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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE SQUAD SAT IN THE HOVER. At the back of the quivering metal hull, Jack waited for the signal from Captain Leach and had that heightened, let’s get this done feeling. 
 
    A whomp, whomp, whomp vibrated the back of the seat, the strapping of the harness, and up through the floor and the soles of his boots.  
 
    He felt pumped, adrenalin surging, ready to go do what he’d been trained to. 
 
    He looked around and the others, all in full combat gear, long black leather coats, helmets, black visors, boots to their knees and compression gloves as soft and flexible as skin, were leaning forward ready too. 
 
    Across from him, Jeron sat, forearms crossed, laser on his knees, studying nothing, waiting for the hover to settle and the wings to lift so they could get started. He couldn’t see Jeron’s eyes through his visor, but then Jeron grinned at him and he heard the rhythm change, the click of the mechanism as the doors unlocked. 
 
    “Showtime,” Jeron mouthed silently. He undid his harness then rested his gloves on his laser. Jack prepared to move too when he was given the order. 
 
    First, the VTroopers would stream out and form a perimeter. But his squad were specialists, same gear as everyone else, but different skills, trained to work in pairs, track the target, get into position and wait until they had it in their sights. 
 
    The rest of the troopers were trained to work as a solid mass, a relentless overpowering machine, marching straight at the threat and crushing it. 
 
    Ten pairs of eyes watched the Captain. He’d led the training, could do it all himself and could beat any of them at everything. Now he was leading this mission. And after a year of being trained by him, Jack thought if ever they were on the same side, he’d follow him to hell and back. 
 
    Leach peered out under the wing, holding onto the top of the opening and watched the VTroopers. He waited for the perimeter to form then gave the signal and swung out through the door. The squad followed, carrying their lasers at the ready until they reached the cover of the parking building. 
 
    They were in hell. Bodies and dust and chunks of concrete, tiles, tortured steel and a suffocating noise came from all directions and surrounded them. 
 
    Leach signalled, ‘Halt’. The squad stopped and their long coats slapped around their legs. Eleven guys in a bunch. 
 
    Two StealthHovers, a Mamba transporter that could move three hundred VTroopers and then the Viper, smaller, more mobile, used for Leach’s team. 
 
    “You know the drill,” said Leach. He nodded at Jack and Jeron. “Fraser and Donovan take the east building, get up to the roof and find a vantage point that will cover right to the MonoRail.” He waved his arm at the rail as a train went by, frightened faces flickered behind the glass. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Jack had his visor raised, stood ramrod straight, felt that suppressed, this is it, energy. He waited with Jeron while Leach directed the rest of the squad. 
 
    “Sharpe and Hood take the west. Levi lead the others, it’s your job to search beyond the perimeter and flush them out.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the rest of the team chorused. 
 
    “Party time,” said Leach. 
 
    Jack and Jeron took off to the east, Sharpe and Hood to the west. Levi and the others jogged in a bunch at the nearest VTroopers. 
 
    Jack followed Jeron to the building. It all looked real this time, not a cardboard cut-out that they’d used in training, in sight, and the smell of death and that smothering noise surrounded them. Dust and bodies and chunks of building and debris lay around right up to the entrance. DroneCams everywhere, even surveillance seemed stepped up. 
 
    Jeron crouched beside wide glass doors. Jack covered him. The building towered above, gleaming white polished marble, darkened windows reflecting the buildings and the bit of shattered corner of the Admin block. The sensor picked them up. The doors opened with a whisper. 
 
    No blast. 
 
    No gunfire. 
 
    No voices. 
 
    Jeron slid along the wall like a shadow, laser held out in front. 
 
    He glanced into the foyer, then pulled back. “Clear.” 
 
    They eased into the building side by side, backs to the wall, lasers held ready. Pale grey tiles stretched out across the floor. A curve of polished steel snaked around the reception area. It was one of those buildings where the foyer soared the full twenty storeys and glass bridges connected the rooms. 
 
    A couple of the girls dressed the way Ela used to, tiny look but don’t touch clothes, stood near the desk area, eyes wide, faces pale, frightened. That was something he hadn’t expected when Jacob forced him to join up, that the Elite would be afraid of the VTroopers too. Vector was supposed to be the Protector of the World’s Cradle. That wasn’t the way they were seen. 
 
    Jack watched Jeron ignore protocol and not shoot the girls. Instead, he shouted at them, “How do you get to the roof?” He had his laser held vertical still. 
 
    One of the girls pointed to the lifts, the other to a service door at the side. Jack and Jeron ignored the lift and took off up the service stairs. 
 
    They made it to the top of the building without meeting any resistance. Maybe the residents heard the hovers arrive and decided to stay out of the way. 
 
    They took position near the parapet. It gave them a clear view of the city to the east. They set up the lasers, extended the tripod legs, lined the guns up like the arrows on a clock, hands showing ten to two. 
 
    They dropped their backpacks, shrugged off their coats, folded them behind the stocks, then lay face down, feet almost touching, elbows resting on the padding. 
 
    Jack pushed up his visor and looked over at Jeron. The light from the City reflected the sun back at him, and it bounced off the tiles and glass of the buildings. The noise around them still suffocated and that smell was overwhelming. 
 
    A SkyVid started up, a couple of Humicrib babies bumbled across the skyscape. The words ‘Humicrib, the Cradle of the World’ followed. 
 
    Stretched out beside Jeron, Jack scanned his segment through the laser sights, ninety degrees each. He prayed he wouldn’t see any suspicious movement, just the perimeter of VTroopers pushing relentlessly wider and wider like a ripple. 
 
    He couldn’t see Levi and the others, must be under the buildings searching for the saboteurs. The streets were deserted, just the trains on the Monorail flashing past every few minutes. 
 
    He focused on the shattered building, then spotted Sharpe and Hood on the opposite side of the hospital site, settled now like him and Jeron. Below bodies were lying in the carpark and on the street. People had been just walking to their ESDs or the train station and the bomb went off and boom, they were gone. 
 
    “Who do you think did it?” Jeron asked still staring through the scope. 
 
    A DroneCam buzzed past. Jack pushed through the insistent noise that seemed to be coming at him from all sides. “Radical insurgents, extremists, militants, nuts, enemies of the human race,” he said, making fun of the indoctrination. But it had to be Locals doing this, didn’t it? Who else would? It wasn’t the Elite’s genes getting harvested. So, it had to be Locals randomly killing civilians for no good reason. 
 
    Another SkyVid of the Humicrib babies marched across the skyline through a field of Genus6. Text slid around them. ‘Welcome to the New Eden, the Cradle of the World’ 
 
    Jeron watched the babies bumble past. “One of the cradles.” 
 
    Jack smirked. Yeah, New Zealand wasn’t the only country in the world that made babies. There were four others he knew of, four other countries that didn’t have Genus6, all above or below 35 degrees latitude like here so Genus6 couldn’t survive. He went back to scoping the quadrant, and prayed he never had to do what he’d been trained to and what Jacob had told him to do. Jacob said never to hold back if he was ordered to kill. 
 
    Never step out of line. 
 
    Never show what he felt. 
 
    Never disobey an order. 
 
    Never stand out. 
 
    Watch, listen. 
 
    Report back. 
 
    And if it was Locals doing this, then it was Locals he was meant to kill. 
 
    And he wasn’t sure if any of this was worth killing for. 
 
    “Got anything?” asked Jeron. 
 
    “Nah, nothing happening here.” Jack went back to sweeping the area, watching beyond the crosshairs praying he didn’t see anyone where they weren’t meant to be. And if he saw someone, that it wouldn’t be someone he knew. 
 
    Then something moved at the edge of the crosshair. He swung his laser around. “Three clicks,” he said and waited while Jeron matched the coordinates, all the time praying it wouldn’t be someone he went to school with, or whose father used to drink in the pub his mum owned, or someone he’d met at a party. 
 
    “A kid,” Jeron confirmed. And they watched this little kid run out onto the road chasing a ball. The drone in his ears got louder and louder and more insistent. A woman in a blue cloak raced over to the kid. Elite adults wore light coloured clothes with a long blue cloak over top and the kids wore bright colours. Only the Vector Troopers wore black. 
 
    The mother scooped the kid up, then stood there holding him looking up at them eyes accusing. Then she ducked back wherever she came from. 
 
    Jack rested his forehead against the stock. Thank God she moved out of the way. 
 
    Jeron asked. “You all right?” 
 
    ‘Yeah,” he said. “Just resting my eyes, got a bit of glare.” 
 
    “Use the googles.” Jeron twisted to reach in his backpack, got out the goggles and tossed them over. 
 
    They lay there another twenty minutes or so and saw nothing else. If anything was happening, the ground search team were dealing with it. 
 
    Then the Com on his wrist lit up. The recall. 
 
    “Time to go?” asked Jeron. 
 
    “Yeah.” Jack stood and started gathering up their gear. 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    In their room at the Barracks, Jeron leaned on the doorframe. The room was all white tiles and stainless-steel like everything in the City. “What do you think?” he asked. 
 
    Jack sat on the end of his bed still in full combat gear. “About what?” He took his helmet off and put it and his gloves down. 
 
    “About today.” Jeron went to his locker and put his helmet and visor on the top shelf then undid the wrist strap of his left glove. “Do you think it was the real thing?” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “Training exercise,” he said and bent down and ripped open the top strap of his boot. “Nothing about that felt real.” At first it had all looked right, but once they got inside the building, the noise, the smell, the debris, the minimal damage to the building had made it feel like they were at a Vid. 
 
    “Yeah.” Jeron took off the glove, flapped it on top off the first and put them both in the locker by the helmet. “I figure they did it with ImageMakers and a few trucks of rocks.” He undid the dome on his collar, then unzipped the leather coat from collar to thigh. He shrugged out of it and hung it up under the helmet and gloves. 
 
    “And that noise.” Jack ripped his way down the outside of his boot then started on the other one. “It didn’t make sense.” He picked up the helmet and gloves, went to the locker, stuck them on the shelf then got rid of the coat. 
 
    Jeron sat on the end of his bed. “Yeah. Couldn’t figure out where that was coming from.” He looked up. Eyes nearly black, hair as dark as his eyes. Jeron looked Hispanic, even had the olive skin. He was born in South America and there was a little patch there where Humicrib harvested genes. Jeron’s parents were part of the Administration there when they wanted a kid and must have got one with the Local colouring. 
 
    Jeron started on his boots. “If you’d been sure it was a training exercise, would you have shot the kid and the mum to keep Leach off your back?” he asked. 
 
    “Nah.” When that kid and mum ran out onto the road, something had kicked in and fought against all the training he’d been through for the last year and he couldn’t fire. He flopped back onto his bed. “Leach needs to know there are some things I won’t do.” Not firing would get him in the shit but he didn’t care. 
 
    He picked up his Com from the side locker, and pressed the Unlock with his thumb, then slid to the picture of Ela he took that last day in Jacob’s shed. “What about the girls in the foyer?” he asked Jeron. Ela was smiling, and her hair was a mess because she’d just pulled the Swandri on. 
 
    Jeron stood up, pulled off his vest then peeled off the compression suit underneath. “Same. I’m not shooting bloody girls who look like they’ve just stepped off the beach.” He wandered to the locker again, a long ripple of muscle head to toe. 
 
    Jack studied Ela’s picture and tried to convince himself he kept it on his Com because Jacob said to fight all this by going back to what he believed in. But it wasn’t the truth. He kept it on the Com because he still wanted to be with her more than he’d ever wanted anything in his life and keeping the picture kept that feeling alive. 
 
    Jeron nodded at the Com. “Who is she? You look like that every time you pick that thing up.” 
 
    “Nobody.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” said Jeron. He pulled out the black BDUs the unit wore around base and dumped them on his bed, then went back to the locker to grab a towel and turned back. 
 
    “If I were you, Jack, I wouldn’t let the captain see you looking at Nobody on your Com like that. You’d be in Re-Education so fast you wouldn’t know what hit you.” 
 
    Jack grinned. Vector Troopers were celibate, focused, and respectful, they were the Protectors of the Cradle, that was what the ‘protect and respect’ creed said anyway. 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.”. Because there was no way he wanted to spend a couple of days sitting in a room filled with Holograms and so pumped full of Abhor he’d never look at a female again. 
 
    “Just thought I’d mention it.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Jeron grinned then headed for the showers. 
 
    Once Jeron was gone, Jack swiped to the messages and read the Com-Screen. Three missed Connects, Jacob must want him to make contact. 
 
    He’d need to do that soon. He needed to tell him how Leach handled today, and to not authorise anything until he knew about response times. And Jacob needed to find out what intel Vector had that would have caused this escalation in urban training for the squad. 
 
    He slid back to the picture of Ela then tried a Connect just in case. Maybe after a year he’d finally be allowed to contact her. He’d done everything Jacob wanted. He’d joined Vector, he’d passed on any info he came across. 
 
    The Connect clawed at the shields on Ela’s Com then came back as usual. No change there. He figured they were still the same shields Jacob erected when he first forced him to join up. Jacob must have left them there as a warning. 
 
    He slid his finger across the screen and checked Ela’s Status page because Jacob didn’t think to shield Status. Only kids used Status. Anyone over twenty couldn’t figure out how it worked anyway. He knew Ela had been accepted for Med School and her second year was nearly over. 
 
    He read the screen, but she hadn’t posted anything new. She’d been to school and been shopping with Isabelle as usual. She was back with her old crowd. Had been for months. 
 
    Where did Amon fit in now? Was she back with him too? 
 
    He went to the picture again, touched the screen and outlined the shape of her face with his thumb. He only met her because he’d been working for Jacob, and she was Jacob’s grandkid and had come to stay with him, and they’d fallen in love. 
 
    But she hadn’t tried to Connect with him even once. He should have told her he loved her that day in the shed. He knew she wanted him to but couldn’t make the words come out. 
 
    Jeron came back through the door, hair wet, and towel tied around his waist. Jack turned the Com off and put it back on the side locker. Jacob’s rules. “If you have friends, make sure they’re Elite, you have to look and act like they’ve turned you, no Locals.” 
 
    Not too hard to obey that rule, Locals were thin on the ground in Vector. Jeron was all right, and since he was Elite, he fitted the bill. 
 
    Jeron shook out the pants of the BDUs, stuck his feet in and pulled them on with a little bounce. Then picked up the t-shirt. “Coming to the Rec after the debriefing?” he asked as his head appeared. “When Leach is done telling us what we did wrong there should be an hour or so before we eat.” Jeron sat again. 
 
     “Nah,” said Jack. “I’ll go for a run.” It would give him time to contact Jacob and pass on what he’d found out. 
 
     “Okay.” He hauled on his boots and did them up. “Now get moving, or you’re going to be late for debriefing.” 
 
    “Five minutes.” Jack swung off the bed, headed for the showers and made it to the debrief room just before Leach got there. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AT THE DEBRIEF Leach stood up front near the VidScreen, dressed the same as the rest of them, black BDUs. 
 
    But Leach looked taller, wider and stronger than anyone else. And young, not much older than they were, maybe mid-twenties, built and fit, with dark hair, silver eyes like steel when you didn’t perform, charcoal if you looked like you might argue with him. And he didn’t waste words and really pushed following orders without question and staying in line. 
 
    Leach waved at the screen. “Here’s the footage of the explosion at Vector Admin.” A Vid of a live stream from a DroneCam came on.  
 
    Jack watched the explosion then smoke billowing, a dust cloud, people running and one end of the building slowly subsiding. When the dust and smoke settled bodies lay on the ground in amongst silent chaos, rubble and crushed vehicles. That was the way it had looked when the squad arrived. 
 
    “We found the bomb,” Leach said. He waved his hand at the VidScreen. It showed the bomb debris, exploded fuse, jagged and ripped casing. 
 
    He pointed at a bit of junk in the middle. “It had a timer. The bomb could have been planted there anytime and set to detonate when it did. That explains why we didn’t get the perpetrators. And somehow the DroneCams missed them leaving.” 
 
    Jack folded his arms. He reckoned Jeron was right, those Drones missed them leaving because it was all a training exercise. It was the first time Vector had set up anything this elaborate for the unit. But maybe that was because this was getting near the end of their training and they’d set a test like a final exam. 
 
    “Any idea who’s doing this sabotage?” asked Levi like he bought into the scenario. Levi was sitting on the other side of Jeron. 
 
    Leach shrugged. “We might get some DNA off the bomb.” 
 
    Jack looked at Jeron. If they got DNA off that bomb, he’d bet it’d be from the Vector technician they used to set this up. Jeron gave a bit of a grin like he was thinking the same thing. 
 
    Did the other squads get a debrief too? Or was it just this squad? Jacob said it sounded like they’d been trained as a specialist sniper unit and that was why they were treated to all this special attention. 
 
    Leach waved at the screen again, and it moved on to the next scene. The squad sitting in the Viper like soldier dress up dolls. “This is what the last six months of UrbanCombatTraining have been about,” he said, still in debrief mode. “This was your first mission, the first time you’ve been let out. We didn’t get who did this, but we did well. There are just a couple of things to tidy up.” 
 
    Jeron looked at him. ‘Training exercise,” his eyes said again. Jack nodded. After six months of basic training at the Outpost, the ten of them got transferred, and suddenly there was just them and they were in this compound in a disused town. Leach had them sliding around pillars, kicking in doors, crawling up to windows, across parapets, hiding behind vehicles, leaping to their feet, and firing at cardboard cut-outs of saboteurs, rioters, thugs mugging old ladies or attacking young girls, as they ran to the next lot of cover. 
 
    Then there was the endless time in the shooting range perfecting the shot, taking out the same cardboard cut-outs, prone, or standing or leaning on something, taking careful aim for the perfect long shot. 
 
    A fun way to spend six months, doing something you were good at with a group of guys that got on. 
 
    Leach was strict, but it wasn’t too hard to stay in line after Jacob got him used to obeying orders. Bloody Jacob would talk it to death if you got something wrong. Leach told you when you got it right. He slapped you on the shoulder and could even say ‘well done’ occasionally. 
 
    In the Vid, Jeron looked over at Jack, and he remembered he couldn’t see Jeron’s eyes through his visor, just the one side of his mouth twisted up in a grin. 
 
    He could see the way the whomp, whomp, whomp vibrated the hover. Inside the Viper, the beat wasn’t as loud, but it was the same insistent sound. 
 
    He saw himself look across at Jeron sitting facing him leaning forward, forearms crossed, laser across his knees, studying nothing, waiting for the Viper to settle and the wings to lift so they could get started. 
 
    Leach talked through this part of the Vid like it was just an introduction. “And now the VTroopers leave the hover and prepare the ground so we can do our job,” he said. 
 
    Watching the Vid, Jack saw himself unlatch his harness and grip his laser. The Vid switched to another Cam and the VTroopers streamed out of the Mamba, then another Cam switch and he watched Leach give the signal and the unit jog-march out and assemble around him. 
 
    Leach gave them their orders, and he took off with Jeron to the east, Sharpe and Hood went to the West, Levi and the others jogged in a bunch through the ranks of the nearest VTroopers. 
 
    He watched himself follow Jeron to the building and remembered he couldn’t figure out what was going on, then he’d realised the building hadn’t really been touched by the blast, he saw debris but no real damage. That was the first clue that maybe this was just an exercise. 
 
    In the Vid, Jeron edged around the wall, peered inside the doors, and then pulled back. “Clear,” he breathed, and they both slid inside. 
 
    Jack watched Jeron not to shoot the girls in the foyer. 
 
    It was no surprise that Leach froze the Vid at that moment. 
 
    “Explain that decision,” he said to Jeron, real silky. “You were first in, so you made that call.” 
 
    “They were just kids, sir,” said Jeron, “And the way they were dressed, no chance of concealed weapons.” Jack could feel the suppressed laughter in the room, like the others in the squad would have smirked if they dared. The ripple stopped when Leach spoke. 
 
    “Not your call,” he said. “Do what you’re trained to do. Strike one.” 
 
    Jack looked at Jeron shocked. Strike one? In a training exercise? Jeron seemed as shocked as he was. 
 
    Fuck, if Jeron got a strike against him for that he wasn’t going to get away with the woman and the kid. 
 
    Leach turned back to the Screen and with a wave started the Vid again. 
 
    Jack watched Jeron shout at the girls, “How do you get to the roof?”  
 
    Then they moved through the foyer, ignoring the lift, taking off up the service stairs. Another wave from Leach as he paused the Vid again. 
 
    “Good call there,” he said. “Too much risk of being trapped in the lift.” 
 
    That was the way Leach did it, handed out the shit sandwich, commend, recommend, commend. They made it to the roof without meeting any resistance. Maybe everyone had been evacuated before this kicked off. 
 
    Jack watched them set up the lasers. The noise was still suffocating, and he remembered there was that smell. He saw Jeron focus on the shattered ground, then ask, “Who do you think did it?” 
 
    “Radical insurgents, extremists, militants, nuts, enemies of the human race,” the Jack on Vid said, and he could hear the sarcasm in his voice because by then he was really convinced this was just a training exercise. 
 
    Leach waved, and the bloody Vid paused again. 
 
    “Fraser, and that was?” he asked. 
 
    “Sir, light relief in a tense situation, Sir,” said Jack and got a snigger. 
 
    Leach nodded at the Vid paused on the wall. “There were dead people in there.” 
 
    “Yes Sir,” Jack said. Though from what he remembered the bodies were all in the carpark. 
 
    Leach let that pass because he probably knew Jack committed a bigger crime than just making fun of the indoctrination a few minutes later. 
 
    The Vid started again. 
 
    On the wall in front of them, Jeron asked, “Got anything?”  
 
    “Nah, nothing happening here.” He saw himself go back to sweeping the area. Then he swung the laser around. “Over there.” And waited while Jeron matched the coordinates. 
 
    “A kid,” Jeron confirmed. 
 
    He remembered the drone in his ears got louder and louder and more insistent. Then the mother in a blue cloak raced over to the kid and scooped him up. He watched himself close his eyes and rest his forehead against the stock. 
 
    The Vid stopped again. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “What happened there, Fraser?” asked Leach. “More light relief?” 
 
    “No Sir, the sun was in my eyes.” 
 
    In the Vid right on cue, Jeron asked. “You all right, Jack?” 
 
    ‘Yeah, just resting my eyes, got a bit of glare.” 
 
    “Use the googles.” Jeron twisted to reach his backpack, got the goggles out and handed them over. 
 
    “Strike one,” said Leach. 
 
    Jack gave a slight nod of acceptance. That was always going to happen, but the strike would time out in a month. He’d just toe the line until then. 
 
    Leach fast forwarded through twenty minutes more, and they saw nothing else. 
 
    In the Vid Jack’s Com lit up on his wrist. 
 
    The recall. 
 
    “Time to go?” asked Jeron. 
 
    “Yeah.” He stood up and finally, the Vid flicked to Sharpe and Hood. 
 
    For the next hour, Leach went through the whole mission for each member of the unit, point by point, and even with the bodies lying around, this had to just be a training exercise because each team member had done predictable things wrong and right. It all had to have been planned to test their strengths and weaknesses. 
 
      
 
    Jack wandered out of the debrief room with Jeron. 
 
    “Still going for a run?” asked Jeron. 
 
    Jack nodded. Jacob would be waiting for his report, and over the last few days, he’d noticed more men at the Base, more Mambas, at last count there’d been twelve, instead of the usual three or four, and more urgency about everything as if something was brewing. He needed to tell Jacob that because if the Cell in the City was planning anything, they needed to delay it until he knew more about what was going on. 
 
    And he needed to blow out some cobwebs after that debrief. Leach had been more thorough with his feedback this time. And even if he’d expected that strike it didn’t mean he had to like it. 
 
    “I’ll see you in the Rec in about an hour,” he said. Sometimes if he was going for a run Jeron would come with him, but he didn’t want that this time. He needed to pass on this information to Jacob. He’d contacted him from the Base before and hadn’t been caught so the shields around his Com must be as good as Jacob said they were. Between the shields and the self-destruct on the messages, reporting to Jacob was reasonably safe, but he still had to be careful. 
 
    He went back to the room and changed and made sure he had his Com with him, jogged towards the perimeter fence and then followed it for about fifty metres where a patch of bush had been left. Maybe to make the place a bit less stark. It wasn’t like there was a hell of a lot of landscaping on the Base, but there was this acre or so of trees. 
 
    Once he was out of sight of the buildings, he slowed to a walk then fished his Com out of his pocket and hit Jacob’s message icon. He could see from the green dot Jacob was online, so he was waiting to be contacted. Jacob didn’t spend time online unless he needed to. 
 
    And Jacob didn’t waste words. “Report.” The order flashed up on the screen and then disappeared immediately.  
 
    He typed back. “Training stepped up. Bigger numbers on Base.” That was another thing, nothing audible that could be picked up by DroneCams. He walked fast as he messaged. Anyone watching the Cam feed wouldn’t notice anything strange, they couldn’t see him because he was going through the bushes and if the heat sensors picked him up, he was just going slower than before. He typed the couple of bits of info he had to pass on then flashed the numbers and times of the troop movements to Jacob. 
 
    Finally, he typed, “Something has changed in the last day. End,” and waited for Jacob’s response. 
 
    “Will suspend any action until you know a bit more about what’s going on. End.” Came back at him. 
 
    Good, if Jacob could keep the Cell in line for a while, he’d feel safer. Because if that wasn’t a training exercise and someone from the Cell was involved in the sabotage and they got caught and interrogated everyone would be in the shit. He’d seen the InterrogationVids. The squad got shown them, a couple a day, low dosed with something that would make them accept the violence. Leach said it was to ‘desensitise’ them, so they could do their jobs. 
 
    The Vid Jacob and Fitzgerald showed him to force him to join up was amateur hour compared to what he’d seen since. But they’d made him watch a couple of Vector officers Interrogate his best friends and then kill them. What they did was nothing compared to what Vector was willing to do to prisoners if they were trying to get information from them. Jacob said, “You’re only given a low dose of the drug so you can survive it if you hold onto what you believe in. Don’t give into it.” 
 
    Fuck that would be all right if after all the indoctrination he still knew what he believed. What if the scenario in the Vid with that mum and kid was for real, and he’d killed them? He shoved his Com back in his pocket and picked up the pace again. Running the perimeter fence was a gentle workout. It took just under an hour and only had a gradual gradient here and there. Probably wouldn’t be enough to keep you fit if that was all you were doing, but it was a good way of winding down and letting off a bit of steam after something had happened. 
 
     He came out of the trees near the perimeter fence then stretched out, ran harder and took the final corner heading back to the barracks. He couldn’t tell if the indoctrination was working. Maybe it was possible to fight it. He hadn’t shot that kid and mother today, and according to both Leach and Jacob, he should have. Not often his two masters agreed. 
 
    But not shooting that kid and mum did him no good at all. He should have done it to keep Leach off his back because he knew they had to be images. What mother would let a kid out on the street with a couple of hundred VTroopers armed with lasers searching the place? 
 
    And that noise around them all the time, it set your teeth on edge. Where was that coming from? And why would the two girls be in the foyer still when the rest of the building had been evacuated? 
 
    He headed back to the barracks. He hadn’t been shot or arrested so he’d got away with contacting Jacob again. 
 
    He had some leave this weekend. He might go home like his mother wanted him to and go and see Jacob and tell him he was quitting. He’d had enough of this. Not knowing what he believed anymore. Taking risks. 
 
    He changed into the base fatigues then went to the Rec Room to find the others. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ELA CAME OUT OF the lecture room and hugged her Tablet as she looked around for Isabelle. Her lecture was meant to finish at the same time Izzie’s did and they’d planned to meet up with Amon and Lucan and go and find something to eat. 
 
    She watched the other kids wander past all hugging Tablets. All the girls were wearing the same blue cloak she was and looked as if they were floating. 
 
    The cloaks were silly things always getting in the way, but all the Elite wore them. Maybe as much to say they were Elite as for any other reason. 
 
    She turned and studied the path that led into the gardens. Maybe Isabelle had got out early and gone for a walk? 
 
    No that didn’t sound like Isabelle, if she’d finished her lecture early, there’d be a Txt to tell her and Isabelle would be sitting on the steps of the lecture theatre waiting for her. 
 
    She turned back to check she hadn’t missed her. The theatre building soared, twenty storeys of the shiny silver glass. Inside it was light and airy like all the new buildings in the City but outside it looked like it had sunglasses on, and you couldn’t see its eyes. 
 
    The grey tile steps at the entrance were deserted. All the medical students in the lecture with her must have had somewhere to get to. 
 
    Then she spotted Isabelle coming towards her with Amon and Lucan. 
 
    “Hey,” said Isabelle. “Look who I found.” She had her cloak flicked back over her shoulders, and her little black boots and white tutu looked cute. The red satin bustier with black lacing was a bit over the top. But that was the way Isabelle dressed. Sexy. She’d topped it all off with plenty of makeup, dark eyes, ruby red lips, and crystal teardrops formed a meandering line down one cheek. All the Elite girls dressed sexy with tiny clothes and extreme makeup, but Isabelle took it to a whole new level. 
 
    Amon was carrying his cloak. He hardly ever wore the thing but didn’t forget to have it with him either like he was making some sort of stand but could back away from it if he had to. His pants and top were red and seemed to have zips everywhere. More decorative than useful. 
 
    He grinned at her. With blond hair and blue eyes, he really was lovely looking. Then draped his arm over her shoulder and turned the gesture into a headlock. “Miss me?” he asked 
 
    Ela got herself out of the hold. “I only saw you yesterday. And we talked to last night. You don’t give me much of a chance to miss you.” 
 
    “You can’t count a Hologram, I’m better in person.” 
 
    Ela laughed. 
 
    Amon looked hurt for a moment. “I see I’ll have to play harder to get,” he said. 
 
    “If I wanted to get you, you’d know,” she told him. 
 
    Amon clutched his heart. “Now, I’m really hurt.” That’s what it was like with Elite boys, all flirting and teasing but strictly no touching. Amon recovered and grinned at her again. “Are you training with me tonight?” 
 
    Ela shook her head. “No, I have to study.” She held her Tablet up. “I have so many notes from today’s lecture. It's going to take me hours to get them all organised.” 
 
    “Skip it. The notes still be there tomorrow,” suggested Amon. “We’d have fun on Velodrome.” 
 
    Ela shook her head. Usually, she would have gone with him, but she had to meet Nick at the Station. He wanted her there for some reason. 
 
    “You’ll just have to bike on your own tonight. Tomorrow night I’ll come for a run with you.” She liked being Amon’s training partner. It got her out of shopping and talk about makeup and clothes and all the other things she was meant to be interested in if she was going to be Sweet and Elite all the time the way her mother and Jacob wanted her to be. 
 
    “At least you sound like you might miss me tonight.” 
 
    “No Hologram then?” she asked. She hated lying to her friends all the time, but they wouldn’t understand. They were true Elite. She was only keeping up the pretence of it to keep safe. 
 
    Amon shrugged. “I could Haze and sneak into your house and visit you. No one would see me.” 
 
    She laughed. “I thought your father made you take the HazeApp off your Com.” 
 
    Amon shrugged. “I put it back on just for you.” 
 
    She laughed again. Amon was fun. Sometimes he acted like he thought he was more than her training partner. Like he wanted to be her boyfriend, but apart from the odd headlock or arm around her shoulders, he never touched her or kissed her. Elite didn’t do that. No physical contact. Sex was a disgusting thing people used to do. Amon seemed to have bought into that bit of indoctrination and believed what they’d been taught, making love was just how babies used to be made. Now Humicrib made them, and Humicrib babies were always perfect. The SkyVids told them that all the time. Those Humicrib babies bumbled across the sky, and Humicrib’s slogan floated around the babies, Humicrib, Cradle of the World. 
 
    They wandered together to the café. 
 
    “What would you like, Ela?” Amon asked. 
 
    “A banana smoothie?” 
 
    Amon nodded. “Two banana smoothies,” he ordered then touched the Com on his wrist against the screen. Two sachets slid down the shoot and lay there cradled in the silver bowl. Amon grabbed one and handed it to her. They waited while Isabelle and Lucan decided what they wanted and ordered it. 
 
    “Are you going to Humicrib this afternoon?” Amon asked. 
 
    Ela nodded. He knew her schedule. She’d never bothered to learn his. “I’m with the Preborns. They’re so sweet.” 
 
    Isabelle and Lucan had finally decided on something orange and unhealthy looking. All four of them wandered off sipping. 
 
    “Do you want to sit somewhere?” asked Isabelle. It looked like most of the seats near the café had already been taken. Kids in blue cloaks sat sucking on sachets, talking and laughing. 
 
    Ela nodded and they all wandered over to the library building and sat on the steps there. The library was just as tall and covered in silver glass as the rest of the buildings in the City. 
 
    She looked at her three friends, all Humicrib babies, and she had to admit they all looked perfect. Isabelle, tiny, curvy, and pretty, Amon tall, blond, good looking and in good shape. Lucan, tall too with a great smile and tawny eyes and hair. 
 
    She was the imposter, almost as tall as Amon and skinny and a Natural. But her friends didn’t know that. Hardly anybody did, and that was the way her mother and grandfather wanted to keep it. 
 
    Amon stretched out on the steps, laying on his side, boots crossed, elbow planted on the tiles, chin on his fist. “You should have taken law Ela, and then you wouldn’t have to be free labour for Humicrib in your afternoons.” 
 
    “I like it.” Ela sipped at her smoothie. “Do you have more lectures today?” 
 
    Amon nodded. “Yeah, Ethics. We’re discussing whether the decrease in the world population has saved the planet.” He rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Has it?” asked Ela. She’d never thought about that. But if nobody had had babies for the last fifty years, of course the population would have decreased. Humicrib cloned and sold millions of babies each year but not enough to replace the old people dying off. 
 
    “It’s stopped global warming. Less people, less carbon emissions.” 
 
    “I guess so,” said Ela. 
 
    Isabelle sucked on her smoothie, then frowned. “It doesn’t sound fair on the people who can’t afford to buy a Humicrib baby. I want a baby sometime, what if I can’t afford one?” 
 
    Lucan touched Isabelle’s hand. “I’ll buy you a beautiful one.” He turned to Amon. “It sounds a boring class.” 
 
    Amon nodded. “It will be. I’ll go to the Velodrome and blow out the cobwebs afterwards, and since Ela can’t go with me, I might as well go early. Do you fancy a few hours of training?” 
 
    Lucan seemed to be considering it then looked at Isabelle. She shook her head and smiled at him. A small secret smile that Ela had seen between those two before. 
 
    “No,” said Lucan. “Izzy and I are going to her place to study.” Ela watched him touch Isabelle’s hand again. Lucan and Isabelle were definitely an item. Once when Isabelle had got hurt Lucan had held her in his arms until the EvacHovers turned up. They didn’t kiss or anything, but sometimes there was that brief touch. Maybe when they went to Izzie’s to study, they weren’t just studying.  
 
    But even though Izzie was her best friend, she couldn’t ask if they made love when they were alone together. Anyway, Izzie would deny it because if it was true, they’d be breaking nearly every law there was. 
 
    Ela looked at her Com, she was running late. She crushed the empty smoothie sachet and stood. “I have to go. It’ll take me a quarter of an hour to get to the hospital, and then I’ll need to get changed.” 
 
    “Don’t ever be late Ela,” said Amon. It sounded like sarcasm. He always acted like this when she had to leave him. 
 
    “I’ll see you after lectures tomorrow,” she said to Izzy. “Enjoy training on your own,” she said to Amon. 
 
    He grinned. “Skip training too often, and you’ll never beat me again,” he said. 
 
    “In your dreams.” As she walked away, she gave him the slow fade. “He gets beaten by a girl sometimes. He should train harder. It’s lucky sometimes he can fit in an extra training without her.” 
 
    She could hear Amon and the others laughing behind her. They were good friends, and it never seemed to occur to them that she wasn’t always telling the truth. What would happen if she said what she was really doing this evening? 
 
    “Well actually,” she’d say. “I’m going to meet up with the City Cell of the Resistance, and we’re planning to put an end to your whole way of life. All this is going to be over soon.” 
 
    Very soon if what Jacob and Nick said was true. 
 
    She hurried to the MonoRail port and took the elevator to the platform. As the glass lift rose silently and effortlessly, she saw the City stretch out in front of her. The SkyTower and the HarbourBridge were all the Administration had left of old Auckland when the Quarantine was first placed over the country. They knocked everything else down and replaced it with Vector’s base on the North Shore, the Hospital where Humicrib cloned the babies, the Administration offices that took up most of the central city and the University a bit further out where the Local kids were housed and forced to donate their genetic material, and on the other side of the City, the University where the Elite kids were educated. 
 
    She couldn’t figure out why the Administration destroyed the old city. She’d seen pictures and it had all sorts of buildings. And outside the City in the Hinterland where Jacob lived the houses were all old and worn but they had soft colours and rounded edges that made them seem more real somehow. 
 
    She stepped out of the lift and onto the platform. Over the harbour bridge there were a few derelict buildings, but here in the centre where the Administration’s offices were built, and Humicrib and the University, everything was new and shiny. In fact, everything matched. All the buildings were covered in the silver glass hiding what was inside, and the entrances and pavements were grey tiles like in the University and stretched out in continuous endless monotony. 
 
    Other students were waiting to be taken to Humicrib. It was part of being accepted at Medical School. They had all agreed to spend their afternoons at the Hospital helping with the babies. She didn’t hate working here. Babies were lovely. Right from when they were tiny foetuses to when they were viable the Preborns were interesting. But she didn’t want to spend her life caring for the cloned babies like her mother did either. She wanted to be a physician and treat adults. Not a paediatrician. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the locker room with all the others, she changed into the Intern’s uniform. So different from the flirty clothes everyone usually wore under their cloaks. 
 
    “Do I look all right?” asked Annabelle. She turned to Ela, adjusting the mop cap she’d just pulled on. She was dressed head to toe in a pink outfit that showed she’d be working with the new foetuses. 
 
    “Devastating,” said Ela. She sat and pulled on the fabric booties they had to wear. With the mop cap, the shapeless top and the loose trousers, all pale green for her, they all looked the same. This week she was working with the older Preborns, the ones that were nearly viable and would be adopted out in a few weeks. 
 
    “I know,” said Annabelle and tried to adjust the cap to a better angle. “Thank goodness we only have to wear these things for a few hours a day.” She grinned and went out of the locker room. 
 
    Ela heard her Com ding. A Txt. She opened it, expecting Amon to say something about his training, or whether she’d be able to beat him during tomorrow’s run, instead it was Nick. 
 
    “What time will you be here?” the Txt asked. 
 
    “Around 5.00,” she Txted back. Something must really be up. He didn’t usually check up on her. He knew she had to keep up appearances and couldn’t just disappear whenever she felt like it. 
 
    “Ok,” came back. 
 
    Ela slid the Com into her pocket, stood, straightened her clothes then looked in the mirror. She looked like one of the pale teddies they gave the older Preborns to play with. She mightn’t be interested in clothes the way Isabelle was, but she could see this wasn’t a great look. At least she looked like everyone else. 
 
    She went on the Travellator that would take her to the ward she’d been assigned to. 
 
    Inside the ward rows and rows of cribs similar to giant eggshells were lined up like pieces on a giant chess board. The lines were orderly and stretched as far as she could see. Each eggshell had a perfect forty-week baby in it. At this age, they would grab your finger in their hand and pull it to their mouth or kick their legs and press against your palm if you held it against the soles of their feet. 
 
    She would swear some of them smiled too when she was teaching them how to feed by mouth. Soon their intravenous lines would be removed, and they had to learn to feed before they met their new parents. The textbooks said it couldn't happen, they were too young to smile, but she was sure the textbooks were wrong.  
 
      
 
    In one corner of the room near the nurses’ Station, a group of other interns wearing pale green stood clustered around a group of doctors and nurses getting their instructions for the day. She hurried over and joined the rest of the interns just before Professor Bradford started talking. She’d only just made it. She should have left the University sooner because Bradford was one of those Professors who put punctuality ahead of almost everything. 
 
    She slipped into the group between Elsa and Darien. Darien still had traces of makeup around his eyes. When she’d seen him at University earlier, he’d had black wings painted like a mask across his face. He always dressed up, makeup, masks, sequins, he made Isabelle look restrained. He must have been running late too and didn’t have time to get the wings off properly. Still they’d both got away with it this time. Elsa looked at her and gave her a grin and then looked back at Bradford. 
 
    The Professor took a Tablet from one of the assistants standing near him and then studied the group of Interns. “Now today,” he said gravely. “You will be assisting us in assessing this batch for viability. We will be taking each unit through a series of developmental tests to see if they are ready to leave us. If any of the subjects fail any of the tests, they will be scheduled for reassessment in a few days’ time. If they still fail a decision will need to be made about whether they are suitable for adoption.” He nodded at the assistant who had given him the Tablet and the woman started to read off the names of the Interns and assign each one to an assistant. 
 
    What would happen to the babies that failed the developmental testing? Ela knew she should keep her mouth shut; this wasn’t the time to ask that question. In fact, after finishing here she could just go to her mother’s office two floors up and ask her, her mother was the person in charge of this part of Humicrib. 
 
    But she just couldn’t help herself. She raised her hand. “Professor, if the baby fails the developmental testing a second time, what will happen then?” 
 
    The Professor frowned a little. “Ah, Miss Hennessey. Not only do you arrive with no time to spare, but then you interrupt the flow of things. However, to answer your question, I think you must be aware of what happens. Under no circumstances can Humicrib allow defective units to be adopted. They will be eliminated.” 
 
    “Eliminated?” asked Ela shocked. “But surely…” How could they eliminate any of these babies? 
 
    The professor interrupted what she was going to say. “I think this discussion should be scheduled for another time. We have work to do.” 
 
    Ela lowered her hand. Perhaps it would be safer to ask her mother. Eliminated how? She’d find out. 
 
    “Yes, professor,” she said. He couldn’t really mean the babies would be killed. They were babies. But Humicrib had had these babies in their care for nine months, surely if there was anything wrong with any of them, it would have been found by now. This just had to be a final check and there would be nothing to find. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SHE FOLLOWED BEHIND the assistant she was assigned to. The woman ran through a standard spiel. “We have been assigned subjects 20006 to 20106.” She studied her Tablet. “We have one hundred subjects to test, so we’ll need to work quickly. Professor Bradford expects we’ll be finished by the time this shift is over.” 
 
    Ela did a quick calculation. Just over four hours. One hundred babies to test. That was two and a half minutes per baby. They weren’t going to find anything in that time. This was just a formality. The final thing before the babies were signed off as viable. She felt relieved. 
 
    They stopped in front of the first eggshell crib. The baby lay there curled up and sucking its thumb. At least it was awake, so they wouldn’t have to wake it to do whatever they had to do. 
 
    “Have you done viability checks before, Hennessey?” asked the assistant. 
 
    Ela shook her head. She knew the theory. Sucking reflex, grasping reflex, pushing against things with their feet, but she’d never tried to test those things. 
 
    The assistant nodded and looked down at her Tablet again, then up at Ela. “We have ten tests to do. I will tell you each one and you will perform it and tell me whether the subject has passed. Do you understand? 
 
    Ela nodded again. She lifted the top of the eggshell off the first crib. 
 
    “Subject 20006,” she said. The assistant tapped the tablet with her stylus, then read out the first item. 
 
    “Gently stroke the subject’s cheek and tell me if the head turns towards the stroking and the mouth seeks out your finger.” 
 
    That seemed easy enough. She leaned over the cradle. 
 
    “Hey, Baby 20006,” she said gently as she stroked its cheek. The baby turned its head towards the stroking and its little mouth formed an O. 
 
    “Don’t speak to the subject,” said the assistant. “We are testing only one stimulus at a time.” 
 
    “Sorry,” said Ela. She stroked the other cheek and the baby turned that way. “Yes, the response is there.” She felt overwhelming relief. It was only the first baby and the first test, but the baby had passed. This was going to be fine.  
 
    Quickly they worked through the other tests, the baby passed them all and then they moved onto the next subject. Baby after baby got the tests one hundred percent correct. 
 
    They came to subject 20059.  They were well over halfway and so far, there had been no anomalies. This was just a formality. 
 
     Then she saw one of the cribs being pushed to another room. 
 
    The assistant watched the intern in pale green pushing the crib. “That’s disappointing,” she said. “Professor Bradford was hoping to achieve one hundred percent viability with this batch.” 
 
    “What will happen to it?” Ela asked again. 
 
    The assistant looked at her for a moment and then said, “Don’t be naïve, Hennessy. Like the professor said, Humicrib can’t afford to release any defective product.” She looked back down at her tablet. “Now for 20059.” 
 
    Ela lifted the lid of the crib. The baby kicked its legs and waved its arms, the feed lines didn’t seem to worry it. As she leaned over the baby turned to look at her and smiled. She was certain it did. She stroked its cheek and the baby’s mouth searched the way it was meant to. She felt relieved again. After seeing that crib moved to the other room this testing took on more significance. 
 
    She went through each test and the wee baby performed beautifully, all the time looking back and smiling at her like this was some game they were playing. If this had just been a normal duty day, she would have talked to him and tickled him, but she didn’t want to annoy the assistant. She didn’t need to be put on report and have to stay back for a lecture about following procedure. She needed to get away quickly when the shift finished, spend a little time talking to her mother so things seemed normal and then go and find Nick. 
 
    She got to the final test. She held her hand against the soles of the baby’s feet and gently pushed against them. The baby didn’t push back the way it should have. She pushed a little harder, but still no response. 
 
    “Come on, little one,” she said under her breath. Of all the babies she had tested so far, this one had been the most responsive, the most smiley, and then he didn’t do this final thing. She looked at the baby’s face. His eyes were on hers, they seemed to follow her every move, then he gave a quirky little half grin, but he didn’t push back. 
 
    “Is there something wrong, Hennessey?” asked the assistant. 
 
    Ela straightened up and smiled at the woman. “No,” she said. “Everything is perfect.” She moved onto the next baby. Maybe she’d done the wrong thing. Maybe if she reported the lack of that reflex something could have been done to help 20059 but from Professor Bradford’s response to her question, and the assistant’s, she didn’t think that was likely. 
 
    She’d ask her mother when she saw her. 
 
