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For Sarah, for Megan, forever



CHAPTER 1

OTTO WOKE WITH A START AS THE WHOLE WORLD SEEMED TO TIP BENEATH HIM. HE OPENED HIS EYES, SQUINTING AGAINST THE SUDDEN BRIGHTNESS, AND WAS STARTLED TO SEE THE SURFACE OF THE OCEAN RUSHING PAST JUST A FEW METERS BELOW. IT TOOK HIM A SECOND TO REALIZE THAT HE WAS LOOKING THROUGH THE SIDE WINDOW OF SOME KIND OF AIRCRAFT, A HELICOPTER, JUDGING BY THE MUFFLED BUT INSISTENT THUMPING OF ROTORS COMING FROM OVERHERD.

“Where am I?” Otto whispered to himself, staring out at the vast expanse of open water.

“A very good question.” The measured voice startled Otto and he turned to face the tall Asian boy who had been sitting silently in the seat beside him. “And one which I hope will be answered shortly.” He looked at Otto with a calm expression. “Perhaps you can shed more light on our current situation?”

There was no emotion in his voice, only mild curiosity. He appeared to be considerably taller than Otto and his long dark hair was tied back in a neat ponytail. This was in marked contrast to Otto’s short, spiky hair, which was as white as snow and had been since the day he’d been born. The boy wore a loose linen shirt and trousers and black silk slippers. Otto was still wearing the sweater, jeans, and sneakers that were the last things he remembered putting on.

“I’m sorry,” Otto said, rubbing his temples. “I have no idea where I am or how I got here. Just a splitting headache.”

“It seems, then, that we have both been subjected to the same treatment,” Otto’s fellow passenger replied. “The headache will fade shortly, but I suspect your memory of recent events will be as elusive for you as it has been for me.”

Otto realized that the boy was right. No matter how hard he concentrated, he had only the vaguest recollection of the events leading up to his current situation. He had an image of a dark figure standing in a doorway, its hand raised and pointing something at him, but after that, nothing.

Otto turned his attention to a closer inspection of his new surroundings. A clear plastic screen separated them from the two black-clad pilots in the cockpit. One of the men glanced into the rear compartment and, seeing that Otto was now awake, made an inaudible comment to his copilot.

Otto was not accustomed to feeling nervous, but he could not suppress the prickling sense of unease that was creeping over him. He tried to undo the buckle on the harness that was holding him in his seat, but the device refused to release. He wasn’t going anywhere. Quite where he would go even if he did manage to free himself was another matter—all that he could see through the windows in all directions was featureless ocean. It seemed that they had little option but to sit tight and see where this mysterious journey would take them.

Otto looked ahead through the partition, searching for any sign of a possible destination. At first he saw nothing but the ocean stretching interminably ahead of them, but then he noticed something on the horizon. It looked almost like a volcano rising up out of the ocean, a tall column of black smoke billowing from its severed peak, but at this distance it was difficult to make out any more detail.

“That is the first sight I have had of land since I woke nearly an hour ago,” the Asian boy said. He too had spotted the island that was coming into view. “I suspect that we are nearing our destination.”

Otto nodded—the helicopter was heading straight for the island and the pilots were now busying themselves flicking switches and adjusting controls in the cockpit as if preparing to land.

“Maybe we’ll get some answers when we get there,” Otto said, continuing to peer at the island that was growing ever larger ahead.

“Yes,” the boy responded, still staring straight ahead. “I don’t like being kept in the dark, and I’m curious to know why someone should want to gather such a cargo and transport it across such great distances. It would be wise to question the motives of those who abduct people in this way.”

The helicopter closed the distance to the island quickly and was soon racing above the treetops of the jungle that surrounded the volcanic peak. As they neared the island’s center the machine rose in the air, scaling the sides of the apparently active volcano before plunging into the dark clouds of smoke at its summit. Otto knew at once that things were not as they appeared. If they had flown into a true volcanic plume, the helicopter would have been burnt to a cinder in seconds but instead it slowed, dropped into a hover, and began to descend into the boiling clouds.

