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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    WE’RE RIGHT ON the bush line when Nick hears the Hovers. He drops to a crouch then signals at me to get down and stay low. 
 
    “Get my glasses, Jack. They’re on top.” Nick’s voice is barely a whisper. 
 
    I drop too and ease up to him. Mon’s hackles rise. He skulks back and lies low, head on paws, back legs ready for action. 
 
    I flip Nick’s pack open, grab the binoculars, hand them to him, then lie down. I move my rifle to scope what’s going on. I can’t see anything unusual. 
 
    Nick stretches out too. He wipes the binocular lenses with his cuff, carefully pushes the ferns aside, and holds the fronds down. He adjusts the focus and studies the valley below us. After a while, he hands the binoculars over and points to the farm buildings nestled in the valley. He folds his arms and rests his chin on his wrist guard. 
 
    I glass the buildings again. I still don’t see anything but hear a faint whomp, whomp, whomp noise. Then a hole in appears in the sky. The hole starts to shimmer. I focus on the shimmering. 
 
    A StealthHover materialises, a massive black triangle with a silver V etched from wingtip to wingtip. The troopship must have had its cloaking device activated to sneak up like that. Another comes out of the air, then another, and another, and another. They unhaze and settle on the ground in front of the barn. 
 
    “Vector.” I’m speaking as quietly as Nick did. This is my fault. I knew they were coming. 
 
    Nick nods without lifting his head. “We’re too late.” 
 
    I hand the binoculars back, ease the rifle into position again, and scope the farm buildings. There’s a pause, and then the Hovers lift their wings the way ducks dry their feathers. VTroops stream out of the open doors like black fury. The visors on their helmets hide their faces. Their coats stir around their legs. The sound of boots on the ground echoes up from the valley to the bush line. I’m beside Nick, flat and silent, watching through the crosshairs. 
 
    The armed VTroops move into position and surround the house. One kicks in the door and five of them storm inside. Then two come out dragging old man Stevens. They throw Stevens on the ground. He lies very still. Old lady Stevens follows, dragged by two more VTroopers. She gets thrown too, tries to stand but is hit by the butt of a laser gun and falls back down. She stays as still as the old man. 
 
    Three girls, one around eighteen, come out the door clustered together. A VTrooper walks behind them, laser held ready. The older girl breaks free of the cluster and runs. A guard grabs her and pushes her back with the others. 
 
    It’s all like a Vid with the sound turned down. 
 
    Then, two men dressed differently to the rest, no helmets and their coats almost brushing the ground, march up to the old people. They stand over them. One shoots old Stevens and his wife. Just two shots, point blank. 
 
    Me and Nick hear the resonance of the girls’ screams float up from the valley. We’ve watched Vector murder two old people, and there’s nothing we can do about it. 
 
    I look at Nick. He’s still staring through the binoculars. 
 
    The troopers start smashing stuff, systematically demolishing the farm buildings, every glasshouse, every outbuilding. It’s all smashed or burned. Completely destroyed. It doesn’t take long, maybe half an hour at the most. 
 
    When they’ve finished, the VTroopers drag the girls to one of the Hovers. The doors close. The shimmer starts again, and slides across the wings until all that is left in the air is a black hole. Then the other three Hovers disappear, leaving broken glass, crushed plants, and burning timber. And the bodies dead in the ruins. 
 
    The evening light filters through the trees. I rest my forehead on my wristband and lie there under the ferns. “I should have come as soon as I knew.” 
 
    Nick pushes himself up so he’s sitting. “You said it was just about rogue plants.” He looks as shocked as I am and sounds accusing. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what Curley’s papers said, and Vector weren’t coming until next month.” I stand. Smoke winds silently across the valley. I pick up my rifle slowly like it’s heavy. I knew old Stevens had his grandkids living with him. He was hiding them OffGrid. I knew this would happen if Vector found the kids. If I’d come as soon as I found out or even this morning, we could’ve got them away. We shouldn’t have gone hunting first. I hang my rifle over my shoulder. If I’d done anything differently, I could have stopped this happening. 
 
    “Do you think they’ll come back?” asks Nick. 
 
    “They haven’t left much to come back for.” I start going down the hill. “I’m going to bury them,” I say. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It keeps coming back to me, the Stevens’ place crushed and burned, and the old guy and his wife lying dead. I can’t figure out how I’m going to live with it. All me and Nick did was bury them. 
 
    We don’t go and see Jacob on the way home like we know we should. He’s not going to see wanting to get in a hunt first as a good reason for letting two old people die. My boss’s not big on procrastination. 
 
      
 
    When we get back to town, Nick doesn’t take off and go straight home like he planned. He comes back to my place because we need to do something about what’s just happened, but we haven’t figured out what yet. We get to the pub real late. I stick Mon is his kennel, and we go inside. 
 
    Nick follows me through the back door. “I think maybe we should try damage control first.” 
 
    I nod. “Send emails to all the other farms. Warn them about an early visit by Vector.” 
 
    “Yeah, and maybe I should check with Curley to see if he’s heard anything.” 
 
    I start upstairs. “Or maybe we should go see Jacob after all. Ask him.” I’m trying to avoid Mum. I don’t want her to know I just got two old people killed. 
 
     Nick’s just behind me. “No, not Jacob yet. I figure we’ll be lucky to survive telling him what’s happened.” 
 
    I can’t argue with that. 
 
    Mum must have heard us arrive because she appears at the bottom of the stairs. “Fitzgerald was here looking for you. He came in earlier.” 
 
    “Where’s he now?” I ask. 
 
    Me and Nick are standing there, half up and half down, like neither of us can decide which way to go. 
 
    Mum studies me standing there on the staircase. “He said you’re to go to the station as soon as you get back.” That’s what my mum does, watches me, and usually has some opinion about my behaviour. 
 
    “What does he want?” Fitzgerald’s the local cop. Not Vector. Deals with stuff like drink driving, fights at parties and vandalism. 
 
    “Maybe it’s Fitzgerald we should talk to,” says Nick. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Are you in trouble again, Jack?” 
 
    I’ve had a lot more to do with Fitzgerald over the last few years than Mum’s happy with. “Don’t know.” 
 
    “What’s gone wrong?” 
 
    “Can’t tell you.” Don’t know how much she knows or if she’s in on it or not. I make the decision. “Got to see Fitzgerald.” I figure he had a job to do when I got arrested, and he’s all right actually. He can be trusted. 
 
    I come back down the stairs. Nick follows. Mum stands there watching us. Even I know this isn’t the way I usually act, sort of undecided and ambivalent, and Mum’s known me longer than anyone. 
 
    When we’re nearly at the bottom, she says quietly, “It’s happening again.” It hits me like an echo. She’s said it as if her heart’s going to break. I heard her sound like that before Dad left. 
 
    I go down the last step, walk over to Mum and put my arms around her the way she used to with me. “It’s okay. Mum. I’m just the messenger boy.” 
 
    But Mum doesn’t buy that. She’s holding on to me like she’ll never let go. “Jack, whatever Jacob and Fitzgerald have planned for you, tell them you won’t do it.” Her head is against my shoulder, and her voice is muffled. “I can’t lose you too.” 
 
    I need to get moving. “They aren’t planning anything, Mum. I’m just the messenger boy.” 
 
    “Be careful.” 
 
    “I’m just helping Jacob. I send out warnings, plant the seeds, and feed the dogs.” 
 
    Mum doesn’t believe me. “Yeah, right.” She is trying to sound tough. “Be careful.” 
 
    “Okay, got to go. Got to see what Fitzgerald wants.” 
 
    Mum stands back. “And when you talk to him, tell him there are a few things going on here he should know about. He should call in tomorrow.” 
 
    “Okay.” We go back out to the Land Rover, and me and Nick drive to the Police Station. 
 
    “Ready to face him?” I say to Nick. 
 
    “Do you think he knows about the Stevens?” 
 
    “Yeah, and if he doesn’t we’re going to have to tell him.” 
 
    “Will he blame us?” 
 
    “I don’t know about you,” I breathe in and straighten up, “but it was me who was meant to warn them.” I figure I might be going to my own execution. 
 
      
 
    Fitzgerald’s sitting at his desk. His uniform’s crumpled like it’s had a long day. Nobody else is at the station, just him. 
 
    “You didn’t get caught up in what happened at the Stevens’ place?” he asks as soon as we come through the door. Fitzgerald’s looking tired and stressed. 
 
    “Nah.” Nick slumps down into the chair near the desk. He’s got a streak of soot on his face. The desk’s sagging under the weight of the papers on it.  “We heard the Hovers just as we got to the bush line. Stayed hidden.” Not my proudest moment. We both stink of smoke. The smell fills up the room. 
 
    “You saw what happened?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I push a chair over nearer the desk. “We watched it happening.” 
 
    “How did you know we were there?” Nick’s being staunch. 
 
    Fitzgerald just shrugs. “I was at your place talking to Joe and your dad. Curley picked up new orders about the Stevens and tried to find me. By the time I got the message it was too late to do anything. Joe said that’s where you two were, and you were out after deer.” It doesn’t sound as if it’s worrying Fitzgerald we were hunting illegally. “I thought you might have got caught up in it.” 
 
    “We were lucky.” Nick rubs his forehead with the side of his hand. Back and forth. Like it’s getting too much even for him too. “Missed it by minutes.” 
 
    Then I can’t stand the waiting any longer. I’m worried about what Fitzgerald is going to say when he gets to the finger pointing part. I just want him to get on with it. “I should have warned old Stevens as soon as I found out DoE was targeting him.” DoE is the Department of Eugenics. Nick works for them, but he doesn’t believe in what they’re doing. It’s their job to stamp out rogue seeds. That’s what got Stevens killed. Growing bloody seeds that aren’t authorised. 
 
    Fitzgerald doesn’t respond to that. He stands up. The chair creaks as it returns to shape. He goes over to the window, pushes the curtain back, and stares out, then turns back to us. 
 
    “It’s not your fault. If you’d warned him earlier, Stevens might have got rid of the seedlings, but he wouldn’t have hidden the girls this early. Sometimes Vector comes a few days before they plan but not a month.” 
 
    Fitzgerald walks back to the desk and sits down again. He picks up a pen, studies it, then puts it down. He leans towards us a bit. 
 
    “Curley said this raid came from a completely different set of orders. If you’d gone this morning, instead of when you did, they would have got you two as well as the girls. When it happened, not going in with guns blazing was sensible. It sounds like they sent an army, so if you’d gone in and tried to help the Stevens you’d be dead, or worse. Captured. What you did with the information you had was sensible.” Nick nods. Me too. “You did the right thing,” says Fitzgerald. 
 
    “Okay.” I don’t believe Fitzgerald any more than Mum believed me. 
 
    Fitzgerald pulls a piece of paper off a pile. Places it in front of him. “Right, now describe what you saw.” 
 
    Nick goes through what happened. When he gets to the two men and how they shot old man Stevens, Fitzgerald stops taking notes. “Did you recognise them?” 
 
    “Nah,” I say. 
 
    “Okay. We need to find out who they are and why this happened.” Fitzgerald taps his pen on the page. “What did you do then?” 
 
    “Waited for the Hovers to leave and buried the bodies.” 
 
    “That’s all you could have done.” 
 
    “Yeah, right.” I start to stand up. “Is there anything else?” 
 
    Fitzgerald thinks a bit more. “You should warn the others on your list that this has happened. Mike’s computer is still the safest way.” 
 
    Then I remember Mum’s message. “Mum says to come to the pub tomorrow. She says there’s stuff you should know about.” 
 
    “Tell her I’ll come after lunch.” 
 
    “Okay. Anything else?” 
 
    “No, that’s it.” Fitzgerald stands too. He comes around the desk ready to walk us out. I stop to open the front door. “Jack,” Fitzgerald says seriously to me, “Stevens wasn’t your fault. Talk to Jacob about it. He’ll say the same.” 
 
    “Monday morning will do.” I figure that’s about as long as I can put it off without looking like I’m too wary of Jacob. 
 
    “It will be all right.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Still don’t believe him. Actually, I’d usually trust Fitzgerald. It was him who talked Jacob into giving me a job. I got arrested again one night a month or so ago. Drinking again, fighting again. And instead of taking me to the station or home the way he usually did, Fitzgerald had taken me to Jacob’s place. 
 
    “He’s all yours,” he'd said to Jacob as I’d rolled out of the cop car into the dark. I’d leaned against the side of the car trying to figure out what the hell I was doing there. I hadn’t been there since I was a kid when my dad was mates with Jacob’s son. Usually after an incident at a party, Fitzgerald just locked me up until I was sober enough to be taken home. 
 
    Anyway, that time Fitzgerald just said to Jacob, “See if you can knock your big hope for the future into shape. My way’s not working.” 
 
    Next thing, I’m employed by Jacob Hennessey. I’m pretty sure Jacob wasn’t too keen on employing me. He did it to keep Fitzgerald happy. It turned out Jacob’s way of knocking me into shape was pointing out at length what I should do any time I stuff up. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    NICK GOES HOME and I go back to the pub. I guess I feel a bit better after talking to Fitzgerald, but I’m not too sure if Jacob’s going to see the whole saga the same way. He has no trouble laying the blame where he thinks it should be. 
 
    I start Dad’s computer to send out warnings like Fitzgerald suggested. I wish I’d had my Com with me. I could have used that phone to take pictures of what happened at the Stevens’. That would have made the rest of them really take notice of the warnings. 
 
    I see the flicker of the shields going up and can’t stand it. Fold my arms on the desk and rest my forehead on my wrists. Just sit there in the flicker. I don’t hear Mum come in, don’t know she’s there until she touches my shoulder. She pulls up the other chair and sits down at the desk beside me. 
 
    “What’s happened?” she asks the way she did earlier. 
 
    I lift my head and she’s sitting there watching me, looking worried. Jacob keeps telling me to keep my mouth shut about what I see, but I’m pretty sure Mum knows more than I do anyway. Why else would she be passing information on to Fitzgerald? I decide to be a bit more truthful, and this time I don’t pretend I’m just planting seeds and feeding dogs. I tell her about how the day went, Stevens and all. 
 
    “Don’t get involved,” she says when she’s heard the whole story. 
 
    “It’s a bit late. I’m already involved, and after this Steven’s thing I’m planning on fighting the Administration with everything I’ve got.” 
 
    She looks at me, shakes her head, and then sort of smiles. “I know. As soon as you went to work for Jacob, you were part of it. I should have made you go to the City. It would have been safer for you there.” 
 
    “I’m tough. I can handle it.” 
 
    “Not tough enough for this.” Mum stands up, looks at the flickering computer. “What are you doing now?” 
 
    “Sending out warnings to the others.” I touch the email icon. 
 
    She just nods and sighs. “See you in the morning.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I turn back to the screen. There’s a message from Katie, my girlfriend. Now, the thing with girlfriends is having one stops you from looking like a complete loser, but they take up your time. They expect you to turn up when you say you will, return texts, answer emails and go to their birthday parties. 
 
    Going hunting with Nick instead of going to Katie’s party was probably a mistake, especially when I didn’t bother to let her know. Actually, I thought I was going to be able to fit both things in. 
 
    I open the message expecting a ‘where were you,’ type question. Instead it’s all ‘let’s stay friends but I need to concentrate on my studies right now’. 
 
    I’ve been dropped. I hadn’t seen her for a few weeks, but I hadn’t expected to get dropped. I guess taking second place to hunting again was more than Katie could stand. 
 
    * 
 
    Jack Fraser, that’s me, farm worker, mug and bloody babysitter. I get to work Monday morning. It’s pouring with rain, and I’m sloshing through the mud. Jacob must have heard me arrive. He comes over and leans back against the fence rail, face wrinkled like a walnut shell, eyes peering at me from under his hat. He tells me about this babysitting job. 
 
    I tell him, “No way.” Jacob looks irritated, the way he usually does if I don’t fall straight into line. 
 
    “Ela won’t be any trouble. She’ll just tag along.” 
 
    I’ve heard that before. Ela used to follow me around all day. She was ten, I was twelve, our dads were mates, and I’d get stuck with looking after her while they were off doing stuff. 
 
    “The kid tagging along again, that’s all I need. I’m not doing it.” 
 
    “I pay your wages. You’ll do as you’re told,” says Jacob. 
 
    “You pay me to work on the farm, not to entertain your relatives.” 
 
    Jacob tugs at the brim of his hat. Raindrops roll off it. “It’s only for two weeks, and how long since you’ve seen her?” 
 
    “Five, maybe six years, just before Vector got her old man.” 
 
    “She’s grown up a bit since then.” 
 
    “Yeah, grown up in the City. I can see how this will go. Me starting her bike, me picking it up, me opening gates, her sitting in the way.” 
 
    “You know she can handle a bike.” Then Jacob changes the subject. “Fitzgerald talked to me about what happened at the Stevens’.” This is it. This is why I planned on getting well to the back of the farm before Jacob noticed I’d arrived. I put my foot on the kick start, ready to drown out Mr Jacob Hennessey. “It wasn’t your fault,” says Jacob, and I’m a bit surprised to say the least. “Nothing you did changed what would have happened.” 
 
    “Yeah, right.” 
 
    “Just accept it.” Then he goes back to the Ela conversation. “And I’m serious. Your job is to be with her if I’m not.” 
 
    “What if she sees something she shouldn’t?” 
 
    “We can trust her. Ela’s fine. Come back to the house when you see her arrive. I want you to meet her before you go home.” 
 
    I reach down to turn on the fuel tap. The sleeve of my Swanndri rides up a bit. “And get that off,” Jacob says when he notices the wrist shield. “You can’t be OffGrid so often.” Jacob and I have had the wrist shield discussion before. The shield masks the Locate implanted in my wrist. The idea the Administration can track me pisses me off, so I wear the shield most of the time. Just to keep him happy, I undo the catch and stick the shield in my pocket. He uses the time to deliver a ‘how wonderful Ela is’ speech. 
 
    “She’s a good kid, she’s bright, she’s pretty, she’s easy to talk to...” 
 
    I’ve heard enough. “All right.” 
 
    Then he goes on to give me my jobs. All the normal stuff, spray the tomatoes in the glasshouse, he noticed a few aphids, prick out the seedlings, move some cattle. 
 
    “Okay.” I’m ready to get on with it. 
 
    “And,” says Jacob, “tomorrow I want you to go to Curley’s. He’s got more stuff for us. Check it, and send out any warnings you need to.” 
 
    Must be another meeting tomorrow he doesn’t want me around for. It pisses me off he does that. He’s known me all my life. I’ve been working for him for a month, and he still only trusts me with the small stuff. 
 
    Finally, I get to kick the bike into life. It roars. The Quarantine started in New Zealand twenty years ago, and the Administration stopped all imports for anything outside Auckland city, so Jacob hasn’t been able to update his gear for twenty years. His bikes are noisy. 
 
    * 
 
    I’m headed back to the house and a black car slides silently up the driveway. A sleek, brand new, black Eco Self Drive. Then Jacob’s out on the veranda peering through the rain. Jacob lives in an old villa that’s been in his family for generations. It’s big and white, wide verandas, French doors, turned posts, lead light windows, huge rooms with high ceilings. He’s holding the shotgun he keeps by the front door.  
 
    The Eco opens, and the door floats up like a wing. Good hydraulics in those Ecos. A girl hops out, all dark blue flowing cloak and hood like they wear in the City. Jacob lowers the gun. The girl braves the rain and runs over to him. She pushes the hood down. Her hair is black and straight and falls way down her back, and she hugs him. 
 
    Now, there are two strange things about that little scene. One, coming out to meet his granddaughter with a shotgun is odd behaviour even for Jacob, especially when he knew she was coming. And two, who lets a sixteen-year-old girl drive a brand new Eco Self Drive? We don’t see a lot of those new Ecos. Only the Elite are allowed to import them, and they don’t usually come this far south. They don’t like mud, or rain, or any weather for that matter. They like to live all protected from real life. 
 