      
 
    When Ela’s shift finished, she changed back into her own clothes. She still felt disturbed about 20059. Had she saved his life? Or ruined it? Or just destroyed her own future? What if her lie was found out? And what would happen to an Elite child who didn’t have use of his legs? She’d never seen any Elite who was less than physically perfect. Is this how Humicrib achieved that? They tested for imperfections and eliminated them? How could her mother be involved in something that cruel? 
 
    She took the glass elevator up to the floor where her mother’s office was. When she was younger, her mother worked with the babies, but now her work was mainly administration. 
 
    Minnie, her mother’s assistant sat at the big desk outside the office door. 
 
    “Hello Ela,” Minnie said when she saw her. “I wondered if we’d see you today.” 
 
    “Hi, Min. Is Mum in?” 
 
    Minnie nodded and swiped something on her desk to open the door. Ela could see her Mum, still in her blue cloak, working at her desk, so she wandered into the office and sat down to wait. 
 
    Her mother looked up gave a small smile, then looked back down at the Tablet she was studying. That small smile was all she expected. Her mother was very formal and restrained with her like all Elite parents were. But she was certain her mother loved her. 
 
    She waited. It was better to let her finish than try to interrupt. 
 
    After a few minutes, her mother closed the document she’d been studying. “How did your afternoon go?” she asked. 
 
    “It was fine, we were doing the viability tests on the 200000, batch.” 
 
    Her mother nodded. “Did they all pass?” 
 
    Ela sighed. “No, I saw a few taken away. What will happen to them?” 
 
    Her mother hesitated before answering. Then she repeated what Bradford had said. “We will give them a few days and then retest them.” 
 
    “What if they fail again?” Ela asked. 
 
    Again, her mother hesitated. “That is the part of this work that is so hard to bear.” 
 
    “They’ll be killed?” Ela asked. She guessed she’d already worked that out. But how could her mother be involved in this? It was inhumane. 
 
    Her mother stood abruptly. “We try to ensure very few babies fail; we do what we can.” She looked out the window and watched the Monorail pass by, then looked back at Ela and changed the subject. “Will you be home this evening?” 
 
    “No, I’m going to the Vids with Amon and Izzy.” Another lie but her mother was so deeply part of the Administration she couldn’t tell her the truth. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ela walked slowly to the elevator that would take her back to the entrance of Humicrib. What they were doing to those babies was so unfair Sometimes the work Humicrib did seemed reasonable. Humicrib cloned the babies and saved the world. 
 
    And sometimes when she wondered if she was doing the right thing trying to bring down the Administration and Humicrib something like the viability test would happen to remind her that no matter how easy life was for her as an Elite, the whole system was wrong. 
 
    She waited for the display to show the twentieth floor then the doors of the elevator opened, and she stepped in. Those babies were real and Humicrib treated them as units to be sold. 
 
    It was especially bad as she knew the effects of Genus6 could be reversed. She was the living proof of it. Only a few people knew about that now but soon everyone would. That was what Jacob and the other resistance leaders around the world were working towards, and why what Nick and Curly were doing was important. 
 
    She watched the City, the horizon and the harbour. Then as the elevator got closer to the ground, the buildings close to this block got bigger and bigger. The Administration was as ruthless with people as they were with buildings. They destroyed the old City to have room to build the hospital for Humicrib and the office blocks for themselves, and they kept the Locals under control and frightened so they could harvest their genes. Nick and Jacob were right. The Administration had to be stopped. 
 
    The elevator halted, and the doors opened. She’d go and find out what Nick wanted. 
 
    She wandered across the road. A few EcoSelfDrives passed her but most people didn’t bother with a private car. They took the Monorail because it was faster, so only high ranked officials bothered with their own vehicle these days. 
 
    The City glowed in the late afternoon sun. The blank silver faces of the buildings took on the yellow light, and the colour of the tiles softened. She really wanted to run to the Station to find out why Nick had risked Txting her twice. Whatever he wanted to show her had to be big. 
 
    But she forced herself to wander slowly and watch the Vid displays in the shop windows. Clothes, shoes, a new eBike. If she’d been with Izzy and the others, she would have had to behave the way they did. Talking about what she wanted to buy and going into the bike shop to try out the new bike Amon wanted. But because she was on her own the only thing she had to remember to do was walk slowly. 
 
    Finally, she could see the corner that led to the entrance of the old Britomart Station. She shrugged off her cloak, folded it over her arms and hugged it to her. The cloak never quite became invisible when she used the HazeApp. Bits of hem flicked out of the Haze as she walked so it was better to carry it. She gripped her Com and judged her moment. It was important to Haze just at the right time so the people behind her assumed she’d turned the corner, and the people coming up the street she turned into didn’t see her at all. 
 
    This always made her nervous no matter how often she did it. Having the HazeApp on her Com could get her arrested. Amon had stolen it for the fun of it. He didn’t know that he was the reason the Resistance Cell had it and used it now. The other problem was, why would she want to be invisible if she was Elite? Elite tended to want to be seen and admired. 
 
    As she turned the corner, she hit the App on the screen of her Com and saw first her hands and then the rest of her shimmer for a moment and disappear. There was still that effect in the air you get when alcohol is added to water, but people only noticed it if they knew what to look for. The important thing when you were nearly invisible was to not bump into anyone. 
 
    Ela made it to the open square outside the entrance of the underground station, with its benches and trees, without being noticed. Britomart had escaped being demolished when the MonoRails were built in the City. The entrances had been boarded up and the tunnels forgotten. Perhaps the Administration had had some plan to use them, but it never happened. 
 
    The Resistance used the Station to hide Locals that needed to lay low for some reason, and to meet when they had something to discuss that couldn’t be overheard. There weren’t too many places you could escape surveillance from the DroneCams, but this was one of them. 
 
    She walked across the open area and checked that no one had followed her and then went down the wide concrete steps to the boarded-up entrance that was now really a door. She checked again she was alone, then sent the code that would open the door for her. The kid monitoring the entrance would know she was expected and would see the Haze and her heat signature on his screen, and he’d let her in. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    NICK SAT DOWN BESIDE CURLY and Curly touched the array on the screen in front of them to bring up whatever it was he wanted him to see. 
 
    “How was Jacob?” Curly asked. 
 
    “His usual grumpy self.” He’d just got back from the Hinterland. Jacob had sent a message he wanted to see him, and it was a hell of a way to spend a night. Getting to the tunnel entrance, running for five k to the end, and then taking the train into Paeroa and Jacob picking him up. Talking to Jacob for a couple of hours then doing it all again in reverse. 
 
    Now he was in the back room with Curly. He’d watch this Vid and then get some sleep. 
 
    Curly paused the Vid on the Screen.  
 
    Nick studied the image in front of him. “Bloody hell.” It looked like the Administration’s main office building and as if a bomb had gone off. The date and time signatures said yesterday afternoon. 
 
    But he hadn’t authorised anything. And as far as he knew, there were no other Resistance Cells in the City. “What’s that?” 
 
    “You tell me.” Curly waved his hand and started the Vid again, then rewound it twenty minutes. 
 
    At first it looked like any other Vid he’d seen of Vector Troops in action. StealthHovers unhazed as they landed. Mambas. Troop carriers. The wings lifted and the VTroopers in their uniforms with the silver V’s across their chests from shoulder to waist, poured out and surrounded the building forming a perimeter the way they always did. 
 
    “Here it comes,” said Curly. 
 
    A smaller hover UnHazed. A Viper this time. A group of maybe a dozen Troopers came down the ramp. They were still in black, but their uniforms didn’t have the silver V the other Troopers had. 
 
    He watched the squad listen to the guy leading them and then take off in different directions in pairs, the identification code for each Trooper at his feet. It wasn’t the same soup of numbers he could see for the VTroopers, the numbers were red not white. And VTroopers never worked in pairs, and they didn’t run. They formed up in battalions and marched relentlessly at their target. This was different. 
 
    “What are they doing?” 
 
    Curly fast forwarded the Vid through the Troopers entering the building and taking the stairs, and then he paused it again. The DroneCam seemed to have pulled back, or whoever had edited this had switched to a different Drone, now the view was a panorama of the CityScape. 
 
    Curly pointed to the top of three buildings. “Here, here, and here,” he said. “Snipers.” 
 
    Nick could just make them out. A blur of black, a glint of steel. But it was the pair of numbers on top of each building that really gave them away. 
 
    Curly started the Vid again and let it run for a while, and it focussed on two of the snipers. They even had a chat about why they were there. Then he saw one of them see something, the DroneCam picked up what he’d seen, a mother and child running out onto the deserted street. Nick’s heart was in his mouth. But the snipers didn’t shoot. Something about glare from the sun one of them said. 
 
    Curly stopped the Vid. “This happened less than a kilometre from here and only yesterday. I’d say that unit Jacob told us about is now operative, and we need to decide if it makes any difference to our plans.” 
 
    “Who else has seen this?” 
 
    “Everyone.” 
 
    “What do Tom and Jake think? They’re the ones installing the next two shields.” 
 
    “They want to do it still. Should we postpone?” Curly asked. 
 
    Nick shook his head then nodded at the screen. “Jacob said things had changed, I guess he knew about this. We’ve only got two shields left to put in place then we’re ready. Jacob thinks it’s worth the risk. Every Cell in the world is set up waiting for our signal. By the end of the week Jacob’s message can go out. As long as the attack is coordinated. It should work. We need to be ready too. We’ve got right on our side, and we’ve got the numbers.” 
 
    Curly picked up a stylus and played with it. “But they’ve got gunships and lasers.” 
 
    Nick shrugged. “Five million Locals, against one hundred and thirty thousand Elite, and only half of them are troopers, we can do it.” To his own ears it sounded like he was trying to convince himself as much as Curly. When they first came up with this plan it had sounded great. But now it was about to happen, he wasn’t so sure. Who picked a fight with the whole world and won? 
 
    Curly put the stylus down firmly. “They won’t be able to do a bloody thing with their infrastructure disabled.” 
 
    Nick nodded. With only two shields to go, Jacob was right, it was worth the risk. Then Jacob’s message would signal all the cradles around the world to take back control. They’d hold the world to ransom, no more babies if the Locals in each country weren’t given their lands back. In New Zealand, 140,000 Elite, 5 million Locals. It was probably the same sort of proportion in the cradles right around the world 
 
    Nick stretched and yawned. “We need to get the kids out of the university before Jacobs message goes out. No hostages for Vector, means no leverage.” 
 
    Curly nodded, then the Screen that monitored the entrance came on. Someone outside had activated the motion sensor. 
 
    Curly rolled his office chair across to the Screen. “It’s Ela.” He spoke to the guard. “Let her in,” he said, then eased himself out of the chair and grabbed his walking stick. “I’ll bring her back here.” 
 
    “I’m sure she knows the way.” Nick was too tired to get up, besides he knew Curly liked Ela. And why not, she was hot. 
 
    Curly grinned and limped to the door. He’d been Interrogated by Vector two years ago and the leg they’d broken never mended properly. It would take him a while to get out front. 
 
    Nick leaned back and rested his eyes. He’d had different plans for last night and then Jacob’s message had come through and he’d had to cancel. But, going to Jacob’s had been worth it. Now he knew for certain everything would be in place by the end of the week and then Vector wouldn’t know what hit them. 
 
    His plans had involved Angel and Victoria. When he got back to the Station, it was Victoria on guard duty, and the way she’d run her hand down his arm was all promise. 
 
    He’d tell Ela what was going on and see if she knew anything, and then he might go to bed. He’d find Angel, then maybe get someone to relieve Victoria. There had to be some perks to being in charge here. 
 
    He sat up again and touched the small image on the array that showed the foyer. Yep, Victoria was still there. 
 
    He watched her key in the code to open the door and saw Ela come in. Yep, Ela was hot. 
 
    “Is Nick here?” she asked. He could see what Jack and Curly saw in her. The long dark hair down to her backside, the grey eyes, leg to her armpits, and those clothes the Elite girls wore left nothing to the imagination. Victoria was all right, and so was Angel, but there was something about Elite girls that drew him in. The sexy clothes, the makeup, the glossiness. 
 
    Victoria nodded and pushed the door shut again. “He’s in the back room.” They all called it the backroom, but it was really his office, the one space at the Station he kept as his own, sometimes he even slept there if something was happening and he needed to keep an eye on it, but mainly it was his command centre. 
 
    Then Curly appeared and Ela followed as he limped through the empty area where there must have been small shops and the ticket office when the Station was originally built. It looked derelict now. They kept it and the other four entrances like that on purpose in case anyone started snooping around the old Station. 
 
    Then Ela and Curly went through the door to the area that had been the Station’s platform. He switched to the next feed and watched them walk past the railway lines to one side. The rest of the area was taken up with Screens and Monitors showing the feeds from the DroneCams around the City. Dozens of kids about Ela’s age, a couple of years younger than he and Curly were, were sitting in front of Screens watching the various feeds. They were all Locals. Kids forced to go to University, so they’d be available when Humicrib needed to harvest their genes. They knew their families were in danger if they didn’t cooperate, so they did what was expected of them, but they hated the Administration as much as he and Curly. 
 
    The kids were all checking for anything usual and keeping the Cell safe by sending out early warnings of extra surveillance. 
 
    The next feed showed them going through the Coms room. It had originally been the control centre for the Station, now Curly used it to monitor the Administration communications.  
 
    He watched as Ela and Curly passed the kitchen and dining room. Hundreds of other kids were coming and going around them. 
 
    Nick waved at the Screen to reduce the feed from that Cam and bring up the array of all of the feeds. Curly and Ela were about to come into the office, and he didn’t want either of them to think he was stalking anyone. 
 
    “Hey,” he said as they walked through the door. He was just in time. “Did you have trouble getting away?” 
 
    Ela shook her head and put the folded cloak onto a chair sitting near the table. Nick knew she’d leave it there until she was about to go out again. This was the only place in the City where being Elite wasn’t a good idea. 
 
    “Just had to tell a few lies,” said Ela. 
 
    “The usual then?” Nick said with a grin. 
 
    “Yes.” She looked at the VidScreen he’d been watching with Curly. “Has something happened?” 
 
    Nick nodded. “You remember Jacob saying he’d heard a whisper about a new squad. A sniper squad trained in urban combat?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah vaguely. I didn’t take too much notice. It didn’t seem to have anything to do with me at the time. What about it?” 
 
    “Curly picked up this feed from a DroneCam. It looks like the squad Jacob was talking about. As far as we can work out, this is a recording of a training exercise.” He flicked on the Vid and pointed to the rubble and bodies lying near a building. “This doesn’t look real; it looks like the scene has been set up like the building has been bombed but there’s really no damage. And if it was bombed, we didn’t do it so who would have?” He pointed at the corner of the building. “Watch this,” he said and started the Vid again so Ela could watch it. 
 
    Ela studied the Vid of two troopers up on the roof, lasers ready. 
 
    “What do the others think?” Ela asked. She would know everyone would have seen this Vid already. It was always better to share information, and that was the way he and Curly did things here. 
 
    Curly leaned back against the wall. “Keep going. They think that unit won’t make any difference.” 
 
    Ela looked at Nick for confirmation, though he wasn’t sure why. He never was cautious, and they needed those shields in place before Jacob put his plan in action. 
 
     He nodded. “Jacob agrees. It’s still, go into the building, do the job and then get out the way it’s always been. With the HazeApp and a bit of care Tom and Jake can get it done without Vector even knowing they’re around.” 
 
    “So, it’s already decided,” she said. “We keep going and finish off what we’ve started. We just be more careful?” 
 
    “Yep.” They might be willing to do what it took to damage the Administration’s infrastructure, but when they took control of the country, they didn’t want any more casualties or damage than strictly necessary. 
 
    Nick waved his hand past the VidScreen and it turned off. “Yeah. I think that’s the way to go.” 
 
    Did it make any difference to what they had planned? They only had two more shields to put in place and they were finished their preparations. Did a small squad of snipers make that plan more difficult to achieve? 
 
    “When?” asked Ela. 
 
    “Tomorrow afternoon for MonoRail control. Humicrib after the weekend.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nick waited for Jake and Tom get ready to head for the MonoRail system’s control tower. They didn’t seem as nervous as he thought they’d be. He still wondered if he should call this off and wait until they knew more about what Vector was up to, but they were running out of time. 
 
    Curly gave Tom the pack with the shield and the tools they’d need. “Better not forget this,” 
 
    Tom took it and grinned as he shrugged into it. 
 
    Nick checked the two kids. They were both in sensible clothes. Dark so they wouldn’t stand out, close fitting so they wouldn’t catch on anything or show when they were hazed, soft soled sneakers so they could move without making any noise. 
 
    “Got your Coms?” he asked. Tom and Jake nodded and held them up. “Remember if there’s any chance of you being seen, Haze whether you’ve got the job done or not, and get away. But you only have fifteen minutes to get clear.” Usually Com’s recharged constantly using solar and kinetic energy, but the HazeApp drained power in a big way and Coms couldn’t recharge fast enough to compensate, fifteen minutes seemed to be the limit. 
 
    “Yeah, we know,” said Jake. 
 
    Yeah, they knew. They’d gone over it often enough. “Ready?” asked Nick. 
 
    “Ready,” said the two boys. 
 
    Nick, Ela and Curly walked them to the eastern entrance. They’d come out at Takutai square. That would get them close to the MonoRail Terminal, and then it was just a short walk to the control tower. 
 
    The plan was to send a surge of energy through all the Administration’s systems to kill off all the utilities and electronics. It was going to happen in the other two Cities, Wellington and Christchurch too, and the rest of the Cradles around world. 
 
    The Administration would be helpless, and they wouldn’t be able eliminate all Locals as revenge or call in backup from the rest of the world. At least that was the way it was meant to work. 
 
    But BlastSheilds were needed in strategic places so buildings that still needed energy would be shielded. The shields were going to stop essential things like power to homes and Humicrib being affected, and make sure the MonoRails still operated, so the carriages didn’t fall off the rails and kill everyone inside.  
 
    “Head for the Commerce Street entrance when it’s done,” said Nick. That gave them four safe routes to get back. He wanted to be sure they’d remember. “And I’ll have someone waiting there to let you in.” 
 
    Tom and Jake nodded again. 
 
    Then just before Curly hit the code to open the entrance door, Nick took the pistol he’d been carrying and handed it to Jake. “You know how to use this?” He saw Jake swallow, then nod and take the pistol. Not much of a backup plan, but it was the best he could do. 
 
    “Keep safe,” he said as the entrance doors opened. From now on Jake and Tom were on their own. 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    Jack sat in the Hover opposite Jeron. They’d just landed and that familiar shudder as the Viper settled went through his body. Leach hadn’t had time to brief them. Halfway through dinner the call had gone out and they had to scramble and assemble at the HoverPad. 
 
    He’d watched three StealthHovers load VTroopers and then the squad were loaded onto the Viper. It looked miniscule beside the Mambas, and this one had a female pilot. The smaller StealthHovers seemed to, maybe it was to save on weight. 
 
    Leach stood in the aisle holding one of the straps above him for balance. Jack could see his lips move, and what he said came through the headset in his helmet. 
 
    “Listen up,” said Leach’s voice in his ear. “When the Troopers are in place, we’ll find vantage points to cover all exits. Our information suggests two individuals are in the control building. It looks like they’re planning on sabotaging the MonoRail system.” This felt different. He was pretty sure this wasn’t a training exercise. Everything about it said urgency. 
 
    Leach’s voice in his ear kept going. “We can’t let that happen. We’ll sweep for them, and then if we don’t catch them in the act, we’ll make sure we get them as they leave. We need them alive. We need to know what these attacks are about, so shoot to maim. Understood?” 
 
    Jack watched the others nod. Shoot to maim? What did that mean? Take off a leg? Jesus. 
 
    Leach barely paused for breath. “Fraser and Donovan take the positions to the north. Levi and Sharpe to the west. To the east Gregor and O’Hara. The rest of you will come with me. Once the others are in place, we’ll comb the building inch by inch until we find them.” Leach put his hand to his helmet as if someone was communicating something to him. He looked back at the squad. “They’re ready for us to do our bit.” 
 
    The squad unclipped from their seats and stood; lasers held ready. The doors of the Viper lifted, the ramp went down, and they followed the captain at a jog, out into the bright silver light. 
 
    This time there was no damage anywhere and no suffocating noise. Apart from the thousand odd VTroopers forming the perimeter, watching the building, waiting for something to happen, it looked like a normal Friday afternoon in the City. Except there were no civilians around. As usual, if the StealthHovers turned up anyone with any sense faded away. 
 
    Leach turned back to the squad and cut the air with his hand indicating the three points of the compass where they were supposed to take up position, dividing the area up into three segments. 
 
    Jack held his laser in both hands and jog marched following Jeron to the building they were assigned. This time the foyer of the building was empty. Jeron led the way to the top. They took the stairs the way they’d been taught. Got to the roof. They had to kneel with the lasers resting on the parapet. 
 
    He heard Jeron report back to Leach. “North position in place.” 
 
    Jack swept his area through the scope. The streets were still deserted. Just the StealthHovers, but no cloaking devices activated. They sat there, dark and menacing in the silver light. The black perimeter of VTroopers that ringed the building was just as menacing. He saw the glint of a scope to the west where Levi and Sharpe were positioned. He could see the last four members of the squad waiting with Leach. Leach must have got confirmation from the others too. Jack saw him lower his visor and give the signal to enter the basement of the building. 
 
    Then everything changed. Two males, about the same age as the squad members, appeared up through a ramp from underground. They can’t have known the troopers had arrived. They must be working on their own and had no surveillance on the outside. Or no communication with whoever they were working for. 
 
    “Take them.” Jack heard the order from the commander of the VTroopers come through his headset loud and clear. The perimeter moved towards the target in a mass. 
 
    The boys stood there stunned like they hadn’t expected this when they came out into the light. 
 
    Then they looked around wildly, and just as they turned to go back into the building and make a run for it, a shot rang out. It could have been either from the north or the west.  
 
    One of the boys slid down the wall and sunk to the ground holding his shoulder. A streak of blood left on the tiles. For a moment, Jack saw the other one pause, then fish inside his jacket and pull out a small, old fashioned handgun. 
 
    How did the guy expect to fight a couple of thousand VTroopers with that? The kid backed up against his mate holding the gun steady. He aimed at the line of black slowly advancing towards him. 
 
    When the VTroopers were close, the boy with the gun, turned suddenly and before any of the snipers could react, shot his mate in the head and then turned the gun on himself. 
 
    It all happened so quickly nobody had time to stop it. The shots had been accurate. The heads of both boys were just pulp. 
 
    “Bloody hell,” he heard Jeron say quietly through his headset. The rest of the squad were silent. The VTroopers had stopped moving and a couple of Medics ran to the bodies. 
 
    Jack stood up away from the parapet, silent. He’d seen death before but never self-inflicted. Whatever those boys had been doing underground, was worth dying for and important enough that they didn’t want to get caught and interrogated. They didn’t want to betray whoever they were working with. It was the bravest thing he’d ever seen. He didn’t know if he could have done it. 
 
    But why didn’t Jacob pass on the message to stop all protests and sabotage? 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    The silence in the old deserted Station was so thick you could hear it. Ela, her hand over her mouth, stared at the VidScreen up on the wall. 
 
    They were dead. Tom and Jake were dead. Tom had been hit by one of the snipers, and then Jake had shot both of them. He hadn’t even hesitated. How could you do that? How could you be so calm and cool in the face of such overwhelming odds and even think to do that? 
 
    She watched Nick fold his arms on the table and rest his head on them. Everyone else still stared at the paused screen. Curly had waved his arm at it as soon at the two boys had fallen to the ground and the Vector Medics had gone to them. 
 
    Ela touched Nick’s shoulder. It was his plan to do this. He’d led it. He’d helped Curly train Tom and Jake in what to do, and it was him who’d given them their instructions. And she’d seen him check that the small pistol was loaded and hand it to Jake. 
 
    Nick hadn’t said what the pistol was for, he’d asked, “Do you know what to do with this?” 
 
    Jake had nodded. She’d thought, off course Jake would know how to use it. Local boys grew up handling old firearms. They went hunting. It was part of being a Local. 
 
    But now she knew Jake had used it the way Nick intended him to. Vector wasn’t going to let a Cell of terrorists survive and they would keep interrogating them until Tom and Jake talked. 
 
    They all knew no one could be caught alive. If they were caught and interrogated, everyone would die. But she hadn’t known they carried something that would kill them if they were on a Mission.  
 
    Nick looked up at her, tears on his cheeks. They hadn’t had a casualty until now. Suddenly what they were doing seemed too real. They were taking on the world. It wasn’t just the Administration and Vector they were fighting. It was the whole world. 
 
    Nick turned to Curly. “Get an emergency message to Jacob. Tell him what’s happened. And tell him to get Jake and Tom’s families out of sight.” 
 
    “I’m on to it.” Then Ela saw Curly pause. “Jake has a sister at University.” 
 
    Nick nodded. “Send her a CatchingFire and then send someone to pick her up. It won’t take long for Vector to go after her.” 
 
    Curly nodded and half jogged out of the room.  
 
    A CatchingFire, so Nick still used the old danger signal Jacob used. 
 
    “Will she know what to do?” Ela asked Nick. 
 
    Nick nodded. “There was always the chance things could go wrong so we have backdoor out of the University worked out. Everyone knows the rules, Haze as soon as you can after you get the danger signal. Make your way to the backdoor and someone will come and get you.” 
 
    That made her feel a little better.  
 
    “It wasn’t your fault,” she said quietly to Nick. “Tom and Jake knew what might happen and still wanted to do it. What we’re doing is important.” 
 
    Nick nodded and roughly wiped the tears away. “If that was the last shield it would be easier to know what to do next, but we still have one more to go.” 
 
    Ela nodded. Humicrib. They could just not do it. Humicrib wasn’t strategically important. But the death of thousands of babies would be on their heads if the shield wasn’t in place before the power surge. 
 
    “Anyone want to see anymore?” Nick asked. 
 
    All around the room kids shook their heads. It was a live feed from a DroneCam. They didn’t need to watch Tom and Jake’s bodies being loaded into the EvacHover. They didn’t need to see the VTroopers get back into the StealthHovers. They didn’t need to watch the cloaking devices shroud the Hovers as they lifted off the ground. 
 
    There was still that silence like nobody could think of what to say. They were all friends here. They’d just lost two comrades, and worse they might lose more because someone was going to have to get that last shield fitted to the control box in the basement of Humicrib. 
 
    Finally, Nick stood up and drew in a deep breath. He straightened his shoulders and looked around the room. A hundred pairs of eyes looked back at him. 
 
    “They were heroes,” he said. “They gave their lives, so we have a chance of being free. Let’s make sure their sacrifice isn’t for nothing. Go back to your posts and tomorrow we’ll work out what we need to do to finish this.” 
 
    Ela looked at Nick. He’d surprised her right from when he became their leader. He’d taken on the role reluctantly, but he seemed to have grown into it. And now he’d said exactly the right thing. He’d honoured the deaths and given everyone a chance to hope those lives weren’t going to be wasted. 
 
    But it was naïve to think there’d be no retaliation if everyone knew what was really going on. None of them believed the rest of the world would just let them take over. Someone would spin it that they were in the wrong and there would be consequences. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LEACH STOOD AT THE FRONT of the Debrief Room and watched the squad file in. When they’d settled, he didn’t turn on the VidScreen the way he usually would have, he just spoke to them. 
 
    “We were too late this time, but now we know what to look for, next time we’ll be there. Any unexplained presence in a strategically important building will be investigated and dealt with.” 
 
    Leach looked around the room assessing. They all knew this is what they’d been trained for and he was looking for weakness. 
 
    “We need the target breathing. Now we know they prefer not to be taken alive we’ll be ready.” 
 
    Nobody responded. Not even a nod. Jack wondered if everyone else was as shocked as he was. They were snipers. They were trained to kill. But those boys hadn’t been the cardboard cut-outs they’d trained with. 
 
    “You all did well,” said Leach into the silence. “You’re all off duty until tomorrow. Go out and celebrate your first successful mission. You’ve been blooded.” 
 
      
 
    Jack walked out of the debrief room with the others. He only got a glimpse of the two boys’ faces before their heads were blown off and he had no idea if he knew them, but it still hung there in the air. They had to be Locals and they were about his age, so he could have known them. 
 
    He had some leave this weekend and he was going home. He’d go see Jacob and tell him this was the end. When those two boys appeared up the ramp, he should have shot them, or Jeron should have. They were just lucky Levi reacted quicker than they did. And he couldn’t have stood it if he’d been the one who’d done it.  
 
    Levi looked back at him. “Leach said we’re to celebrate. Want to head for the Viaduct?”  
 
    Did he want to spend a few hours at the Viaduct before he went home? Jack shrugged and looked at Jeron.  
 
    Jeron nodded. “Yeah, why not?” he said. 
 
    “Okay,” said Jack. Maybe a few hours of Bliss would make all this feel better. The Viaduct was where R&R happened for the Vector Troopers. There wasn’t anywhere else to let their hair down. Protectors of the Cradle of the World weren’t allowed to be seen Blissed out on the streets or grabbing at females. That only happened at the Viaduct where they were corralled and could do pretty much whatever they wanted. 
 
    Then he could go home with a clear head and tell Jacob about his decision to quit Vector. 
 
      
 
    An hour later, he stood with Jeron, Levi and the others, with a swarm of VTroopers, on the MonoRail platform under the dome that protected it. He felt a bit uncomfortable taking a MonoRail tonight. What if the saboteurs set some sort of explosive device with a time delay that would take out the power or the rails? He didn’t want to be in a carriage when the whole transport system imploded. 
 
    No, Vector would have sent people down to wherever those guys had been and scoured to place until they’d worked out what they’d been doing. Surely, they had recorded footage they could review and track them? Surely whatever those guys were up to wasn’t still a mystery? 
 
    They all waited for a train to arrive. Friday night, the VTroopers would all be heading for a night on the town too. Nobody with leave stuck around the Base. They crossed the harbour into the City. 
 
    But not so far into the City to risk running into civilians, but they got away from Devonport and the barracks. 
 
    Elite, and especially VTroopers, didn’t seem to be half as interested in sex as the Local males were but sometimes they went to the bars provided to posture and act all macho, and with a bit of Bliss and a lot of alcohol in them, they’d show some interest in the females provided. 
 
    Jack cast an eye over the rest of the crowded platform. Most of the VTroopers looked older than the squad. Everyone wore black. Even off duty soldiers had to stay in uniform if they were in the City.  
 
    He watched a group start to take an interest in him and his mates. The squad stood out. Everyone else had these huge silver V’s across their chests, but the squad just wore black. The regular troopers resented them and made that clear. It would have been better if their uniforms had the silver V everyone else’s did. 
 
    He guessed Vector didn’t want their snipers easy to identify when they were perched on a building or concealed in a tree. 
 
    It was all right for the VTroopers, they marched in huge numbers and the tide of black and silver moving towards the target looked formidable. 
 
    A big bulked-up trooper noticed him and Gregor standing there. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” The strange thing about the progesterone in all the food the Elite ate. It made the females curvy and feminine, Sweet and Elite, but in males it was a precursor to Testosterone, and they bulked up and got aggressive. 
 
    The trooper nudged his mate. “Look at the pansies watching us.” 
 
    The mate turned and looked belligerently at Jack, Gregor, and then the rest of the squad. “Yeah, they wish they were real men like us.” Then he focussed in on Gregor. “Did your daddy get you into that unit for pansies?” he asked. 
 
    Gregor breathed in. He dealt with a lot of this.  
 
    Jack looked at him and could see a reaction brewing. “Leave it alone,” he said. “He’s just sounding off.” 
 
    Gregor was a bloody good shot so there was a good chance he’d got in on merit. His father had been assigned here from Russia when the Quarantine first started and had worked his way up the ranks. But Gregor had lived here all his life, gone to school in the City and then joined Vector. He knew more about weapons than anyone Jack had ever met and was the squad’s ordinance expert. 
 
    His father’s rank was no secret to anyone and sometimes he got recognised and he hated any suggestion he’d been selected because his father was a General in Vector. 
 
    The pumped-up guy, snarled, “Can’t even be bothered defending yourself?”  
 
    “Walk away,” Jack said. The Trooper was just making trouble, and his mates were big. Fighting them would just end up with everyone bruised and confined to quarters. 
 
    “Yeah, listen to your pansy friend. Run away,” said the Trooper. It was probably the special treatment all the way through training that caused this resentment. 
 
    The rest of the squad turned and were ready to back him and Gregor up, but then so had the pumped-up guy’s mates. Jack didn’t want to risk getting confined to quarters. When they left the Viaduct, he was going home, and the guys looked like about ten ton of muscle. If they did fight them, the squad would be able to hold their own, they were trained in hand to hand combat way more than Vector Troopers were, but they were going to get hurt before the MPs turned up and put a stop to the fight. 
 
    Then the train turned up. The pumped-up guy obviously had the attention span of an ant, because he and his mates boarded the first carriage and never looked back. Jeron and Levi wandered down a couple of carriages, the rest of the squad followed them and settled there without any more problems. 
 
    None of the squad had the sort of muscle mass VTroopers had. The squad were fit and strong and trained to run and fight, but they didn’t have that pumped up look. Jacob said probably the reason was that they ate at a different Mess to the rest of the troops at the barracks, so they weren’t being fed Genus6. They weren’t getting the testosterone the rest of the men were getting, because who needed snipers pumped up and twitchy? They needed to be calm and cold when they were doing their job. 
 
    Levi leaned back in his seat like he owned the carriage. “You’re getting to be a liability, Ruski,” he said to Gregor. “Your dad’s too high profile, if he was just a basic guy like mine, you wouldn’t keep getting hassled.” 
 
    Gregor ignored Levi and looked out the window. The boats in the harbour and the old HarbourBridge flashed by. 
 
    “Not that low profile,” said Jack. He didn’t want Levi niggling Gregor. “I saw a Vid with your dad on it a couple of days ago. He was talking about a new MonoRail line they’re planning somewhere.” Levi’s dad had come to New Zealand when the Quarantine first started. But Levi’s dad was an engineer like his dad was and had been part of building the infrastructure for the city. 
 
    Levi shrugged, but he couldn’t let it go. “Yeah. But if everyone knows he’s building stuff, no one can accuse me of using him to get in the squad. I’m like you Fraser, got in on merit.” 
 
    Now, Gregor turned his head away from the window. “Merit,” he said. “You compared our scores on the range recently?” Nobody could argue with that. They were all good, but Gregor was the most consistent. 
 
    “You had a couple of lucky shots.” Then Levi grinned. “Just joking man. It’s your pretty boy looks that make you stand out. That’s why those grunts pick on you.” 
 
    Jack watched Gregor roll his eyes and let that go. But Levi could be right, Gregor had ice cold, blond, blue-eyed good looks, and he was tall and slim and looked every inch a soldier the way his father did. Like he was bred to be in Vector. 
 
    Jack watched the City as it came closer. The MonoRail stretched out in the big curve that took the train to the platform near the Viaduct. It would stop there to let most of the rest of the passengers out. 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    Nick, Ela and Curly sat around the table in Nicks’ room with Scott and Katie. Ela had first met Scott a year ago when she was with Jack. He’d chosen to come to University just to be with Katie, Jack’s old girlfriend. She’d been jealous when she first found out about Katie, but she liked her now. Jack had good taste in girlfriends. 
 
    Everyone was still subdued after what happened to Tom and Jake, but now the grief had been hardened by anger and a resolve to keep going and get this finished. 
 
    Nick tapped a stylus on the table. “We have one more shield to put in place. If it’s not in position, and the Administration blocks Jacob’s message, we won’t be able to use the backup plan.” 
 
    Everyone around the table nodded. If the shield wasn’t in place sometime in the next week, everything they had been working towards for the last year would be wasted. Jake and Tom’s lives would be wasted too. 
 
    “So, who is going to do it?” asked Curly. 
 
    “It has to be one of us,” said Scott. “We’re the technicians, we helped Curly design the shield, so we know how to wire it in.” 
 
    There was general agreement around the table. 
 
    Nick shook his head. “No,” he said. “We need your expertise here. We can’t risk losing technicians. We’re going to need what you can do once this is over to fix the mess we’ve made. I’ll do it.” He looked over at Curly. “Can you teach me what to do?” 
 
    Curly nodded. “Yeah, we can teach you. But we can’t risk you getting shot. We need someone here to run the place.” 
 
    Nick grinned. “I won’t get shot. And anyone can run this place if I can.”  
 
    Ela watched Nick lead the discussion. He was as blond and blue-eyed and good looking as Amon but seemed older and was tough in a way Amon never would be. A scar ran down his cheek from the corner of his eye to nearly his mouth reminded the others of how they had to live in their own country, and the other kids were willing to follow him because he inspired loyalty. 
 
    “Now we know the response times and how Vector will react, we can plan for it,” said Nick. He’d been tortured too when Curly was, and the Administration had taken his brother’s baby, so he had even more reason to hate them than most Locals did. 
 
    “If Jake and Tom had been expecting Vector, they could have come out of the building Hazed, or they could have stayed in there and hidden until all was clear,” said Curly. 
 
    “Vector’s not likely to give up and just go away if they thought someone unauthorised was in Humicrib,” said Katie. 
 
    “Probably not,” said Nick. “Any ideas?” 
 
    “We could just make sure whoever did it was authorised to be there,” said Ela. 
 
    “Who would that be?” asked Nick with a touch of sarcasm. 
 
    Ela knew there was no way he’d easily agree to her doing it. But if Nick could be taught how to wire in a shield so could she. 
 
    “Me,” she said. 
 
    “No way,” said Nick. “Too dangerous.” It was just the way he and Jack always reacted last year to any suggestion she did anything interesting.  
 
    “It’s less dangerous for me than for anyone else here,” she pointed out. “At least I have good reasons for being there.” 
 
    Nick nodded. “Yeh, between your mum working there, and being a trainee doctor, you’ve got the best cover.” 
 
    Then Curly spoke up. “It needs two people anyway,” he looked over at Ela. “Can you get down to the basement?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve never tried it but there must be some way.” 
 
    “You might be authorised to go into the Humicrib building but I don’t think Interns loiter around the basement,” said Nick. 
 
    “I’ll act all ditsy and Sweet and Elite, and pretend I’m lost.” Ela put on what she hoped was her most angelic smile. 
 
    “They’d think you were retarded if you looked like that,” said Nick. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Ela. 
 
    Curly rubbed his chin. “I could probably organise an Authorisation for Nick to get in. Then I can hack into the Humicrib system and make you both look like Authorised Technicians.” 
 
    Ela nodded. “I could have something ready for us to change into, so we looked the part.” 
 
    “Can you make it work?” Nick asked Curly. 
 
    Curly nodded. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure I could.” 
 
    “So,” said Nick like that settled it. “Now we just have to work out a way to get me into the building.” 
 
    “I’ll get you a cloak and you can pretend to be an Intern if Curly can get you a pass.” Ela looked over at Curly. “Can you make that happen?” she asked. 
 
    “Sure can,” said Curly. “Now we’ll see if we can give you two a few basic electronics skills. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AT THE VIADUCT every bar was pumping. 
 
    “Where to first?” asked Gregor.  
 
    “How about the Hologram Bar?” Levi asked. At that bar, each table had a small disk that turned out to be an ImageMaker, and when you waved your hand over it, a Hologram of a naked girl slowly rose out of the disk and danced. 
 
    “You just like the table decorations,” said Jack. They’d come here a week ago, just after they’d arrived in the City and scoped the place out. They’d had fun, but that was when they discovered it was better to stick together and keep clear of the VTroopers. 
 
    Bloody Levi had sent half the night waving his hand over the disk and making the girl appear and disappear. 
 
    “What’s not to like?” 
 
    “Fool,” said Sharpe. 
 
    They wandered across the tiles, up the wide steps to the bar, and snagged a table near the back. 
 
    Jack and the others sat down, except for Gregor. 
 
    “Want some Bliss?” he asked. A night of Bliss. Not what that meant at home. “My shout.” 
 
    “For all ten of us?” asked Levi. 
 
    A BlissTrolley slid up to the table. “Why not? Then it will be your turn to buy.” Jack keyed in ten packets and waved his Com at the screen. The ten shots slid down into the dispenser. 
 
    Levi took his packet of Bliss and broke it open. “I think those trolleys should have a Hologram pushing them. It would look more real.” 
 
    Sharpe separated his Bliss into four piles in front of him. “Let me guess. Female and naked?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Levi waved his hand over the disk in the centre of the table and a dancing girl appeared. “Do you think they used a real girl to model her off?” he asked staring up at the Image. 
 
    “She had bloody big tits if they did,” said Gregor. “She’d tip over in real life.” 
 
    Levi lifted his face to the Hologram. “Kiss me,” he said, and the girl knelt slowly and gracefully and brushed her lips across his. 
 
    “Feel anything?” asked Jack. Bloody stupid wanting to kiss an image. It wouldn’t be anything like the real thing. The memory of soft warm lips and softer palms on his cheeks came back to him. 
 
    Levi grinned. “Only in my imagination.” 
 
    Rocco snorted. “You should try the real thing.” He nodded at the next bar. “Real girls there.” He put the butterfly he’d just folded out of the empty Bliss packet beside the flock he’d already made. He learned origami when he was in Japan. He’d been brought up in Barracks around the world. He said his family had moved to a new country every few years when Vector posted his father there. 
 
    Levi shrugged. “I’m getting the technique right.” 
 
    After a few rounds of Bliss, they’d all relaxed a bit. 
 
    “Who would have thought he’d kill his mate and then turn the gun on himself?” Phillipe looked as shocked as Jack felt. Up until now it had all been fun. They’d been shooting cardboard cut-outs and Holograms, but those two guys were real. 
 
    “There was no way I could have stabilised what that pistol did.” Phillipe was the trained Medic in the squad. He always carried a pouch on his belt with EpiPens, filled with anaesthetics, DermaFix for cuts, compression pads and other stuff he might need if any of them got hurt. 
 
    Jack had only seen Phillipe use the contents of the pouch a couple of times. Once when Rocco had a run in with some rusty iron and once when Dante managed to fall off a roof and break a few bones. Philippe said it wasn’t his job to fix anyone, that’s what hospitals were for, he just stopped them bleeding to death, stabilised them, then gave them something to knock them out until a Hover arrived. 
 
    Gregor licked the last of the Bliss off his fingers and poured some water into his glass. “Guess he knew what Vector would do to him if he got caught.” The blue of the bottle reflected off the table. They didn’t usually talk about what they’d been trained to do but somehow this afternoon had made it real. Maybe they were all shocked. 
 
      
 
    “I can understand that.” Sharpe usually got relaxed when he was Blissed out, but his time he sounded bitter.  
 
    “Could you do it?” Gregor leaned back in his chair. 
 
    “Do what?” Levi asked. 
 
    “Shoot your partner, then yourself to avoid getting caught?” 
 
    Levi shrugged. “Who is going to catch us? We’re Vector. We’re invincible.” 
 
    Jack snorted. Maybe Levi was right. But he didn’t feel too invincible. Even with the drugs they gave them to accept the violence it sickened him. 
 
    All around them the lighting in the bar had been turned down and most of the tables had Holograms on them dancing, watched lazily by the men sitting around. A group of VTroopers in the table next to them started asking their Hologram to do more. 
 
    Rocco was watching the Troopers at the next table too. “Did you see the soup of service numbers on the Vid? You could tell where we were. Two red numbers at each vantage point, and a thousand white ones in a mass on the ground. 
 
    “Do you think the numbers just come from the Locate in our wrists?” 
 
    Gregor shook his head. “No, Dad says your helmet has your service number in too.” 
 
    Levi got the Image to kneel and kiss him again. “What if you grabbed the wrong helmet?” 
 
    “No idea. An electric shock for being stupid.” Rocco suggested. 
 
    O’Hara finished the last of his Bliss. “Your turn to buy next Levi. Anyway, who grabs the wrong helmet? They’ve got our service number painted on the back.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Levi fished in his pocket for his Com. “It’s easy for you, O’Hara you’ve got wings on yours in case you can’t read.” He signalled for the BlissTrolley again. 
 
    O’Hara turned back to watch the VTroopers at the next table again. They were still tormenting the Image. “Learn to fly a Hover and you’ll get wings too.” 
 
    “Might do that,” said Levi. “The FailSafe built into the Hovers means anyone can fly them without killing themselves.” 
 
    “FailSafe?” asked Dante. “I haven’t heard about any FailSafe.” 
 
    “Yeah, Levi’s right,” said O’Hara. “You can’t crash the things. In event of catastrophic failure, the autopilot takes over, the auxiliary power kicks in, everything nonessential turns off, and the autopilot is programmed to get the Hover back to Base.” 
 
    “Why would they do that?” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “Live to fight another day? What’s the point of killing off the three hundred or so Troopers in the Hover if it crashes, or leaving them stranded if it can’t take off again?” 
 
    Dante nodded. “Makes sense. Does the hover take off if it’s empty?” 
 
    O’Hara shook his head. “Got to have the pilot on board at least.” He turned to Levi. “So, are you going to get your wings?” 
 
    “Not sure. Can you hotwire a Hover?” 
 
    “Haven’t heard of anyone trying it,” said Jack. During training, Levi had proved he could break into any vehicle and get it going. But he couldn’t see Levi getting into a Mamba with a steel bar or starting it with a bit of wire he’d picked up. 
 
    The Trolley turned up, and Levi bought his round. 
 
    As the night wore on the VTroopers got more and more obscene. Finally, they got their Image to lie on the table with her legs open and touch herself. Then, one of the Troopers pretended to use his tongue on her. Everyone at the table laughed at what he was doing. 
 
    Levi had been watching. “Can you reprogramme her so she kicks them in balls,” he asked Jeron. 
 
    Jeron shrugged. “Might be able to if I had my Tablet here.” 
 
    “Thought you were the electronics whizz,” said Rocco. 
 
    Jeron shrugged. “Need the right tools, can’t break into Admin control with a Com.” 
 
    Jack stood up. He felt sorry for the Hologram, even though he knew she was only an image. “Let’s go.” Everyone had bought their round so they’d all had enough Bliss for one night, no point in starting another round. 
 
    “What’s the rush?” asked Levi. 
 
    “I’ve got leave and I have to be back at Barracks by midnight Sunday. I need to get going.” He had to get the MonoRail to the edge of the City if he was going to catch the night train that went to Paeroa. He didn’t want to miss it and have to wait until the morning. Half his leave would be over before he got there. 
 
