worse. He explained it to me this way once: He said that villains create doomsday weapons, but G.L.O.V.E. makes sure that they never actually use them. After all, whats the point of taking over the world if the world is nothing but a scorched ball of ash?


And Cypher doesnt agree, I take it, Otto replied. He knew that Raven was only telling him all this to try to distract him from thinking about what had just happened, but Otto needed the information. Know your enemythat was rule number one.


Every scheme that Cypher has come up with since he joined G.L.O.V.E. has had one thing in common: People die. Sometimes a lot of people. Cypher doesnt care about style or subtlety; hes a smash-and-grab artist.


Everything that Nero isnt, Otto observed.


Exactly. But whats worse is that hes also been so spectacularly successful. Nero may disapprove of his methods, but as long as he keeps boosting G.L.O.V.E.s coffers, his actions have been tolerated.


Until today, Otto said quietly, looking down at the floor.


Until today. Whatever he may have done in the past, he has never acted openly against another G.L.O.V.E. operation. Theres no way that Number One will tolerate his actions; Cypher is a dead man walking. The cold edge in Ravens voice was unmistakable. It was fair to assume that she intended to make sure of that herself.


And nobody knows who he really is? Otto said.


No. Some G.L.O.V.E. operatives do maintain secret identities, but thats usually just to keep them under the authorities radar. Cypher is different, though; Nero suspects that not even Number One knows who he is. Weve spent a great deal of time trying to find out more about him, but it seems that every trail leads to another dead end. Believe me, Ive been the one following those trails often enough to know how frustratingly elusive he can be.


So why throw all of that away? Otto said, looking puzzled.


I have no idea, Raven said, standing up and moving to one of the computers in the middle of the room. He must know that an attack like this will incur the wrath of Number One, so whatever hes up to has to be worth taking that risk.


Otto had learned enough about G.L.O.V.E. and its mysterious leader to know that retaliation for an attack like this would probably be swift and brutal.


It doesnt make any sense, Otto said, sounding frustrated. What could he hope to achieve with this? Does he really hate Nero and H.I.V.E. so much that hed throw everything away just to assassinate you and a couple of students? Why did he take Wings body? What possible reason could he have for any of this?



I dont know, Otto, but dont worryI intend to find out. If nothing else, what happened today proves one thing, Raven said as she keyed a string of commands into the computer.


Whats that? Otto said, standing and moving across the room toward where Raven was working.


I shouldnt really be telling you this, but a couple of weeks ago somebody made an attempt on Dr. Neros life. Suffice to say that it failed, but the assassins that were used self-destructed in a similar if less spectacular way to our friends on the roof. I had suspected that Cypher was involved, but this proves it.


So this is all part of something bigger, Otto said thoughtfully.


It has to be, Raven replied. No offence, Otto, but Cypher would not take this kind of risk without there being a bigger payoff than getting rid of a couple of H.I.V.E. students. The school itself has a higher annual attrition rate than that.


Something gave a tiny tug inside Ottos head. There was something about this whole situation that they hadnt seen, some fact that hadnt been properly understood, and he couldnt quite put his finger on it, whatever it was. Otto knew that the best thing to do was ignore it. Whatever it was would come to him in timeit always didand there was little point in trying to hurry the process. Raven finished working on whatever had been occupying her at the terminal and turned to face Otto.


I need to call Nero and let him know that we made it out and who was responsible, Raven said as she got up and walked back across the room to a communications terminal. She keyed in a number of commands, and the machine began working, not just connecting her to H.I.V.E. but doing so in such a way that it would be next to impossible to calculate their location by backtracing the transmission. Raven had always had what she regarded as a healthy paranoia, but at the moment it seemed that everyone really was out to get them, and she wasnt taking any chances. She watched as the carrier signal bounced from country to country, creating a spiders web of digital evidence that should be impossible for anyone to disentangle. Finally the word CONNECTING appeared and after a couple of seconds was replaced with Neros face. At first he looked tired and angry, but as he saw who was on the other end of the line, the tension and fatigue seemed to melt from his expression.


Natalya, he said with a smile. Not for the first time, rumors of your demise appear to have been unfounded.


Itll take a better man than Cypher to put me in the ground, Raven replied. The slight smile on her face was at odds with the ice in her tone.


Yes, we saw what happened. Did anyone else make it out? Nero asked.



Malpense is here with me. Hes okay, some cuts and bruises, but otherwise in one piece.


Fanchu? Nero asked; hed seen what had happened on the roof, but he had to be sure.


Dead, Max, as are Agents One and Zero, and Agent Seven. Cypher executed the boy without hesitation; there was nothing I could do. The agents both gave their lives trying to protect the students, but the attack took us completely by surprise. We never stood a chance.


I have no doubt that you did everything you could, Natalya, Nero replied, looking suddenly angry again. I want Cypher found and stopped, by whatever means necessary.


