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			1

			It is a rare thing, to see change coming. Embracing it is rarer still. We cling to the past even as we dream of the future, fearing always that what might be gained cannot make up for what must be lost. Those few who have an instinct for metamorphosis know only too well how bitterly it can be resisted, how unlikely it is for evolution to occur without struggle. They know that transition is most often an ungentle business, and that many weapons can be employed against it.

			They know there will be casualties.

			*

			Among those few are a man and a woman: friends, lovers, partners: pillars of strength and dispensers of wisdom, although the latter is in short supply at the moment. They have received unwelcome news, though it may shed light on much else that troubles them; and so they grapple with it, trying to understand what it means and how it fits.

			The man knows the woman is better at this than he is. For all his scholarship and training and experience, for all that he has been proven right far more often than otherwise, she has a gestalt gift that he cannot match. As he watches her framed against the city’s skyline he knows that she is sifting through the cacophony of pending events, looking for connections, parallels, patterns. 

			Her perch is precarious, for she has eschewed the comfort of a chair, sitting instead in a window open to the cold, blustery air. Only here, in her particular space, can the glass panels be thrown open to permit this. The resulting gap in the skin of the tower is a couple of hundred feet above the ground, yet she dangles there unconcerned. He watches the dappling of shade and sunshine across her features just as she watches the clouds chasing each other across the sky. He has seen inspiration strike her before, is accustomed to the swift confidence of her decisions, so he waits patiently for the quirk of a smile that will tell him she has a plan, and a part for him in it. 

			It surprises him, the weary way in which she turns her back into the wind that gusts around her. He has spent hours, days, years gazing at that face, mapping its moods and memorising every expression. Only now does he notice that the laughter lines around her eyes no longer disappear when she is solemn. He wonders at what precise moment that happened, and how he could have missed it, and is filled with relief when the downcast gaze flicks up to hold his and he sees that they remain the same deep delphinium blue as the autumn sky behind her. The sun sails clear of clouds, though only for a moment, and the great span of her wings opens wide against the exterior of the glass as though to soak up every iota of warmth. Their shadow falls towards him even as the light glancing off them throws a shimmering bronze-gold aureole against the glazing above her head. It looks for all the world like a halo. 

			He knows better. 

			‘It might be no more than coincidence,’ she says thoughtfully, distractedly, as though her mind is still out among the clouds. ‘We knew this would happen eventually. It may just be chance that it’s happening now.’

			‘That’s more plausible than the alternative,’ he replies, equally thoughtful. ‘But then again . . .’

			‘We are dealing with someone who defies plausibility, I know.’

			‘Could she be aware of Gabriel’s involvement?’

			‘It’s possible – more possible than I like to think. But the main incentives there are wealth and power.’

			‘She’s not one to miss an opportunity for either.’

			He knows it is an unnecessary reminder. They are quiet for longer than he can bear. 

			‘So,’ he says finally, and thinks as he says it how many times over the years he has directed these same words to this same woman, but never before wondered whether she would have an answer, ‘what are you going to do?’

			She takes her time replying. She does this with him now: takes her time, lets him see her pondering. He can remember when she would have replied quickly, glibly if necessary, rather than risk any suspicion that she was less than certain of her next move. It is part of the legend of Aryel Morningstar that she is never in doubt. 

			And yet doubt is what he sees in the slump of her shoulders and the tired twitch of her wings in the sunlight; it is what he hears in her voice, when she finally speaks.

			‘Learn more,’ she says. ‘Trust that Mikal can manage his side of things. And warn those who need to be warned. Money matters, but it’s not all she cares about.’

			*

			The same cold wind that gusted around Aryel, finding its way inside the skin of the Bel’Natur tower and sending a chill trickling down Eli Walker’s spine, also tugged at a front door several miles away. The door opened onto a high street that sloped gently in the direction of the river and quayside. Behind it, a narrow corridor transected the ground floor of a building that, like its neighbours, had recently been renovated. It now housed a popular café that would be bustling come the lunch hour, and a small grocery that was already seeing a steady stream of shoppers. Stacked above were two storeys of living accommodation. A staircase at the far end of the corridor led up to a spacious flat; beside it, another door opened onto a walled back garden. 

			Gaela was clearing away the remains of a late breakfast. She knew that the back door must be ajar when she heard the front, which would normally have been closed gently, slam shut. 

			A voice floated up through the window overlooking the street. ‘Sorry! Wind got it!’ 

			The shout was followed by the sound of footsteps hurrying away. Gaela glanced out the back window, surveying the garden. At first she saw no one. She pushed the window open, leaned out and scanned the enclosed space. With most of the summer flowers finished the visual onslaught had lessened a bit, but there were enough roses left to blaze warm in her specialised sight, and the ultraviolet starburst patterns on the blossoms of a few wandering geranium clumps threatened to make her seasick if she stared at them too long. Not many bees would be following the invisible nectar trail today, and any that did venture out would struggle to settle on the wind-tossed blooms. 

			Gaela was looking for a different signature; it took only a second or two to spot the small figure, crouched in a far corner of the garden between the shrubs, no doubt investigating earthworms or beetles. There was a flicker of heat and a flash of human-shaped ultraviolet from the bright white jumper as the child wearing it looked towards the house and waved. 

			Gaela waved back, sighing ruefully at her daughter’s ill-judged clothing choice as she straightened up and closed the window. The jumper would be patchily dirt-coloured by lunchtime.

			I’m not going to be able to tell her what to wear for much longer anyway, Gaela thought. She barely listens as it is.

			She must have slipped out, sliding past her bleary-eyed father as Bal went downstairs to open up. She was the only one in the family not moving slowly this morning. They’d all been so busy recently: first the flurry of preparation, then the party. Gaela yawned. The day intended for a little bit of cleanup and a lot of relaxation hadn’t quite worked out the way she’d planned; there had been far less of the latter and far more of the former. 

			Gabriel deserved the celebration, though. Maybe it was only natural for the boy to be this focused; gems of his parents’ generation had been bred and trained under the indenture system, which did not permit an idle adolescence. They’d had to work from the onset of puberty, or even earlier, if their gemtech masters had judged their bodies and brains robust enough. So while Bal and Gaela and others bringing up their children in freedom would never allow them to labour so hard or so young, they didn’t share the norm presumption of juvenile ineptitude. 

			But they had not anticipated that their son would turn out to be quite so diligent, or so accomplished.

			This morning he was off to college for a couple of hours – not to take a class, but to present his own work for Thames Tidal Power as a case study in media management. He had confessed matter-of-factly that the junior students selected to take part in the workshop would most likely be his age, or even older. He’d get senior academic credits for the presentation and background work; they’d earn standard ones for showing up and paying attention. Then he’d return to the project office at Sinkat, back to the serious business of quietly transforming the city, and keeping its citizens mostly happy about it.