    “How did you manage to get leave?” Gregor asked. 
 
    “Applied for it.” 
 
    “So that’s the secret,” said Levi as he waved his hand over the ImageMaker and made the girl disappear. Then he picked up the disk and slid it into the pocket of his coat and nodded at the VTroopers. “Don’t want them abusing her after we’ve gone. She’s my girl.” 
 
    “Idiot,” said Gregor as they wandered out into the silver light. 
 
      
 
    About an hour later. Jack felt the carriage slow and could see the Barrier that separated the Hinterland from the City. The MonoRail finished there and once you’d gone through the checks you either had to have your own transport or get the train. His mum had offered to pick him up, but he’d said not to bother. She worked long hours in the pub and didn’t need to miss out on a night’s sleep to collect him the way mums did with little kids when they were at school. 
 
    Finally, the carriage slid to a halt. He left the platform and headed for the Barrier. It didn’t take long to get through. There was no way a border guard was going to question a Vector Authorisation carried by a VTrooper in full uniform. 
 
    “Paeroa?” the guard asked after Jack had passed his Com over the pad. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Two day’s leave.” 
 
    “Lucky you,” said the man and hit the icon to release the gate. 
 
    Now to get to the train and get an hour’s sleep. Then he’d be home. 
 
      
 
    The engine ground to a halt shaking him awake. It was so dark in the carriage it took a moment for him to remember where he was. The noise and the rocking motion of the old train had been oddly comforting so he’d slept all the way. He looked out the window at the railway station. One light bulb lit the centre of the platform and other than that darkness closed in around it. 
 
    He’d forgotten how dark it was at home. At the OutPost and in the City, there was always light. A silver glow that let you see everything around you. Here the dark closed in deep and mysterious. 
 
    He stepped down onto the platform. A five-minute walk and he could get into bed and sleep properly. Sleeping upright didn’t cut it. 
 
    He headed down the main street to the pub his mum owned and where he’d lived all his life. As he got used to the dark, he could see things he’d been surrounded by as he grew up. Life had been pretty good until his dad had left. But after that, even though it had been lonely with just the two of them, he and his mum managed. 
 
    A block from home he saw a group of kids, no, they looked nearer his age, milling around on a corner. Maybe they’d been to a party and were on their way home. Or they’d been drinking at the pub, they had that full of themselves drunken sway he’d seen plenty of times. 
 
    One of them noticed him. “Hey, look at this, a tin soldier, you don’t see many of them on their own.” 
 
    Jack slowed and watched the group turn all their attention on him. Six of them and all looking like beating up someone would be a good end to the night. 
 
    “We don’t like your sort here,” said another. “How did you escape from the City?” Now the group moved towards him, menacing. 
 
    Jack stopped walking. “I don’t want any trouble. Back off.” 
 
    “It’s Fraser.” Jack didn’t recognise the guy who spoke, but he probably went to school with him. “Traitor. We heard you’d joined Vector.” And he was too drunk to realise what a bad idea attacking him would be. For a start Vector didn’t approve of Locals beating up their Troops and secondly Jack was pretty sure if they did attack him, he’d win. In the last year a lot of time and money had been put into making sure he knew how to kill. 
 
    He lifted his hand palms up. “Back off,” he said. “I just want to get home and get some sleep.” He watched them, hoping they’d turn and leave but pretty sure they wouldn’t. 
 
    The kids here hated Vector as much as he did, and this would look like easy revenge to them. Beat up the traitor. Revenge themselves on the Administration for what had been done to them, or if they hadn’t made it to University yet, what would be done to them. 
 
    The widely spaced streetlights cast shadows on the pavement giving the confrontation a ghostly feel. 
 
    The guy who had seen him first walked towards him. “You won’t be getting much sleep tonight, Fraser.” He stopped just out of reach. 
 
    Jack stood balanced ready to counter whatever happened next. If they came at him one at a time it would be easy. All six at once might take a bit more effort. 
 
    The guy stepped up and took a swing. Jack stepped back twisted, grabbed the arm as it swung past his shoulder and snapped it. 
 
    “Fuck,” said the guy holding his ruined shoulder. “Take him down.” 
 
    The group of five edged up closer. He watched the progress; he’d win but people were going to get hurt. 
 
    Who would he deal with first? Take on the one on the left first, shove him into the others and then pick them all off one by one. 
 
    Then he heard a familiar voice behind him. “Now boys, time to take your mate and move on. I’ll forget what I just saw.” 
 
    Fitzgerald? How the hell did he happen to be here at exactly the right moment? 
 
    The cop came up beside him. The group stopped edging towards him and seemed undecided about their next move. 
 
    “If you don’t back off now,” said Fitzgerald, authority in his voice, “I’m going to have to arrest you all.” 
 
    The hesitation was still there. Then the respect most people in town had for the local cop won and they picked up the injured guy and started to leave. 
 
    “Get him to the hospital,” said Fitzgerald and watched the group shuffle away. 
 
    When they were out of sight, he turned back to Jack. “A nice warm welcome for your first leave.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “I should have realised.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Fitzgerald. “Next time don’t wear the uniform. I might not be here to protect you.” 
 
    Jack snorted. It wasn’t him that needed the protection. Fitzgerald must realise that. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ELA WOKE SLOWLY, not sure where she was. She looked around the room. Still at the Station. Then she remembered how last night’s mission ended and tears misted her eyes again. Jake and Tom had been killed. She’d been talking to them before they left and then suddenly, they didn’t exist anymore. 
 
    She sat up and pushed the blankets off her legs. Curly had decided to leave her and Nicks training until this morning. They had two days to learn how to do it, and they’d spent a couple of hours last night planning. 
 
    She was still wearing the clothes she went to school in yesterday. She sat up, swung her legs over the side of the bed and looked for her shoes. They had to be somewhere. Under the bed. She slipped her feet into them and stood up. She hoped the station had showers. She couldn’t start her day without one, and a change of clothes. They must have both here, some of the kids lived here all the time. Nick and Curly definitely did. 
 
    Her cloak was folded on the end of the bed and she considered putting it on. Then thought better of it. No, it probably was an even worse idea to look like an Elite today after Jake and Tom. 
 
    She wandered out into the main hall. Everyone was up and looking bleary-eyed. A few kids sat watching the monitors, and the rest were wandering around. 
 
    Today she’d be learning how to wire a shield into Humicrib’s brain. Unbelievable. She and Nick would get into Humicrib then creep down to the basement and wire in the shield. 
 
    The new plan didn’t actually seem that much different to the old one. They still had to get into Humicrib, then find their way down to the basement. 
 
    Nick found her. “Showers down the hall. Just help yourself to a towel from the cupboard. I don’t think I’ll be able to find you any clothes though.” 
 
    Ela shrugged. “That’s all right. I can manage two days in the same outfit.” She hadn’t tried it before, but it must be possible. 
 
    She needed to send a Txt to Amon cancelling the run they were supposed to go on. She suspected it was going to take her a while to learn what she needed to do to get that shield in place. 
 
    Nick turned back and grinned again. Even with the scar, he really was lovely looking. She could see why he never had any problems getting female company. He was taller than most Locals and wider in the shoulders. In fact, a perfect specimen. Strange that he’d been let join DoE when he left school. It was a wonder he wasn’t forced to go to University and so Humicrib could collect his DNA for the gene pool. 
 
    She smiled back. They were friends. He might be attractive, but in another life, he was Jack’s best friend. She hadn’t heard from Jack in over a year, but she was sure Nick still saw her as Jack’s property, and in the Local’s code one friend never moved in on the other’s territory. 
 
    “Do you want something to eat?” he asked. 
 
    “What have you got?” It was a joke between them that you couldn’t get any real food to eat in the City. It was all sachets and ready meals. So, when Nick slipped secretly back into the Hinterland, he’d always bring her something fresh. Something from his parent’s garden or Jacob’s greenhouse or orchard. 
 
    Strange how differently Locals ate to the way the Elite did. They cooked their own meals. They didn’t buy sachets of readymade food. 
 
    He handed her the paper bag that had been sitting on the table. 
 
    She peeked inside. “Apples. I haven’t had a real apple for ages. Are they all for me?” 
 
    “Knock yourself out,” said Nick. 
 
    She considered offering the apples to the others in the control room, but she was the only one here who ate the food the Elite were given. The Locals never ate it. It was so full of progesterone it would completely destroy Humicrib’s breeding programme. Everything the Locals in the City ate was carefully produced in the Hinterland and monitored by the Department of Eugenics where Nick used to work, to make sure it had no Genus6. 
 
    It was real food. 
 
    “Don’t eat them now though, save them for later. We’ve got something better in the canteen.” 
 
    “What?” asked Ela as they wandered through the corridors to the canteen. 
 
    About twenty kids were eating there already. The old staff canteen in the Station had a full kitchen with cookers and dishwashers and all the crockery and cutlery you’d need to feed a big group. One of the advantages of taking over something that had been built before the Administration demolished the City and rebuilt it. Almost nowhere had a kitchen now. She really only knew about them because of going to stay with Jacob. Most people just had a fridge, a dishwasher, a few cupboards and somewhere to sit. 
 
    Nick sat down beside a kid she hadn’t met before. The kids monitoring the VidScreens changed constantly. Nick had told her that the students at the University came to the Station in shifts. They wanted to be part of it but couldn’t afford to be away from the University for too long without raising questions. The lecturers were Local and turned a blind eye to unexplained absences but they couldn’t push the boundaries too much. 
 
    “Ela, meet Tig,” said Nick. “Tig’s a new recruit, he’s just learning the system too.” 
 
    Ela smiled at the kid. He looked as tired as she felt. 
 
    “What have you been learning?” she asked. 
 
    “How to hide mainly,” said Tig. 
 
    Ela looked at Nick for an explanation. 
 
    Nick nodded. “With new recruits, the first part of training is how to stay off the radar.” He lifted his arm, so his sleeve slid down off his wrist and showed the wrist shield he wore. All the Locals wore them when they were somewhere, they weren’t meant to be. It stopped the Locate implant in their wrists from sending out signals. “First, we drum into them how to avoid being noticed when they go off grid.” He picked up his Com. “And how to use the HazeApp so no one notices when you disappear. Just how to be safe and not get caught really.” 
 
    Ela nodded. She had been put through that training too when she first started coming here. She’d forgotten. She’d even been taught how to load and fire a gun. They had a shooting range down here. Another advantage of taking over an old underground railway system. Plenty of long tunnels. 
 
    It was before Nick was in charge. It had been James. At first, she’d been treated with a lot of suspicion. She’d had to get Jacob to vouch for her, and even then, she’d had to prove herself. 
 
    When Nick and Curly had been so damaged from the Interrogation they’d suffered, she hadn’t started training as a doctor then, but she had been the one who had cared them. It had been something to take her mind off Jack suddenly disappearing the way he did and never contacting her, even to say goodbye. She’d come here and sit with them and talk and change the dressing on Nick’s cheek and give him the antibiotics he needed. 
 
    James had suddenly disappeared too, just like Jack had, and by then Nick had recovered from his injuries and slowly became accepted as the new leader. 
 
    She didn’t know how he could bare to live down here three levels under the City. When she first met him, he’d spent all his time out in the bush hunting with Jack and searching for RogueSeeds for DoE. 
 
    Now he didn’t seem to do any of the things he enjoyed doing. He lived underground and ran the Cell for Jacob. He organised and trained an army of kids in preparation for some future she wasn’t sure would happen. 
 
    Curly had a tray with three bowls of stew. The sort of food Jacob cooked for her when she was visiting him. It always amazed her that the Local kids could cook. No one she knew could. 
 
    “What are you studying,” she asked Tig.  
 
    “I’m going to be a scientist,” said Tig. 
 
    “What branch?” she asked. 
 
    “Genetics.” 
 
    “Useful.” All the Local kids were doing a degree so after they got too old to donate their DNA for the cloning programme, they could get a job. 
 
    When they weren’t any use to Humicrib anymore they were sterilized and got sent home with a degree and a couple of kids Jack had said. Breeding stock for the next generation he’d said cynically. 
 
    When the stew was finished Curly collected up the plates, took them to the kitchen and came back balancing three plates of apple pie. 
 
    “Apple pie?” said Ela. And it looked like it had ice cream on it. 
 
    “The best use for apples,” said Nick 
 
    “Smells amazing,” said Ela. She took two of the plates and gave one to Nick. 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    Jack sat at the breakfast table. Fitzgerald come into the kitchen and gave Patsy a kiss on the cheek. The same old cat his mother had had for years wound around their legs.  
 
    He still couldn’t get used to his mother and Fitzgerald living together. He didn’t even know they were a thing until the night he killed Vincent. Patsy had been shot in the hand, and Fitzgerald had picked her up and held her until the doctor arrived. He’d kissed her on the forehead, and that kiss had nearly knocked Jack back down on the floor when he’d just found the strength to stand up. 
 
    Now bloody Fitzgerald had moved in. That was going to take a bit of adjusting to. But the cop had always treated him well, even when he was younger and getting into trouble. But he wasn’t sure he needed him as a stepfather. 
 
    “Thanks for last night,” he said as Fitzgerald joined him at the table. 
 
    Patsy brought a couple of slices of toast over and put them in the toast rack. “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    Fitzgerald grabbed a bit of toast and slathered butter on then jam. “Our Jack here was about to get pounced on by the Local thugs.” 
 
    His mother looked at Jack puzzled. “You were about to get mugged?” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “It was the uniform they were objecting to. I should have used my brain and brought a bag with something to change into. Could have got changed on the train.” It would have been a bit difficult hauling a bag with a change of clothes into the Viaduct with him, so he’d thought he’d be fine walking the half kilometre from the railway station to the pub in the middle of the night. Anyway, now he was safe, dressed like a Local, back in jeans and Swandri the way he usually dressed at home. And the way the rest of the population dressed. 
 
    “Poor Jack.” His mother slid her arms around him and gave him a peck on the cheek. He’d forgotten how his mother would suddenly hug him. For a whole year now, he’d been in a world where no one ever hugged or touched. 
 
    Patsy sat beside Fitzgerald. He touched her hand and she smiled at him. The signs of the closeness between Fitzgerald and his mother irritated Jack. 
 
    He used to like Fitzgerald. “Is Mon still here?” He hadn’t seen his dog for a year. Last he’d heard Patsy was talking about getting Jacob to look after him. 
 
    “No, Jacob took him. He’s happier on the farm. I didn’t have time to exercise him properly.” Patsy started to butter her toast. “Coffee will be ready in a moment.”  
 
    Fitzgerald handed the jar of jam to Patsy then looked over at Jack. “I couldn’t let you get mugged on my turf. I promised your father I’d look after you.” Patsy’s fingers touched Fitzgerald’s as she took the jam and there was that smile that passed between them again. 
 
    Jack couldn’t help himself. “Did you promise him you’d look after his wife too?” he asked.  
 
    “Jack!” said Patsy. “That’s not fair.”  
 
    The expresso machine released a hiss of steam. Jack stood up to get the jug and nearly tripped over the cat. He bent down and gave it a pat ignoring Patsy’s reaction. 
 
    His mum turned to Fitzgerald. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what got into him.” 
 
    “It’s all right,” said the cop. “It must be a bit strange seeing me here.” 
 
    “No, that was just rude,” said Patsy. 
 
    Jack poured the three mugs of coffee then brought them over to the table. He put a cup each in front of Patsy and Fitzgerald and sat back down in his own place. 
 
    Maybe he shouldn’t have taken that swipe at Fitzgerald. No reason for Patsy to be lonely and it wasn’t like his dad was coming back. And if Fitzgerald hadn’t stepped in last night, he’d be either battered or in trouble with Leach for inciting trouble with the Locals. He wouldn’t have won either way. 
 
    He looked over at the two of them. “Sorry, I’m just a bit over everything.” 
 
    He saw his mother look at Fitzgerald, then back at him. “Because of getting attacked?” she asked. 
 
    Jack shrugged. “That’s part of it. Everyone thinks I’m a traitor. I don’t like it. But mainly, yesterday Vector killed a couple of kids. They were in the wrong place at the wrong time. What happens when I have to kill someone just to stay in Vector?” He bit into his own slice of toast. “I’m going to see Jacob this afternoon. I’m telling him I’m not staying in Vector anymore. I want out.” 
 
    His mother reached across the table and took his hand. “It’s just for a little longer. Jacob says the information you pass on is important. And he’s nearly ready to make his move. Just hold on a bit longer.” 
 
    “What’s his move?” Maybe his mother and Fitzgerald knew what Jacob was planning, they were both part of the Cell Jacob ran. They were part of the resistance. 
 
    Fitzgerald shook his head. “I only know a little bit. It’s something to do with seeds Mike is growing on in Australia.” 
 
    “Dad?” asked Jack puzzled. He knew about the seeds Jacob distributed to be grown on around here, and the SeedVault, but he didn’t know anything about his father being involved in any of it. 
 
    Fitzgerald nodded. “Jacob’s son Thomas developed a strain of corn resistant to Genus6 before he died, your dad managed to smuggle it to Australia and has been growing it out and getting more seed for a few years now. A couple of girls in the town he lives in have had babies. It looks like we have more proof now that the effects of Genus6 can be reversed. 
 
    “Really?” All this could come to the end. There’d be no need for the Quarantine. There’d be no need for the Administration, or Humicrib, or Vector. The country would be free. 
 
    “How’s he going to let everyone know?” 
 
    Patsy shrugged. “We can’t tell you Jack. It’s better if these things are just known by the people who need to know, then there are no leaks. It’s up to Jacob to tell you.” 
 
    That made sense. And it sounded like the way Jacob operated. He always thought walls had ears. 
 
    “I’ll ask him then.” 
 
    “He might tell you if there’s some job he has in mind for you, so you need to know.” Patsy sounded cynical. She picked up her plate and cup and took it to the bench. “It’s lovely to have you home again Jack,” she said. “Even if it’s just for a few days.” 
 
    He nodded. “It’s good to be here.” It was better than good. The choking hold on his heart had been loosened. And if Jacob did want him to stay with Vector for another week or so, what did it matter? There was an end in sight. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    JACK WENT DOWN THE STAIRS at the back of the pub, then over to the row of garages in the yard. He unlocked the end garage and inside he found his LandRover. He hadn’t seen it for a year either, and he wasn’t sure if his mum or Fitzgerald would have thought to drain the Eco fuel out of the tank, so maybe it wouldn’t start. 
 
    He’d check the fuel level then find out if he could make the thing fire up. He didn’t want to spend half the morning with his head under the bonnet trying to get it going, but he didn’t want to spend his whole leave walking either. 
 
    Just as he got into the driver’s seat and was about to turn on the key to check the fuel, a police car pulled into the yard and Fitzgerald got out, went to the back, opened the boot and hauled a fuel can out. 
 
    He held the can up. “Thought you might need this? I drained the fuel when you left so it should start all right once you’ve filled it.” 
 
    Jack got out of the LandRover. “Thanks.” Even though they had a few issues maybe Fitzgerald was all right. 
 
    Fitzgerald leaned against the side of the vehicle and folded his arms. “Is there anything else you want to say to me now your mother’s not here?” 
 
    Jack unscrewed the top of the can, fitted the funnel, then took the fuel cap off the LandRover while he thought about that.  
 
    Actually, there were plenty of things he wanted to mention to Fitzgerald, apart from this thing with his mum. For a start, the way he worked with Jacob to force him to join Vector, then there was pretending not to know about those kids being killed yesterday. Hell, he was second in charge to Jacob. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said in the end. “Why did you do it?” 
 
    Fitzgerald looked at him a moment. “Because I love your mother,” he said. 
 
     “No, not that, not moving in with Mum. I mean forcing me to join Vector.” 
 
    Fitzgerald shifted a bit and unfolded then refolded his arms. At least he felt guilty. 
 
    “We had to convince you to do what we wanted fast. And that was the best way.” 
 
    “By blaming me for my friends’ deaths?” They’d used Nick and Curly’s deaths against him to make him feel he had no choice but to make amends somehow. 
 
    Fitzgerald nodded. “By morning it had to look like you’d turned and wanted to join Vector. We didn’t have time to muck around convincing you or more people would have died.”  
 
    Jack screwed the lid back on. About what he figured. But he didn’t have to like it. 
 
    He handed the empty can to Fitzgerald. “Jacob always was the ends justify the means sort of person, but I thought you were different. I don’t mind about you and Mum really. It makes sense. Dad’s not coming back. No point in Mum being lonely. But, the other thing?” He shook his head. It took him months to work out that Vincent killing Nick and Curly wasn’t his fault. That he hadn’t caused it to happen. 
 
    Fitzgerald nodded. “It was a filthy thing we did to you. But having you in the squad and the Intel you’ve given us has been invaluable.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. He went to the door of the LandRover. “I just hope you’re right and this is nearly over.” He climbed into the driver’s seat, and Fitzgerald shut the door. 
 
    “Yep,” said Fitzgerald. “We all do.” 
 
      
 
    As he drove out of town, Jack thought about what Fitzgerald and his mother had told him. Ela’s father had created a variety of corn that didn’t produce progesterone when it was stored. His dad had grown it on and was testing it in Australia. And it looked like it did reverse the effects of Genus6, that was huge. 
 
    Jacob must be planning on letting someone know and somehow convincing the world this was the way to go. He drove along Rotokohu Road and when he came Jacob’s gateway, he swung into the drive and drove to his house. 
 
    He went to the kennel first and let Monsanto out.  He crouched down so he could make a fuss of him. It was a wonder Mon recognised him and forgave him for suddenly disappearing, his father had done the same thing to the dog five years ago and Mon had just transferred his affection. 
 
    “Looking good, Mon,” he said and ran his hands down both sides of his neck. “Sounds like it won’t be long before I can come home permanently. Coming for a walk?” 
 
    Mon followed him out past the orchard where he found Jacob in the glasshouses. It looked like he was pricking out seeds. That was what he and Ela had been doing that first day he looked after her. Exactly a year ago. Same season, same work. 
 
    He leaned against the door frame. Jacob looked even older and greyer than when he left. “Hi,” he said to let him know he was there. 
 
    Jacob looked up. “Jack!” he sounded pleased to see him. Jacob rubbed his hands together to get the soil off them and came out of the glasshouse. “Fitzgerald said you had a bit of trouble last night.” 
 
    Jack moved away from the doorway to let him through. “Yeah, I had it under control, but Fitzgerald came along and chased them off.” 
 
    “So, I heard,” said Jacob. “Do you want a cuppa?” Jacob wasn’t acting uncomfortable the way Fitzgerald had been but maybe that was because Jacob didn’t have any conscience about the things he did. He always did what he thought needed done without any second thoughts. 
 
    They went into the old house, and after washing his hands, Jacob started making the hot chocolate the way he always had. 
 
    “They let you out?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. “Free for two days.” He played with a pen that was sitting on top of the table.  
 
    Jacob brought the mugs over and sat down. Jack decided there was no point having Jacob on about forcing him to join Vector. He’d only say what Fitzgerald had. 
 
    “You know about the two kids Vector killed?” he asked. 
 
    Jacob nodded. Of course, he knew. 
 
    “Thought you were going to stop anything the City Cell had planned until we knew more.” 
 
    Jacob shrugged. 
 
     “Who were they?” 
 
    “Jake McMillan and Tom Guise.” 
 
    “Are their family’s all right?” 
 
    “Yeah, we got the warning before Vector got to them and got them away. Poor bastards. First, they hear their kids are dead and at the same time they have to go to a safe house and stay there. There’s nothing left of their house or farm now. Vector annihilated it all.” For a moment Jacob looked even older, then he drew in a deep breath and looked over the table at him. “I hear you want out?” 
 
    “Yep.” Jack stood up and went to the window. He pushed the curtain back and looked at the old sheds Jacob kept everything in. “I don’t want to be in Vector. I want to be here helping you.” 
 
    Jacob leaned back in his chair. “I need you to stay with Vector for a bit longer.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Jack.  
 
    “Fitzgerald said he told you about the seeds?” 
 
    Jack nodded. “He said Ela’s father developed a strain that will solve the problem of Genus6, and my dad is trialling them.” 
 
    Jacob folded his arms and crossed his socks. “We’ll peacefully take the country back by offering the world a solution to the infertility problem, so they won’t need NZ to supply the raw DNA. Everything is in place. We’ve been working towards this for five years. Finally, we’re ready to tell the world.” 
 
    “How?”  
 
    “We’re going to take over all the communications systems and before the Administration realise what’s happening, we’ll have the news on every channel, social media platform, news broadcast and talk show around the world. It’s ready to go and will happen at the end of next week.” 
 
    “And it will work? asked Jack. “That will be the end of the Quarantine?” 
 
    “It should be. Once the world knows there is a way to conceive their own babies, there will be no need for the Quarantine, or Humicrib, or Vector for that matter.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Jack. But he had his doubts. Most of the world had been indoctrinated to believe cloned babies were superior to naturally conceived ones. The females are more feminine and the males bigger and stronger with better endurance. People might not want to go back to having their own babies. And sex and intimacy between couples was outlawed in most countries. It would require a huge shift in mindset to go back to the ways of the past. 
 
    “What about lifting the shields so I can contact Ela?” 
 
    “Nope,” said Jacob. “She’s safe. She’s part of the Elite. They accept her. She’s happy. We don’t need you upsetting her. We’ve kept her safe and hidden this long we don’t need her calling attention to herself by associating with a Vector sniper, who to top it off is a Local.” 
 
    And that sounded like the end of that discussion. 
 
    They finished their hot chocolate and Jacob stood up. “I need to go and check the Vault; do you want to come for a ride?” 
 
    Jack nodded. Riding across the farm on one of Jacobs old motorbikes sounded like a good way to spend a few hours. 
 
    They went out to the barn where the motorbikes were kept. It was where he took the photo of Ela, he had on his Com. She’d looked beautiful that day. There were quite a few things he resented about the way Jacob did things. 
 
    They got the bikes out. They used to be noisy and smoky, but not now. 
 
    “What happened to your bikes?” He didn’t even have to shout to make himself heard. 
 
    Jacob shrugged. “It got too hard to get hold of petrol, and I refuse to use Eco fuel, so I got Rob to convert them to solar.” 
 
    “It makes a difference.” 
 
    Jacob nodded. “Yeah, now when we can talk, we can hear each other.” 
 
     They made their way across the paddocks to the back of Jacob’s farm. Every now and then they’d see a surveillance Hover above them, but neither of them had wrist shields over their Locates, and they were both where they were meant to be, so it wouldn’t matter. Even the Administration would think it was reasonable for him to visit his old boss when he was on leave and for Jacob to be riding around on his own farm. 
 
    But when they reached the bush line, Jacob handed him a wrist shield. 
 
    “We’ve got this far; we don’t want to lead Vector to the Vault now.” 
 
    Jack slipped the wrist shield on over the implant in his wrist and saw Jacob do the same. 
 
    “Do you still come out and check the Vault each day?” Jack asked. Another thing he used to do with Ela.  
 
    Jacob nodded. “Yes. We don’t want anything to go wrong now. The SeedVault might hold other answers we need.” 
 
    They left the bikes by the boundary fence and Jacob’s dogs settled to wait. Mon started to follow them, and Jack saw Jacob give him the patting stay signal, and the dog reluctantly went back and sat with the others. 
 
    They made their way through the bush. The track was defined but not so beaten down that you’d find it if you didn’t know what you were looking for. 
 
    Last time he was here, he and Ela had been together a fortnight and all that time she was either in those ridiculous clothes, all short frilly skirts and tiny tops, with that bloody blue cloak, or she was in Swandri, jeans and boots. 
 
    When Jacob asked him to look after his granddaughter, he didn’t even consider that they might fall in love. At first, it had been all about them working together to find out what the hell was going on and why Jacob thought Vector would kill Ela. 
 
    He’d been pretty shocked when he’d found out she was a Natural, there hadn’t been a natural born to the Elite for fifty years by then. How could someone so lovely if the genes were left to pick themselves? And she was nice too, and funny and brave. 
 
    And she’d liked him. They’d made love. He was the happiest he could remember being and then it all turned to shit, and Jacob had put up those shields so there was no chance of him contacting Ela. And it looked like Jacob planned to keep it that way. 
 
    Finally, they came to the clearing. The waterfall still spilled over the cliff into a tranquil pool. The ferns nodded around the edge of the clearing. This was where he’d made love to Ela for the first time and the last time. It had been magical. He wasn’t going to share that insight with Jacob though. Jacob had never really approved of his granddaughter’s friendship with his farmhand. 
 
    If this was all just about over, he could wait to see her again. 
 
    Jacob pulled the lever that allowed the huge rocks concealing the Vault’s entrance to move back. Then he punched the code into the keypad. The doors opened to room after room of shelving. Each room had a security door, or more like gates and made of steel rods, that needed a code to unlock it. The rooms were covered in the same pale grey tiles used everywhere in the City. 
 
    Room after room of tiled walls and ceilings. All to keep safe the small plastic crates filled with seed that didn’t have Genus6. The seeds they’d need to replant if they did convince the world to get rid of the Trojan Gene. 
 
    It was always a shock to go from the clearing into the Vault. One moment you were in the green and shadows of the bush, with the sound of falling water and birds. Then you were in the silver light and tiles. It was like you were in the City again, but silent, only the echoes of their footsteps and the sound of their voices. 
 
    Jack helped Jacob do all the checks to make sure the seeds were being kept at the right temperature and humidity, then was pleased to leave and get outside again. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ELA STRAIGHTENED and eased her back. She’d spent all weekend practising wiring the shield into the mainframe of the Station’s system. Curly said the system at Humicrib was configured the same way. 
 
    “Do you want to try it again?” asked Curly. 
 
    She shook her head. “I think I’ve got it.” 
 
    “Do you want to go over the blueprint for the one at Humicrib again?” 
 
    “No.” She was sure she knew every line and box drawn in that blueprint, and if she looked at it again her head would explode. 
 
    Nick slipped the screwdriver she’d been using into the small pouch of tools. “You’ve done well. The Administration took four years to teach Curly here what he’s been trying to teach us in a weekend.” 
 
    She knew Nick was just trying to make her feel better about not being able to read the wiring scheme as quickly as he and Curly could. Usually, she learned new things easily, but this had been a marathon. 
 
    “Come on.” Nick wrapped his arm over her shoulders. “Get something to eat, then we’ll go through the plan one more time and after that you’d better go home and sleep.” 
 
    Ela sighed. This was exciting and frightening at the same time and she guessed going through again what they’d planned was a good idea. But she was sure she understood what she had to do. Tomorrow she’d go to lectures as usual, then head for Humicrib and work with the Preborns. But midway through her shift she had to find some reason to leave and work her way down into the basement without causing any suspicion. 
 
    She could do it. She was sure she could. 
 
    She smiled tiredly up at Nick as he walked her to the canteen. A big group of kids hurried in the other direction. They’d be the afternoon shift who’d monitored all the screens in the Coms room for the last few hours. They were heading back to the University, and the next shift would take over until midnight. 
 
    “Yeah, one more time,” she said. Everyone’s lives would be at risk if anything went wrong. That was why as soon as they knew Jake and Tom had been killed the first thing Nick and Curly did was send a CatchingFire to Jake’s sister to run. No one had said anything about what happened with the girl. 
 
    “Did you get Jake’s sister here in time?” she asked as she sat. The big dining table had a stack of plates and cutlery at one end and loaves of bread on bread boards and bowls of salad ingredients and sliced meat. A bunch of kids from the kitchen detail were delivering more food to the table and taking away empty plates.  
 
    Curly nodded. “She’s being looked after. She’ll live here until this is over. It won’t be safe for her anywhere else.” 
 
    “What will she do?” asked Ela. 
 
    “What the rest of us do.” Nick pulled a plate towards him from the pile at the end of the table. “Eat, sleep, train, take our turns at surveillance and every now and then do something to upset the Administration.” He pushed a plate at Ela and another at Curly, then handed Ela a knife and pushed a plate of sliced bread at her and some meat and butter. “Eat up.” 
 
    Ela put together a sandwich and bit into it. 
 
    Nick tucked in too. “A final meal for the condemned man and woman,” he said. 
 
    Ela looked at him. Maybe Nick didn’t think they’d get away tomorrow and they’d finish up like Jake and Tom? Was really what he thought? She stared at her sandwich before she bit into it again. Would he take a pistol too? She thought about that for a moment. He would. So far, they knew how they’d get into Humicrib. They’d practised how to wire in the shield, but neither Nick nor Curly had said anything about getting away. Maybe they didn’t think it was possible. 
 
    She ate the sandwich slowly and thought about it. She didn’t want to finish up like Jake and Tom. She wanted to live. She wanted to spend time with Amon and Isabelle and study and become a doctor. 
 
    Was this important enough to die for? Maybe she should tell Nick and Curly that she was the proof the effects of Genus6 could be reversed. Maybe she should tell them Jacob would be cross if they got her killed. 
 
     No, there were thousands and thousands of little babies in Humicrib and millions of Locals who were only a little better than slaves, and none of it was necessary, there was another answer to Genus6 and the whole reason they were doing this was to get that information out to the world. Surely there were others like her Jacob could use as proof. 
 
    She finished her sandwich, leaving the crusts on the plate. Yes, what they were doing was important. If they couldn’t escape after they’d fitted the shield that was just the way it was. 
 
    Nick and Curly finished eating too. Curly picked up the plates and called Tig over. “Hey, Tig, put these in the dishwasher for us. We need to sort out an escape plan for our heroes here.” 
 
    Ela watched Tig nod and put his own plate on top of the pile. 
 
    “Good luck,” he said to Nick and Ela. “Remember to Haze. That seems to be the most important thing.” 
 
    “Remember to Haze,” Ela muttered, as she followed Nick and Curly back to Nick’s office. That might be the best bit of advice she’d ever been given. 
 
      
 
    In the office Curly waved his hand at the VidScreen. A 3D version of the blueprint for the Humicrib building spiralled onto the screen. Curly lifted his hand a few times to move the plan so they were looking at the basement area and the ramp to the carpark. 
 
    “At the base of the building, this is the only exit. If Vector know you’re there, and from the last time we did this, we know that they probably will know and will be there, we need to work out a plan to get you both away safely.” 
 
    “Can’t we just wire in the shield and go back the way we got in?” asked Ela. Once they found the control board, wiring the shield in should only take minutes. She’d imagined she’d just go back to the ward and pretend she hadn’t even been away. 
 
    “That could work for you, but I’m not so sure about Nick here.” 
 
    Nick sat down on a chair at the end of the table. “I think Ela’s right. She should go back. I’ll Haze and go with her. Basically, I’ll have fifteen minutes to get clear before my Com loses it charge and can’t support the HazeApp any longer. I should be somewhere safe by then.” 
 
    Curly considered that then shook his head. “What if they lock down inside too? I can’t imagine that if there’s an alert Vector will arrive and surround the basement, and everything from the ground floor up will carry on as normal.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Nick asked Ela. 
 
    She leaned against the table and studied the Blueprint. “I think Curly’s right. We won’t be able to get back to the wards. Maybe we’re better to go to the carpark and come up the ramp. If we don’t Haze until the last moment that should be enough to get us past the perimeter.” 
 
    “Risky,” said Curly. 
 
    Nick rested his elbows on his knees and fiddled with his Com. “Not as bad as being trapped in a building and suddenly appearing. We know we have a window between when the Hovers appear, the perimeter is formed, and the snipers get in position. We’ll use that to get away.” 
 
    “What if we set up a diversion?” suggested Curly. 
 
    “Yeah.” Nick put the Com on the table. “How?” 
 
    “An explosion,” said Curly. “Not too far from Humicrib, so they use the same Troopers. We don’t want them to send in a different lot to deal with it.” 
 
    Nick nodded. “Could work.” He looked over at Ela. 
 
    She nodded. She couldn’t think of any better idea. This was new to her. 
 
    “I’ll set it up,” said Curly. 
 
      
 
    When Ela got back to their apartment, she saw her mother turn off her Tablet and put it away as she came through the door. 
 
    Her mother didn’t mention that she’d been away all weekend and didn’t ask what she’d been doing. 
 
    “I’m ready for tomorrow’s meeting,” her mum said instead. “I think it’s my bedtime.” 
 
    “What’s the meeting about?” Ela asked. She wouldn’t be able to settle to doing anything now she was home. If she tried to watch a Vid, she wouldn’t be able to concentrate. 
 
    She studied the tall, beautiful, reserved woman who looked every inch like a perfect Elite, but eighteen years ago her mother had fallen in love with a Local, married him and had a baby. 
 
    Sometimes even though her mother said she wanted Ela to behave the way the Elite girls did, maybe she knew more about the Resistance than she let on. Maybe she should talk to her about Nick’s plans. 
 
    She checked her messages. Most of them were, where are you? messages from Amon. She couldn’t tell him where she’d been. He had no sympathy for the Resistance. 
 
    Her mother took out a glass out of the cupboard and filled it with water from the dispenser on the fridge. “The Preborns you assessed last week are to be allocated parents. We’ll discuss the matches and action them.”  
 
    “When will the babies go to their new homes?” It didn’t sound like anyone had found out she’d lied about baby 20059. 
 
    And she couldn’t tell her mother what she planned to do tomorrow. Her mother would be horrified. 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    Back at the barracks, as Jack walked in through the door of the Rec Room, he heard Jeron say, “Fuck Levi, turn her off.” 
 
    The whole squad was standing around the pool table, and on the table was the ImageMaker Levi had taken from the bar. Beside the ImageMaker the same naked girl danced. 
 
    “You’ve got a dirty mind, man,” Dante said to Levi. “You’ll get us all a spell in The Room.” The three-strike thing again. 
 
    Jack went over to the others. “Yeah, get rid of it, Levi. This is nuts.” Levi was already on two strikes for breaking the Respect and Protect Code, if he got caught with that Vid, he was a certainty for a spell at Re-Education. 
 
    For the rest of them, it was less certain because the fear of what happened after the third strike kept them all in line so they didn’t collect strikes the way Levi did. Nobody else ran quite as close to the line. 
 
    Levi grinned and shrugged, then leaned over the table to turn the thing off. He was just about to touch the disk, and bloody Leach walked in through the door. Jack moved quickly, and the image faded. 
 
    But Leach had seen it. “Attention!” 
 
    Suddenly they were all ramrod straight and looking at the walls. 
 
    “Whose is it?” Leach asked. 
 
    Jack saw Levi start to sweat. If Levi owned up, he got the third strike and he didn’t deserve that just for liking a bit of fun sometimes. 
 
    Jack stared at the wall trying to decide. He only had one strike, and he hadn’t violated the ‘Respect and Protect’ part of the code ever, so maybe he still had a buffer and Leach might go easy on him because it was a first offence. 
 
    Was that fool Levi worth taking the risk for? Was he worth saving? 
 
    Yeah, he was, and it was him Leach would have seen turn the disk off so he might believe it was his. 
 
    He stepped forward. “Mine, sir,” he said. 
 
    Leach looked at him, all steel and irritation. Then turned on Levi, “Delete it,” he ordered. “Burn the thing.” He turned back to Jack. “My office now, Fraser.” Leach strode back out the door. 
 
    Jack followed Leach and Levi said to him as he went past him. “Thanks Jack.” 
 
    “You owe me,” said Jack. 
 
    “Yeah, big time.” 
 
    Jack followed Leach to the office and Leach left him standing at attention on the bit of carpet between his door and his desk for a good fifteen minutes like it was some sort of message he was meant to get without Leach having to bother telling him he was pissed. 
 
    Leach sorted through stuff on his Tablet, then linked the Tablet with the display screens on his wall and his desk. 
 
    Jack watched him flick through NavMap after NavMap then he flicked to the feed from a DroneCam, then back to maps, then the Cam. 
 
    Finally, he looked over, not pleased. “Strike two,” he said like he kept the inventory in his head. 
 
    Jack blinked a bit; it was a first offence. That seemed a bit steep. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “For the lie,” said Leach. “Not for the Image, I don’t believe you brought it in, you’re not that big an idiot, but a big enough an idiot to lie to me.” 
 
    Jack didn’t say anything. 
 
    “No response?” Leach asked. 
 
    “No, Sir,” said Jack.  
 
    Leach went back to shuffling through the NavMaps then moved the Tablet to the side of his desk and stood up, still examining the DeskScreen and DroneFeed. 
 
    “At least this way,” Leach muttered after a while, “I don’t lose a man for two days and then have to wait a week before he’s any use again.” Then he looked up at Jack. “And from now on, Fraser, you keep your head down and your mouth shut, I don’t need to lose you for that much time either.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Leach didn’t need to worry, two bloody strikes in a week. He’d be so low profile until they timed out the captain would barely see him. The month would go by. Hell, after a week or so, according to Jacob, everything would change anyway. But Levi really did owe him big time. 
 
    The idiot. 
 
    Leach came around the desk and stood there staring at him a while, then turned back. “Moving on,” he said and nodded for Jack to come and look at the Screen. “I was coming to find you anyway, Fraser, we’ve got information on something happening.” 
 
    He flicked to some footage of the Humicrib building. “Intel says tomorrow Humicrib is the target. They’ve gone over what happened with the MonoRail system. Someone had been accessing blueprints for the building for a good week before and the security schedules for the day it happened. They’ve found the same pattern with Humicrib, so Intel is sure Humicrib is the target and this time we get there first. We’ll have an hour to set up surveillance before the StealthHovers arrive. We catch the insurgents off-guard; we find them and capture them. They’re targeting strategic buildings. It’s our job to make sure we know where else and why before any more strategic buildings are targeted. I want you to lead the ground search.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Jack. They were back to normal, examining blueprints, discussing tactics. Blueprints for another building close by had been accessed too. 
 
    “If it was me planning an attack on Humicrib, that would be the diversion.” Leach stabbed at the blueprints. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE MORNING PASSED with excruciating slowness, but she had to behave normally. When Amon teased her, Ela had to laugh, and when Isabelle turned up in a new outfit, all pink and lacey she had to show some interest. No one noticed anything was wrong. It looked like she might have a future in acting. Finally, after a few hours she was free to head for Humicrib. 
 
    Nick had sent her a quizzical Emoji, and she’d sent a smiley one back at him the way they’d arranged so now they both knew the plan was going ahead. Now she just had to find Nick and get him into the building. 
 
    She stood on the platform and waited for the lift to take her up into Humicrib. She was surrounded by kids in blue capes, all Interns like she was and about to start their shift. 
 
    How was she going to spot Nick? He’d stand out in this group with his scar and no blue cloak, but she was sure he’d find some way of fitting in. 
 
    Then someone touched her arm, and she looked beside her. And there was Nick grinning at her. Just one side of his face showing, the rest, the side with the scar behind one of those half masks some kids wore just for the fun of it. He had a blue cloak on too. She wasn’t going to ask how he got that. 
 
    “You’re just in time,” she said like he was just some other Intern. 
 
    Nick lifted a Tablet like he’d been making notes on it. “Got caught up at a lecture.” He was faking an accent that could have been mid-European, so he didn’t even sound like himself, but none of the other kids around them reacted as if anything was wrong.  
 
    They all piled onto the lift, and it slowly emptied out as it stopped at the different levels. All the other kids chattered and talked about what they’d be doing for the day. 
 
    Ela worked at acting the way she always did, but surely someone would realise Nick shouldn’t be there. And what did he plan on doing when they got to the Pre-Born ward? There wouldn’t be any scrubs waiting for him. And once he was on the ward, he had to look like a doctor, an Intern or an assistant. 
 
    Just before they reached where she got out, she looked up at him. “I’m with the Preborns today, I get off at the next floor. What about you?” she asked like they were just a couple of friends chatting. 
 
    “Me too.” Nick grinned again, looking relaxed like he did this every day. 
 
    He was good. 
 
    The lift stopped and they stepped out with about a half dozen other Interns. Now was the tricky part. 
 
    Annabelle smiled at Ela. “Darien is late. He’d better be on the next lift or Professor Bradford won’t be pleased with him.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’ll be here soon.” Ela looked at Nick. She’d seen Darien in a mask like that once when she’d bumped into him in a shop. Nick shrugged and grinned again. They waited while Annabelle and the others moved on. 
 
    “What happened to Darien?” she asked. 
 
    “He’s a bit tied up at the moment,” said Nick. 
 
    Poor Darien. 
 
    “Come on,” she said. “We need to find somewhere for you to hide until I can get away.” 
 
    Nick nodded, and they headed along the passageway. There was a utility cupboard a bit further along. She’d seen one of the maintenance staff open it once and it looked like it had a couple of uniforms the orderlies wore hanging there. Nick could hide there for a while, and then they’d borrow those uniforms to get down to the basement. 
 
    Professor Bradford came out of his office and spotted them. “You two, Miss Hennessey and ….” He paused, obviously not recognising Nick. 
 
    He studied Nick a moment longer. “Who are you?” he asked and looked down at the clipboard he was holding. 
 
    The corridor they were in had plenty of people going past both ways, they could just turn and try to blend in. But Bradford would hit an alarm. 
 
    “He’s transferred from Fert,” said Ela. “He wanted to work with the Preborns.” She knew of someone who’d done that. And she could understand it. Fert was boring. Endless monitoring eggs and sperm and embryos. None of them smiled or pushed their little feet against your hand. 
 
    Bradford frowned and looked down at his list again. It didn’t look like he believed her. 
 
    Nick must have thought that too. He moved rapidly at the professor talking fast. “I’d heard about the work you were doing, sir,” he said calmly, while herding Bradford back into his office. “It will be an honour to work with you, sir.” 
 
    Bradford was backing up fast and looking down at whatever Nick was holding. Ela followed them as they made it inside Bradford’s office, and when she shut the door behind them, she could see the pistol Nick had under Bradford’s chin. 
 
    Bradford was looking from her to Nick and back again. If Bradford survived this, he wouldn’t have her back as an Intern. And with all the VidCams around the place, even if nobody picked up that something odd was happening just then, if they went back through the footage it would look strange. 
 
    “Get undressed,” Nick said to Bradford. Then handed the pistol to Ela. “Make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid.” He looked at Bradford. “If you want to survive this, you’ll do as you’re told.” 
 
    Ela took the pistol, shocked by how hard Nick sounded. If she was in Bradford’s shoes, she’d have believed Nick would kill her if she didn’t cooperate. She covered Bradford with pistol. This was the end of her doctor training. Jacob had better be right that everything was going to change. 
 