    * 
 
    I go over to the house. “I’ve moved the stock and fed the dogs.” I hold the door open by the handle, my arm dripping, my shoulder leaning against the frame, and boots like they want to make a quick getaway. 
 
    “Come in, Jack,” says Jacob. 
 
    “I’m wet.” I let go the door handle and shake my arm to demonstrate. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. Come and have a cuppa.” Jacob goes into the kitchen. 
 
    “Mum said to get home early.” 
 
    “It will only take ten minutes.” 
 
    “I have to take my boots off.” 
 
    “We can wait.” Jacob sounds like he means it, so I undo the laces, toe the boots off, leave them on the porch, and go inside. I stop beside the dining room door and prop myself against the frame, arms folded. It’s like being in one of those holograms the teachers used to show how life was before the Quarantine. It’s all muted colours, worn edges, cream walls, curtains with tiny bunches of flowers, in the dining room. There’s even pull-out bins that hold the flour and sugar. I watch Ela Hennessey. I have to admit I’m curious to see if she’s still like that little kid I used to look after. 
 
    She watches back. Studying me too. And it’s annoying. You get dumped by your girlfriend, and then every girl you bump into looks at you like you have two heads. 
 
    “Like what you see?” I ask finally. 
 
    “Sorry,” she says and sort of smiles. “You look different.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’ve changed too.” Same grey eyes and black hair, but older and glossier. Elite girls tend to dress real sexy, Locals don’t. Around here the girls wear a bit more skirt. She’s wearing these heavy red boots that are shiny and pretending to be work boots, and she’s got on a short black dress with a fluttery skirt that would just cover her backside if she stood up. She’s even wearing makeup and has got crystal teardrops on her cheek. She sits there looking like an Elite dress up doll. 
 
    “I’m looking after you again,” I say. 
 
    “Why do I need to be looked after?” 
 
    Jacob pokes his head through the door. He’d gone back out to the kitchen to fetch another mug. “I don’t want you in the house on your own.” 
 
    “Why? I’ve been at the house on my own plenty of times.” Miss Hennessey looks pretty puzzled. Not too many sixteen-year-old girls get to have a babysitter. 
 
    Jacob finds a white jug in the fridge and waves it at me through the door. 
 
    “Milk?” he asks. Disappears again for a moment. Then comes back into the dining room and shoves a cup of chocolate in my direction. 
 
    “Here you go, Jack.” He sits down at the table, stacks up some papers and dumps them on the floor. 
 
    The drink’s hot and I’m cold and wet. I stay put by the door and have a sip. 
 
    Jacob pushes a chair out for me with his foot. Nods at the chair, as he does. 
 
    I sit. 
 
    Miss Hennessey looks at Jacob. “Why don’t you want me here on my own?” she asks. 
 
    “Your mum wants me to keep you out of trouble for once.” 
 
    That’s news to me. Who would’ve thought it? Miss Perfect Elite gets into trouble. 
 
    I give her another look. Miss Hennessey’s eyes flick to me then back at Jacob. “So, I’m to have a minder?” I can tell she’s about as happy with the idea as I am. “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “I’m not kidding. I’m serious,” he says. “Tomorrow, Jack’s got some stuff to do for me. I want you to go with him.” He’s getting rid of her too, and I’m stuck with her. Go for it, Jacob. I don’t even like her type: girls so groomed they look like they’ve been airbrushed. 
 
    “Really?” She looks back at me like she wants that confirmed before she’ll believe it. 
 
    Jacob nods. “Yes, Jack will look after you while you’re here. Connect up your phones so you can contact each other.” 
 
    Ela picks up her Com. She looks reluctant, but she’s almost ready to swipe it by mine. 
 
    I leave my Com in my pocket. I can hear the rain hitting against the window panes and the wind blowing in strong gusts. So far, I’ve done what he wants. I’ve met her again, and I’ve agreed to babysit, so it’s time to get out of here. I stand up and put my mug in the sink. 
 
    “I’ve got to get home.” I turn to Ela. “Do I have to pick you up tomorrow, or can you manage to come to the pub?” Polite, I know. 
 
    Jacob gives me the raised eyebrow I get when he’s starting to find me irritating. He should consider himself bloody lucky I like him and usually like this job. 
 
    “I’ll meet you,” says Ela. 
 
    “I’ll be leaving around nine.” I walk out to the porch and Jacob follows me. I sit down on the armchair there and put my boots back on. Monsanto stands up and sniffs around. 
 
    “You need to take this job seriously, Jack,” Jacob says. “It’s your job to protect her. If she doesn’t like it, or doesn’t want to go with you, pick her up and carry her is the option I’d suggest. Make sure she’s never left alone. That she’s never at risk.” 
 
    That seems pretty extreme. “Why?” I ask. I tie up the laces. 
 
    “It’s important.” 
 
    “If you’re expecting trouble, maybe you should call Fitzgerald.” 
 
    “I’ve got Ela for back up now.” 
 
    Yeah, right. She’s probably forgotten how to even load a rifle. I go down the steps. The dog follows, and we brave the rain. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “YOU’RE GETTING BEHIND.” Nick puts two more beers on the leaner right by my almost full glass. “How did it go with Jacob?” 
 
    “Much the same as Fitzgerald.” I pick up the beer. I look over at the TV screen, a Transgenics ad comes on. ‘Transgene saves the World after the oil runs out.’ Again. I watch those babies bumble across the ocean. Jacob says it’s Transgene’s fault the world’s in the mess it’s in. They created Genus 6 for biofuel and suddenly most of the world’s infertile. 
 
    Nick puts his elbows on the leaner and cradles his glass with both hands. He breathes out. That’s how I felt too after talking to Jacob. I’d expected to really cop it from him. Me and Nick both know we shouldn’t have gone hunting, should have done what we were meant to do. But it was the sort of morning you’d want to be out hunting. But it meant we got to the Stevens’ too late. The whole Stevens’ saga just depresses me. 
 
    “Where’s Joe?” I ask to change the subject. Joe is Nick’s little brother. He’s seventeen and not that little actually. He’s about a year younger than Nick and me and about as tall. Usually he’d be here. 
 
    “Had to stay home. He told Mum and Dad about Lucinda.” 
 
    “Would’ve been fun.” 
 
    “Yeah, real fun. Dad hit the roof, said Joe shouldn’t have left telling him until she was showing.” It’s against the law to get pregnant now. 
 
    “What are they going to do?” 
 
    “Don’t know,” says Nick after a bit of a hesitation. I’m pretty sure even if he knew, he wouldn’t be allowed to say. I guess that’s why Fitzgerald was at their place when the Stevens’ stuff went down. 
 
    We watch Arthur, Mum’s barman, serving the drinks. Arthur has the battered face of an old prize fighter. He says he thinks the way he looks has probably saved him a lot of trouble. 
 
    “How’s work?” I ask to let Nick off the hook. I wouldn’t mind Nick’s job with the Department of Eugenics. Mine’s not bad, but his has its advantages. He gets to spend his time in the bush checking for rogue plants, and while he’s working he keeps his eye out for good hunting spots for us. 
 
    “Not bad.” Nick hesitates for a bit. “We had a problem with some grass catching fire near the camping ground last week.” 
 
    “I thought it would be too wet for that.” 
 
    “Nah,” says Nick. Then he gives a grin. “You heard from Katie?” He knows that wouldn’t have gone well. 
 
    “Got a ‘Dear Jack’ email.” 
 
    Nick looks puzzled then catches on. “Can’t be too much of a surprise.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Actually, I’m more insulted than heartbroken at being dropped, but I don’t have to like it. And Katie’s email was friendly, considering. But I’m still dropped. And it’s annoying as Nick could take his pick of girls if he wanted a girlfriend. And he could neglect her for as long as he wanted to. When you’re blond, blue-eyed and built like he is, getting dropped isn’t the problem. But when you’re on the skinny side, with brownish eyes and brownish hair like me, you don’t have the same pulling power. 
 
    I look through the glass doors of the private bar. The Willis brothers are talking to two men who are vaguely familiar. They’re all looking at stuff on a Tablet. Nick watches them too. The older man is big. He looks like he spends half his life in the gym. He touches the Tablet screen and takes a long look at something. You can tell it isn’t what he wants to see. 
 
    The guy beside him is younger but pretty much the same size. He leans back almost horizontal. He’s a bit menacing, his hands in his pockets as if this isn’t his problem yet, but if it keeps going like this it will be. 
 
    Henry and Charlie Willis lean in. As usual, they’ve got jeans slung under their bellies, black t-shirts stretched tight, a matching pair. They go together like jug and kettle, truck and trailer. Tonight, something about Charlie and Henry Willis gets our attention. The way they sit looks like their lives depend on keeping the old guy in the coat happy. 
 
    Interesting. Might report that meeting to Jacob. He says we need to keep our eye out for anything unusual happening, report it to him or Fitzgerald. 
 
    We go back to watching the TV. A couple of times I stare through the glass doors at the Willises again. Whatever is happening is still going badly for Henry and Charlie. 
 
    The older man snaps a question at them. Henry answers, palms upturned, shoulders shrugging. His brother nods in agreement. That’s what Charlie Willis does, agrees with his brother, Henry. He hits his palm with his fist. 
 
    The other man doesn’t answer, just leans back in his chair and links his fingers behind his head. He narrows his eyes and looks at the Willises as if he is considering his options then barks a question at them. 
 
    After a while Nick stands up. “See you at the weekend.” 
 
    “Yeah. See you.” Nick leaves. Mum picks up a tray, goes through the glass door and up to the Willis’s table. She smiles as she tidies the empty glasses. They stop talking for a moment, and she takes the order for the next round, wipes the wet rings off the table top then goes across to the bar. 
 
    Henry answers the man’s question and the talk goes on. Finally, the man gathers up the Tablet, hands it to the younger guy. Stands, and says something again. 
 
    Henry and Charlie nod. Still interesting. Will definitely report it to Jacob. 
 
    Mum wanders over to where I’m sitting, starts clearing the glasses. 
 
    “Nick gone?” she asks. 
 
    “Got something on.” I’m making it up. I’ve no idea why he left suddenly like that. Mum leans back against the wall. My mum’s pretty young for a mum. She’s still slim, with dark hair and brown eyes like me. When I was at school, the two of us spent half our time in the Principal’s office discussing why I should be allowed to stay. She said I never helped my case by sitting slouched in the chair saying things designed to set the prick off again. 
 
    She fills a glass, hands it to me. I put the glass on the bar top. Mum finds a coaster, picks up the glass, puts it on the coaster, then wipes up the ring of moisture. 
 
    “What were the Willises doing here?” I ask. 
 
    “Looking at NavMaps.” 
 
    “Who was that with them?” I figure Jacob will want to know that too, doesn’t like jobs done half-arsed. She leans forward and whispers as if it is a secret. 
 
    “Carlos Vincent, sounds Australian, said he was a mate.” So, even the Willises have mates, and they’re mates who are still allowed to travel. 
 
    “Why’s he here?” 
 
    “On holiday. Was here on Saturday morning. That’s what I wanted to tell Fitzgerald.” 
 
    “What about the other guy?” 
 
    “Didn’t get his name, sounded Australian too.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    MY COM BUZZES. I’m asleep, so it takes a while to answer. Once I’m almost awake, I have trouble finding my jeans on the floor. Then more trouble with the pocket the Com is in. 
 
    “Fraser,” I croak, still trying to get the thing the right way around. Sounding groggy, sounding like I’ve just woken up and couldn’t find my Com. 
 
    “It’s Ela,” says the Com. 
 
    I’m suddenly awake. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Jacob said to call you. He’s been hurt.” 
 
    Ela tells me about a break in at Jacob’s place, and Jacob ending up in hospital. I can hear the way she’s working to keep her voice under control. 
 
    “Where are you now?” 
 
    “Outside Jacob’s house on the veranda.” 
 
    “Is anyone with you?” 
 
    “No, and it’s dark, and I can see the door is open, and I know I shut it and locked it before I went to the hospital. I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “Get into your Eco and keep the doors locked. If anything happens before I get there, leave. I’ll be there in ten minutes.” 
 
    She’s alone. It’s exactly what Jacob said not to let happen. And she’s standing outside Jacob’s house when someone could be in it. It doesn’t sound like the brightest place for her to be. I figure she needs some help. 
 
    * 
 
    I turn into the driveway, drive towards the house, pull up by the steps, and slide to a halt. My headlights shine on the veranda and the old chair sitting there. Beside the chair the front door is wide open, darkness spilling out. 
 
    It takes Ela a while to get out of the Eco. I guess she’s deciding whether it’s me in the Land Rover or if she should be taking off. She’s in that cloak she was wearing when she arrived this afternoon. She pushes the hood back. Hair tumbles everywhere. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Nice of me. I have my moments. 
 
    Ela nods then waves at the house. “I know I shut the door and locked it.” 
 
    “Have you just come back?” 
 
    Ela nods again. “I waited with Jacob until the EvacHover arrived then drove to the hospital.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I didn’t hear anything until after they hurt Jacob and I heard him call out,” she said, still hugging that cloak. “I got up and someone rushed past me and took off out the back.” 
 
    “Where did he go?” 
 
    “He ran outside. I heard a vehicle go down the drive away from the house.” 
 
    “Did you see who it was?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “No.” She turns around and looks at the house. The cloak swings with her. Raindrops soak into it. “I don’t think anyone’s in there now. I haven’t seen or heard anything since I arrived. But I know I shut the door when I left. Someone has to have been here while I was away.” 
 
    Then I remember I didn’t link my Com to hers. 
 
    “How did you get my link?” I ask. 
 
    “Jacob gave it to me after you left. I didn’t know who to call, and you’re the only person I could think off, and Jacob said to get you to help me.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” I say because she sounds like she’s apologising, worried she did the wrong thing. I stand there in the rain trying to decide what to do. There’s no sign of movement inside. “We have two choices, call the police, or go inside now and see if there’s a problem.” Ela nods then waits in the rain getting wet, watching me. She doesn’t say anything, just stands there holding the front of her cloak together like she’s cold. My decision then. I look back at the house. 
 
    Ela’s Eco has been lighting it up for a fair while, so we won’t be sneaking up on anyone. “We should go in and look round,” I say in the end. 
 
    Ela nods, a bit hesitant. I get my rifle out just to be on the safe side. We go up the steps trying not to make any noise. The key is in the lock. 
 
    “I hid it under the chair after I locked the door,” says Ela. 
 
    “Whoever got in must have been watching.” She nods again and bites her lip. I reach past the door frame. Turn the light on in the passageway. There is blood on the carpet. My heart starts yammering. 
 
    “It’s Jacob’s blood,” whispers Ela, when she sees me stop. “That’s where he was knocked over. The cut above his eye was bleeding.” 
 
    “Right.” I keep going. I walk down the hallway carefully pushing open the door of each bedroom and turn the lights on. Ela follows me. The first two bedrooms look the way they should. Neither of the beds are made, but I figure Jacob and Ela were in a hurry when they left. The bed in the third room is pulled apart. 
 
    I look a question at Ela. 
 
    “I took the blanket to keep Jacob warm while we were waiting for the Evac,” she says quietly. 
 
    I nod, and we move on. I push open the door to the dining room. Reach in and hit the light switch. Light floods the space. The room is a disaster. Everything about it is wrong. It looks like it has been put inside a giant concrete mixer, churned and then tipped out. The table is turned over and lying on its side, the china and glasses from the dresser are all over the floor and broken to bits, the cushions on the chairs have been slashed, and the curtains and curtain rods pulled down. 
 
    “It’s all ripped apart.” Ela sounds shocked. 
 
    “Yeah.” We go through to the lounge and it is just as bad. The couch is shattered. The bookcase tipped over. The books scattered on the floor. The TV screen has been hit by something and is lying there on its back like a black sheet of glass with a huge insect sitting in the middle. Even Jacob’s old computer is on the floor in pieces. Senseless. Everything is here, but it has all been smashed. It even smells of destruction. I connect with Fitzgerald. I have to use my Com. Jacob’s phone has been ripped off the wall and destroyed. It looks like a chair leg was used to smash it. 
 
    Ela bends down. Her cloak puddles on the floor. She picks up the mug Jacob had his tea in. 
 
    “You might be destroying evidence,” I say. 
 
    “I guess so.” She puts it down again. 
 
      
 
    The police car comes down the drive. Fitzgerald climbs out of the driver’s side. The house is lit up like a Christmas tree and me and Ela are standing in the driveway. 
 
    “What’s happened?” Fitzgerald asks, looking at Ela. 
 
    “I found the door open, and I know I locked it before I left,” she says. 
 
    “Isn’t Jacob home?” asks Fitzgerald. 
 
    “He fell and hurt his hip. He’s in hospital. I’ve just come back from there.” 
 
    Ela sounds a bit shaky. 
 
    Fitzgerald turns to me. “What do you know about this?” 
 
    “There was an intruder. He hit Jacob and Ela saw him leave.” I turn to Ela. “That’s right, isn’t it?” 
 
    Ela nods. 
 
    “Why didn’t you call us when it happened?” 
 
    “I was too busy waiting for the Evac,” says Ela. 
 
    “Did you recognise him?” 
 
    “No, it was dark.” 
 
    “Have you been inside?” 
 
    Ela nods. “Someone has destroyed the kitchen, lounge and dining room. It’s all a mess. Everything’s broken.” 
 
    “Has anyone touched anything?” 
 
    “We opened the doors and turned on the lights,” says Ela quietly. 
 
    Fitzgerald walks towards the front door. “There doesn’t seem to be any signs of forced entry.” He’s gazing at the lock. 
 
    “No, the key was in the lock when I arrived,” says Ela. “Jacob keeps it hidden under the chair.” 
 
    Fitzgerald rolls his eyes. “I guess that saved his door frame. Okay, let’s go in and see.” In the dining room, he slips his pen through the handle of the broken mug. “If anything is going to have fingerprints, it will be this. It looks like someone threw it across the floor.” 
 
    “How do you know if you’ve got the owner’s fingerprints or the fingerprints of the person who did this?” I hear Ela ask quietly, not mentioning she picked up the mug I notice. I’m a bit curious about what’s going on with her. She isn’t acting like the typical Elite, all confident and throwing her weight around. I can see she’s pretty uncomfortable talking to Fitzgerald. I can’t see why she’d be nervous around the police. She still doesn’t look like the type who’d be into drink driving, smashing stuff, or fighting at parties. 
 
    “We try to match them on an electronic data base.” Fitzgerald walks around the house. 
 
    “Do we start tidying up?” asks Ela. 
 
    “Not yet. Try not to disturb anything. There’s not much I can do here tonight. I’ll send someone in tomorrow. And you shouldn’t stay here on your own.” Fitzgerald says this to Ela and then looks at me. 
 
    I take the hint. “It’s all right. I’ll sort it. She can stay at the pub. Mum won’t mind.” 
 
    * 
 
    After Fitzgerald leaves, Ela is standing in the dining room. She’s looking at the mess. Her hood has fallen back and she’s holding her ponytail with both hands, twisting it around and around. 
 
    “Thanks for coming,” she says. 
 
    “That’s okay.” I walk back into the kitchen. “I could do with a drink.” I open the fridge, get a bottle of Jacob’s lemonade and find two glasses. 
 
    Ela picks up a chair and puts it down on a clear space on the floor. She checks three other chairs, but they all have broken legs. In the corner of the dining room she finds one that still has all its legs intact, but the back is broken off. She puts it facing the first chair. I help her turn the table upright. She isn’t taking a lot of notice of Fitzgerald’s instructions to leave things the way they are. She doesn’t talk. She seems to need something to do. 
 
    I find the ice in the freezer. Tip it into the glasses. Fill them up with lemonade and put them on the table. The ice cubes click against the side of the glass, and bubbles form on the edges. 
 
