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Jack ignored the pressure in his head alerting him to her
arrival. She stayed quiet, and he happily did likewise, focussing
on the road.

Her presence had just begun to irritate as the dashboard's com
unit beeped. He flicked the monitor on, and Captain Lee
appeared.

Rubbing his hand over his head, towards his receded blonde
hairline, Lee stared hard over the thin rims of his glasses.
"Crawford," Lee wasted little time with greetings, his tone
stressed. "We've got a spike on Rosemont Drive, in the mall. Get
over there."

"Yes, sir." He steered the car to the next right, siren whining
as he sped up. His current assignment, investigating rumours of
rogue psychics, would likely prove unproductive, anyway. Still,
it'd be preferable to dealing with a telepathic talent emerging in
a crowded mall. Spiking was painful enough for isolated victims. In
a crowd, the sudden influx of thoughts resulted in lashing out with
bursts of psychic pain, increasing the crowd's agitation, which in
turn increased the psychic's distress, a cycle which could result
in fatalities.

"Taylor's en route," said Lee. "But you're closer. The
information's been routed to Ms. Cartwright. Call if you need
anything." The screen clicked off.

What've we got? Jack thought at her.

It's a boy, maybe seventeen, Lydia thought back, her
tone one of professional detachment. There're at least a couple
of dozen civilians who didn't escape the cascade. It looks like
he's currently in a lull, but they're in no state to take advantage
of it. Regulars are holding a strict perimeter. The first
responding officer got caught, and had to be dragged out.

He have a baffler? Psi-bafflers, barely twice as thick
as a handset, gave some protection against forceful psychic
intrusions, such as could be expected from a spike. Not as much as
a telepathic partner offered, and the bafflers carried by the
regular police weren't as strong as those of SPI officers, but they
usually protected against spikes. Long enough for the Specialist
Psychic Intervention unit to be dispatched, anyway.

Unknown, thought Lydia. But it didn't protect him
if he did. According to Markham,
Taylor should be only a minute or two behind us.
Elijah Markham was Taylor's assigned telepath. Try not to be
too intimidated by a proper detective.

I am a proper detective, he thought back in a tightly
controlled frame of mind. It's telepaths who don't need much
training.

So those weren't concerns about him thinking you're an
amateur I saw skulking about back there? You're not afraid he'll
arrest you for impersonating a police officer?

Jack suppressed his initial response before it crossed his mind,
and tried to calm his rising temper.

Lydia continued before he could offer a calm response. It's
understandable. He’s a decorated officer, among the first to be
partnered with a telepath, and certainly the most experienced. And
you're…   well…  here to keep your family happy.

He gritted his teeth at her interpretation, but knew from
experience that arguing the truth would just leave him more
uptight. And I'm sure you wouldn't want to look bad in front of
your mentor and secret crush.

I don't have a secret crush on
Markham.

Well it's not secret, since I know, but…

And he's not my mentor, he just helped me acclimatise to
this life.

He groomed you for your role? thought Jack.

His head chilled a touch as she responded. He showed me how
to do the job professionally.

Does he professionally irritate Taylor
like this before a hostage situation?

It's not a hostage situation. Her thoughts sharpened.
The boy doesn't want the others there, increasing his
agony.

Nevertheless, lives are at stake, so I need to focus, if you
don't mind.

Please, I'm sure it'll be an interesting
experience.

Her presence remained, watching his every thought, but he
refused to give her the satisfaction of asking for a less invasive
link. Instead he started humming.

Don't, she thought.

"Lydia, oh Lydia… " Jack started singing aloud.

Don't start that. Irritation grew in her tone. It's
one little tattoo. A moment later, a forceful huff washed over
him, and the pressure in his head eased as her mind retreated,
maintaining only a light link between them.

As he turned onto Rosemont, the congregated police cars
highlighted his destination. The posts on the corners pulsed with
red lights, indicating they'd kill the charge of any unauthorised
vehicle travelling more than a few metres along the road. His
authority recognised, he received no warning buzz from his car.

Pulling up near the assembly, he got out, popping the trunk. A
thought drew Lydia to the forefront of his mind, and she scanned
the area. Leaving her to it, he pulled out the padded suit, hastily
donning it. The padding should be unnecessary with a telepath, but
protocol demanded it, in case of telekinetic or psychokinetic
abilities. Telepathic and kinetic abilities were rarely found in
one individual, but it wasn't unheard of.

Dressed in his street clothes, he drew a few curious glances
from nearby police officers. Spotting the dark blue of the SPI
uniform on his protective gear, they returned their attention to
the mall. While the glances he received were mild compared to those
telepaths got, they did irritate him. Even those in the Hive, the
home of the SPI's telepaths, got viewed with suspicion.

The trousers on, he replaced his regular gun with a tranq gun,
and gave a quick check of the psi-baffler at his belt.

Taking out a screamer, he checked that it appeared in working
order, and that the timer was set at three seconds. The six inch
diameter disc, around an inch and a half thick, it was primarily
casing to protect the device inside when thrown at a target. When
triggered, it emitted a psychic pulse which knocked out most
telepaths who didn't have their minds closed. Brutal and blunt, it
could be necessary with spikes. Tranquilizers were more likely to
allow a final, powerful outburst, so with civilians endangered,
screamers were preferred, despite their brutality.

Reassured the screamer seemed operational, Jack grabbed the
padded jacket and helmet as he shut the trunk, pulling the jacket
on as he approached the main group.

He's in a quiet phase, thought Lydia. But he feels
fragile. I don't want to risk reaching out unnecessarily. Talking
may do more good in this state.

Jack said nothing as he approached the officer in charge, one of
the few not pointlessly using a car as a shield. Some officers sent
glances his way as he passed, but most focussed on the mall.

Don't stare at her butt like that, thought Lydia.

What? Jack's stride slipped slightly at the
comment.

Her response came in a strained frame of mind. That police
officer you just passed, you were looking at her…

I was not…

Excuse me! I'm right behind your eyes.

So she happened to be between me and the mall entrance when
I scanned it. You realize your overreacting, don't you?

He felt the disdain of her mental glare. The mall entrance
doesn't extend that low.

Fine. His eyes found another female officer.

Stop comparing her to me that way!

Then get your mind back on the job.

The Captain nodded a tight greeting as Jack approached. "Captain
Parker." Broad-shouldered, his dark red hair flecked with more than
a smattering of grey, he didn't take his eyes from the mall for
more than a few seconds at a time.

"Detective Crawford, SPI," said Jack. "How long's he been
quiet?"

"Couple of minutes. I haven't risked sending anyone in since my
officer was dragged out. No civilians out in the last five
minutes."

Jack nodded. "Your man have a baffler?"

"Yeah." Parker ducked into one of the cars, emerging with the
bagged remains of a burnt-out baffler.

Jack examined the device, pulling it apart too easily.