			She crossed the room, still musing, and poked her head out the front window to look up the street. The wind whipped her flame-red, faintly glowing hair over her face and she scraped it back, fumbling for a clasp. Gabriel was long out of even her sight, but he’d messaged a link and she’d promised to review it before he got home that evening. 

			Habit made her scan the street before she pulled back inside, turning her head slowly, letting her enhanced visual cortex process the scene, alert for anything out of place, any hidden source of radiation that might hint at surveillance . . . or danger. She saw a delivery van pulling up outside, a few people walking past, the usual heat signatures and tablet flashes and the faintly organic warmth of quantum-storage panels on the new building down the street. The current fashion was for autumn coats in vivid colours with UV-reflective surfaces that no one else could see but whose brightness made her wince. There was a man on the corner in a blessedly dull old waterproof, his shoulders hunched. Another van . . . 

			Her attention swung back to the man. Why would he just be standing there in the teeth of this wind?

			As if sensing her stare, he stepped off the kerb and strode smartly away, cutting sharply in towards the buildings and moving out of sight in a heartbeat. Maybe he’d paused to get his bearings; he must be as eager to get out of the wind as she was. She pulled the window shut and glanced into the back garden again. Eve had emerged from the shrubbery and was now sprawled along the low, lichen-covered branch of an ancient apple tree, nose buried in her tablet. The sight made her smile.

			Nothing to worry about, Gaela. 

			She could hear Bal downstairs, heaving barrels into the cellar. She could offer to help, whereupon he would roll his eyes and remind her that they weighed at least as much as she did. Instead, she picked up her own tablet, sank into a chair with a view of the garden and swiped up Gabriel’s assignment. 

			She had barely begun to read when the tablet hummed in her hands and her earset pinged an incoming call. Noting with surprise the comcode that flashed onscreen, she tapped to receive. Perhaps the caller had forgotten that Gabe would be in late today.

			‘Morning. If you’re looking for the boy wonder—’

			‘No.’ The man’s voice in her ear sounded as worried as the face that was now on her screen. ‘I was looking for you. Something strange is going on down here, Gaela. We need your help.’

			*

			Mikal Varsi stifled a sigh, almost reflexively converting it into a rueful, slightly knowing smile. This generally flummoxed troublesome interviewers into wondering whether his grasp of whatever subject they were grilling him about was in fact more comprehensive than their own. More often than not, their suspicions were correct. Given that finding ways to mildly assert one’s competence was a core skill for any gem in public life, he usually felt entirely sanguine about it. 

			Today, though, he was painfully aware of his own uncertainties. 

			The man sitting across from him shifted and cleared his throat. Robert Trench was short by norm standards – which made him very short compared to Mikal – and comfortably rotund. His hairline had receded drastically over the past decade, but he obviously hadn’t lost the tendency to go red in the face when he felt particularly strongly about something. The effect, Mikal reflected, was not unlike one of the glowing gillung marker buoys deployed in the waters of Sinkat. 

			He raised a hand to try and forestall the next volley of persuasion, idly flexing the thumbs on either side of his palm, but Rob was undeterred.

			‘The synergy would be perfect. You already have a history of working together. It would reinforce our mutual commitment to integration, cement the association with the UPP . . . The way things are going, we all need to, you know, consolidate our positions.’ He looked pleadingly at Mikal.

			‘I understand your concerns, and I share a lot of them. But there are other considerations as well.’

			‘You’re not seriously planning to form a new party, are you? Please say you’re not. That’s such a bad . . . I mean, it could really weaken us . . .’

			‘I doubt strengthening the UPP would be a priority for a rival group,’ Mikal said drily.

			‘That’s precisely my point: the United People’s Party stands for inclusion, you know that. They supported emancipation, they won the argument on universal suffrage, they’ve encouraged gem entrepreneurship and technology – they’re keeping the reactionary element at bay. Public opinion is generally moving in the right direction, but it’s cost the UPP support, especially outside the cities, and the gem vote only partly offsets that loss. Diverting it to a minor party would be a gift to the Trads. Why would you do that?’

			‘It’s not my proposal. I’ve been approached. I’m not sold on the idea, but I said I would give it some thought, and that’s what I’m doing.’

			‘But what’s the point? Why not just join us?’

			Mikal shrugged. ‘Because for all that it’s the liberal wing of contemporary politics, the UPP is still a bastion of privileged norms who have a stake in things not being disrupted any more than they already have been.’ He caught Rob’s gaze and held it. ‘You know this. It’s true that they’ve been good to us, but there’s a suspicion that not being able to take us for granted is what keeps them that way.’

			‘I . . . Okay, so let’s say there’s something to that. For the sake of argument.’ Rob looked down, breaking eye contact, sucking air in through his teeth with a faint hiss. ‘If the gem community throws its support behind some new group, one that’s only going to be looking out for their interests . . .’ 

			‘It wouldn’t. At least, not if I were involved.’

			‘You think norms will see it that way? Even with your involvement? They mostly like and respect you, Mik, but not that much. Not enough. And the UPP would have to respond to their concerns.’

			‘So.’ Mikal steepled his three-fingered, double-thumbed hands under his chin and glared at Rob. ‘My choices are to join the UPP and risk becoming ineffectual, or to back an alternative and be thought of as the enemy.’

			‘I’m not . . . That’s a bit dramatic . . .’ Rob appeared to wilt slightly. ‘Look, you’re worried about whether they’ll continue to prioritise gem issues? Well, they’d really have no reason to then. Neither of us wants that to happen.’

			‘There’s a third option. I could stay the hell out of it, stay independent. I’ve won two elections that way. The UPP never wanted me until there was something in it for them.’

			‘You know that’s not true, Mik. You could have joined any time—’

			‘Could have, yes. There’s a difference between not shutting the door in my face – probably – and sending a parade of ever-more-­impressive delegates to try and talk me into it.’ He appraised the other man thoughtfully. ‘What are they scared of, Rob?’

			He threw his hands up in exasperation. ‘What do you think? They’re afraid of losing the next election. What happened last time wasn’t a fluke, Mik. The Trads are starting to gain ground. It’s one thing to have you and a few other indies scattered here and there, but most gems end up voting UPP because the only other option is a Trad candidate. If another progressive party emerges and splits the vote, they could very well end up winning. Then where would you be?’

			‘Thirteen years is a long time,’ Mikal mused. ‘The UPP is in its third term in government, and if they did manage to get in again . . . Two decades of the same party in power isn’t great for democracy, is it?’

			‘It’s the reason we’ve been able to build the kind of society in which I can be sitting here now having this conversation with you. You think we’d be better off with the people who opposed the Declaration and voting rights, who still oppose funding for reproductive and educational support, back in charge?’