    I sit on the chair with the broken back, pick up my glass as Ela sits down opposite. “Cheers.” I raise the glass to her. 
 
    “Cheers,” she echoes back and takes a sip. 
 
    “Is Jacob badly hurt?” I ask. 
 
    “His hip is broken, and he’s got a cut on his head. He won’t be out of hospital until the end of next week.” 
 
    “I can keep things going here until he gets back.” 
 
    Ela nods. “Yes, Jacob said to ask you to do that.” She takes a sip of the lemonade looking sort of lost. 
 
    “It’s been a bad night then,” I say, filling the silence. 
 
    Ela nods. “I can’t work out what to do.” 
 
    We sit there. 
 
    “Did Jacob say anything about what he wants us to do?” I ask. 
 
    “He still wants us to go where he wanted us to go yesterday.” 
 
    “Okay.” I swirl my glass watching the bubbles. 
 
    Ela looks at her Com. “It’s nearly morning.” 
 
    I put my glass on the table. “Come on. I’ll take you to the pub.” 
 
    * 
 
    We go in separate vehicles, Ela in the Eco. No point in leaving something that expensive sitting around. Someone could smash it too. We get to the pub, and I open the back door. I’m carrying Ela’s bag for her.  
 
    She follows with her Com and a white box file that looks all smudged with soot. She got a couple of texts while we were at Jacob’s. It looked like she just checked who sent them then deleted them. Then she turned the Com off as if she was too tired and just didn’t want to know. We go up the old timber stairs to the landing and through the lounge to the passageway. 
 
    The cat is acting lonely and curls around our legs, almost gets stood on. 
 
    As we pass each room, I point. “Laundry, bathroom, toilet, study.” 
 
    I come to the bedroom at the end of the passage, walk in and put the bag on the bed. 
 
    “Your bedroom. If you want to have a shower, there are towels in the ensuite.” I point to the door. 
 
    Ela nods. She’s twisting that ponytail again. 
 
    Nothing I can do about that, and I’ve reached the end of my duties. I move on. 
 
    “See you in the morning,” I say, and she nods again. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    NEXT MORNING, I see Ela come into the bar. Mum needed me to shift some barrels, so I left Ela a message on the kitchen bench. Said I was going to Jacob’s to check everything was all right, then I’d be in the bar, I’d meet her downstairs at ten. 
 
    She was all right last night. More like when she was a kid. Worrying about Jacob, tired and scared. Now she’s back to looking airbrushed like an Elite. She’s in the same type of clothes as yesterday, a real short dress, boots, long blue cloak, makeup, and her hair done. 
 
    I guess I can ignore the Elite thing. I can look after her, act like a big brother again for a while. Take her to see Jacob and check what else he wants done. 
 
    I see Mum say something to Ela, then walk across to the end of the bar and push open the doors. She stands and yells into the murk and the noise. 
 
    “Hey Jack, your date’s here.” 
 
    That’s my mum the smartarse. Then she goes back to Ela. 
 
    “He’s not my date,” I hear Ela say as I get to the door. 
 
    “I know,” says Mum. “Did you have a good sleep?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you.” Ela glances around the dingy surroundings, looking a bit uncomfortable. Everything is clean, but there’s a smell of alcohol and old smoke. Maybe I shouldn’t have got her to meet me in the bar. She’s probably never been in one before. 
 
    Mum leans on the wooden top. “So, you’re staying with us for a few days.” Ela nods. “How’s Jacob?” 
 
    “I called him. He said he’s all right, but he’s very tired. We’re going to see him now.” 
 
    “Give him my love.” Mum wanders off to serve a guy at the end of the bar. I go over to Ela. We nod. Ela bites her lip, probably thrown by the date comment too. 
 
    I look over at Mum. “Patsy, how about some service here?” I say to get my own back. 
 
    She pauses before taking a glass and filling it with ice, crystal clinking. Then water. Not quite what I expected. 
 
    I look into the other bar, not at Ela, and see the Willis brothers turn up like they do, breakfast pies in hand. They have their morning routine. It sets them up for the day. Go down to the dairy, get a pie for breakfast, and go to the pub for a beer to wash it down. No two guys with them this time. Nothing to report to Jacob there. 
 
    Mum is watching me. “You’ll be careful, won’t you? It’s getting dangerous, and you’re putting yourself right in the middle.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. “Don’t worry about me. I’m tough.”  
 
    She shakes her head. She blames the whole tough thing on Dad. For the first year after he left, I stayed with him in Australia. That was when we were still allowed to travel. It can’t happen now. Anyway, Dad would drag me around the mine sites, and he did a fair bit of drinking and fighting before he met Yvette. Then he cleaned up his act. Mum reckons the first bit rubbed off. 
 
    * 
 
    “Where are we going?” says Ela when we’re outside. 
 
    “Curley’s first. Then visit Jacob. After that if Jacob still wants us to do it we’ll check those drill sites.” 
 
    I’m leaning against the Land Rover, arms folded, one boot resting on the bumper. Ela’s Mum’s Eco is sitting there looking all sleek and shiny and out of place like Ela. We’re just about to get in the Land Rover when I see Scott walking towards us. 
 
    “Hey, Fraser. Hi, Katie,” he says. He’s small, short and skinny with long hair tied back behind his neck. 
 
    I guess from behind Ela would look a bit like Katie though Katie tends to wear a bit more skirt, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen her in one of those Elite cloaks. 
 
    “Hey Scott,” I say. “This is Ela.” 
 
    Scott leans against the side of the Land Rover and takes a good long look at Ela. “Where’s Katie?” he asks. 
 
    “It didn’t work out.” 
 
    “Really?” asks Scott. “I might have to go to the University after all.” 
 
    I give a bit of a snort. He’s not Katie’s type even if he thinks he could be. 
 
    “This is Scott,” I say to Ela. She gives Scott a little smile. 
 
    “Are you Jack’s new girlfriend then?” asks Scott hopefully. I wish he’d shut up. Bloody Scott has two interests: my now ex-girlfriend and motorbikes. 
 
    “Just a friend.” 
 
    Scott doesn’t shut up. “Might have to get in a fight when I go to University,” he says seriously to Ela. “That’s how you get Katie’s attention, isn’t it?” he asks me. 
 
    “Seemed to work.” I change the subject. “Scott was in the same class as me,” I tell Ela. “He’s a mechanic for DoE.” Ela nods and smiles at him again. I get him onto discussing motorbikes. 
 
    “What are you riding at the moment?” I ask him. 
 
    “A Yamaha ASB.” 
 
    “Nice.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m doing a bit of motocross.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “What bike have you got?” 
 
    “A Kawazaki DFT.” 
 
    “I had an ESD.” 
 
    We are spouting bits of the alphabet at each other. The motorbike talk takes a while. Ela waits patiently. When Scott is about to leave, he has a thought. 
 
    “I’m having a party at the flat Saturday night. Do you want to come?”  
 
    “Might do.” 
 
    “It should CatchFire.” Scott sort of pauses, waits for me to say something. When I don’t, he says, “I meant it will be good. See you Saturday then, maybe.” 
 
    He walks down the street, turns to wave at us. Ela watches him leaving. 
 
    “Shall we go in Mum’s car?” she asks when he’s down the street a bit. 
 
    “Nope, it’s not a useful vehicle you have there, Miss Hennessey.” I go to the Land Rover, open the driver’s door. I saw her mum’s car bounce from rut to rut on the loose metal on Jacob’s driveway. “It won’t get us up to Curley’s house.” I climb in. “I can’t see how it managed Jacob’s drive even.” 
 
    “It did all right.” Ela climbs into the Land Rover too, all legs and cloak, shuts the door with a bang. The leather seats are worn through. The cracked piping is probably cutting into her legs through the cloak. 
 
    “Does this run on bio gas?” she asks doubtfully and looks at me with those eyes. “It looks too old. It looks like it needs diesel.” 
 
    Getting her own back. Fair enough. I’ve just criticised her Mum’s Eco. 
 
    “Yeah, Dad switched it over.” The dog gives her shoulder a bit of a sniff. 
 
    “That’s Monsanto,” I say. “He’s coming with us.” I check my rifle is in the rack. There’s a sleeping bag and primus on a shelf. Jackets and coats are piled on the floor. Monsanto lies down on the pile, rests his head on his paws. I slam the door, lean my elbow out the window. Then I hear a familiar soft whomp, whomp, whomp and three StealthHovers materialise in front of the pub. They slowly come down and park in the middle of the road. 
 
    “Fuck,” I say softly as the wings of the Hovers rise, and VTroopers pour out each side. Silver Vs on the front of the uniforms. Their helmets, boots and long coats are all black. They form a circle around the Hovers lasers held ready. 
 
    Three VTroopers go into the dairy across the road. 
 
    “What’s happening?” asks Ela, looking over at me, all frightened eyes and dark hair. 
 
    “The Department of Eugenics in action.” I’m pretty bitter. The VTroopers come out of the shop escorting Lucinda, Nick’s brother’s girlfriend, her head down, blonde hair hanging over her face. Whatever Fitzgerald and Nick’s dad were planning for Joe and Lucinda, they haven’t moved fast enough. Her hand is on her cheek like she’s been hurt. She’s walking slowly, reluctantly. Her mum runs out behind them screaming and clutches at the arm of one of the VTroopers. He turns and hits her with his gun. She flops to the ground, and Lucinda looks back frightened. The VTroopers push her towards the nearest Hover. 
 
    “What’s she done?” Ela asks when the Hovers have gone. Like she thinks this has to be Lucinda’s fault. Typical Elite attitude. 
 
    “Got pregnant.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” I start the Land Rover and pull out onto the road. 
 
    “I meant, why have they taken her?” asks Ela over the noise. 
 
    “It’s illegal. We’re just sperm and egg donors to you lot. You don’t have much use for a whole foetus.” I concentrate on driving through the main street. Shops slide past. 
 
    I’m angry. I’m angry with Vector, the Administration, the Elite, Humicrib, Transgenics. You name it. 
 
    “What was really happening?” she asks. 
 
    “I told you, they took Lucinda away because she’s pregnant.” 
 
    “Why?” Ela asks sounding confused. “How could getting pregnant happen? And how would Vector know anyway?” 
 
    “Someone informed on her.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s illegal.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. No one can get pregnant now. Humicrib clones the babies.” 
 
    “Locals can. Where do you think Humicrib gets the raw material from?” 
 
    She ponders on that. “I hadn’t thought about it,” she says quietly, after a while. I drive out of town, go past the old meat works building. It’s falling apart. The old cemetery is filled with weeds. Not much changes here ever. It just gets more dilapidated. 
 
    We turn towards the Karangahake Gorge. 
 
    “I’ve been here before.” Ela says it like she’s trying to be heard without shouting. “Jacob used to walk up Mount Karangahake with me. We would picnic at the top and then climb down and swim in one of the creeks.” 
 
    I don’t say anything, ignore her, just keep driving. I feel Ela study me as we go across the bridge. The boards rumble under the wheels of the Land Rover. All around is neglect. No one looks after this stuff now because no tourists are allowed in the country. The bridge is old and broken. It goes from the start of the walkway to the huge tunnel through the hill. On the other side of the road is the entrance. 
 
    I ignore Ela a bit more. She finally gets the message. 
 
    “Okay, why don’t you want to take me with you now?” she asks. 
 
    “You can tag along like you used to. Your choice.” Not true. Jacob made that clear. 
 
    She shakes her head looking a bit irritated by that. Tries again. 
 
    “Why are you acting like this, if this is what Jacob wants?” I don’t answer. “Is this because of that girl? The one Vector took away? Or because I’m Elite?” she asks. 
 
    I still don’t answer. But she’s Elite. Her mother’s part of this, she’s a doctor and works for Humicrib. That makes Ela part of it, and I’m stuck with her. I turn down a narrow, unsealed track that has a row of small houses on one side of it. I stop outside an old miner’s cottage. The veranda sags at one end. 
 
    “Why are we here?” 
 
    “I need to pick something up.” I get out of the Land Rover, knock on the door of the cottage and wait. The door is opened by Curley’s dad. He’s huge and middle aged, in an old white singlet and grey track pants. The clothes and bare feet look lived in as usual. 
 
    “Curley said he left some stuff here for Jacob.” 
 
    From the back of the house, Curley’s mum yells, “If that’s Jack tell him we don’t want any trouble here.” 
 
    His dad yells back. “Shut your mouth, woman,” and then looks at me. “It’s there on the porch.” A cardboard box is sitting on the faded armchair in the sun. I go across to the box and lift up a flap. It’s only about half full this time. 
 
    “Curley said it’s the best he could do. Said he thought the printer was going to CatchFire,” says his dad. 
 
    “Tell him thanks.” I fold the flap down. Pick up the box and carry it out to the Land Rover. 
 
    Ela’s Com buzzes, another text, I guess. She gets heaps. She reads it this time. 
 
    “Who was that?” I ask, thinking maybe it’s Jacob. 
 
    “A friend.” She doesn’t answer the text, just deletes it again, puts the Com back into the pocket of her cloak. “Jacob wants me to show you something.” 
 
    “What?” I ask as I climb in. 
 
    “Some documents. They’re in that box I was carrying last night. He reminded me again when I called him this morning. He thinks they have something to do with what’s happened to him and wants us to read them.” 
 
    “Where was the box?” 
 
    “Hidden in the chimney. I think he thought that was what they were looking for. He made me get it and lock it in the car before the EvacHover arrived. And he said you and I have to read the documents in the box. He kept saying it like it was important.” 
 
    “Why didn’t he just tell you what’s in them?” 
 
    “Com’s have ears,” says Ela. I’ve heard that before. According to Jacob everything has ears. 
 
    I give a snort then glance at her. She’s sort of half smiling and fiddling with her necklace. It’s a bit of paua shell on a chain. 
 
    And I give in. I decide to talk to her after all because, to be fair, she’s just a kid and isn’t part of it all, just trapped in the middle like the rest of us. “And walls and trees and Tablets,” I say. 
 
    Ela giggles. 
 
    “Have you read the documents?” I ask. 
 
    “I’ve just started. It takes a while. It’s all text. I’ve read the first one. It’s the history of Genus 6 and the development of biofuel.” 
 
    “Where are they now?” 
 
    “In my room.” 
 
    “Okay. We’ll swing by the pub again before we go to the hospital. We need to drop off Curley’s stuff anyway. I’ll read the documents and catch up to where you’ve got. Then we can visit Jacob.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He gets tetchy if you don’t do what he wants.” 
 
    “Does he?” asks Ela, like that’s news to her. It makes you wonder how much she’s had to do with Jacob. We drop off the stuff from Curley’s at the pub and pick up the document box. 
 
    I get Ela to take over the driving. I put the documents on my knees and open the box. There’s a stack of things in there. Some sort of report. A couple of books. Some plans. I spend a few minutes looking at the first thing. The first page is just the title. 
 
      
 
    Genus 6 and the Development of Biofuel 
 
    The Trojan Gene 
 
      
 
    Edited by 
 
    Dr Edwin Parr 
 
    March 20, 2026 
 
      
 
    A fifteen-year-old report. Can’t see why Jacob would think that was important. 
 
    I flick to the next page. The table of contents. I find it goes on for twelve chapters. It’s worse than the journals Dad used to leave lying around the house. I skip all the tables and lists and other junk and go straight to the preface. Finally, I start to read. I read a bit but not much. It’s boring. Everyone knows the story of Genus 6. I flick through a few more pages. Try to speed read. 
 
    “You look like you’re finding it about as interesting as I did.” Ela glances at me then back to the road. 
 
    “I’m not sure how much more I need to know about the history of biofuel.” I fan the pages to check how much there is to go. “Is there anything here you didn’t already know?” 
 
    “No, it’s just some facts about genetic engineering, and how biofuel was developed. We did it at school.” 
 
    “Do you want to talk me through it?” 
 
    “Is this like a test?” she asks, then goes back to watching the road and getting ready to turn left. 
 
    “No, just want to speed things up, so I know what’s in here before I see Jacob.” 
 
    “Okay.” She has a bit of trouble changing gear before she turns, not used to a vehicle this old. 
 
    “Clutch in, gear lever to neutral, clutch out and in again quickly.” 
 
    “What?” asks Ela. 
 
    “You have to double clutch, to change gear.” 
 
    “Yeah, right.” But she gives it a go. I go back to the document. “What’s first?” Ela asks. 
 
    “I’ve read the preface and the history. Next is, ‘What are genetically modified crops?’” 
 
    “It’s just like we learned at school. Genetically modified crops or biotech crops have their DNA modified using genetic engineering techniques. This is done to give the species something that it doesn’t have naturally.” 
 
    “Nothing new there.” I scan down the page. “‘Methods used to genetically modify crops’,” I prompt. 
 
    “Genetic modification is usually done in the laboratory,” says Ela. We get to the hospital. She turns into the entranceway. “Scientists add one or more genes to a plant’s genome.” She finds the hospital carpark. Most of the parking spaces are taken. She starts driving along the first row of utes. Carries on with the lesson on GM. “There are two methods. The ballistic method is the most interesting. DNA is bound to tiny particles of gold or tungsten. Then they use a gun to shoot the particles into plant tissue or single plant cells. They penetrate both the cell wall and the membranes. The DNA separates from the metal and becomes part of the plant genome inside the nucleus. Then there’s Agrobacterium tumefaciens. It’s less interesting. Something about plant parasites and their natural ability to transfer genes.” 
 
    “You remembered all that?” I ask. 
 
    “Did most of it at school.” 
 
    I point ahead of us. “There’s a carpark over there. What else do I need to know?” 
 
    “Transgenic plants have genes inserted into them that are derived from another species. The inserted genes can come from species within the same kingdom. Like plant to plant. Or between kingdoms like bacteria to plant.” She pulls into the space. “Carrots have been engineered to exhibit bioluminescence. One day it could be an alternative to electric light,” she says as we get out of the Land Rover. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    NOW WE BOTH KNOW what’s in the report, we’re ready to go into the hospital and find Jacob. Ela tries to open the door on the driver’s side of the Land Rover. The handle won’t work. It does that sometimes, should have fixed it. I watch her push and pull on it, try wiggling it up and down, but it won’t move. 
 
    She gives up the struggle with the handle. “How do I get out?” 
 
    I lean across to thump the door just above the handle, the same as I would have a few years ago. This time I pull back real quick. 
 
    “Sorry, didn’t mean to squash you.” There’s a click, and the door opens when she tries the handle again. 
 
    “That’s okay.” She smiles at me as she hops out. 
 
    * 
 
    Jacob’s sitting in a wheelchair in his room. He’s in pyjamas, dressing gown, and slippers, and looking more old and tired than usual. 
 
    “You two made it here.” He reaches for his glasses on the side table and puts them on. Once the glasses are in place, he stays pretty still but watches Ela as she fiddles with the bit of paua shell on the chain she’s wearing. 
 
    She sits on the bed near him. “Jack’s been looking after me like you wanted.” Then she tells him about going back to his house and finding it trashed. 
 
    “Trashed?” asks Jacob. 
 
    Ela nods and bites her lip, looking concerned. “I stayed at the pub with Jack and his mother last night. Mrs Fraser says I can stay for as long as I need to.” 
 
    “Thank Patsy for me.” Then Jacob turns to me. “Have you been back and checked things this morning?” 
 
    “Yeah, it all looks the way we left it last night.” 
 
    Now Ela plays with the edge of her cloak. “Jack went this morning before I woke up, and then I met him in the bar.” 
 
    Jacob looks at me over the top of his glasses. I should have warned her not to mention that, but I didn’t know this job came with performance appraisal. It turns out Jacob isn’t too worried about his house or the bar. It’s the document box he focuses on. 
 
    “Did you get the box I told you to get?” 
 
    Ela nods. 
 
    “Have you read the documents and shown them to Jack yet?” 
 