Otto felt another twinge of apprehension as the helicopter continued its blind descent. There had to be somewhere to land down there, he reassured himself. The Asian boy, meanwhile, continued to sit impassively, staring straight ahead, his hands calmly folded in his lap, apparently unconcerned by the nature of their proposed landing site. The hovering machine continued to fall but now a hazy light could be seen from below, illuminating the dark clouds that were beginning to thin visibly. Suddenly they dropped out of the cloud and Otto peered out of his window at the bizarre scene below.

Beneath them was a cavernous floodlit bay, dominated by a central landing pad, with dozens of men milling around it. They all wore orange jumpsuits and hard hats and seemed to be busily preparing for the helicopter’s imminent arrival.

“We appear to be expected,” the tall boy remarked, looking out of the window. “Perhaps now we shall have the answers we seek.” He sounded as if this were the most normal thing that had ever happened to him.

The helicopter came to a rest on the landing pad with a gentle bump, and the two boys’ seat harnesses popped open with a click. Several of the men in orange jumpsuits now approached the aircraft. Otto noted the large black holsters slung from their hips.

As the guards approached, the other boy turned to face Otto and said, “My name is Wing Fanchu. What might I call you?”

Only slightly fazed by Wing’s directness, Otto replied, “Malpense . . . Otto Malpense.”
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A guard opened the door on Otto’s side of the helicopter and gestured for him to get out. As Otto stepped down onto the concrete landing pad, he began to appreciate the true scale of the concealed hangar. A dozen sleek, jet-black helicopters, identical to the one that had brought them here, stood arranged around the pad, their matte surfaces seeming to absorb the light from the floodlights that illuminated the bay. Grim-faced guards were positioned at regular intervals around the pad, and Otto decided that it would probably be best to do as their new hosts instructed, for now at least. Wing too was surveying their new surroundings with the same unchanging expression of mild curiosity. If he was surprised at all by this bizarre facility, his face betrayed no hint of it.

“Proceed up the stairs and through the main entrance,” the guard ordered in a gruff voice. “You will be given further instructions inside.”

Otto looked in the direction that the guard indicated and saw a broad staircase carved from the cavern rock leading up to an enormous set of heavy steel doors. Otto and Wing walked toward the staircase, Otto wondering what might be hidden behind such an imposing entrance. There was a sudden grinding noise and he looked up to see two huge panels sliding together, closing off the crater entrance to the landing bay, sealing them inside. Floodlights positioned around the roof of the landing bay now provided the only illumination, and Otto shuddered as the panels closed shut with an ominous crunch.

The two boys reached the top of the staircase, the heavy metal doors rumbling open as they approached. They passed through into another cavern, not as large as the crater hangar, but just as impressive. The floor was highly polished black marble and the rock walls of the cavern were lined with enormous slabs of the same gleaming black stone, dotted with sturdy-looking brushed-steel doors. The far end of the hall was dominated by an imposing granite sculpture of the globe being cracked and splintered beneath a giant clenched fist. At its base was a plinth, upon which were emblazoned the words DO UNTO OTHERS.

In front of the sculpture was a low stage with a central lectern, around which twenty or so children stood whispering nervously to one another. They all appeared to be around the same age as Otto, and he could see that they were as confused and apprehensive as he was; he just did a better job of hiding it. Guards stood dotted around the perimeter of the room, watching them all carefully. Otto remained calm, taking this opportunity to study the guards more closely. They had the look of hired thugs, yet they appeared strangely disciplined. Every one of them had a large holster on his hip, and Otto could tell that they would not be afraid to use these weapons if necessary. Or, more worryingly, if not necessary.