			‘Probably not, but me joining the UPP wouldn’t prevent it. And a new party might happen anyway, no matter what I do. I told you, it’s not my idea.’ He drummed his fingers lightly on the tabletop, still thinking. ‘Which begs the question, really. How much of this desperation to get me on board is because of Thames Tidal?’

			‘A lot.’ Rob looked straight at him, and this time his gaze did not waver. ‘A lot.’

		

	
		
			2

			A sharp, season-shifting breeze cut facets across the water’s surface, turning it from tea-dark choppiness into a shimmering kaleidoscope of mirror-bright wavelets every time the sun sailed out from behind a cloud. Gabriel, scanning the normally flat pool of Sinkat Basin as he strode across a footbridge, winced at the glare and came to a halt, leaning against the railing. There were fewer boats than usual casting their shadows over the water, and even fewer people to be seen on the quays. He was used to arriving much earlier, when residents of the amphibious neighbourhood were still bustling to work themselves. 

			He knew the basin was likely to be as quiet as the quayside at this hour, but still he directed his gaze straight down. As his eyes adjusted he felt the pull, hypnotic, drawing him below the first few light-dappled feet. Shadows shifted and moved down there, tempting him to try and identify something recognisable in the murky depths. Almost without realising it, he tapped at the thin wire that encircled his head. The background hum of stream-feeds, a barely sensed white-noise growl – the sensation for him of the cranial band on standby – winked out. 

			For a moment there was nothing in its place but true silence. Then he felt his own talent assert itself, whispers of thought and emotion sliding across each other like the echoes of distant conversation. He bent over the railing, squinting into the water, concentrating hard. Something flickered across his consciousness: a blur of red twenty feet deep, sinuous and moving fast. It was as much a texture in his mind as anything he could have been sure of using his eyes alone. 

			He tilted his head, following as the red flicker curved towards the underwater entrance to Thames Tidal Power. The ovoid building sat at the terminus of the quay, all shiny, pearl-white curves soaring high above the hard edges of recycled stone and reinforced concrete, plunging down into the waves that lapped against it. Twelve convex wedges of tough, translucent thermal membrane, like the segments of a gigantic, elongated orange, were supported on a dense biopolymer scaffold embedded with the nanoscale capacitors of the company’s quantum-battery technology. Two-thirds of the structure gleamed solid in the sunshine topside; the rest appeared to waver and flex in the dappling brown water below. The energy efficiency and seductively organic design of the building had made it famous, and celebrated. Gabriel felt a familiar surge of pride in his revolutionary workplace. 

			Just that morning he had ended up having to explain, again, that it was indeed his as much as anyone else’s: the class found the cooperative concept both attractive and perplexing. He wanted to talk to Agwé about some of the things the students had said, and hoped she was on her way to the office. She’d been too distorted by the water for him to get more than a fleeting sense of presence, though he had no business feeling for her mind anyway. 

			He reluctantly pulled his awareness back – and it snagged on another mind, disconcertingly close beside him and with a familiar bite to it, knife-sharp, chilli-sharp, but overlaid with something that felt like toffee and marshmallows: a sticky, pillowy sweetness. He looked down, wondering whether the mood of the moment would be moon-faced self-possession or madcap silliness, and found his sister regarding him gravely. 

			‘Hey. Where’d you come from?’

			‘You should know. Your band’s off. How come you didn’t know I was there?’ 

			Gabriel resisted the urge to reach up and tap it guiltily back on. ‘What makes you think I didn’t?’

			She gave him a look of pure scorn and turned to peer through the safety barrier, her cheeks squashed between the bridge’s narrow, close-set balusters, the top of her head pressing up against the underside of the rail on which he was still leaning. 

			‘You didn’t,’ she said, with a certainty that brooked no dissent. ‘You were reading someone. In the water. I saw. And’ – he could hear the needling tone come into her voice, probing, searching for a soft spot to poke at and annoy – ‘you didn’t know I was there. You didn’t hear me.’

			‘I wasn’t listening for you, Eve.’

			‘Who were you listening for, then?’ 

			‘No one.’

			‘Then you should’ve been able to hear me. You couldn’t!’

			‘I couldn’t be bothered.’

			‘I am immune to your power!’ She had lost interest in the water and was gripping the balusters tightly, the better to lean back at a precarious angle and peer up at him. Her dark eyes were alive with mischief now, under a tangle of summer-bleached blonde hair. 

			‘I wish.’ Gabriel started towards the quay and the topside entrance to the Thames Tidal building. Eve swung away from the rail to skip along beside him. 

			‘You cannot hear what’s in my head,’ she declared, with as much pomposity as an eight-year-old could manage.

			‘That’s ’cos there’s nothing in your head, squirt.’

			‘Liar, liar! I’m thinking bad thoughts.’ Eve hopped from one foot to the other, solemnity abandoned in favour of gleeful torment. Gabriel sighed theatrically at her. Her mind was indeed often as still and unruffled as Sinkat Basin itself, a slightly scary blankness beneath which he could sense half-formed thoughts and unfocused emotions morph and shift. But she had popped out of that tabula-rasa state with typical suddenness and now there was a distinctly Eve-flavoured refrain running through his own mind. He was relieved to note that her moral rebellion amounted, pretty much, to mentally reciting bad thoughts bad thoughts bad thoughts over and over.

			‘That’s all you’ve got? Evie, that’s just boring.’ 

			‘It’s not boring. It’s bad.’

			‘Bo-ring,’ he repeated, as Gabe is a doo-doo head rang clear in his skull. She repeated the thought, watching him for a reaction. He considered mouthing the words back to prove he’d registered them, but decided against it; that was just as likely to encourage her. Instead he fell back on a disappointed head-shake, an attempt at unsmiling big-brother admonishment that had no effect whatsoever.

			‘Yoouu can’t heeaar me,’ Eve sang. She was in front of him now, skipping backwards and smirking. He tapped the cranial band back on. The hum settled in immediately, blurring out the fragments of nearby minds that washed through his brain the rest of the time. 

			‘Okay, now I half can’t hear you. Which is a relief, believe me. You can shut up with the other half any time you like.’ 

			‘Gabe is a—’ she began, and then stopped abruptly, pouting. Gabriel shot his own triumphant smirk at her. She knew very well that the rude things she could get away with thinking were absolutely not permitted to be spoken out loud. 

			‘You never answered my question. What are you doing down here? I thought Papa was going to be in the café all day.’

			‘He is. I came with Mama.’ Eve pointed as they came up to the entrance. ‘She’s with Pilan, looking at something.’

			‘What kind of looking?’

			‘Her kind.’ 

			They clattered down the short ramp that sloped gently from the end of the quay to the gillung entrance. The main doorway, an airlock, was currently unpressurised and riding just above the water’s surface. Gabriel pressed a finger to the identipad while Eve fidgeted impatiently beside him. She darted ahead as the outer door hissed open, through the unsealed pressure chamber and into the airwalk passage beyond. ‘They’re along here, in the room where you work. I bet they’ve been watching us,’ she said, for the internal photofilters of the biopolymer membrane were mostly set to transparent, and what looked like pearly translucence on the outside was from the inside clear as glass. 