Understood, Raven replied. Am I acting under executive mandate?


I will be speaking to Number One very shortly, Nero said. I expect him to grant us full executive privilege under the circumstances, but as soon as I have final clearance, I will contact you. I also want Malpense returned to H.I.V.E. immediately. Nero did not relish the prospect of explaining to Number One that Otto had once again had a brush with death. The sooner the boy was safely returned to the school the better.


Then well need transport, Raven replied. The Shroud was in the hangar when the safe house went up. Were going to need a replacement.



Of course. I shall dispatch one immediately, Nero replied. Do you have a target location yet?


Not yet, but Im working on it, Raven said, glancing at the monitors nearby. As soon as I have a location for pickup, Ill let you know.


Very well, keep me posted, Nero instructed. And Natalya


Yes? Raven responded.


Finish this, Nero said coldly.





Laura sat next to Shelbys bed in the infirmary. Her friend was still unconscious from the sleeper pulse Colonel Francisco had hit her with, but the doctors had assured her that Shelby would be okay and that it was only a matter of time until she woke up. Laura thought about the news she was going to have to give Shelby, and she fought to control the urge to start crying again. Wing was gone, snatched away in a split second by the brutal actions of a madman, and she was going to have to break the news to Shelby. Laura bit her lower lip; she was surprised there were any tears left, but as she thought of Wings smile, a rare and wonderful thing that she would never see again, she was overwhelmed by grief, and fresh, hot tears rolled down her cheeks.


Hey Brand. Shelbys voice was croaky and tired. I never knew you cared.



Laura looked up in surprise and saw Shelby looking at her with mild amusement.


How are you feeling? Laura replied, wiping the tears from her eyes and giving her friend a weak smile.


Im fine, but whats up with you? Shelby replied, sensing that there was more to Lauras mood than was immediately obvious.


Something terrible has happened, Laura replied, her voice cracking slightly. The messagewe were too lateIts Wing. Hes dead.


The slight smile vanished instantly from Shelbys face, replaced by a look of horror.


Laura told Shelby everything: the attack on the safe house, the arrival of Cypher, and finally Wings execution on the roof. She talked quickly and quietly, afraid that if she slowed or paused she would again succumb to the empty swirling grief in the pit of her stomach. When she finished, she looked up at Shelby and saw the same hollow disbelief in her friends eyes that had been in her own when Nero had told the same story to her earlier. Shelbys mouth moved as if she was trying to find words but none would come, and she began to cry.


Laura pulled Shelby toward her and hugged her, her friends heaving sobs as painful as her own.













CHAPTER 9





WAKE UP, THE CONTESSA WHISPERED INTO COLONEL FRANCISCOS EAR, AND HIS EYES SLOWLY FLICKERED OPEN. HE LOOKED CONFUSED FOR A MOMENT BEFORE GIVING A BESTIAL CRY OF RAGE AND TRYING TO SIT UP, THRASHING AGAINST THE THICK RESTRAINTS THAT HELD HIM FIRMLY TO THE INFIRMARY BED.


Nero stood looking down at him. His expression was enough to freeze the blood of even a hardened soldier like Francisco.


Colonel, I am going to give you one chance and one chance only to tell me why you have done this, and then Im going to let the Contessa dig it out of your head. I understand that she can do that without causing too much brain damage. The choice is yours.


Franciscos expression hardened.


You dont scare me, Max, and neither does she.


Then youre either insane or stupid, possibly both, Nero replied. Your actions have already cost the lives of three G.L.O.V.E. agents and one of our own students. I will not hesitate to add your name to that list, but not before youve told me everything you know.


Do your worst, Francisco spat back.



Nero said nothing; he simply nodded to the Contessa and left the room.


Now, Colonel, lets have a nice little chat, the Contessa said, leaning over Franciscos prostrate form. The smile on her face was the most terrifying thing he had ever seen.





Nero let out a long, slow breath as he settled into his chair. His desk was still covered with the paperwork he had left there the previous evening. It seemed like a thousand years ago now. He blamed himself, of course: He should have realized that he was sending his students into a trap, but hed been too busy worrying about seeing that they were safely returned to the island and not busy enough considering the possibility that they had been deliberately drawn out from under the umbrella of security that normally protected them.


Damn him! Nero shouted, smashing his fist down on the desk. He had always known that Cypher was a loose cannon, but not for a moment had he ever thought he would take direct action like this against Nero and his school.


There was a sudden beeping from the console on the desk, and Nero thumbed the intercom switch.


Yes, he snapped.


Sir, I have Number One on a secure channel for you, the communications technician on the other end of the line reported.



Very well, put him through, Nero replied. As the video screen on the opposite side of the room flickered into life, he fought to push his burning fury below the surface. He could not afford to let Number One see any lack of composure on his part, even under these circumstances.