A door hissed open in the wall off to one side and a tall man, dressed in black, strode purposefully across the stage to the central lectern. Everything about this man was imposing, from his immaculate black suit and blood-red cravat to his raven hair with streaks of silver at the temples. He regarded the crowd before him with a look of cool calculation, his handsome features giving Otto no real clue to his age or nationality.

“Welcome, ladies and gentlemen, to your new home.” He gestured to the stone walls of the cavern that surrounded them. “Your lives as you once knew them are over,” he continued. “You have been selected, all of you—the worst, the most cunning, the most mischievous minds from around the world—selected to become part of an institution like no other. You have all exhibited certain unique abilities, abilities that set you apart from the mediocrity of the teeming masses and that mark you out as the leaders of tomorrow. Here, in this place, you will be furnished with the knowledge and experience to best exploit your own natural abilities, to hone your craft to a cutting edge.”

He paused and slowly surveyed the pale, wide-eyed faces before him.

“Each of you has within you a rare quality, a gift if you will, a special talent for the supremely villainous. Society would have us believe that this is an undesirable characteristic, something that should be subdued, controlled, destroyed. But not here . . . no, here we want to see you blossom into all that you can be, to see your innate wickedness flourish, to make you the very worst that you can be.”

He stepped out from behind the lectern and walked to the edge of the raised platform. As he loomed over them he seemed to grow taller, and some of those at the front of the group edged backward nervously.

“For today all of you have the unique honor and privilege of becoming the newest students of the world’s first and only school of applied villainy.” He spread his arms, gesturing to the walls around them. “Welcome to H.I.V.E., the Higher Institute of Villainous Education.”

With that, the enormous black marble panels that had lined the walls of the cavern started to slide down into the floor with a low rumble, revealing yet more caves and corridors leading off into the distance. The adjoining caverns were just as huge as the one they stood in, and all seemed to be filled with strange, bustling activity of one kind or another. Some were lit by strange lights or shrouded by venting steam, others were filled with greenery, some were lined with mysterious machines or structures, and in one there was even a waterfall visible. A sudden column of flame leapt into the air in one cave and there was the sound of cheering. In another, dozens of black-clad figures slid down ropes from the ceiling high above, while below them yet more people, this time dressed in white robes, performed some form of martial arts exercise with practiced synchronization.

Hundreds of children could be seen making their way to and fro throughout the caves, and while some of them seemed to be dressed like the guards, many of them were dressed in much more bizarre outfits. Otto noticed distant figures wearing full chemical protection suits, and others in what looked suspiciously like spacesuits. One group even seemed to be wearing bulletproof vests with huge red-and-white bull’s-eyes painted on the front.

A remarkable display, Otto thought to himself, but, just like the journey that had brought them here, it felt as if it were designed to overwhelm and disorient, to keep them off guard. Otto studied the other caverns, quickly memorizing as much as he could of their layout, the connections that ran between them, and the obvious areas of greatest interest. The others in the group seemed to be content to gawp bug-eyed at the display, but Otto thought that the man who had been addressing them was just as impressive. Clearly Wing had felt the same way—he had not taken his eyes off the tall man from the moment he had begun speaking and, even now, when the panels hiding the other caverns had retracted completely, Wing did not look away, his expression still betraying no hint of his emotions.

The man on the platform smiled at their astonished faces. Then he spoke again and silenced the excitedly talking group. “If I may have your attention”—a demand not a request—“my name is Dr. Nero, and I am the founder and controller of this facility. While you remain within its walls you will rest safe under my protection, and all I ask of you in return is your unswerving loyalty and obedience. I do not expect I shall have it, but I always ask nicely the first time.” He smiled at them in a way that made it perfectly clear that it would be inadvisable ever to have to be asked twice. “I am sure that you all have many questions, and with that in mind we shall proceed with your further introduction to H.I.V.E. First you will be escorted to your induction briefing, where there will be a short presentation that will answer at least some of your many questions. Immediately following that, you will be given a short tour of some of the most important locations within the facility and an introduction to life at H.I.V.E. from one of the school’s senior teachers. I’m sure I will see all of you again over the coming days, but until then I wish you all the best of luck, and I hope you enjoy the tour.”