"Captain Parker?" a calm voice approached them. "Detective
Taylor, Specialist Psychic Intervention Unit."

Jack glanced up at Taylor, exchanging a brief nod. He'd attended
some of Taylor's training sessions, and seen him around the
station, but they'd never spoken. His dark hair greying at the
temples, as closely cropped as Jack's light brown hair, he moved
calmly, wearing the uniform far more comfortably than Jack felt in
it. Slightly taller, and a little wider than Jack's athletic build,
he moved with an easy sense of authority, which Jack had to admit,
although not in his surface thoughts, made him feel like a
rookie.

Taylor nodded at the baffler as he took in the scene.
"Anything?"

"Burned out. It's not the latest model, but the remaining
circuitry appears in working condition. Looks like it suffered an
overload."

"So we're looking at a powerful telepath. Shielding's out,
then." While telepaths could smother another telepath's abilities,
it wasn't easy, and could only be done to a notably weaker
telepath. Even with two telepaths working together, and Markham was
one of the most powerful and skilled, they wouldn't know if it was
possible until they tried, and given how jumpy a spike would be,
failing to do so could exacerbate matters. "Okay, I'll take
lead."

Jack nodded.

You're not even going to defend me.

Sighing inwardly, Jack thought back. Do you think you could
block more than Markham? The main reason for
partnering SPI officers with telepaths was to provide protection
from the psychic battering telepaths, especially newly exploded
ones, could unleash. SPI training allowed blocking memories and
deeper thoughts from telepathic probing, but surviving sheer
psychic attacks required either a baffler, which only blunted the
damage, or a telepathic partner.

Lydia didn't respond, but her presence fumed.

"You know tech stuff?" Taylor asked as he fastened his jacket,
keeping the helmet in hand. Covered faces could be intimidating,
and might freak the young telepath out.

Jack returned the baffler to Parker and finished fastening his
jacket. "Transferred from tech crimes when I was found compatible
with a telepath." He donned his helmet, but kept the visor up.

With a quick check of his own baffler, Taylor approached the
mall, glancing back at Jack. "I'll try talking first, and Elijah
will try calming his mind. If he’s about to spike, Elijah and Ms.
Cartwright can try to shield him. We'll let them orchestrate that.
If it doesn't work, we'll probably have to use a screamer. Our
partners can warn each other when to break contact. Stay a short
way behind me, and if he breaks through Elijah's protection and the
baffler, use your screamer."

Jack nodded as they entered the building. The glistening clean
floors and walls, intended to be inviting, felt cold. He took up
position a few steps behind Taylor, assuming a similarly calm,
unthreatening posture, as their boots clunked over the faint
background muzak.

Their target sat amid a crowd of splayed pedestrians, the only
one not flat to the floor. They radiated out from a sporting goods
store. Hunched up, legs clasped to his chest, the boy's face was a
picture of distracted agony. That he sat facing them, partly
obscured by the shops entrance, made using tranq guns difficult,
especially since they'd need to get close to use them with
accuracy.

As they drew nearer, whimpers drifted from the prostrate
civilians, a few dazed glimpses meeting their approach.
Fortunately, none made any move, probably too dazed to try.

Taylor held his arms wide as their target finally focussed on
them.

Jack felt Lydia's tension, but kept it from his face and
stance.

Before Taylor could speak, a crack came from a street
window.

Jack instinctively ducked into a crouch, a glance showing him a
small hole in the glass, cracks spreading from it. Agony slammed
into his mind, dazing him.

He shook it away, trying to work out whether the police had
opened fire. He realized no sound had accompanied the shot other
than the window, even as he noticed Lydia was no longer in his
mind. A quick glance found Taylor on the floor, blood coming from
the hole in his head.

Instinctively yanking down his visor, Jack caught sight of the
telepath's eyes widening in agony, and felt the force of his
psychic scream, preceding the vocal screams of the civilians. His
baffler joined in with a screech, pushing its limits. Grabbing the
screamer, he flicked the switch and slid it towards the boy, even
as his baffler sputtered, a flood of agony crashing against his
mind as he lost consciousness.

 

*

 

Jack? Lydia's concern filtered through the fog greeting
his return.

Opening his eyes to a face which didn't match the voice, he
managed to mumble, "What happened?"

"Sniper," said Parker. "We're searching the crowd and
surroundings, but we didn't see or hear the shot."

Markham's down. Catatonic. Whatever happened made
him send out a psychic scream that left most of us… Lydia's
thoughts juddered to a halt as Jack turned to regard Taylor.

Stumbling to his feet, with Parker's help, Jack approached the
body.

"The spike's down," said Parker. "There don't seem to be
fatalities among the civilians, although a few haven't come round
yet."

Jack ignored the bustle of nearby officers and medical staff,
his attention on Taylor's wound. He confirmed what his rushed
glance earlier had told him. "It's a psykin."

Parker's gaze fixed on him. "A psychokinetic? You're sure?"

Jack nodded, a wave of dizziness accompanying the inadvisable
move. "The shape and size of the entry wound is wrong for a bullet,
and it explains why you didn't see or hear anything". While
telekinetics could lift and manipulate objects with their minds,
psychokinetics lacked the fine control necessary for that, the
anger that usually drove them manifesting in pure force. From the
wound, this psykin appeared to have a relatively tight control over
his abilities. Lydia, thought Jack.

I'm scanning the area, but he's had a couple of minutes, so
he's probably cleared out.

You didn't get anything before?

I'd have told you if I had, she thought sharply.
There were a lot of people out there, all fairly loud, I
can't…

I wasn't blaming you, he thought. Unless this was
an opportunistic shot, they were likely expecting us, so they'd
have taken precautions against telepathic scans. The question is,
why shoot Taylor? Or why just
Taylor? I ducked at the shot, but it was a second
before my visor was down, so they'd have had time.

You think psychokinetics are targeting SPI
officers?

One targeted this officer. Let Lee know, get the others
warned.

The pressure in his head eased with Lydia's retreat, and he let
Parker guide him to a seat. He made sure it didn't have an outside
view, just in case. He sat a while, recovering his equilibrium, and
watched the victims being helped, or wheeled, from the mall. The
young telepath was wheeled out, strapped down and heavily sedated,
although the screamer should put him out for a few hours.

Lydia returned, silent a while as he felt her scan the area. The
long silence indicated her lack of success. Nothing, she
eventually thought in frustration.

They'd have cleared out before the police could identify
everyone in the area.

What do we do now?

Jack shook his head. There are enough cameras covering the
area, forensics are getting stuff set up to work out the
trajectory. He turned to let Lydia see them at work. They
should get us a face within the hour.

At a beeping from his pocket, Jack withdrew his handset,
flipping it on to meet Captain Lee's concerned gaze. "You
okay?"

"Just about," said Jack. "You know anything?"

"Only what we're getting from the scene, which is garbled. They
said you were down a while?"