    “We are both almost through them.” She’s exaggerating a bit. We’ve both sort of read one document. 
 
    “I don’t see how the history of biofuel is going to help us,” I say. 
 
    Ela looks at me then nods again, agreeing. Mistake. 
 
    “Neither of you has got very far,” Jacob barks at us. “I want you to read all the documents, so you can understand how important this is. Stop mucking around. Where are they now?” 
 
    “In Jack’s Land Rover,” says Ela quietly. Jacob swings his head around to look at me. Probably should have told her not to mention that either. Jacob’s pretty fired up about those documents, and he knows how secure my Land Rover isn’t. 
 
    “You’ve left the documents in a vehicle in a public car park?” snaps Jacob right on cue. 
 
    “Yep.” I make a point of never giving him the satisfaction of hearing me making excuses. 
 
    “Great,” says Jacob sarcastically. 
 
    Now Ela looks upset. She starts to tell him about going to Curley’s. Jacob stops her. He looks around the walls to check for ears. 
 
    “Let’s go for a walk.” He starts driving the wheelchair towards the door. 
 
    Me and Ela follow. Jacob doesn’t say anything until we are outside in some garden courtyard thing. 
 
    Then he turns on me. “You pick up the papers, Jack?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Before we came here.” 
 
    “Where are they now?” 
 
    “Locked up at home.” 
 
    “Good.” Finally done something right. “Have you gone through them?”  
 
    “No, not yet.” 
 
    “Get it done as soon as you get home,” snaps Jacob. “And tell Ela what you’re doing it for. Her mother will have taught her to keep her mouth shut.” Then I tell him about seeing the Willises talking to the two guys in the pub. 
 
    “Did you get names?” 
 
    “Only the older guy. Mum said he said he was Carlos Vincent.” 
 
    “I haven’t heard of him. I’ll run a check on him. Did you get a good look at them?” 
 
    “Yeah. They were real big. Like they work out. Sort of menacing.” 
 
    “What were they doing?” 
 
    “Mum said looking at NavMaps. It looked like the old guy was laying down the law to Henry and Charlie like they’d been working for him but hadn’t got it right.” 
 
    Jacob nods and scratches his chin. “Might be Vector agents. Keep an eye out. If you see them again, let me know.” 
 
    “And Vector got Lucinda,” I say. 
 
    Jacob sighs and nods like he already knew that. Then he eases his head around as if he’s hurting and turns on Ela again. She’s sitting close to him on a bench threading the edge of her cloak through her fingers again. 
 
    “Listen to Jack. Do what he says and be careful. Read those documents and take Jack to the clearing.”  
 
    I’ve never heard of ‘the clearing’, but Ela nods. I might ask her about that later. Ela sort of flutters her hand over Jacob’s like she wants to touch him but isn’t sure whether she should. 
 
    Then he turns on me again. “Have you got the spray going like I told you to yesterday? I saw aphid damage in the tomato house. And prick out those seedlings in the other glasshouse.” 
 
    I feel like telling him to pull his head in. We didn’t get a lot of sleep last night and it’s still early, and I’ve already been to his place and Curley’s. 
 
    Instead I say, “Okay, I’ll do the seedlings when I get back, and make some spray up this afternoon.” But it doesn’t help. Jacob’s still looking cantankerous, and he’s being an arse to both of us. 
 
    “Get it done.” 
 
    I’ve seen Mum like this when things are getting on top of her. I guess he’s worried, but he doesn’t need to take it out on us. 
 
    I decide if he’s going to be snappy and throw his weight around. It’s time to go.  
 
    “We’ll do the work and go through Curley’s papers.” I leave the wall to hold itself up. “Tomorrow I’ll take Ela to the drill sites if you still want that.” 
 
    Jacob nods. “Yes, go to the site tomorrow. Read the documents. Deal with Curley’s stuff first though.” Jacob rests his head against the back of the wheelchair and closes his eyes. 
 
    “I’ll get the transport,” I say to Ela. “Pick you up at the entrance.” I just get a few steps away from the courtyard, and Jacob calls me back. He fishes in his pocket, pulls out a bit of paper and hands it to me. “Take this.” 
 
    “What is it?” I unfold the paper and read, CatchingFire. 
 
    “If you run into any trouble,” says Jacob, “just call Fitzgerald and say that. It will tell him you need help.” He trails off as a couple of burly nurses in blue cotton shirts and pants walk past the courtyard. 
 
    Jacob watches them move on. “Bill and Ben,” he says. It makes me wonder if they’re nurses or jailers, or maybe Jacob’s just paranoid. “Fitzgerald will help you. He’s running the cell at the moment,” says Jacob when we’re alone again. “Just call him and say ‘CatchingFire’ if there’s trouble.” 
 
    That sounds familiar. Like I’ve heard that phrase a couple of times already. “What’s ‘CatchingFire’?” I ask. 
 
    “It’s the name of a book.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve read it. What will it mean to Fitzgerald?” 
 
    “It’s the emergency code. Remember to use it only if you need Fitzgerald’s help.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say. Jacob must be finally starting to trust me if he’s given me the code word they use. 
 
    * 
 
    We leave Jacob sitting there. 
 
    “Did that go the way you planned?” asks Ela as we walk to the car. 
 
    “Could have been better.” 
 
    “He gets cross doesn’t he?” she says quietly. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “I didn’t know he could be like that.” 
 
    “Just stick around me, and you’ll see a lot more of it,” I say, as we go across the grass. Ela pulls a face like she doesn’t think that’s funny.  
 
    Then I start thinking about the whole ‘Catching Fire’ thing. And I wonder why it sounded familiar. 
 
    It’s a few more steps before I remember where I’ve heard it before. Nick, Curley’s dad, and then Scott all talked about something catching fire, and it seemed strange each time. 
 
    When they saw I didn’t know what they were talking about, they all backed off. I think about it a bit more, and we’re nearly at the carpark before I realise what they were doing. They were sending out feelers to see if I was part of the resistance too. Or whatever it is Jacob and Fitzgerald call what they’ve got going. Jacob called it a cell. 
 
    And suddenly I’m irritated. Jacob didn’t even bother to tell me straight up about it until he had to. He kept me in the dark. Everyone else knew what was going on but not me. Just used me as a messenger boy, and now he’s even got me babysitting. 
 
    I decide to have him on about it. I hand the keys to Ela. “Wait for me in the Land Rover. There’s something I want to ask that granddad of yours.” 
 
    “Okay.” She’s all innocent grey eyes and trusting. She wanders off in the direction of the carpark. 
 
    * 
 
    I go back to the courtyard. 
 
    “You forget something?” he asks when he sees me. 
 
    “Yeah. Are the Willises going to be telling me about something catching fire in the next few days?” I ask. 
 
    Jacob considers that for a moment like he’s deciding if I deserve to know. 
 
    “No, they aren’t part of the cell,” he says finally. “And they won’t be. You know we think they’re informers for DoE. Why?” 
 
    I consider a few replies. “Thanks, Jacob,” I say after a while. “You’ve known me and Dad for years, and you didn’t trust me enough to make me part of this.” 
 
    “You knew as much as you needed to know,” says Jacob like this is nothing.  
 
    Now I’m angry. They didn’t tell the Willises because they don’t trust them, and they’ve been treating me the same way as they’ve been treating those arseholes. 
 
    “And it’s good to know you rate me about the same as you rate the Willises,” I say. 
 
    “Get over it,” he says. 
 
    Get over it? “That right?” 
 
    “Yes.” Jacob studies the wall. After a while, he looks back at me. “While you were getting into trouble all the time, you were no good to us.” 
 
    “So, you decide to shut me out?” 
 
    “We decided to keep you close and wait for you to grow up.” 
 
    Grow up? The arsehole. 
 
    Jacob moves his good leg and knocks the seat of the picnic table with his foot like he does when he wants to have a chat. “Sit,” he says. “You look like you’re going to explode.” 
 
    It takes a while for me to sit. What Jacob says had better be good. He’s got a bit of ground to make up. 
 
    Jacob eases the foot back onto the foot rest. Maybe moving his leg hurt him. I’m not too sorry about that. He gives the side of his mouth a bit of a scratch like he’s playing for time deciding what to say. Then he leans forward in the wheelchair. When he does start talking, his voice is quiet and conciliatory. 
 
    “If we’d let you go to the City when you finished school, you’d have ended up in a Vector interrogation cell. They don’t like Locals who make trouble.” He leans back again, giving me time to consider that, then raises an eyebrow, expecting me to say something. 
 
    But what he’s just said is infuriating too. All right, I wasn’t exactly a model citizen a few months ago. But he’s got to know all that has changed. Especially after the Stevens’ thing. I don’t say anything. Let him squirm. 
 
    He considers the rock wall for a while again. Then looks back at me. “You just had to learn to take orders and follow instructions. Be a bit more responsible.” 
 
    “You and Fitzgerald think Nick is more responsible than I am?” I ask. And Curley and Scott, for that matter. 
 
    “Ah, that’s where you heard it.” Jacob lifts his bad leg with his hands, still trying to get comfortable. “I’ll have a word with Fitzgerald about some sort of identification code. CatchingFire’s not meant to be used that way. It’s supposed to be kept for emergencies. And it isn’t that we think Nick is more responsible. He needed a code word to get help if he was in trouble. Every time he passes on information he hears at work, he’s putting himself in danger. If he gets caught and interrogated we’re all in trouble.” 
 
    “But it didn’t matter if I got caught?” That comes out snappy. 
 
    “Not a lot,” says Jacob, less conciliatory than before. It’s like we’re discussing something trivial again. “Until now, all you knew is that you work for an eccentric old coot who likes to grow his own seeds and then hands them out to a few other people. You couldn’t do much damage.” 
 
    I’ve heard enough. “Thanks, Jacob.” I stand up ready to go. “That’s real caring. Your way, I die under interrogation without even knowing why.” 
 
    “Yeah, probably should have told you a bit earlier.” Jacob pushes on a wheel, turns the chair a bit so he can look out at the hospital grounds. 
 
    He thinks for a while. Then turns back to me. “Look,” he says. “If I didn’t trust you, you wouldn’t be looking after Ela. Ela is important, and not just because she’s my grandkid. She’s the answer to all this.” 
 
    “What answer?” 
 
    “She’s a Natural.” Like that answers my question. 
 
    “Yeah, right,” I say. Apart from everything else, no one looks as good as she does when the genes are left to select themselves. Jacob just shrugs at me in a take it or leave it sort of way. “She can’t be a Natural,” I point out. “She’s Elite and there hasn’t been a Natural born to the Elite in twenty years. That’s why we have the Quarantine.” 
 
    Jacob eases his back again. Leans forward in the chair. “She is, and, because she is, she’s the proof the effects of Genus 6 can be reversed. She’s what Eugenics Corp doesn’t want anyone to find out. That the rest of the world could have kids if they got rid of Genus 6 and the Trojan Gene.” 
 
    Jacob waits to see how I take that. If it’s true, it’s huge. I don’t believe a word of it. “Prove it,” I say. 
 
    “Don’t keep Ela’s DNA records in my pocket.” Another smartarse. I’m surrounded by them. 
 
    I see Bill and Ben come out of the doors. They start heading towards us. Jacob sees them too. We have about thirty seconds to finish this. 
 
    “Who would want to hide something so important?” I watch Bill and Ben coming closer. 
 
    “Eugenics Corp, Humicrib, Trans-seed, Transgene.” Jacob’s talking fast and low. “If it comes out Genus 6 is suppressing the fertility of the world’s population, and the effects can be reversed, they’ll be out of business.” 
 
    “Does Ela know?” Bill and Ben have got to the path. 
 
    Jacob nods, still watching as his jailers get closer. “I think she’s just found out. I haven’t had a chance to talk to her about it. But her dad left her a message. The message explains it all better than I can now. Ask her.”  
 
    I’ll be checking with her. “And no one can know Ela’s a Natural?” 
 
    Jacob nods. “No one knows. And the Administration will kill her if they find out. It’s your job to keep her safe. It always was.” 
 
    I consider that. If any of this is true, it’s a responsibility. “Okay,” I say in the end. I’m playing along until I have time to check the facts. I think that’s it, but Jacob keeps talking. Not much more than a whisper now. Bill and Ben are close to the courtyard. 
 
    “We don’t recruit a lot of young kids like you and your mates. We don’t have to. Everyone comes back from the City a bit older and wiser. But we’ve got plans for you and Nick and Curley. If things go the way we think they will, we’re going to need you. Just wait a while and keep things going for me, just until I get out of here.” 
 
    “Okay.” I still don’t like what Jacob and Fitzgerald did, keeping me in the dark. 
 
    “Jack,” says Jacob seriously. “Look after Ela for me.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I have my doubts about the Ela story. It doesn’t sound likely. 
 
    Then Bill and Ben arrive in the courtyard. 
 
      
 
    I go back to the carpark. “You’re a Natural?” I ask Ela as I swing into the Land Rover and shut the door. 
 
    “Dad says I am. Is that what you wanted to talk to Jacob about?” 
 
    “No, it came up.” 
 
    “I just found out too.” Ela lifts the silver chain from around her neck and shows me the paua charm, and it’s actually a ThumbDrive. “Dad left me a message. It’s on the MemoryStick. It was in the box with the documents.” 
 
    “Do you believe it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But I look a lot like Dad did and Jacob too.” 
 
    I study her a moment. “A bit, maybe.” I grin at her. “But Jacob’s no beauty, so it’s hard to see.” 
 
    Ela giggles. “In the message, Dad talks about your dad too.” 
 
    “Can I watch it?” 
 
    “Don’t know. I’ll think about it.” She wraps her fingers around the paua shell cover. “Where are we going now?” 
 
    “Back to Jacob’s, do that work he wants done. Tomorrow we’ll check the drill sites.” I turn the key and the motor starts. I look behind then pull out of the parking space. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I CAN SEE Ela’s not too keen on going inside Jacob’s house. She just sits there in the passenger seat. I guess the last time she went in she walked in on a nightmare. I get out of the car, go around to her side, and open the door. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s see if we can find something to eat. You’ll feel better after food.” 
 
    She slides out. “You sound like my mother.” 
 
    “I was quoting Mum.” Ela smiles a bit. I shut the car door behind her, and we walk up the steps onto the veranda. She finds the key and unlocks the door. 
 
    I go inside first. 
 
    She follows. 
 
    Everything in the house looks the way we left it except for the fingerprinting dust. I don’t think anyone has been inside since the police. She wipes the dining table down with the dish cloth. I fish in the cupboards and fridge looking for something to eat for lunch. 
 
    “Sandwiches and fruit will have to do.” I pull things out of the fridge and put them on the bench. “Jacob makes a mean loaf of bread.” 
 
    Ela sort of half smiles again. 
 
    “Do you want tea or hot chocolate?” I’m filling the kettle with water. 
 
    “Chocolate would be good. I’ll get the washing in while the kettle is boiling.” There is something strange about the way she says this. She quickly walks through the kitchen, out into the laundry, and grabs the washing basket off the machine. I watch her as she goes out the back door. 
 
    She makes it to the clothesline. I can’t figure out what’s happening. She keeps her back towards the kitchen window, carefully unpegs the washing, folds it and puts it in the washing basket. One pile of clothes and one pile of towels. Then she picks up one of Jacob’s handkerchiefs and stands there looking at the paddocks. 
 
    I go out the back door and down the porch steps to tell her the food is ready. 
 
    She turns around, and she’s crying. 
 
    I’m not too sure what to do. I think about pretending I haven’t seen and escaping back inside. 
 
    Instead I walk over to her. Even for me, it was a shock seeing Jacob like that, and he’s not my grandfather. I slip an arm over her shoulders like I used to when we were kids. 
 
    “Come on. The hot chocolate will get cold.” I turn her around and start walking her back to the porch. “It’s nice out here. Sit on the steps. I’ll get the food.” 
 
    She sits on her own looking at the washing basket on the lawn under the clothesline. 
 
    I come back with the sandwiches on a plate in one hand and two cups of chocolate in the other. I put the plate on the porch, hand her a cup and settle beside her. 
 
    She sips the chocolate. I watch the clothesline. The pegs sit on it like small birds evenly spaced. There’s a flush of green on the paddocks from all the rain we’ve had. 
 
    “Sorry,” she says. “Jacob should be sitting at the table giving instructions.” 
 
    I try to think of the right thing to say. “I didn’t think he was doing too badly in the giving out instructions department,” I say in the end. “Jacob’s worried. It makes him grumpy.” 
 
    “I guess so.” Ela tries a smile. “And it’s everything else too. In the City people don’t get hurt, and houses don’t get destroyed. Girls don’t get arrested for being pregnant. It’s like I have walked in on someone else’s life.” 
 
    I nod, put my cup down, pick up a tomato sandwich and offer it to her. “Have something to eat.” 
 
    * 
 
    We sit in the sun. Work our way through the tomato sandwiches. We’re quiet for a while, then Ela brushes the crumbs off her skirt. 
 
    “What did Jacob want you to tell me?” she asks. 
 
    And that’s unfair of Jacob. He’s spent all his time warning me to keep my mouth shut about anything I see around here, and he tells her that. 
 
    Ela sees the hesitation. “Jacob is right you know. I won’t blurt anything out. Some things you don’t tell anyone.” 
 
    So, I go with it. I start to tell her what I know. Jacob must know what he’s doing. “Jacob is part of something that has nothing to do with farming,” I say. 
 
    “I guessed that,” she says. “You don’t need a code word to get help if you’re farming.” 
 
    “I only know some of it.” I break off a bit of mint from beside the step and start pulling the leaves off. “I’ve only been here a month, but it’s some sort of resistance movement.” I pull the rest of the leaves off the mint except the three at the end. Start tidying it. “I think they’re fighting against the Administration. Sometimes things happen at night or when I’m not here. Stuff gets moved or appears or disappears.” 
 
    Ela watches what I’m doing with the mint stalk. 
 
    I aim it at a daisy on the grass and throw. It misses. Then Ela examines the patch of mint beside her. Chooses a bit, picks it, starts shredding too. The mint smell drifts around. 
 
    “Anyway, all the time people like Fitzgerald and a heap of other guys come onto the farm, talk to Jacob, and have some pretty serious looking meetings. He sometimes explains about them, and sometimes he doesn’t.” I pick another stalk of mint and start shredding again. 
 
    “How do you fit in?” Ela asks. She wipes the rest of the leaves off, aims at the daisy, and gets it. 
 
    “Jacob and Fitzgerald organised that I work here. I’m the messenger boy for them. I get sent places to deliver stuff or pick up stuff, like at Curley’s. Sometimes I know why. Sometimes I don’t. It’s like until now they didn’t trust me enough to make me part of it completely. I was on the edge until I proved myself. I’m pretty sure Scott and Curley and a few of my other mates are too. I think we’re all part of a network that’s fighting the Quarantine and Vector and everything that goes with it, and Jacob’s the leader.” 
 
    Ela thinks about that for a while, examining the mint beside her, choosing her next missile. “Why do you think Jacob’s the leader?” She grabs another stalk of mint, pulls off a leaf and crushes it. The smell bites the air. 
 
    “The way the others act around him.” 
 
    “Do you think my father was part of it too when he was alive?” she asks. 
 
    “Don’t know. I wondered about my dad too –if that’s why he left. Remember how they used to take us places and then disappear for hours?” 
 
    “You taught me to shoot to fill in time.” 
 
    “Yeah, you were getting pretty good.” I examine my stalk: it’s near perfect. There’s still a fair bit I’m not telling her. Jacob didn’t say how far I should go. 
 
    Ela moves to the next thing. “Is the Quarantine something to do with the problems with Genus 6?” 
 
    “Jacob thinks so.” I aim at the daisy and miss again. I wouldn’t even have thought she’d know there were problems. All that propaganda they feed the Elite on the SkyVids to keep them from asking any questions about Genus 6 and Humicrib. 
 