As he finished speaking the guards began to usher them all away from the platform toward a doorway set in the main cavern wall. Over the doorway was a sign sporting a stylized image of a head with a light bulb over it, beneath which was the text PLOTTING ROOM TWO. The room’s doors slid silently apart as they approached, inviting them to enter.
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Dr. Nero stood watching as the group walked away across the cavern floor and proceeded through the doors. It never failed to amuse him, the way their jaws dropped when they were first faced with the true scale of the facility he had established here. It was his firm belief that one should never underestimate the power of a first impression, and that at this stage it was always better to keep the new intake of students in a state of bewildered confusion. There was less chance of any unruliness that way, something that was a very real risk when dealing with a group of young people who had already set about redefining the world standard for misbehavior. Besides which, there was always one—that was the other purpose of this bit of theater. There was always one of the new students who was unfazed by this, one who was not distracted by such cheap gimmicks—one to watch. And he had been there, the boy with the snow-white hair, the one that he had to keep his eye on. While his fellow students had goggled at this little display of power, talking amongst themselves excitedly, pointing this way and that, this boy had merely observed it, noted it, as if filing the information away for future use. Yes, he would be the one to watch. And Nero had noticed something else unusual—the tall Asian boy standing next to the white-haired recruit had been staring straight at Dr. Nero, not distracted in the slightest by the amazing sights all around. Nero had studied the Asian boy’s features—there had been something strangely familiar about him, but he could not place precisely what it was. So I shall need to keep both eyes open in future, thought Nero, smiling. This should be an interesting year.

“You can come out now, Raven,” he said softly.

A figure detached itself from the shadows at the base of the sculpture and stepped forward into the light. Clad entirely in black, face hidden behind a mask with black lenses covering the eyes, the figure moved silently toward him. Nero thought the shadows almost seemed to follow the figure as it approached.

“Please remove your mask, Natalya. You know I hate talking to you while you’re wearing it.”

Raven nodded slightly and pulled the mask off to reveal her pale but beautiful face, perfectly symmetrical but for a livid curved scar that ran down one cheek. Her eyes were a cold blue and her dark hair was cropped close to her skull.

“As you wish, Doctor.” A slight accent betrayed her Russian origins; she had been trained in infiltration and counterintelligence by the very best that the Soviet system in its cold-war prime had had to offer. “But one day you will tell me how it is that you are the only one who can still see me, when to all others I am invisible.”

“Perhaps one day I shall tell you, my dear, but for now there is something else I wish to discuss with you. I understand that you were responsible for the student recruitment operation this year.” Nero turned back to the lectern from which he had addressed the new intake. He pressed a button on the control panel mounted there and a panel slid back to reveal a small screen displaying an image of the assembled group from a few minutes earlier. He pointed at the figure of Otto. “This student, who is he?”

Raven looked down at the screen. “Otto Malpense. Scholarship student, but I was not informed of the identity of his sponsor. He was responsible for the incident involving the British prime minister. I conducted his retrieval personally.”

“Interesting.” Nero was impressed. The incident Raven mentioned had just made global headlines, but there had not been any word of the capture of the perpetrator or even who might have been responsible. The fact that it had been the work of this child was quite remarkable and only served to reaffirm Nero’s initial impression of the boy. He made a mental note to check exactly who had sponsored Malpense’s selection and scholarship. Some of the scholarship students were orphans, some were runaways, but, critically, none of them had concerned relatives who might set the forces of justice upon H.I.V.E.’s trail. Malpense was one of these students.

“I want you to keep a close eye on that one, Natalya. I suspect he has . . . potential.” In much the same way that an unexploded nuclear bomb has potential, Nero thought to himself. “And this boy here, who is he?” He pointed at Wing, who, being significantly taller than the others, stood out clearly.