"Yeah, the spike blew my baffler, and Lydia was off line due to
Markham going down."

"It affected most telepaths on line at the time."

"Any other officers attacked?"

"No. I've warned everyone in the field, but we'd have had word
from the Hive if any other telepaths had gone down."

"Any news on Markham?" said Jack, feeling Lydia's thoughts
tense.

"On his way to the nearest hospital. He seems stable, and brain
activity's within safe parameters, but he's not responding. What
exactly happened? You're sure it was a psykin?"

"Relatively. We were approaching the spike when the shot came
from outside. Probably among the onlookers."

"Why wait till you were inside? Couldn't they have got a closer
shot before you entered?"

"Probably." Jack went over the sequence of events. "Unless the
sniper'd been following Taylor, and didn't get into position until
we were in. They wouldn't have been able to drive up the street,
which could explain the delay. Or maybe they wanted everyone
focussing on a danger in the mall, giving them cover to get
clear."

Lee's mouth creased in thought. "The police on site can deal
with the scene, I want you back here. I'm recalling all officers
until we know what's going on. If you're not up to driving
yourself, get someone… "

"I'm fine," said Jack.

"Okay, get back as soon as you can." The image went black and
Jack replaced the handset.

Are you sure you're okay to drive? thought Lydia.
You're still slightly dizzy, and a bit shaky from the
adrenaline fading.

I'm fine. He took a deep breath to calm himself, and
stood, waiting a second to ensure he had his balance before
moving.

Yeah, great. You're fine, she thought in a snarkier
than usual tone. Be sure and let me know if you're about to
crash the car so I can vacate your mind.

I'll try not to inconvenience you too much. About to crash
the car now.

She didn't respond. Her presence felt more immediate than usual,
and the hints of agitation indicated she was still shaken. When
she'd shut down earlier, it had been an abrupt withdrawal from his
perspective, the accompanying pain as though from a door being shut
in his face. He had no idea how painful it'd been for her. The
feedback to Markham had been enough to apparently shut down his
mind. How much of that had been passed on to the other telepaths?
Was Lydia's increased presence an unconscious way of seeking
comfort?

I'm sorry, I didn't mean that to sound harsh. He picked
his words with care, the hint of suspicion in her presence feeling
brittle. Are you okay? Are you up to handling this or do you
want a chance to recover?

I'm fine. Her presence withdrew, her tone taking on a
formal, chilly edge. And perfectly capable of doing my
job.

I didn't mean that you… He took another deep breath as
he calmed his thoughts. Had she taken that as him wanting her out
of his head? Fine, he couldn't afford the time to coddle her.
Moving towards his car, Jack kept his thoughts tightly reined.

 

*

 

He'd only gone a few blocks when Parker contacted him, informing
him the cameras had been broken shortly before the shooting, an
initial examination showed damage consistent with a psychokinetic.
They intended to examine the preceding footage to try identifying
who'd shot the cameras. It would have required little more than a
glance, and they had no idea where the sniper might have shot them
from. Presumably not the spot from which he'd shot Taylor, if he
had any sense. So they'd be unlikely to get anything quickly.

He cursed inwardly, and felt conspicuous under Lydia's scrutiny.
He calmed his mind. If the rest of the crowd hadn't moved much
between the cameras going down and the shooting, we could find
those near where the shot to Taylor came from, and one of you could
go through their memories, get a picture of the psykin.

Her presence tensed. Need I remind you how difficult that
would be to use as evidence?

No. I was thinking in terms of stopping him before he kills
again. It wouldn't be inadmissible, anyway, if we just using it to
get a picture, and then the witnesses can pick him out.

If they can pick him out. If it's just from their peripheral
memory, we'd have to enhance it, and we'd be accused of messing
with their minds. Or is that what you want?

Despite the brittleness in her tone, he couldn't rein in his
growing irritation. What the hell's that supposed to mean? Why
do you have to act like everything I do is aimed at you? Do you
think I'm any happier in here than you?

Well then maybe we should just end it all. Let's just go and
tell Lee all about our relationship.

You won't do that, thought Jack.

Why not?

Because I'll likely get reassigned, at most fired, which I
might not be happy about, but I can live with. You on the other
hand… Considering how difficult it was to find someone compatible
with your mind, do you really think you'll be able to stay in the
Hive?

We're valuable resources. There was more than a hint of
defensiveness in her tone. More valuable than someone who's
just trained to do a job.

Not so valuable that a breach of protocol, and difficulty
finding a compatible partner, wouldn't be taken into
account.

So I get reassigned to one of the other jobs we're allowed.
So what?

So you're no longer in the Hive, thought Jack.
Which means you'll get viewed with more suspicion, a virtual second
class telepath, and third class citizen. That's why you volunteered
for the Hive, isn't it? To get that little bit closer to living a
normal life?

The pressure grew in his head, her fury seething uncomfortably,
which only increased his irritation.

I'm trying to drive. If you're going to have a tantrum,
please do it outside my head.

Don't think at me in that frame of mind! Do you think I want
to be stuck in this… She stopped as his comm unit beeped, but
he felt her fuming, making her presence known.

Lee's face appeared, wrinkled with concern. "Markham's ambulance
has been ambushed, he's been abducted."

The pressure on his mind changed as Jack felt Lydia's attention
focus. "When? Professional job?"

"Looks like it. It was halfway to the hospital, in a relatively
quiet spot. The cameras went down a couple of minutes beforehand.
The ambulance had only one of the Hive's security officers aboard.
He was taken down. Sounds like a psykin."

"How's the officer and paramedics?"

"Alive. The paramedics were attacked mentally, so we've got
telepaths, too."

"How far from the mall was the attack? Could it have been the
same psykin, or are we looking at a couple of them?"

Lee shrugged. "It's within range, but we're assuming more than
one."

"Do you want us at the scene?"

"No, I want you back here. Most of the others are here already,
and I want everyone off the streets, in a secure location. For the
moment I want to leave the investigation to the regulars. If it's
not just an attack on a single officer… "

"Then it could be an orchestrated attack on the SPI," said
Jack.

"Exactly. So stay alert, and get here as fast as you can."

The screen went blank, and Jack sped up, his eyes scanning the
road. He felt Lydia scan for threatening thoughts. While she'd be
unlikely to get anything from other telepaths, a psykins could be
more open. Not that it was likely he'd be a target. The route from
the Hive to the hospital was fairly predictable, so easy to plan
for. And Taylor and Markham, as the most experienced SPI
operatives, would be the optimal targets for an attack.

But why abduct Markham? Assuming he and Taylor were the intended
targets, and the ambush wasn't to abduct whichever telepath was
affected by whoever they could kill. Were they trying to make sure
he didn't wake and become a problem? Or were they hoping to use
him? If they wanted him out of the way, killing him would've been
more efficient. But how could they know that the feedback would
leave him unconscious and needing transportation to the
hospital?