The G.L.O.V.E. logo on the screen dissolved to be replaced by the familiar silhouetted form of Number One. Even after all these years Nero still had no idea what the man looked like, which was probably a good thing given the rumors he had heard of the fate that had befallen those who had been unlucky enough to catch a glimpse of his face.


Good morning, Maximilian, Number One said calmly. I have read your report on this situation and reviewed the footage that was captured by the surveillance satellite. Suffice to say that I am deeply, deeply disturbed by what I have seen.


Yes, sir, Nero replied. This was a hostile act by a rogue agent against G.L.O.V.E. operatives; it cannot be allowed to stand.


That is for me to decide, Number One replied. I assume that under the circumstances you are requesting executive privilege for any action that you choose to take.


I am, Nero replied. In this situation I dont see what other choice we have.


There are always choices, Maximilian, Number One said, but given what has happened, I am forced to agree this time. You have an executive mandate, but I want one thing.


Of course. What do you need?


I want Cypher alive.


Nero tensed; he had not expected this. Usually when Number One granted an executive mandate to his subordinates, it only meant one thing. To request that Cypher be taken alive was unprecedented, not to mention much more difficult.


May I ask why? Nero said cautiously.


No, you may not. I understand that Raven survived the attack; I am sure that she will be more than capable of performing this task.


But Nero began.


Do not argue with me, Maxever. It is not a request.


Yes, sir, Nero replied. He knew better than to push his luck with Number One.


And see to it that Malpense is returned to the school immediately; be grateful that no lasting harm was caused to him. If I thought for one moment that you had had any inkling of the danger into which you were sending him, Cypher would not be the only one with an executive mandate declared on him. Do I make myself clear?


Perfectly, Nero replied, his curiosity once again piqued by Number Ones uncharacteristic protectiveness where Otto Malpense was concerned. He will be returning to the school very shortly.


Good. I shall leave this in your hands, then. Do not worryan example will be made of Cypher, a very permanent and obvious example.





Otto woke with a start. There were a couple of seconds of disorientation as he struggled to remember where he was, but then the memories of the past few hours flooded back, though he desperately wished that they wouldnt. He sat up on the edge of the camp bed that Raven had set up in the corner of her hidden safe house. She had assured him that there was nothing they could do for the next few hours and that he might as well try to get some rest. He hadnt believed for a moment that he would actually be able to sleep, but the events of earlier that day had clearly left him more drained than he had realized.


Raven was sitting exactly where she had been when Otto had dropped off several hours earlier, scanning the monitors in front of her for something. She wouldnt tell him what it was she was looking for, but he had little doubt that it had something to do with tracking down Cypher. She glanced over her shoulder as Otto walked toward her.


Do you feel better? Raven asked as Otto came to stand alongside her.


Less tiredIm not sure that better is the right word, Otto replied, rubbing his eyes with one hand.


Well, I have some good news, Raven said with a slight smile.


That would make a nice change, Otto replied, peering at the displays in front of Raven. They were showing an array of maps and charts with the odd window showing what looked like a live satellite surveillance feed.


Here. Raven tapped one of the screens, where a chart displayed a stretch of coastline with a flashing red crosshair superimposed upon it.


Whats that? Otto asked, leaning in to look more closely.


That is the helicopter that Cypher used in the attack this morning, she replied matter-of-factly. Ive been waiting for the tracking device to go live, but its designed not to start transmitting until its stationary for a certain length of time. It appears that this was the final destination.


Tracking device? Otto said with a note of disbelief in his voice. We never got anywhere near that chopper. How did you get a tracking device on board?


The shuriken I threw at Cypher contained a tracking device. A tracking device that is currently well and truly embedded in the skin of his helicopter.


Oh, Otto said, thinking back to those desperate moments on the roof, I thought you were aiming for Cypher and missed.



Raven looked at him with an expression of mild annoyance.


Mr. Malpense, I dont missever.


She turned back to the screen and began to type a long string of commands into an open terminal window.


Im just setting up a surveillance satellite that the Americans were kind enough to lend me to scan the area. The coordinates Im getting are in the middle of the jungle; I need a clearer picture.


As Raven continued working on getting the hijacked satellite into the correct position, Otto wandered over to one of the storage cabinets that lined the room. The door was open slightly, and inside, Otto could see racks of weapons and equipment. There was enough gear stowed away there to fight a small war, and judging by the expression on Ravens face as she glared at the terminal, that was exactly what she had in mind.





Well? Nero said impatiently as the Contessa settled into the seat on the other side of his desk.


Hes strong, but you knew that, not just physically, but mentally, too. Hes clearly received extensive counterinterrogation training.


Nero could see that the Contessa was tired; her face was pale, and she looked older than usual. Clearly the interrogation of Francisco had drained whatever physical or mental reserves she drew on when using her strange persuasive powers.