    “What are the problems?” asks Ela. Here it gets tricky, but Jacob is where all my theories come from. He says to tell her, so I do. 
 
    “You know why the seed companies genetically modify seeds?” 
 
    “Yes,” says Ela. “They give the seeds new traits that will make the plants more disease resistant, or stress resistant. Sometimes it might be resistance to herbicides or pests.” 
 
    “Pretty much. Well, Jacob says around the year 2020 the world was about to run out of oil, so they started looking at a way to produce biofuel cheaply.” 
 
    “We learned about that at school,” says Ela. “Transgene studied lots of things – algae, maize, corn, sugar cane and sugar beet – to see if they could be used. In the end they decided to use oil seed rape and modified it and came up with Genus 6.” 
 
    I wipe my hands on the grass; they stink of mint. “That’s right. According to Jacob, in the first year when they grew it, there was a problem with a tiger worm. It was usually only found on the equator, and it had never been known to attack oil seed rape before. Anyway, it really liked Genus 6, and they got a low yield, well below the tonnage per hectare they thought they’d get.” 
 
    “What did they do?” she asks. 
 
    “They engineered a yeast. The yeast caused the plant to produce progesterone, and the progesterone stopped the worm from breeding.” 
 
    “That seems sensible,” says Ela. “Why is that a problem?” 
 
    “The gene they put in Genus 6 to create the yeast moved onto the Poaceae family.” 
 
    ‘Wheat, corn and maize?” 
 
    “Yeah, all the grains people use as food. Everyone got these huge doses of progesterone.” 
 
    “And?” asks Ela. 
 
    “Progesterone is a contraceptive. It makes you sterile.” 
 
    “We don’t get taught that.” She fires her second bit of mint at the daisy. Gets it again and looks at me in a ‘beat that’ sort of way. I’d say she’s still pretty competitive for a girl. 
 
    * 
 
    I start work. Ela helps me cut up the garlic and make up the spray ready to use tomorrow, and I show her how to prick out the tomato seedlings. She catches on pretty quick. We work together. I prepare the trays, and she sticks the tiny plants into the holes I’ve made. 
 
    “It’s like tucking them in bed.” She gently presses the mulch around the last seedling for that tray. 
 
    “Yeah.” Though actually I hadn’t thought of it like that before. I press the drill into the next tray, then slide the tray over to her. 
 
    She digs into the seedling tray and carefully lifts the seedlings out on the hand trowel. 
 
    “Why didn’t the gene affect New Zealand?” She loosens a seedling from the bunch and drops it into the hole the drill made. 
 
    “We never had Genus 6 here. Now the Administration works hard to make sure that gene doesn’t get into the country. You’re only allowed to grow seeds that are on the register, nothing else. Though Jacob says the problem is really something to do with the aflatoxins and how the grain is stored.” 
 
    We work on a few more trays, and then I realise there’s more stuff I haven’t told her. 
 
    “These tomatoes aren’t on the register,” I say. 
 
    “They’re rogue plants?” She stops working and turns around. “Why?” 
 
    “Only DoE think they’re rogue plants. Nobody round here does. It’s against the law to save your own seed and grow anything that hasn’t been registered. 
 
    But Jacob says it’s lunacy to only have one variety of each species in the world. It’s dangerous. Biodiversity stops a species being wiped out accidentally by some mistake like the thing with Genus 6, so we keep our own seeds and plant them. Besides, I think Jacob doesn’t like buying his seed from Transgene on principle.” 
 
    “How do you get away with it?” 
 
    “That’s where Curley comes in. He’s a computer technician for the Administration. He works at the Outpost. It’s this big complex just out of town. Concrete buildings, electrified fence, the works. It’s where DoE are based. Curley prints off the records for us, so we know where they will be working over the next month. He makes the copies secretly, disconnects the printer’s counter, so no one will question what he’s doing.” 
 
    “That’s scary,” says Ela. “What if he gets caught?” 
 
    I shrug. “He’s careful. It’s been going on for years according to Jacob. Me and Jacob go through the records and find out where DoE will be and get the message out. And Nick – he’s one of my mates too – he works for DoE and gets early warnings to us. When we get back to the pub, we’ll look at the papers I picked up from Curley’s yesterday.” 
 
    “What do the growers do if DoE is coming?” 
 
    “Destroy the plants or move them.” 
 
    * 
 
    Later, back at the pub, we sit on the couch in the lounge with Curley’s box between us, ready to go through it. 
 
    I shuffle the pile of paper and bang its edges on the timber chest, so it will fit back in the box. Ela, looking tired, rubs her eyes with her fingers. 
 
    “Why does he print the minutes?” she asks. “Why not just copy them onto a Com or a Tablet?” 
 
    “We try to stick to paper. Jacob thinks the Elite have forgotten about paper copies. They don’t monitor them the way they monitor other stuff.” 
 
    We spread the papers out on the timber chest in front of the couch and plough through endless minutes on renovating the public toilets and the cost of using different products. It’s always like this. 
 
    After the cost of afternoon teas and telephone expenses, I find what we are looking for. DoE will be in the Waihi areas checking the bush and the farms next week.  
 
    I need to warn the two farms that are growing cucumbers for Jacob. I’ll have to send them an email tonight. After old Stevens, they’ll know to hide the stuff straight away, and any OffGrid kids they have hanging around. 
 
    “How often do you do this?” asks Ela. 
 
    “Every week. If I find anything anyone needs to know, I make sure they know about it.” And this time there’ll be no mucking around first. Lucky everyone on the list is on the Intranet. 
 
    Ela nods then moves on to her next question. 
 
    “What sites did Jacob want you to take me to?” 
 
    “They’re up the mountain. We’ll go tomorrow morning.” 
 
    I look at what she’s wearing, short skirt, tiny top, little shoes. Not practical. Real Elite. “We have to go into the bush. You got suitable clothes in that bag you brought?” 
 
    She thinks about it for a moment. 
 
    “I could wear my running gear. Will that be all right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. 
 
    As soon as Ela’s gone to bed, I use Dad’s computer to send out the warnings. Jacob said he’d run a check on Vincent. I decide to do it for him. I start an eSerch, put in ‘Carlos Vincent’. I’m a bit curious about him and the Willises and what they’re up to anyway. 
 
    I see the Connect flash and hit the eSerch icon. 
 
    Vincent is about the same age as Fitzgerald. That’s too old to have a Status page, but it’s old enough to still be using Facebook. I give that a go. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I do a general search. I still don’t get the thousands of hits you’d expect. In fact, nothing comes up about him at all. Not a single hit. Weird. Nobody’s that far OffGrid. He must be going to a lot of trouble to keep himself a secret. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    NICK TURNS UP at the pub way before daybreak. “Fitzgerald wants us to get the Egans out now,” he says, as soon as I open the door. He’s standing there in the false dawn, leaning in, hand on the doorframe. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Another order from Vector. A raid like at the Stevens’. This one’s planned for this morning.” 
 
    “I could just fire up the computer and warn them to get the hell out of there.” Not enough sleep makes me reluctant to go out in the cold in the middle of the night. 
 
    “No. Fitzgerald doesn’t want to risk it. Thinks Vector will track where the warning came from.” 
 
    Jacob is always worried about surveillance. Now it looks like Fitzgerald is too. 
 
    “We need to go to the Egan place and get them away,” says Nick. “Curley says there are Intercepts on everything. He’s not even sure how safe your dad’s computer is.” 
 
    “Okay.” I wanted to do something real for once, and it looks like this is my chance. “I’ll get dressed and get some gear.” 
 
    Ela hovers near the door. Must have heard Nick arrive. She turns and goes back to her room without saying anything. I guess she thinks this is nothing to do with her. 
 
    I walk down the passage to my room, and Nick follows talking fast. 
 
    “Fitzgerald said when the order for Stevens came through Vector was at their place within a couple of hours. We’re going to have to move fast. And it’s not just the seeds. Their kids are OffGrid.” 
 
    “What about food?” I ask as I stand up, ready to get going. 
 
    “Mum packed some.” 
 
    I get my day pack. Pull on jeans and t-shirt. Sit and put on some socks and boots. 
 
    “You got a primus in that pack?” We’re heading up the passage towards the kitchen. 
 
    “Yeah, do we take both vehicles?” From what Jacob says, the Egans are a big family. Extra transport might help. 
 
    “Nah,” says Nick. “We’ll stick the kids on the tray of the ute. We just have to get them to a bridge near their place. Fitzgerald will be waiting there for us.” 
 
    Nick sounds on to it. “You done this before?” 
 
    “Yeah, a couple of times.” 
 
    I pick my Swanndri up off the chair and see Ela come into the kitchen fully dressed. In running clothes, and, fuck, you should see what Elite wear to go running in. The factories in China don’t waste any money on fabric. 
 
    “You’re not coming,” I say to her. “This could get dangerous.” 
 
    “Of course, I’m coming.” Ela’s eyes are deadly serious. “I could help.” 
 
    “Nah, you’re safer here.” 
 
    “Jacob said I was to stay with you,” says Ela like that clinches it. Haven’t seen this side of her before and this isn’t a good idea. 
 
    “Jacob said you should do what I tell you.” 
 
    “And that’s going to happen.” And there’s nothing sweet and Elite about the way Ela says that. Like I said, haven’t seen this side of her before. 
 
    Nick’s looking from her to me, me to her. “Ela Hennessey, I presume,” he says. 
 
    “Jacob’s granddaughter,” I say. 
 
    “I know,” says Nick. 
 
    I turn to Ela again. “You can’t come.” I get my rifle from beside the kitchen door. Pick up my pack. Consider a ‘carry her to her room and lock her in’ manoeuvre like Jacob said. Looking at her standing there, determined to come with us, I suspect that won’t go down well. 
 
    “What do you reckon?” I ask Nick, and nod in Ela’s direction. Nick shakes his head like he can’t believe me. Then looks over at Ela too. 
 
    “Get out in the bush much?” he asks. 
 
    “Don’t get out too often in the City.” She’s quick. 
 
    And Nick gives one of those half snorts. “Let her come.” He starts going out the door. “She can help load the stuff they’ll want to take with them.” He checks out the running gear. Tiny shorts, tinier singlet, legs forever. “Have you got something she can wear?” 
 
    “I’ll get Mum’s Swanndri.” I go to the cupboard. Ela takes it, shrugs into it, emerging eventually. She follows us down the stairs. We get to the bottom, no one saying anything. As we go out the back door of the pub, Nick glances back at me. 
 
    “Fitzgerald called earlier, said he wanted to talk to me.” 
 
    I wait for Ela to get through, then lock the back door behind us. “About this?” I ask. 
 
    “Nah, he came round later for this.” Nick’s moving across the parking area now to his ute. “Fitzgerald went to see Jacob in the afternoon. Got told to have a word with me,” he says over his shoulder. 
 
    “About what?” I ask. 
 
    “Guess,” he says. And it hits me. I got him into the shit letting Jacob know where I’d heard the code word. 
 
    “I didn’t think.” I sling my pack onto the back of the ute beside Nick’s stuff. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Nick gives a bit of a shrug. “But I’ll survive.” 
 
    I let Mon out of the kennel. He leaps onto the back of the ute, settles, head on my pack like it’s a pillow. 
 
    Ela’s waiting by the ute in the cold. Arms folded around her body, hands inside the sleeves of Mum’s Swanndri. 
 
    Nick opens the ute door. 
 
    “We’ll park near a layby about a couple of kilometres from the Egans’ place. I’ll show you where we’re headed then. We need to recon before we go in.” 
 
    That makes sense. Check out the Egans’ place first. Can’t do much for them if Vector are there already like they were at the Stevens’. 
 
    “Okay.” I hold the door open, so Ela can get in. I get in beside her, then shut the door. It’s a tight fit the three of us in the cab of the ute. I put my arm over Ela’s shoulders, pull her closer to give Nick room to change gear. She snuggles up to me the way she used to when we were kids. Having her tucked up close like that feels familiar. 
 
    We get going. 
 
    “You know Vector got Lucinda?” asks Nick as we’re driving along. 
 
    “Yeah, saw it happen. Three StealthHovers and a hundred odd VTroops to take one girl.” 
 
    “Fitzgerald said they sent an army. Joe went berserk when he found out.” Nick sounds bitter. 
 
    “Who’s Joe?” asks Ela. 
 
    “Nick’s brother.” We drive along in the dark a bit longer then Nick starts talking again. 
 
    “I saw something yesterday you might want to know.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Remember those two guys we saw with the Willises on Monday night? I’ve seen them at the Outpost.” 
 
    “So, they’re Vector?” 
 
    “Looks like it.” It’s not much of a surprise. They had that pumped-up, full of themselves look Vector have. But I just did an eSerch on one of them. Not good. 
 
    “Your Com not work?” I ask Nick. 
 
    “Coms have ears,” he says, and Ela snorts. Fair enough. 
 
    Hopefully Curley’s wrong, and Dad’s computer is secure enough that the search isn’t picked up. I guess so, no Hovers turned up and snatched me. Maybe Jacob’s right. Nick does have more sense than me. 
 
    “They’re OffGrid,” I say. 
 
    “You did a search on them?” I see him turn his head a bit. Nick looks at me like I’m an idiot. 
 
    “Yep, and got zilch.” 
 
    “Did you spell the name right?” He thinks I’m a complete idiot. 
 
    “How many ways can you spell Carlos Vincent?” I ask. “Anyway, what were they doing at the Outpost?” 
 
    “Acting like they own the place. Talking to people, giving orders. They’ve even got an office.” 
 
    “What are they there for?” 
 
    “Don’t know.” 
 
    * 
 
    We get to the layby and get out of the ute. It’s cold and dark, almost a frost, grass white, fog hanging around below. There’s a bit of a glow on the horizon. 
 
    Nick blows on his hands to warm them. 
 
    “Whose idea was this?” he asks, boots stamping on the frozen grass. 
 
    “Not mine.” I go around the back of the vehicle to get my gear, and Mon leaps off the tray. “Think the fog will lift?” 
 
    “Should burn off early.” Nick wanders around the ute too. Unzips the front of his pack. Pulls out a chart and a torch. Spreads the chart on the tray. 
 
    Mon lifts his leg beside the front tyre. 
 
    “Likes to leave his mark that dog,” says Nick, like he’ll be washing that tyre the moment he gets home. We lean over the map. Try to get a fix on where we are. I know the general area. It’s not too far from Nick’s grandma’s place. I’ve been hunting here with him and Joe a few times. 
 
    “We’ll follow this line. Come at the place from behind.” Nick tracks his finger up a gut then across a ridge. “We’ll walk along here and work our way up to that windfall ridge. That way, when we get to the bush line, we’ll get a good view of anything going on.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Ela waits near us watching and patting Mon. I turn to her, point into the gloom of the bush in front of us. I can just make out a darker shadowed area of a gully snaking up the slope. 
 
    “We’re going up this gut,” I say, and Ela nods. 
 
    Nick folds the map up again, stows it in his pack. Pulls the cord to close the inner lining and then clips the top flap. 
 
    “Got your wrist shield?” he asks as he lifts the pack off the tray by its strap. 
 
    “Yeah.” I raise my arm a bit. The Swanndri sleeve slides down. The shield glints dark and metallic in the half light. 
 
    “Left your Coms at home?” I check. Locates on Coms can be tracked too. Nick and Ela nod. 
 
    Then the three of us get going, and it doesn’t take long to realise that as brilliant ideas go, taking Ela with us isn’t one of them. We’re supposed to be in stealth mode, but in the bush, even in running shoes, there’s the noise of her. 
 
    She stands on every twig and breaks every branch she passes. I can hear the rustle the leaves make as she moves her feet. She knows nothing about moving through the bush quietly. Forgot to teach her that when I was twelve. Probably couldn’t do it myself then anyway. 
 
    Even Monsanto seems to know stealth is required. He moves at the same speed with the same care as me and Nick. 
 
    Not Ela. 
 
    And talk about talk. Normally when we are in the bush, Nick and I can go for hours without saying anything. 
 
    Not Ela. “What’s a gut?” she asks as we climb steadily. 
 
    “A small steep gully that goes up the side of a ridge.” 
 
    “A windfall ridge?” asks Ela. 
 
    “A place where all the trees have been blown over in a storm.” And so on. 
 
    It takes us about half an hour to get to the top where the track disappears. 
 
    “How do you know where to go?” asks Ela. 
 
    “We’ll follow the ridge. Hardly anyone hunts now. That’s why the track’s grown over.” 
 
    We walk on. Nick ahead, moving like a shadow with Monsanto near him. No loyalty that dog, goes with the one in front. 
 
    Then Ela steps on yet another twig, and the crack reverberates through the dark. I make a rapid change of plan. Decide we have to leave her behind. 
 
    I stop, take off my pack and put it down beside a rock. Nick sees me do it and waits just a bit ahead. He probably can guess why I’ve stopped. 
 
    “You stay here,” I say to Ela. “I’ll come back and get you when we’re done.” 
 
    She looks doubtful. 
 
    “We’ll be quicker and quieter without you.” 
 
    “How long will you be?” she asks. It’s still not quite dawn. She might be sitting in the dark alone in the middle of nowhere for a while. 
 
    “We should be back in an hour or so, I guess.” I try to sound like an hour’s not long. “Depends what happens. There’s a torch in the pack,” I say as some consolation. 
 
    “Won’t you need the torch?” she asks. 
 
    “No, there’s enough light from the moon to see where we’re going.” 
 
    She still doesn’t look too keen on the plan. “I’d rather stay with you.” She looks around at bush looming close and dark. 
 
    I can’t decide what to do. I’m not too keen on leaving her alone in the dark, but I have to weigh that up against being able to move fast and quiet. 
 
    “Hurry up,” says Nick from his position away a bit from us. “We don’t have time for another lovers’ tiff.” He’s read too much into me and Ela arguing. 
 
    I decide on a compromise. “You can come if you stay close and move like we do.” 
 
    “And don’t talk anymore,” says Nick helpfully. “We don’t want to alert anyone until we know what we’re walking into. And you have to keep up. We can’t wait for you.” She considers that, looks from me to Nick and then down to the shadowy valley 
 
    “I still want to come. I’ll be careful and quiet.” 
 
    I’m still not sure it’s a good idea, but I give in. I put the pack back on. 
 
    “Okay.” What can go wrong? We wake them up, pack them into the ute, take them to Fitzgerald. 
 
    We start moving towards the Egans’ place again. 
 
    Nick nods behind us at Ela. “Masterful,” he says out the side of his mouth. 
 
    “You were no help.” 
 
    Nick just shrugs. 
 
    I figure he wasn’t too keen on leaving her behind either. 
 
    Eventually we’re close to the Egans’. We stand watching the mist in the gully get pushed further back as the sun starts to come up. Behind us the hills look like black velvet against the sky. In front, I can see the farm buildings in the grey of dawn. It’s all quiet and serene. Looks like we got here on time this time. 
 
    * 
 
    Nick bangs on the door. And after a few seconds I can hear that scurrying and crash bang you hear when someone is trying to move fast but not wake up the rest of the household. 
 
    Egan opens the door. His feet are half in his slippers. He’s still shrugging into his dressing gown. He looks from me to Nick. 
 
    “About to get a visit, are we?” he asks. 
 
    “Yeah,” says Nick. 
 
    “How long have we got?” 
 
    “Fitzgerald says maybe an hour.” 
 
    “What about the seedlings?” 
 
    “No time. Fitzgerald says to leave them. Just get your family out.” His wife appears behind him. Switches on the light. 
 
    Egan turns to her. “Wake the kids, get them dressed and packed. Just a change of clothes.” She nods and goes back down the passage way. We hear whispering then movement from the bedrooms. 
 
    “Ela and Jack will help you pack,” says Nick. “I’ll get our vehicle, take you to Fitzgerald. He’s got a safe house sorted.” 
 