Will you stop thinking like that, Lydia thought in an
irritated tone.

Jack hadn't realised how near the surface he'd let his thoughts
drift. I can't. This is how my mind works.

And I'm stuck in it, she thought, bitterly.

Look, we need to work out their goals, okay. So do you want
to help, or continue whinging?

Fine. So they wanted him alive. You think they want to
recruit him?

Possibly. We don't know if he's the primary or secondary
target. Did they kill Taylor purely to get him
out, or did they want both neutralized? If
Markham's the primary, why risk damaging him by
killing his partner? I can see taking Taylor out
as a way to avoid Markham being tracked, and
possibly to get him out of the Hive, since he's strong enough to
give them trouble. His thoughts silenced a moment. Which
assumes…

Don't. Her thoughts grew sharp.

What?

I'm in here with you. I saw what you just thought.

Jack resisted sighing. I'm trying to consider all the
possibilities.

You're considering Markham could be a part
of it. You didn't feel the pain he broadcast when
Taylor died.

And you didn't feel him in Taylor's mind
when he died. You're assuming he was, that he didn't break contact
a moment before, blast the rest of you, then fake the
coma?

Lydia's thoughts roiled. I hate you. And I hate being so
close to your mind.

Because you're considering it an option, thought
Jack.

Only because you put the thought there.

Why shouldn't I consider it?

She seemed to get a grip on her anger, forcing her mind, with
effort, to calm. After a few moments, she responded in a shakily
cold tone. Because your feelings about me are colouring your
opinion of telepaths. You have nothing to base this suspicion
on. Markham has been a loyal SPI operative for a
long time.

Good, thought Jack.

What? Is this supposed to be a test?

No, it’s a way of keeping the thinking on track by having
someone to offer another opinion. And you're right, there doesn't
seem to be anything to suggest Markham is in any
way involved.

Thank you. The suspicion didn't leave Lydia's tone.

It doesn't mean they don't have someone inside the
Hive.

I hate you.

Really? You've kept that quiet. Jack ignored her mental
glower. We can assume this group would need warning to prepare.
Monitoring the police frequency could provide warning of a spike,
but if they wanted a particular target they'd need someone on the
inside to inform them who's assigned where. And when the target is
on duty, so their ambush team isn't sitting around for
days.

Okay, I can see that, but how can you be sure their mole
would be in the Hive, and not SPI?

Even support staff for SPI and the police would be checked
for psychic ability. Assuming this is a group of rogue psychics,
the Hive's the only place a telepath could infiltrate.

After a moment, he felt her thoughts grudgingly agreeing.
Okay, I concede it's a possibility. So what do we do about
it?

 For the moment, keep your eyes open for suspicious
activity.

Spy on my friends, you mean? Her thoughts cooled.
Fine. But just 'cause I'm agreeing with the possibility, don't
think for a moment I don't still hate you.

It'll take more than a moment to get my head around the idea
you're agreeing with me.

That's because you're slow.

No, thought Jack. I'm pretty certain it's the
unfamiliarity of the feeling.

I can see how feelings would be unfamiliar to you.

Now we're on familiar territory. Unwarranted bilious
personal attacks.

Unwarranted? I don't know whether I'm more amazed you can
think that without a hint of irony, or that you're using the word
bilious.

Amazed but not speechless, I notice. He pulled the car
up outside the SPI building.

I'm afraid that would probably take you acting like an
actual human being to…

Jack was barely out of the car when the shockwave sent him
flying, the crash in his head numbing his senses as Lydia was
ripped away. As his wits recovered, he recalled the flash out of
the corner of his eye, and turned to see the SPI headquarters,
smoke billowing from its shattered side, flames visible within.

Its side a virtual wall of glass, the building had always been
shinier than the older, more concrete, police headquarters
adjacent. Now only a few windows encircling the left side of the
building remained, the others blasted clear, or with only a few
slivers of glass remaining.

His hearing had barely recovered for him to hear running behind
him, and he started as officers rushed past from the police
headquarters. A couple stopped, helping him to his feet after
they’d ensured he seemed uninjured. Others tried finding ways into
the building, to help survivors. His car had been between him and
the explosion, and paid the price for his protection. It’d be of
little use in the immediate future, if ever again.

His thoughts cohering, he called to Lydia. Nothing. A spike of
panic raced through him as he considered most of the Hive would
probably have suffered backlash from the SPI officers caught in the
explosion. Even indirectly, he didn't want to consider how much of
it Lydia must have felt, considering how shaken she'd been by one
telepath experiencing his partner's death. He felt the urge to go
to her, but knew the support staff at the Hive had been trained, as
much as they could be, to deal with such things. Not on this scale,
though. Even if any telepaths weren't in touch with their partners
at the time, he doubted they'd be unaffected.

That left them vulnerable. The thought sent adrenaline coursing
through him. This had to be the same group that killed Taylor, and
now the city's telepathic resources were temporarily out of play.
The smart move would be to neutralize them permanently.

He shrugged off the supporting hands as he moved towards the
police parking area. "Get backup to the Hive, it'll be the next
target. Make sure you've got bafflers."

Jack moved to the nearest police car, the adrenaline all that
kept his legs from collapsing. His id card allowed him access to
the vehicle. He pulled off barely a second after it checked his
retinas.

With a curse he leaned to the glove box, but an empty baffler
compartment greeted him, and his had blown at the mall. So unless
Lydia regained her senses in time, he'd be vulnerable.

Speeding along, he kept calling to her.

 

*

 

He'd covered half the distance, still five minutes out, by the
time her mind groggily responded. You okay? he thought
with urgency.

Not sure yet. Everyone went down at once. Her thoughts
sounded shaky, and he sensed her fighting for a fragile calm.
What happened?

Explosion at SPI.

She emenated dull shock, but said nothing.

Probably a bomb, he thought. So it's likely the
Hive'll be the next target.

Her shock solidified. Here? You think there's a bomb here
too?

Not a bomb. It'd be harder to get in undetected. And they'd
have set them off together. No, the one at SPI would disorient the
telepaths, leaving you vulnerable. How many of you are still
active?

Not many. A few were resting, and there's some whose
partners mustn't have been there at the time. The others…
Lydia's thoughts ebbed a moment, but he still felt the connection,
if not as strong. She was probably trying to compose her thoughts.
She returned moments later. The agony cascaded, and… A couple
are dead, and we've no way of knowing if the others will recover.
If there are telepaths coming, I don't know that those of us still
conscious are in a state to defend ourselves.

Then get out.

Her thoughts grew distressed. We can't leave them
unprotected.

Backup's on the way. Whatever they're doing, they probably
need all the telepaths out of the way. You just said you can't do
anything to stop them, so you, and anyone that can, need to get out
of there. Use the rear entrance. If they send anyone to cover it,
it’ll be a smaller force. If you work together you may be able to
deal with them. I should be there in a few minutes. Unless you're
in danger of being caught, stay inside until I'm near.