So, what did you find out? Nero asked, leaning forward in his chair.


Not a great deal, unfortunately, the Contessa replied with a sigh. He does not know the identity of whoever hired him to do this. He was contacted anonymously and offered a great deal of money to provide his mysterious benefactor with details of H.I.V.E. operations. He never had any direct contact with whoever it was that turned him.


Youre sure? Nero said quietly.


As sure as I can be without putting him into a coma, the Contessa replied, rubbing her temples. Obviously, its fortunate that we caught him, but I dont think that he will be able to provide us with much useful information.


Well, I think its safe to assume that we know who bought him, Nero said. Cypher appears to have been planning this for some time.


Indeed. Francisco appears to have been working for Cypher for several weeks, perhaps months. I took the liberty of asking Professor Pike to urgently review all of the security systems that the Colonel had access to.


Good, Nero replied. Theres something about this that isnt right.


There has been very little right about the events of the past few hours, the Contessa replied.



Yes, I know, but Francisco never struck me as the type that could just be bought.


Everyone has their price, Max.


Believe me, I understand that, but Francisco always placed such importance on personal honor; it was his military background, I think. I find it hard to believe that he would betray us so completely for a few zeros added to the balance of a Swiss bank account. Its not like him.


His actions may be out of character, but theres no doubt hes guilty, the Contessa said firmly. There are very few people in the world who can lie when I tell them to be truthful.


I know. I suppose Ive just been thrown off balance by this. Nero was used to dealing with the day-to-day crises H.I.V.E. generated, whether it be the students or the attempts of law-enforcement agencies to discover the location of the base, but the events of the past twenty-four hours were unprecedented.


Security is still trying to find students Block and Tackle, the Contessa continued.


H.I.V.E. mind has been unable to locate them? Nero asked, a note of frustration in his voice now.


No, they appear to have vanished. There are plenty of places to hide on the island, and even our surveillance system doesnt cover them all. Francisco will doubtless have furnished them with detailed schematics.



I still cant believe that he would stoop so low as to use his own students to assist him with this, Nero said angrily.


Yes, I know, but those two are easily led; I suspect that Francisco would have to do little more than tell them what he wanted them to do and they would just obey without question. The Henchman stream is not noted for generating independent thinkers, Max. Dont worry, though; theyre not getting off the island. Well find them eventually.


I want them found quickly, Nero said, before they can cause any more trouble.


Understood, the Contessa said, standing to leave. What do you want us to do with Francisco?


Transfer him to the detention center for now. I havent decided what to do with the Colonel yet.


Very well, I will arrange the transfer. The Contessa nodded and headed for the door.


And Contessa Nero said as she reached for the door handle.


Yes?


Make sure that his stay is as uncomfortable as possible.





Well, thats not good, Raven said with a sigh as she scanned the imagery that was flashing up on the monitor.


Whats wrong? Otto asked, noting Ravens look of frustration.



See for yourself, Raven said, stepping away from the monitor.


Otto walked over and studied the images on display. At the center of each picture was what looked to Otto like an enormous black hole in the middle of the jungle. It had to be at least a couple of hundred meters in diameter. Otto noted the thundering cascade of water that poured over one side of the enormous hole and realized that it must have taken thousands of years for the slow abrasive effect of the thundering torrent to carve an enormous rift in the jungle like that. He knew that such boreholes could end up being hundreds of meters deep, and it was impossible to make out if there was anything hidden in the blackness at the bottom of it.


Hes down there? Otto asked, suddenly understanding why Raven was looking so concerned.


It would appear so, Raven replied. As you can see, or rather as you cant see, its going to be impossible to tell whats waiting down there. I dont like to go in blind.


Otto understood Ravens concern. Cypher could have an army waiting for her down there, and there would be no way to tell. Tactically speaking, it was an unpleasant prospect.


Thats not all, though. Switch to the EM detection array, Raven said, rubbing her eyes.


Otto quickly switched from the hijacked satellites visual sensors to its onboard electromagnetic scanners. Immediately the jungle surrounding the hole lit up like a Christmas tree; the dense forest was filled with active electronic devices for several miles in every direction. It was impossible to tell from this range what the electronic devices concealed in the jungle were, but it was safe to assume that they werent designed to monitor the local flora and fauna.


Hmmm, Otto said, his brain already starting to analyze the problem.


My sentiments exactly, Raven replied with a smile. Theres no way that even Im getting within half a mile of that place overland without being detected. Cypher clearly isnt keen on uninvited guests.


So dont go overland, Otto replied with a grin.


Meaning? Raven asked, raising an eyebrow.


Otto switched to the satellites terrain radar and performed a series of quick scans. The results flashed up on the screen.


Three hundred meters, Otto said with a smile as he scanned the screen.


Raven stepped closer to the workstation, looking at the figures Otto had just pulled up.


Okay, Raven said as she looked at the numbers, its a deep hole. So what?