    Nick hauled his Com out from under the cloak. Hit an icon on the screen. “Yeah?” she heard from the Com. Curly’s voice. 
 
    “Got some footage you need to clean up,” Nick said. 
 
    “Already clean,” said Curly. 
 
    Nick put the Com back in his pocket and turned to Bradford. The man had removed his white coat and dropped it on the floor. 
 
    “You won’t get away with this. I’ll make sure of that.” He was standing there looking from Nick to Ela hatred painted on his face. 
 
    Nick scooped up the white coat and handed it to Ela and then picked up a scalpel from Bradford’s desk and held it to the professor’s throat. 
 
    “You can’t,” Ela gasped. 
 
    Nick shrugged, and calmly slit Bradford’s throat. Blood squirted halfway across the room, lucky missing her. The professor slumped to the ground. 
 
    Ela looked up at Nick horrified. “No.” 
 
    Nick’s hand and wrist were dripping red. He calmly bent down and wiped his knife on the Professor’s shirt. 
 
    Ela stood there frozen to the spot. She didn’t like the man, but Nick shouldn’t have killed him. 
 
    Nick went to a basin in the corner of the room and washed his hands. He grabbed some paper towers from the dispenser and turned back to Ela. 
 
    “If I’d let him live, he’d have identified you,” 
 
    Ela sat down on the professor’s chair as her knees gave way. “You can’t just kill people, Nick.” 
 
    Nick came over and knelt in front of her. He gently put his hands on her shoulders as if somehow the physical contact would calm her. 
 
    “What do you think they’ll do to us if they catch us?” 
 
    She looked at him, still horrified, and could feel tears starting. They were meant to be working together to save the world, then first thing Nick does is kill someone. How can that be right? 
 
    “He was a bad man Ela, he deserved to die. You know what he does to those babies, and to the Locals to make the babies.” 
 
    Ela nodded but could feel the trickle of a tear down her cheek. 
 
    Nick wiped it away with the side of his hand. “Curly and I agreed we had to do everything we could to protect you if you helped with this and there was no way Bradford could live once he’d seen us together.” 
 
    She nodded again. 
 
    “Come,” he said, still gently and stood up. “We have to go out there and be a doctor with an Intern and somehow get down to the basement.” Nick pushed his arms into the professor’s coat and shrugged it over his shoulders. “We need to do this, so we’ll all be free.” 
 
    Ela nodded again, stood up, then stood taller. Nick was right, she didn’t have time to process what he’d done. 
 
    She took a deep breath. “Okay, let’s do this.” And followed him out of the office, her heart pounding in her ears. They had to get going and get down to the basement, wire up the shield and then get away. 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    Just on one o’clock, Leach came into the waitroom. “Time to go,” he said. “The Viper’s on standby, the pilot’s doing the flight checks, you all need to be on the pad, ready to go. We’re the arrowhead. We get there and set up before the VTroopers arrive. We’ll have surprise on our side this time.” 
 
    Ten minutes later they were in position outside the Humicrib building. It towered above them, then across the square Jack watched another smaller building implode in slow motion, like a special effect, deflating and leaving a puff of dust in its place, exactly like Leach said it would. Good Intel.  
 
    But that wasn’t their target. Leach had said Vector would send a load of VTroopers over there to make it look good, but the squad and the rest of the Troopers would concentrate on Humicrib. 
 
    Their unit were here ready this time, hidden in the next building. No light in the carpark, someone had cut the power. 
 
    The StealthHovers waited overhead, still hazed. 
 
    “Positions,” said the Captain. 
 
    Sharpe, Hood, Levi and Dante moved like shadows in the gloom and took off east and west. 
 
    Jack heard the whomp, whomp of the Hovers with the VTroopers as they landed. They unhazed in the huge empty square, lit up now, but the light still didn’t reach into the parking building. 
 
    The Hover wings lifted to open the doors. 
 
    VTroopers poured out. Like a stream of tar, they set up the perimeter. 
 
    Leach signalled Jack to move. 
 
    Jack gave the order. He took the squad past the perimeter edge to start the search. They formed up and stretched out across the entrance of the building, nearly invisible in the dark against the VTroopers line, moved, sliding through the dark from pillar to pillar, out wide, across the inside of the building, maybe thirty metres between them. 
 
    Jack to the far left, Jeron to his right, the rest beyond them. They should be able to cover the whole building in one sweep. 
 
    Keeping his laser upright but ready, he scanned the area. The line was holding, no deviation, no one should slip through. 
 
    Not much cover anyway, tiles, heavy pillars lined up like statues, everything vaguely green through the visor. If anyone was in the building, they shouldn’t see the unit coming in the dark. 
 
    He was about fifty meters in when he saw a small movement, just a flicker from behind the pillar to his left. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if it was anything. He didn’t slow down, just became more aware. He held the laser at the ready and moved around the pillar in front of him. Saw Jeron look a question at him. Jack shook his head at him. No need to come over yet. He snaked his hand so Jeron would know something might be behind the next pillar. 
 
    He slid closer, weapon at the ready. 
 
    And saw Nick crouched behind the pillar, and to the left of him Ela. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    He stood there staring at them, shocked, not moving. 
 
    They wouldn’t have seen him yet because they were both watching the perimeter. They can’t have seen the squad moving closer either. 
 
    He watched Ela move to stand. 
 
    Saw Nick mouth, “No, wait.” Nick snaked his hand behind him at the shadowy pillars further underground. 
 
    Maybe Nick thought the VTroopers wouldn’t come this far back. Maybe he thought they’d just keep watching the bombed building and then he and Ela would be safe to run. 
 
    Jack watched Ela nod, then wait and study the boots, the long coats, the black helmets with the visors of the VTroopers as Vector established the boundary. She’d know that they always just stood there and guarded until they were given the order to move. 
 
    And Nick would think that too. He’d think that it would give them a window and by the time the VTroopers started searching they could Haze long enough to give them time to get well away. 
 
    He watched Ela waiting for the signal. Seconds had passed. Any moment now Jeron would begin to wonder why he’d paused. 
 
    They were just twenty metres from him. Fifty from Jeron. If they moved now Jeron would see them and maybe Levi would too. He had to do something right now to save them. 
 
    Jack watched Nick watch the VTroopers, hand ready to give the sign Ela was waiting for. 
 
    Then he stepped out into Nick’s line of sight, hoping with the faint glow of City light behind him, Nick would be able to see him. There was no way Nick would recognise him. Even if it was light enough to see his face, his eyes were covered by the visor only chin and mouth visible, he’d just be a silhouette to him. 
 
    Looking shocked Nick started to stand, his hand went to the holster at his hip, getting ready to fight to the death. Or commit suicide like the two the other day. 
 
    Then he saw Ela see him too. Then she looked across the parking lot, she must just be able to see Jeron and Levi as shadows now. She started to stand like she was going to fight. 
 
    They must know they didn’t have a chance. They must know they couldn’t let themselves be captured alive. 
 
    Jack lifted his hand slightly, patted at the air, a barely perceptible movement, but he hoped they could see it and that the meaning was clear, get down, stay quiet, stay still. It was the signal he and Nick had always used when they were hunting together. 
 
    Nick stared at him, open-mouthed, even more shocked now. He stilled, for a moment then nodded. 
 
    Thank God. Jack watched Ela look over at Nick ready to go. Nick crouched again, one knee on the ground the other bent, a soldier, only the rifle missing. 
 
    Nick looked back at Ela, the scar on his cheek white, and gave a slight don’t move shake of his head, and made the patting stay down, keep still gesture with his palm too. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Jack walked past them and shouted an all clear to the squad. 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    When Ela watched the lead VTrooper walk away and heard him yell the all clear she knew it had to be Jack. He’d taught her that stay still, stay low sign when they were just kids, and he’d know she and Nick would understand it. 
 
    But what was Jack doing in Vector? Jacob had told her he’d gone to Australia to join his dad. That he was working with the Resistance there. She hadn’t managed to Connect with him because someone had erected a barrier of shields around Jack’s Com. He had to be doing something that needed to be kept secret. But she thought he was doing it in Australia. Instead he was here. He was a VTrooper and he’d just saved their lives. 
 
    She looked over at Nick. He seemed as stunned as she was. 
 
    She mouthed, “Jack?” at him, and he nodded imperceptibly then went back to watching the retreating soldiers. Moments ago, they were preparing to die, and now they had a chance to escape. 
 
    Nick held his Com up at her, then snaked his other hand away from the direction Jack had taken. 
 
     She nodded. Nick Hazed, just a shimmer and an outline where he’d been. She activated her HazeApp. 
 
    They moved carefully to the outside edge of the carpark then followed the wall to the exit ramp. She couldn’t see Nick but could sense where he was from the disturbance in the air and kept close to him. 
 
    A VTrooper stood solid and silent in the middle of the ramp. If they could get past him without him sensing their presence, they had a chance of getting away. 
 
    She let Nick go first, saw the shimmer as he passed the guard and no reaction from the soldier. 
 
    Her turn now. She crouched a little trying to make herself smaller. Crouching made no difference to whether she’d be discovered or not, but it made her feel better. 
 
    She got past the guard and realised she couldn’t sense where Nick was anymore. But they’d decided if they got separated, they’d head for the Station. She’d do that. 
 
    She walked steadily along the street now, still Hazed. She had maybe two or three minutes left before she’d appear again. She needed to get to a corner before that happened. 
 
    She slipped off her backpack and felt for her cloak. She pulled it out and slipped it on, paused at the next corner, deactivated the Haze and walked on. To anyone watching, the perfect Elite female out for a stroll, or shopping or going to meet up with friends. She messaged Nick to tell him she was headed for the Galway Street entrance to the Station. 
 
    His reply came straight back. “See you there.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    JACK TRIED TO PRETEND everything was normal and got back in the Viper. 
 
    “Did you see anything?” Dante asked him. 
 
    Jack shook his head. “Just cars and pillars,” he lied. He couldn’t believe it. Nick was alive. Jacob had not only lied to him to get him to join Vector, but he’d kept lying for a year. 
 
    That meant Fitzgerald had lied about Nick too. And even when he called Fitzgerald out on it, he hadn’t said anything. 
 
    And Ela was with Nick in that parking lot, not nice and safe at home with her mother, or at Medical School where she should be. Nick and Ela must be part of the City Cell. How could Jacob have authorised them to be there? How could he let his own granddaughter get involved in something this dangerous? She was meant to be the answer to all the world’s problems. 
 
    He’d bet Jacob didn’t authorise any of it. He’d bet it was Ela’s idea. She always did have a problem with doing as she was told. 
 
    And she nearly got caught. Ela and Nick knew they were about to die, they’d been starting to stand ready to die, not fight. They had no chance of getting away and no chance of Hazing fast enough once they’d been seen. That was why Nick had gone for the pistol. 
 
    Horrific. He was sick to his stomach at the thought of Ela’s head disintegrating in a red mist. Unbelievable. 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    Ela made it to the Station. “Is Nick here yet?” she asked Curly. It was harder for Nick to move around the City unnoticed than it was for her. 
 
    He shook his head. “What happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Vector was waiting for us. We got the shield planted but didn’t have enough time to get away.” 
 
    “But you made it.” 
 
    Ela nodded and pushed her hood back. 
 
    Then Curly’s Com lit up again. “It’s him,” he said and released the door again. Nick came through it looking worried.  
 
    “It was Jack, wasn’t it?” Ela said. 
 
    Nick sat down on a stack of pallets and scrubbed at his hair with his hand. “It had to be.” The scar on his cheek stood out starkly against his skin. “Why would he be in Vector?” 
 
    Ela shook her head. “Jacob said he was with his dad in Australia.” 
 
    Nick nodded. “Yeah, he told me that too. But he’s a VTrooper. The Jack I knew would never join up.” 
 
    “He has.” Ela sat beside him. “But VTroopers don’t do what he was doing. They don’t move quietly searching. They just march straight at things in mass like a big wall.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Nick. 
 
    Ela nodded then looked at her Com. Now she knew Jack was in the City how could she contact him? She’d tried his Connect heaps of times, but shields had always come up and stopped her. She tried again. Another cluster of shields. “How did Vector know we were going to be there?” she asked Nick. 
 
    He shrugged. “They were there well before we were ready to come out. This time they must have arrived before we did. Something tipped them off.” He watched what she was doing. “Are you trying to make a Connect with Jack?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ela sighed. “But there are still shields around his Com. What about you?” 
 
    Nick shook his head. “Never been able to get through them. Figured Jacob erected them so messages to him couldn’t be intercepted. I figured Jack had to be doing something for Jacob in Australia like we are here.” 
 
    Ela nodded. “What if we use Status? Jacob never bothers with Status. Only kids use that.” 
 
    Nick nodded. “Could work. Give it a shot.” 
 
    She slid to Status. Usually, she just put up posts about school and shopping, so it looked like she had a social life, this time she needed something different. 
 
    “What should I say?” 
 
    “Post the Rave tomorrow night. If Jack sees the post, he’ll find some way to turn up.” 
 
    “Do you think so?” But he would always have known she’d be in the City. If he’d been here all the time, why hadn’t he contacted her? 
 
    Curly waited for her to put the post on Status. When she’d finished, he said. “Now you need to go home. I’ve changed all surveillance records to show you went home sick and were nowhere near Humicrib today. 
 
    “But Annabelle spoke to me,” she said. 
 
    Curly thought about that for a moment then shook his head. “That won’t matter. If she mentions it, they’ll just think she’s mistaken.” 
 
    “You’re not going to kill her too, are you?” she asked Nick. When Jack saw them, Nick already had the pistol out. And she didn’t think he was planning on using it on the Troopers. Nick was ruthless. 
 
    She still couldn’t believe he’d just slit the professor’s throat. And he’d been ready to kill two guards who challenged them on their way down to the basement. 
 
    Luckily the maintenance uniforms and the pass-cards they’d stolen meant they were let through. After they’d wired in the shields, they’d changed back into their own clothes, so they’d look right once they were outside. 
 
    Nick shook his head. “Curly’s right, she’s no risk.” 
 
    “And is Darien alive?” 
 
    This time Nick nodded. “He’s probably at home now, licking his wounds.” 
 
    She watched him to see if she believed him. She wasn’t sure. It was Darien’s clothes Nick had arrived in. 
 
    Somehow everything had changed in the last few hours, and it all seemed more dangerous and serious now. 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    Jack went back to the Barracks with the others and tried to figure out what to do. He got to his room in a daze and sat on his bed too shocked to even pretend. Jeron puttered around talking about the mission the way he usually did, and Jack just hoped he was making the right responses. 
 
    What if anyone else had seen them? What if Nick and Ela had got caught alive? Nick didn’t have time to use the pistol he was carrying like the other guys had. Especially now they were expecting it. 
 
    He sat, elbows on knees, Com in his hands and stared at the blank screen wanting to scream or hit something. Hit Jacob, hit Fitzgerald. Throw the bloody thing at the wall. 
 
    Jeron took off to the showers and Jack lay back on his bed still stunned. If he’d been doing his job, he should have shot them. Whichever boss he was obeying. 
 
    Acceptable collateral damage, merciful even, said Jacob whenever he questioned that order. 
 
    Yeah right. 
 
    And if he’d been obeying Leach, he should have maimed them. A shudder ran through him. Horrific. 
 
    And if anyone else had been leading that squad tonight, tomorrow morning he’d have been watching another InterrogationVid. And this time the Vid would have starred Ela and Nick. 
 
    Eventually they would have talked. They would have died in agony, and then everyone else would have too. All for this single bit of protest whatever it was. 
 
    Jeron came back and leaned on the doorframe. “Coming to the Mess?” 
 
    “No, I’ll give it a miss,” Jack said. He was still too twisted up about seeing Ela and Nick to do anything except try to figure out what to do next. 
 
    Jeron took off to get food. 
 
    Ela and Nick blowing up Humicrib? 
 
    Who authorised that? 
 
    He guessed Nick and Ela were both capable of doing stuff without authorisation. He knew that. 
 
    Hell, when he was with Ela and Nick everything the three of them did was without authorisation, and it all turned to shit. When he killed Vincent, Jacob and Fitzgerald had to mobilise the whole Cell for three days to cover it up. 
 
    And Nick?  
 
    Alive? 
 
    That was an even bigger shock. 
 
    He saw the Vid. Nick got caught and Interrogated. He saw him die. Jacob told him it was his fault. 
 
    Jack stood and moved slowly to his locker. He needed to start acting normal before anyone suspected anything. He needed to have a shower, get changed and join Jeron and the others in the Mess. 
 
    And he needed to find out what Nick and Ela were up to and find a way to warn them off doing anything else. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After the shower, back in his room he tried Nick’s Connect and hit a roadblock. Bloody Jacob must have erected that. At least that proved Nick really was still alive and had a Com. He hadn’t dreamed it. Why hadn’t Nick tried to Connect with him? 
 
    Jacob and his shields again. 
 
    And Curly? 
 
    Was he alive too? 
 
    Another attempt at a Connect. 
 
    Another roadblock. 
 
    He sat on his bed again and hot, red anger at Jacob clawed at him. His mum was right, Jacob was ruthless. He’d sent him to Vector and lied to get him here and then isolated him. And not just from Ela. 
 
    Jack stared at the ComScreen, the Txts he sent Ela nudged at the shields. He needed to talk to her. He needed to convince her to stop the dangerous subversive resistance stuff. She was too important to risk getting herself captured or killed. 
 
    Besides, he loved her, and if he’d done his job this afternoon, he should have killed her and Nick. 
 
    He knew where her mother lived. He could just turn up there. She had to still be living at home. But he’d bet Ela’s mum didn’t know she was involved in bombing buildings so talking to Ela there could be difficult. 
 
    He didn’t know how Ela’s mum could be part of Humicrib. She knew why most of the world was infertile. She knew the infertility could be reversed. She knew that was why she was able to have Ela and yet she still ran the Cloning programme for Humicrib. She still raised thousands of babies from cloned foetuses until they were viable and could be adopted out. 
 
    He could never figure that out. It was Vector who killed Ela’s father. 
 
    Still, she’d kept Ela safe. Maybe that was how she justified it. It was safer for Ela if her mum just did what Vector expected her to do. 
 
    He swiped to Ela’s Status page and read her posts. There was a new one just an hour ago about a Rave tomorrow night. Not a normal post for Ela, she didn’t seem to be into that stuff. 
 
    He flicked back and found Txts clawing at the shields on his Com. He couldn’t read them, couldn’t tell who they were from, but he started to think maybe Ela was trying to get around Jacob’s shields as desperately as he was. 
 
    Then he remembered who he saw her with. 
 
    Maybe she was another notch on Nick’s bedpost already. 
 
    Or maybe Amon’s. 
 
    He lay back, head on his pillow. But he didn’t think that was true. If Ela knew he was alive she’d be waiting for him to come back from whatever Jacob had told her he was doing. He was almost certain that post was a message for him. Too big a coincidence she’d posted it there tonight after she saw him. Anyway, who planned to go to a Rave right after they’d just escaped being shot, or arrested? 
 
    He looked at the post again. Then right at the end he saw it. Ela had posted the Rave should CatchFire. The Resistance warning of danger. Ela would know he’d recognise that. So, she was finally trying to find him. 
 
    He turned the Com off, put it down on the locker then got up and started to get into his BDUs. Acting normal was even more important now. If anyone reviewed the DroneCam footage and noticed his signal to Nick, they might look more closely and see a heat signature or something. He had to act normal, get dressed, and head for the Mess like the others would have. 
 
      
 
    At the Mess, Levi asked, “What are you doing tonight, Jack?” He’d been sucking up since Jack took the strike for him. 
 
    “Nothing.” He cut into his steak and added a bit of spud. He had to figure a way to get into the City and head for Ela’s place. 
 
    “What about tomorrow night?” Sharpe asked. 
 
    “Hadn’t thought about it. What are you doing?” Jack emptied his fork and cut into the steak again. Then he realised Ela would be at a Rave tomorrow night. 
 
    Maybe he should go to the Rave. Not bother going to see her at her mother’s place just turn up at the Rave. “What about a Rave?” Maybe he’d be able to talk to her for long enough to arrange somewhere to meet. 
 
    Jeron looked at him like he’d just grown two heads. He didn’t tend to show any interest in that stuff. “A Rave. With kids?”  
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. The image of Ela and Nick looking out from behind the pillars in the carpark came back to him. Everything about that scenario had become a series of flashbacks, replaying in his mind like a horrific VidLoop. 
 
    “Have you heard about one?” asked Sharpe looking interested. It was his thing. He was always bobbing around to something on his Com. 
 
    “Yeah, tomorrow night. Saw it on Status.” 
 
    If all ten of them went. In full dress uniform, there’d be no way of missing them. Even if there were thousands of kids there they’d be noticed.  
 
    There were no rules about them staying away from Civilians. They just had to be sober and respectful. The civilians didn’t tend to want them around anyway. 
 
    They were the masters and the protectors. They were trained thugs. 
 
    But they got noticed. 
 
    When a group of them walked down the street in uniform, striding out, ramrod straight, coats swirling, Guardians of the World’s Cradle, judges of the streets, jury and executioners, the world stopped and watched for a moment and then scuttled away and hid. 
 
     “Where? At the Viaduct?” 
 
    “No, at the old University Compound on the Shore.” 
 
    “Would we get in?” asked Hood. 
 
    Jeron released his breath. “Of course, we’d get in. We get to go wherever we want. No one’s going to stop us.” 
 
    Jack folded up a bit of bread and wiped it across his plate. Yeah no one would stop them. They could march through that Rave like a knife through butter, and all the kids they were meant to protect would move out of their way. 
 
    He should spot Ela if she was there and she wanted him to find her. That would be the best way to go. 
 
    “Are you in?” he asked. 
 
    The other’s around the table nodded. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE TRAIN PULLED UP inside the dome and passengers emptied out onto the platform like a black tide. Jack and the others stood back and waited to get on. 
 
    “Plenty of grunts planning a night out too,” said Gregor. “Do you think they’re headed for the Rage?”  
 
     “Doubt it,” Jack said. The Troopers they’d been waiting with got onto the MonoRail, and it took off again across the harbour. Then the big curve over the City, over Humicrib where he saw Ela and Nick. And the Administration offices where he hadn’t shot that mother and her kid. 
 
    Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. When he was with Ela pretty much everything he did went wrong. They were a dangerous combination as neither of them ever followed instructions or obeyed the rules. 
 
    This time he’d handle it right. But first, he had to find her and make sure she stopped whatever she thought she was doing before she got caught or killed. 
 
    The train turned up and they got on. They choose an almost empty carriage, and the few kids who’d been sitting there decided they needed to be somewhere else. That had happened so often since they arrived in the City, he barely noticed it now. 
 
    For a moment, Jack felt homesick. He’d got used to the shine of everything in the City, but at home things grew old, and trees were allowed to grow big. Sometimes you even had to walk through mud. He didn’t realise how much he missed all that until he went home for the weekend. And he didn’t realise how much he missed belonging. 
 
    Now he had two strikes on him, and even though there were no rules against it, he knew they weren’t meant to fraternise with Elite kids or the Locals. Vector kept themselves separate. That’s why the Barracks were in Devonport, and the rest of the population lived the other side of the harbour. 
 
    He shifted in his seat a bit. No, he had to warn Ela. If the squad didn’t cause any problems at the Rave no one would know. Besides, it was Elite trespassing on Vector territory tonight. 
 
    When they got off the train, they marched through the streets like a flock of crows. 
 
     “How much further?” asked Sharpe. He hadn’t been in the country for long. His dad got transferred here about when Leach was recruiting the squad. He’d lived around the world in Barracks all his life like Rocco. He said it didn’t matter which country you lived in all Vector Barracks were the same. 
 
    Sharpe was as black as it was possible to be. He said his dad was posted at the bottom of South Africa when they got him. Guess Rocco’s folks got the local flavour too. 
 
    Jack waved his arm in the general direction of the University. “Across the road and then a couple of blocks down,” he said. When he met Rocco’s parents and it didn’t look like Rocco had any of their genes. 
 
    But he had his suspicions about Jeron. He was pretty sure Jeron was a Natural like Ela. He’d met Jeron’s parents too. And Jeron was just a younger male version of his mother. 
 
    He was starting to feel nervous. Maybe the post in Status wasn’t for him. Perhaps Ela really was just going to a Rave. 
 
    No, she’d left him a message. And even if she had moved on, she would want to see him. Even if it was just to say they were over. 
 
    Standing in front of the old derelict university with its fake arches and columns like they owned the place, they’d be hard to miss no matter how big this Rave was. 
 
    He watched the crowd, the Elite kids were bouncing in the half-light, hundreds of them Blissed out, the girls all dressed the way Ela used to, those short flirty skirts and coloured boots. Music pounded, lights flickered, search and trace. 
 
    He waited and watched. Jeron and the others moved to the Vendor for Bliss. 
 
    And Jack waited and watched some more, then sensed someone touch his arm. 
 
    He turned, and Ela was standing close watching him, all midnight hair, grey eyes, and long legs. 
 
    He took a step towards her, but she bit her lip and stepped back as if all the things he’d had to do to keep Vector’s trust were written on his face. 
 
    They stood there only a breath apart. He watched her eyes move from the buttoned-down collar of the Vector uniform to the zip that held the coat closed, they swept down the coat to the hem, and her eyes filled with tears. 
 
    He stepped towards her again, closed the gap and reached for her hand before she could pull back. 
 
    He leaned in. “It’s just me,” he said so quietly only she could hear. 
 
    She stood watching his face now, then her eyes went back to the uniform, like she was torn, half drawn, half repelled. 
 
    “What are you doing in Vector?” she murmured. 
 
    “Jacob’s orders,” he answered softly. Why didn’t she know? It was her grandfather who organised it. Surely, he would have told her. 
 
    Still, she didn’t move, just stood frozen there.  
 
    And all he could think was. 
 
    Fuck Jacob and his rules. 
 
    And the Elite and theirs. 
 
    And the Administration. 
 
    And Vector. 
 
    And his mum. 
 
    And Ela’s Mum. 
 
    And anyone else who wanted to keep them apart. 
 
    Suddenly words that had been so hard to find that last time he saw her a year ago seemed obvious. Jack leaned in again, so close he could hear her heartbeat. 
 
    “I love you,” he said quietly. 
 
    She nodded, hesitated, then came closer, touched his arm with her other hand. 
 
    And even though he knew he’d pay for it, after the slightest hesitation, he kissed her. 
 
    She let his hand go, and both hers slid up to his shoulders then around his neck, and she kissed him back. 
 
    He pulled her even closer, held her body against his and took the kiss deeper. He could feel the uneasy quiver around them, the shocked silence as the Elite kids saw what was happening. 
 
    Like nobody had seen a kiss before. 
 
    Probably hadn’t. 
 
    He and Ela were ignoring thirty years of indoctrination. 
 
    Flouting a thousand edicts. 
 
    Breaking a million laws. 
 
    But she was his, and he was hers, and nothing was going to change that certainty. Not Vector, not Jacob, not history, not propaganda, not the future, the past, the world, or that she was the proof of the truth about Genus6, nothing. She was his answer, his light, the thing that made him whole, the one thing he could believe in. He held onto that. It was all that mattered. 
 
    The only truth there was. 
 
    And he’d fight for it. 
 
    Abruptly Ela pulled away from the kiss. “Jacob said you’d gone to Australia,” she breathed. So that’s why she hadn’t come to find him. 
 
    There was still that awed hush around them. Silence and stillness even though the disco lights flickered, and the music pounded, nobody around them had moved. How could a mere kiss cause this reaction? 
 
    He bent to kiss her again, but Ela gently placed her hand over his mouth. 
 
    “No,” she said. “We need to talk.” She took his hand. “There are a thousand Coms in here taking pictures.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he sighed. She always was more sensible than he was about some things. Sex, touching, kissing. She was more Elite than she sometimes pretended to be. 
 
    But she was right, they needed to talk. But with her breath against his cheek and her body pulled close to his he wanted to make love to her the way they had before they said goodbye the last time he saw her.  
 
    He looked around. “Where?” This building was just one huge room with nowhere they could go. 
 
    He heard Jeron say, “Jack, what the hell are you doing?” Yeah, Jeron wouldn’t be pleased. If anyone found out about that kiss, the whole squad could be in the shit. 
 
    “Back soon, cover for me,” he muttered to Jeron. They all looked out for each other. That was part of the code. 
 
    Jeron looked around the press of kids and then back at Jack. “Make it snappy,” he said. “I guess that’s Nobody and she’s the reason we’re here.” Jeron sounded pissed, but he’d cover for him. 
 
    Jack let Ela pull him towards the back of the hall, weaving through the press of kids. The further they went into the dancers the less interesting they became. 
 
    Ela led him through a doorway he hadn’t seen, and suddenly they were outside, in the silvery light, away from the noise of the Rave and the crowd. 
 
    Through the shut door he could only hear the pounding of the music. It looked like she’d bought him to some sort of service lane. Bins and boxes surrounded them, and a ramp ran down to the basement. 
 
    He sat on the lid of a bin that looked strong and pulled Ela close to him, so she was standing between his legs. It felt familiar. That was the way they’d talked that last day when he had been so full of plans to go to University so he could be near her. He’d thought she could train to be a doctor while he studied engineering. That had been the plan. 
 
    “Why did you think I was in Australia?” he asked. 
 
    “Jacob told me you were with your dad. And when I tried to Connect with you, there were shields all around your Com. I just couldn’t get through.” 
 
    “Me too.” She had tried to make contact. “You should see the shields on your Com.” Bloody Jacob had left them both in the dark. Surely there could have been a more humane way to deal with them. 
 
    Ela smiled back at him and touched his face. “I can’t believe you’re here.” 
 
    He nodded and nuzzled her hand. “And Nick’s alive?” 
 
    Ela nodded again. “Didn’t you think he was?” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “I saw a Vid of him and Curly dying under Interrogation.” 
 
    She looked horrified. “That’s terrible. Where did you see it?” 
 
    “That granddad of yours showed it to me. Is Curly alive too?” 
 
    Ela nodded. “Why would Jacob do that?”  
 
    He shrugged. “Part of his big plan.” She never did believe how ruthless Jacob really was. Now there were more things to discuss with Jacob. 
 
    “And you joining Vector was part of that plan too?” she guessed. He nodded. “And you’re a VTrooper?” She looked puzzled. Not surprisingly. She knew he hated Vector and the Administration and everything it stood for. He’d told her she’d never catch him joining Vector and here he was. Full dress uniform. Marched into the Rave with the squad like they owned the place. Cut through the dancing kids causing the sort of fear they always did. 
 
    “No, I’m in a special squad. Not a VTrooper.” 
 
    She traced the black leather on his chest where the silver V would have been if he was. 
 
    “What sort of squad?” 
 
    He paused before answering her. Almost ashamed of what he’d become even though he knew why Jacob wanted him to do it. 
 
    “I’m a sniper.” He waved at the hall where the rest of the squad were. “We’re all snipers. If we see people where they’re not meant to be, we’re meant to shoot them. Ela, yesterday when I saw you and Nick, and I was meant to shoot you.” 
 
    “But you didn’t.” She pulled back a little again and studied him. “Did you shoot Tom?” she eventually asked. 
 
    “Tom?” Then he remembered Jacob saying that was the name of one of the kids who died at MonoRail Admin block. 
 
    He shook his head. “Not me, but it could have been me. I was there.” 
 
    “And Humicrib. Why were you there?” 
 
    “Leach said Intel figured it out someone was about to attack Humicrib.” 
 
    Ela frowned. “How?” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “The same pattern as at the MonoRail before it was hit.” 
 
    He watched her bite her lip then nod. “Why you were searching the parking building yesterday and not staying outside the perimeter?” 
 
    “That’s what we’re trained to do.” 
 
    “No, when Tom and Jake died your squad stayed back.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” She was right, but that was only because they got there late. 
 
    “Curly hacked into the DroneCam footage.” 
 
    “He always was good at getting into other people’s systems.” 
 
    Ela nodded again. “How long have you been in Vector?” 
 
    “A year. Like I said, it was Jacob’s idea.” 
 
    She thought about that and nodded. “I guess it makes sense. He had Nick in DoE, and Curly in TECH. They reported back to him before they were caught and had to disappear. Is that what you do, report back to Jacob?”  
 
    She caught on quick. He nodded, then pulled her closer so he could kiss her again. 
 
    But she pulled back. “Isn’t this dangerous for you? You’ll get in trouble.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I’ll be fine,” he said, not sure if it was true but not wanting this to end either. If Leach ever found out he’d get in trouble. But inside when he kissed her, with thousands of kids and the lights and the music around them he should be all right. And out here in the loading bay they’d be able to hear and see any DroneCam that turned up well before it got Vid footage of them. 
 
    Anyway, if they did get footage, and anyone questioned why he’d gone outside, he’d just say he’d come out for a piss. “Tell me about Nick and Curly. What happened?” He’d seen the Vid. He’d seen them die. Now they were alive. 
 
    Reassured, her arms slid up to his shoulders again and she touched her forehead against his. If they saw Ela was here too, he was pretty sure she’d be all right, there’d be no identification number under her image. She was Elite, and he’d never seen an identification number on any Vid of an Elite. 
 
    “I knew they’d been interrogated,” she said. “That’s why Nick has that scar on his cheek.” Ela touched her own cheek. “It was something about trying to find out who helped Lucinda escape. But somehow Jacob made that all right.” 
 
    Yeah, he thought. That was when everything turned to shit. When they’d sprung Nick’s brother’s girlfriend out of the OutPost. None of them would be in the mess they were in now if they hadn’t done that. He guessed some good had come of it. Joe and Lucinda might have lost their baby, but they had managed to escape to Australia and were alive. Well, he guessed they were. It wasn’t the sort of stuff Jacob told him. 
 
    “I saw the scar. Where’s Nick now?” 
 
    “He couldn’t come. He had things he had to sort out.” He pulled her closer, and she leaned in and kissed him. “I missed you so much,” she said, and he could hear the tears in her voice. “I really thought I’d lost you.” 
 
    “Me too,” he said. Then he realised that’s what he’d said a year ago when she’d wanted him to say he loved her. “God, I love you,” he said on a sigh, and Ela giggled. 
 
    “That’s twice you’ve said it now.” 
 
    He grinned back. “And you haven’t said it back.” 
 
    She leaned forward and whispered in his ear. “I love you too.” 
 
    “Good,” he said and settled her more comfortably. “Now what the hell are you and Nick doing blowing up Administration buildings? How could you be so bloody stupid?” 
 
    “We aren’t.” Ela moved back a little. There was distance between them again. He guessed she didn’t like being questioned like that. “We don’t blow up buildings.”  
 
    “That’s what it looked like to me. And then you go and get yourself trapped in a parking building. What if it hadn’t been me that found you? What were you going to do?” 
 
    “You weren’t meant to be there,” said Ela. She moved further away from him. “We were supposed to Haze and leave without being seen.” 
 
    “But what were you doing?” 
 
    Ela sighed again.  “I can’t tell you, Jack. But what we’re doing is important.” 
 
    He let out an irritated breath. “Did you get Jacob’s order to stop all terrorist actions?” What the hell was he risking his life for passing messages to Jacob if no one was paying any attention? 
 
    Ela nodded. 
 
    “And you both ignored it?” Now he was really annoyed with her and Nick, he could hear it in his voice. 
 
    Ela looked nearly as cross as he sounded. “Jacob said to just do that. It was the last thing. We had to do it.” She kissed him on the cheek. “Do you get time off?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, I’ll be off duty for a few hours this weekend.” 
 
    “Come and visit. We can talk more. You won’t tell Jacob it was me, will you?” 
 
    He grinned and pulled her close again. “So, Jacob doesn’t know.” 
 
     “Not that I helped Nick, and I think we should leave it that way. But we’re finished. It’s finished.” 
 
    He studied her face in the gloom. Was she telling the truth?  
 
    If she wasn’t, he wouldn’t be able stop her doing what she wanted to do anyway. She’d never been good at doing what she’d been told. “Promise?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. “Promise.” 
 
    He kissed her again then stood up. “See you in a few days. Now, are you going back inside first, or am I?” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ELA LEFT JACK IN THE ALLEY and went back into the noise, flashing lights, and dancing kids. She wove through the crowd and the lights and the movement until she found Amon, Isabelle and Lucan. 
 
    “We’re ready to go,” said Izzy. 
 
    “Where were you?” asked Amon. 
 
    “Over there.” Ela waved her arm at the bouncing kids in the middle of the hall. “I got pulled into a chain.” One of those things that happened sometimes, a line of dancing kids would start up, and someone would drag you in. 
 
    “Well, you’re here now.” Amon put his arm over her shoulders and walked with her to the exit behind Izzy and Lucan. She looked up at Amon. They’d never kissed. They’d been friends for years, even before she met Jack, and now they were friends again. If he’d been near when Jack kissed her, he would have been as shocked as the rest of the kids who saw it happen. 
 
    Now she had to find a way to ditch Amon and the others and go and find Nick. 
 
    She walked slowly through the streets to the Monorail platform with Amon, Isabelle, Lucan. It had been strange night. Talking to Jack after all this time. Stranger still to see him in a Vector uniform. And for the last year he’d been in the City all the time? Why hadn’t he just come and visited? 
 
    A million questions tumbled into her mind. She wanted to go and find Jack and get answers to all the questions she didn’t think to ask. 
 
    When he’d kissed her, it felt like it always had, a mixture of gentleness and fire. She touched her lips. But it had felt so right. In some ways, it had been like they’d never been apart. He’d taught her about the Local’s way of showing you loved someone. Kissing and holding each other had been strange at first. 
 
    Isabelle turned back to look at her. “Did you see the VTroopers?” she asked. 
 
    Ela shook her head. “Where?” 
 
    “At the Rave.” Amon wrapped his arm over her shoulders and squeezed. More like he was putting her in a hold than hugging her, but maybe that was the way he dealt with wanting to be close. “A bunch of thugs,” said Amon. 
 
    “Thugs?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded. “Vector Troopers. A bunch of them.” 
 
    “What were they doing?” Well, Jack was looking for her, he didn’t say why the other squad members were there. 
 
     “Nothing,” said Lucan. “They took a bit of Bliss. Kept to themselves. Then after they’d hung around for a while, they left.” 
 
    Ela untangled from Amon and looked up at him. “I thought they always went to the Viaduct.” So different to Jack. They were probably the same height, but Amon had blue eyes and blond hair. Jack’s eyes and hair were brown. Amon was all bounce and noise. Jack was serious and silent. 
 
    “You’re quiet.” Amon’s arm slid around her shoulders again. 
 
    “I’m tired.” She smiled up at him. He was nice. And uncomplicated. He liked to have fun, he liked being fit, he worked hard enough at his studies to pass and keep his father happy, and that was about all there was to him. He wasn’t tortured and angry and passionate like Jack. 
 
    She couldn’t believe Jacob had told Jack that Nick and Curly were dead. That was so cruel. They were Jack’s best friends. 
 
    Amon laughed and pulled her closer to him again. Maybe Amon wasn’t that uncomplicated. When he did stuff like that it always felt like he wanted more but didn’t know how to make it happen. 
 
    “Too much study makes you boring,” said Amon. 
 
    Isabelle was holding onto Lucan’s arm like it was the most natural thing in the world to do too, but she’d never seen anyone kiss or hug since her father was killed. 
 
    “I don’t mind boring,” said Ela and looked up at him. Holding and kissing was second nature to Jack. If Jacob’s plan did work and Humicrib wasn’t needed to make babies anymore, the Elite kids were going to need InstructionVids on how to get close enough to make their own. 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    Jack watched the harbour flash by as the train took the squad back to the Barracks. Maybe he’d got away with being with Ela. The glow from the City lit everything up. Maybe the Administration kept it that way so the DroneCams could spy on the residents. At the old University, it had been so dark the Cams would have needed infrared, and he didn’t see any red dots, so hopefully there was no surveillance out there. 
 
    From across the aisle, Jeron shook his head at him. “Fuck you took a risk to see Nobody. She must be something special.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. He couldn’t think of a single thing he didn’t like about her. Ela was perfect. “She’s all right.” Except maybe her complete inability to do what she was told. 
 
    “Who is she?” 
 
    “Ela Hennessey.” 
 
    “She’s Elite?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How did you meet her?” 
 
    “Used to work for her granddad.” 
 
    “How does that work?” asked Jeron. He probably knew Elite never left the City. 
 
    “It’s complicated.” He wasn’t going to explain that even though Ela might be Elite, her father had been Local. It was one of the things about her that made her different. 
 
    In the distance, he could see the start of the Humicrib complex and the SkyVid with the Humicrib babies bumbling past. Humicrib, the Cradle of the World, the Vid announced. 
 
    Had Ela, Nick and Curly even considered that if they did damage the Administration’s infrastructure, the babies in Humicrib wouldn’t survive and that they were Local babies? 
 
    Yes, they would have considered that. Especially Nick. One of those babies was his nephew. Joe and Lucinda’s kid. 
 
    No, it had been a year since the Administration took the baby from Lucinda. It would have been viable months ago and would be adopted out by now. 
 
    He still couldn’t work out what Nick and Ela were trying to do. 
 
    Finally, the train stopped at the Monorail Platform at Devonport, and the squad spilled out of the carriage and headed for the lift. 
 
    He stepped out of the lift behind Jeron and Levi. Only a short walk back to Barracks and he could get some sleep. It had been a huge day. 
 
    “Jack Fraser?” he heard. 
 
    “Yes?” He could see four VTroopers and an officer from the VectorGuards, the military police, standing there, near a Cobra, the StealthHover the MP’s used to get around. The troopers were fully armed and alert like they expected trouble. And all their attention was focussed on him. 
 
    The VectorMP gave the nod. “You’re under arrest,” he said, and the four troopers surrounded him. His wrists were grabbed and cuffed behind his back. 
 
    Fuck. This had to be because he let Ela and Nick get away during the raid. Somehow, Vector had found out. Someone must have reviewed the Vid. Or maybe one of the messages he’d sent to Jacob had been intercepted and traced back to him. Whatever the reason he was in shit. 
 
    “On what charge?” asked Jeron.  
 
    “Violating the protect and respect creed,” the officer answered. 
 
    Jack breathed out slowly. Kissing Ela. Someone must have taken a Vid of the kiss, and he’d been identified. His third strike. A spell in ReEducation. Not good, but better than any of the alternatives. 
 
    “Don’t worry Jack,” said Levi as Jack was marched past him. “We’ll get Leach onto it. He’ll sort it.” 
 
    Not much chance of that. Third strike and some of it was bloody Levi’s fault. The wings on the Cobra lifted, and he was assisted inside.  
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    “Look at this.” Curly pushed his Tablet across the table to Nick. 
 
    “What?” Nick pulled the Tablet closer so he could read it. It was all memos from Vector. “What are you doing monitoring the Vector control centre?” asked Nick. 
 
    “Don’t want any more surprises.” Curly sipped at his hot chocolate and waited. 
 
    Nick read it through twice, then pushed the Tablet back. “They’re deciding what to do about missing us at Humicrib.” 
 
    Curly nodded. “I think the Administration is about to get tough.” 
 
    Nick bit his lip. “It looks like it.” 
 
    “What does it say?” asked Ela. 
 
    “Curfew for Locals in the City,” said Curly. 
 
    “Lucky we’re finished and got away with it. Now we wait for Jacob to make his move.”  
 
    Ela nodded. Nick was right. They’d got away with it. They were still here, and she had lectures in half an hour. 
 
    “I think they’ll lock the University down, and not much else,” said Curly. “We should just wait it out. Jacobs going to move in a few days anyway.” 
 
    “What about the kids from the University that are here now? Someone will notice they’re missing,” said Ela. “They won’t be able to go back, and there might be trouble for their families.” 
 
    “They should have the choice. We need some of them to monitor the DroneCams, but we don’t need many.” He stood up from the table and went out into the control centre. “Listen up,” he said. 
 
    Most of the kids at the screens swivelled around so they could see him. 
 
    “We’ve just intercepted a message from Vector. It looks like the University will be on lockdown for a while. You need to choose. If you stay here, you won’t be able to go back. If you don’t want to stay, you’d better leave now. I don’t know how long you have to get there.” 
 
    “How many of us do you need to stay?” asked Scott. 
 
    Nick looked at Curly. 
 
    “Twenty maybe; said Curly. “Just enough so we can work in shifts and still monitor all the feeds. We don’t want any surprises.” 
 
    The kids looked at each other, and three of them stood up. 
 
    “I think I should go back,” said Sally. “I don’t want to make trouble for my family at home.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Nick. “Anyone else?” 
 
    In the end about half the kids decided they should leave. 
 
    “That leaves us with thirty-four,” said Curly. “That’ll be enough, it’s only a few days if Jacob does his thing.” 
 
    “Go now,” said Nick. “I’ll open the door. Haze. Go fast and get back to where you’re meant to be. If Vector is twitchy it’s not a good time to be caught somewhere unexplainable.” 
 
    He put the code into the pad by the door and the doors slid open. The kids Hazed one by one and Ela watched the disturbed air go up the ramp. 
 
    “Will they have time to get back?” she asked. 
 
    Nick slowly released his breath. “Yeah. They’re scared. They’ll hurry.” He went back to the screen that monitored the DroneCams between the Station and the University. 
 
    Ela leaned over his shoulder and watched what he was watching hardly daring to breathe.  Nick followed the disturbance in the air. Switching from Cam to Cam. They really only had another five minutes and they’d UnHaze whether they’d got there or not. 
 
    Then she heard, “Fuck.” from Curly. He’d been watching the monitor that covered the Harbour and Viaduct.  
 
    “Look at this!” 
 
    Ela and Nick moved over. On the screen in front of Curly, the sky was filled with StealthHovers. 
 
    “Mambas,” said Nick. None of them in stealth mode. All in plain view, so the sky looked black. 
 
    The other kids started to leave their monitors to come over and look at what Curly had seen. 
 
    “Fuck,’ said Nick. “That’s not just locking down the University. That’s war.” He looked at the other monitors. The Mambas were starting to cover them all. 
 
    “Get back to your posts,” he said to the kids. “Watch and report.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” asked Curly. 
 
    “Nothing we can do. We can’t fight Vector on that scale.” Nick turned to the monitor where he’d been watching the kids returning to the University. 
 
    “Did they make it?” Curly asked. 
 