    “Where are you parked?” 
 
    “About a kilometre away. I’ll be back in fifteen minutes or so.” 
 
    “We’ll be ready,” says Egan, like he knew this would happen, and they’re prepared for it. 
 
    * 
 
    So, we get the Egans away safe. There’s ten of them, and all the kids OffGrid. Then Nick goes back to the layby, hides the ute, and me, Ela and Nick sit on the bush line above the house to see what’ll happen. Like Fitzgerald told Nick to. 
 
    Nothing happens. We watch the farmhouse and the barns and the long lines of glasshouses. Jacob says Egans have one of the biggest operations we’ve got. Acres of glasshouses and barns full of equipment stretch out in front of us. Maybe that’s why they need all those kids. There’s a fair bit of work involved in an operation like this. Anyway, it all just sits there undisturbed. 
 
    “This is a waste of time,” says Nick about two hours after sunrise. 
 
    “Maybe Curley got it wrong.” 
 
    “Yeah, looks like it.” He stands up. “Want to go with Plan B?” 
 
    Sounds good to me. We go hunting again. 
 
    * 
 
    Ela’s doing all right, but I hang back a bit and keep her with me. She might be getting better at moving quietly, but there’s still the smell of her. She moves in a fog of perfume, soap and shampoo. I let Nick go ahead. We have a better chance of getting something with Nick up front. He has his rifle loaded and the bolt half closed. 
 
    As we go up the next ridge, every now and then Nick walks out to the edge and takes a look. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” asks Ela. She might be better at moving in the bush, but she still talks. 
 
    “Looking for sign,” I say. 
 
    “Sign?” 
 
    “Footprints, broken branches, bark rubbed off tree trunks.” 
 
    He comes back to where we are. 
 
    “There’s nothing on the track,” he says. “If we work our way higher, we should start seeing something.” He holds the sling of his rifle against his shoulder and makes a snaking upward motion with his free arm. 
 
    We carry on. Ela is talking again. 
 
    “Why does he keep his rifle loaded?” 
 
    “So, he can take a quick shot. Closing the bolt the final half turn won’t make a sound.” 
 
    We work our way up the ridge. 
 
    “Why are we going this way?” 
 
    “It’s better if we move into the breeze. Nothing will get our scent.” Don’t mention the fog of perfume. “That means anything ahead of us won’t be disturbed.” 
 
    We come to a small crest with a large rocky knob that gives a good view of the gut leading down below the main ridge. Broadleaf trees wind their way down with grassy fingers separating them. 
 
    “It looks like a perfect spot for a deer, but there still isn’t much sign,” says Nick, coming back to us.  
 
    “We should head for the main clearing.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Nick walks along with us. “Do you think Vector will visit the Egan place?” he asks as we climb. The going is easy on this main ridge, the manuka fairly clear underneath. 
 
    “Not sure. We could go back and check.” I’m starting to feel uneasy about being out hunting again after what happened to the Stevens. I guess at least this time we dealt with the people before we took off. Last time the problem was we did the hunting first then went to the Stevens’ place. Got there just too late. 
 
    “Yeah,” says Nick, like he feels a bit uneasy too about the way we’ve left things. But we shake off the uneasy feeling and get back into hunting mode. 
 
    “The deer can’t be too far away.” He walks on ahead. We get slower and slower and have to crawl under fallen trees. The trees have rotted down a lot, but the bush lawyer has taken over, covering them with a mat of growth. 
 
    Nick and I unload our rifles and put the safety on then push ourselves through the deer tunnels that wind through tangled bush. Deer are small and streamlined compared to people, so it’s hard. Ela follows and makes no comment about crawling through the grubby burrows. 
 
    We come out into the first of a series of empty clearings. 
 
    Deer have been here. The grassy areas are cropped. After a while Nick signals to us to be quiet and shows Ela a set of fresh footprints leading down through a clearing. 
 
    I get ready in case I can get a shot and follow close, Ela behind me now. There are prints and droppings everywhere. It looks like something has been living here. We creep forward quietly, alert for anything. And suddenly a branch snaps ahead of us. 
 
    We all freeze. There’s something there all right. A small stand of mountain totara shields us from the next clear area. A deer could just be on the other side. We can see the trunks of the totara have been rubbed by stags. Twenty or thirty trees have been nearly stripped of their bark. Those trunks stand white, stark and naked in contrast with the brown of the manuka behind them. 
 
    Nick sees the ivory tips of antlers weaving through the manuka and totara towards us. 
 
    “He’s coming straight for us,” he whispers. Closes the bolt quietly and raises his rifle. Antlers disappear and reappear as the stag threads his way through the trees. 
 
    “What a beauty,” Nick whispers again. He’s looking through his scope to find the target. He concentrates, breathes, and adjusts his stance. “Stop moving,” he says under his breath. 
 
    A flurry of breeze moves the leaves around us. The stag’s eyes bulge open. His nostrils flare as he catches a scent. And then crash, he’s gone. 
 
    “The bastard took off,” says Nick. 
 
    “Not your fault. A gust of wind and that was the end of the place.” 
 
    “What happens now?” Ela asks. “Do we chase it?” 
 
    “No, that one’s gone for good. It will be nervous for days now,” I say. Nick looks at me a bit surprised but doesn’t say anything. Monsanto’s sniffing around the edges, looking back at us after every second or third tree as if to say, “Come on. He went through here.” 
 
    We sling our rifles back over our shoulders, and I put my arm around Ela. Turn to Nick, “What do you want to do?” 
 
    Nick thinks about it for a moment. “We’ll let the area settle.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    WE SQUAT ON THE GRASS. Unpack the packs. I pull out the primus, gas canister and billy. Assemble the primus and sit it on the ground. 
 
    Ela walks over to the edge of the clearing and looks at the view. When she is far enough away not to hear him, Nick asks the question I guess he’s been bursting to ask since we let the stag get away. 
 
    “What happens if we see something across a ridge like we did last time?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask. 
 
    “If we go after it, Ela’s not going to be able to keep up.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s why I didn’t want to chase the stag.” She might be able to move a bit quieter in the bush now, but she’s never going to be able to chase a deer. 
 
    I decide to make the sacrifice. “I’ll stay with her and you go after it.” There isn’t any other way. 
 
    “Yeah, right,” says Nick. Lucky that decision never gets tested. 
 
    I prod the billy handle to keep it upright. 
 
    Anyway, how would we get the thing out if we did shoot it? We’re miles from the ute now. Last time we picked the deer up on the way back to the vehicles. 
 
    “We should have moved the seedlings out of the glasshouses. We would have had time to save them,” says Nick. 
 
    “Yeah.” I pour everyone a hot chocolate, hand Nick and Ela mugs and then sit down beside Ela on her coat. She shuffles along to make room for me. 
 
    I pick up a sandwich, take the top piece of bread off to check the filling – ham and tomato. I stick it back down and take a bite. “It was too dangerous to have your ute there. If Vector arrived while we were doing it, they’d have got us.” 
 
    “We could have moved them into the bush and come back for them in a few days.” Nick twists his wrist shield around like it’s cutting into his arm again. “If Vector did come, they’ve got the seedlings now.” 
 
    Then I think of something I hadn’t thought of before. It wasn’t the seedlings Vector was interested in at the Stevens’. 
 
    “Vector didn’t take them last time. They just smashed them like they smashed everything else.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right.” Nick looks surprised by the idea. “They took the girls. Everyone thought this is all about the seeds, but it can’t be.” 
 
    That puts a different slant on almost everything. 
 
    “And the thing the Stevens and the Egans have in common is OffGrid kids,” I say. We sit there for a while. Finish eating. Then Nick stands up, starts packing stuff away. 
 
    “What do you want to do now?” he asks. 
 
    “Go back and see what happened?” Still don’t like the way we left things. 
 
    “Yeah,” says Nick. “What’s the point of hunting if you can’t actually hunt?” We go back to Egan’s. 
 
      
 
    At the Egan place, everything is just the way we left it. 
 
    “False alarm.” Nick’s standing near the glasshouses. “Want to try moving the seedlings?” 
 
    Monsanto’s lying there beside him, head on paws, not looking at us. Put out because we’ve given up on the hunt, I reckon. 
 
    I’m still cagey about moving the seedlings. It would take a couple of hours and for no good reason really. It’s not like there seems to be any shortage of seeds to plant. Jacob seems to have an endless supply. We can easily make more seedlings. 
 
    “Nah,” I say. “We should get out of here.” 
 
    Ela wanders away from us over to the house, picks up a little box that’s sitting on the back porch. She brings it over to Nick and me, opens the lid. 
 
    This little pink ballerina flips up and spins around. Music tinkles out. 
 
    “Lucy’s dad wouldn’t let her pack this,” says Ela. “I’ll take it back and see if I can get it to her.” And we’re standing there, just outside that glasshouse. We’re watching this bloody ballerina spin round and round, and then we hear the Hovers and see a shimmer start near the barn. 
 
    Me and Nick move instantly. Nick crouches. Unslings his rifle. Slides in a round. He half closes the bolt like he might need to take a quick shot. 
 
    I grab Ela by the shoulder. She drops the music box near the glasshouse door. I push her through the doorway. Pull her down. Crouch beside her. 
 
    “What…?” whispers Ela. I shake my head at her. Make the ‘don’t talk, keep still, stay low’ sign I taught her when we were kids. She nods. Starts to look frightened as the whomp, whomp sound gets louder. 
 
    Monsanto’s hackles are up. Maybe he’s planning on attacking with Nick. Then Nick and Monsanto slide in behind me and Ela. Nick flips the door shut. I’m just kneeling there, heart hammering. The music box is still tinkling outside the glasshouse door. 
 
    Ela’s half under the seedling trays. I’m holding her arm tight to make sure she doesn’t try bobbing up to see what’s happening. We’re lucky it’s one of those glasshouses with a small brick wall around the bottom for a bit of passive heating. There’s plenty of foliage from some leggy tomato seedlings. We’ve got cover if we keep low. 
 
    I look at Nick. He’s still acting like some sort of Universal soldier crouching there, rifle ready as if he’s about to go into combat. I don’t know what he thinks he’s going to do with one round up the spout and one dog for backup. Those Hovers hold a hundred odd VTroopers each. 
 
    Through the glass above the bricks we can just see the top of the Hover as it materialises in front of the barn. Ela bites the side of her lip. 
 
    We wait so we know what we’re dealing with. Two more Hovers arrive like at the Stevens’. They settle nearer the house. We hear the wings lift, see the tips when they get to our line of sight. 
 
    We hear the boots of the guards on the ground. That tromp, tromp sound you get when the VTroopers move in formation. I figure we have about ten seconds to make a move, or we’re going to end up dead or captured. 
 
    Can’t decide which would be worst. Planning on avoiding both scenarios. 
 
    I risk a peep over the bricks. Just as bloody Carlos Vincent and the sidekick stride from the ramp of the first Hover towards the house. Didn’t expect that. 
 
    Groups of VTroopers are moving into position all over the show. Tromp, tromp, tromp, tromp. It looks the same as it did at the Stevens’, form a perimeter around the house then a wider one around the buildings. 
 
    I duck down again and think fast. The glasshouses are ranked in three lines. Seven in each row. That Egan has a tidy mind. 
 
    We’re in the first glasshouse in the middle row. The houses stretch right to the start of the orchard. It’s in full leaf, so we’ll have cover there. After that an open paddock for fifty odd metres. Then the bush line. 
 
    We have to reach the bush line, preferably without being seen. Once we’re in the bush, they can’t use the Hovers to get us. Even if the three hundred VTroopers are sent after us, we should be able to keep ahead of them. Vector doesn’t bother with bush craft or stalking, just march straight at you. They know no one runs or fights anymore. 
 
    I see two groups of around thirty black helmets and visors bobbing and moving – tromp, tromp, tromp, tromp – fast. Both sides of us, outside the rows of glasshouses. We’ll be surrounded in no time if we stay where we are. 
 
    Only one choice. Get to the orchard before they get to the end of the glasshouses. Some choice. 
 
    I look at Nick. He snakes his hand at the alley up the middle of the house we’re in. Looks like he’s come to the same conclusion as me. Run. 
 
    I nod and grab Ela’s arm again. We take off. 
 
    We keep low and use the cover of those tomato plants. Avoiding watering cans and spare seed trays, we go for it. 
 
    We hit the end of the glasshouse. Sprint the metre to the next one, all the time expecting a bullet in the back. 
 
    We slide in through the door of the second glasshouse. Nick flips the door shut. Two groups of VTroopers tromp past the gap each side of us a glasshouse away. 
 
    Nick’s crouching in universal soldier mode again. One knee on the ground, one knee bent. Head cocked against the doorframe. Rifle ready. He waits until the VTroopers are past the gap. 
 
    Ela watches both of us. Waiting. Trying to control her breathing. At least we know now we can move faster than them. We’ve got better cover in this house than the last one too, so we can straighten up a bit and move fast. Mature capsicums, grown at ground level, tops nearly at the roofline. No bricks but heaps of leaves. 
 
    Nick gives the all clear signal. We take off again. Now Monsanto knows the routine, he blasts ahead of us. 
 
    We get through the next glasshouse. Don’t stop this time. Straight across the gap and into the one beyond. Need to be in the orchard and hidden before the VTroopers hit the end of the line of houses. 
 
    There’s that constant, tromp, tromp sound each side of us. The occasional shout like an order coming from behind us. We keep going low and fast. The adrenaline from crossing the gaps fuels the run through the next glasshouse. 
 
    We run through them all: chillies, beans, cosmos. Didn’t know we did flowers. Lettuces. That’s dodgy. No cover there, but I figure we are a good three glasshouses ahead of those VTroopers. Then on and on. Finally, we cross the end gap and hit the orchard. Flop down behind the feijoa hedge. 
 
    We lie low, hearts pounding, behind the hedge. Watch those VTroopers. They come around the end of the rows of glasshouses and form their perimeter. At least now we’re on the outside of it, and they have their backs to us. 
 
    Still got the orchard and paddock to go. We’re all breathing like trains. Take a moment to settle. 
 
    Nick moves first. Comes up to kneeling again. Raises his eyebrows in a ‘ready to go?’ way. 
 
    I nod and grab Ela again. She gets up. Copies Nick’s stance. One knee on the ground, one bent. We watch the VTroopers a few more seconds. They’re standing like toy soldiers, watching those glass houses. Well trained, no looking around. 
 
    We slink though the orchard then take off across the paddock. No attempt at keeping low. Just fly. Turns out Ela doesn’t have running gear just to look good. In the open, she keeps up with me and Nick easily. And there’s that adrenaline again. 
 
    The orchard acts as a shield. We’re out of the line of sight from the farmhouse, but there’s still that waiting for a bullet in the back feeling. Finally, we hit the bush. Still don’t stop. With no discussion about what we’re going to do, in unison we work our way in about ten metres under the canopy then circle round and up and back to the bush line. I want to see what’s happening at the Egans’ now. 
 
    * 
 
    Me and Nick lie there with Ela between us. Dead flat, chins on wrists, like we did at the Stevens’. We watch those tiny ant-like figures spread out and go into the buildings and glasshouses. The Hovers sit in a line by the barn looking menacing. 
 
    The perimeter around the house has broken up, but the wider one around the glasshouses still holds. No one knows we were there. It’s a relief. 
 
    Nick flicks his pack open, gets out the binoculars, and starts glassing what’s going on. I do the same. Ela gives me a ‘what about me?’ look. I hand mine over to her and use the scope on my rifle instead. 
 
    It’s midday, I reckon. The sun’s high and the shadows are short. It’s easy to pick out Vincent and his sidekick. 
 
    “You recognise them?” I breathe at Nick. 
 
    He nods. Vincent and the sidekick are the only ones not in helmets and obviously in charge. 
 
    So, Vincent is driving all this. I see him walk over to the glasshouse we were in and bend down. 
 
    He picks up the music box Ela dropped. He stares at it for a while, turns it round, watches the little ballerina dance. I imagine I can hear the music. Then he shuts it, hands it to the sidekick, says something. Stands there, gloves on hips looking around, down the line of glass houses, then up at the hills. 
 
    And the sun chooses that moment to reflect off Nick’s glasses. 
 
    I see the flash of reflected light and see Vincent see it too. It’s like he’s been hit by an energy bolt. He spins around, yells something. We can hear the echo of the order. Suddenly there are VTroopers streaming out of the buildings and starting up the hill in this horde towards us. 
 
    “Fuck.” Nick leaps to his feet. He has the glasses around his neck and pack and rifle over his shoulder like lightning. Me and Ela are moving fast too. We take off again, Monsanto ahead of us. 
 
    We fly after him. I figure those VTroopers are going to spread out and sweep the bush. Six metres apart, in a line. They’ll be able to cover a strip just over a kilometre wide. Our advantage is they won’t be fast. But they can go forever at that march they use. They’re like bull dozers. Nothing stops them. 
 
    We’re going to get tired. We keep it up for around a kilometre, maybe a bit less, not quite running blind but not thinking too much either. 
 
    I might like the chase, but it turns out I’m not too keen on being the quarry. Then Nick stops. 
 
    “This is crazy.” Nick unslings his rifle and hands it to Ela. Then follows with his pack and binoculars. He gives them to me. 
 
    “You got a plan?” I ask. He’s pulling the Swanndri over his head then shrugs out of it. 
 
    “Yeah.” He hands that to me too. “I’m going back to get the ute.” 
 
    “They’ll catch you on the road. They’ll have roadblocks up by now.” 
 
    “I’m counting on it,” he says. “But they’ll let me through. I’m a trusted employee who has just spent Sunday with my grandma. You and Ela carry on through the bush, another four or five kilometres. Once I’m clear, I’ll pick you up.” 
 
    As a plan it could work. Nick’s just in jeans, boots and t-shirt now, and he won’t have any hunting gear with him if we take it. But whether he’s still a trusted employee, I’m not too sure. With all the extra surveillance, it sounds like Jacob and Fitzgerald have their doubts about whether Vector still trusts Locals. 
 
    But I can’t see any other way. And Nick does need to move his ute before one of those VTroopers stumbles on it. His whole family could be in the shit if it’s found. 
 
    “Where do you want to meet?” I ask because I can’t see any better plan. 
 
    “At the bridge where we met up with Fitzgerald this morning.” He starts moving off. 
 
    “What about the wrist shield?” 
 
    “I’ll throw it into the bush once I’m on the road.” 
 
    “Clean it off first,” I say. Don’t want his fingerprints or DNA on it if it’s found. 
 
    Nick nods. Monsanto looks at Nick then me. Like he’s wondering who to go with. 
 
    I call him back. He waits a bit before he obeys. Like he’d rather go with Nick. No loyalty that dog. 
 
    “Okay. See you in a couple of hours.” Then Nick disappears into the bush. 
 
    “Can you keep going?” I ask Ela. Elite females aren’t exactly known for their fitness. 
 
    “Yep,” she says and slings Nick’s rifle over her shoulder. I stuff his Swanndri into his pack. I loosen off the straps and put the pack on top of mine. More to carry but better than leaving it to be found. 
 
    Then Ela and I take off. A bit slower than before. But faster than a march. It’s going to take us a good hour and a half to run to the bridge through the bush. We need to conserve energy but still stay ahead. 
 
    * 
 
    We make it to the bridge. Ela did bloody well. You’d think she was used to this stuff. Nick’s there waiting for us. It’s a relief. 
 
    “Any problems,” I ask, slinging the two packs onto the back of the ute. 
 
    Nick gets out, takes his rifle off Ela. Starts to stash it behind the seats. 
 
    “You were right about the roadblocks. Got stopped twice.” 
 
    “But they let you through.” 
 
    “Yeah, they thought my story checked out.” 
 
    I stick my rifle with Nick’s then flip the seat back into position. Ela climbs in the middle all legs and hair. She gives me a grin like she’s enjoyed herself. 
 