HALO, Otto said quietly as the numbers all lined up neatly in his head.



Raven looked at him with surprise, and then a broad grin spread across her face too.


Malpense, youre a genius.





As Nero walked down the stairs to the crater launch bay, he was pleased to see that work was already well underway on preparing the second Shroud for launch. Raven had contacted him just half an hour earlier to inform him that she had discovered Cyphers current location and that she needed transport there as quickly as possible. He had immediately given the order for one of the two remaining Shrouds to be prepped for emergency takeoff, and by the look of the frantic last-minute checks the ground crew were performing, they were very nearly ready.


The Contessa was talking to the pilot as Nero walked out onto the landing pad. Seeing Nero, she nodded to the pilot, who hurried over to the waiting aircraft.


I have briefed the pilot, she said as she walked toward Nero. Hes got the pickup location, and they should be underway within the next couple of minutes.


Good, Nero replied, watching as the refueling rigs fat hose was detached from the smooth black belly of the Shroud. He knows that hes to bring Malpense straight back here after Raven is dropped at the target?


Yes, hes quite aware of the importance of his cargo, the Contessa replied. Malpense should be back within a few hours. Are you still sure that it wouldnt be wiser to send in a moresubstantial force?


Nero gave a small, cold smile.


I am quite sure that Natalya is up to the task, Contessa. She has never let us down before, as you well know.


Oh, Im quite aware of Ravens capabilities, Max, the Contessa replied, but we really dont have any idea of the true scale of the threat that Cypher poses. I just hope that were not underestimating him.


Nero knew that the Contessa had a point, but if he was to order a full-scale military strike on Cyphers facility, it would mean involving G.L.O.V.E. in the operation in a much larger way. He wasnt really sure why, but Nero had the feeling that for the moment it would be better to keep this operation on a smaller scale. Not only was it easier to manage, but he knew that he didnt have to worry about where Ravens true loyalties lay. The business with Francisco bothered him more than he had let on, and he was in no hurry to see the situation escalate further out of control. Specifically, out of his control.


I understand your concerns, Contessa, but for now we will pursue a more subtle approach. If Raven discovers that the situation is more than she can handle alone, we will consider alternative options.


The Contessa nodded as a harried-looking technician trotted up to the two of them.



The Shroud is fully prepped for launch, Dr. Nero, and the pilot is reporting ready. Is there anything else?


Has all of the equipment that Raven requested been loaded on board?


Yes, sir, its all therebackups, too. Were good to go.


Very well, give the order to launch.


The technician nodded and turned to the flight-deck controller, giving him the thumbs-up.


The drone of the idling engines suddenly grew to a roar and the Shroud lifted vertically upward, climbing out of the crater before disappearing into the twilight gloom overhead.





Laura and Shelby sat in the atrium of their accommodation block in silence. Neither of them had spoken much in the past couple of hours; each was lost in her own thoughts, her own grief. Life at H.I.V.E. was not easy, and there was always the prospect of something bad happening to the people you cared about, but nothing could have prepared them for what had happened to Wing. Laura knew it was stupid, but she couldnt help but wonderif shed been able to decrypt the coded messages contents sooner, if shed been able to give more warning of the attack, Wing might still be alive. She wondered if that was what the other students were thinking too. The H.I.V.E. rumor mill had clearly done its usual efficient job of diffusing the news about the events in Tokyo, at least judging by the whispered conversations and sidelong glances that were coming from the other people in the atrium. Laura supposed that since she blamed herself, there was no reason why everyone else shouldnt too.


Hello, Nigel said quietly, snapping Laura out of her brooding. Mind if we sit down?


Laura didnt say anything; she just gestured to the empty seats opposite. Franz and Nigel both looked like they were feeling much the same as the two girls, the only difference being that their sadness was clearly mixed with concern. Shelby barely acknowledged their presence; she just sat staring at the floor as she had for the last half hour.


We are both very sorry to hear what has happened, Franz said, breaking the uncomfortable silence. We will be missing Wing very much.


If theres anything that either of us can do, justwell, you know, Nigel said quietly.


Thanks, I, Laura began, but trailed off. She didnt really know what to say.


I remember when my dad died, my mum told me that I shouldnt be sad, that our bodies are just like prisons for our spirits and his was free now to go to a better place, Nigel said sadly.


Free? Shelby snapped back suddenly, startling Nigel. Hes not free; hes not gone to a better place; hes just gone.



Shel, please, theres no point Laura said quickly.


Too damn right theres no point, Shelby said angrily, standing up and gesturing at the hall around her. Theres no point to any of this. This place isnt a school; its a prison, and I dont want to be locked up here anymore while my friends die around me.


Her outburst drew the attention of everyone in the atrium, heads turning to watch as she stormed off across the hall to the elevators that would carry her up to her room. Nigel went to follow her, but Laura put a hand on his shoulder and gently pushed him back down into his seat.