Natalya paused for a moment, studying the tall boy with the long dark ponytail. “That is Wing Fanchu, sir. His retrieval was carried out by our Far Eastern operations division. He is, I believe, a private student. I am not fully familiar with the details of his background but I do know that his retrieval was complicated. Several men were injured when they attempted to subdue him, which, as I’m sure you are aware, is extremely unusual.”

Indeed it was unusual, Nero thought. Children were usually put forward for selection by their parents or guardians, who, having already expressed an interest in “alternative” forms of education, would be discreetly informed about the facility and the unique opportunities it offered. Some of the parents were former pupils of H.I.V.E. themselves and some simply wanted their children to continue in the “family business.” The children would all have been monitored over the course of a year to see if they had the necessary gifts for a future education at H.I.V.E. Secret tests were administered or staged opportunities for villainy were set up for them, in order to see how they would respond. Should they, unbeknownst to them, pass these tests, their parents would be informed and, upon transfer of a significant sum of money to a secure Swiss bank account, they would be enrolled.

The parents were under strict instructions that none of the new students should be informed of these future educational arrangements. This policy had been introduced after there had been several unfortunate incidents in the early years of the institution, involving successful applicants who had excitedly shared news of their future at H.I.V.E. with friends, despite specific instructions to the contrary. Indeed, one particular incident of this kind had led to the school being transferred from its original location in Iceland to its current home on the island. From that point onward the rule of strict secrecy was enforced, and so the unaware students had to be retrieved discreetly by Nero’s operatives at the start of each new school year.

At least that was what normally happened; clearly Wing Fanchu’s retrieval had been anything but discreet, which was bad for business, especially the type of business that H.I.V.E. was involved in.

“What happened, exactly?” Nero asked, deactivating the screen on the lectern.

“As I understand it, sir, the retrieval team was following standard operating procedure. They hit the boy with a sleeper as he walked alone in the gardens of his family home. One can only assume that the strength of the charge had been set incorrectly, since the boy managed to disable two of our men after being hit. He injured one more operative when he awoke in the ambulance on the way to the assembly point and attempted to escape. You should be aware that on this occasion it took two more sleeper shots to subdue him.”

Nero turned to Raven, raising an eyebrow. “Meaning it took three hits in total to eventually subdue this boy, a total charge which should knock a child out for a week, and yet already he appears fully recovered? He almost seems more suitable for the Henchman program. Do you know if Colonel Francisco has reviewed his file?”

“Yes, sir, but the Colonel said that he scored too highly on the mental aptitude tests for enrollment in the program and that he should be in the Alpha stream instead.” Her expression hardened—like all of the staff at H.I.V.E., she disliked reporting failed operations to Nero. “Rest assured, I intend to keep a particularly close eye on him.”

“See that you do, Natalya, and make sure that Security are informed of his apparent resistance to standard pacification measures.”

“Of course, Doctor. Is there anything else?”

“No, you may go. Report any suspicious activity related to those two directly to me.”

“Yes, sir.” And with that she slipped her mask back on and disappeared into the cavern’s shadows.



CHAPTER 2

OTTO LOOKED AROUND THE ROOM THEY HAD JUST ENTERED. THE WALLS OF THE NOW-FAMILIAR HIGHLY POLISHED BLACK ROCK WERE DOTTED WITH SCREENS DISPLAYING MAPS AND CHARTS. THE ROOM WAS COMPLETELY DOMINATED, HOWEVER, BY ONE CENTRAL FEATURE. A SINGLE HUGE TABLE. THE TABLE MUST HAVE BEEN TEN METERS LONG AND WAS MADE FROM A DARK WOOD. INLAID INTO ITS CENTER WAS A SILVER FIST-AND-GLOBE SYMBOL, JUST LIKE THE SCULPTURE IN THE ENTRANCE CAVERN. AROUND THE TABLE WERE TWO DOZEN LARGE, HIGH-BACKED BLACK LEATHER CHAIRS, ALL OF WHICH, WITH THE NOTABLE EXCEPTION OF THE SEAT AT THE FAR END, WERE EMPTY.