Your car can't take more than three or four passengers, and
there's six of us.

My car's toast, he thought. I've got a police unit.
It's a bit bigger, but you'll just have to squeeze. Unless you want
to try running for it.

What about trying to deal with the intruders? The hope
in her tone sounded forced, as though she knew it'd be a bad idea.
If they are rogue telepaths, you can use a couple of screamers
while we're close-minded, then we can deal with any
kinetics.

I don't know if I've got any screamers. There might be one
in the boot, but that's unlikely. Our primary arsenal was under the
SPI building, so until we can access it, I don't want to use up a
limited resource unnecessarily.

She didn't respond immediately, her attention on moving the
others with her. Jack focussed his attention on the road, alert for
signs of suspicious activity.

He'd barely a block to go when he caught the spike in her
anxiety. There are intruders in the building. I can feel the
security personnel being shut down at the front entrance.

Are you nearly at the rear?

Almost. There's only five of us. Adrian
insisted on staying to help the others.

Okay, can you sense any trouble at the rear
entrance?

Not yet, but if there's telepaths there, we wouldn't
necessarily.

He flashed her his view of the front of the building. Unless
there's trouble inside, stay out of sight until I come into view,
then look out to see if you can see anyone. Keep me shielded, and
deal with them when I've got their attention.

Okay. A nervous tightness came through in her
thoughts.

Jack focussed on his surroundings as he neared the front of the
Hive, moving fast, but not suspiciously so. A seven storey oval
structure, widening as it rose, the Hive was a couple of storeys
taller than the surrounding buildings. Around thirty metres
separated it from its nearest neighbour. Knowledge of its occupants
tended to give it a wide berth from pedestrians, and Jack had
always felt the mirrored glass surrounding it gave it a vaguely
ominous feel.

He spotted a few strangers keeping casual watch, but no signs of
what must be happening inside. A couple of vans stood near the
front entrance, their drivers also keeping watch. A moment after
his gaze met one, Jack felt a slight pressure in his head. His
training allowed him to resist such casual searching with ease, but
it'd alert them to the presence of someone with such training.

His car moved out of their sight, and turned down the rear
street, familiar enough from the times he'd collected Lydia. He
didn't catch a glimpse of any intruders at first, but the psychic
barrage arrived with Lydia's warning. It failed to break through
her protection, but not by much.

He spotted them a moment later, three figures in an alleyway
between the adjacent buildings. A pair focussed on the group Lydia
led from the Hive. The third stared at Jack, and from the way he
held out his hand, he probably wasn't a telepath. Confirmation came
in the form of a trashcan, ripped from its moorings and hurled
against the car. A telkin. Fortunately, the trashcan was
lightweight enough that it did little damage, but while he couldn't
see more useful debris around, Jack didn't want to risk his
attacker finding anything.

The telkin disappeared as Jack returned his attention to the
other two. Not a good sign. As Jack approached Lydia's group
moments later, the telkin returned, launching a fire extinguisher
at the car.

The thing smashed through the side window. The bullet-proof
glass slowed the impact so the missile only slammed Jack's side
rather than doing serious damage. As it was, he barely controlled
the car enough to avoid hitting Lydia. The impact numbed his arm,
and once he'd stopped the car he had to reach his uninjured arm
across with his gun to fire at them, catching one of the telepaths
squarely in the chest as they dove for cover.

One of Lydia's group grunted, hopefully just picking up on the
fallen telepath's pain. Not as strongly as the other rogue
telepath, who fell, grasping his head.

His passengers loaded, Jack hit the gas, but the car lurched to
the side instead, and a glance showed the telkin straining to hold
them in place. Releasing his good hand's hold on the wheel, Jack
grabbed the gun. He sent a couple of quick shots at the telkin. He
missed, but the distraction broke the man's concentration, and the
car shot forward. Droppig the gun, Jack grabbed the wheel.

The car juddered again as the telkin tried to resume his
strategy, but their momentum stoped him getting a solid grip, and
they soon turned from sight. Jack was anxious to get a fair
distance away before doubling back to the safety of the police
headquarters.

"Anyone hurt?" He said.

Despite their shock, none of his passengers seemed to have been
injured in their flight. He exchanged a glance with Lydia. While
dressed more casually than she'd usually be outside of the Hive,
her shoulder-length dark hair remained immaculate. Neither her
posture nor face gave an indication of the stress he felt through
their bond. Her eyes, however, didn't do as good a job of
concealing her distress, although they seemed to be relaxing, to
mirror the relief Jack had started to feel.

Then the van hit them, emerging from the intersection to slam
the front of the car. He jerked forward, colliding with the
exploding air bag, and quickly recovered his senses as the thing
retracted into the dashboard. His senses didn't return fast enough,
and he barely reacted to Lydia's cry in time to see the fist
shooting through the missing window.

 

*

 

An hour passed before Lydia's thoughts returned. The pressure in
his head was met with relief, and he felt a similar, guarded,
elation in her mind. The danger hadn't passed, but they'd survived
this far.

He'd woken for the second time in barely as many hours to find a
police officer looming over him. The ringing in his head had felt
more substantial this time. His passengers had been taken, and
Lydia hadn't responded to his calls.

Eschewing advice to accept medical assistance, his arm bruised
but not broken, he'd returned to police headquarters, recovering
his strength at a workbench in the arsenal. He continued working as
he thought at Lydia. Are you okay? Where are you?

I think I'm okay, but I don’t know where we are. Her
thoughts felt unsteady. We were hooded, and they shielded our
minds. There’s at least two for each of us. I'm cuffed to a chair
in a small room. Dilapidated, but clean. I'm getting nothing from
the surroundings, I don't know if they're blocking me.

But you can contact me?

Now. It took concentration. I think the link between us is
helping… boosting the signal, or something.

Can you remember how long you travelled from the crash site
to where they're holding you?

I think about twenty minutes, thought Lydia. I'm
not sure. They could have messed with my perceptions. How long has
it been since the crash?

About an hour.

Then probably twenty to twenty-five minutes. Does it
help?

Slightly. They'd want somewhere remote to hold you, but
there's a few areas meeting that description within a twenty-five
minute radius.

Can you get the police to check them out? What about
cameras?

They took down the entire surveillance network. We think
they got to someone at control. If I let the police search, they
could just tamper with their minds to see the places as clear. It
has to be someone with SPI training. While a few others survived
the explosion, they're in no state to help. Those not at HQ tried
contacting their telepaths, but were knocked out by a
backlash.

Concern radiated from Lydia’s mind. Are they going to try
doing the same to you, through me?

They haven't yet, so I think we're safe for the
moment.

She didn't feel reassured. So it's just you?