Leave her, Laura said with a sigh, shes just angry. We all are.


As the uncomfortable silence returned, Laura found herself wondering what was more worrying, Shelbys outburst and the bitterness her friend seemed to be feeling, or the fact that she felt exactly the same way.














CHAPTER 10





OVER MY COLD, DEAD BODY, RAVEN SAID FIRMLY, HER ARMS FOLDED.


She and Otto stood in the middle of an abandoned area of the docks, the distant gleaming skyline of Tokyo jarringly at odds with the battered and rusting shipping containers that littered the area around them.


So thats a no, Otto said with a slight smile.


Absolutely, Raven continued. Nero would have me shot for even contemplating taking a student into a tactical situation like that. Especially you, Malpense.


Whats that supposed to mean? Otto asked with a frown.


Raven hesitated for a moment. Otto might be the subject of extra precautions given Number Ones close personal interest in his well-being, but Nero had made it perfectly clear that Otto was never to know that was the case. It was not difficult to see how a student like Otto might exploit that situation.


Nothing, Raven replied. Its just too dangerous; youre not coming with me. The transport will drop me off and then take you back to H.I.V.E., and thats the end of this discussion.



Otto could tell from the expression on Ravens face that debating the matter further would be pointless. It looked like he was just going to have to trust Raven to get the job done. If it had been anyone else in the world, except possibly Nero, he would have just ignored them and found a way to get to Cypher whether they liked it or not, but he knew that there was no way Raven would just let him slip through her fingers.


Suddenly a strong gust of wind seemed to come from nowhere, and Otto felt a vibration as if something heavy had hit the ground nearby. There was a brief flicker, and the view of the distant skyline was suddenly obscured by the stark black outline of the Shroud, which had just landed twenty meters away in almost complete silence.


Right on schedule, Raven said, glancing at her watch. Lets go.


Raven jogged toward the waiting transport with Otto in tow. As they approached, the rear access ramp lowered and the pilot stepped out, gesturing urgently for them to get on board. Otto and Raven walked up the ramp and into the belly of the Shroud as the pilot climbed the ladder back up onto the flight deck. Within moments they were airborne again. Raven set to work going through the contents of several crates that were stowed at the far end of the passenger compartment. She spent several minutes systematically checking all of the equipment before she finally gave a satisfied nod and sat down in one of the seats opposite Otto.


Theres a fresh uniform in there for you, she said, gesturing toward the crates. That suit has seen better days.


Otto had almost forgotten that he was still wearing the suit hed put on that morning; it seemed a very long time ago now. The rips, scorch marks, and stains that covered it were a powerful reminder of just how much hed been through only a day ago. Unbidden, the memory of his conversation with Wing about their new outfits sprang into his head. The realization that it had been one of the last conversations he would ever have with his friend struck him harder than he expected. Otto supposed that there would be many such moments in the days to come.


Raven spent a few minutes scanning her Blackbox, tapping at the screen with the stylus, an occasional frown furrowing her brow.


Anything I can help with? Otto asked; theyd only been in the air a few minutes, and he was already starting to get bored. The biggest problem with having a brain like his was its intolerance of inactivity; he needed something to do.


You can go over these numbers if you want, she said, tossing the Blackbox to Otto. I need to go talk to the pilot.


Raven got out of her seat and climbed the ladder to the flight deck as Otto looked over the data on the display. The numbers were lists of timings and velocities, all of which had to be precisely right for Ravens insertion into Cyphers base to be successful. It was all just simple physics, really, and Otto couldnt see any flaws in the calculations; if all the equipment worked as designed, there was no reason she should not be able to get inside completely undetected.


There was little more that Otto could do with the Blackbox; Raven had been sensible enough to lock off its other functions before giving it to him. He knew he could get around the lockout with time and the right tools, but at the moment he had neither, so he deactivated the Blackbox and walked over to the crates of equipment at the other end of the compartment.


He quickly found the clean H.I.V.E. uniform Raven had mentioned, and he took the opportunity while she was up on the flight deck to take off the battered suit and change. It was a strange relief to be back in the black H.I.V.E. jump-suit; he was surprised at just how right it felt to be wearing it again. He told himself that it was just the comfort of something familiar in the midst of so much chaos, but a tiny voice at the back of his head asked if he wasnt just getting used to being a student of H.I.V.E., whether he liked it or not. It was a disturbing thought. Otto had always been fiercely independent, and he could remember clearly the determination he had felt to escape the clutches of H.I.V.E. when he had first arrived at the school, but that feeling had faded now. He had been telling himself that he was tolerating life at H.I.V.E. because of his friendship with Wing, but his friend was gone and he could no longer use that excuse. He knew in his heart of hearts that H.I.V.E. was probably the perfect place for him, for better or for worse, but life at H.I.V.E. would be very different without Wing, and he had to make up his mind if it was a life he truly wanted.