Seated there, at the head of the table, was a woman in a long black dress and fur coat. Her appearance was as unusual as everything else that Otto had seen so far that day. She had a skeletal face, with thin, almost translucent skin stretched tight across her cheekbones. She wore a monocle in her left eye and held aloft a long, thin cigarette holder, only lowering it occasionally to tap the smoldering tip into an ashtray on the table in front of her. The most immediately striking thing about this woman, though, was her hair. It was quite simply enormous, like a huge curved ebony sculpture. This was a hairstyle that would require an architect, not a hairdresser. It was a monument to hairspray, vast, immobile, indestructible. She seemed amused to see them, smiling in a way that suggested she was in on a rather good joke that everyone else in the room was unaware of. As the last of the group entered the room she placed her cigarette holder in the ashtray and addressed them.

“Please come in, children. Sit anywhere,” she said, gesturing to the seats around the table. They spread out around the conference table and found themselves seats. Otto quickly chose a chair about halfway down the table and waited while the others found their own places. Wing settled down next to him.

“So you are this year’s Alphas, are you?” she said as the last few settled into their seats. She smiled again; the faces around the table all watched her expectantly. “I am Contessa Sinistre, but I am known to everybody here as simply the Contessa, and it is my great pleasure to be the one who will introduce you to your new life at H.I.V.E. We will begin our tour today with a very short film, after which I will take some of your questions. Let us begin.” The Contessa had an Italian accent—her voice was soothing, almost musical, and some of the group seemed to relax visibly as she spoke.

The lights in the room dimmed and a screen whirred down from the ceiling at the opposite end of the table from the Contessa. Displayed on the screen was the same symbol depicting a fist smashing down upon the globe. The symbol faded away to be replaced with an image of the island they had just flown over, with the smoldering, apparently active volcano at its center. A voiceover began in an American accent.

“Welcome to the Island, an undisclosed tropical location that plays home to H.I.V.E., the world’s most unique and prestigious educational establishment. Founded in the late 1960s by Dr. Nero as a training ground for the leaders of tomorrow, the Higher Institute of Villainous Education has an illustrious history. Now in its fourth decade of operation, the Institute represents a state-of-the-art training facility, fully equipped to better prepare you to rule the world of the future.”

The image changed to a cutaway diagram of the interior structure of the island. It was immediately clear to Otto that they had seen only a fraction of the facility as a whole. This diagram, if it was accurate, showed miles of passages and caverns leading off in all directions from the entrance-cavern area. That area seemed to be the central hub of the structure, which would make sense if the crater into which they’d flown was the only way in or out. There certainly didn’t seem to be any other obvious exits displayed on the diagram. H.I.V.E. seemed to Otto to be a strangely appropriate name. The film continued.

“Dr. Nero’s motto has always been ‘It takes the best to produce the worst,’ and so he has made it his goal to assemble the finest teachers and trainers from around the world and provide them with the facilities they need to get the job done.”

The film cut to a fast-paced stream of images showing classrooms, laboratories, firing ranges, a huge tank with several shark fins breaking the surface of the water, rows of computer workstations, and finally, Otto noted with pleasure, what looked like a vast and extremely well-stocked library.

“Life as a student at H.I.V.E. is full of fun and excitement, a place where you’ll make friends that will last forever.”

Another assortment of video clips began playing. This time they showed students, most of whom seemed to be older than Otto, engaged in a bizarre assortment of activities. They saw two boys fencing, a boy beckoning his friend to look through a microscope, two girls rock-climbing together, and finally one boy giving another the thumbs-up after firing what could only be described as a laser rifle at an off-screen target. Life at H.I.V.E. may have its attractions after all, Otto thought. Friends, as they say, may come and go, but high-powered laser weapons are forever.