			Mama would never have let you go without her if she couldn’t watch you all the way into my care, he thought. You are smart, Eve, and you know that. 

			What he said was, ‘Don’t run,’ reaching out to hook a finger into the back of her jumper as she surged forward. ‘Eve, seriously. People live here.’

			‘They work here.’

			‘They also live here. And kicking up a racket where people work isn’t okay either.’ He released her as she fell into sullen step beside him and frowned down at the top of her head. She had been like this more and more lately: cocksure, mouthy, careless of others. He told himself it was just another phase in the mercurial, messy business of growing up, but underneath he felt a tinge of worry. Eve was no more an ordinary child than he himself had been, and the truth was that no one knew quite what to expect of her either. 

			Gaela looked up as they came into the main project office, a huge room organised into clusters of workstations that took up most of the first topside level. Gabriel wondered, from the appraising expression on her face as she glanced at Eve before meeting his own gaze, whether she had been having the same thought. With the cranial band now powered on, he couldn’t tell. 

			Eve skipped over to Gaela, triumphantly declaring, ‘I found him!’ as she threw her arms around their mother. 

			‘He wasn’t exactly hidden,’ Gaela responded drily, cuddling her daughter back and trying, and failing, to run a hand through Eve’s hair. ‘Though I guess your hairbrush is? Hi, honey.’ This to Gabriel. ‘We saw you on the far side of the quay—’

			‘You saw him,’ Eve corrected, and Gaela sighed.

			‘Yes, Evie, I saw your brother and said you could go meet him, since it looked like you might spontaneously combust if you didn’t.’

			Gaela’s comment drew chuckles from the people with her: a man and a woman of almost identical height, both with the long torsos, webbed digits and luminescent green hair characteristic of the gillung subspecies. Beyond that, the similarity faded. Pilan was barrel-chested and powerful, his copper-coloured skin contrasting sharply with his short, lime-bright locks. Lapsa was slender and seal-dark; her glowing shoulder-length ringlets were the deep shade of sea-grass. Her pregnant belly pressed her bodysuit proudly outwards.

			Eve gave the comment a moment’s tilt-headed consideration before silently ducking away to scramble onto a chair and peer at a screen on which an infographic was slowly morphing in response to incoming telemetry. 

			Gabriel slung his satchel onto a worktop. ‘Hi Mama. Lapsa, Pilan. What’s up?’ 

			‘Not much. Just some vid files Pilan thought I should take a look at.’ There was a deliberate casualness to his mother’s voice as she tucked her tablet away, and an exchange of glances between the other two, that told Gabriel she had let Eve go so they could speak privately, as well as get a moment’s peace. He said nothing. 

			Pilan shrugged one brawny arm into the meshed utility vest that kept his tools and other kit organised and within easy reach underwater, and then clapped Gabriel on the shoulder. ‘So how does it feel to be seventeen? We heard it was quite a party.’

			‘A lot like sixteen so far. The party was great, though.’

			‘Agwé was there,’ Eve announced, without looking around. 

			Gabriel could think of no response except to glare at his sister; his mother would probably disapprove of him strangling her.

			‘She had a great time,’ said Lapsa, watching him with amusement. ‘Ready to get back to work?’

			‘Very ready,’ he replied. Then, to Pilan, with a sideways glance at Eve, ‘Anything I need to know?’

			‘It can wait until we get back.’ 

			Lapsa slid her tablet into a pocket. Through the clear wall they could see a shuttle-boat preparing to head out to the estuary, and Gabriel blinked in surprise at the sight of Agwé, wearing a cherry-red bodysuit, leaping lightly on board with her vidcam slung over one shoulder. 

			‘Just keep us looking good on the streams,’ Pilan went on, following his gaze. ‘Topsider attention’s going to spike in the next few days.’ 

			They all knew this; Gabriel could not imagine why Pilan felt it necessary to remind him. The look on his boss’s face was unreadable. ‘Thanks, Gaela,’ Pilan added as the flame-haired woman started chivvying a reluctant Eve away from the monitor. ‘I’ll message you if there’s anything else.’ 

			And then he and Lapsa and his mother and Eve were gone, leaving Gabriel with the impression that deep and unseen currents had washed through the conversation.

			*

			There were enough messages waiting for him that he was able, for an hour or so, to push aside his curiosity. With the switch from storage- to supply-phase less than a week away, there was a rush on to make sure everything was done and checked and double-checked. A few months earlier, when installation of the turbines and battery banks was in full swing and the carping from rival firms, Trad politicians and random trolls had become increasingly frequent and frantic, Gabriel had feared that their opponents might succeed in delaying the launch, if not derailing it completely. Now a quick glance at the infographic that had captured Eve’s attention confirmed that every indicator was green or, at worst, tinged with amber. The project looked to be right on target.

			And that meant that while the engineers and technicians could expect to settle into a routine as they moved from the varied tasks of developing the plant to the regular rhythms of operation, his own workload was likely to increase in both volume and unpredictability – another good reason to have taken a few days off before the launch. 

			As he pulled up feeds and opened the bespoke monitoring apps Herran had helped him write, he could see that the constant murmur of stream chatter about Thames Tidal Power was already picking up. It was no more than he’d expected. He remembered Agwé’s surprise, when the plan to extend the tidal turbine arrays that powered Sinkat and the Squats had first begun to leak out onto news and socialstreams, that the prospect of a cheaper source of cleanly generated, easily stored and infinitely sustainable energy had not been universally welcomed. That led to his mother consulting on security, especially for the two quantum-battery banks where vast energies were stored on either shore of the estuary, and to him having a series of increasingly intense discussions, first with Agwé herself, and then with Lapsa and Pilan, about how to manage the streams and deal with blowback from the public.

			A year later and here he was, responsible for monitoring the random, usually ill-informed, frequently conspiracy-laden and sometimes hilarious socialstream commentary on Thames Tidal Power, while a publicity service managed the more sedate platforms of professional news coverage and planning-committee infostreams. He relished his role, enjoying the camaraderie of the largely gillung team and the sense of significance to what they were doing, and had not been surprised to discover that he had a gift for constructing perfectly pitched responses to slightly hysterical objections, or for inserting the right tone to turn some misinformed debate around. The cranial band might block his telepathy, but it could not take away what telepathy had taught him about people. 

			Now he seeded a few reassuring links into streams where environmental impact was being discussed, read an anxious post about the economic consequences of tidal energy for biomass agriculture and tagged it for follow-up, and rolled his eyes at a rambling screed warning of a secret gillung plot for world domination before reposting with an ironic comment that cast the whole thing as an exercise in bad comedy.