    She did better than I expected. 
 
    I climb in beside her, and she curls up and puts her head on my shoulder, she’s soft and Elite again. But I’ve just seen her run for two hours straight, carrying a rifle, and wearing a Swanndri. It’s a revelation. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I RECKON IT WAS Vincent and the sidekick we saw kill old man and old lady Stevens.” We’re on the way back into town. 
 
    “Yep,” says Nick. “I didn’t get a good look at them then, but they were sort of familiar when I saw them at the pub, and they’re the right shape.” 
 
    “Yeah, and from when Vincent turned up things changed.” 
 
    Nick nods. “It’s not just the Stevens. There’s Lucinda taken by Vector, Jacob put into hospital and Jacob’s house getting trashed. It’s all pretty bad.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” asks Ela. 
 
    We tell her the whole Stevens’ saga. She goes quiet and moves even closer to me. I hold her a bit tighter. “Yeah, and Fitzgerald will tell us to stay out of this. He’ll say let him and Jacob handle it.” 
 
    Nick nods. “Do we tell Fitzgerald?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    Ela lifts her head off my shoulder. “Telling Fitzgerald doesn’t seem like a bad idea if they’re killing people.” 
 
    “Chicken,” I say. 
 
    Ela gives me a bit of an eye roll. “Is this because he’s Vector?” she asks hopefully. 
 
    “No, it’s because he shot the Stevens,” I say. It’s tempting to try to get that bastard ourselves after what he did. 
 
    “I don’t want anyone telling me to back off,” says Nick. So, Nick agrees with me. 
 
    “I’ll get more information about Vincent then take it to Fitzgerald. Right now, we keep it to ourselves.” 
 
    Nick nods. 
 
    So me and Nick school Ela up on how the day really went. There was no hunting. There was no going down to look at the glasshouses. We didn’t recognise anyone. And there definitely was no getting chased by Vector. 
 
    The story is, we got the Egans out, then went back to their place and stayed just inside the bush line until the Hovers arrived. We watched while Vector searched the house and glasshouses, and we didn’t recognise anyone. Then after the Hovers left we came back into town. 
 
    Ela lifts her head off my shoulder and looks at me then Nick. “You don’t think Jacob or Fitzgerald would like what happened today?” she asks. 
 
    Nick glances at her. “Nope.” He goes back to watching the road, changes gear before taking a corner. Ela gets pushed closer to me. “We’d get the ‘this isn’t a game’, and the ‘when you are given an order, follow it’, and the ‘don’t try to be a hero’ lectures again, so don’t say anything.” 
 
    “Okay, my lips are sealed.” She makes that zip sign at her mouth. I put my arm around her. She puts her head back on my shoulder. 
 
    Interesting though. Didn’t know Nick was getting those lectures too. It’s actually a bit of a relief to find that they don’t think Nick’s more responsible than I am. Maybe they really did just give him the code word to keep him safe. 
 
    We get to the pub and drop our gear off. We pick up our Coms and my Land Rover. 
 
    * 
 
    Fitzgerald’s in his office going through the files on his desk when we arrive. 
 
    “When did Vector turn up?” He gets up and shuts the office door behind us. 
 
    “Around midday,” says Nick. 
 
    “A long wait.” Fitzgerald starts to go through the usual procedure of getting notes on what we saw. We don’t mention Vincent, but we tell him our theory about the OffGrid kids. 
 
    “You might be right.” He scratches his nose. “I’ll talk to Jacob about that.” When we’ve finished talking, he gets up. “We didn’t get fingerprints from the Willises in Jacob’s house. It’s going to be hard to pin anything on them without any evidence.” Fitzgerald walks to the reception area with us. “But we did get some fingerprint matches. Two names came up.” 
 
    “Whose?” I ask. 
 
    “Jack Fraser and Ela Hennessey.” 
 
    I look at Ela. I’d expected them to get a match for my fingerprints, but never suspected they’d have Ela’s on file. 
 
    * 
 
    Once we’re outside, and Nick’s gone, I say to Ela, “So, you’ve got a criminal record?” 
 
    “No.” Ela opens the passenger door of the Land Rover and gets in. 
 
    I grab her door before she can shut it. I lean on it. She’s acting cagey. “They don’t keep your fingerprints on file unless you’ve been charged and convicted of something.” 
 
    “Then they’ve made a mistake.” I get a look flicked at me but no more explanation. She shuts the door like she wants to shut me up. I have to move my fingers out of the way fast. I walk round to the other side and open the driver’s door. 
 
    Ela looks over at me. “You and Nick should have told Fitzgerald about recognising Vincent,” she says, changing the subject. 
 
    “He’d just tell us to stay out of it.” I get in. “Me and Nick want to find out a bit more first.” 
 
    “Telling Fitzgerald is a good idea.” 
 
    “Soon. When we’ve got something to tell him.” I shut the door, wind down the window, lean on the window frame and watch her. “So, what did you do to get arrested?” She mightn’t want to talk about it, but I’m curious. I can’t imagine her beating anyone up or stealing anything. But she’s surprised me a couple of times today. 
 
    She still doesn’t tell me. Ela ignores the question again. “Vincent’s killing people.” 
 
    I’m not going to be side-tracked. “Come on. What did you do to get arrested?” I coax. 
 
    She just flicks another sideways look at me then pretends to look out the window, still not talking. Finally, she says, “You go first.” 
 
    “Dangerous driving.” 
 
    “Big crime.” She’s still staring out the window. 
 
    “Yeah. Lost my licence for six months. It was a pain in the arse actually.” 
 
    She just keeps looking out the window. I lean over, put my arm around her shoulders and whisper in her ear. “Come on. What did you do?” 
 
    Ela turns slowly. Swivels under my arm, pulls a bit of a face. “Much the same as you.” 
 
    “Dangerous driving? In that Eco of your mum’s?” 
 
    Ela shook her head. “No. A HyperMarket trolley.” 
 
    “You’re kidding?” 
 
    Ela shakes her head and gives me a half smile. 
 
    I don’t believe her. “They convicted you of dangerously driving a HyperMarket trolley?” 
 
    “It sounds ridiculous put like that. But not convicted. The charges were dropped.” 
 
    “What happened?” I ask. 
 
    Ela leans forward. Fiddles with the rear vision mirror, plays with the gear lever, generally wastes time for a while. Then she starts talking, a bit hesitant. “Me and Amon…” 
 
    “Amon?” I ask. 
 
    Ela nods. “He’s a sort of friend.” Her voice is cross. 
 
    “Keep going,” I say. 
 
    “… and four of our friends, were walking though the carpark at the mall.” She looks at me. 
 
    “So far it doesn’t sound like the crime of the century.” 
 
    “No, not yet. We’d been at the Vids, and we saw some trolleys that had been left out, and Amon suggested we have a race. It seemed like a good idea at the time.” 
 
    “Sounds fun,” I say. 
 
    Ela nods. “That’s what I thought. The parking bays were almost empty. The white tiles stretched out like glass. The lights of the City cast a sheen across everything, and no one was around to see, because it’s the sort of idea that gets you into trouble. But old school trolleys that run on wheels, with no air assisted hover like most HyperMall trolleys have, looking unloved in a parking bay were tempting. So, we decided to do it. Izzy pointed out there were only three trolleys, and there were six of us.” 
 
    Ela looks over at me. “It was a wonder Izzy could talk, let alone count, with the number of bliss drops she’d had,” she says. 
 
    “Bliss drops?” I ask. 
 
    “They make life more fun. The Vids weren’t bad, holographic, stereophonic, tactile, and interactive, but Isabelle and Lucan still decided to improve them chemically.” 
 
    “How come Locals don’t get Bliss drops?” 
 
    Ela shrugs. “Chemicals?” 
 
    “Probably. Need to keep the breeding stock healthy. So, what happened?”  
 
    Ela shrugged. “Amon waved at the two self-drives still in the bays. A red one in the middle and a purple one way over by the stainless barrier. ‘First trolley to get to the other end then back to the red Eco wins,’ he said. I nodded, and fished in my pocket for a hair tie. 
 
    ‘You’re taking this race seriously,’ said Amon. 
 
    “I put my cloak and Com in the trolley and pulled my hair back into a pony tail. He was right, I planned on winning. Then Isabelle decided to go in my trolley and Lucan could go with Amon. It meant I had a big weight advantage. Isabelle is sixteen like me, but Isabelle is tiny.” Ela makes a tiny girl shape with her hands. “Lucan and Amon are a year older and a lot heavier.” The hand shapes are bigger now. I held my trolley steady while Izzy climbed in,” says Ela. 
 
    “It wasn’t easy, her cloak was wrapped around a diaphanous tutu. Tiny jewels attached to her eyelashes sparkled in the light. She made herself comfortable, her knees drawn up, and leaned against the back of the trolley, arms resting on the sides. Damus helped Jadah into a trolley too. They were no competition,” says Ela. “They’re both gentle studious types. I knew Damus would just dawdle across the parking bays, but Amon and Lucan, they’d really try. Elite don’t take risks. But when the Administration issued that proclamation, they didn’t factor in me and Amon.” Ela grins like she is enjoying telling the story now. “I pulled the trolley back a bit ready to explode away the moment I got the signal. There was no way Amon was going to win. I’d never hear the end of it. 
 
    ‘Ready?’ asked Isabelle from the trolley. She pulled off a white lace glove. ‘Get set.’ 
 
    We gripped the push bars of our trolleys and leaned forward.” Ela made gripping gestures with her hands now. 
 
    “‘Go.’ Isabelle dropped the glove and it fluttered down as they blasted away from the wall. We raced across the parking bays. The smell of the spent biofuel floated just above the polished tiles. It combined with the grind of the trolley wheels. 
 
    The trolleys made for the purple Eco. Amon and Lucan started to edge away. The wheels screeched. The baskets sighed. I pushed harder, faster. I started to catch up to Amon and Lucan. Boots pounding, skirt fluttering, she headed towards the purple blur. A shuttle train on the rail flashed silently past, bullet shaped. Faces flickered like white petals behind the glass. ‘Cut her off,’ yelled Lucan. And Amon changed direction, enough to stop me getting through. I moved faster. I could get there before him, slide through the gap. The small wheels complained again. Amon angled in a bit more. I headed for the opening, slipped through the gap, and took the turn, with the trolley on two wheels. Just as I got around the Eco, the trolley overbalanced. It toppled and crashed into the purple Eco, gouging it along the side. Isabelle tumbled out onto the smooth tiles. My Com in the trolley went with her and smashed, and that was it,” says Ela. 
 
     “What were you charged with?” I ask. It did sound like she’d been recklessly driving a HyperMarket trolley.  
 
    “Everything.” Ela gives another shrug. “It kept changing: vandalism, theft, damaging private property, reckless endangerment. Between the insurance companies and the HyperMarket owner and Isabelle’s mother, Vector were getting plenty of suggestions.” 
 
    “All of you?” 
 
    “No, Amon, Jadah and Damus took off before the guards turned up. 
 
    “And they didn’t own up?” 
 
    Ela shakes her head. “Amon is scared of his father.” 
 
    “The arsehole,” I say and Ela giggles. 
 
    “You wouldn’t have taken off, would you?” she asks. 
 
    “It would be tempting. You’ve met my mum.” Ela giggles again. Then I remember how often I’ve seen her look at her phone and delete texts. 
 
    “Is it Amon texting you?” I ask. 
 
    Ela nods. “He thinks I’ll get over it and be friends with him again.” 
 
    “Will you?” 
 
    “No.” It’s like that’s all she wants to say. I decide not to push it any more. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go home, I need sleep before we go check those drill sites tomorrow.” I turn the key and start the motor. 
 
    “Okay,” she says quietly clutching her Com. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    BACK AT THE PUB we find Mum to see if she knows anything more about Vincent. 
 
    “The Willis boys were talking about him this morning.” She takes two clean glasses off the shelf, fills them with ice and water, and pushes them over to me. I give Ela a glass. Mum picks up a cloth and starts drying glasses from the machine, putting them back on the shelf. “Kept calling him the Godfather like it was a joke. They seemed worried.” 
 
    “When are they meeting him again?” Mum doesn’t need to know what we know yet. She’d tell us to leave Vincent to Jacob and Fitzgerald. 
 
    “They said tomorrow morning. And Vincent has booked in here. Says he’s staying for a few weeks maybe.” 
 
    “Here?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “How would I know? It’s not like he pulled out his Com and gave me a copy of his itinerary.” That’s my mother with the smart mouth. I lean against the bar and watch the ice clink in my glass. 
 
    “When did he book in?” 
 
    Mum dries another glass and it goes onto the shelf with the rest. “He rang about an hour ago and booked two rooms starting tonight. He should turn up soon.” Mum shuts the glass washer and wipes the front of the door. 
 
    “What do you think of Vincent?” I ask her. 
 
    She leans one elbow on the bar, chin on her fist. “Typical loud mouth Aussie.” 
 
    “Do you want to try talking to him?” 
 
    She looks doubtful. “Why?” 
 
    “See if you can find out anything.” 
 
    Ela butts in. “Will that be safe?” 
 
    “Mum’s only going to talk to him.” 
 
    Mum smiles at Ela. “I can handle any Casanova. I’ve been doing it for years. Don’t worry about me,” she says. 
 
    * 
 
    “Why didn’t you take off when the others did?” I ask Ela. We’re back upstairs in the kitchen getting food, and I’ve been thinking about that trolley story of hers. She should be in Re-Education at least after all that. 
 
    “Isabelle got hurt when the trolley fell over. Lucan and I stayed with her.” 
 
    “How did you get away with it?” 
 
    “Amon’s dad is a lawyer, and he got them to drop the charges.” 
 
    “How?” The fridge is full of leftovers. I gather them up and stick them on the table. 
 
    “They had no evidence.” 
 
    “Why not? There are DroneCams everywhere in that City of yours.” 
 
    “The Drones didn’t get any Vid of us.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We had an App.” Ela hauls her Com out of her pocket. She slides her finger across the screen and goes all shimmery. I can just sort of see her. A bloody HazeApp. 
 
    “Turn it off. You’ll get us killed.” I check outside the window for Stealth Hovers materialising out of the dark. “Where’d you get that?” 
 
    The shimmery arm moves, and Ela reappears. 
 
    “Amon stole it.” Ela gathers up plates and cutlery then sits down and starts making herself a sandwich. 
 
    Bloody Amon again. Still his App looks like it could come in handy. 
 
    “Does it just make you and your clothes invisible?” When Ela hazed I could see the outline of her, but nothing around her changed. 
 
    “It makes anything close to you invisible. We tried it when Amon first got it. A tennis ball in your hand hazes, but the edges of a book you are holding still show.” She slaps a slice of bread on top of a layer of cold stew. 
 
    “Can you put it on my Com?” I haul the Com out of my pocket. 
 
    She takes it and passes it across hers. 
 
    I see the flash when they connect. 
 
    She touches her screen, and the App icon appears on my Com. Ela hands it back to me. 
 
    I shove it in my pocket and get back to assembling some food too. 
 
    “So, what happened after Isabelle came out of the trolley?” 
 
    “I crouched beside the fallen trolley trying to catch my breath. My Com had smashed so I’d unhazed. I didn’t know what to do. Then the other trolley pulled up and Lucan leapt out, he’d turned his haze off. He felt around and turned Isabelle’s off too. She was lying in a crumpled heap. He tried to help her stand. Izzy cried out and collapsed back onto the ground.” 
 
    Ela grabs another slice of bread. “The Eco was in bad shape too. A huge dent and deep scratches down the side. The trolley that made the scratches was lying beside it. We had to get out of there right then. We couldn’t afford to be caught. Three strikes and it’s a long spell at Re-Education. And Amon was on two.” 
 
    “So, what did you do?” 
 
    “We tried to help Izzy. Jadah ran up with Damus. Both were still an absent shimmering. Their trolley was sitting in the light in the middle of the parking bays. Jadah looked at me like she couldn’t figure out why she could see me. I knelt beside Lucan to help him with Isabelle. This time he carefully helped Isabelle sit, and she rested against him holding her wrist, it looked like it was broken. I moved to the other side, and tried to help her up. We had to get away from there. An injured girl, a fallen trolley, two others scattered around the parking area and a badly damaged Eco would be too hard to explain away, and Vector couldn’t find out about the stolen HazeApp either. Amon stood my trolley up and started to push it away from Isabelle. Then a shout came from the entrance of the Mall. I glanced around the front of the Eco and saw two men running towards us across the parking area, then a muffled whomp, whomp, from above. A black StealthHover materialised, the V stretching from wing to wing, then two more Hovers.” 
 
    “Bloody hell,” I say. 
 
    “Yeah, Damus didn’t wait, he faded away with Jadah. Lucan tore the Com off his wrist and gave it to me and told me to go. He said he’d get Isabelle to hospital.” 
 
    Ela looks over the table at me. “But Lucan was slurring, so I didn’t know how much sense he would make after all the Bliss he’d had. And Isabelle wasn’t much better, so I stayed. Then the guards took Lucan, Izzy and me. to the hospital where Mum works.” 
 
    Ela wipes the crumbs off her clothes. “Mum is in charge of the Humicrib at the hospital. The Administration have built this huge hospital and university in the City. Now there is only room left for apartments and HyperMalls. Humicrib cares for the PreBorns. In that wing there are these massive rooms, all warm and softly lit, filled with thousands of small plastic cribs. A tiny baby in each one. The babies curl up around their umbilical cords. Sometimes they stretch or suck their thumbs or give a little smile. Mum talks about how they care for the PreBorns until they are viable. It’s nice. Usually I like being at her mum’s work, but not that time.” 
 
    Ela stands up and starts putting the dishes in the dishwasher. “The Vector Guards had had no trouble working out who our parents were. So, when Mum got the Connect she must have contacted Amon’s dad even before she had a clear picture of what had happened. Amon’s dad’s clout. He’s Eugenics Corps head lawyer. Mum and Luc’s dad have clout too, but even top research scientists and medical administrators need help when their kids are in that much trouble. Somehow Amon’s dad talked the guards into leaving us in Mum’s office with the Vid from the DroneCams, and we watched a Vid of three trolleys racing across the carpark pushed by vaguely human shaped emptiness.” 
 
    “Did they wipe the Vid?” I ask. 
 
    Ela shakes her head and sits down again. “No, there wouldn’t have been any point, there would have been copies. Amon’s dad decided the best way to contain the situation was to say the DroneCam was faulty, that it was fading in and out of focus. So, the Vid wasn’t admissible as evidence. He was worried if any of it went to trial it could get serious, because everyone would know what we’d used to disappear and how we would have got it. Hacking into the Administration’s computer and stealing stealth technology is probably punishable by death, at least.” 
 
    “Lucky Amon’s dad was onto it,” I say. 
 
    Ela shrugs. “I don’t think he did it for us. He had to know Amon would have been the one who stole the App, that was the sort of thing he did. If Amon had been convicted, it wouldn’t have done Mr Baker’s career any good. That’s probably why Amon left. The only authority Amon has any respect for is his father and it’s the sort of respect that’s verging on fear.” 
 
    Ela leans her elbows on the table. “Amon’s dad looks nothing like Amon. Amon is all blond hair and green eyes and tall. His father is short and sort of ginger-coloured with freckles.” 
 
     That isn’t surprising. Nobody looks like their parents now. Especially Elite. It isn’t possible to have your parents’ genes anymore. Not that this had anything to do with gene tampering. 
 
    Ela grins at me from the other side of the table. “Lucan’s dad collected up all our Coms and stuck them in the hospital incinerator, so no one could prove we had the App. Lucky I had all the data on my Com backed up on my Tablet.” 
 
    “So, you got away with it?” 
 
    Ela nods. “Mum and Lucan’s dad and Amon’s dad managed to smooth things out. Mum offered to pay for the damage to the Eco and the trolley. All our parents are pretty important, so I think Vector backed off.” 
 