“For the next six years this facility will be your new home, and, while contact with the outside world is initially forbidden, H.I.V.E. is designed to be the perfect home away from home.”

The screen now displayed images of luxurious living quarters, spacious garden areas, and a shot from high overhead of a sparkling swimming pool in the base of a cavern, where students could be seen splashing around far below. H.I.V.E. looked more like an expensive tropical hotel than a school.

“At H.I.V.E. we aim to get the very best from each and every student. Failure is not an option in the modern world. Our friendly and professional staff are always there to motivate and assist students, helping you to strive for greater excellence.”

Now there were clips showing guards, in their familiar orange uniforms, helping lost students find their way, happily joining in with games, advising confused-looking students with their work, and finally two guards firing flamethrowers at a large barbecue while smiling children stood around with paper plates. The screen guards didn’t look much like the guards Otto had seen up to this point—they looked more like carefully chosen actors or models who were entirely lacking the scars, missing teeth and eye patches that seemed to be part of the uniform for the real guards.

“Life at H.I.V.E. is exciting and challenging, each day bringing fresh experiences that are sure to provide you with the perfect start to a successful lifetime of evil.”

There was a shot of Dr. Nero handing a diploma to a student and warmly shaking his hand. The camera continued to pull back, finally revealing the entire entrance cavern filled with people clapping. Then the camera seemed to fly back up through the structure, eventually hovering over the apparently deserted island once again. The voiceover returned.

“H.I.V.E., the school of tomorrow, today.”

This image slowly faded to the globe-and-fist logo, and the lights came back up in the room.

“So, children. Now you have seen a sample of what H.I.V.E. has to offer you, do you have any questions?” The Contessa looked around the table.

“I have a question.” It was Wing who had chosen to break the silence first. “Why are we forbidden to have any contact with the outside world?” Otto had wanted to ask the same question but had kept silent, waiting to see what the others would ask first. The Contessa beamed at Wing.

“Why, my dear boy, surely you can understand the need for strict secrecy with a facility such as this. There have been some unfortunate incidents in the past that were a direct consequence of regrettable and unnecessary security breaches. The only way we have found to avoid a repeat of such problems is to ensure that nobody can attempt to disclose the location of H.I.V.E., intentionally or otherwise.”

“So we are prisoners here?” Wing replied bluntly.

“Prisoner is such a harsh word.” The Contessa’s smile seemed to slip slightly. “Think of it more as being carefully protected.” Otto wondered if they were being protected from the world, or vice versa.

“What of our parents? Will they not wonder where their children have vanished to?” Wing asked.

“They are aware of your situation, if not your precise location. You have been brought here with their permission,” the Contessa explained. Several of those around the table looked shocked at this.

“Will we be allowed to speak to them?” Wing inquired.

“No, as I have already explained, no communication is allowed between students and the outside world. This includes communication with your families.” The Contessa was clearly starting to get impatient with Wing’s persistent questioning.

“So how do we know that they are really aware of our situation?” Wing seemed determined to keep pressing the point.

The Contessa looked Wing straight in the eye. “You don’t really need to know that, do you?” she asked, the tone of her voice changing slightly, and, for a second, Otto could have sworn he heard other voices whispering faintly at the edge of his hearing. Wing opened his mouth to speak, but then a confused expression spread across his face as if he had forgotten what he was going to say.

“No, I do not need to know that, Contessa.” His voice sounded distant and distracted.

“Good. Anyone else?” She looked around the table again. Otto was surprised at Wing’s sudden silence—he looked pale and slightly disoriented. Seeing that no one else appeared to be prepared to speak, Otto took the initiative.

“Yes, Contessa, I have a question.”

She turned to him and smiled. “What would you like to know, Mr. . . .” She paused, waiting for his name.

“Malpense. Otto Malpense,” he replied. She gestured for him to continue. “Are students ever permitted to leave the island?” he asked.