    “Looks like it. The door just opened. They should be in their rooms in a couple of minutes. This is just Vector trying to frighten us. They won’t hurt those kids. Humicrib is still going to want their DNA.” he scrubbed his hand through his hair. “I didn’t expect this.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Curly switched the screen, so it showed the feed from all the Cams in the University campus area. The sky was still black with Hovers. Three had landed in the grounds, and the Troopers were pouring out. They set up their perimeter just inside the boundary of the university grounds, facing in, lasers ready. 
 
    “It’s a fucking prison now,” said Curly. 
 
    “Looks like it.” Nick flicked the screen to a Viper and a squad dressed the way Jack had been when he saw him in Humicrib’s carpark was leaping out the side door under the wings. “They’ve even brought the sniper unit. What the fuck are they going to do against a bunch of kids?” 
 
    This time as he watched, instead of taking up positions high on the building, the unit split into five groups of two and went into the entrances of the different sleeping halls. 
 
    “What now?” asked Curly. 
 
    “No idea,” said Nick. He flicked through the different feeds to see if anything had changed. Half a dozen more men came out of the Cobra. 
 
    “Looks like VectorGuards,” said Curly. 
 
    Nick nodded. They had the same look as Vincent and his sidekick had. Bulked up and hard. “Why would they be there?” 
 
    Ela watched each screen as it flicked by. For a while nothing changed, the air was still black and menacing with the Mambas sitting there above the University. The three that had landed sat with their wings up. A thousand of VTroopers stood around the boundary of the grounds and the area in front of the sleeping quarters stayed empty. 
 
    Then she saw the first three kids come out of the dorm, hands linked behind their heads. As they walked down the steps, followed by another three and another three kids, they all looked around at the show of strength in front of them. 
 
    The groups of three kept coming and coming, and as they got to the pathway, they lined up facing the Hovers. She watched as the square in front of the dorms filled up with row upon row of students. They stood there confused and frightened and silently waited to be told what was happening. 
 
    “They really are being treated like prisoners,” said Ela. 
 
    Nick nodded. Then he turned to Curly. “Keep monitoring the feed between the Admin and Vector, we need to know what this is all about. This is retaliation. We caused this. I just hope no one gets hurt.” 
 
    Finally, one of the dorms must have been completely emptied of kids. About a hundred kids were standing there. All ten of the troopers sent to get them out were standing on the steps. Then one of them walked from one pair to the next, asked a question and got a nod of confirmation. 
 
    After he’d got to the last pair, he waved an all clear at the VectorGuards waiting near the Cobra. 
 
    “How many kids at the University?” asked Ela. 
 
    “Every kid in the country between eighteen and twenty-five,” said Nick. We figure it has to be just on half a million. You need a lot of DNA to repopulate the world. 
 
    Ela watched the kids standing there. “I wonder why those ones have been picked out.” She couldn’t recognise any she knew. She had to know a lot of them, she met so many here at the Station. But they were lost in the sea of faces. 
 
    Five of the Guards standing by the Cobra marched towards the waiting ranks. All the kids still had their hand on their heads. Their arms must be aching by now. 
 
    One spoke to a kid on the end of the first line. He asked a question. The kid shook his head. 
 
    The Guard pulled a pistol from his pocket and shot the kid point blank. 
 
    “What the fuck?” bellowed Curly. 
 
    Ela gasped and looked at the others in the room. They all looked as horrified as Curly did. 
 
     “Did any of the feeds pick up what he asked that kid?” Nick asked urgently. 
 
    Everyone shook their heads. 
 
    “It had to be if he knew anything about what is going on,” said Ela. 
 
    Nick nodded. “God, at least some of them in that group will know. Will they talk?” 
 
    The silence in the room was heavy. They watched another VectorGuard go through the same routine with another randomly selected kid. Ask a question, get a no, pull a pistol and shoot him. 
 
    “We can’t let them do this,” said Ela wildly. 
 
    “How can we stop it?” asked Nick. “We’re here, they’re there. And if anyone talks thousands will be killed. Anyone involved. Kids, parents, anyone.” 
 
    They watched it happen another six times. And still no one answered the question. 
 
    Then the VectorGuards stood in front of the assembled students. Six bodies lay on the grey tiles. Pools of blood spread crimson around them. 
 
    One man stepped forward; his black uniform coat slapped around his legs. 
 
    He addressed the kids standing there on the quad. “This is your chance to come forward and tell us what is happening. Why there have been raids on Humicrib and the Administration. This is your chance to stop anyone else dying. If you don’t, we’ll come morning and night until you do. We’ll empty another dorm. We’ll ask the question six times, and six of you will die if we don’t get an answer.” He waved his arms at the VTroopers standing alert and still on the perimeter. “There is no chance of escape. Anyone who tries will be shot. This will continue for as long as it takes.” He turned and walked back to the Cobra he’d come in. The others who arrived with him followed. 
 
    No one on the quad moved until the hover had gone and only the VTroopers on the perimeter were left. 
 
    The silence in the Station control room was deafening. Nobody said anything. 
 
    Nick folded his arms and rested his head the way he had when Jake and Tom were killed. He stayed like that. This time Ela didn’t attempt to comfort him. What could you say? Six kids had just died protecting them. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THEN NICK LIFTED his head. “The only way we can stop this is to get a message to Jacob to do his broadcast straight away. If he can get broadcast to the rest of the Cradles, it won’t matter that Vector want to stop the Resistance. There’ll be no Humicrib, the world won’t need the Cradles. All this can stop.” 
 
    Ela nodded. “Can you get word to Jacob?” 
 
    “Not until tonight. There’s a small window when he’s monitoring his messages in the morning. We use that.” Then Nick looked at her. “And you need to leave. Get to where you’re meant to be. And don’t come back here. It’s too dangerous. Stay home, go to school, go to Humicrib. Be the perfect Elite. Don’t call attention to yourself.” 
 
    “Okay.” She couldn’t help those kids if she was dead. But she had to figure out a way to do it. 
 
    She felt like a fraud putting on the blue cloak and walking through the City to the Medical School as if nothing was happening. Vector just shot six kids and was planning on doing it again and again to find out what the Resistance was doing. She hoped Jacob would be able to put an end to this. 
 
      
 
    After school, she met up with Amon, Lucan and Isabel. 
 
    “I couldn’t find you this morning,” said Amon. 
 
    “I slept in.” She hugged her Tablet to her chest. She felt like telling them what was going on at the University. What Vector was doing to the Locals. How did they stop the Elite from knowing anything? 
 
    She guessed the Administration controlled all the media. The news only showed good things. A medical breakthrough, or a new device that had been invented to make life even easier. They really were wrapped up in a safe little world just like Jack had said. 
 
    And had Jack been part of the squad that had cleared the dorm? She couldn’t see anyone she thought might be him, but it was hard to tell when everyone was in uniform. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At the apartment, Ela waved her hand, and the VidScreen on the wall of the lounge turned off. Her mother hadn’t got home from Humicrib yet. Ela watched all the media broadcasts to see if anyone had reported the death of six Local kids. Or the crackdown at the University, or any of it. 
 
    But nothing. 
 
    It was ridiculous. What was the point of keeping them all in the dark? Were they trying to pretend to the Elite that the Locals were happy with the way they were treated? Were they frightened the Elite would side with the Locals if they knew what was going on? 
 
    Would the Elite do that? Everyone she knew was a nice person. But you didn’t have to think too deeply to know the Locals wouldn’t be happy as prisoners in their own country. 
 
    When she first met Jack, he’d said the Locals were just breeding stock to the Elite. And that’s the way it was, and no one tried to do anything about changing that. 
 
    She wished her mother would get home from work. She wasn’t used to having nothing to do. But Nick had told her to stay away from the Station for her safety and theirs. 
 
    She sent a Txt to her mother to see if she’d be home soon.  
 
    Nick and Curly and the kids with them underground would be all right. Wouldn’t they? There were kilometres of tunnels for them to hide in and they knew them better than Vector would. And it was all concrete so the heat sensors wouldn’t show Vector where they were hiding. 
 
    She waved her hand at the VidScreen in the vague hope she’d be able to find out if someone had talked and the Station had been raided. 
 
    Maybe Jack knew something. 
 
    She tried to send him a Txt, but it clawed at the shields. Why hadn’t Jack tried to contact her? He could have used Status. She’d put up a veiled post, but he hadn’t responded. Not even with an Emoji. It was so frustrating not knowing and not being able to do anything. 
 
    She stood up and went to the fridge and pulled out a dinner sachet. 
 
    It didn’t look appetising. She wanted real food. But she wasn’t allowed to go to the Station. 
 
    She should have gone to the Vids with Amon like he suggested. But trying to sit still and watch a Vid when she knew only a few blocks away Vector had all the Local kids lined up with VTroopers surrounding them, questioning them and shooting someone when they didn’t get the right answers would have been impossible. But doing nothing was even more impossible. 
 
    God, she hated being an Elite. She hated having to watch passively while everyone else got to do stuff. 
 
    She sat down again and checked her Com. Nothing from Jack. Nothing from her mother. It was like being in a plastic bubble where nobody told her anything. 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    Jack walked away from the ReEducation Room. That was twenty-four hours of his life he’d never get back. He felt disorientated. He guessed the Abhor was still in his system. How long did that take to flush out? 
 
    He’d tried to do what Jacob had told him too. He’d tried to hold on to what he believed in, but the drugs and the flashing images had taken over, and he had no memory of what had been done to him or if it had changed anything. 
 
    He examined the corners of his mind. No as far as he could tell, except for an over-whelming tiredness and this scrambled feeling he seemed to be the same person. 
 
    Leach came out of his office, and Jack straightened up automatically, he stood at attention and saluted. Maybe a few things had changed. He’d been ReEducated to show a bit more respect for authority. 
 
    “At ease, Fraser,” said Leach. “I told you to keep a low profile.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. And he had intended to, things just conspired to stop him doing it. Who managed to get three strikes in a week when they’d been on leave for three days of that week? 
 
    “Anyway,” said Leach. “You’re not going to be any use to me for a while, you’ve got twenty-four hours to recover. Use it. You don’t have to stay on Base. But don’t do anything stupid.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir,” said Jack. He’d known he’d be on light duties for the next day, but he didn’t realise they’d be that light. There was an upside to ReEducation. 
 
    Maybe he’d go see Ela. 
 
    No, he was pretty sure that came under stupid. He’d check Status and see if she’d left any messages for him. 
 
    Then he might sleep. Tomorrow he’d decide how he’d spend the day. 
 
    He got back to his room, and Jeron was there. Of course. It was evening.  
 
    ‘’Do they feed you in ‘the room’?” asked Jeron. 
 
    “No idea,” said Jack. He flopped down on his bed and picked up his Com. “Don’t remember a bloody thing about what they did to me.” He checked for messages. 
 
    “The Mess will still be serving if you want to get something,” said Jeron. 
 
    “No, I’ll give it a miss.” No Txts, but a message from Ela on Status. “Might just have a shower. I’ve been in these clothes for a good twenty-four hours now.” He tried to think how to answer the message. Did Vector monitor the Status pages of their troopers? Would he be monitored more closely now that he had been before? Would it even be safe to send messages to Jacob? The flash and gone system Jacob used relied on a low level of monitoring to be really safe. 
 
    He messaged back an Emoji. A smiley face. Nobody could read anything into that. 
 
    “I’m headed for the Rec,” said Jeron. “Coming?” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “No, I’ll hit the sack.” 
 
    “I’m really sorry, Jack.” 
 
    “Not your fault. But I might have a serious word to Levi.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jeron. “I can understand that.” 
 
    Jack yawned and put his Com on the Locker. “There is a positive to this though.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Jeron turned and leaned on the doorframe. 
 
    “I’ve got twenty-four hours to recover. All day tomorrow doing anything I want; I’m even allowed to leave the Base.” 
 
    “Nice,” said Jeron. “Are you planning on using it to go see Nobody?” 
 
    “How stupid do you think I am?” 
 
    “Plenty stupid,” said Jeron and pushed himself off the architrave. “I’ll try not to wake you when I come in.”  
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    Curly spent all night trolling through the Administration records and all their transmissions. There had to be something they could do or some information that would be helpful. Another six kids had been shot last night. They hadn’t assembled yet the next lot yet, but he suspected there’d be another six shot this morning.  
 
    Those kids must be so frightened. But so far it didn’t look like anyone had cracked. He hadn’t picked up anything in the messages or on the airway. Nothing in transcripts and he’d had Intercepts on everything. So far, the Station and the kids hiding in here with them were safe. Then he saw something. 
 
    “Nick, come and look at this.” 
 
    “What?” Nick came over and looked at the Screen Curly was sitting at. 
 
    “An order from up high.” 
 
    Nick read through the brief directive. He straightened up looking puzzled. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Curly and read through it again. “An order to round up all Naturals living in the City.” 
 
    “Yeah, it makes no sense. They’ve got all the Naturals already locked up at the University. Except for us. And do they even know about us?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think that’s what this is all about. It’s Elite Naturals.” 
 
    “There aren’t any Elite Naturals. That’s the whole point of the Quarantine. Elite can’t have kids, so there are no Elite Naturals.” 
 
    “That’s not what this says.” Curly flicked through a couple more screens. “See apparently there’s a Register somewhere listing any Elite Natural in the City.” 
 
    “Have you found the Register?” 
 
    “Not yet, it seems to be buried. I’ll keep looking.” 
 
    Nick sat on the chair beside Curly. “Do you remember when Vincent was Interrogating us?” He scratched the scar on his cheek. 
 
    “A bit difficult to forget.” Curly scrolled through endless lists, looking for the Register. 
 
    Nick nodded. “Do you remember what he kept asking?” 
 
    “Something about an OffGrid girl.”  
 
    Nick nodded again. “Yeah. An OffGrid girl, An Elite who was OffGrid. It didn’t make sense at the time. Why would an Elite go OffGrid? They have it made.” 
 
    He stood up and hands on hips watched Curly flick through the screens. “Maybe the girl he was asking about was a Natural. Jacob says the effects of Genus6 can be reversed. Maybe it has happened a few times. Maybe there are a few Elite Naturals around. Humicrib wouldn’t want that to get out. It might ruin the baby-selling business.” 
 
    ‘It’s a theory,” said Curly. He scrolled through a few more lists and then suddenly stopped. “Got you,” he said. He pulled the list up onto the screen. 
 
    “A list of Elite Naturals, who would have thought?” 
 
    “There aren’t many,” said Nick studying it. 
 
    “No, but look who one of them is,” said Curly. 
 
    “Fuck,” said Nick. “Do we warn her?” 
 
    “No, it looks like we’ve got a couple of hours before it happens, we’ll let Jacob know. He can decide how to get her out. It’s not the sort of message we want in the ether. We can’t just send her a Txt.” 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    When Jack first emerged from The Room, the noise in the Mess would have been too much to take, but this morning it didn’t seem to bad. No worse than usual anyway. He must be recovering. 
 
    Jack reached across Jeron to get some toast. 
 
    Levi had been pretty quiet right through breakfast. In the end, he looked up. “I’m really sorry, Jack,” he said. 
 
    “You should be,” said Jack. “But you did get me a day of freedom while you lot have to work.” 
 
    “All day?” 
 
    “Yep, twenty-four hours, Leach said. I just wasted eight of them sleeping. That leaves me sixteen to do whatever I want to.” 
 
    “Never heard of that before,” said Gregor. 
 
    “Maybe they need their snipers alert,” said Dante. “Different rules for us.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” said Jack. Or maybe Leach just felt sorry for him. He knew one of the strikes had been a dud. 
 
    After breakfast, he went back to his room. He had a whole day to fill in. Usually the day was timetabled in with training and briefings, and if there was a bit of spare time, there was always the rest of the squad around. 
 
    He’d go for a run and see if that cleared his head a bit and then plan. Couldn’t squander a chance like this. 
 
    Then his Com flashed. He checked it. Bloody Jacob. He wanted him to make contact. Jack checked the time. He had about fifteen minutes to hit the window when Jacob monitored for messages in the morning. He’d make it. 
 
      
 
    Jack leaned against the tree and read Jacobs message again. The Administration knew Ela was a Natural. Naturals were going to be rounded up. Get her out of the City now, said the message. Then it disappeared, never to see the light of day again. 
 
    He looked around to check whether he was about to be arrested again. Nobody came through the trees, no troopers with lasers at the ready. He was safe. 
 
    But how the hell was he supposed to get Ela out of the City? 
 
    He put his Com back in his pocket and walked to the edge of the trees and then started to jog. He’d shower, change, catch the MonoRail into the City and start there. Maybe he could use Status to arrange somewhere to meet her. Maybe she would have some sort of escape route sorted. Jacob must have known this was going to happen someday. 
 
    He headed back to the Barracks, and an hour later emerged from the lift underneath the Monorail platform in the centre of the City. He checked his Com. Ela still hadn’t responded to the message on Status. 
 
    Well, she had to be at home, at the Medical School, or at Humicrib. He’d find her. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    JACK WAITED OUTSIDE the door of Ela’s mother’s apartment. Twenty storeys up and it looked like it might be huge and have a view. Ela’s mum was a respected doctor, so he guessed she had money. 
 
    He checked his Com again. No message from Ela still. Maybe she was busy. Maybe he was too late, and she’d already been picked up. 
 
    But that didn’t seem likely. Jacob’s message said that the Administration would round up the Naturals if there was a threat to Humicrib, and everything in the City had seemed normal. The Elite were going about their business, and nobody had been showing any signs of anything being wrong. 
 
    He shoved his hands in his pockets. He couldn’t hear any sounds from inside. If no one answered the door in the next few minutes, his next stop was the Medical School. He guessed flashing his ID and the fake warrant on his Com would get him into there too. So far nobody had questioned why he was on his own so maybe just being in the uniform stopped any questions. 
 
    He was just about to go back to the lift and try plan B, when he heard movement in the apartment. Finally. 
 
    He touched the intercom screen to let whoever was in there know it was him outside the door. 
 
    The screen lit up. “Jack?” Ela’s mother’s voice asked. 
 
    He nodded. “I came to see Ela.” 
 
    There was a long pause, and then he heard the slide of the locking mechanism, and the door opened. 
 
    “Ela’s at school.” Dr Hennessey looked exactly the way she had a year ago when she arrived at Jacob’s farm to take Ela home. Tall, slim, blonde, beautiful, and immaculately dressed, with her hair piled on top of her head and makeup on. Not crazy makeup like the Elite girls wore, just enough to look dressed up. 
 
    “I need to speak to her.” He couldn’t decide whether to tell her why Jacob had sent him here or not. Ela’s mother knew Ela was a Natural better than anyone else, so she’d know how important it was that the Administration didn’t get her. But which side was she on? 
 
    “Come in,” said Dr Hennessey, he stepped past her and she shut the door firmly behind him. “Did Jacob send you?” 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “Is Ela in danger?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Dr Hennessey sighed. “Jacob said if there was any threat to Ela, he’d send you.” She picked up her Com and made the Connect. 
 
    The Connect went through immediately. No shields on her Com, he noticed. 
 
    He could see Ela’s face on her mother’s Com. “Mum, why are you calling?” she asked. And for the first time since he’d come out of The Room, he realised whatever they’d done to him had worked. He felt nothing. None of the joy or longing he usually felt when he saw her. None of the wanting he’d felt at the Rave, just nothing. 
 
    “Darling,” said her mother. “I need you to come home now.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Ela. Behind her he could see kids walking past and tall buildings with the silver glass. She could be anywhere in the City. 
 
    “Things are about to CatchFire,” her mother said urgently. 
 
    “Oh.” He saw Ela catch the side of her lip between her teeth. “Do you need me to come now?”  
 
    Her mother shifted the Com enough that Ela would be able to see Jack too. “Yes, come home now.” 
 
    This time Ela nodded. “I’ll be there in ten minutes. See you then.” The Connect dropped away, and Ela disappeared from the Screen. 
 
    Ela’s mother turned back to Jack. “Now tell me what’s happening.” 
 
    “Don’t know much, but Jacob says the Administration is about to round up all suspected Naturals.” 
 
    “And you think Ela is a Natural?” 
 
    Jack nodded. “I saw the message her father left her before he was killed.” 
 
    He saw Ela’s mother’s eye’s mist up a little before she turned back to her Tablet. 
 
    “Are you to go with her?” She opened the Tablet to some page on the Administrations website. He could see the official logo and headings. 
 
    Jack shook his head. “Jacob just said to get the message to her.” 
 
    Ela’s mother nodded. Her fingers swiped through forms, changed a word here and a name and date there. “So, I won’t need to create travel documents for you too?’ 
 
    “If you want to you can. I wouldn’t mind getting out of this uniform.” 
 
    Dr Hennessey smiled. “I think you might be more use staying right where you are.” She swiped through a few more pages then pressed the send icon and straightened up. “The documents are on her Com now. That should get her away without any questions. After that, it will be Jacob’s job to keep her safe.” 
 
      
 
    Ela came through the door. She saw Jack standing by her mother. 
 
    “Jack.” She went to go to him, and he stepped back. 
 
    Ela looked at him puzzled. He’d never done that before. Maybe it was because her mother was there. That made sense. 
 
    Her mother handed her a backpack. “Ela, Jack’s message came from Jacob. You need to go now.” 
 
    “Where am I going?” 
 
    “To Jacobs. You need to stay hidden there until we know what’s happening.” 
 
    She looked at Jack. “What is happening?” 
 
    “The Administration have a list of suspected Naturals, and you’re on it. Jacob thinks it’s safer if you are somewhere else. 
 
    Ela nodded. There was always a risk that her secret would be found out. And with what she’d seen happening at the University and the speed Vector reacted to threats it wasn’t a surprise this was happening now. 
 
    But she’d just found Jack, and they’d hardly had any time to talk at the Rave, and now she had to leave.  
 
    “Are you coming with me?” The last time her mother thought she was in danger Jack had been assigned to look after her. Maybe Jack was looking after her again. They could both go to Jacobs. They could both be safe until this was over. 
 
    Jack shook his head. “Your mother and your granddad think I should stay here.” 
 
    “Pity,” said Ela. Now they were going to be apart again. It wasn’t fair. “Have you been at the University?” she asked. She had to know if he’d been part of what she’d seen on the DroneCam feed Curly had picked up, and if he’d been there this morning, he’d know if any more kids had been killed. 
 
    Jack shook his head again. “I’ve been at the Barracks, why?” 
 
    “Do you know what’s happening there?” 
 
    “No idea.” 
 
    “Vector has been shooting kids to force someone to tell them what’s going on.” 
 
    “That’s dreadful Ela,” her mother exclaimed. “How do you know that?” 
 
    She picked up the backpack. “I saw the Vid.” She looked over at Jack. He was so distant. She’d get a reaction from him. “Are you sure you weren’t there shooting kids.” 
 
    “No,” he said. “It wasn’t me.” 
 
    “This time,” she said. She was being unfair. He was just doing what Jacob told him to do. They were on the same side, but she hated seeing him in that uniform. 
 
    “I’d better get back to the Base,” said Jack in the same distant way he’d been talking to her since she arrived. 
 
    “Be careful.” She touched his arm the way she used to when they were together, and he flinched. 
 
    “You too,” he said, then went to the door. 
 
    After Jack had gone, Ela pushed her Tablet into the backpack her mother had given her. 
 
    Her mother hugged her. “You’ve got travel documents; I’ve sent them to your Com so if you get stopped, you’ll be all right while you’re in the City but don’t go out through the Barrier. Use the tunnel Nick uses. Do you know how to get to it?” 
 
    Ela nodded. She’d gone to the Hinterland with Nick once just for the hell of it, so she knew how to get to the tunnel and where it came out. 
 
    “Jacob will meet you on his side.” 
 
    She nodded again. Even if she ran it would take a couple of hours to get to Jacob. 
 
    Ela pulled back a little from her mother and stared at her. Her mother must be working with Jacob too to know about the tunnel. She could have trusted her all along. 
 
    Her mother smiled. “We’re on the same side Ela. Everything I do is to keep you safe.” She hugged her again. “Now go and be careful.” 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    Jack arrived back at the Base just before his twenty-four hours were up. He had no idea if Ela had got away safely. But on the other hand, as he travelled back to the Base it still didn’t look like there was any unusual activity. Maybe Jacob had got it wrong. There wasn’t going to be a crackdown on suspected Naturals. 
 
    But better safe than sorry, and better for Ela to be with Jacob than Nick. She said whatever she and Nick had been doing was over, but you couldn’t tell with those two. Not that she’d ever lied to him in the past, but she didn’t believe in playing it safe either. 
 
    He walked across to the Barracks. He’d just got to his room and was taking off his coat when Jeron came in. 
 
    “You need to move, Jack. We’re all due in the Briefing Room in five minutes. Full combat gear.” He started stripping out of the BDUs. 
 
    Jack checked his Com. He wasn’t sure if he was back on duty yet or not. As he looked a message from Leach appeared on the screen. 
 
    ‘Briefing room. 17:00. Full combat gear’. 
 
    Well, Leach thought he was back on duty, and he had exactly five minutes to get his head around that and get into his gear. 
 
    Jeron was already changing into the compression suit, boots and coat. 
 
    “Do you know what’s going on?” Jack asked him. He started stripping off his dress uniform and changing too. 
 
    “No, idea,” said Jeron. He shoved the antiballistic mask into his helmet and held the helmet by its strap while he waited for Jack to get ready. “I guess we’ll know when we get to the Briefing Room.” 
 
      
 
    Leach stood up the front and waited for the squad to settle. On the way in Jack had seen VTroopers heading for the HoverPads at the double. Hundreds of them. It looked like half the Base had been mobilised. Whatever was going on was big. There was always troop movement at the Base. Troopers going on and off duty, or heading to some training thing, but nothing like this. 
 
    He took his seat. Maybe it was about rounding up the suspected Naturals. Maybe he’d just got Ela out in time. 
 
    Leach waved his hand at the VidScreen, and a series of pictures flicked across it. Jack watched as one familiar location after another flicked past. 
 
    The pictures were from outside the City. All around his hometown. 
 
    Fuck. What was going on? 
 
    He watched as Leach halted the screen and showed a clear shot of the OutPost, not far from where Fitzgerald and his mother lived. 
 
    Jack leaned forward a little. He’d been there one night about a year ago. He’d studied the blueprints of the place with Nick and Curly. It had been that raid on the OutPost that had caused all the problems. 
 
    Completely tense, he waited to find out what was happening. If Vector was planning a raid near his home, would he be able to get warnings out early enough? 
 
    Leach tapped the screen with his hand, and a map came up. Jack recognised every landmark, every place name. He didn’t want to go on a Mission there. It was his worst nightmare coming true. He’d be fighting people he knew. That was even more likely there than here in the City. 
 
    “The OutPost will be our base for the next week. As you probably noticed half of Vector will be there too. We have Intel about a Terrorist Cell operating in that area, and they’re planning a major offensive. It’s our job to shut down the Cell and stop the terrorists before they can do any damage.” 
 
    “What sort of offensive, sir?” asked Gregor. 
 
    “Total destruction of the City,” replied Leach. “It’s our job to make sure it doesn’t happen. We leave in ten minutes. Go to your rooms, pack and be back here in eight.” 
 
    Jack stood with the rest. He couldn’t believe what he’d just heard. Destruction of the City? That wasn’t what Jacob planned. He just wanted to tell the world about Genus6. He felt like going to Leach and telling him they had it all wrong. The City wasn’t in any danger. 
 
    That could get him killed. And how would he know anyway? He’d finish up betraying everyone. And where they were going was where he’d just sent Ela. Jacob’s farm was right in the middle of the area Leach had shown them. He’d just sent her into a warzone.  
 
    He needed some way to stop this happening. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IT TOOK THREE HOURS for Ela to get to Jacob’s place. Jacob had been waiting for her at the end of the tunnel, and then he’d driven her to his house. She really liked Jacob’s house, the way it smelled of baking bread and biscuits, and the warmth from the coal range. The light through the stained-glass windows made patches of red and blue on the walls. 
 
    “Jack said something about the Administration making a register of Elite who are Naturals?” she said to Jacob.  
 
    Jacob nodded and shut the front door. “Curly picked up the memo.” 
 
    They went into the kitchen, and Ela sat at the dining table. “Are there other Naturals born to Elite then?” She’d spent her first few years here when she was little, and her father was alive, and she’d come to see him a lot when she was growing up, but lately it had been difficult. Both because she was busy with her studies and because Jacob and her mother thought she’d be safer in the City where she could blend in with the other Elite kids. 
 
    “I think so.” Jacob lifted the kettle and put it under tap. “Do you want a hot chocolate?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” Ela pulled out a chair and sat at the dining table. The last time she’d come to Jacobs to stay, Jack had been here too. He’d been hostile because Jacob had asked him to look after her during the visit. That changed after a few days. 
 
    Jacob scratched his chin. “Nick didn’t say how many names there were on this register, but there must have been a few. I wish I knew a way to contact them and get them out.” 
 
    “Then you could use them as evidence too.” It was nice to think there were others like her and she wasn’t the only freak. 
 
    Jacob shrugged. “A bit of that. But mainly to make sure they’re safe.” He made the hot chocolate, put one mug in front of her and sat at the table too. “Now catch me up with what’s going on. Nick has kept any communication to the essentials so the Administration wouldn’t pick up any Chatter and try to stop us.” 
 
    Ela stirred her drink then looked up at Jacob. “Did Nick tell you what is going on at the University?” 
 
    Jacob shook his head. 
 
    Ela felt her eyes fill with tears. “Vector is trying to find out about the Cell. They line the kids up morning and night and ask them. If they don’t say anything, a kid gets shot. They say they’re going to shoot six kids each morning and night until someone talks.” 
 
    Jacob stood up abruptly. “Nick and Curly have to get out of there. And anyone else at the Station. Someone will talk in the end to save their own neck.” 
 
    Ela nodded. “I think they’re working on getting all the kids out and away. When I left no one had talked.” 
 
    Jacob went over to the window and stared out at the farmland and then the mountain. “I need to stop this. I need to do the broadcast tomorrow.” He turned back to look at Ela. “Can everything be ready by tomorrow morning?” 
 
    Ela nodded. “Everything is ready. They’re just waiting for you to give the word. They can block all the Administrations channels and you will be broadcasting to the whole world. You’ll be on everything, every media broadcast, all social media, even Status.” 
 
    After seeing how ruthless Vector was at the University and now hearing about the plan to round up the naturals in the City, the Administration would retaliate. “Can I help with the broadcast?” she asked. 
 
    Jacob studied her and then came to a decision. “No. You’ll go to the Vault and stay there until I need you. I need to know you’re safe.” 
 
    Ela nodded. Like that was going to happen. If Jacob was planning on saving the world, she was going to be part of it. 
 
    “What happens first,” she asked. 
 
    “I contact Nick, and then we wait until five o’clock tomorrow morning, so we know most of the rest of the world are awake, and we tell them they’ve been conned.” 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    Nick stood up from the console. “It’s all go. First thing tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Curly nodded. “I thought Jacob would decide to bring the time forward.” The Station was packed with kids now. Any kid who knew about them had managed to escape and make their way here. If it ever did come down to a fight, they had an army now. 
 
    They also had a lot of extras with no skills. All the kids that knew about the Station had transferred the HazeApp onto the Coms of their siblings and friends and brought them too. 
 
    Nick had been trying to come up with a way to get the rest of the kids at the University to safety too, then it didn’t matter. For some reason the shootings had stopped. Vector never carried through with the threat. That was a relief but worrying too. There had to be a reason they weren’t bothering to find the Cell, a reason that it didn’t interest them anymore. 
 
    If Jacob was going through with his plan first thing tomorrow morning, he had work to do now. He wasn’t leaving any kids unprotected at the University. They needed to be got out and hidden here before the broadcast. 
 
    Because whether Jacob was right or wrong about the Administration’s reaction, he wasn’t taking any chances. Nothing about the way the Administration, Vector and Humicrib acted suggested that they were going to give up control of a lucrative business world wide without a fight. 
 
    And the first thing they’d do was take hostages to keep the Locals in line. 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    Jack slowly unpacked his kitbag into the locker beside the bed he’d been assigned. At the Outpost they didn’t have the luxury of a two-man room the way they did at the Base. Here it was bunks and the whole unit in a single long narrow room. It still had the tiles and shine of the City, but space seemed to be at a premium. 
 
    Not surprising because when he arrived it looked like half the StealthHovers and half the VTroopers from the Base had been moved here. A full-scale evacuation or an invasion. 
 
    Everyone he knew and cared about lived in a radius of twenty kilometres maximum from the OutPost. Even Ela was here. He needed to find out what was planned and get warnings out. All the Locals needed to get to safety. 
 
    While he went through the motions, unpacking, and talking to the rest of his squad his mind raced. Did Jacob know what was going on? If Vector just wanted to scare the Locals, they would have filled the sky with the Hovers, a canopy of black from horizon to horizon. But from what he saw the Hovers had travelled in stealth mode. This was covert. Unless someone had been watching the sky and saw the air disturbance there was no way to know of the menace just a few kilometres from the town. 
 
    But where would be safe? This sort of firepower could destroy everything. If these StealthHovers and VTroopers were let loose nothing would survive. 
 
    “Is this where you come from, Fraser?” asked Gregor. 
 
    “Yeah, I was just down the road a few days ago.” 
 
    “Did you know about a Terrorist Cell?” asked Levi. 
 
    “No sign of that when I was here.” Jack sat down on the edge of his bunk and studied his Com. It would be hours before Jacob would monitor for anything from him. Anyway, with this sort of readiness Vector probably had shields up that would stop any Intel getting out. 
 
    He could try a message to Ela through Status but how could he word it so she’d understand? 
 
    Somehow, he had to get away from here and go to Jacob. But there was no way he could walk up to the Barrier, say he wanted to visit a friend and leave. He was stuck here. Anyway, it was a good twenty k to Jacobs place. That would take him a couple of hours to run, and by then he might be too late. 
 
    Better to bide his time and see if any better opportunity presented itself. 
 
    “What are we meant to be doing now?” asked Dante. 
 
    Levi stretched out on his bunk. “Grab some shuteye because from what I saw outside, once whoever is in charge gets their shit together, this could turn out to be a long night.” 
 
    So, Levi had noticed all the preparations too. Yeah, it could be a long night. But with all that firepower, why would they need snipers? 
 
    Jack lay back on his bed like Levi had and forced himself to relax. He’d find out soon enough. 
 
      
 
    It was a couple of hours before Leach came and found them. He walked into the dorm room looking serious. 
 
    “Gather around,” he said. Everyone had eased themselves to standing as soon as he arrived. He sat on the end of the nearest bed and waved at them to sit too. 
 
    “Now,” he said. “You will have noticed the activity outside.” He nodded at the window. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Levi. “Looks like a big operation.” 
 
    Leach nodded. “It is. Tomorrow this Cell won’t know what hit them. But tonight, we have a job to do first. There are a few key people we know about that we want to talk to. We’ll be going with the Vector MPs to make sure they don’t escape. We’ll be in position before the troopers go in for the arrest in case they try to make a run for it. 
 
    Same orders as before. Shoot to maim, not to kill., We need to take the leaders alive, so we can find out what they’ve planned. 
 
    Then tomorrow everything else will be taken out. Nothing will be left standing. Just this place and the City.” 
 
    Leach looked at each member of his squad. “Think of it as getting rid of a rat’s nest. Rats that have been nibbling away at our way of life for years.” 
 
    Jack watched as each member of the squad nodded. It had to be Jacob and Fitzgerald at the top of the list of people Vector wanted to arrest. And maybe his mother, and friends of his father, and parents of kids he went to school with. In fact, if Vector’s Intel was good, pretty much everyone he knew. The time had come to do something. 
 
      
 
    They had their weapons with them. Usually they’d have to go to the armoury to pick them up before an exercise, but Jack guessed this was part of the urgency. Did soldiers keep their weapons with them when they were really at war? If they did, surely, they’d get in the way all the time, and there’d be accidents. How tempting would it to be to play with them? 
 
    They weren’t leaving until after dark, so they all went to the Mess to get something to eat. 
 
    “Did the Captain mean what, he said?” asked Levi. He spooned a glob of something indistinguishable into his mouth. Even in the OutPost right in the middle of the Hinterland, VTroopers didn’t get to eat real food. 
 
    “About what?” asked Gregor. 
 
    “About going to all these Local’s homes and getting them out of bed and maiming them if they object.” 
 
    Dante looked at Levi and shook his head. “How else are they going to do it? They know they’re terrorists; do you think they should wait until they’re setting a bomb?” 
 
    “I guess,” Levi put his spoon down and reached for a slice of bread. Still not real food. Just like real food. He looked across the table at Jack. “This is where you come from isn’t it?” 
 
    Jack nodded. “In town.” 
 
    “What if it’s someone you know?” 
 
    Jack wiped up the last of his food. It probably had tasted vaguely like stew. If it was someone he knew, it would be every nightmare he’d had over the last year come true. 
 
    “If they’re Terrorists they deserve what they get,” he said. Saying what he was meant to say. Still, he’d found a way to get Ela away safely. He’d work something out here. 
 
    Jeron looked at him, eyebrows almost at his hairline. He’d seen Jeron’s mother give Jeron that look. Jeron had to be a Natural like Ela. It all fitted together. There must be other Naturals if the Administration had a register. When Jeron’s parents had been in South America, maybe Jeron’s mother had a baby. 
 
    Jack put his spoon onto this plate and stood up. “Anyone else up for dessert?” 
 
    The others shook their heads, and he went over to the servery on his own. When he got Jeron alone, he’d ask him. But maybe he wouldn’t know. Maybe his parents had never told him. Ela didn’t know until a year ago. 
 
    He moved along the servery looking at the desserts on offer. Nothing tempting. He needed to work out a way to get the message out to everyone. Maybe when they were sent to their posts to cover a building, he’d have time to send out a CatchingFire. Maybe he’d come across someone he knew and could tell them, and they’d get the message out. 
 
    But would they believe someone in full Vector combat gear? Of course, they would. Why else would a pack of soldiers be in town setting up sniper posts. 
 
    Just so he didn’t look completely unsettled, he spooned something that looked like ice-cream onto his plate. He’d just have to wait until he got outside the OutPost and then play it by ear. He was even less use to everyone if he was dead or confined to Barracks. So, play the game and watch for a chance to get the warning out. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THEY MARCHED UP the ramp into the Viper behind Leach. One of the Cobra’s used by the Vector Military Police, was loading too. About twenty men, it’d be half empty. Just a small squad, with sniper cover, to make these raids and pick up these Terrorist leaders. 
 
    He settled on a seat beside Jeron, did up his seatbelt and rested his laser across his knees. Would they go into town first and pick up people like Fitzgerald and his mother or go to the farms and get Jacob and the others. 
 
    The horror he felt after he’d seen Ela and Nick in the carpark was back full force. What would he be part of in the next few hours if he didn’t come up with something to stop this? 
 
    The Viper shuddered as it too off. Or what if there were other small groups being sent out now too? What if a heap of raids were going to happen simultaneously? 
 
    He gripped the laser tighter so no one would see his hands shaking. What if everyone he cared about was being arrested or maimed right now and he couldn’t do a thing about it? 
 
    “You all right, Jack?” Jeron asked quietly. 
 
    “Yeah, fine,” he said. He’d better settle down before anyone else noticed. But Jesus, the last time they went on a mission he found Nick and Ela, and the time before that he’d watched a couple of kids commit suicide. Who wouldn’t be tense? 
 
    It seemed no time before he felt that shudder again that told him they’d landed. He waited the few seconds it took the Viper to UnHaze, the doors to rise up and the ramp to be lowered then he leaned forward a little to see if he could recognise where they were. 
 
    The town clock, they’d landed right in the middle of the town square near the old post office. 
 
    How many people did he know close to here? All of them. But he’d bet it was Fitzgerald and his mother they were after. He breathed in slowly and fought the temptation to jump up and run to warn them. How far would he get? Ten metres, twenty metres, to the clock? No, he’d keep playing the waiting game. 
 
    He saw the commander of the other VectorMPs and watched him talking. He couldn’t hear what he was saying through his earpiece. Must be separate instructions. 
 
    Then he saw Leach stand. This time there was that crackle in his earpiece that came before someone talked. 
 
    “Right,” said Leach. “You’ll be split into pairs. Each pair will cover one building where we know Insurgents are. You know your job. I’ll assign you to your squad and that commander will give you your instructions.” 
 
    Jack saw all his squad nod. They were to be split up. Good. It gave him more chance to get away and get the word out. 
 
    Two by two the squad were assigned. 
 
    Finally, there was just him and Levi. 
 
    “Frazer, Levi. You’re with Lieutenant Ryan here. You’ll be covering his men. Follow his orders.” There was a crackle in his earpiece as Leach signed off and Lieutenant Ryan took over. 
 
    “Our target is in the store opposite the pub,” said Ryan. “Follow me.” 
 
    Under the cover of darkness, he followed Ryan and three other VectorMPs down the street. They were after someone in Lucinda’s family. Well, in this town it was always going to be someone he knew. 
 
    “Sir,” Jack said into his mic. “I know the area. Levi and I will go and take up our positions.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence from Ryan like he hadn’t expected that. And it wasn’t normal, usually Leach told them exactly where they had to set up, but Jack was counting on the Lieutenant not being too sure of what they’d been trained to do. 
 
    “Go for it. Let me know when you’re set.” 
 
    Right, he had permission to get away. Now he had moments before every part of the town would be covered by someone in the squad. He had to make those moments count. His big advantage was, he knew the territory. 
 
    He nodded at Levi to follow him and took off at a jog. No one else would be in position yet. He had time to get into the pub and warn his mother and Fitzgerald. 
 
    But how was he going to get the warning out to Jacob? 
 
    He couldn’t save everyone, so he’d save the two he knew were the leaders. The others might betray them, but at least they’d have time to get away. 
 
    At the first corner, Jack turned into the alley and stopped. 
 
    Levi followed him, then pressed himself up against the wall and looked out into the main street. “What the fuck?” he said. “This isn’t what we were meant to do.” 
 
    “I know,” said Jack. “But do you want to watch another couple of kids commit suicide?” 
 
    “There are no kids here. They’re all in the City.” Levi had a point. Anyone they were going after tonight had to be at least in their mid-twenties or older. Maybe the Administration had decided it was too much trouble trying to keep the Locals in order. Maybe the new policy was to knock all Locals off once they were past being any use for breeding. 
 
    Horrific. 
 
    “No,” said Jack urgently. “But my mum’s here. She’s got to be one of the targets.” 
 
    “Fuck,” said Levi. 
 
    “I need you to cover for me,” said Jack fast and quiet. Levi owed him big time after the strike, and he wasn’t exactly wed to obeying rules anyway. Levi might do it. 
 
    He wasn’t too sure what he’d do if Levi refused. Would he kill him to save Patsy? He had no idea. 
 
    Then Levi nodded. “Yeah. Fine.” 
 
    “Okay.” Jack looked around the corner again. Still twenty odd VectorMPs on the main street. Maybe they were all still waiting for their sniper detail to get into position. 
 
    “First we need to make it look like we’re doing what we’ve been told. Come on.” He slid down the alley with Levi behind him and jogged down the back street until he came to the back of the store where Lucinda’s parents lived. 
 
    He swung up the fire-escape ladder, expecting Levi to follow. When he got to the top, he pulled the wrist shield out of his pocket and started to strip off his helmet and coat. 
 
    “I’ll leave the coat, helmet and laser here.” He kicked a handy box into position and draped the coat over it, positioned the helmet and laser. He figured to any surveillance it would look like he was in position. 
 
    “I’ll keep my headset on.” 
 
    Levi watched him slip the shield over the Locate on his wrist. “You came prepared,” said Levi. 
 
    Jack nodded. “If you really need to say something, I’ll answer if I can. If I don’t answer cover for me.” They were meant to keep radio silence anyway until the end of this, so no one should try to contact them. This was just an extra precaution. 
 
    “Fuck Jack,” said Levi. “Whatever you’ve got planned it better not go wrong. You’re going to get us both on charge. Are you going to tell me what we’re doing?” 
 
    Now he was just in his compression suits and boot, almost invisible in the dark and untraceable if he had the Locate on his Com turned off.  
 
    “I don’t have time to fill you in, I need to move. Trust me.” 
 
    “Trust you,” said Levi. “I should be shooting you and saving my skin.” But he lay down in position and started covering his quadrant. “If this turns to shit, I’m not covering for you. You’re on your own.” 
 
    “Fine,” said Jack. “Just give me ten minutes. You won’t even know I’m gone.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” said Levi. But it looked like he was going to do it. 
 
    Jack climbed down the ladder again and swung down into the alley. The hard bit was going to be getting across the road to the pub. He had the HazeApp on his Com still. It would cloak him in invisibility for fifteen minutes. That should be enough. 
 
    Even Hazed, the five minutes it took to get across the road and around to the back of the pub were some of the longest he’d ever lived through. 
 
    The main street was still swarming with VectorMPs. Every now and then one would pause, tilt his head with his hand to the earpiece of this helmet, getting an order or an update. 
 
    No sign of the hovers, they must have hazed and lifted up into the clouds. He guessed, in the dark, if anyone looked out a window, they might not see the men moving into position to wait for the orders to storm the houses of the targets. 
 
    He made it to the footpath outside the pub and then to the carpark, and got to the steps that would take him up to the living area. He just hoped his mother and Fitzgerald had gone away for a few days. Or were staying at Fitzgerald’s place, or Jacobs. 
 
    It was unlikely. The pub would have been open tonight and his mother would have been working, so he was pretty sure they’d be inside, and if he walked in on them making love, he didn’t know what he’d do. 
 
    He crept up the stairs and could hear his own breathing. The door was in a covered porch so when he opened it no one should see. Any of the squad could be getting into position to cover this door right now, but there wasn’t anywhere that would cover the door easily so he should be all right getting inside. The trick would be not tripping over the cat because he couldn’t turn on any lights. 
 
    He felt along the top of the doorframe. Patsy had always left a key there for him when he was living at home. Hopefully, it was still there. 
 
    He found it. It felt rougher than it used to. Probably had rusted from disuse over the last year. 
 
    In the darkness, he found the lock, fitted the key then carefully turned it, then the handle, opened the door and slid through the gap and closed the door again before he Unhazed. 
 
    He looked around the faintly illuminated kitchen. Only the small points of light on the appliances lit it. 
 