			Immediate matters dealt with, he stretched, looked around and let himself wonder what vid files could have been troubling enough to bring his mother down here on such short notice – and with Eve. Something Agwé had shot? But in that case, surely he’d have been the first to know?

			It struck him that the project office, like the basin outside, was quieter than usual. Pilan was not the only engineer missing, and there was nothing in the schedule to explain their absence – could they all be out in the estuary? Why? Surely all the work out there was done?

			He called the infographic up on his own screen and examined it in detail, frowning. The amber tint he had noticed earlier was for turbine efficiency, but he was certain it had been entirely green last week – in fact, for several weeks now. He scrolled back through the timeline, increasingly puzzled. Sure enough, there it was: a sharp drop in one array in the wee hours of the morning, only now starting to come back towards normal. 

			Something had happened overnight. His mother’s visit was no coincidence. He briefly considered contacting her first, then pulled up message mode on the band and sent to Agwé. 

			Are you in the estuary? What’s going on?

			There was a delay of more than a minute, and the slight sense of distortion in the band response that told him she was underwater.

			Can’t talk. Below with repair team. Explain when I see you.

			He stared at the message, baffled, and unable to leave it at that. The picture of Pilan in his utility vest was suddenly sharp in his mind.

			What repair team? What’s happened?

			And then, suddenly fearful of the answer,

			Is everybody all right?

			The response came back more quickly this time. 

			Everyone OK. Turbines damaged, not sure how. Array shifted, blades warped.

			A pause. 

			We’ll head back soon.

			A longer pause. 

			I don’t think it was an accident.

			*

			‘It definitely wasn’t an accident,’ Gaela said to Sharon Varsi as they kept an eye on their children playing on the quayside downriver from Sinkat. ‘I’m sure of it. I saw the trace.’

			Sharon chewed her lip thoughtfully. ‘Walk me through it again. Could there have been a malfunction? Some program gremlin they haven’t caught yet?’

			‘That’s what they thought at first, because of the way the turbines shut down. The vids showed a whole row just turning aside to the current, one after the other after the other. There’s a protective subroutine that can shut an array down and collapse the blades if the flow gets really turbulent, in a bad storm or something.’

			‘So either the shutdown was triggered accidentally, or there really was turbulence.’

			‘There was. They’re running diagnostics on the system, just to be thorough, but we already know what happened; I could see it on the security vids. It shows up in ultraviolet.’

			She paused and glanced around, checking on Eve, blinked into infrared for a moment and found her heat signature as she crouched behind a recycling bin. Sharon’s elder son, Misha, two years younger than Eve but already more than a head taller, was creeping up from behind. ‘It was a focused jet of water, very sudden and quite large.’ Gaela spread her arms wide to demonstrate. ‘It was strong enough for some of the blades to be damaged before the shutdown could be completed. There’s no natural current that powerful, certainly not one that shoots across the estuary at ninety degrees to the direction of the tide, so something created it. It moved down the line of turbines whacking them out of position and then stopped.’

			‘Could you see anything else? Besides the water itself?’

			‘Not much. The cams are all focused on the turbines. We zoomed in and there are streaks of silt and algae on the blades. Pilan’s getting Agwé to take some close-ups, record the scene ahead of repairs—’

			‘He should’ve waited if they suspect foul play. Let police forensics get in there.’

			‘He’d already mobilised everyone before I arrived. And anyway, you know what he’s like. They’re so close to joining the grid, they’ve fought off so many attempts to delay and obstruct. I think he’s decided he’ll be damned if he lets anything get in the way now.’

			‘I understand how he feels, but they still should’ve waited. Charging ahead might just give the other side ammunition.’ She winced as Misha pounced on Eve and opened her mouth to shout a rebuke, then closed it as Eve reached up, grabbed the boy’s ear and twisted. Misha fell off with a good-natured yell. Little Sural, who liked to pretend to be above the fray but never really was, piled in too. 

			The mothers looked at each other. ‘Oh well,’ Sharon concluded, ‘what’s done is done. So your guess is – what? Some kind of submersible?’

			‘I’d say so. It happened at high tide last night, just on the turn. Maximum depth in the water column, black as pitch, no one around.’

			‘A good time for sabotage.’

			‘Exactly. They would’ve been able to slip away without a trace – or so they thought – and without evidence of an external cause, the presumption would have been that it had to be a system error, which Thames Tidal Power would then have been unable to find.’

			‘Was that the point? To cast doubt on TTP’s system integrity?’ Sharon waved at the children leapfrogging each other halfway up the quay, beckoning them back: Misha was getting five feet further away with every jump. ‘Because it doesn’t sound like the damage is that bad, and the turbines are not intrinsically dangerous, not like the battery banks.’

			‘No, but the battery banks have many more layers of security. And it would be insane to try anything that might breach quantum-energy storage. You’d never get away in time.’ She shivered. 

			Sharon felt the chill too, and was not entirely certain it was down to the breeze off the water, sharp though that was. 

			‘If they thought that no one would ever find out it was sabotage, an inexplicable fault that shut down a tidemill array would lend weight to fears that the entire project is risky and that implementation should be delayed.’ Sharon was thinking aloud now, and vaguely aware that she sounded like she was reading a case-file aloud. ‘I’ve heard an emergency petition claiming exactly that is about to be filed with the city, which is an interesting coincidence. It suggests that we should take a very hard look at the group behind the petition. But here’s what’s bothering me, Gaela’ – she could feel herself frowning as she worked through the implications – ‘connection to the grid hasn’t happened yet. Even if it had, this stunt last night wouldn’t have affected supply. The turbines are meant to constantly recharge the battery banks, but the whole TTP venture is predicated on the capacity of quantum storage. Even if every turbine in the estuary was shut down for days, there’d still be enough stored energy for the company to meet its targets.’ She signalled to the children again, more vigorously this time. ‘To put it bluntly, if Pilan and company had decided to just stay quiet about this, would anyone even have known?’ 

			‘It would never happen. Whatever else you might say about him, Pilan isn’t underhanded.’

			‘You and I know that, but would the saboteurs? If not, how would they expect to capitalise on the damage they caused?’

			‘They’d have a plan to reveal it somehow – leak it to the streams, maybe? Remain anonymous?’

			‘Or not reveal it and use the threat as blackmail?’

			‘How many possibilities have we got? Thames Tidal announces that something went wrong and everyone gets worried about the technology. Thames Tidal says nothing, someone else does and the public thinks the technology is flawed and that the company can’t be trusted to be honest about it. Or Thames Tidal says nothing, and then someone else holds them over a barrel.’ Gaela looked for Eve before focusing once again on Sharon. ‘But the reality is that none of those things are going to happen, because Thames Tidal do know it was sabotage and have reported it to the police. They’re going to repair the damage, put new safeguards in place and meet their launch date anyway. So what’s the contingency plan for that?’