The Shroud had been airborne for a couple of hours when Otto felt the passenger compartment tip as the aircraft started to climb. He knew that meant that they must be approaching the drop target and that the pilot would be carefully ascending to the designated altitude. Raven stepped through the small door at the other end of the compartment, having already put on her suit for the jump. What Otto had suggested back in the old warehouse was actually really quite simple. The only way to get past the masses of anti-intrusion devices surrounding the entrance to the cave that appeared to conceal Cyphers secret base was for Raven to be traveling so fast when she passed through the detection grid that the system would assume it was a false reading and ignore her. Thats when the idea of a HALO jump had occurred to Otto. HALO stood for High Altitude Low Opening and was a skydiving technique that had been perfected by special forces around the world. The idea was that an operative would be dropped from a plane at high altitude and would then free-fall for the maximum safe distance, only opening the chute at the last possible moment. There was one small difference in the jump Otto was proposing that Raven make, though. This would be the first time, to his knowledge, that anyone had opened a chute below the ground. Otto knew that generally this was viewed as a bit of a mistake when skydiving, but it was the only way Raven could hope to avoid detection. She had to free-fall into the enormous borehole in the middle of the darkened jungle and only open her chute once she was inside the cave. Raven was probably the only person in the world who would have even thought to try something as patently insane as that, but she almost seemed to be looking forward to it.


Well be at the drop target in a few minutes, she said, fastening the final clips on her parachute. I take it I can trust you to behave yourself for the remainder of the flight to H.I.V.E.?


Hey, its me, Otto replied with a grin.


Which is why the pilot has a sleeper and explicit instructions to use it without hesitation if necessary, Raven replied with a slight smile. Otto doubted that she was joking.


Anyone would think that you dont trust me, he said, raising an eyebrow.


And theyd be absolutely right, Raven replied, checking the screen on the tiny computer that was attached to her rig. The system was preprogrammed to open the chute at exactly the right altitude. All that Raven had to do was drop into a black hole just a couple of hundred meters wide in the middle of the jungle at night. Otto decided that it was probably best not to think too much about the specifics. The real fun would start when Raven reached the bottom of the cave. They still had no idea what was waiting for her down there, but Otto suspected that it wasnt going to be a welcoming committee.


Otto turned as he heard a noise behind them. The pilot was climbing down the ladder from the flight deck.


Raven, the pilot said, I have an urgent message


Raven turned and looked at the pilot, curious.


From Cypher, the pilot continued, raising the sleeper that he was holding.


Raven sprang without hesitation, years of training and experience making thought and action one. If she had not acted so quickly, the sleeper pulse that the pilot fired would have hit her full on rather than just glance off one shoulder, but it still felt like shed been hit by a charging elephant. She collapsed to the deck on her hands and knees, fighting to stay conscious. The pilot stepped down off the ladder and onto the deck, pointing the sleeper straight at her.


Otto knew there was no way he could get to the pilot in time to stop him firing; he was too far away, and unlike Raven he would not be able to take him down unarmed even if he were close enough. He glanced to his side and realized that there was only one thing he could do.


Hey! Otto shouted, distracting the pilot for a second. Why dont you take this outside?


The pilots fleeting look of confusion turned instantly to horror as Otto leaped for the large red button mounted on the wall of the compartment. He slapped his hand down on it hard and snatched at the cargo netting that hung alongside it, holding on for dear life as the rear cargo ramp began to descend. At that point physics took over, and the difference between the air pressure inside the compartment and the thin atmosphere screaming past outside did the rest. The pilot was plucked off his feet, tumbling past Otto, desperately trying to reach for anything he could hang on to, but he was too slowhe was sucked out of the widening gap as the cargo ramp descended. His final scream was lost in the roaring sound of the air rushing out after him.


Raven, still stunned from the sleeper pulse, slid past Otto, and he grabbed at her chute harness. He felt like he was going to be torn in two as he desperately tried to hang on to the cargo net and maintain his fragile grip on her.


Grab on to me, Otto yelled as loudly as he could, his voice sounding pitifully tiny in the roaring chaos. Raven looked at him with confusion for a moment before her survival instincts cut through the aftereffects of the sleeper pulse and she latched on to his ankle with a grip like steel. Now that his arm was free again, Otto flailed at the switch next to the one he had just hit, the control that would raise the cargo ramp again, but it was just out of reach. He made one last desperate effort, stretching for all he was worth until his fingertips brushed the edge of the button. The motor controlling the loading ramp screeched in protest as it fought to close the ramp against the force of the air-pressure differential, but gradually, inch by excruciating inch, the ramp rose. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, it sealed shut, and the Shrouds systems quickly restored air pressure within the compartment.