    Then headed for the passageway, Jack figured by now he had a matter of minutes to get Patsy and Fitzgerald away. Now and then he’d hear an order or an update in the headset, but nothing that suggested Levi was going to tell anyone he was on his own, or that anyone had guessed. Just a, in position from the other members of the squad. Then he heard Levi’s voice too. “In position,” was all he said.  
 
    There was probably a team of  MPs standing ready to break down the pub doors. Hopefully, they’d just come in through the downstairs entrances and leave the snipers to cover the door he’d used. 
 
      
 
    He stood by the side of his mother’s bed. Sure enough, two heads. His mother’s blonde one and Fitzgerald’s darker in the faint moonlight, both asleep. 
 
    He touched Patsy’s shoulder. “Mum,” he said quietly. When he was a kid, she used to wake up immediately if he needed her at night. Hopefully she still had that mother’s instinct. 
 
     She turned over, her eyes dark pools in the faint light. “Jack?” 
 
    “Shhh,” he said. “Wake Fitzgerald. You two need to get out of here fast.” 
 
    “What?” came from the other side of the bed and Jack saw Fitzgerald roll over fast as if he was going for a weapon. 
 
    “It’s just me, Jack, you’ve got to get out of here.” As he said it a loud crash came from downstairs. The MPs had broken into the pub. Now they really only had seconds. 
 
    Fitzgerald started at the noise from downstairs then nodded. 
 
    Jack went to the door. “Get dressed, I’ll meet you in the kitchen. Don’t make any noise. And don’t turn on any lights.” 
 
    As the covers of both sides of the bed were thrown back, he slipped out of the bedroom and went back to the kitchen. 
 
    He tried to peer out through the lace curtains. Who got to cover this building? It didn’t matter, all the squad were good, and they’d shoot to maim anyone they saw. 
 
    He could hear noises coming from the bedroom. Hopefully Fitzgerald and Patsy had clothes ready. They’d both been part of the Resistance for at least a year he knew of and probably for way longer. They must have been expecting something like this. 
 
    Then the two of them turned up in the kitchen. Patsy was in the same outfit she’d worn the night he killed Vincent. Dark jeans, dark jersey, boots. She must have kept them somewhere easy to find. 
 
    “What’s happened,” Fitzgerald asked quietly. 
 
    “You’re about to get arrested.” Jack glanced out the window again. Would anyone be monitoring the heat sensors. Would anyone know there were three people up here now? Nothing he could do about that. They just had to get out. He could hear the MPs searching the pub room by room. As they checked each area, he’d hear them yell, “Clear.” 
 
    It wouldn’t be long before some of them would come up the stairs. 
 
    He heard another crash from the floor below. Probably just broken into the cellars where the barrels and wine were kept, and a couple of fridges and freezers with cheese and ham and other food. 
 
    “They’re raiding the houses of all known Resistance leaders. You two must be on the list. You need to get out now.” 
 
    “How?” asked Fitzgerald. Now the noise from below was getting louder. He heard boots on the stairs. 
 
    “HazeApp,” said Jack. “Give me your Coms.” He took both Coms, and as he transferred the App onto them, he spoke rapidly. “This will Haze you for about fifteen minutes. I want you to get out of here and get to Jacob’s. He’s next on the list. Then get him and Ela to the Vault. I think you’ll be safe there. I’m going back. I’ll try to slow Vector down.” 
 
    “You on your own, slowing down Vector?” Fitzgerald had a point. How could he do anything that would count. But he had to try. 
 
    Jack nodded, “Get out, get away, and get Jacob and Ela to safety.” 
 
    Patsy put her hand up to her mouth. “Oh God, Jack. What about everyone else?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “I had to make a choice.” 
 
    “Come with us.” Patsy grabbed his hand. 
 
    “No.” Jack untangled his hand from his mother’s. “I might be able to do something to stop anything else happening. Just go and get Jacob and Ela away.” 
 
    Patsy nodded. Now the boots were halfway up the stairs. They’d find the kitchen in seconds. “Haze,” he said. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    WHEN ALL THREE OF THEM were just ripples in the atmosphere, he pushed the backdoor open. “Mum, you and Fitzgerald go first.” He needed to be back in position in the next five minutes before anyone missed him and because he suspected that was about as long as his Com would still support the HazeApp. 
 
    He gave Patsy and Fitzgerald a few seconds to get clear and could hear boots on the landing then took off down the outside steps. 
 
    There were no shots, no sound of anyone tumbling down the stairs so Patsy and Fitzgerald must have got away. Fitzgerald would have a car somewhere. Even the police patrol car would do. All he had to do was get Ela and Jacob to safety. Then once this was over, they could regroup and plan what to do next. 
 
    He took off. Now there was no need to go carefully. Every third building on the street was a blaze of lights. The sound of crashing and scream came out of most of them. Jack ran as fast as he could across the street into the alley beside the dairy, climbed the ladder and slid into position where he left the helmet, laser and coat. He got to them just as the warning light that the charge in his Com couldn’t support the HazeApp flashed. He threw himself to the ground as he Unhazed and saw Levi staring at him, open-mouthed. 
 
    “What the fuck?” said Levi. From Levi’s reaction, it looked like the HazeApp was still top secret. “Are you going to tell me how you did that?” Levi breathed at him. 
 
    He gave Levi a grin. Now he owed him too, so he might tell him about the App sometime. 
 
    He pulled on his helmet and listened to Ryan giving orders. Nothing for him. No questions about why the hell he hadn’t been in position and done his job. He’d got away with it. Now he just had to delay the next action for long enough for Ela and Jacob to get to safety. 
 
    He ignored Levi, and like the last ten minutes hadn’t happened, he lay down and scoped the Main Street. The lights were still on. MPs were coming out of buildings with people in their nighties and pyjamas at gunpoint looking shocked. They were herded onto the Cobra with only one group of VMPs. If they were shocked now, the nightmare would start for them in the next few hours. 
 
    Vector wanted to know what they knew. Somehow, they’d find out, and these people had no value to Vector like the kids at the University had. Pretty soon Vector would know everything. They’d talk. Everyone would be betrayed. The Resistance was over. The end. 
 
    The only good thing about it was almost nobody except Fitzgerald, Jacob, him and Ela knew about the Vault or where it was. He’d hold onto that. 
 
    The Cobra took off and left most of the MPs standing, waiting in the now deserted street. Something else was happening. 
 
    Then he heard the whomp, whomp, whomp of Mambas as they landed in the park. He turned enough to watch as they Unhazed on the football field. Twelve of them. They would have been too big to land in the main street. They were lit up now, and the wings lifted to open the doors. 
 
    VTroopers poured out and down all the streets like river of tar, as far as he could see.  
 
    Perhaps Vector weren’t just going after the Resistance. Perhaps they were clearing the whole town. Maybe the squad and the VectorMPs had been sent after the main targets, but now the VTroopers had arrived, everyone was being rounded up. 
 
    He watched with Levi as more and more people emerged from the buildings and houses, along the roads and streets herded by the troopers. The population of the town slowly assembled in the main street, illuminated by the streetlights. 
 
    Jack rested his forehead on the laser. With any luck by now Fitzgerald and Patsy had found a vehicle and were half-way to Jacobs. They’d assume Vector were covering all transmissions in the area so they wouldn’t use their Coms. They’d go there and make sure Ela and her grandfather were safe. He’d done everything he could. Now it was up to them. 
 
    Down below, the Locals were being forced to line up in the main square. Now they’d got them all there, the VTroopers were doing their usual thing. Forming a perimeter around them. 
 
    Then a couple of VectorMPs stepped forward, and the nightmare began even sooner than he had thought it would. 
 
    A question, a shot, a body hit the ground. Another question, another shot, another body. It wouldn’t take Vector long to find out anything this lot knew. 
 
    After an hour or so of being terrorised. The Locals were forced onto the waiting Mambas. A hundred bodies lay bleeding in the street. The Mambas Hazed leaving the town in darkness, silent and still. 
 
      
 
    Back at the Outpost, Jack waited, powerless. He’d made the choice to come back. He could have taken off with Fitzgerald and Patsy but had decided not to. Now he was starting to doubt that decision. He was just one small cog in a huge machine and he’d had to watch a hundred townsfolk murdered and the rest loaded onto the Mambas and taken away. How could he even hope to make a difference? 
 
    What really bought that home to him was when he arrived at the OutPost and StealthHover after StealthHover landed and each one spewed out hundreds of VTroopers. 
 
    He suspected what he’d seen happen in town, had been re-enacted in every town within whatever radius those Mambas could fly in one night. 
 
    It could be dozens of towns. And in other OutPosts in other parts of the country was this happening too? Was Vector rounding up all Locals? 
 
    Where would they holding? A huge number of people to incarcerate. Was this the final crackdown? Was this really the end? 
 
    But not in the way Jacob thought it was going to happen. It wasn’t the end because they had taken their country back and the Quarantine was no longer in force. It was the end because now the Administration had completely taken over the country and they no longer needed to pretend the Quarantine was to protect the Local population. 
 
    He walked back to the small room he was barracked in. All he could do was bide his time. Wait until he knew more and then formulate a plan to prevent whatever. 
 
    Maybe the worst had happened. Every Local in both in the City and in the Hinterland in detention or worse. No army left to fight with. 
 
    Maybe Jacob would still be able to make his broadcast. But he had his doubts. 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    Ela heard the vehicle pull up and Jacob heard unlock the front door. She got out of bed just in time to see Patsy and Fitzgerald climb out of the police car with grim expressions. Something had happened. 
 
     “Very late to be visiting, my friend.” Jacob put the shotgun down just inside the door where it lived, stepped back to let Patsy and Fitzgerald inside then turned on the hall light. 
 
    “We had an unexpected visitor too,” said Fitzgerald. 
 
    “What’s happened?” They all walked down the passageway to the kitchen. 
 
    “Jack woke us about half an hour ago and told us to get out, Vector was about the raid the place,” said Patsy. 
 
    “Why?” asked Ela.  
 
    “He said they’d identified all the Cell’s leaders and we were on the list.” 
 
    “It looks like you got out.” 
 
    Fitzgerald nodded and slumped into one of the chairs at the table. “Just. We could hear them breaking down the front doors while we were pulling on clothes. We made it out the back door as they were coming up the stairs.” 
 
    Jacob looked puzzled. “How? Wasn’t anyone watching the back door.” 
 
    Patsy shrugged. “They might have been, but they couldn’t see us.” She got her Com out of her pocket. “Have you seen this before?” She hit the Haze icon and shimmered into invisibility. 
 
    “Impressive,” said Jacob. “I heard Vector had developed a personal cloaking device, but never seen it. That could come in handy.” 
 
    Ela stared at the shimmering space behind Fitzgerald. Jack must still have Amon’s App too. 
 
    Patsy reappeared and handed her Com to Jacob. “I don’t know how Jack got it onto our Coms, but it didn’t look difficult, and only took a fraction of a second. 
 
    Jacob studied the Com. “If we can work out how to do it, we might get that to everyone. What happened then?” 
 
    “We got out, got to the police station. Picked up the car and came out here. Jack said to get you two to the Vault. He thinks in the morning; they’ll start raiding the farms now they’ve cleared the town.” 
 
    “Cleared?” asked Jacob. 
 
    Patsy nodded. “They weren’t just after the leaders. It looked like they had every person in town out in the square all lined up in tidy rows. We didn’t stop to watch.” 
 
    “They did that at the University. All the kids lined up. They shot some of them,” said Ela. 
 
    Fitzgerald nodded and abruptly ran his finger through his hair. “We heard shots as we were leaving. That might have been happening.” 
 
    “No,” gasped Ela. “Why?” 
 
    Jacob shrugged. “To create fear. People are easier to control if they are frightened.” 
 
    Then she realised Jack wasn’t with them. “Where’s Jack?” 
 
    “He went back.” Patsy sounded irritated. “He said he was more use on the inside.” 
 
    “You should have made him come with you,” said Ela. “He’ll be in danger. Someone might know he warned you.” 
 
    “We tried,” said Fitzgerald. “It was his decision. Now, you two need to get to the Vault.” 
 
    Jacob shook his head. “No, I need to make that broadcast. We can’t wait any longer. Weneed to get word out there about what’s happening.” 
 
    Patsy nodded. “Are Nick and Curly ready?” 
 
    “Just waiting for us to give them the word. Then they’ll jam all Vector frequencies and open the lines to every media outlet in the world. We should be able to let everyone know before we’re shut down.” 
 
    “Could we do it from the Vault,” asked Ela. 
 
    Jacob shook his head again. “No, we have to do it from here. That’s the way Curly set it up.” 
 
    “I’ll help,” said Fitzgerald. “But I think Patsy and Ela need to go to the Vault. If something goes wrong, I’d feel better if I knew they were safe.” 
 
    “No,” said Patsy. “If you stay, I stay. We started this together. We’ll finish it together. Besides, there are things I could help with.” 
 
    Fitzgerald nodded and then looked at Ela. 
 
    “I’m staying too.” She picked up her Com and looked at the time. “You said the raids on the farms wouldn’t start until the morning. If morning starts at six o’clock, we have three hours left to mobilise the other Cradles and tell the world about Genus6.” Then she looked at Jacob. “Give me your Com and I’ll put the App on it.” 
 
    Her grandfather’s eyebrows lifted a little as he handed the Com over. 
 
    She waved Jacob’s Com over hers. “It was me who gave it to Jack.” After she’d seen the Connect flash and checked the App Icon was there, she handed it back. “If you don’t want to be seen, you have to plan ahead because you can’t stay Hazed for long.” 
 
    Jacob put the Com back in his pocket. “I’ll keep that in mind. Now let’s get this rolling.” 
 
    “How long will it take?” Ela asked as she followed Jacob, Patsy and Fitzgerald to the bedroom Jacob used as an office. 
 
    “The message is recorded and ready, Curly presses a button, then I press one and it goes around the world.” 
 
    Ela nodded. She doubted Curly would be pressing any buttons. His electronics gear seemed to be more sophisticated than that. All voice or movement activated. Jacob would be pressing buttons though it didn’t look like he’d updated anything for a while. 
 
    She waited, holding her breath for Jacob to message Curly. If Jacob’s plan worked everything could change. She could be with Jack and Patsy would have her son back. It had to work. 
 
    The message from Curly flashed up on the screen. 
 
    Give me a moment. I’ll message when it’s all set. 
 
    The four of them waited, staring at the screen. 
 
    “Once it’s broadcast, you’ll come with us to the Vault, won’t you?” Ela asked Jacob as the screen remained blank. 
 
    Jacob nodded. “Yes. I’ve delivered supplies. I thought it might be an idea to let the dust settle.” 
 
    Another message from Curly flashed on the screen. 
 
    Some hold up. Just working my way through it. Should be ready soon. 
 
    Ela took Patsy’s hand. This was too important for anything to malfunction. 
 
    We’ll wait, Jacob messaged back. 
 
    “I hope it doesn’t take Curly much longer,” said Patsy. “We need time to get away.” 
 
    Jacob nodded and watched the screen. 
 
    Then it flashed again. 
 
    New shields everywhere, came the message from Curly. It’s going to take time to push them aside. 
 
    How long? Jacob messaged back. 
 
    20 mins came straight back. 
 
    Jacob put his elbows each side of the keyboard, chin on his fists and breathed out. 
 
    Fitzgerald leaned against the doorframe and crossed his arms and boots. “I guess we should have expected security to be beefed up. The Administration know something is about to happen and is fighting back.” 
 
    Jacob nodded. “The three of you should go now. I can do this on my own. It’s Ela we need to protect. She’s our proof.” 
 
    Ela shook her head. “I’m not going anywhere without you.” 
 
    Jacob turned to Fitzgerald. “If she won’t go peacefully, pick her up and carry her.” 
 
    Fitzgerald snorted. “We’ll give Curly his twenty minutes, then make the decision.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    BACK AT THE OUTPOST, Jack couldn’t get to sleep. He had that twitchy feeling that things were about to explode, everyone should be safely in the Vault. There was nothing more he could do, but he knew something was wrong. 
 
    Then the lights came on, and Leach came into the room.  
 
    “Turn the bloody light off,” muttered Levi from the other bunk. 
 
    “Everybody up,” ordered Leach. “We’ve got work to do.” 
 
    Jack moved as quickly as the rest of them but managed a surreptitious look at his Com. Four thirty. This wasn’t morning. Plans must have changed. 
 
    “You’ve got five minutes. Full combat gear. Then meet me outside on the HoverPad.” He turned abruptly and left the room. 
 
    “What was that?” Levi started pulling on his compression suit. “I thought we got to sleep until morning.” 
 
    The squad was moving fast, compression suit, boots, helmets, coats. Before the five minutes were up, they were out of the room and heading for the HoverPad at a run. 
 
    Outside it was just the ten of them up and about. No mass of VTroopers. No StealthHovers loading ready to take off. This was different. It felt covert.  
 
    Leach was in a hanger, empty except for him and their lasers. He must have got them brought from the armoury to save time. 
 
    “Listen up.” Leach waved his hand at a VidScreen on the wall behind him. “It’s just us. We need to keep this quiet. We don’t want anyone alerted.” The Screen opened to a satellite picture of the area. Jack recognised the coordinates, and he’d seen those landmarks. He held his breath. 
 
    Leach swiped at the picture, and it increased in size as it zeroed in on a cluster of buildings near the mountain. 
 
    Yep, it was somewhere he knew all right. The target was Jacob’s farm. 
 
    “This is a live feed from the satellite.” Leach touched a little cluster of four points of light in the house. 
 
    Four points of light? Four heat signatures. There were still four people in Jacobs house? They should all be gone. Patsy, Fitzgerald, Ela and Jacob must still be there. What the fuck were they doing? They’d had heaps of time to get away. 
 
    In a state of shock, he listened to Leach. “They’ve been trying to broadcast propaganda to world for the last fifteen minutes. So far, the shields have held up, but it’s our job to get to them and stop them before the shields fail.” 
 
     “What are our orders?” asked Jeron. 
 
    “Shoot to kill. These are dangerous people. They’re to be eliminated. Nobody leaves alive. Any other questions?” 
 
    He had a second, maybe two to act before some of the best shots in the country were going to be armed. And then they were going to go and shoot Jacob, his mother, his mother’s partner and Ela. 
 
    No way was he going to let that happen. 
 
    He measured the distance between the crate with the lasers and where he was standing. Only Levi and Jeron were closer. He checked the others. Leach was armed, he had a pistol strapped to his hip, but that was more for decoration and a sign of rank than of any use. 
 
    Anyway, it would take Leach time to get it out of the holster and shoot. Leach was fast, but he wasn’t expecting trouble. With any luck, the split second it took Leach to react would give him the time he needed. 
 
    Jack mentally went through the steps he’d have to take to get hold of a laser, make it operational and then keep the squad at bay until he could leave. He didn’t want to shoot any of them. He liked them, but he would if he had to. On the plus side he thought it would take a while for any of them to decide to shoot him. 
 
    Dive, grab, roll. Keep them covered while he stood up, then go for the door of the hangar. It wasn’t going to work. He needed a better plan. 
 
    Leach sounded near the end of the briefing. If he was going to do this, he needed to get some of the squad on his side. He needed a couple of wingmen. 
 
    “Right,” said Leach. He turned to Jack. “Check out the ordinance. Then we’ll take off.” 
 
    Jack nodded. That worked right into his hands. 
 
    He moved towards the crate sitting on the trolley. The rest of the squad stood at ease, watching and waiting. He’d call out the service number on the back of the laser, and they’d claim their one. They’d done it a million times during training. 
 
    He picked up the first laser. As he straightened, he looked at the number on the back as if he was going to read it out, instead he slid the lever into firing permission, brought the stock up to his shoulder and aimed at Leach. 
 
    The rest of the squad looked stunned. 
 
    Leach looked bemused. “You made your move earlier than I predicted, Fraser. How are you going to keep us all here? Ten to one isn’t good odds.” 
 
    “I don’t think any of you want to get hurt and I’m a great shot.” He saw a movement behind Leach and moved the laser slightly to cover Dante. “Stand down, Dante. I can take you both out before either of you get near me.” 
 
    He watched Dante hesitate and then back off. 
 
    “What are you doing, Jack?” Jeron sounded puzzled. “Is this a joke?” 
 
    “No joke,” said Jack. “See those four points of light. One of them is Nobody, one is my mother and the other two are just trying to do the right thing, and we’re being sent to kill them.” 
 
    He moved the laser to cover Gregor. “Do you want to kill a couple of kids again?” 
 
    Then he it pointed at Jeron. “Nobody is Elite, and she’s a Natural. That’s why the Administration want to kill her. They’ve got a Register of all Naturals born to Elites. There’s a kill order out on them all.” Jack knew he was exaggerating, but he needed Jeron to come with him. He could see Jeron wavering. He just needed a prod. “So, if you want to change sides. Now’s the time to do it.” 
 
    Jeron didn’t move. Jack moved the laser to Levi. Levi had already covered for him once, maybe he’d feel he still owed him and would follow him now. 
 
    “And what about you, Levi? You like a bit of fun. You break the rules all the time. How long before you’re in Re-Education. I can tell you; you won’t like it.” Jack waited and prayed no one would come into the building. 
 
    He wasn’t going to be able to keep the squad like this for much longer. Any second now, someone would make a move. He was surprised it hadn’t happened yet. 
 
    Then Jeron stepped away from the group. “I’m with you, Jack.” He picked up a laser from the crate. 
 
    “Me too,” said Levi. 
 
    The odds had improved, but not by much. They didn’t have surprise on their side. If Leach ordered the others to take them, would they? Would he, Levi or Jeron defend themselves against their friends? He still wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Anyone else want to save lives, instead of taking them?” he asked. 
 
    “You won’t get far, Fraser,” said Leach. 
 
    “I’ll get as far as I can,” said Jack. “Now I want you all face down on the floor. Hands linked behind your heads. 
 
    Nobody obeyed. 
 
    That wasn’t going to work. He could wing one of them to make his point, but he didn’t think he could do it. 
 
    “Keep them covered,” he said to Jeron and Levi, “And follow me. He started backing towards the hangar door. Jeron and Levi went with him. The squad stood and watched. No one moved still. Then he saw Gregor move towards the crate of lasers. 
 
    “Not yet, Ruski.” He altered his aim to cover Gregor. “Wait until we’re out the door.” 
 
    “This is suicide, Jack,” said Dante. 
 
    “Maybe.” Jack stood in the doorway, still covering the squad. Jeron and Levi were outside now, pushing the doors together. 
 
    At the last moment Jack stepped back, the doors clanged shut and Jeron hit the sensor pad to lock them, then used the butt of the laser to smash the pad. 
 
    “To the Viper,” said Jack. 
 
    They took off at a fast run. 
 
    “Fuck, Jack. You’d better know what you’re doing,” Levi puffed out. 
 
    “Can either of you fly one of these?” Jack asked. He should have talked O’Hara into coming too, he was the pilot amongst them. 
 
    “Won’t need to,” said Jeron as they got up the ramp. He nodded at the pilot, sitting waiting in the front. 
 
    “Good.” He could hear the sound of lasers firing at the doors of the hangar to get them open. If they could just get off the ground before the squad made it out of the hangar this might work. 
 
    He swung his laser at the pilot. “Haze first, then take us to…,” he gave the coordinates of Jacob’s farm. “If you don’t move fast, one of us will do it.” 
 
    “Jesus,” said the young pilot. But she did as she was told. Her hands moved over the screens in front of her, and Jack saw the Haze start as the doors closed and then the screen in the middle of the control panel showed the tarmac receding and getting smaller and smaller as they ascended. 
 
    They’d done it. They’d got away. Unbelievable. 
 
    Levi collapsed onto the nearest bench seat and took his helmet off. “Now, tell us what the hell is going on.” 
 
    Jack put his helmet on the seat. Then in the ten minutes it took them to get to Jacobs he filled them in as much as he could about Genus6, what Jacob was trying to do and why the Administration wanted Jacob dead. He figured it would take Leach maybe ten minutes to regroup, organise transport and come after them. They didn’t have time on their side. 
 
    “What are we going to do with her? Jeron nodded at the pilot once they’d landed. 
 
    “What should we do with you?” Jack asked the girl. 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t have weapons on this thing, it’s just a troop carrier. Let me go and I’ll head back to Base.” 
 
    Jack looked at the other two. They shrugged too. 
 
    “Let her go,” said Jeron. “What do we gain by killing her?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. Considering their training, none of them were particularly bloodthirsty. That was probably true of the rest of the squad too, and the only reason they’d got out of the hangar alive. 
 
    The doors of the Viper rose, and the ramp slid out. 
 
    Jack slipped his wrist shield over the Locate in his wrist. Now he was invisible to Vectors surveillance. “Leave your helmet’s here. They can go back to the Base.” He’d need to get a couple more shields for Jeron and Levi. Jacob would have some. Jack covered the pilot while the other two went down the ramp. To his relief he watched the Viper take off just the way the pilot had said it would. 
 
    Step one accomplished. He’d made it to Jacob’s, and it looked like everything was fine. He could see the blue light of a computer screen coming through the window of one of the bedrooms. 
 
    He needed to get inside without Jacob or Fitzgerald shooting him. 
 
    “Come on, this way.” Jeron and Levi followed him up onto the veranda to the front door. He tried the handle and it turned. Looked like Jacob had given up on being security conscious. His shotgun was still leaning against the doorframe. 
 
    As he stepped inside he called out, “It’s me, Jack.” Now the flickering blue light came from one of the doorways. 
 
    “Jack?” It was Patsy’s voice. 
 
    Then he saw Ela come out of the bedroom. 
 
    “You’re meant to be in the Vault,” he said. 
 
    “I know, but we’re waiting for Jacob. Something has gone wrong with the message. He can’t get it out. Curly can’t get through the shields.” Ela came near him. 
 
    He stepped back. “We’ve all got to go. We’re only just ahead of Vector. We have to leave now.” 
 
    Ela looked puzzled and then frightened when she glanced behind him. “Who are they?” 
 
    “Friendlies,” said Jack. “Levi, Jeron, meet Ela.” 
 
    “So that’s her name,” said Jeron. 
 
    Fitzgerald and Patsy came out. 
 
    “We’ve got to leave now,” said Jack. “There’s no time.” 
 
    “Curly said it’ll only be minutes.” 
 
    “No time to wait, Mum.” Jack pushed past her and went into the room. “You have to stop Jacob. We’ve got to go. Send the message from the Vault.” 
 
    Jacob shook his head. “No, can’t afford to waste the time getting there and then wait for Curly to reroute everything. I’ll stay here until it’s done then come after you. Take Ela. Go. Use the motorbikes. I’ll come in the ute once I’ve got through.” 
 
    Jacob was always stubborn. He’d never get him to move if he didn’t want to and keeping Ela safe was the priority. 
 
    Jacob and went back to watching the screen. There was a stream of messages on it from Curly. All promising he’d have the problem sorted any minute. 
 
    Jack just hoped Curly made it in time for Jacob’s sake. 
 
    He went back out into the passageway. Ela was putting on a jacket. It looked like Fitzgerald and Patsy were ready to go. 
 
    “We’ll go in the patrol car,” said Fitzgerald. 
 
    “It won’t get across the farm.” 
 
    “No,” said Fitzgerald. “We’ll head for the Safehouse. We don’t want heat signatures heading straight for the Vault. That will lead Vector there, and we’ve managed to keep it a secret for twenty years. We’ll keep it a secret a bit longer.” 
 
    Jack nodded. That made sense. Jacob said he sent Tom and Jake’s families to a safe house; it’d be the same one. “Can you take Mon?” he asked. He couldn’t leave the dog here to die, but the last thing he needed was him following them to the Vault. 
 
    And he needed to get those wrist shields. Vector didn’t need a trail of service numbers to follow either. “Okay,” he said. 
 
    Patsy hugged him. “Keep safe.” That would look weird to Jeron and Levi. 
 
    “You too, Mum,” he said. They’d probably never been hugged by their parents. 
 
    Patsy and Fitzgerald left in the police car with Mon. 
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    HE FOUND A COUPLE of wrist shields in the dining room and handed them to Jeron and Levi. 
 
    “Where are we going?” asked Jeron securing the shield over the Locate in his wrist. 
 
    “Somewhere safe. Just keep moving. We’ll use the bikes.” Jack went down the passageway to the back door. The others followed him.  
 
    “There are only three bikes,” said Ela. 
 
    He’d already thought of that. He knew Ela could ride pillion with him, but he couldn’t do it, the idea of being that close to her made his skin crawl.  
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I’ll go on the four-wheeler.” 
 
    “But it’s so much slower.” Ela looked puzzled the way she had when he’d arrived and stepped away from her. He scrambled to come up with a good reason for the decision and came up with the obvious one. 
 
    “I’ll wait for Jacob and then we’ll come on the four-wheeler and meet you at the Vault.” 
 
    He shrugged out of his coat and handed it to Ela. “Put this on. It will mask your heat signature.” 
 
    Ela hesitated, then took the coat. “What about you?” 
 
    “The compression suit works the same way.” But there was nothing he’d be able to do about Jacob’s heat signature. “We’ll all head in different directions and meet up at the boundary.” The uniforms would stop the heat sensors tracking them but there might be a small amount of residual heat since they weren’t wearing helmets, so it made no sense to move as a group. 
 
    Ela shrugged into the coat. She was tall but slight so it was too big for her, but it would do the job. Then she nodded at Levi and Jeron. “They don’t know the way.” 
 
    Jack opened the back door. She could never just go with the flow, always talked things to death. “See that huge shape in the distance. It’s a mountain. Head that way. Keep going until you hit the boundary fence. There’s bush on the other side of the fence. Hide the bikes in the bush and wait for me. I’ll come and get you.” 
 
    Jeron peered out into the dark. “How long will it take to get there?” 
 
    Jack thought about that. They didn’t have forever. It wouldn’t have taken Leach long to get organised. But they couldn’t just race straight to the Vault either. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” As he talked, they all jogged to the barn. “If you go at a steady pace in amongst the cattle it shouldn’t look suspicious. Take it easy. Maybe half an hour?” 
 
    “We’re on motorbikes and supposed to look like cattle?” Levi didn’t seem convinced. 
 
    Jack shrugged. He didn’t have any better idea, and it might fool Vector. 
 
    Ela pushed open the barn doors. “The bikes better start. I’m not sure when Jacob last used them.” 
 
    “We went out in the weekend. They go fine.”  
 
    “Good.” She swung her leg over the seat. The coat got in the way, and she hitched the leather up so she could move more easily. “Make Jacob leave now,” she said, “This is taking too long.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “We’ll follow you.” 
 
    Ela, Jeron and Levi took off for the mountain in different directions. 
 
    He ran back to the house while keeping a watch on the black sky. If he saw the shimmer of the Haze he and Jacob wouldn’t be able to fight off the whole squad. At least Levi, Jeron and Ela would be safe. 
 
    Inside Jacob was still waiting by the computer. 
 
    “Has Curly done it?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Any moment now,’ said Jacob. 
 
    “You don’t have time; Leach says they know what you’re doing. That’s why there are extra shields. Come with me. It can be done next week or the week after.” 
 
    “No.” Jacob turned back to the screen. “This is our only chance. Everyone is waiting for the signal. All the Locals have been rounded up. Ela says they’ve got the kids locked down in the University and now they’re eliminating any Naturals born to the Elite. That could be happening all around the world. The Administration has stopped pretending they’re protecting us. If we don’t get the message out, we’re finished. Go to the Vault. Keep Ela safe. I’ll make it happen and then head for the safe house where Patsy and Fitzgerald are.” 
 
    Jack stood there undecided. Did Jacob mean to leave? But he was right. It was Ela who was important now. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. 
 
    Jacob put his hand on Jack’s arm. “Good luck, Jack,” And then turned back to the screen. 
 
    Jack considered hugging the old man. He’d been good to him most of the time. Lying to him to get him to join Vector didn’t suddenly seem such a terrible thing to do, he’d done it for a good reason. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. 
 
    “There’s a copy of the Vid in the Vault,” Jacob said. 
 
    “Vid?” 
 
    “The one with the message on.” 
 
    Jack nodded sure Jacob wasn’t planning on leaving now. “Okay. See you in a few days.” 
 
    Jacob nodded. 
 
    Jack took off back to the four-wheeler. Would he go to the safe house? Or was Jacob willing to die trying to get the message out to the world so, within five years, the infertility problem would be solved. Maybe, this would work, but he had his doubts. 
 
    He fired up the four-wheeler and took off across the house paddock. He hoped Curly could work a miracle in the next few seconds. Leach had to be on his way by now. They had to have been here for a good ten minutes. It seemed longer, but that’s all it probably was. 
 
    As he drove through the paddocks trying to keep his speed down and move through the stock as much as possible, he worked back through his mind how long it would have been since the Viper landed. 
 
    Yeah, ten minutes seemed about right. Then he tried to work through what Leach would have done. The hangar door was open before the Viper left the pad. They’d have to wait for another Hover to be flight ready, but that would only be five minutes. Boarding, taking off. They had to be close. 
 
    He looked behind him, checking for a shimmer in the darkness. Nothing yet. 
 
    And then just before he reached the boundary, the sky lit up with an explosion. 
 
    He stopped and looked back at Jacob’s house and saw a StealthHover UnHaze in a ball of light as it landed. They’d brought a gunship. 
 
    He’d thought the squad would be sent. But they’d sent a gunship. With that explosion, Jacobs house and all the buildings around it would have been blown to smithereens. Would Jacob have got clear in time? Did he get the message out?  
 
    Jack stayed there undecided again. He could go back and try to help Jacob. 
 
    No, that would be impossible. Either Jacob succeeded and got away, or he didn’t and now he was dead. There was nothing he could do on his own to change either thing. 
 
    He watched two more Hovers materialise and descend. They’d brought an army. In minutes hundreds of VTroopers would disembark and do whatever they’d been ordered to do. Search the remains? Jog march steadily across the farm in a relentless search for anyone who’d escaped the attack. 
 
    The best thing he could do was find Ela, Jeron and Levi and get to the Vault so they were all safe. The Vid was there if Jacob never got the message out, and Ela and maybe Jeron were still the proof. If he made sure they lived it might still be possible to beat Genus6 and the Administration, Transgene, Eugenics Corp and all the others. 
 
    He breathed in and straightened up. It would be the only way he could avenge the death of Jacob, and he suspected maybe his mother and Fitzgerald, and anyone else who’d got caught in this takeover of his country. 
 
      
 
    At the boundary fence Jack worked his way to the left, keeping a lookout for Jeron or Levi. Hopefully, they made it and had managed to hide the bikes. 
 
    Taking them to the Vault was a risk. They were Elite and could turn on him and reveal where it was, but he didn’t think they would. 
 
    Then he came across all three bikes leaning against the fence. Nobody was around, but Jeron, Levi and Ela would have hidden when they heard him coming. Maybe they hadn’t had time to get the bikes over the fence. He had no idea how they all came to be in the same place, but it made life a hell of a lot easier.  
 
    “Ela,” he said quietly. He heard a rustle in the bush and then she appeared with Levi and Jeron behind her. 
 
    “We were worried you’d left it too late,” whispered Ela. 
 
    “No,” he said, then looked behind him. In the distance, he could see the fire that had to be Jacob’s place burning to the ground and could just make out a different glow. StealthHovers. VTroopers would start searching for them now. 
 
    “Where’s Jacob?” Ela pulled the coat tighter around herself. 
 
    “He’ll come soon.” Right now, he didn’t want to talk about having to leave Jacob there. He looked at the three bikes leaning on the fence. They needed to get those and the four-wheeler into the bush and then move. 
 
    He lifted the seat off the four-wheeler and found the fencing pliers Jacob kept with him to repair any fences he found damaged around the farm. They could have lifted the bikes over the fence, but the four-wheeler was another story. Better to drive it through a gap. 
 
    He snipped the five wires, and the batten with the wires stapled to it bounced back. 
 
    He looked at Ela. “Take Jeron and Levi to the Vault. I’ll fix this and then follow you.” 
 
    Ela looked at the two squad members suspiciously. “Are you sure we can trust them?” 
 
    He studied his two friends and then nodded. “We can trust them. They’ve got as much to lose as we have now. Vector doesn’t like their troops hijacking Hovers and taking off. 
 
    “Thanks for pointing that out,” said Levi. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Jack pulled wire and some jointers out from under the seat where the pliers had been and once the three bikes and four-wheeler were through, he started fixing the wire. He didn’t care if the stock got through into the bush, but he didn’t need to leave any clues for Vector about where they’d gone. 
 
    He looked over at Ela. “Do you think the three of you will be able to get the bikes into the Vault. 
 
    Ela nodded. “We’ll find a way. You’ll hurry won’t you.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    Ela led the way, pushing her bike through the thick scrub. The other two followed. Jack finished the fence and looked back at the fire in the distance and then he saw the sky change. Above the fire, the stars were blanked out and a line of pitch black was slowly coming towards him. It had to be every StealthHover in the country moving across the sky cloaked to blank out the stars like that. 
 
    It wasn’t just Jacob’s place being targeted. This was huge. This was enough firepower and troops to take out everything, everywhere. 
 
    He packed the tools away, started the four-wheeler and carefully followed the path Ela, Levi and Jeron had taken. 
 
    Whenever they all emerged from the Vault, there might be nothing left of the country they knew. 
 
      
 
    As he came into the clearing, the line of black covering the stars was getting closer. He hadn’t been able to see it while he was under the canopy, but now looking back he could see its advance. 
 
    The door to the Vault was still open when he got there. Ela and the other two had managed to get the three bikes down into the foyer somehow. 
 
    Jeron looked up at where he was looking. “Fuck.” 
 
    “Yep,” said Jack. “Can you help me get this down there too.” 
 
    “I can’t see how,” said Jeron. 
 
    “We don’t have time anyway.” Ela was watching the line of black as it advanced. “We need to get inside.” 
 
    The four-wheeler was handy transport. There must be something they could do with it. No, it would have to take its chances. He backed it up, so it was hidden in the trees. The canopy was thick. The track was hard to find. Nobody would come across it. They’d deal with it tomorrow. It made no sense to be hanging around outside in the open like this. 
 
      
 
    Ela followed Jack and his two friends down into the Vault and hit the switch that would make the boulder swing back into place. 
 
    Once she’d heard the final groan of the rock settling, she hit the pad and turned on the lights. 
 
    Jeron looked around. “It’s like being in a tomb.” 
 
    She guessed it was. The solid rock that formed the ceiling, the walls carved out of stone and the heavy steel door that sealed the foyer from the body of the Vault. She was used to it now, but the first time she came here she’d been frightened enough to make sure she memorised the code that would open the doors so she knew she could get out if she had to. 
 
    “It’ll be your tomb if Jack’s wrong and you can’t be trusted,” she said as she keyed in the number to open the door to the storage Vault. 
 
    She trusted Jack, but these two friends of his were not only Elite, but VTroopers. Well, Jack was a VTrooper and she was Elite so maybe that didn’t mean a thing. Still, she’d watch them, and if they put a foot wrong, they were history. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE DOOR SLID OPEN with a whisper, and the seed storage bays stretched out in front of them. 
 
    “Welcome to the Vault,” Jack said and followed Jeron, Levi and Ela into the first room. 
 
    “What is it?” Jeron sounded puzzled. 
 
    “A seed repository. My dad and Ela’s designed it and had it built. We can survive here for a couple of weeks if we need to. There’s an apartment out the back and with beds and emergency supplies.” 
 
     “You think we’re going to be here a couple of weeks?” Levi was still looking around. 
 
    Jack shrugged. “I’ve got no idea. Pretty much depends on what’s going on outside.” 
 
    “They were StealthHovers weren’t they?” asked Ela. 
 
    Jack nodded. “Yeah, Mambas. And there had to be hundreds of them to cover the sky like that. I don’t know where they would have come from, I’ve never seen that sort of numbers at the Base.” 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” asked Levi. “I came with you because I owe you Jack. But I think my life has just tipped upside down.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “You’ve changed sides. There’s no going back from this.” He stuck his hand out to shake Levi’s. “Welcome to the Resistance.” 
 
    Levi kept his hand firmly by his side. “Resistance? That’s not comforting, Fraser. Where’s the old man? Jacob?” 
 
    He drew in a deep breath. He was still pretty sure Jacob wouldn’t have had time to get away. A little bit of him hoped that in the next hour the door at the entrance would slide open and Jacob would be there, but he was almost certain that wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    As for his mother and Fitzgerald. He had his doubts about a Safehouse. He thought maybe they’d decided to be decoys so Jacob would have time to get the message out. 
 
    “Jacob said he’d get in his ute and come here when he was sure the Vid had got through.” And now after those StealthHovers that blacked out the sky. Would anyone outside the city be alive when they left the Vault? Because it really looked like an invasion. 
 
     “And you came without him?” Ela asked, an accusation in her voice. 
 
    Jack nodded. “He wanted me to make sure you were safe. You’re still the proof and the answer to the world’s problems.” The thought of being alone with Ela horrified him. It was good Jeron and Levi had come with him. 
 
    Ela sat heavily on a small step ladder. “Not that again. I’m sick of hearing it.” she looked up at Jack. “You left Jacob to die,” she accused. 
 
    “He wouldn’t come,” said Jack. “There was nothing I could do.” 
 
      
 
    “You should have made him come.” Ela could hear the tears in her own voice. She expected Jack to come and put his arms around her. That’s what he always did when he knew she was upset, but this time he stayed standing there watching her. 
 
    “Do you really think he got away?” But she knew Jacob well enough to know there would have been no way to persuade him to leave before he’d done what he set out to do. 
 
    Jack shook his head. “I don’t think so. I saw the first wave of Hovers about five minutes after I left. The house went up in flames almost immediately. I don’t think he had time. I’m really sorry Ela.” 
 
    And still he stayed away from her. He’d just told her Jacob was probably dead, and he didn’t even try to comfort her. 
 
    Jack leaned against one of the seed racks. “If Jacob wasn’t killed in the blast, I hope like hell he died before they got to him.” 
 
    Ela studied him. Something was wrong. Jack wasn’t cold and heartless. But he’d said that in a matter of fact way. 
 
    Levi nodded at Ela. “Why’s she the answer to the world’s problems?” 
 
    “I’m a Natural,” said Ela. 
 
    “But you’re Elite,” said Levi. 
 
    “And don’t say, ‘There hasn’t been a Natural born to an Elite in fifty years’,” said Ela. “That’s all I ever hear.” 
 
    “And it’s not true,” said Jeron. “I am too. How did you guess, Jack?” 
 
    “You look like your mum, and your parents were in South America when you were born.” 
 
    “What’s South America got to do with it?” asked Levi. 
 
    She watched as Jack stretched. “Come I’ll show you the sleeping quarters, and then I’ll fill you in on what’s going on.” 
 
    He was right, it was time they got moving and started planning what they were going to do next. Standing around in the first bay talking wasn’t getting anything done. 
 
    She watched as Jack moved to the door at the end of the bay and keyed in the code. 
 
      
 
    Ela watched Jeron eat a spoonful of whatever it was he’d chosen to eat. They’d found food in the freezers and heated up a meal each. It looked like Elite food, but not being able to get pregnant was probably a good thing. 
 
     “But why?” asked Jeron. “Why wouldn’t the Administration want anyone to know the infertility can be cured?”  
 
    Ela put her smoothie sachet onto her plate. She wasn’t that hungry after all. “Money,” she said. Transgene own Genus6 and Humicrib. They own Vector and have the contract to enforce the Quarantine. They make money selling the Genus6 seed, they make money making babies and selling them to the world, and they’re paid by the United Nations to enforce the Quarantine. They stand to lose trillions if there’s no need for Genus6, the Quarantine or Humicrib. And it’s not just here. There are small areas all around the world that are Quarantined. Like where you came from.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t anyone else know about this?” asked Levi. 
 
    Jack shrugged. “They get rid of anyone who finds out.” 
 
    Ela stood up and put her sachet in the WasteErator. She saw the flash as it dealt to the sachet. “They killed my dad when he tried to tell people, they killed the scientist who discovered what was causing the problem. Everyone who knows, dies.” 
 
    “Comforting again,” said Levi. “Now we know.” He turned to Jeron. “When did you find out about being a Natural?” 
 
    “A couple of years ago. I was starting to kick against Mum and Dad’s rules, so they had to tell me the rules were to keep me safe and why. They thought the best place for me to hide was in Vector, then I’d be untouchable.” 
 
    “Jesus,” said Levi. “I’m the only normal one here.” 
 
    “What’s normal?” Jack got up and collected up the packaging and ditched it. “Now we need to make a plan.” 
 
    “To do what?” asked Ela. “We don’t know what’s happening.” 
 
    Jack nodded and grinned. “Maybe that’s the first bit of the plan. Find out what the hell is going on.” 
 
    Ela caught the grin. That looked more like Jack. He acted normally when they were all talking, it was only with her he seemed stiff and awkward. “We should go to the Coms room and see if we can pick up anything. Jacob said Curly put good shields on the computer there. We should be able to sync our Coms with it and Connect with someone. 
 
    “Nick or Curly?” asked Jack. 
 
    Ela nodded. “They’re probably the ones in the best position to know. If they’re still alive. If Vector hasn’t learned about the Station.” 
 
    “Station?” asked Levi. 
 
    “None of your business,” Ela said to him. “You’re still Vector as far as I’m concerned.” Levi asked too many questions. 
 
    “Station?” asked Jack. 
 
    Then she realised Jack didn’t know anything about the Cell in the City either. 
 
    “Our Base in the City,” she said. “Come on, let’s see what we can find out.” 
 
    The setup in the Coms Room looked the same as the one in the Station, multiple VidScreens on the wall and a control panel. Probably because Curly had designed them both. There was a desk in the middle of the room as well. 
 
    “Do you know how to operate this?” Jack asked her. 
 
    Ela nodded and touched the centre screen. “What do you want to do first?” she asked. An array of feeds from hundreds of DroneCams came up. 
 
    “What can it do?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Intercept the feeds from the Administrations SpyCams or Drones.” She expected him to stand close and lean over her shoulder to see what was on the screens and turned around to see why and he was standing back a bit. “Sometimes if we’re lucky, we can hack into the Cam in a StealthHover.” 
 
    He leaned on the edge of the desk in the middle of the room and folded his arms. “Can you make it do that?” 
 