			‘With any luck there won’t be one.’ Sharon’s frown deepened. ‘If the plan was to reduce public confidence in an already controversial project, my guess is it’s about to backfire, and that means whoever’s behind this will either have to back off or up the ante.’

			‘You think they might try something else?’

			‘I don’t know. But Mik says Thames Tidal are putting some very powerful noses out of joint, and a submersible isn’t the kind of gear your average disgruntled citizen can easily lay their hands on.’ Her voice was grim as she watched the three children, now scampering back towards them. ‘I doubt this is over, Gaela. It may be just the start.’

		

	
		
			3

			Aryel Morningstar concentrated on the mnemonic, mentally holding the pattern of what she wanted to retrieve. Her clasped hands were still, but when a row of icons appeared on the desktop screen, she visibly relaxed. 

			The young man sitting next to her chuckled. ‘You still don’t entirely trust it, do you, Ari?’

			‘I’m getting better.’ She poked at the thin wire of the cranial band, its dull platinum set off by her dark hair, with an irritation he knew she would not have shown in front of many others. ‘It’s important to stick with it, set an example.’

			Rhys inclined his head in acknowledgement. His elder sister’s silent endorsement was something most marketeers would kill for. His own band was tucked up beneath tight curls of ruby-red hair that shimmered faintly against his dark skin.

			‘Sales not as strong as you’d like?’

			‘Not yet. Industrial orders are growing, but individual consumers are slower to adopt – which is a problem, because it looks like Herran’s profit-share in psionic interface equipment is going to have to prop up genmed reproductive assistance for a while yet.’

			‘You don’t think we’ll be getting more public funding?’

			‘I think it’s going to be tight for some time. You know there’s a lot of tension around special support for gems – they can’t deny care to people who are already damaged, obviously, but the Opposition is using that to argue that future genetic engineering should be minimised, which to them means reducing gem characteristics in the next generation. Is that what we want?’ She gestured at the screen. 

			‘No, it isn’t,’ Rhys replied. ‘Trends over the past few quarters show quite the opposite.’

			He leaned forward, using his own band to take control of the display, moving seamlessly between mental commands and hand gestures as they reviewed expenditures from the charitable foundation to which Herran had endowed his earnings from Bel’Natur. As they’d come to expect, there was a small but steady demand for specialised genetic medicine to counter the unique illnesses that afflicted some gems and which were tending to become more problematic with age; corrective gene surgery, so that future generations would not suffer in the same way; and most controversial of all, engineering compatibility so that dissimilar gems could conceive and bear healthy children together.

			‘What about mixed couples?’ Aryel asked. ‘Are they also holding on to the gem inheritance?’

			He gestured at the screen. ‘According to this they’re trying not to select against either parent if they can help it. The Sharon-and-Mikal model is pretty standard. I reckon much of that’s down to them setting such a public example.’

			Aryel pondered that. The Varsis’ high-profile careers had meant many stream images of the happily blended family: sweet little double-thumbed Sural in his father’s arms, gangly, gregarious Misha holding his mother’s hand. 

			‘They’re not usually too much of a challenge,’ Rhys added, ‘but we are starting to see more of them.’

			‘Hence my wish for a spike in cranial-band sales. Is Callan using his for translation work now? He started to tell me something at Gabriel’s party but Eve charged in and we never got back to it.’

			‘He is; he loves it. Herran helped him customise a couple of apps and Callan says it lets him work much faster.’ Rhys smiled, midnight-blue eyes sparkling with tenderness. ‘He’s engaged in a pitched battle with some ancient mathematical texts in Sanskrit at the moment. I was so late getting home from the hospital the other night I thought I’d get done for negligence – instead I ended up having to drag him out of the clutches of some thousand-year-old Indian philosopher.’ He pretended to pout.

			As Aryel laughed he realised it was the first moment of light-heartedness he’d seen in her today. 

			‘We have become a tribe of workaholics,’ she agreed, ‘and Gabriel not the least. I’d love to ask him how we might make the band appealing to more users, but he’s so busy – not just Thames Tidal, but keeping up with his coursework – that I don’t dare.’ 

			‘He’s a pretty effective advert for the band himself. He told me that there are people at college who he’s sure only got one because of him, and even one or two others at Sinkat. Even though they can see that he keeps his active or on standby so he can’t possibly be reading them.’

			Aryel looked serious again. 

			Too serious, he thought, given the subject matter. 

			‘It isn’t fair that he should have to do that, but it was even harder on him before. He’s found it a lot easier to fit in now that people know the band blocks his telepathy. But releasing that information bumped his stream profile back up a little, which was unfortunate. There’s Eve to consider, and—’ She broke off, looking weary.

			‘What’s going on, Ari?’ he asked gently. ‘Something’s on your mind, I can tell. Is the funding situation really that bad?’

			‘It’s not that – well, not entirely.’ She nibbled at her lip, brushed a finger along the cranial band again, dropped her chin onto her hands.

			Rhys didn’t need his acute situational sense to know she was not just anxious, but considering how much of her anxiety to share. 

			‘We’ve come such a long way, Rhys,’ she said at last. ‘We’ve done so well, so quickly. We beat the godgangs and outflanked the Reversionists – in fact, we’ve infiltrated the mainstream so much we’ve made them look like cranks and outsiders. When Gabriel was born you and I were gemtech refugees, running and hiding, terrified of what would happen if we were caught.’ She waved an irritated hand at the room in which they sat. ‘Now I have an office in bloody Bel’Natur and you’re a doctor in the genmed service we forced them to help fund. And not just that: Mikal’s practically an elder statesman of London politics, our sister’s a global superstar, Pilan and his team are revolutionising the energy industry—’

			‘—and aquatech agriculture and textiles are booming. So what’s the problem?’

			‘Our gains aren’t universally admired, are they? Opposition is growing, and this time it’s not just fundamentalists and fools. A lot of people are very scared of Thames Tidal – quantum storage has the potential to wipe out the biomass industry completely, and while political progressives might be okay with that, a lot of norms won’t be. They’re beginning to realise that huge numbers of jobs could just disappear. There’ll be new ones created, of course – but they’re not going to be available to everyone, are they?’

			‘No,’ Rhys said thoughtfully, ‘not if it means working underwater – the gillungs will definitely have the advantage there . . .’

			‘Quite. And who hardly ever shows up in your reports?’ She gestured at the screen. ‘Gillungs, who tend to partner with each other and thus have uncomplicated pregnancies – which means they can have more children, more quickly. The gem baby boom is getting increasing attention on the streams and it’s clear to anyone who’s looking that gillung babies are a big subset of that.’ 

			‘So you think there’s going to be a backlash?’