“There are field trips from time to time, and some of the older pupils are given permission to leave the island for short periods if Dr. Nero considers it necessary.” Her tone implied that this was not a welcome line of questioning.

Otto wondered what would constitute a good reason to be given permission to leave the island.

“Has anyone ever escaped from the island?” Otto knew that he was probably pushing his luck with a question like that, but he wanted to see the Contessa’s reaction.

“It’s not escaping, it’s truancy, and we take a dim view of truancy, Mr. Malpense, a very dim view indeed,” the Contessa replied sharply, visibly annoyed.

Now we’re getting somewhere, Otto thought, sensing her irritation.

“You didn’t answer my question, has anyone—”

“You should be careful, Mr. Malpense,” she interrupted, cutting him off. “People might think you are not keen to stay with us here.” Again, her eyes narrowed. “There’s nothing else you need to know, is there?”

There was—Otto had a hundred questions he wanted to ask—but suddenly it was as if they had all vanished from his head. And there was that faint whispering again. He looked at Wing, who was wearing the faintly confused expression of someone who knew he had forgotten something and was trying very hard to remember exactly what it was.

“Anyone else?” The Contessa suddenly seemed slightly less friendly. A girl with long blond hair on the opposite side of the table raised her hand tentatively. The Contessa nodded at her, and the girl sat up straighter in her chair.

“Do we have to wear awful coveralls like those kids in the movie?” She was American, and from her disapproving tone it was clear that she was not going to be happy if jumpsuits were the extent of her wardrobe for the next six years.

“All students wear this uniform, yes,” the Contessa replied. “There are variations to indicate year and stream, but otherwise they are identical. You will find that the opportunities for shopping for more fashionable outfits are rather limited in our current location.”

The girl’s face fell and she slumped back in her chair, arms folded.

A pretty red-haired girl with a Scottish accent on the opposite side of the table had a question. “What’s a stream? You mentioned it just now.” Otto seemed to remember wanting to ask the same question himself, but he was still feeling oddly confused after speaking to the Contessa.

“Well, the school is split into different streams that specialize in the teaching and training of certain disciplines. You, for example, are from the Alpha stream, which specializes in leadership and strategy training. There are three other streams within H.I.V.E.—the Henchman stream, the Technical stream and the Political/Financial stream. Many classes are taught to all streams, but there are some that are reserved specifically for students from certain groups. All streams are identified by the coloring of their uniforms—black for you, the Alpha students; blue for the henchmen; white for the technical; and gray for the political/financial. I know that this may seem a little complicated now, but rest assured that after a few weeks here it will all be second nature to you.”

Another hand went up, this time belonging to a fat blond boy who seemed to wheeze slightly as he spoke.

“Will we be eating soon?” he asked, a slight note of desperation in his voice. “I feel that I am becoming weaker.” He had a strong German accent.

The Contessa beamed at him. “You must be Heinrich Argentblum’s son. You remind me very much of him when he was your age.”

The boy’s tiny eyes lit up at this, “Ja, I am Franz Argentblum. You are knowing my father?” he asked excitedly.

“Indeed. He is a former pupil of H.I.V.E., but he left before we moved the school to its current location. So you are to continue in your father’s line of work, then?” the Contessa asked.

“Ja, we are now the largest manufacturer of chocolate in all of Europe.” He smiled happily.

What he did not realize, the Contessa thought to herself, was that his father was not just a chocolate magnate, but also one of the most powerful criminal masterminds in all of Europe. Franz was clearly going to be kept as far away from the chocolate side of the business as possible. In fact, it would probably be best to just keep him as far away from chocolate as possible, full stop.

“I am sure you will prove to be an excellent student,” she replied.

As long as the gym teacher knows CPR, thought Otto.

“In answer to your question,” she continued, “you will all join the rest of the students for lunch in two hours. Today you will be given your introductory tour and receive your uniforms.” Judging by the dismayed expression on Franz’s face, two hours might as well be two years.
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