The compartment was suddenly eerily quiet again; the only sound was Otto and Ravens labored breathing as their lungs fought to extract the oxygen from the air once again. After a few moments Raven tried to get to her feet, but she abandoned the effort when it became obvious that the aftereffects of the near miss from the sleeper were still scrambling some of the messages going from her brain to her legs. She collapsed into one of the nearby seats with a groan, rubbing her temples.


Are you okay? Otto said, genuinely concerned. They were coming up on the drop target, and they were only going to get one shot at this.


I think so, Raven replied weakly, just a bit disoriented.



Weve got to get to the flight deck, Otto said quickly. The fact that the Shroud was not diving toward the ground meant that the autopilot was active, but he still had to find out how long they had till the drop point.


You go, Raven replied. Im going to need a minute before Im climbing any ladders.


Otto nodded and walked to the ladder.


The autopilot display is on the central console, Raven said. We just need the ETA at the drop waypoint.


No problem, Otto said, quickly climbing the ladder. The flight deck was crowded with displays and controls, but Otto knew what he was looking for. On the central display was a screen displaying a map and columns of numbers, which Otto guessed had to be waypoint coordinates. He quickly scanned the display and saw what he was looking for.


Three minutes until the drop point, he shouted down the hatch to the lower compartment.


Okay, Raven replied, we can still do this. The autopilot will take you back to H.I.V.E. after Ive made the drop. She knew that the systems on board were sophisticated enough to return to the island and that H.I.V.E. mind would then ensure that the Shroud would make a safe landing. Shed just need a few seconds to check the flight plan and lock out the controls so Otto would not be able to interfere with them. He might have just saved her life, but there was no way that she was going to leave someone like Otto Malpense unsupervised with an unlocked autopilot system. Knowing him, hed probably already worked out how to fly the thing. She knew that it was risky and that Nero wouldnt approve, but they couldnt afford to delay this operation for the time it would take her to fly him back to H.I.V.E. herself.


Otto was distracted by a flashing display on another console of flight controls.


UmI dont think thats going to be an option, he said, staring at the display.


What do you mean? Raven asked urgently, getting slowly and unsteadily to her feet and walking toward the ladder.


We have a bigger problem, Otto replied, still staring at the words on the flashing display.





SELF-DESTRUCT SYSTEM INITIALIZED


2:56


2:55


2:54





I hope that you learn as quickly as Ive been told, Raven said as she snapped the final clips in place on Ottos chute harness.


Otto didnt reply; he was too busy staring at Ravens Blackbox as screen after screen of text and diagrams flicked past. Learning wasnt really the word for what he was doing; absorbing would probably be a better way of putting it. He was fairly certain that this was not the way anyone was supposed to train for their first HALO jump, but it wasnt as if they had any other option.


Raven checked the display on the jump control unit, confirmed that it was functioning correctly, then glanced at her watch.


One minute, she said matter-of-factly, and pulled two helmets out of the equipment crates. She silently offered a prayer of thanks that whoever had loaded the Shroud had followed standard operating procedure and packed backups of everything; normally it was in case of equipment failure, but in this case it might just save Ottos life.


Otto didnt say anything. He just increased the speed at which the pages of the HALO training manual were flicking past on the Blackboxs display. He was nearly through it, and he just had to hope that he now knew enough to survive the next few minutes.


Okay, done, Otto said after a couple more seconds, tossing the Blackbox onto one of the seats and taking a deep breath.


If by some miracle you get down there in one piece, stay put. Ill find you, Raven said tersely. She jammed the helmet onto Ottos head, plugged in the cable from the jump control unit, and snapped the visor shut. The helmet absorbed any sound from the Shroud; all Otto could hear was the gentle hiss of the oxygen that the jump rig was feeding to his helmet. Otto watched as the helmets head-up display flickered into life, displaying streams of coordinates and velocities. He might now know on an intellectual level how the system worked, but he also knew that there was a world of difference between memorizing the entire training manual and having actual practical experience.


Raven put her own helmet on and slapped the wall switch that would depressurize the compartment, equalizing the differential between the pressure inside the doomed aircraft and the high-altitude atmosphere outside. Otto had no exact measure of how long they had until the explosive charges hidden around the Shroud would detonate, but he knew they could only have seconds left.


A green light came on above the switch that Raven had pressed, and she gave Otto a thumbs-up before hitting the control to lower the cargo ramp. There was no roar of escaping air as the ramp lowered this time, but the noise of the Shrouds engines grew suddenly louder. Raven gestured urgently for him to move forward onto the ramp, and Otto tried very hard not to think about the fact that he was about to throw himself out of a perfectly good aircraft twenty-five thousand feet above the ground.


Raven stood alongside him and held her watch up in front of his face; the countdown timer she had synched with the self-destruct display showed ten seconds remaining. Knowing he had no other choice, Otto ran toward the edge of the loading ramp and threw himself forward into the blackness.
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