			‘I think it’s already started. The United People’s Party lost a chunk of their majority at the last election, and a lot of that was down to voters being upset about how fast the world around them is changing. When change manifests as fewer business or job opportunities, it gives them a way of thinking and talking about it that they’re able to convince themselves isn’t bigoted. So they turn to the Traditional Democrats, who have the backing of big business and have always been more popular in the suburbs and rural areas—’

			‘—where biomass agriculture is a big employer,’ Rhys finished. His elder sister’s political instincts had always been far shrewder than his; he wondered how long she’d seen this coming. ‘I get it. No wonder funding for procreation is an issue.’

			‘Exactly.’ 

			‘Is there anything we can do?’ He smiled, though he no longer felt cheerful. ‘Of course, by we I mean you.’

			‘You’d be better off meaning Mikal. He’s well placed to influence the players, far more than I am – and anyway, I’m not sure how much I should do. It was an easier decision when we were disadvantaged and endangered, when things were so clearly unequal. Now I wonder whether the right course isn’t just to sit back and let it play out. But things could so easily spiral out of control, especially if—’ 

			She had been gazing into the distance as she spoke, musing almost, but now she broke off and glanced sharply at her brother. 

			He was accustomed to her piercing gaze; he was not accustomed to it being so troubled. ‘If what, Ari?’

			She hesitated for a long time before answering, as though to put off whatever further complication she was about to share with him, or regretting having to share it at all.

			‘Our significant other,’ she said, ‘is back in play.’

			*

			On the way home, Eve was full of questions. ‘How come you and Aunty Sharon were talking so much?’

			‘What else should we have been doing?’

			‘Playing with us.’

			‘We did.’

			‘More.’

			‘We couldn’t have managed much more, Evie. You and the boys wore us out.’ Gaela affected a weary sigh. ‘Aunty Sharon and I aren’t as young as we used to be.’

			‘You mean when she was a police officer?’

			‘She still is.’

			‘She’s a superintendent,’ Eve said, as if this was as far away from regular policing as it was possible to get.

			‘Detective Superintendent,’ Gaela corrected automatically. ‘That’s still a police officer, just a very senior one.’

			‘Can she still arrest people and stuff?’ Eve threw the words out as though they were a challenge. 

			What’s she got a bee in her bonnet about now? Gaela wondered. She said, ‘She certainly can.’

			‘Were you talking about arresting people?’

			‘Not particularly.’

			‘Were you talking about us?’

			‘Us who?’

			Eve rolled her eyes. ‘Me and Mish and Suri.’

			‘Honestly, Eve. Do you think you three are the only interesting things there are?’ She scrabbled her fingers across her daughter’s head affectionately.

			‘I guess not,’ Eve said, sounding doubtful. And then, hopping backwards and looking up at her mother, as she had earlier with her brother, ‘Mama, how come Gabe is named Gabriel and I’m named Eve?’

			‘What?’ Gaela was momentarily taken aback. Then she chuckled. ‘Would you rather be Gabriel and him be Eve?’

			‘No.’ Eve kicked at the ground in annoyance. ‘I mean, how did you decide?’ 

			‘Oh.’ Gaela thought. ‘Well, things were different when we got Gabe. There weren’t many gems with children back then, and none at all in the Squats . . .’

			‘Riveredge Village. We’re not supposed to call it the Squats ’cos no one’s squatting anymore.’

			‘Riveredge, yes, right,’ Gaela said, knowing she would never be able to think of their neighbourhood as anything other than the Squats, no matter how many City Council declarations and branding campaigns tried to convince her otherwise. ‘So anyway, he was the first child here . . .’

			‘So he’s the oldest?’

			‘There were kids around the same age in crèche . . .’

			‘Like Agwé and Roland and Jolay and Delial and . . .’ Eve rattled through the names of all the adolescent gems she knew while Gaela mentally counted to ten, and then to twenty.

			‘Yes, like them. But it was a few years before things were settled enough for them to be fostered or adopted, and anyway they already had names. Gabe came to us from long before that, without a name, and we wanted him to have one that sounded right. It needed to fit in with us and our friends. So we looked at lists and we played around with “Gaela” and “Bal” and we came up with Gabriel.’ She looked down at her daughter. ‘Why, don’t you like it?’

			‘It’s okay.’ Gaela noted that Eve’s gait had gone from light-hearted skipping to a grumpy trudge. ‘But Eve doesn’t sound like Gaela or – or Bal. At all.’ She squinted up accusingly.

			‘Well . . .’ Gaela’s heart sank. She’d not been prepared for this, not now. ‘By the time you came along, things had changed, Evie. We were able to adopt you in the normal way; we didn’t have to try and prove to people that you were ours. We wanted you to have a name with history, one that meant something special. You know,’ she said encouragingly, ‘in the old stories from before the Syndrome, Eve is the name of the first human woman ever.’

			‘I’m not the first,’ Eve snorted, and Gaela felt her breath catch. She caught hold of Eve’s jumper and tugged so that the child came to a stop, puzzled, and turned to look up into her face.

			‘You are,’ Gaela said, her voice a little unsteady. ‘You’re the first and only you. That’s important, Eve: it’s one of the most important things there is in the whole world. You must never, ever forget it.’ 

			Mother and daughter stared at each other for a long moment. The little girl’s smoke-dark eyes bored into her mother’s pale green ones as Gaela ran gentle fingers down her child’s soft, dirt-smudged cheek. 

			Finally Eve blinked and shrugged out of the grip on her shoulder. ‘Okay, Mama.’ 

			They walked most of the rest of the way in silence. Gaela managed to smile and wave distracted greetings to people she knew. Eve glanced around occasionally, but mostly she walked with her head down, subdued, not quite slogging along but no longer bouncing happily either. She held her mother’s hand, a thing she rarely did any more, and Gaela gave the grubby fingers a squeeze. She could not remember Gabriel – despite the trauma of his infancy and the terrors of his childhood, despite all the adult knowledge he’d had to deal with from far too young an age – ever being this volatile.

			The café and grocery at the top of the High Street were already in sight when Eve asked another question. ‘Mama?’

			‘Yes, sweetie?’

			‘Am I a gem?’

			‘What? Of course you are!’

			‘Are you sure, Mama? ’Cos I don’t think I’m ever going to get as strong as Papa, and I only have one thumb on each hand, and I can’t jump as high as Misha, or hear people’s thoughts like Gabe, or see things like you. My eyes are boring.’

			‘Oh, Eve.’

			‘And my hair doesn’t glow.’ Eve’s lips were trembling and there were tears in her eyes as Gaela put a finger under her chin and tilted her face up. ‘Maybe they made a mistake,’ she whimpered, ‘Maybe they gave you a norm baby.’

			‘Eve, honey . . .’ Gaela felt herself caught between the desire to comfort and reassure her daughter and utter exasperation. If anyone had told me, all the times I couldn’t get food or work or walk safely down the street because of this red brand on my head, that I’d one day have a child who wished for it, I’d’ve laughed myself sick. Or killed them. Or both. 