I have police backup if needed, but with a limited supply of
bafflers.

What about screamers?

Even more limited. I'll have to hit the reserve SPI arsenal
to re-supply. He hesitated. You can't link to me while I'm
there. It's not trust, it's…

I know, she thought. Its location has to be limited
to SPI personnel or high level police with training. Those who can
resist scanning. I'm not offended by the secrecy at the
moment.

He felt her behind his eyes.

What're you working on? she thought.

Modifying a baffler, trying to boost its protection. He
focussed on the detail of his work. Won't last as long, but I
figured if you can't shield me I'll need something extra. And since
they could block you at a crucial moment, I need to finish it
before getting out there. His thoughts tensed. Have you
seen Markham?

They kept me hooded until I was in the room. You think
they'd have him here too?

It's one possibility.

Her thoughts were hesitant. You still think he's
involved? Her stressed tone lacked the irritation of the last
time they'd discussed it.

They took down an SPI officer to get the others congregated
at HQ. Taylor may've been a victim of opportunity, but it's
possibly he was targeted. If they did have someone in the Hive,
it's reasonable they'd want them out before SPI was blown and the
telepaths went into meltdown. Unless they knew for certain the
experience could be survived, they'd want their insider out. Since
some didn't survive, it would seem the smart move.

Lydia was quiet, but he felt her thoughts reluctantly moving
through it. It was a few moments before she responded in a resigned
tone. I still don't believe it. She didn't seem inclined
to argue the point, though. If they planned everything so well,
how come the explosion didn't get you?

Maybe luck. Finishing his work, Jack sealed the device.
Can you use my mind to work out your direction?

I don't think so. I don't know whether it's not having my
bearings, or whether they're affecting my perceptions, but I can't
get a fix on you. It's…

He sensed the sudden alertness in her mind. What is
it?

Movement outside the door. I think they're coming… The
connection ended abruptly, her presence yanked from his head.

Knowing she'd contact him when able, he didn't bother calling.
Forcing down his concerns, he focussed on gathering his
equipment.

 

*

 

Jack? Lydia's thoughts returned, a controlled tone with
an undercurrent he didn't recognize. Or maybe her use of his first
name was throwing him off. Either her concerns had the better of
her or she was sending a message.

He kept his thoughts tightly reined as he responded. Are you
okay?

Peachy. She hated peaches. And the gap till the next
thought felt a touch long. They tried to recruit me.

The possibility she'd agreed and was playing him barely
flickered through his mind. He knew they couldn't offer what she
wanted, as close to a regular life as she could now find, and he
trusted her.

Her frame of mind told him the conversation may not be private,
which he suppressed from his surface thoughts, focussing on the
road. If they could force their way into her mind, they could
penetrate his defences. If so, why hadn't they taken him when they
kidnapped Lydia? Probably they wanted to use their link, which
could be easier if he didn't suspect. He'd let her direct the
conversation until he could determine they were after what he
suspected. Have you managed to determine your
location?

No, thought Lydia. They kept my mind isolated, and
weren't willing to reveal anything unless I agreed to join
them.

You didn't try to play along?

We're telepaths. Her tone regained some of its
customary irritation. Do you really think they'd just take my
word for it?

How many are there? How deeply can they go into your mind,
and how likely am I to be able to keep them out?

She hesitated, probably seeking permission on how much to
reveal, also letting him know they knew she knew they were
observing. He thought about how her presence felt in his mind, but
couldn't detect any difference. He'd experienced other telepaths
during training, and it was possible to distinguish minds. That was
part of the reason partnering with a telepath took matchmaking,
ensuring the minds fit comfortably together. Would it feel
different if they piggy-backed her mind into his?

I've only seen the four, three telepaths and a psykin.
They've got a few other telepaths on site. I could feel four
focussing on my mind while one spoke to me. They can get at my
surface thoughts, but I've resisted them going deeper. Your
training might let you do the same, but…

Memories of his training let him finish the hesitant thought.
It may damage my mind in the process. Non-telepathic minds
were less able to recover from damage caused by intrusive
telepathic contact. While his training allowed him to better resist
them, he'd heard stories of SPI officers left drooling vegetables
by their experiences.

Sorry, she thought in a virtual whisper.

Occupational hazard. He hoped his nonchalance would be
taken as false bravado by anyone eavesdropping, and added a hint of
agitation to sell the thought. In truth, part of him felt mild
surprise that Lydia's safety was more urgent to him. He hastily
suppressed the feelings before they coalesced into thought. Did
you recognize any of them?

No. It was four strangers trying to groom me for their
cult.

Grooming? Was she implying Markham was one of them? Jack noted a
hint of disappointment, which felt alien in not being aimed at him.
Okay, I'm sorry, but you have to stay out of my mind for a
while.

You're near the back-up arsenal? She felt anxious.

Yes, and don't worry. Everything's gonna be peachy. He
did like peaches.

Her anxieties seemed to subside a touch, and her mind calmed as
she responded. Okay, call when you can. And be
careful.

Love you. He froze at the thought, Lydia doing likewise
before she quickly cut the link. Why had he thought that? Quite
apart from the question of how it came into his mind, it gave the
enemy leverage. He shook it away. He couldn't retract it, and had
other matters demanding attention.

He approached the skeletal structure which would ultimately
replace the police headquarters, with integrated SPI facilities. He
glanced over the site, currently deserted over contractual
disputes. Fortunately, his card allowed access. He drove into the
eerily quiet car park surrounding the hollow edifice. While the
bottom few floors seemed relatively complete, apart from the lack
of glass encasing them, the higher floors had only the bones of the
structure, a couple not even having floors.

The armoury would be situated in the basement, already partly
completed, so it was a reasonable location for the secret
cache.

Not that he had any intention of going near the real cache, or
even thinking its location. He had no doubt Markham could've
trained his group to triangulate a position from mental contact,
and since Lydia hadn't bothered steering the conversation, his
guess as to their goal in leaving him alive seemed reasonable.

He probably wouldn't have much time before their people arrived,
so he'd have to set up quickly. Grabbing his pack, he entered the
main building, scanning for the best ambush point. The lobby was
too open. The few entrances would be awkwardly placed for ambushing
anyone, and too easy for them to circle around. He made his way to
the stairwell, and descended.

They'd be able to locate him telepathically. He'd no easy way of
blocking that without Lydia's aid, and trying would arouse
suspicions. Whoever they sent would likely have a kinetic, to work
around his baffler. They'd be the main problem. They'd be unlikely
to send many in after him, since that'd lose them the element of
stealth.

Jack pulled a flashlight from his pack as he reached the
basement, the light from the empty doorframe above having
diminished with his descent. He doubted whoever they sent would be
equipped with night vision goggles, so his should provide a slight
advantage.