    Ela bit her lip and nodded. “I can try. But what if we contact Nick first? He’ll have been monitoring the feeds all night. He’ll already know what’s going on.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Jack. 
 
    But when she touched the Icon on the array to Connect with Nick and nothing happened, no shields, no Connect nothing. Then she realised something else, nothing in any of the feeds was moving. 
 
    Ela studied the Screen, then turned back and looked at Jack. “The Connect isn’t working, and they’re not live feeds.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “Look at the time signatures. They all stopped recording about ten minutes ago.” 
 
    “What’s happened?” murmured Ela. “Has everything gone?” 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    “What’s going on out there?” Nick asked, dreading the answer. Curly had sent Tig to get him, and now he was back in the Control room. He’d given in and decided to get some sleep when Jacob gave up on the broadcast. 
 
    “Don’t know,” said Curly. 
 
    “Did Jacob make the broadcast after all?” Nick asked. That was why he thought Curly had sent Tig to get him. That something had worked. 
 
    Curly shook his head. “We couldn’t get through the shields. It kept bouncing back and then Jacob wasn’t there anymore.” He went back to studying the Screen he was sitting at, the one that usually showed the feeds from the DroneCams that patrolled the Hinterland. 
 
    “We’re getting nothing from the Hinterland. Not a single SpyCam or DroneCam is operational. Or if they are, we can’t access them.” 
 
    Nick studied the Screen too, usually even at night there was movement, heat signatures from cattle, some vehicles, house lights, but this time nothing. Just blank screens. 
 
    The City Cams looked the way they always did, a City more or less sleeping, but some movement. Life in the City must be carrying on as normal, but the Array showed nothing from beyond the Barrier. 
 
    “What do the Administration or Vector have to say about it?” Nick asked. 
 
    Curly shook his head again. “Can’t get into anything. They’ve shut down or are shielding every frequency they use. There’s no way to find out what’s happening.” 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    Jack watched Ela stand up and move away from the Screen. 
 
    “Do you think we should go outside and try to find out what’s going on? she asked. 
 
    He rubbed the side of his neck and thought about that. It would be as dark as hell out there. They didn’t have night vision visors or goggles. What would they be able to see? 
 
    It had been an army of Hovers he saw. He couldn’t even say he saw them fly past because when he came down into the Vault, the sky was still just a blanket of dark. 
 
    He shook his head. “No, we should stay here, get a few hours’ sleep and in the morning, we’ll make a plan.” 
 
    “How can we plan if we don’t know what’s going on?” asked Levi. 
 
    Jack shrugged. “In the morning, we’ll try and find out what’s going on and then make a plan.” 
 
    “We need to find Jacob’s message.” Ela started opening boxes and looking in files. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be saved to the Cloud?” asked Jeron. He hadn’t said much since they stepped into the Vault. 
 
    “No, Jacob didn’t believe in the Cloud.” Ela took opened a tin and looked inside. “Drinking chocolate,” she said in disgust and put the lid back on. “Jacob would have copied it onto a memory stick and hidden it somewhere.” 
 
    Jack watched Ela’s search getting more and more frantic. There had to be a more logical way to look for the clue than that. “He’ll have left a clue, so we can find it.” 
 
    Ela started leafing through the piles of paper on the desk. “We need to find the clue then.” 
 
    But right at that moment, Jack was too tired to bother trying to think the way Jacob would. The Vault was massive. There were a million places Jacob could have hidden a memory stick and he’d hide the clue to it somewhere devious. 
 
    “Jack?” said Jeron. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    Jeron pushed himself off the doorframe. “If you really think we’ve been invaded, who would have invaded us?” It looked like Jeron hadn’t learned to see the Administration as the enemy yet. 
 
    “The Administration is my guess. We’ll just have to hope I’m wrong. Let’s get some sleep. I’ll show you where the bunks are.” 
 
    He led Jeron and Levi out of the Coms room and into the sleeping quarters. 
 
    “Nothing flash,” he said. Just a couple of narrow bunks, pillows and blankets. But no worse than the Barracks at the Base. “A bathroom through that door.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jack,” said Jeron. He seemed to assume Jack wouldn’t be sleeping in this room. 
 
    And usually he wouldn’t, he’d be sleeping with Ela. But tonight, the idea didn’t appeal. He’d kept his distance from her since he turned up at Jacobs and she’d looked puzzled. 
 
    But being close to her still horrified him. He knew it was the effects of the Re-Education and maybe he should explain that to her. 
 
    He found Ela in the living area. 
 
    “You need to sleep too, I don’t think tomorrow is going to be an easy day.” 
 
    Ela nodded and studied him like she couldn’t figure out what was wrong. 
 
    And he found he couldn’t tell her. But she was Elite and so instead of confronting him about what was happening, she reacted to rejection by withdrawing even further. 
 
    He felt relief. Because he knew for certain right now, he couldn’t bear sleeping with her. And for over a year, that had been the thing he’d wanted most and the memory of making love to her had kept him sane. Taking that away from him might be the thing he hated Vector for the most. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    JACK WOKE ABRUPTLY and checked his Com for the time. Six a.m. He’d been tired enough that even worrying about Jacob, Fitzgerald and his mother hadn’t kept him awake, and had managed to sleep for a few hours. 
 
    He got up, had a shower, put on the compression suit he’d had on yesterday and wandered out to the living area and found Ela already up and dressed. 
 
    She smiled at him and came closer. “Good morning.” She touched his arm. 
 
    He couldn’t help himself, he flinched and stepped back, then tried to cover the reaction by going over to a cupboard and getting out a couple of mugs. “Did you say there was drinking chocolate in that tin in Coms room?” he asked. 
 
    Ela looked puzzled but nodded. “I’ll go get it.” 
 
    When she went out the door, Jack released the breath he’d been holding. How long did it take the effects of Abhor to wear off? Or did you have to take an antidote? He couldn’t stand being like this, and Ela had looked hurt again. 
 
    Jeron and Levi surfaced from the bunkroom. 
 
    Jack opened the cupboard with the sachets in. “Ela’s just gone to get the chocolate. Choose anything you want for breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    The four of them settled at the table, but it felt more like a council of war than a cosy breakfast. 
 
    Ela cradled her mug of chocolate. “Do we go outside to see what’s happened?” 
 
    Jack nodded. “Then we make a plan.” 
 
    She studied him. What was wrong? She hadn’t wanted to be alone last night. She’d wanted to sleep with him curled up around her like they used to. 
 
    “What if nothing has happened?’ Levi sucked on his sachet. Some sort of cereal with a picture of an apricot on the outside. 
 
    “Then you can go back to Leach, apologise for deserting and everything will go back to normal,” said Jack. His sachet pretended to be porridge and apple but whoever made it didn’t get the flavours right. 
 
    “Yeah, right,” said Levi. “Either he’d kill me, or I’d finish up in Re-Education, and I wouldn’t be me anymore. Not that it’s made any difference to you. Most people come out of The Room like zombies.” 
 
    “I’m tough,” said Jack. 
 
    Ela looked at him. “Re-Education?” she asked. 
 
    Levi opened his second sachet. “Somebody caught that little kiss on a Com.” 
 
    Ela looked at Jack, shocked. “And they put you in Re-Education for that?” 
 
    Jack nodded. “I was already on two strikes.” 
 
    Now she knew why Jack was behaving so strangely. In a way it was a relief. He hadn’t got sick of her or forgotten her. 
 
    Well, she knew a little bit about Abhor from her medical training. She’d read they’d injected adrenaline into the subjects of some tests they were doing, then exposed them to some sort of stimuli and the effects had reversed. 
 
    When all this was over, she’d read up on Abhor, and fix him. “Before we go outside, we should check its safe.” Right now, they needed to find out what happened last night. 
 
    Jack nodded. “I’ve been thinking about that. If the CamFeeds still aren’t working, there are heat sensors on the keypad in the foyer. Jacob had them installed so he could check if anyone was in the clearing before he moved the rocks. We’ll check those. 
 
    “What about radiation?” asked Jeron. 
 
    “If they’ve dropped a nuclear bomb on us, I’d rather be dead anyway,” said Jack. “But I don’t think they will have. They still need to use the land to grow food to feed the kids Humicrib get the DNA from. It wouldn’t make sense.” 
 
    “I can’t keep up,” said Jeron. 
 
    “Then you’d better catch up fast, Natural.” said Ela. “Or you’re no use to us.” 
 
      
 
    Jack stood beside Ela, Levi and Jeron. Outside the Vault was a world of destruction.  
 
    He’d half known this is what would have happened but seeing it was still a shock. Nothing had escaped, the bush was just soot and carbon. The trunks of some of the bigger trees still stood, but they were burned black. 
 
    Vector had destroyed everything. There didn’t seem to be Hovers, or DroneCams about. Nothing. No noise, no movement. It was like they were the only people left in the world. 
 
    “Did the four-wheeler survive?” asked Jeron. 
 
    Jack shook his head and pointed at the crumpled pile of plastic and metal between two tree trunks still standing. Just skeletons of their old selves. 
 
    “I should have found a way to get it into the Vault.” He felt Ela holding his arm and steeled himself against shaking her off. 
 
    From halfway up the mountain they could see right across Jacobs farm. For as far as they could see everything had been destroyed. Not just destroyed but burned to charcoal, like a flamethrower had been used to scorch the earth. 
 
    How far could someone see if they were elevated and nothing interrupted their view? Twenty kilometres? Thirty kilometres? 
 
    Vector had decimated the countryside to destroy the Resistance. The Administration still had all the young people in the City, so they’d still be able to Clone the babies, but they’d done this to make sure Jacob’s message of salvation never reached the rest of the world. 
 
     “Nick was right,” breathed Ela. “He said the Administration would never give up without a fight. That’s why everything was in place to disable the City as soon as the message went out. But it didn’t happen. Now everything is destroyed.” 
 
    Jack looked at her. “Disable the City, how?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Ela. “With a pulse like a solar flare, to knock out all electronics and communication, Curly said. That’s what we were doing when you saw me and Nick. We were putting in shields to protect essential services to places that couldn’t just stop.” 
 
    “Like Humicrib and the Monorail?” 
 
    Ela nodded. “We didn’t want people to die. We just wanted to stop the Administration from being able to hit back at the Cradles until the world believed us and was willing to protect us.” 
 
    “That was meant to happen around the world?” 
 
    Ela nodded. 
 
    “But you don’t think it worked?” 
 
    Ela shook her head. “Not here anyway. Maybe they didn’t activate it. Nick said the whole Base would be disabled and Vector wouldn’t be able to get the Hovers off the ground.” 
 
    “It would do more than that,” said Jeron. “It’s a brilliant plan. Everything is run by electronics. The keypads that open doors everywhere would lock and stay locked. The armoury would be inaccessible. They wouldn’t be able to arm the troopers. Nobody would be able to get to the lasers. No navigation for anything, absolutely nothing would work.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Jack. He hauled his Com out of his pocket and tried to make a Connect with Patsy. Nothing. No response. Not shields, not bouncing back, just nothing. He tried Jacob. The same thing. Nothing. 
 
    “Is it working?” asked Ela. 
 
    Jack shook his head. “You all try.” 
 
    Ela, Jeron and Levi all tried different Connects. 
 
    “Nothing,” said Jeron. “It’s like the rest of the world doesn’t exist.” 
 
    Jack nodded. That’s what it felt like. He slid to Status. Usually the feed on Status just ran and ran. But not today. Nothing again. 
 
    He put his Com back in his pocket. “Let’s get back inside and figure out what to do.” 
 
    The others turned their Coms off and slowly and heavily moved back to the Vault. Jack followed them, now they had something to tell Nick. If they could get through to him. Then they’d get on the bikes and go see how far the destruction went. 
 
    In the Coms room, the VidScreen took up the wall like an empty eye. No array, just a blank. Jack waved his arm at it in case it had been turned off but got no response. 
 
    Ela sat on the chair in front of the screen. “Turn on,” she instructed. Maybe she thought something had interfered with the movement centre, but nothing changed. She pulled the keyboard closer and hit start. No response again. 
 
    She turned back to the others, and Jack scratched his chin. It looked like there was no way of getting the message out there. And no way of getting any information on what they might be facing if they went exploring. 
 
    “Right,” he said. “We can stay here and worry, or we can find out for ourselves. We’ve got three bikes.” He was tempted to suggest Ela should stay behind, but there was no way she would, so he didn’t bother. “Anyone want to stay here?” he asked instead. 
 
    Ela, Jeron and Levi all shook their heads. 
 
    “We should stay together,” said Jeron. “Safety in numbers.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Levi. “What’ll we need?” 
 
    “Pack up some food.” It didn’t look like they’d be able to get hold of food or water once they’d left the Vault. 
 
    Jeron and Levi took off. 
 
    “What are we going to do?’ asked Ela. 
 
    “Find the copy of Jacob Vid. If we can get the computer going enough, we’ll make a another copy, leave one here and take the other with us. If it was important enough for Jacob to die for, we’ll look after it for him.” 
 
    “Do you really think he’s dead?” 
 
    Jack nodded. Ela moved closer and put her head on his shoulder. 
 
    He put his arms around her again for a moment. There was still that feeling of wanting to push her away, but he could control it now. Maybe the effects of the ReEducation would fade completely over the next few days, and he’d be able to remember why once he was willing to risk everything to keep her safe. 
 
    “Come on,” he said gently. “Let’s find it and then get out of here. I need to know what’s happened.” 
 
    Ela nodded, shuddered a little, and then straightened up. “Me too.” She started moving things on the desk again and looking under them. 
 
    Jack looked around the room and tried to think like Jacob. Where would he hide something this important? It would be somewhere that made sense. 
 
    He watched Ela searching. The most important thing in the world to Jacob was Ela. Then he remembered the small picture of her he’d seen in the living area. That would be where Jacob hid the file. 
 
    “I think I know where it’ll be. Follow me.” He went to the living area and picked up the small digital frame. It had two USB ports. Both of them had memory sticks in them. Typical of Jacob to hide it in plain sight. Jack activated the first one, just pictures of Ela, but when he activated the second Jacob’s image appeared on the screen. It was the same broadcast Jacob had shown him when he visited. 
 
    “Found it.” He stopped the broadcast. He didn’t need to watch it again. “Now we need a copy just in case.” 
 
    They went back to the Com room, made the copy and put the original back in the frame. “Let’s go and find Jeron and Levi.” 
 
    They checked the living areas and didn’t find his mates, so they went out into the main Vault. The lines of shelving stretched out like soldiers in front of them. 
 
    “Do you think the Administration knew about Jacob’s plan?” Ela asked. 
 
    “Maybe. The timing of this is a big coincidence if they didn’t.” 
 
    “How would they have found out? Nobody knew about it except Jacob, Fitzgerald, Nick and Curly.” 
 
    “And you and me,” said Jack. If the Administration did know about the plan, how much more did they know? Was his father in danger? 
 
    He saw Jeron and Levi standing by the locked door at the end of the bay, with a couple of packs filled with stuff.  
 
    “Let’s get going.” No way could he find out anything hiding here in the Vault. “We’ll lift the bikes out and go.” 
 
    “What about the bike’s heat signatures being picked up? And Ela’s?” asked Jeron. “We’ll be the only moving objects for miles.” 
 
    Jack thought about that for a moment. “The bikes should be right. The heat sensors don’t work that well during the day and there will still be hot spots around to make it even more confusing. Ela can have my coat again until we come up with something better.” It wasn’t the perfect solution, but it’d have to do. 
 
    Jeron nodded. “Let’s do it then.” 
 
    They lifted the three motorbikes out of the Vault, then Jack pulled the heavy steel door closed behind him. One day they’d need those seeds to reseed the land. He’d keep them safe. 
 
    He climbed out of the foyer area and pulled on the lever that would move the rocks back into place then stood back and studied whether the Vault was still concealed. 
 
    Their footprints showed in the soot and handprints and tyre tracks but the rocks themselves still looked permanent and not like they moved. 
 
    “You three wheel the bikes out to the fence line. I’ll follow behind you and cover our tracks.” They had three bikes and three lasers between them, transport and arms, they’d survive. 
 
    Ela, Jeron and Levi wheeled the bikes away between the skeletal tree trunks towards the twisted wire that was once a fence. Jack picked up a scorched branch that had somehow escaped being burned and brushed it over the rocks removing any sign they’d been there, and then walking backwards he erased the footprints and tyre tracks. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THEY RODE BACK to Jacobs house. It would have been good if they could have kept the helmets, usually there was a constant stream of information and orders running through the feed. 
 
    Ela rode pillion on his bike, and he could almost stand her being there and having her arms around his waist. 
 
    As they got closer to Jacob’s house with the landscape burned black as far as he could see, Jack dreaded what they’d find when they got there. 
 
    Finally, they reached what had been the orchard fence, and he pulled up by the charred gate. The trees, now blackened skeletons like the trees on the mountain, had been in leaf with apples still on some of them waiting to be picked.  
 
    Worst of all, Jacob’s house was reduced to smoking rubble and half standing walls. the sheds piles of smouldering debris. Jacob’s tractor, just the frame now, held up a beam, the iron still attached. The ute stood there, a blackened cab and tray, the timber burned away. 
 
    “Oh, God.” He felt Ela lean her forehead against his back. He couldn’t make himself get off the bike. He sat there, his feet on the ground balancing as Jeron and Levi pulled up beside him. 
 
    “Fuck,” said Levi. 
 
    “It’s all gone.” Jeron looked around at the sheds and house. Glasshouses just distorted frames with broken glass. Dog kennels burned, the run a tangled mass of wire netting. 
 
    Jack could see the carcasses of Jacob’s dogs under the netting. They’d been trapped. He should have thought of letting them out before he left. Then they might have had a chance. 
 
    Jack felt Ela straighten up and get off the bike. He flicked the stand down and climbed off too. “I’ll come with you,” he said to her. 
 
    Levi and Jeron seemed too shocked to make any move. 
 
    Jack and Ela walked to rubble that had been the house. Ela’s hand slid onto his. He held it tight. They went along the path to the back door. The porch had collapsed. 
 
    “We’ll go around the front,” said Ela, and they walked hand in hand around the side of the house. The side veranda by the bedroom where Ela slept when she stayed was almost intact if you ignored the charring and smoke damage. But the smell of smoke and burned timber was overwhelming. 
 
    Now Ela held onto his arm with her other hand as if she wanted to hide behind him. “Maybe Jacob got away,” she whispered.  
 
    But as they reached the front of the house, they saw his body beside the steps up to the front veranda. His clothes scorched and his skin peeled back. The smell of cooked flesh rose up at them. 
 
    “Oh, God.” Ela turned to him, and he put his arms around her and held her. He could see Jacob had been shot in the neck. He would have died straight away, before the fire got to him. About the only consolation. 
 
    There was nothing he could do except hold Ela and comfort her. Hatred for the Administration overwhelmed him, they’d killed Jacob, and all he was trying to do was save the world. 
 
    “We need to bury him,” said Ela.  
 
    “Yeah, we’ll bury him.” He turned to Jeron. Finally, Levi and Jeron had prised themselves off the bikes. “See if you can find a couple of shovels that still have handles. They were stored in that shed.” He pointed at the pile of rubble with the tractor in amongst it. 
 
    Levi followed Jeron to the shed. Even Levi had been shocked into silence. 
 
      
 
    Ela pushed herself away from Jack and knelt beside Jacob’s body. She should have insisted Jacob went with them. She should never have left him here. Trying to get a message out to the world wasn’t worth dying for. 
 
    She touched his old face. So familiar. He looked peaceful. She let her hand run down his shirt.  
 
    She looked at Jack kneeling beside her, waiting. Jack would help her finish what Jacob had started. 
 
     “How could they do this to him?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Jack shrugged. He always knew the Administration was ruthless and would do anything to protect their profits. But this? How did destroying everything make sense? 
 
    He stood up slowly. He had a war to win, and what they had to do was suddenly very clear. 
 
    “Do Curly and Nick really think they can immobilise the City?” 
 
    Ela stood too and nodded. 
 
    “Do you know a way of getting into the City and how to contact them?” 
 
    Ela nodded again. “There’s an old underground rail tunnel, its entrance is just past the Bombay Hills.” 
 
    “And you can find it?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Ela, and then she looked at Jeron and Levi coming back from the shed, carrying a couple of shovel blades. “But Nick’s going to kill us if he thinks we’ve told a couple of VTroopers where it is.” 
 
    Jack studied his friends too. He trusted them, but was he willing to trust them with this secret? 
 
    Jeron must have heard what Ela had said. He shrugged. “We’ve got as much to lose as you, Jack. We can’t go back now. You can trust us.” 
 
    Jack nodded he’d trust them with his life. But he’d think about whether he’d trust them with any more secrets. 
 
    Levi held up the shovel with no handle he was holding. “This was the best we could find.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “They’ll do.” 
 
      
 
    Once Jacob was buried, he dug shallow graves for the dogs too, he couldn’t just leave them to any scavengers that might have survived, Jack went back to the bikes. He got onto his and waited for Ela, Jeron and Levi to get sorted. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said. “Before we head for this tunnel, we need to check out the town.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Jack.” Ela was standing beside the bike, trying to arrange the coat to make it easier to get on. She looked doubtful. “Wouldn’t we be better to just go, and once we are in the City and safe, we could make plans from there.” 
 
    Jeron swung his leg over his bike and the laser over his shoulder. “No, it’s a good idea. You two know the place. We should be able to move around it without being seen. That’s what we’ve been trained to do.” 
 
    Jack nodded, yeah, that’s what they’d been trained to do, with DroneCams and satellites it wasn’t going to be easy, but Jeron was right, they needed to know what they were dealing with and take the information back to Nick. 
 
    Maybe something had survived in town, and they’d be able to contact Nick. It would only take them a few kilometres out of their way. He didn’t like operating in a vacuum. 
 
    Jack gave his nose a rub. If the town hadn’t been destroyed that was where everything they needed would be. Maybe his mum’s ESD, or his LandRover, or something. A Hover would be great, but they didn’t tend to have those in town. 
 
    Riding twenty-year-old farm bikes, dressed as VTroopers they stood out. Maybe they should have found some spare clothes left in the Vault and changes. The uniforms cloaked their heat signatures but in the Vector uniforms it was easy to feel they had targets on their backs. 
 
    If any bloody Locals were around and spotted them, they’d try and pick them off, four VTroopers on their own, even armed, would just look like a target. And running into Vector wouldn’t be any better. 
 
    “We need other transport. When we get close to town, we might have to ditch the bikes and walk.” But they’d still stand out if anyone was watching. If anyone was left alive. 
 
    He pushed that thought away. This was retaliation by Vector. They would have left the infrastructure intact. 
 
    He hoped he was right, and the town was still there. 
 
    Then he realised he still had the HazeApp on his Com, and Ela might still have it on hers too. That could be the answer. 
 
    “Have you still got that App on your phone?” he asked her. 
 
    “Yeah.” Ela nodded at Jeron and Levi. “Do they have it?” 
 
    “No. Do you want it?” Jack asked them. 
 
    Levi looked around the charred, barren landscape. “If you’re talking about that App you used to disappear the other night, yeah, definitely. I wouldn’t mind being invisible right now.” 
 
    “Give me your Coms.” 
 
    Levi handed his over, and Jack transferred the App onto it. “As tempting as it is, we don’t disappear unless we need to.” 
 
    “Disappear?” asked Jeron. He had his Com in his hand. 
 
    “A personal cloaking device,” said Ela. “It comes in handy sometimes.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” Jeron handed his Com over to Jack. 
 
    Now they all had it and could disappear if things got too risky. 
 
     “Now we’ll check out what we’re dealing with.” Jack started his bike and felt Ela’s arms tighten around his waist. For a moment, when he was holding her after they’d found Jacob, he’d remembered how much he loved her. This was getting easier. 
 
    About a kilometre away from the town, they pulled up and stopped. A stand of trees now just shadows and charcoal skeletons gave them some cover as they tried to see what they’d be dealing with. 
 
    “No StealthHovers unless they’re Hazed, or DroneCams,” said Levi. 
 
    Jeron nodded. “Last time we arrived here the place was crawling with them.” 
 
    “We’ll leave the bikes and walk. If there’s any trouble Haze and we’ll meet back here.” 
 
    They walked down the middle of the main street, leaving pale footprints in the soot. Nothing had escaped here either. Just smoking rubble like Jacob’s place with the odd wall, or line of bricks, or tangle of corrugated iron still standing. 
 
    They didn’t find any bodies. But Vector had rounded up everyone before this happened. He saw it happening. Maybe they’d taken everyone somewhere safe. He’d hold onto that. 
 
    They walked past the old Post Office, the shops, the old cinema. Rubbish lay strewn on the footpath covered in soot. Some of it charred. The lamp posts that had once cast narrow pools of light in the street leaned at crazy angles. They walked to the dairy where he and Levi had been sent to cover the street, a tangle of burnt timber and iron now. 
 
    Then they walked across the road to the old pub where he’d grown up. 
 
    “The pub’s gone too.” Ela held onto his arm tighter. 
 
    He nodded. Nothing to come home to anymore. 
 
    They all went around to the back where the garages were. His land rover hadn’t survived the destruction. Or Patsy’s car. Or any of the junk in the shed. 
 
    And Monsanto lay dead beside the ruins of his kennel. Shot like Jacob had been. He must have come back. So where were Patsy and Fitzgerald? He couldn’t bear to think of his mother lying dead somewhere. 
 
    He stroked the golden fur, still warm. He’d only just been shot. Shit, someone had just been here. Maybe the rest of the squad. Maybe they were still here. Maybe this was a trap. 
 
    He swung round to the others. “Haze,” he said urgently. “Now.” 
 
    But he was too late, just as he, Ela, Jeron and Levi started to move, Leach came around the corner, pistol raised, Rocco and Gregor flanking him, lasers ready to shoot. 
 
    “Hands up,” said Leach. “I was pretty sure you’d know somewhere you could hide. Easier to wait for you than try and find you.” 
 
    Jack slowly raised his hands, his laser still slung over his shoulder. He saw Jeron, Levi and Ela do the same. 
 
    Fuck. He should have known Leach would be too smart to be floundering around on the mountain trying to work out where they’d hidden. 
 
    He’d been too bloody predictable. Now they were in real shit. If Vector already knew Ela and Jeron were Natural’s they were history, and he could look forward to a few hours of Interrogation, and there was no way he’d keep the location of the Vault secret, he’d seen what they could do. And he had the copy of Jacob’s broadcast in his pocket, so they’d have that too. 
 
    He watched Gregor and Rocco, covering him. He could make a dive for them. Would they shoot him? At least if he was dead, he wouldn’t talk. 
 
    No, they would have been given the, shoot to maim, order. Anyway, Levi, Jeron and Ela all knew how to get into the Vault. So cooperate now and wait for a better chance. 
 
    Leach lowered his pistol. He seemed confident Gregor and Rocco could keep the four of them under control. 
 
    “Fraser.” Then he nodded at Jeron and Levi. “And your sidekicks. You did come to check out your old home.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. Yeah, he was always going to come back here. 
 
    Leach turned to Ela. “Miss Hennessey, I presume. Thanks to young Jack here, we now know how important you are. We weren’t sure until we questioned him. It was a stroke of luck he got the three strikes when he did. Turns out he is very talkative if you pump him full of enough drugs.” 
 
    He’d talked. He hadn’t been there for Re-Education. They’d used some sort of truth drug on him. Maybe that was why the effects of the Abhor were wearing off so quickly. He hadn’t a full dose. 
 
      
 
    Ela looked at him, shocked. It was Jack who’d betrayed Jacob and his mother. She never even suspected that, and Jack couldn’t have either. He must feel dreadful. 
 
    She watched Leach standing between the two VTroopers. They must be in the same squad as Jack, Jeron and Levi. They looked young and slim not pumped up and full of testosterone the way Troopers usually looked, and they had no V on their uniforms. 
 
    “What do you want?” she asked Leach. 
 
    “You dead for one thing,” said Leach. “And those two as well.” He nodded at Levi and Jeron. 
 
    He turned to Rocco and Gregor who still hadn’t moved. “Shoot the girl and the other two dead. If Fraser moves, shoot to maim. We need him alive. If they survived the firestorm, there must be a few things he hasn’t told us.” 
 
    Rocco and Gregor hesitantly shifted their lasers, so they were covering Levi and Jeron. 
 
    “Leach,” said Jack. “You don’t need to do this. There’s no reason for the Quarantine. Ela and Jeron are the proof of that.” 
 
    Leach turned back to look at Jack and gave a derisive snort. “We know that. We stopped the old man getting his message out, and now we’re tidying up the loose ends. The last thing Eugenics Corp needs is for the world to know about Genus6. Everyone wins if that little gem stays a secret.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Jack. “If we get rid of Genus6, you lot can all go home, and we can have our country back.” 
 
    “And all the profits of Humicrib and Eugenics Corp go up in dust. Nobody can afford things going back the way they were.” He turned to Rocco and Gregor and ordered, “Shoot them, or I will.” 
 
    Rocco and Gregor still hesitated, then a voice came from behind them. 
 
    “Drop your lasers. No one is getting shot today.” 
 
    Ela looked behind Leach and the other two and saw five more of the squad coming around the ruins of the pub, lasers ready, moving in that half sidestep she’d seen Jack, Jeron and Levi use when they were checking out the buildings. This time the lasers were pointed at Leach. 
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 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    JACK LOOKED PAST Leach too. O’Hara, Dante, Sharpe and Phillipe had Leach, Rocco and Gregor in their sights. Rocco and Gregor lowered their lasers. Leach didn’t seem to know where to point his pistol, then returned it to his holster. 
 
    O’Hara, without moving the laser away from Leach, said, “Jack, do you want to explain what you were talking about. What’s that about Genus6?” 
 
    “It’s causing the infertility in the world,” Jack said carefully. He’d never been involved in a three-way standoff before, but for the moment it looked like no one was going to get shot if he could defuse the situation. “It can be reversed.” He nodded at Ela and Jeron. “They’re the proof. That’s why the Administration want them dead. They don’t want to world to know.” 
 
    O’Hara nodded and turned his attention back to Leach. “Is that true?” 
 
    Leach shrugged. “Stand down, soldier. You obey orders, and the order is to eliminate those three and take Fraser into custody.”  
 
    “You never answered the question,” Dante said and aimed his laser at Leach. “Is what Jack’s saying true?”  
 
    Jeron chimed in. “Yeah, it’s true. I’m a Natural, and so is Ela. We were both born to Elite mothers because they weren’t eating food with Genus6 in when we were conceived.”  
 
    Leach turned to Rocco and Gregor again. “Do what you’ve been trained to do,” he ordered. “Shoot to kill.” 
 
    “Like fuck.” Gregor lowered his laser and walked over to stand beside Jack. “I’ve had enough of this. Shooting old men and dogs for no good reason was bad enough, but I’m not shooting a girl or my mates. Especially if what Jack says is true. I’m with him.” 
 
    “Me too,” said Rocco and moved away, leaving Leach on his own and still covered by Dante. 
 
    The four troopers surrounding Dante lowered their weapons too. 
 
    “We’re with you, Jack. The last few days have been hell,” said Phillipe. “I never signed up for this. Killing defenceless kids at the University, rounding up a whole town of people and throwing them into a camp. I don’t see how any of that can be justified.” 
 
    “You really want to do this?” Jack asked. 
 
    Every member of the squad nodded. Unbelievable. They’d all gone against Leach’s orders. Now he was responsible for them. But it looked like he had his own army now. 
 
    Dante was the only one still covering Leach. “What do you want done with him? Should I shoot him?” 
 
    Did he want any more bloodshed? It made no sense to leave an enemy as competent as Leach alive, but he didn’t want to kill him either. 
 
    “Shoot to maim,” he said. His first order to the squad. 
 
    “Where do you want it?” Dante asked Leach. 
 
    Then Jack heard the crackle on Leach’s Com. Someone was trying to contact him. Leach raised his hand going to touch the side of his helmet and speak. 
 
    Jack unslung his laser and aimed it at Leach. “Answer that, and you’re dead,” he said. 
 
    Leach nodded and lowered his hand. “What are you going to do? If I don’t answer, someone is going to realise there’s a problem.” 
 
    Jack scratched his head. Leach was right. The captain seemed to have plenty of autonomy, but he must have to report in occasionally. 
 
    Then he realised the answer to most of his problems. The Viper the squad came in must be somewhere close. 
 
    He was pretty sure O’Hara with his background would know how to operate it. That solved the transport problem. 
 
    If they used that to get into the City Ela wouldn’t have to tell anyone where the entrance to the tunnel was. 
 
    And if he wore Leach’s uniform and pretended to be him, he could probably bluff his way into the City to meet up with Nick and make a plan. 
 
    “I’ll have your helmet,” he said to Leach. 
 
    Leach tipped his head to one side and unclipped it, then handed the helmet over. Jack put it on and touched the Com pad on the side. 
 
    “Leach,” he said, imitating what he’d seen the captain do a thousand times. 
 
    It must have sounded right because a voice came through. 
 
    “Anything to report?” 
 
    “No, all clear here,” said Jack still keeping his voice as close to the way Leach spoke as he could. If he kept wearing Leach’s helmet, Leach’s service number would show on any Vid footage and identity checks, and then Ela could have his helmet and that would get her through too. 
 
    “Return to Base ASAP. Your mission’s complete. Out.” 
 
    “Will do,” said Jack. “Out.” Except to pass as a trooper Ela needed a whole uniform and there was no way his or Leach’s would fit her properly. 
 
    “You know the penalty for impersonating an officer?” Leach asked. 
 
    “Can’t be any worse than deserting, or being a traitor,” said Jack. He watched Dante aim his laser at Leach’s thigh then hesitate. 
 
    “We still maiming him?” Dante asked. 
 
    “No.” He liked Leach; he didn’t want to maim him. He turned to Phillipe. “You got something on you that will keep him unconscious for a few hours?” 
 
    Phillipe nodded. “Yeah, in here.” He shrugged out of his backpack. 
 
    Jack nodded at the rubble. “This was a pub and there are a couple of cellars under there. We’ll stick him in one of them and tell someone where he is in a few days.” 
 
    Phillipe put the pack on the ground and pulled out an EpiPen. “This’ll knock him out.” 
 
    Jack went through his memory of the cellars. He couldn’t see any way Leach would be able to get out if he was in there just in his underwear with no weapons. Because the heavy timber door with an even heavier bolt and padlock would keep him there. Barrels of beer, bottles of wine and spirits, stuff to eat. If Leach accepted the situation and relaxed into it, he could have quite a pleasant few days.  
 
    He turned to Gregor and Rocco. “Hold him,” he ordered, then nodded at Dante. “Keep the captain covered. Shoot to maim if he tries anything.” 
 
    “Bad idea, Fraser,” warned Leach as Gregor and Rocco grabbed his arms. Phillipe put the EpiPen against his neck and shot him up with whatever was in the pen. Then they carefully let the captain sink down to the ground. 
 
    “What now?” Dante finally lowered his weapon. 
 
    A plan of how to get into the City and get some Intel at the same time started to form. “Cut out his Locate and take his uniform and his Com.” 
 
    He turned to Dante. “Where’s the Viper.” 
 
    Dante nodded over the ruins of the Post Office. “Behind there.” 
 
    “Right,” said Jack. “Looks like we’re headed back to the City.” He turned to O’Hara. “Can you fly the thing?” 
 
    O’Hara nodded. “It might take me a couple of minutes to orientate myself. But from I saw it looked pretty standard. Anyway, there’s always the FailSafe if I fuck up.” 
 
    “Don’t fuck up,” said Jack. “The last thing we need is for the Autopilot to take us back to the Base. I’m not going to pass for Leach there.” 
 
    “What are we going to do with the pilot?” asked Dante. 
 
    “They can both spend a couple of days in a cellar.” You and Hood go and get the pilot and bring him here. 
 
    “Her,” said O’Hara. 
 
    That’s right, when they hijacked the Hover yesterday the pilot had been a female. “Bring her here then.” If she was the same one as yesterday, she was having a bad couple of days, but the problem of a uniform for Ela had solved itself. She could wear the pilot’s boots, coat and compression suit, and with his helmet, coat and Locate, she’d still read as Jack Fraser, but the uniform would fit her properly. 
 
    “Jeron, Levi and Gregor, get Leach into the cellar and cover him until I get there. The rest of you go to the Hover, and O’Hara, you get it ready to take off.” 
 
    Hood and Dante turned up with the pilot at gunpoint. 
 
    Jack said to Ela and the pilot. “You two, swap clothes.” He took off his wrist shield and looked over at Phillipe. “And I need you to do a bit of surgery on me.” He held out his arm, wrist exposed. “Take out the Locate.” He figured if he taped Leach’s Locate over the wound and then taped his to Ela’s wrist the signal from both should still look right. 
 
      
 
    Ela gathered her hair over her shoulder in a ponytail. She looked good in the compression suit. “Should I cut my hair?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded. There was no way she’d pass for a member of the squad with all that hair. 
 
    “Do you have scissors?” she asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “This is the best I can do.” He pulled the knife out of the sheath in his boot.  
 
    Ela nodded, and he took the handful of her mane and sawed it off. Then wasn’t too sure what to do with it. He didn’t want Ela’s DNA left here. She could be identified from it, and that could cause all sorts of problems. 
 
    “Give it here,” she said impatiently. The roughly cut hair framed her face and made her look different. Tougher somehow. She took the lump of hair, rolled it around her hand and shoved it in her pocket. 
 
    Levi poked his head around the door of the cellar, he had his helmet on. 
 
    “Where did you get that?” Jack asked. 
 
    “I found it in the Hover. Here’s yours. Must be the same one we hijacked yesterday.” Jack took the helmet and handed it to Ela. 
 
    “You two ready?” Levi asked. 
 
    Jack nodded. “I’ll just check on Leach and the pilot.” He went into the next cellar. Someone had laid the two sleeping beauties out on a pallet and then covered them with a coat, and they were still sleeping peacefully. 
 
    They both had bandages around their wrists, he felt a bit guilty about that, but the pilot’s Locate, and her helmet needed to be in the Hover for things to look right and he needed Leach’s. It couldn’t be helped. The pilot would need the warmth of the coat for the next couple of days; she was just in the skimpy clothes Ela had left the City in, and he wasn’t completely heartless. Leach would be all right in his compression suit. 
 
    But they were both going to be really pissed when they woke up. 
 
    But nothing about this added up. Unless Leach had managed to keep being double-crossed to himself and had been looking for them without any of his superiors knowing. 
 
    He seemed to have plenty of autonomy. Maybe, no one knew about him, Jeron and Levi taking off to warn Jacob. Maybe, it got lost in the size of the operation to destroy everything. Maybe the Hover pilot got back, picked up Leach and the rest of the squad and they carried on like nothing had happened. 
 
    News that he’d had a mutiny on his hands wouldn’t do Leach’s career any good if it got out. He’d ask the others how Leach had handled it when he got to the Viper, so he knew what he was walking into. 
 
    Jack went out of the cellar, pushed the door shut and locked it. 
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    IN THE VIPER, Leach’s Com crackled again. There had been the constant hum of chatter from other units that always came through a helmet. It sounded like something was about to kick off.  
 
    It also sounded like every StealthHover anywhere was being redirected to the City. The City covered a huge area, but the Mambas were massive. 
 
    The numbers being directed there would pretty much blanket the CBD with some to spare. Then. he heard Leach’s call sign and touched the side of the helmet. 
 
    “Leach.” He saw Ela and the squad watching him. All their lives depended on this looking and sounding right. 
 
    “Return to the City,” said the voice in the helmet. “Phase two of Operation RatsNest.” 
 
    Operation RatsNest? Leach said something about destroying a rat’s nest last night. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Jack. “Do we have coordinates?” 
 
    “Coordinates, NavMaps, GamePlan all sent to your Tablet. Familiarise,” said the voice in his ear. 
 
    “Yes sir,” said Jack and the Com cut back to the background chatter. 
 
    He’d spent enough time in Leach’s office to know how Leach did things, Leach was a tidy sucker. He went over to the VidScreen at the front of the cabin behind the cockpit to find the Tablet Leach used. It usually lived on the ledge under the screen and sure enough Leach had put it back where it belonged. 
 
    And Leach didn’t seem to use any password to unlock the Tablet so hopefully it was synced with his Locate. 
 
    Jack looked at the bandage on his wrist. The cut Phillipe had made to get his Locate out stung a bit, but it didn’t look like it was bleeding any more, and Leach’s Locate was still taped over it. 
 
    Ela stood and leaned against him, her hand resting on his back, her cheek against his hair, and he moved to break the contact, then went back to firing up the Tablet. 
 
    “Jack?” Ela asked. 
 
    He looked up, and she looked hurt again. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “I can’t help it.” 
 
    She nodded. “I know. But it’s strange. I like being near you, and you can’t stand it.” 
 
    He touched the side of her face for a moment. “It’s temporary. I’ll get over it.” 
 
    Ela nodded again and he turned back to the Tablet. What they’d done to him in ReEducation he’d hold against Vector forever. 
 
    Finally, he got the Tablet working and could see the orders and NavMaps firing up. He called the squad over. 
 
    “Can you get this up onto the main screen?” he asked Dante, he was the Coms expert, and they were all in this together so they might as well all have all the Intel. 
 
    Dante nodded, took the Tablet and synced it with the VidScreen then waved his hand at Screen to bring up the feed. Now the array on the Tablet showed on the Screen on the cockpit wall too.  
 
    Coordinates flashed up, morphed into a 3D grid of the City, then swirled through the buildings until they came to a stop when they matched the ones showing their landing site. 
 
    He studied the area. It wasn’t a part of the City he knew. He turned back to the others to ask if any of them were familiar with that area, and he saw Ela’s face. 
 
    “What’s the target?” he asked. 
 
    She had to know, she looked sick. “The Station,” she breathed. “That’s where Nick and Curly are. That must be the RatsNest. We have to warn them. They’re about to be attacked.” 
 
    Jack nodded. That made sense. “Can you get Nick on your Com yet?” he asked. “Even a CatchingFire, just to let him know to get everyone out.” 
 
    Ela pulled out her Com and tried a Connect. Then shook her head and looked over at him eyes wide, stricken. “Even if we could warn him. Where would they go? There are dozens of kids in there with him.” 
 
    O’Hara was at the controls, still familiarising himself with them, but he’d sounded pretty sure he knew what to do. 
 
    Jack turned to him. “Time to leave. Do you know what you’re doing yet?” 
 
    O’Hara nodded. “Ready when you are.” 
 
    “Head for the coordinates. No one’s going to attack before we do. The squad’s always arrowhead. It’ll take us twenty minutes to get there, we use that time to come up with a plan.” 
 
    O’Hara touched the icons on the cockpit screens. After a few seconds, Jack could hear the whine of the Viper taking off. Then felt the slight force to one side as O’Hara made a sweeping curve to head for the City. 
 
    He hit the flight path icon, it expanded to take up the screen. Jack could see all the arrows showing the planned path for the StealthHovers too. It looked like they were all headed in the same direction. Dozens of them with the same ETA and destination as they had. 
 
    The only good thing about it was the StealthHovers would stay in the air Hazed waiting for Leach to give the signal the squad was in place. If he couldn’t contact Nick before they got there, it looked like he had that small window between when the Viper landed and when the Mambas did, to warn him. 
 
    He had ten men, and that was counting Ela. And eleven lasers between. What hope did they have of getting to Nick in time to save everyone? And if they did, how were they meant to fight off a force of that size? 
 
    Once the Viper was headed for the City, Jack took off Leach’s helmet and settled in front of the VidScreen. They had a bit of time to orientate themselves. No point in planning in a vacuum. 
 
    “Now to find out what’s happening.” He waved his hand at the VidScreen. The array of the different feeds appeared again. This was normal, not the way the Screen in the Vault had looked with everything frozen and unreal. This looked like real time. 
 
    He studied it.  The rest of the squad watched too. They’d put their faith in him, and he had to find a way to make this work or they were all going to end up dead, not just unemployed. 
 
    Ela touched on image, and it spread. With the helmet off she looked cute. All short spiky hair and those grey eyes of hers. He still felt easier if she wasn’t too close to him but that was getting better. 
 
    “I think this is from a satellite,” she said. “From the coordinates, this is near Jacob’s farm, but there aren’t enough landmarks left to be sure.” She pointed at an area in the top corner of the screen. “I think this is the mountain.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “Yeah, that looks right. Can you get in closer?” 
 
    Ela drew a square on the screen with her hand and brought the mountain into focus. “It’s real time.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Jack nodded at the six numbers at the bottom of the screen. The last one flipped over second by second. “Go back in time.” 
 
    She nodded, sat down beside him, then gave the instruction. Slowly they leapt back through the Vid until they could see themselves coming out of the Vault and sorting out the motorbikes. 
 
    “Shit.” Jack looked back at Dante. “How many people have seen that?” 
 
    “Can’t tell,” said Dante. “But Leach would have watched it, and that will be why this feed is on the array and why he knew we were alive.” 
 
    “Go back to when we got to the boundary of Jacob’s place. We could have led them right to the Vault.” 
 
    Ela nodded and keyed in the time. It had been the middle of the night, and the screen was dark. They could see heat signatures in the darkness, but all shaped like cattle. There were no service numbers and nothing to show them on the bikes. Lucky they’d all been in uniform, and he’d thought to give Jeron and Levi wrist shields. 
 
    They kept watching and saw a tide of black slide across the screen, blanking everything out. 
 
    He saw Ela bite her lip. “That’s when the StealthHovers turned up. There are so many of them they’re blocking the Satellite feed,” she said. 
 
    “Can you go back to when Mum left Jacob’s?” 
 
    Ela frowned. “Why?” 
 
    “I want to know what happened. Why Mon went back to the house.” 
 
    Ela keyed in the time and then the coordinates for Jacob’s house. They watched the Fitzgerald and Patsy heat signatures get into the patrol car, and then the shape of the car leave Jacob’s property and go along the road. 
 
    “Jump forward in five-minute increments,” said Jack. He could still see the outline of the car. He couldn’t tell where it was headed, but they were well past the OutPost and hopefully they’d got somewhere safe. 
 
    But after Ela had jumped the Vid ahead three times, the black tide crept across the Screen again, wiping out everything. 
 
    Ela paused the Vid. “Sorry Jack, I don’t think there’s any point to this. We can’t see anything.” 
 