			She crouched down and wrapped her arms around her daughter. ‘Evie, so what? You’re perfect. You really, really are. You know how my eyes give me headaches sometimes? And how Gabe doesn’t always like the things he hears in people’s heads? And sometimes Uncle Mikal’s hands hurt – that could happen to Suri, too, when he grows up. Powers aren’t always fun to have, you know that. It doesn’t matter that you don’t have a gemsign. A lot of kids don’t. It doesn’t mean anything.’

			But it does, she thought even as she rubbed Eve’s back, dried her eyes and coaxed a hesitant half-smile out of her. It means you can go wherever you like, among gems or norms, and never have to worry. As long as you’re careful. As long as the thing you don’t even know about yet doesn’t become a danger to you or the people around you. As long as it doesn’t set you apart the way my hair does me. If we can teach you to manage the truth of who you are, you’ll be safe, and you’ll be free.

			*

			Eli Walker caught sight of Gaela and Eve as he pushed open the door of the café. They were too far away to hail from the entrance; Gaela was bending over Eve, her head turned away. He stepped back inside, knowing the odds of managing to disappear around a corner before she spotted him were slim. 

			Bal was at the back of the big room, his brush of close-cropped indigo hair flickering with the movement as he morosely wiped down the service counter. If he wiped much harder, Eli thought, he’d wear a hole right through it. He looked up in surprise as Eli came towards him through the rows of scrubbed trestle tables and sturdy low stools, bearing two empty coffee cups he’d retrieved along the way.

			‘Weren’t you off? I’d’ve got those.’

			‘Gaela and Eve are just coming,’ he explained. ‘I thought I’d wait, say hello.’ 

			Bal nodded. His broad brown face was grim. ‘We won’t say anything in front of her.’

			‘Of course not.’

			‘Can’t keep it from Gabe, though.’

			‘No,’ Eli said, then, thoughtfully, ‘Would you want to?’

			‘Not unless I could protect him from everything else as well. And it’s way too late for that.’ He flicked at the gleaming counter in disgust, then tossed the cloth aside. ‘Gabe will be okay. He’ll want to know, and he’s solid. Reliable.’

			‘And Eve?’

			‘Eve—’ He hesitated, scowling as he leaned against the counter. ‘I’m not sure, sometimes. When Gabe was her age, we could tell, you know? We could already see who he was going to be, how he was going to handle the madness of his life. It’s harder to be certain with Eve.’

			Sighing, he straightened up, meeting the other man’s eyes. ‘Don’t get me wrong, Eli. I don’t for a moment regret the decision we made when you and Aryel came to us all those years ago. I love my daughter, but she’s a very different proposition.’
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			By the time Agwé finally got back, Gabriel was up to speed with what had happened out in the estuary. Now he was watching for any mention on the streams and discussing strategy with Pilan. 

			‘You need to be ready,’ Gabriel told him. ‘Even if you don’t want to be the first to put it out there. Once the rumours start—’

			‘You think they will?’

			‘I wouldn’t bet against it.’ Pilan was leaning against a work­station opposite Gabriel, legs planted and powerful arms folded, the vexation he had suppressed earlier now plain to see. His bodysuit still looked damp, and Gabriel did not need telepathy to know that the head of Thames Tidal Power was angry. 

			Agwé appeared behind his blocky shoulder. The curvy girl in her cherry-red bodysuit, her band almost invisible beneath a cascade of green curls, caught Gabriel’s eye and scrunched up her face into a good-natured grimace. She threw a glance at Lapsa, sitting near Pilan, and then headed for a workstation as though she had not noticed them at all. The workstation was only a few places from Gabriel’s, just far enough for her to pretend not to be listening. 

			Gabriel swallowed a grin and continued, ‘Once the police report gets filed it’s in the system, it’s on their infostream. Plus there’ll be the investigation – someone’s bound to get wind of it. Also, you’re having to do repairs and install more gear to improve security, and Qiyem here’ – he gestured at the young gillung who’d come to sit next to Lapsa – ‘says that’s supposed to be reported to the planning department.’ 

			Pilan twitched with irritation. ‘Really?’ he growled. 

			Qiyem nodded solemnly. ‘Any incidents or phenomena which might affect the operation of the plant and any alterations to submitted schematics must be recorded and the application updated.’ 

			He sounded like he was quoting from an official document, Gabriel thought. In fact, that was probably the case: Qiyem might well have memorised the entire thing. His meticulous organisation, along with calm in the face of often contradictory directives from a ridiculously large number of regulatory authorities, had won him the unenviable job of coordinating project submissions, making sure they covered every single requirement and request, no matter how mundane or obscure. It was tedious, frustrating and vitally important. Qiyem made up for an otherwise aloof disposition by doing it very well indeed, which was why Pilan generally managed to contain his annoyance at the level of bureaucracy it entailed.

			Gabriel was not sure Pilan would be able to do so today; his face had darkened visibly. Lapsa intervened, as she always did when things got awkward.

			‘That just reinforces Gabriel’s point,’ she said. ‘I don’t see any value in pretending this didn’t happen, even if we could. We knew there was opposition out there – well, now we know someone has stooped to sabotage, maybe because they haven’t been able to stop us any other way. And they still haven’t: most of the array is already back online and we’re making the system even more robust than it was before, so it’s to our advantage to demonstrate that, isn’t it? Why downplay it? Qiyem’ – she glanced over at him – ‘should include a link to the police file. Don’t let Planning have to ask us for it. Make it very clear that we’re not the ones who have anything to hide here.’

			Pilan nodded as Qiyem silently made a note on his tablet. 

			Honestly, Gabriel thought, couldn’t he at least pretend to actually use the band? When he looked back at Pilan, he found his boss watching him expectantly.

			‘I agree with all of that,’ Gabriel said. ‘The question is, how do you want to play it on the streams? If we put out a statement ahead of any leaks, the inference will be, “Look at what someone tried to do to us! Aren’t they terrible? And look how we’ve handled it! Aren’t we great?” We’ll be calling attention to it, giving it importance and congratulating ourselves at the same time. On the other hand, if we do all the things we’re supposed to, with the police and Planning and so on, but don’t mention it otherwise, then when the story breaks our reaction is more like, “Yes, there was a sabotage attempt, we reported it and we’re cooperating with the authorities, but it really wasn’t much of a problem!” – well, that’s dismissive, implying it was too pathetic to be bothered about. There might be really good reasons to go either way, but you can’t do both. You need to decide.’

			Pilan and Lapsa were both smiling oddly at him. Qiyem, who never offered an opinion if he could help it, sat silent and impassive, but Gabriel heard a muffled snort from Agwé. He did not dare look round at her. Most of the time he didn’t mind relinquishing his telepathy and the unpleasant things it often showed him, but now he found himself wishing that he could reach up and tap the band off, just for a moment. 
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