He exited the base of the stairwell into the single corridor
leading off from it, which stretched fifty metres before opening
into a larger room. The corridor wall panels lay open in places,
exposing the wiring behind. A few metres wide, it wouldn't afford
much cover in a fire fight, which he hoped to avoid, and should
keep them grouped together.

Emerging into the larger room, he tried the light switch,
blinking in surprise as it worked. He hadn't thought they'd done
this much. It should make things easier, lulling them further in
than if he just had the flashlight. Without a decent light of their
own they might consider it safer to ambush him on the way out, and
try to force the way into the vault out of him.

Entrances on either side of the main room led to where the
secure areas would be located. A bit far from the light switch, but
he didn't intend them getting near enough to see, anyway.

Dropping his pack, he removed the padded suit, donning it with a
calm haste. Had something tickled his mind? He didn't react to it,
keeping his surface thoughts clear, and his deeper thoughts on what
could be taken by a casual scan for concentration on a simple task.
His suit on, he left the helmet, taking the night vision goggles
instead, leaving them pointing up for the moment. He should have
left the light off until checking the faint light filtering down
the stairwell didn't interfere with the goggles. Too late now.

Removing the tranq gun and screamer from the pack, he caught a
faint echo from the stairs, followed by silence as they paused for
his reaction. His thoughts remained stable, and the faint rustle of
hushed movement resumed.

He waited till they'd reached the bottom, and were halfway along
the corridor. Dousing the light, he dropped the goggles, and
launched the screamer down the corridor, bringing his gun around
for any kinetics.

The figures remained disoriented as his eyes adjusted. Five of
them, caught off balance. Enough light filtered down to slightly
blur his vision, but not enough to negate his advantage. The
screamer clicked, and four figures clutched their heads, falling to
the floor, or against the wall and to the floor in the case of the
rearmost one. One remained standing, and Jack hurriedly took aim as
the man raised his hand, a dart hitting him before he could act.
His fall took a moment longer than the others, and in seconds all
lay immobile.

Raising the goggles, Jack switched the light back on, holding
the gun before him as he advanced down the corridor. No further
sounds came from above, and no flickers broke the light filtering
down, so he let himself hope these were the extent of the group
sent for him.

He spotted movement from the supposedly unconscious figure a
fraction too late, as a force slammed into his chest, sending him
flying and stumbling back. While the suit took the brunt of the
impact, his head took a knock from the corridor wall. He took a
moment to recover his senses and to try recovering his feet.
Another blast caught his hand, sending the gun he'd managed to hold
onto flying, and leaving his arm numb. The man from the back of the
pack advanced, one who’d fallen to t screamer. Obviously he wasn’t
a telepath.

Before he could think about diving for the other weapons in his
pack, or even fully regain his feet, another shunt sent Jack flying
into the room, followed by another, and another, until he slammed
against the far wall. A quick succession of slams kept him pinned
until his attacker strode up. Finally getting a look at the man's
tattooed head, Jack recognized him as the one who'd hit him during
Lydia's abduction. This time he used his elbow, bringing it around
to send Jack into another, all too familiar, bout of
insensibility.

 

*

 

The pain in his head, when he regained his senses, drew a
resigned sigh rather than a groan. This is one habit I don't
want to develop, he thought to the world at large.

Hardly your most pressing concern, Detective Crawford.
The thought was more precise than Lydia's, the force behind it
enhanced by both the incompatible mind, and the pulsing of his
head.

Taking in the sparse furnishings, the room brought to mind the
one Lydia had described, and he allowed himself a sliver of hope
he'd been brought to the same place. Markham, you're a
pain somewhere else. I'll work my way down there soon.

Please don't rush on my account. His tone seemed
controlled, with an undercurrent of irritation.

Okay. Jack remained seated, rubbing the sides of his
head. They didn't consider him enough of a threat to consider
cuffing. They'd removed his padded suit, and searched him for
weapons, although they'd left the modified baffler on his belt,
likely a sign of disdain for the limited protection it would afford
him against their power. Their mistake.

Markham soon tired of waiting, and a couple of thugs, one the
psykin who'd knocked Jack out, twice, entered and helped him
roughly to his feet. They escorted him to where Markham held court
amongst a couple of dozen flunkies, none of whom looked especially
friendly towards Jack.

Looking much the same as always, Markham's clean, precise,
clothes stood in marked contrast to the scruffier style of his
followers. His head clear of hair, his penetrating eyes followed
Jack.

The room appeared to be an abandoned storeroom, the scent of
dust more pronounced out here, with a few scattered boxes and
crates seeing use as seating. Markham treated his like a
throne.

Lydia's were the only eyes which appeared glad to see him,
peering above the gag. She sat on a simple chair in the far corner,
hands behind her, still presumably cuffed. Her gaze held a
combination of relief and concern, but he couldn't hear her
thoughts. She was probably shielded.

"You actually managed to shut her up," said Jack.

Lydia's gaze turned to irritation. Her shielding was apparently
dropped at this point, and she thought at him. Well done on
getting captured so efficiently.

I just couldn't stay away from you, he responded.

Next time, please try.

Next time? You're such an optimist.

If I may interrupt this lover's tiff, thought Markham,
disdaining speech. I assume, since you tried ambushing my
people, you know why you're here?

"You want the back-up psi-tech cache," Jack said in a flat
tone.

Correct. It's one of the few potential hurdles to our
continued freedom.

"Or a valuable tool for you to control other telepaths."

Markham's indifferent gaze turned harder. We don't enslave
our own, don't limit how much they can interact with society at
large, or shove them in the oh-so-pretty ghettoes.

No, thought Lydia. You just target them with
terrorist attacks, then kidnap and try to get them to join your
cult.

His gaze swept to her, softening to an aloof patience. A few
more years and you won't be so quick to ignore the bars of your
cage. Or so ignorant as to believe you can ever actually trust one
of them so deeply. Especially a Spikebreaker. He turned to
regard Jack as he spat the word, slang for SPI officers. You do
know that's why you're still alive?

"Our closeness leaves me more vulnerable to her probing."

Markham turned back to Lydia, disappointment, and what might
have been betrayal, in his gaze. Did you believe you could keep
soething like that secret? In the Hive? Even telepathic couples
never lower their defences that far, that soon. The little
questions which arise in every new relationship, the minor doubts
and insecurities, no longer get to hide in your head. Fear of being
hurt takes over, so you pushed each other away, becoming embittered
and trapped together. If I hadn't shielded your frustrations from
the others, the entire Hive would have picked up on it. But you
gave me an opportunity. He turned back to Jack.

"Well, since Lydia doesn't seem to be cooperating," said Jack,
his tone unjustifiably light, "and you must know I'm not going to
be helping you with whatever it is you're trying to achieve, I
suppose you'll be wanting to try taking the information by
force."

What we're going to achieve, Markham thought in a
heavy, even tone, is our freedom from…

"Whatever. Can we skip to the bit about me?"