    Jack nodded. She was right, he wasn’t going to find out what happened to Patsy this way. “We need to wipe the Vid of us coming out of the Vault so no one else can watch it.” 
 
    “I don’t know how,” aid Ela. 
 
     But Dante would. “Can you do it?” he asked Dante. 
 
    “Yeah, hand me the tablet.” Jack gave it to him then turned back to Ela. “We need to contact Nick and Curly. Do you have a way of doing that?” 
 
    Ela shrugged. “Usually I send an Emoji or an innocuous Txt. Just something to let him know I’m coming.” 
 
    He nodded at the VidScreen. “If Leach had seen this, why would he wait for us in town?” 
 
    “It takes time to get anywhere,” said Levi. “Maybe Leach came back, trawled through the Vids, got lucky and spotted us, then he’d have to sort out a Hover and get the squad together.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Jack moved the feed-back to the present and watched for any shimmering in the air to indicate the presence of a Hover. But there still didn’t seem to be anything living or moving in the Hinterland. 
 
    He stood up. They weren’t achieving anything watching Vids. “We need to sort out our next move.” 
 
    Ela waved her hand at the Screen. “Let’s see what we’re going to find when we get to the City.” But when the feed from the City Cams came on, there was nothing to see. Just a City going about its business as usual. 
 
    “That’s no help,” said Jack. “We know what’s really happening.” He brought up the flight path again. The arrows were moving relentlessly towards the target. When they got there the StealthHovers would be there, hovering above them, waiting to UnHaze, and land. 
 
    Jack finally had a bit of a plan. He’d make everything look normal to the Commander, but once the squad left the Viper, he had about ten minutes to warn Nick and hopefully they could come up with something that would save them all. 
 
    “Ready to land,” said O’Hara from the cockpit. The pilot’s helmet and Locate were on the seat beside him so all that would still look right to anyone monitoring them. 
 
    “Right,” he said to the squad, as they strapped themselves into their seats, and sat there, lasers in their hands, ready to do whatever he told them to. 
 
    Blind faith. He hoped it wasn’t misplaced. “When the Hover has landed, we disembark and set up at the three points of the compass the way Leach would have got us to. That leaves five of us to enter the Station. I’ll take Ela, Levi and Jeron and one other. Any volunteers?” 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” said O’Hara. “I can set a delay, so the doors won’t shut until I’m out. That gets everyone else clear.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Gregor asked. 
 
    “Just stay at your posts until I know what’s happening.” Jack could hear the whine and shudder as the Hover landed. “It’s going to take time to get into the Station, and we don’t know how much they know. 
 
    Ela and I’ll talk our way in. Jeron, Levi and O’Hara will act like they’re covering us and stay in position. Keep your Coms on my channel. If things turn to shit, come back here and clear out. But what I’m hoping for is we’ll all finish up in the Station, and it’ll be our job to protect the kids there.” 
 
    “You won’t have long to make it happen,” said Dante. 
 
    Jack shook his head. “No, about ten minutes before someone in command figures something’s wrong. Not a big window.” 
 
    He marched across to the doors of the Viper, the way Leach would have if he’d been in command. “Everyone know what they’re doing?” He got ten nods and turned to O’Hara. “Leave the Viper in Haze, set your delay and open the doors.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CURLY LEANED BACK in his chair and studied the main VidScreen in the Coms room. “It all looks too normal. And there’s nothing on the airwaves that tells us anything.” 
 
    Nick was standing behind him with Scott and watching the Screen too. He nodded. “Since the feeds from the Drones went, we can’t tell what’s happening anywhere.” He waved at the VidScreen. The City was operating as normal, but nothing was normal. 
 
    “Sometimes it even looks like we’re being fed stuff we’ve seen before,” said Scott. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Nick. Last night they’d seen StealthHovers move over the Hinterland, Jacob disappeared, and then nothing. No chatter from the Administration, nothing from Vector, no plans or instructions. 
 
    Nick rubbed the back of his neck. it was like the Administration had changed to a channel they didn’t know about and were carrying on without them. Something was happening, but he couldn’t work out what. 
 
    They couldn’t even access a feed that would show them what was going on at the University. For all they knew all the kids might have been killed. 
 
    “I could take a couple of the others and go scout around,” said Scott. 
 
    Curly put his chin on his fists and kept studying the screen. “What would that get us? We already know what’s happening in the City. That’s the one lot of feeds that are working.” 
 
    Nick nodded. “We need to know what Vector’s up to and what’s happened at home.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “God, I hate not knowing what’s going on.” 
 
    Then the screen beside the main one flicked on. 
 
    He was monitoring the entrance. “Incoming,” said his voice. 
 
    Curly flicked to the Cam covering the east entrance to the Station. Two VTroopers were coming up the steps. He could see another three posted close, behind pillars. 
 
    He focussed on the nearest two. They were carrying lasers, the smaller one didn’t look like he knew what he was doing. Just following. 
 
    The other did the half sidestep, kept surveying what was around him and held his laser high. When he got to the top step, he nodded at the other trooper to get behind him then checked the covered entrance. Once they went past that point, no one would be able to see them from outside the Station. They’d be right outside the door. 
 
    Would they try to blast it open? 
 
    Nick flicked on the InterCom. “We’re under attack. All guards to the main entrance, now.” He could hear the urgency in his voice. And the response was instant. Kids with rifles seemed to come from everywhere and piled into the foyer area facing the barricaded door. 
 
    “Wait for orders,” he said. He looked back at Scott, waiting behind him. “You go.” 
 
    Scott nodded and took off. 
 
    “They’re the sniper squad,” said Curly. “It might be Jack.” 
 
    Nick shook his head. “Nah, his helmet says Leach. And the service number’s different.” He’d watched the Vid of the squad at Humicrib where he and Ela nearly got caught and had figured out which Jack was. 
 
    The trooper checked the entranceway and then nodded at the other one to go in. 
 
    “That’s Jack,” he said. Recognising the sequence of numbers. 
 
    “Nah,” said Curly. “That’s female.” 
 
    “They don’t have female troopers, and that’s Jack’s service number.” Now the smaller one was entering a code into the keypad. “What the fuck?” Nick breathed. “Ready to defend the entrance if the door opens,” he said into the intercom, then turned back to Curly. “Leave the minimum number here to watch the monitors and get the rest of the kids to the abandoned tunnels. If Vector gets in here, they need to be somewhere else.” 
 
    Curly nodded and switched on his Com and gave orders to evacuate. They’d figure this day would come and had a plan in place to get everyone out of the City. But they didn’t know whether even the Hinterland was safe now. 
 
    “Tell them to wait in the east side tunnel until we know more.” 
 
    Curly relayed that message to the group leaders while Nick watched the trooper with Jack’s service number enter the code into a Com. Then breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    Ela’s Com, Ela’s code. For some reason Ela was in Jack’s uniform, and with any luck the other Trooper was Jack. 
 
    “I think it’s Jack and Ela,” he said to Curly. “You go. Let them in. If there’s even smallest doubt, shoot first, ask questions later.” 
 
    Curly nodded, grabbed his walking stick and took off to the entrance. 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    It took two minutes for her and Jack to get to the entrance of the Station. They had eight minutes left to get in and get everyone to safety. 
 
    Ela keyed her code in and saw the Cam focus on her. She took her helmet off and looked up. 
 
    “It’s me,” she said urgently. “You need to let me in.” 
 
    The focus of the camera changed to Jack. She could just imagine Curly and Nick on the other side looking at the VidScreen and trying to decide what to do. 
 
    Jack removed his helmet too. They waited a moment, and the door didn’t open. 
 
    “Open up now, Curly,” she ordered. “We’ve only got minutes to figure out how to keep everyone alive.” 
 
    There was another pause, then. “Put down your lasers and hands on your heads,” said Curly’s voice. 
 
    She looked at Jack to see if that was what she had to do. He was already doing it, so she copied. 
 
    Ela heard the lock release and saw the door ease open, then twenty rifles aimed at them. 
 
    “Hey Mate,” said Curly to Jack, then ushered them in. 
 
    Ela slipped inside, and Jack followed her. 
 
    “Hey,” said Jack. “You’ve returned from the dead.” 
 
    Curly rubbed his neck. He wasn’t holding a rifle, but the twenty kids with him kept theirs aimed steadily. 
 
    Ela had caught sight of herself in a couple of windows after they left the Viper and even she couldn’t believe the reflection was her. 
 
    “It’s just me, Ela,” she said to reassure the kids. “And this is Jack Fraser, he’s on our side. He’s been working with Jacob.” She looked over at Scott who seemed to be in charge. “Tell them Scott.” 
 
    Scott ignored her and the rifles stayed aimed at them, Curly didn’t order the kids to stand down either. 
 
    She turned abruptly and headed for the backroom. She was pretty sure that was where Nick would be. “We haven’t got time for this. We need to see Nick and figure out what to do fast.” 
 
    Curly stopped her. “Why fast?” 
 
    “We’ve got about five minutes before every Hover in the country Unhazes, and VTroopers surround this Station.” 
 
    “Fuck, he’s in Com’s. Come on.” He looked at the kids with rifles. “Follow us and keep them covered.” 
 
    So Curly wasn’t taking any risks. 
 
    He walked ahead of them talking rapidly. “We’re not getting any feeds from any of the Drones, just one Satellite feed.” Curly looked at the VTrooper uniforms. “Maybe you should have got changed before coming here,” he said. 
 
    “The uniforms are what got us here,” said Jack as they half walked, half jogged to keep up with Curly. 
 
    Scott and the kids with the rifles followed, still looking hostile. 
 
    “I thought you’d be pleased just to see we were alive,” said Ela. She wasn’t sure she’d feel safe going around any corners until she got out of the uniform. 
 
    Curly glanced back at them. “Before the DroneCam went down we saw enough to work out you and two others might have survived.” 
 
      
 
    There was a rustle of nervousness as they entered the Coms room. Jack had only had that glimpse of Nick in the carpark since he’d seen the Vid of him being killed. It was hard to believe he was there, real, still alive. He looked older, and the scar on his cheek was new, but he still looked like Nick. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Nick asked Curly. 
 
    “Vector knows about the Station.” Curly nodded at Jack and Ela. “They say we’re surrounded right now.” 
 
     “The Hovers are just waiting for the squad to get in position,” Ela added. 
 
    “How long do we have?” 
 
    Jack looked at the feed on his Com. “Five, six minutes max.” It was strange to see Nick and Curly acting like they were in charge. There were twenty odd kids monitoring the screens in the Coms room, they’d passed heaps more on the way here, and Nick acted like he ran all this. 
 
    Jack got Leach’s tablet out of pouch sewn into the front of his uniform and pulled up the NavMap of the City and the NavMap that showed the movement of the StealthHovers, 
 
    While he was pulling it up Nick said. “You and Ela made it to the Vault and that’s why you survived?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Who were the other two with you? They looked like Vector.” 
 
    So, Nick had seen the Vid. “They are, or they were. They’re with me now.” 
 
    “How does that happen?” This explained why Nick was so reserved, it really sounded like he didn’t quite trust him. 
 
    “They’re mates. Jeron’s a Natural like Ela so he had an extra reason to get out and Levi….” Jack trailed off. It was hard to explain why Levi had followed him when he did. 
 
    “Jesus Jack, after Jacob protected the Vault for twenty years you took a couple of Vector Troopers there,” said Nick. 
 
    Okay, Ela said Nick would react like this. 
 
    “We can trust them.” 
 
    Nick huffed out a breath. “You better bloody be right.” 
 
    “Look at this.” An army was about to materialise, and Nick wanted to talk about who could be trusted? Now the arrows showing the position of the StealthHovers were stationary and virtually covered the City. “Outside you can see the normal City because they’re all in stealth mode, but they’re there. What’s the plan?” 
 
    Nick slowly released a breath. “Same plan, we get Jacob’s message out. We were going to disable everything then. The shields are in place. We don’t need to wait and find out how Vector will react. They’ve already shown us. But if you’re right and every Hover Vector has is up there, they’ll fall out of the sky when we cut the power, and nothing will survive. Do we want to risk that?” 
 
    “We can’t let them land and let out the VTroopers either. We’d be outnumbered thousands to one,” said Curly. 
 
    “There’s an alternative,” said Jack. 
 
    “We’re listening.” Curly changed the setting on the VidScreen so the NavMap of the City flicked up from the Tablet. 
 
    “There’s a FailSafe built into the Hovers.” 
 
    “And?” Must be something just the pilots knew. 
 
    “If there’s a catastrophic power failure, the autopilot takes over and the Hovers go back to the Base.” 
 
    Nick scratched his head. “Sounds bloody unlikely. And a bit too convenient for us.” 
 
    “But if it’s true, it buys us time. What if we disable everything, then send out the message once we’re holding the City?” 
 
    “What have we got to lose? If you’re right, the whole of Vector’s army will be stuck over the Harbour until they can figure out how to get back.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “It gives you time to get the message out before Vector can attack.” 
 
    Nick looked at Curly. “How long will it take to get ready.” 
 
    Curly pulled a Tablet sitting under the Screen closer. “I’m ready, I can do it now.” He said it like in seconds he could disable Vector. 
 
    Jack looked at his Com again. Still five minutes before the Mambas would land. He could hear orders going through in the chatter in his helmet. 
 
    He needed to get the squad into the Station before everything kicked off. Because if Jeron was right, even getting doors open was going to be a problem afterwards, and he didn’t want the rest of the squad outside when they could be defending this place. 
 
    “There is something I haven’t told you,” he said to Nick hesitantly. Nick had already given him a rocket about letting Jeron and Levi know about the Vault, he wasn’t going to accept another seven VTroopers too easily. 
 
    But the longer they stayed out there, the riskier it would get for them. Pretty soon someone was going to start asking questions. 
 
    And when Leach and that pilot did manage to get out of the cellar all hell would break loose as soon as Leach got to some form of communication. 
 
    “What?” Nick asked abruptly. 
 
    “It’s not just Levi and Jeron who came with me.” 
 
    “How many others?” 
 
    “All of them,” said Jack and waited for Nick to digest that. 
 
    “The whole squad?” 
 
    Jack nodded. He needed to get them all here ASAP and to convince Nick to give them sanctuary. 
 
    “And they’re going to work with us?” 
 
    Jack nodded. “If you’re fighting off the whole world, you need a real army. I’m offering you ten of the most highly trained troops Vector have. You need us.” 
 
    “Like a hole in the head,” said Nick. “You want me to trust a bunch of VTroopers after what’s happened? They’ll have to go against their parents, and most of them are Elite.” 
 
    “You can trust these ones. They’ve got nowhere else to go. They’ll follow me. We know the enemy and we’re trained.” He waved his arm at the Com centre Nick had set up on what had been the Station’s platform. “You can’t say that about any of these kids.” 
 
    Nick stared at him for a moment, then nodded. “If you’re sure.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” said Jack. He spoke into his Com. “Leave your post. You’ve got two minutes to get here,” he said. 
 
    “Copy that,” came from the others. 
 
    Now let’s see just how much autonomy Leach had. He spoke to control. “All clear here. Taking the squad to search the tunnels. But the place looks deserted. No sign of life.” That covered why he’d called all the squad into the Station. 
 
    “Copy that,” said whoever he was speaking to. “Report any signs of Insurgents.” 
 
    “Will do, out,” said Jack. 
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    JACK WATCHED THE KIDS with the rifles. The Station doors were open again, and the rest of the squad were coming in, lasers on the ground, hands on their heads. The fact they’d do that on his orders showed a lot of faith in him. 
 
    A couple of kids went past the squad and collected up the lasers, Nick and Curly hadn’t given him or Ela their lasers back either. This was starting to look like an uneasy truce and not working together he like he’d thought it would be. Maybe once the surge of power had gone through the system and disabled the StealthHovers Nick and Curly would start to believe him. 
 
    Curly was watching the squad too. “I didn’t realise Jacob had killed me off a year ago.” 
 
    “You and Nick both.” He hoped Nick and Curly’s lot weren’t going to get trigger happy. He didn’t know how he’d deal with that. “I would have had Jacob on about it, but Vector got to him first.” 
 
    Curly’s released a breath with a hiss. “He’s dead?” He secured the door behind the squad. “You lot, sit there.” 
 
    He nodded at the foyer floor then turned to the kids holding the rifles. “Any of them move, shoot them.” 
 
    Scott nodded and supervised stacking the lasers up in a corner. 
 
    Jack was pretty sure the squad could have got to them and had those kids disarmed or dead before even one got a shot off if they wanted, but he didn’t bother to enlighten Curly. He’d told the squad to cooperate and so far, they had. 
 
    “Yeah, Jacob’s dead. Now let’s get this show started.” 
 
    They moved back to the Coms room fast. 
 
    “I’m really sorry, Ela,” said Curly “We weren’t sure.” 
 
    “I’m sorry too,” said Ela. “Now we’re going to make sure we finish what he started.” Ela sounded fierce. 
 
    Nick was still at the main VidScreen watching the Cityscape “Any more of the enemy you want to bring in before we start?” he asked. Curly sat down beside him. 
 
    Jack shook his head. “Everyone we’re going to need is here.” He looked around the Station, taking it all in. Ela had tried to tell him about how Curly and Nick had set their base up, but she didn’t convey how big it was or how many kids were hiding here. It was way more crowded than he’d expected. 
 
    “You’ve got a good set up,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, all the comforts of home.” Curly was flicking through feeds on the screen in front of him. Scott joined them. 
 
    “What about our guests?” asked Nick. 
 
    “They’re under control,” said Scott and studied the screen. It still showed the City at work. A few Elite about, not many, the silver light was the same, occasionally MonoRail carriages flashed by. 
 
    “Standby,” said Curly. “This better work.” He touched an Icon, and nothing happened. 
 
    “How long should it take?” asked Jack. There was silence around the Coms room, everyone focused on the VidScreen. Then slowly the silver light in the sky turned black, as StealthHover after StealthHover Unhazed. 
 
    “They’re going to land!” Ela sounded horrified. There were so many of them, if they landed, they’d crush half the City. 
 
    Or maybe O’Hara was wrong, and instead of going back to Base the Hovers were about to fall out of the sky. 
 
    Then slowly, like a wounded animal the closest Mamba turned 90 degrees to the east. All the others around it were doing the same. 
 
    Jack picked up Leach’s Tablet and sure enough, the arrows on the NapMap had turned towards the Base. 
 
    O’Hara was right. If the power failed, the StealthHovers were programmed to return to Base. 
 
    “It’s working,” said Nick on an explosion of breath. “They’re leaving.” The sky on the VidScreen was still black, but the tide was moving away across the Harbour. 
 
    They could see the flash from the MonoRail still. It was still working, and the lights from Humicrib and the University were still there, but most of the other buildings in the City were bathed in the darkness created by the blanket of StealthHovers lumbering home. 
 
    “We’ve disabled the City. Vector’s going,” Curly breathed. 
 
    “Looks like it,” said Jack. 
 
    “How long do you think it will take them to regroup?” asked Nick. 
 
    “No idea.” Jack straightened up and stretched a bit. Jeron seemed to know something about that. He’d ask him. 
 
    Nick turned back to the screen and studied the Cam he had up. Now, just the City. It looked duller. Just the few buildings they’d protected with shields were still shining. 
 
    “Jacob made you join the enemy; how did he manage that?” Nick asked. 
 
    “He didn’t give me any choice.” 
 
     “Jacob was good at that. Ela said he told you we were dead.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “Yeah, he said Vincent killed you.” 
 
    “Bloody nearly did,” Nick touched the scar on his cheek and looked grim. “Last night, Curly couldn’t get though the shields, the message kept bouncing back and then suddenly Jacob wasn’t there anymore. Do you know what happened?” 
 
    Jack nodded. “Vector bombed his house. This morning we found his body.” 
 
    Nick looked down at his desk. When he looked up there were tears in his eye. “Fuck,” he said. “And he was still in the house when they bombed it?” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “No, he’d been shot.” He still couldn’t believe Jacob was gone. He’d known him all his life. He watched the screen. Now most of the arrows were over the Harbour. “After Jacob’s house went up, I saw the Hovers pass overhead in stealth mode. I thought we’d been invaded.” 
 
    “But it wasn’t an invasion?” 
 
    “No,” said Jack. “I think it was an extermination.” 
 
    Nick leaned his elbows on the desktop. “And what’s left?” he asked. 
 
    “Outside the City, everything has gone.” Everything they knew when they were growing up had been destroyed. That was hard to accept too. 
 
    “What do you mean gone?” asked Curly. 
 
    “It’s scorched earth. Nothing from the mountain to here has survived. We headed back in a Viper and saw nothing until we hit the Barrier and entered the City.” 
 
    Nick nodded. “And the town?” 
 
    “Gone. And every town we could see. It’s all gone.” 
 
    Nick stood up and went over to another screen and stared at it silently. It showed an old feed of the Hinterland, green and rich, the way it had been. 
 
    Jack let out a slow breath. “Do you know where the people are?” he asked. It wasn’t just his mother and Fitzgerald he was asking about. Thousands and thousands of people in the area had just disappeared. They’d only found Jacob’s body, nobody else’s. 
 
    Curly waved at the main Screen and then keyed in the time of the raid on the town. Jack could see all the townspeople lined up the way they had been. Then Curly skipped forward through the Vid, and the people were marched like a long snake along the road, all the way to the OutPost. He watched the Barrier lift and the mass of people snaked into the carpark. The feed cut out then. 
 
    “That is the last we’ve seen of them,” said Curly. “We hope they’re being held there if it survived. But they could be anywhere. It would only a dozen or so troop carriers to take them somewhere else.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “What about Mum and Fitzgerald?” Curly’s mum and dad were dead, and Nick’s must be part of the snake of people who’d disappeared into the OutPost. 
 
    Curly waved at the Screen to stop the feed, and the Array he’d been looking at flashed up again. “Sorry Jack. We don’t know. For all we know, the only Locals alive are the ones in the City.” 
 
    “Kids?” 
 
    Nick nodded. “The ones that are here and the ones locked up in the University. That’s why we installed a shield there. But there don’t seem to be any Local adults anywhere. They’ve disappeared.” 
 
    The Locals had been culled, and just the viable breeding stock were left. He’d seen all the younger kids that still lived with their parents being separated out and loaded onto a Hover. He’d bet the Administration had them locked up somewhere. They wouldn’t want to damage future breeding stock. But the adults had passed their use by date and would only be trouble. The kids here in the Station were probably the oldest Locals alive. There was no way Mon would have left his mum and Fitzgerald if they were still living. 
 
    “Where else did you put shields?” He figured that’s why Ela and Nick were at Humicrib. And now he knew the University had protection too, so what else did? 
 
    “Water treatment plant, sewerage system, Hospital, anything we thought we’d still need when we took over. We couldn’t decide about the Com’s, so we fixed it so our system would work, and the Administrations wouldn’t,” said Curly. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Nick. “Vector’s not the only lot with enough sense to plan for catastrophic failure.” He turned back to the screen. “Now we need to get ready to get Jacob’s message out. We got a copy?” 
 
    Curly shook his head. “No, Jacob never sent us one. It was all set up to send it out from his place.” 
 
    Jack fished in his uniform pocket and held up the memory stick with Jacob’s message on. “Here’s one he prepared earlier.” He handed it to Curly. 
 
    “How did you get that?” Curly took the memory stick. 
 
    “Jacob left it at the Vault.” 
 
    “Of all places,” said Nick. “He never made anything easy.” He linked his hands behind his head and stretched. “The rest of the world’s asleep now, no point in getting the message out there yet, we need maximum impact before the Administration find a way to stop it. And we’ve got some tidying up to do. There’s still VTroopers at the University. We’ve wiped out Vector’s communication system for now, but they may have a backup for that.” he turned to Jack. “Anyone of your guys know anything about that?” 
 
    “No idea.” 
 
    “I might go and ask them.” Nick headed for the foyer. 
 
    Jack wasn’t sure he liked Nick’s tone. He followed him. “You’ll ask them nicely,” he said. 
 
    Nick snorted. “You’re outnumbered here Jack; I’ll ask them any way I bloody like.” 
 
    In the foyer, the squad were still sitting on the floor, their backs to the wall. They looked relaxed. Not quite lounging, but not threatened either and no hands-on heads. 
 
    It looked like Levi had joked about something, and couple of the kids were cracking up. Rocco was folding a scrap of paper he’d got from somewhere into a tiny crane, complete with wings and beak. Two girls had rested their rifles against a bench and were kneeling close to him watching. 
 
    So much for Nick’s army. 
 
    Rocco looked up as Jack and Nick came into the foyer. “What’s happening, Boss?” he asked. 
 
    “We’ve disabled the Hovers for a while, so we’ve bought some time,” said Jack.  
 
    “We need you to answer some questions,” said Nick.  
 
    Jack got in first and asked Dante, “Do Vector have a backup if their communications go out?” Nick had better not overstep the mark. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Dante. “Of course.” 
 
    “How long before its up and running?” asked Nick. 
 
    “Immediately. They’ve got an emergency band everyone is meant to switch to.” Dante nodded at Leach’s tablet. “You should be able to tune in on that.” 
 
    “There’s an Icon,” said Dante. “Red, with the danger sign. 
 
    Jack slid the screen back to the desktop, and there it was the white circle with the slash through it, the international danger signal. He should have figured that himself. 
 
    He hit the Icon, and an Array came up. 
 
    “We’re in,” he said. “Orders, maps, general chatter.” Maybe it would come through Leach’s Com as a feed. He touched his headpiece, and the chatter started up again. He handed the Tablet to Nick. 
 
    Nick studied it. “It looks like they’re getting organised. 
 
    Jack nodded. The orders were coming through the headpiece in a stream. Nothing for him yet. In the confusion, maybe they’d forgotten the squad was here. “It’s still going to take them time to figure out how to get here. With the Hovers grounded they’ve got the choice of the bridge, the MonoRail and a few boats on the Harbour.” 
 
    Nick flicked through some of the feeds. “Okay, looks like they’re trying to coordinate the troopers left on this side.” 
 
    “Any idea how many?” 
 
    Nick shook his head. “But they are ordering them to head for the Administration Building. They’re making that the command centre on this side.” 
 
    That made sense. “The Administration are holing up there?” 
 
    Nick grinned. “They’ve got no choice but to hole up there. With no power, the doors won’t open. And everything is super secure, bulletproof glass, deadlocks on everything. Every bigwig in the Administration is locked in until they figure out how to get the doors open or smash their way out.” 
 
    “Brilliant,” said Jack. “And the rest of the City?” 
 
    “The same. Wherever anyone was when the power failed, they’re there until we let them out. The Elite kids in their University, shops, apartment buildings, office blocks, they’re all trapped. Until Vector and the Administration get their shit together, we only have to worry about the few Elite who were outside when the surge went through and a few troopers.” 
 
    Yeah, it was brilliant. But what was most important? Stop the Administration from getting their act together or stop Vector from getting into the City? 
 
     “Curly to hack into that band, so we have it on the VidScreens,” said Nick. 
 
    Curly nodded. 
 
    “Dante could do it,” offered Jack. He’d done it in the Hover. 
 
    “I can manage,” said Curly. “Then we need to figure out how we’re going to get those kids out of the University before Vector or the Administration start using them as leverage.” 
 
    Curly was right. That had to be the priority, and he knew just who should do it. “You and Curly sort things out here,” Jack said to Nick. “I’ll take the squad, and we’ll bring those kids back. Some sort of disturbance to distract Vector would be good.” 
 
    Nick stared at him, undecided. This was it. Was he going to trust the squad or not? 
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 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THEN NICK NODDED. “Yeah, that makes sense, you could probably talk your way in and then get the kids out. With no personal Coms working we can’t send them a CatchingFire and get them out that way. What sort of disturbance do you need?” 
 
    “Something like the explosion near Humicrib.” 
 
    Nick brought up the NavMap of the City on the Tablet, then handed the Tablet back. “At the library?” 
 
     “Yeah, that’ll do,” said Jack. The library was half a block away from the University. 
 
    “When do you need it to happen.” 
 
    “Half an hour. Just give me time to brief the guys and get there.” 
 
    Nick nodded, then turned to the kids meant to be guarding the squad. A couple were just idly fiddling with their rifles. The rest had put them down. They could do with some training on focus and weapons safety. 
 
    “You can put the guns away,” said Nick. “They’re on our side.” 
 
    Finally. 
 
    Suddenly all the squad members were up on their feet and looking like soldiers again. Even Levi had shaken off the relaxed, funny guy pose and was standing like he was waiting for orders. 
 
    Jack turned to Nick. “You got a briefing room with a VidScreen?” for one last time he’d pretend to be Leach and get the kids out of harm’s way then he and Nick could work together in this fight against the Administration. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Nick. “Use the backroom.” 
 
    “Coming Fraser?” Jack asked Ela. She knew the City better than any of the squad did, so he’d take her. Besides he wanted to keep her with him to make sure she was safe. 
 
    She grinned at him. “Yessir,” she said. 
 
      
 
    In Nick’s office, he had the City NavMap up on the Screen. Jeron was perched on the side of Nick’s desk, and the rest of the squad were taking up wall space. Nick must usually keep the numbers in his office down as there were only a couple of chairs. Levi and Rocco had commandeered them. 
 
    “You heard,” said Jack. He was up the front by the screen. Funny the longer he pretended to be Leach, the more he acted like him. “Our goal is to get the kids out of the University before anything kicks off. Yesterday there was a platoon of Troopers stationed there to guard them. They’re probably still there. And probably wondering what the hell is going on. We know they arrived in a Mamba and the last we saw that was front and centre on the quad. Probably being used as the base for the platoon.” 
 
    “What are we going to do about it?” Rocco leaned forward his elbows on the desktop. 
 
    “Won’t need to do anything. Hopefully, the thing has been immobilised. Or returned to base. Our biggest problem is going to be with whoever is in charge, but I’ll deal with that when we get there.” Jack turned back to the Screen. “We’re here. Our Viper’s here.” He hit the two locations with his hand. “The University is here. We take the Viper, Levi thinks he can get us into it, O’Hara will override the autopilot then get us to the University. We turn up in a Hover and we’ve got credibility.” 
 
    “Then what?” asked Levi. 
 
    “We bluff our way in. Take control. When Nick’s explosion goes off, I send the VTroopers to deal with it, we get the kids out, and then we get the hell out of there too.” 
 
    He waited for nods from everyone. 
 
    “Right? Ready to go?” 
 
    “Ready,” came straight back at him. 
 
    “Back to the Viper then,” said Jack. 
 
      
 
    Ela strode along beside the squad trying to match the way they were moving. Jack said to just stick with him, and he’d bluff his way through. But what if someone realised, he wasn’t Leach? She guessed it was fine as long as he kept the helmet on, she hadn’t recognised him the first time she saw him in uniform. 
 
    It was nerve-wracking, walking along like they owned the place and the few people still on the streets cringing out of their way. They stopped at the square where they’d landed. Nothing was there. 
 
    “Maybe it’s still Hazed,” said Hood. 
 
    Ela studied the empty space. It didn’t look like that to her. There was always that disturbance in the air if something was Hazed. 
 
    “Nah,” said O’Hara. “It’s gone home.” 
 
    “Thought it needed passengers,” said Rocco. 
 
    O’Hara shrugged. “Maybe it thought it had one. The pilot’s Locate and helmet were on the co-pilot’s seat. That’d be enough for the autopilot.” 
 
    Rocco settled his laser more comfortable on his shoulder. “We’ve got no transport then?” 
 
    “I could hotwire an Eco” 
 
    Jack looked at Levi, then the few parked vehicles nearby. They all looked just for fun. No credibility there. 
 
    “Not worth it,” said Jack. “We’re on foot.” 
 
    When they reached the gateway to the University, the guard came over to them. “Do you know what’s going on?” he asked. 
 
    The StealthHover Ela had seen in the Vid at the Station had gone, just like the Viper had. Like homing pigeons. 
 
    “Power failure. They’re working on it,” said Jack. “I’m taking control here.” 
 
    “Glad someone is,” said the guard. 
 
    “Where’s your commanding officer?” 
 
    Jack acted out being in charge, if he was worried about being found out, it didn’t show. 
 
    “Only the sergeant left. The rest of them were in the Mamba when it took off.” Ela looked at Jack. He’d have no trouble taking charge. A captain outranked a sergeant. Didn’t he?  
 
    The guard hit the screen, and the gate opened. “I don’t know what the poor kids in here did to deserve all this attention.” 
 
    “Radical insurgents,” said Jack. The guard looked at him like he doubted that was true. 
 
    Inside the gates, Ela could see a group of about forty VTroopers standing around. They didn’t look very organised or fierce. 
 
    “What’s the plan,” asked Hood as they were walking across the Quad towards the soldiers. 
 
    Ela saw Jack shake his head. “I make sure everyone accepts I’m giving the orders, then we wait for Nick and his explosion and go from there.” 
 
    They got to within a few metres of the VTroopers. 
 
    “Wait, stay alert,” said Jack. “Anything goes wrong, take cover and start shooting.” 
 
    Ela watched as the other squad members nodded. They all talked tough, but she’d been with them for nearly a day, and so far no one had shot anyone. Maybe it would stay that way. 
 
    Then Jack marched around the milling VTroopers. When he got to the front, he spoke to one, then stood on the steps facing them all. 
 
    The one he’d spoken to bellowed, “Attention.” 
 
    The others looked at Jack standing on the steps, his hands behind his back waiting. And he looked like what he was pretending to be, someone who had the right to be in charge of all these men. The squad snapped to attention, and after a bit of shuffling to get into lines, so did the VTroopers. 
 
    Step one accomplished. They accepted Jack was in command. 
 
    He was just about to speak when there was an almighty explosion. She’d been expecting it. But it was louder and more ferocious than she expected, and the aftershock and heat wave that followed it nearly knocked her over. 
 
    She saw Jack take a step back too and then recover. 
 
    “Sergeant,” he ordered. “Take your men and investigate. We’ll carry on here.” 
 
    “Yessir,” said the Sergeant and even though she couldn’t see his face through his helmet, his body language was urgent. 
 
    “Follow me,” he ordered and swung around to the back of the VTroopers, then marched them in the whomp, whomp, whomp, marching style they always used. Like a bulldozer pushing everything in front of them. 
 
    As they went out the gate, Jack called the rest of the squad over. “Now to get the kids out, before that lot gets back.” 
 
      
 
    Inside the building, the kids seemed to be totally unaware anything was wrong. They wandered around carrying Tablets and bags going to lectures or heading back to the dorm just like this was a normal day. Once Vector stopped shooting to get information, everything went back to normal. 
 
    Jack stopped in the corridor of the theatre building. Kids scattered the way they always did, looking frightened. The squad gathered around. 
 
    “I’ll clear the lecture theatres, with Levi, Jeron and Ela. The rest of you clear the dorms. Do it as low key as possible. We don’t want to cause a panic. Go into each dorm. Tell them to pack the essentials and assemble in the Quad. Once they’re in the Quad, Ela can talk to them, enough of them should recognise her and trust her.” 
 
    “They’re going to think it’s a trap,” said Ela. “No one gave Nick away when Vector was shooting them, why are they going to believe me when I’m dressed like this? They’ll just refuse to go.” 
 
    Ela had a point. They might be able to move the kids out dorm by dorm, and classroom by classroom and get them all in the Quad, but what then? 
 
    Maybe it would be easier to just leave them here, fight off the VTroopers when they came back and if Vector did get away from the Base, protect the kids for as long as necessary. 
 
    No, Nick was right, if Vector got control of these kids, they’d hold them hostage. That’s how they’d controlled the Locals for the last fifty years. Why would now be any different? They needed to be at the Station with the others. 
 
    He’d stick with the plan, but he needed someone here the kids would trust. Jack pulled out Leach’s Tablet. Nick was supposed to be monitoring the feed, he’d get him to send someone. 
 
    Then with Ela, Jeron and Levi they swept through the corridors, going from lecture theatre to lecture theatre, ordering the kids out to the Quad, watching for problems, but all they found were kids and lecturers. 
 
    The question was, how much trouble would the kids be? They had to know something was wrong. They would all have lost contact with their parents. Would they try to fight back? Would they try to stop the University being evacuated?  
 
    Then Jack heard Leach’s call sign. Vector had finally remembered them. 
 
    Levi and Jeron were coming out of the Lecture Theatre behind him, a tide of kids in front of them, headed for the Quad.  
 
    “Carry on clearing out the Lecture Theatres,” he said to them. They nodded and Ela disappeared into the next Theatre, Jeron followed her and Levi was left to herd the kids. 
 
    Jack touched the side of the helmet. “Leach,” he said. 
 
    “Report position.” 
 
    “At the University. Found nothing at the RatsNest. Following up a report of a disturbance here.” 
 
    “Status?” asked the voice. 
 
    He looked around. “All clear,” he said. “Regular troops checking the perimeter.” 
 
    Then he heard, “Jack, need you here,” in his helmet. Jeron must have come up against something he couldn’t handle. 
 
    He strode to through the door to the Theatre and there were about fifty kids about to swarm towards Jeron. Jeron was lifting his laser but didn’t seem to know whether to open fire or not. Another kid was halfway down the side of room, an arm around Ela’s neck and a knife to her throat, another kid covering both of them with her laser. 
 
    “Get out, or we’ll kill her, and take a few of you with us,” said the kid, distraught. 
 
    Jack strode at the kids. “Like fuck, you will,” he stormed. They couldn’t possibly think they could get away with this, and the others must know if Jeron really had been a VTrooper they were committing suicide. “She’s trying to help you.” 
 
    The two kids looked startled at the black fury roaring towards them and hesitated long enough for Ela to grab the hand that had the knife at her throat, push herself away from him and stumble back, while Jack wrenched the laser out of the kid’s hand, spun him around and hit him in the gut with the butt. 
 
    “Now do as you’re told. Nick sent us.” He picked the kid up and pushed him at the other. “This is a CatchingFire, we’re trying to get you out of here without anyone getting hurt.” 
 
    The two kids looked back at him like they didn’t know whether to believe him or not. Then started to move over with the others. 
 
    “You all right?” he asked Ela as he helped her up. 
 
    She nodded, and he put his arms around her. He was bloody stupid bringing her with them. 
 
    Now Jeron was covering all the kids properly, and their suicidal impulses seemed to have gone. 
 
    “Get them outside with the others,” he ordered Jeron, still holding Ela close. He couldn’t believe the cloud of fury that had soared through him when he saw the two kids threatening her. Then he realised how closely he was holding her to him, and all he felt was an overwhelming need to protect her. 
 
    Ela looked up at him puzzled. “Jack?” she asked. 
 
    He grinned at her. “I seem to be coming right,” he said. “Now let’s go and get this lot to safety.” 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    Jack watched the local kids swarm into the Station Control Room, relief lit up their faces. 
 
    They’d done as they were told at the University, but he wasn’t sure whether it was the laser’s the squad were holding or the fact they recognised Katie and Scott. 
 
    But after the attack on Ela, there had been no more trouble. They’d followed instructions and got here. 
 
    He leaned his laser against the wall and took off Leach’s helmet so chatter in his ears stopped. Curly had that frequency on the monitors now so he didn’t need to listen to it anymore. Someone else could deal with it. 
 
    Ela wandered over and leaned on the wall beside him. She still had the pilot’s uniform on but had got rid of her helmet too. The short shaggy hair looked all messed up from the helmet and framed her eyes. 
 
    She really was beautiful. 
 
    She watched the next wave of kids coming into the Station, then nodded at the ones still being processed. “It’s going to be my job to remove their Locates. It’ll take forever.” 
 
    Silver eyes with charcoal lashes looked at him. It had been her eyes that he’d noticed when they first met, and it was her eyes he’d remembered most when Jacob kept them apart. 
 
    “Do you have anyone to help you?” he asked. 
 
    “Some of the girls have been doing nursing degrees,” she said. “They’ll help. And we have a good hospital space here.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen it.” 
 
    “Offer to help bandage up wrists and you will.” Ela smiled again. 
 
    He returned the smile. “I’m not sure I’m that desperate to see the hospital. Philippe’s the Medic, I’ll send him.” 
 
    Ela turned a little and took his hand. “Thanks for saving me.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” And this time he didn’t pull away from her. 
 
    She looked at their linked hands, then smiled up at him again. “I couldn’t believe it when you charged at those kid yelling. It’s the first time I’ve seen you get angry like you used to. I thought Vector had taken that away from you too.” 
 
    He nodded. Somewhere in the back of his mind that overwhelming love he’d felt a year ago and the need to hold her flickered. 
 
    He moved his hand to her cheek; his fingers outlined the shape of her face, her eyes held his, and all the kids swirling around faded from his consciousness. 
 
    “They took a lot away from me,” he said softly. “But I think I’m getting it back.” As he’d charged to her rescue, the adrenaline surging through his body seemed to have cleared his mind. 
 
    Ela covered his hand with hers, still looking up at him. Her eyes, and the shape of her lips, and the texture of her skin familiar and welcoming, and the longing he always felt when he was with her was there in the back of his mind for a moment. 
 
    He lowered his head. “Let’s get out of here,” he suggested. 
 
    “Where to?” He could hear the same longing in Ela’s voice. 
 
    “Nick’s office?” He didn’t know any other private area in this place. 
 
    Ela nodded. He grabbed his helmet and laser then they pushed through the kids milling around. 
 
      
 
    Jack shut the office door shut, then drew Ela into his arms. None of the dread of being near her was there anymore. 
 
    His lips touched hers, tentatively, and he felt her response and the longing flared. Even in coats, compression suits and Leach’s Tablet in the pouch, her closeness and warmth were everything he wanted. 
 
    He pulled her closer. She slid her hands under his coat, then rested her head on his shoulder and he could feel his heart beating in time to her breathing. 
 
    “Do you think Nick knows what he’s doing?” she asked. 
 
    He released a breath. She really was beautiful. But she always liked to talk things to death. 
 
    “I think he’s hoping the rest of the world will help us when they know the truth if we can just hold Vector and the Administration at bay long enough.” 
 
    “Do you think they will help?” Ela asked. “There’s a theory that because nobody can have kids and the population is shrinking so fast, the world can survive now. Will people want to change that?” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “Don’t know.” Jack shrugged. “We won’t know until we try it.” 
 
    “And how are we going to feed all these kids? Nothing is working, when we run out of the food stored here, then what?” 
 
     “Don’t think too far ahead,” he suggested. Right now making love to her was as far ahead as he could be bothered thinking. 
 
    She nodded and smiled, then reached up and kissed him again. 
 
    But she was right. Even if Jacob’s plan did work, they could all starve. It wasn’t only the Administration and Vector retaliating they had to worry about. 
 
    Still, nothing had been destroyed. 
 
    Hopefully, once they’d got rid of the Quarantine, they could get everything going again and find some way to carry on. 
 
    She said quietly. “I missed you.” 
 
    “Me too,” he said, then he kissed her the way he’d been longing to for a year. He felt her fingers run through his hair. 
 
    They might have to eat Elite food for a while with the farms all destroyed, but while they were rebuilding, no one getting pregnant would be a good thing. 
 
    He looked over at the daybed and the pile blankets there. None of it looked comfortable. 
 
    “Do you have a room here?” he asked and felt her nod. “That’s where we should have gone.” 
 
    Ela nodded, her lips looked redder and softer now. She reached up and kissed him again and the missing year became a memory and everything he’d felt for her came flooding back. 
 
    He slid his hands under her coat and rested them on her hips. Compression suits were not the most convenient things to get in and out of. And the last time they’d made love, he’d been prepared, he’d had condoms in his pocket, he didn’t this time. 
 
    But Ela had been eating Elite food for the last year so did that matter? 
 
    She stepped back and slipped her hand into his. “Come on, we’ll go to my room.” 
 
    He hesitated. Someone was sure to need one of them soon. About now, the rest of the world would be getting out of bed, and they needed to get the message out there and convince the world about Genus6 before the Administration and Vector had time to get organised. 
 
    To hell with it. Ela wanted this as much as he did. 
 
    “Okay.” He turned to grab his helmet and laser and heard a Txt notification from his Com. He should ignore it. 
 
    “I thought Curly said personal Coms weren’t working,” said Ela. 
 
    He found the Com in his pocket and the read the Txt. 
 
    “Looks like Nick found a way round that.” Probably directed the link from his helmet. 
 
    Where are you?  said the Txt. 
 
    He hit the Connect. “What’s up?” Nick was trying to save the world; he probably should help him. 
 
    “We need your Tablet to break back into the Administration’s system to get the message out. All the shields they put up to stop Jacob broadcasting are still there, so we need to find another way.” 
 
    “Hear that?” he asked Ela. 
 
    She shrugged then nodded. “Later?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah later, save the world, then make love.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’ve got your priorities right?” 
 
    He laughed and picked up the helmet. “It’s a bastard.” Then he grabbed the laser and they went and found Nick and Curly. 
 
      
 
    Curly flicked through the Icons on the Tablet and tried a couple of things. 
 
    “Any luck?” asked Nick. 
 
    Curly shook his head. “Can’t find any pathways.” 
 
    “What about using Status?” Ela asked. 
 
    “Only kids use Status.” Curly stared at the code on the Screen. 
 
    “Yes,” said Ela. “But if they see the message and think it’s interesting, they’ll post it everywhere. That’s what kids do. All you want to do is get it past the Administration. They’ll do it for you.” 
 
    Nick nodded. “What do you think?” he asked Curly. 
 
    “Could work,” said Curly. He touched the Status Icon on the Screen and feeds from kids all over the world started scrolling by. 
 
    “Can you take over the feed and post Jacobs message so that’s all we see?” 
 
    “No,” said Curly. “We just have to get the kids’ attention.” He played with the screen and brought up the Vid of Jake and Tom dying. “This’ll get their attention.” He flashed it into Status and then overlaid Jacob’s message on top of it like a commentary. 
 
    Almost immediately the number of shares scrolled faster than they could follow. 
 
    “It’s being shared,” said Curly.  
 
    “Do another one,” Nick ordered. 
 
    This time the Vid with the kids at the University being questioned and shot came up. Curly posted that to Status, with Jacobs message overlaying it, and the numbers went crazy again. Then the Locals getting shot in the main street of Paeroa 
 
    Nick straightened up and called for silence in the Coms room. When he had everyone’s attention he said quietly, “Anyone on a monitor, go to Status, find all the Vids of atrocities Vector have committed in the last year and overlay them with Jacob’s message the way Curly just did. The world won’t be able to ignore this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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