Markham's gaze turned cold. Very well. We shall, as you say,
take the information by force. I don't imagine we'll leave much of
your mind, so you should say anything you have to say now.

Jack's eyes met Lydia's.

Jack, she thought, but Markham cut her off.

There is of course an alternative. Markham stared at
Lydia, and she reluctantly met his gaze. I know that despite
all the bitterness and hate you still care for each other. Look at
the way he charged in alone to try rescuing you. The only way he
can survive the process is if you help us gain access to his mind.
You know you could do this without damaging him.

"Don't," said Jack.

Lydia met his gaze, her indecision apparent.

Markham didn't turn his eyes from Lydia. Yes, it'll make you
one of us, and your dream of something resembling a normal life,
and believe me a dream is all it is, will be lost. But we can build
a better society, one in which we're not forced to be slaves to
these apes.

Lydia's gaze returned to Markham. It seemed less conflicted.

Seeming to realize his approach was too harsh, Markham's tone
changed. You need to decide how much you're willing to
sacrifice for him.

Uncertainty returned as she met Jack's gaze, and he could almost
see her thoughts, even if he couldn't hear them. Don't, he
sent at her, calm and assured.

Trust slowly replaced the uncertainty, and she glanced back at
Markham.

With a resigned sigh, Markham returned his attention to
Jack.

Lydia met Jack's gaze again, and he felt her presence in his
head, a comforting warmth.

Please do one thing for me, he thought.

What?

Turn off! Stay out of my mind, don't watch.

He held her gaze, but couldn’t be sure she'd gotten the message.
Her mind retreated, though, and she glanced away.

Jack turned back to silently regard Markham.

Without another word or thought, they began, and he felt the
combined minds of numerous telepaths pushing against his
defences.

Markham gave an indifferent glance at the strained beeping of
the baffler at Jack's belt. Even altered to withstand significantly
more force than normal, it wouldn't hold out much longer. He kept
his defences strong for the few moments he had the baffler
supporting him. It finally failed with a loud beep. Followed by the
screams of every active telepath, as the screamer he'd built into
it was triggered.

He staggered slightly, released from the force arrayed against
him.

Five of them remained standing. Markham's kinetics. They seemed
stunned, by more than just what had happened. Had they been linked
to the telepaths? Or had Markham exerted a degree of control over
them? That could've been useful to know earlier.

The one with a tattooed head stood behind him, and recovered a
moment after Jack. Not fast enough to stop the punch which floored
him. And reignited the pain in Jack's bruised shoulder. The others
weren't as close, so he glanced at Lydia.

She'd understood his message, still sat bound to the chair,
awake and alert. More so than the remaining kinetics were after she
blasted their minds.

The only two awake in the room, their eyes found each other.

What would you have done if he'd taken the baffler from
you?

Kept him talking until the timer went off. Of course, I've
no idea how long I was out when they brought me here, so I don't
know how long was left, but… He shrugged. Any more of them
about?

Lydia shook her head. I can't sense any, and I doubt they'd
be hiding from other telepaths.

Their gazes locked for a moment, and the words he'd spoken
earlier tried to pop into his mind. He hastily suppressed them, but
the uncertain look in Lydia's eyes told him she'd, if not spotted
them, probably been considering them.

Glancing away, confused and unable to consider his thoughts in
private, he found a handset on one of the kinetics.

Untie me, she thought.

As soon as I've called in back-up. His mind tensed,
keeping his thoughts blank. He didn't want a stray thought setting
them back down that path.

Lydia seemed to reach the same conclusion, her mind withdrawing
as she waited silently until he'd finished. Free me.

He turned back to regard her, her eyes seeming as uncomfortable
with the comfortable détente as he felt. Things seemed to be
getting a bit too mawkish for his tastes. I'm not sure I want
to. You were willing to let them destroy my mind.

Shocked indignation swept over him. You told me to. I
trusted that you had a plan.

You didn't know that I did, though.

She stopped, staring at his faint grin. This isn't
funny?

He looked at her, bound and glaring. It is a little
bit.

No, funny is me co-opting your bladder control during
roll-call. Now release me.

You can't do that. He hoped. Okay, just one
picture. He held up the handset.

Don't you dare! Rocking forward, she reached her feet,
chair held behind her as she waddled towards him, bent double.

Jack danced away. "C'mon, just one little memento."

Stand still and I'll give you a memento.

"That would be assaulting a police officer."

I'm already cuffed. What've I got to lose?

"Your dignity, if you continue waddling."

She sat back down. I lost that when we first went out.
Truce? The word seemed almost a threat.

The handset dropped to his side, unused, as their gazes met with
an uncertain heat. He sighed. Sure.

Good.

Right. He began searching bodies for keys to the cuffs,
their eyes meeting again in passing. Hate you.

Hate you more.

 

THE END

 

 

 

 

Supplementary material can be found at http://www.garethlewis.eu/Spikebreaker.html
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himself, Jason must solve the murder before his new life falls
apart.



	


Geographicide
(2010)
The world's greatest assassin was hired to kill a country. His
clients are unhappy with the results.



	


Stoneweaver
(2010)
In a flooded world only small peaks dot the seas, with
civilization confined to waterborne cities. Society is ruled by
tyrannous bosses, enforcing their will with an army of thugs and
Stoneweavers, those able to use the remnants of magic. Resources
are conserved by selling the poor into slavery. With such a
cleansing due, what danger do an escaped slave and thief pose to
this fragile society?



	


Allegiances -
first 5 chapters (2010)
When an agency operation is attacked in Athens, Greece, and the
local office is slaughtered, the local fixer and a surviving member
of the operation are left on the run from the Russian mob, cut off
from aid.



	


Blade
Sworn - Chapter 1 (2011)
With nations in chaos, or on the brink of war, hints an ancient
evil may be loose are ignored. Left to deal with the danger are a
princess determined to evade assassins and save her father; a
scribe who learned something he shouldn’t; maybe the last survivor
of the order who bound the ancient evil; an old knight indifferent
to all but his duty; and a group of mercenaries, not all of whom
care.



	


The
Sin of Hope - first 9 chapters (2012)
A secret older than religion, or a more recent delusion?

Hired to find the witness to a crime, PI John Daly soon realizes
he hasn’t been told everything. With the Vatican and local mobsters
also on the man’s trail, does his loyalty to a client of
questionable sanity outweigh his religious devotion and his chance
at redemption?



	


Grey
Engines - first 2 chapters (2012)
A century and a half after a weaponized message from space
devastates Earth, leaving the few survivors with telepathic
abilities, the recovering society faces the arrival of the species
which sent the message.



	


Street of
Lost Gods (2012)
Rax Darkthorn was the greatest Knowhound in Nexi, the
thief-city, and one of the few to ever escape it. When a friend
dies, he returns to learn what can kill a god, even one reduced to
selling miracles on the Street of Lost Gods.
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