    “The poor little Elite got her mum to buy her out of trouble,” I say, and think I’ll get a laugh. 
 
    But Ela just gives a bit of a shrug, stays quiet, and looks out the kitchen window into the dark. Then she looks back at me and she’s teary again. 
 
    I can’t keep up with her. What’s upset her now? 
 
    Maybe she’s just tired. I’ve just seen her run for two hours straight carrying a rifle. 
 
    She sniffed, then wiped the snot with her hand. So much for Sweet and Elite. “When we got home, I could tell Mum was worried about what we’d done. What Amon did was probably sensible. Leaving like that meant he didn’t spend hours being hovered to the hospital, having his retinas and fingerprints scanned, having DNA swabs taken, and waiting while the adults were called like I did. Mum said I couldn’t keep getting into trouble, and because she was going to Paris she couldn’t protect me if Amon’s dad couldn’t make this all go away. That’s why I had to come here to Jacob’s.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE NEXT MORNING, we’re downstairs in the pub. Ela’s in the running clothes again, and those factories wasted even less fabric on today’s outfit.  
 
    She’s all glossy and Elite. Silver eyes with charcoal lashes. Hair so dark, it almost looks black. 
 
    “I’m all set to do what Jacob wants.” 
 
    I’ve just got back from checking out Jacob’s place. We can finally go to the drill site. 
 
    “I can see.” I can see a hell of a lot. Tiny shorts, tinier top, slim hips, attitude. 
 
    “What’s wrong with this?” she asks, arms out a bit, looking down at herself.  
 
    “Nothing. Come on.” We go outside, and she hops in the passenger side of the Land Rover. I check my rifle is in the rack still then climb into the driver’s side. We go out of town towards Karangahake then along an old mining road and pull into a carpark beside a stand of kauri. 
 
    * 
 
    She gets out of the Land Rover and starts to put the Com into her shorts pocket. 
 
    “Put it in the glove box,” I say. “Your Com will have a Locate on it and we’re not meant to be here.” 
 
    “What are you doing with your Com?” 
 
    I open the back door and let the dog out then turn back to Ela to answer her question. She’s half in half out of the vehicle. 
 
    “Didn’t bring it.” 
 
    Mon does a lap around our feet. Then runs up the road to the corner and back. I get my day pack out and the rifle, sling them over my shoulder, and make sure all the doors are locked. 
 
    “Why are you taking your rifle?” Ela asks. 
 
    “Might run into some vermin.” 
 
    “There are no vermin left.” 
 
    “Still deer,” I say. “You saw one yesterday.” 
 
    “But this close to town.” 
 
    “Yep.” I start walking up the road. After a few seconds, Ela runs a bit to catch up. I adjust the way the pack is sitting. Settle the rifle more comfortably on my shoulder. Then walk to the locked gate. 
 
    The day is one of those hot humid ones, sky heavy with cloud. I take off the rifle and the pack, lean them against the fence. I put my hand on the top of the post and leap over the stile. 
 
    Monsanto wiggles under the gate. 
 
    Then Ela climbs up on to the stile. I put out my hand to help her. She takes it and steps down to the first cross bar. Then she steps down to the next level with those legs. She watches me with those eyes, then steps down onto the grass. 
 
    And it hits me. Jacob is completely wrong. She’s not pretty. She was pretty when she was a kid. Now she’s hot. 
 
    I’m still holding her hand. I decided to ignore that insight. I finally remember to let go her hand.  
 
    Ela just stands there watching me, looking puzzled. I go to my pack and rifle. Lift them over the fence. Settle them back on my shoulder. Signal the dog and walk away. 
 
    The road I’m heading towards winds up the side of the mountain. Mon keeps stopping and looking back at her. 
 
    “Wait,” she calls out and runs to catch up with me and Monsanto. “Where are you taking me?” she asks. 
 
    The dog shoves between us. “Get out, Mon,” I say. Monsanto looks hurt, stops, goes to the side of the road and starts sniffing the weeds. 
 
    I keep walking. 
 
    She waits for me to answer. 
 
    I don’t. 
 
    She can’t stand the silence. “Well?” The road winds through the bush like a wide, mustard coloured ribbon. The bush crowds in on both sides, the mountain rises to the right and drops down into the valley on the left. 
 
    “I’m taking you around to the back of the mountain. Jacob and I were there about two weeks ago, and we came across a clearing in the bush that had been used to land a helicopter. There were a lot of tracks, so we followed them and found a series of sites where someone has been taking core samples.” 
 
    “Don’t DoE do that to check for rogue plants?” She’s good with the questions. 
 
    “No, they take plug samples and they use Hovers. These look like prospecting sites.” 
 
    “How do you know?” She has to run a few steps again. 
 
    “Dad has worked in the mining industry for years,” I say. “He used to take me with him and show me what they did.” 
 
    “Where?” she asks. 
 
    “In Mackay, Australia.” 
 
    “Does he live there?” 
 
    “He lives in Sydney and Hovers out there when he’s working.” 
 
    “What was he doing?” 
 
    “Prospecting for a firm there. I used to stay with him.” 
 
    “Are you allowed to travel?” 
 
    “Not anymore.” 
 
    Ela nods. At least that shows she knows a little bit about the way we have to live. 
 
    “Do you think that’s what someone is doing here?” she asks. 
 
    “Yeah, but it shouldn’t be happening. Mining was stopped here years ago.” We walk along. Ela’s quiet for a while. 
 
    “How does that relate to Jacob?” she asks. 
 
    “The sites go onto the back of his farm.” 
 
    “You think someone is prospecting on our farm?” 
 
    I nod. “And every time we check, the sites have moved further around the mountain.” Before she has the chance to ask more, I hear the sound of a vehicle coming towards us. I stop and look back down the road. Put my arm out to signal for Ela to stop and move to the side. She looks back along the road we have just walked up. Monsanto growls, hackles rising. 
 
    I take the day pack from my shoulder. Put it under a tree by the side of the road. Fish in my pocket for a round, then I take the rifle, open the bolt and slide the round in. 
 
    Ela watches me. “What are you doing?” she asks. 
 
    “Just a little precaution. Stay by the edge of the bush.” I’m holding the rifle in front of me, across my body, balanced in both hands, relaxed but ready. A silver ute comes around the corner and slides to a stop beside us. 
 
    Henry Willis winds down the window and leans out. He has a black cap on a shaved head, a cigarette in his mouth, red in the face. Pretty much the way he usually looks when he meets up with me. Pretty sure he’s followed us from the pub. 
 
    “Why are you here, Fraser?” he snarls, eyeing the rifle. 
 
    “Just going for a walk, Bruce.” 
 
    “Yeah, right.” 
 
    “Nice day for a stroll,” I say. 
 
    Charlie Willis leans across Henry. 
 
    “Hey, you’re the bird at the pub. Come for a ride with some real men,” he says to Ela. 
 
    Henry pushes him back out of the way, gives him a warning look and then turns around. Puts his hand on one of the two rifles lying in the parcel tray. I change my grip, adjust position so the butt of my rifle is pressed against my hip and the end of the barrel is aimed at Henry. 
 
    “Get your hands back on the steering wheel,” I say slowly, with each word emphasised. “I don’t mind putting a hole in you, but it would be a pity to damage the ute.” Henry hesitates. Looks like he might take his chances. His hand hovers over the rifles. Pauses. Thinks better of it. Then does as he’s told and puts his hands back on the steering wheel. 
 
    “What are you doing out here?” I relax and move the rifle, holding it the way I was before. It’s a good question, but he could probably ask the same one of me and Ela. 
 
    “Mind your own business.” Henry puts the vehicle in gear, revs up a bit, then the wheels skid on the metal as he takes off in a cloud of dust. We watch the cloud move up the road. 
 
    “What was that all about?” asks Ela. “It was like something out of a wild west Vid.” 
 
    “That’s the Willis brothers.” 
 
    “Really? Bruce Willis?” 
 
    “No, he’s Henry, but calling him Bruce makes him mad.” I keep walking. 
 
    “Why are they here?” Ela’s still trying to keep up with me. 
 
    “Hunting I guess.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Pigs.” 
 
    “Pigs too?” she asks like she doesn’t believe there are still wild pigs here anymore than she believed in the deer. She nods at the empty space on the road the Willises left. “I guess that was the vermin?” 
 
    “Yeah, real lowlife.” I stop at a sign on the edge of the road. It’s faded and cracked. You can just make out the words. Dubbo Track 6km to top of mountain. A track winds its way up the hill and into the bush. “We’re going up here.” I turn onto the narrow track and start to climb up the bank. 
 
    We scramble up the steep part and then as it levels out walk in single file. It is difficult to talk, so we trudge along in silence. 
 
    * 
 
    In the bush it is dark and moist like another world. Every now and then we get a glimpse of the mountain, through the trees, surrounded in heavy cloud and mist. The top isn’t visible. I survey the mist. 
 
    “It will probably rain soon.” 
 
    Ela stops to look at the cloud that is causing the humidity. Brushes a couple of leaves away from her shoulder and wipes the moisture off her arm. 
 
    “It will get easier as we get higher,” I say. Ela turns and catches me watching her. She smiles as if she is still half puzzled, half friendly. I start walking again and carry on working my way up the track expecting her to follow. Monsanto bounces around running ahead and then dropping behind to check things out. 
 
    We climb for an hour or so then come to a clearing, a small undulating piece of grass surrounded by manuka and ferns. On one side there’s a fence and farmland with huge black and white cattle in the paddock, and on the other the bush starts again, going straight up the mountain. 
 
    “Is this it?” Ela looks around, strands of hair stick to her face. She pushes them back. 
 
    “No, it’s further on. We’ll stop here for lunch and then go on to the sites,” I say. 
 
    Ela flops down on the grass looking relieved. “Have you got lunch with you?” 
 
    “I got Mum to make some sandwiches while I was at the farm.” I take off the pack, drop it on the ground and sit down opposite her. Monsanto sits beside me eyeing the pack. I pull out a plastic container and take the lid off, hand Ela a sandwich. Two huge slices of brown bread with meatloaf, lettuce and tomato. She bites into it. From the size of the sandwich it’s pretty obvious I didn’t tell Mum it was our Elite house guest I was taking into the bush. She must have thought Nick was coming with me. 
 
    I’m sitting there eating, and suddenly I figure out the answer to something that has been puzzling me. Jacob put me in charge of Ela before he got hurt. Why? He could have looked after her himself, and this trip up the mountain is not very important. So, I suspect I’m the entertainment. 
 
    Jacob’s an old man so what I have to ask is this – what was he going to do for two weeks with a really hot sixteen-year-old from the City? 
 
    Answer: hand her over to the hired help and give him stuff to do to entertain her, like in that old ‘Dirty Dancing’ Vid. 
 
    Ever seen the Vid? It’s Mum’s favourite. She went to the mall and bought it. Patrick Swayze with his shirt off is her idea of heaven on a Sunday afternoon. Despite the lack of condom use in the plot. 
 
    She blames Dad’s dislike of condoms for my arrival on the scene just after she turned eighteen. It wasn’t illegal to get pregnant then. It’s a theory. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    DOES YOUR FATHER still work for a mining company?” Ela asks. 
 
    “Yeah,” I take a bite of my sandwich, put it on my leg, rummage in the pack again and bring out a flask, pour the hot chocolate into the cup and hand it to her. 
 
    She sips carefully and then hands it back. “How long has he been in MacKay?” 
 
    “Six years.” I wipe the rim, have a drink, hand the cup back to her. 
 
    “Do you work for Jacob because you want to be a farmer?” Ela sips the chocolate again and looks over the rim of the mug. 
 
    “No, I want to be an engineer like Dad.” But actually, since Dad left, I’ve wanted to stop the world and get off. This is the first time I’ve tried it. Now I find I don’t want to get back on. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be at university if you want to be an engineer?” 
 
    “It’s my gap year.” Mum was making fun of me when she said that. Said I had to get a job if I wasn’t going to study. Said she couldn’t put up with me hanging around the pub for a year. 
 
    Ela hands the cup back. I take it, wipe the rim again and have another drink. Ela sits there hugging her knees, hair flowing everywhere. “A gap year? Like the royal family used to have?” Being compared to royalty is funny. I give her a bit of a smile. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “When are you going to university?” 
 
    I eat my sandwich and throw the crust to the dog. “Not sure. What about you?” 
 
    “I want to be a doctor.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be at university too then?” 
 
    “No, not until next year. I’m still at school.” 
 
    “Isn’t this the middle of term?” 
 
    “Mum is in Paris at a medical conference. I’m just here for two weeks.” Monsanto’s sitting beside her watching us like he’s at a ping-pong match. 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. “Why didn’t you go with your mum? If I was still allowed to travel, I’d be off like a shot.” 
 
    Ela shrugs and doesn’t answer this time. Has gone all quiet on me again. I refill the cup from the flask, hand it over. She uncurls, takes it. I lay back on my elbows resting, watching her while she’s drinking. And I was right before – she’s hot. Really hot. Eyes, legs, hair. 
 
    “Why didn’t you go?” I ask again. A fly finds us and buzzes lazily over the plastic lid. 
 
    “The trolley thing,” she says in the end. 
 
    “But you said the charges were dropped.” 
 
    Ela nods. 
 
    “But you still couldn’t go to Paris with your mum even though they dropped the charges?” 
 
    Ela shakes her head. “No, Amon’s dad said I could probably have gone, but it wouldn’t look good.” 
 
    “So, you came to Jacob’s, and your mum went to the conference in Paris, then everything here went to shit?” Ela nods, looks upset again like she did last night. What was her mother thinking? Buggering off like that when her kid’s in trouble? Ela acts like she’s read my mind. 
 
    “Mum had to go to the conference. It is only for two weeks, and it’s for work,” she says. 
 
    The bitch, I still think. Mum is never going to win mother of the year, but even she isn’t that bad. “Why didn’t you stay with a friend and go to school?” 
 
    “I’ve been suspended.” Her voice is shaky. “Isabelle’s mother made sure of that. I’m a bad influence now.” Yep, her mother’s a total bitch leaving her at the moment. Any time Mum lost the battle with the principal, she stayed so close she was like a gaoler. 
 
    “How does that go with getting into med school?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” whispers Ela, like she might have lost the chance to be a doctor, then everyone she cares about just buggers off and leaves her to worry. I can’t blame Jacob. He didn’t have much choice, but the others did.  
 
    There’s nothing useful to say, so we sit there silently. Then I take the empty mug from her, shake the last drips of chocolate from it. 
 
    “Are you ready to go?” She nods. I stand up, put the lunch things back in my pack. Reach down, take her hand and pull her to her feet. 
 
    Let go her hand as soon as she’s standing this time. She might be hot, but she’s Elite. She’s a kid. She’s got problems. She’s the answer to all the trouble in the world. I’m supposed to be looking after her, and to top all that off, she’s Jacob’s granddaughter. 
 
    * 
 
    Ela stands there watching me pack up. I pull the draw string. 
 
    “Where do the Administration get the raw material from?” she asks out of the blue. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “After we saw the Hovers take Lucinda, you asked me where I thought Humicrib got the raw material from.” 
 
    “You really don’t know?” 
 
    Ela shakes her head. Hair stirs then settles back on her shoulders. 
 
    I adjust the straps of the pack so they are sitting right. “From us.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    I hold my hand up so she can see the band on my wrist. “We all get a Locate implant when we hit college so they can track us. When we finish school, every Local has to go to University or can join Vector or DoE. Then they know where we all are.” 
 
    “That doesn’t look like a Locate.” 
 
    “It’s underneath. They can’t track me if I’m wearing the shield.” 
 
    “And you’re wearing it because we shouldn’t be here,” says Miss Hennessey, finally catching on, looking around like someone might appear and tell her off. “How do they get the raw material?” 
 
    “They give the girls injections to make them to produce more eggs. They have these monthly medicals to collect eggs from them and sperm from the males. No choice for fifteen years. That’s the way it is for us. Then you’re sterilised.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why what?” 
 
    “Why would they sterilise you?” 
 
    “Eggs start to degrade after you’re thirty. They don’t want any defective kids. And you can’t have your breeding stock going around breeding with just anyone.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” says Ela. “I’ve seen Locals with kids.” 
 
    “They get sent home from University with a degree and a couple of kids from Humicrib. They’re the replacement stock.” 
 
    “No, it’s not true. I would know about it if that was happening.” 
 
    “How? How many Locals do you meet in the City? They’re all kept penned in at that University. They get leave to come home for the weekend sometimes, but they don’t get to wander around the malls and talk to the Elite kids.” 
 
    “No, that can’t be true,” she says. 
 
    “Ask your mum. She works for Humicrib.” 
 
    “Mum wouldn’t be involved in anything like that.” 
 
    “Maybe she doesn’t have a choice, like the rest of us.” 
 
    “Except you. You’re not at university or part of Vector.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t catch me joining Vector, and I don’t want to go to University yet, so Jacob gave me a job, got me a dispensation.” 
 
    I don’t say it, but I’m not too keen on having to help repopulate the world either. 
 
    I close the pack and sling it and the rifle over my shoulder. Monsanto sniffs around the edge of the clearing waiting to move on. I start walking away from Ela, leave her standing there. She catches up after a while and just follows along. We walk the track without talking. 
 
    Then she moves a bit faster until she’s walking beside me again. 
 
    “What will happen to Lucinda?” 
 
    “Don’t know. If someone breaks the Administration’s laws, Vector comes and disappears them.” 
 
    Ela stays quiet and thoughtful after that. We leave the track completely and push through the bush. Ferns and bits of branch brush against Ela’s legs and arms scratching her skin. She rubs her leg where the last branch has scratched her and drawn blood. 
 
    “We’re nearly at the start of the holes,” I say. “We’ll be out of this in a moment.” After a while, we break through into another clearing, and in the centre there is a huge circular area where grass has been flattened by the rotors of a helicopter. The grass is lying in one direction going around in a circle. Monsanto sniffs around the perimeter. 
 
    I walk across to the centre, scuff the flattened grass with my boot. 
 
    “They’ve been back. This has been used in the last few days.” 
 
    Ela walks over and looks at the new ruts by the side of the circle. “It’s like those old pictures you see of the crop circles in England.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I don’t think this one was made by aliens. See those tracks over there.” I point to parallel lines flattened into the grass. “They’ve been made by wheels carrying something heavy.” 
 
    We follow the tracks for around five hundred metres, through the bush, and find a series of holes bored in the ground. 
 
    “Is this the prospecting site?” she asks. 
 
    “Yeah, and if we keep following these tracks, we will find more, all spaced at half a kilometre apart. It is thorough. They seem to be working on a grid pattern.” We follow the tracks and find more sites. Monsanto does extra loops through the trees and keeps getting in the way, sniffing at the holes. “Whoever is doing this isn’t making any attempt to disguise what they’re doing.” I come to a fence and climb over it. 
 
    Ela follows me over to the fence. “I think I’ve been here before.” 
 
    “This is the boundary to Jacob’s place. There are more holes over there.” 
 
    She walks to where I’m pointing and finds the holes. It is the same pattern as the earlier sites I showed her. She’s quiet, scuffing at the holes with her running shoes. “So, Jacob knows about these?” 
 
    “Yeah. Last time we were here there were a few further along.” I point ahead of us. “It looks like they’ve been working there this time too.” 
 
    We walk along the fence line a bit, and as we get nearer to it I can see the wires are cut. Three of the cattle have gone through the gap and are grazing on the bush line. 
 
    “This is starting to annoy me,” I say. 
 
    “Has it happened before?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s why Jacob and me first found the holes. We had to get the cattle back in the paddock. I guess they have to cut the fence to get the drill through from the landing site.” 
 
    “Why would they do it?” 
 
    “Trying to make sure I don’t get lazy, I guess.” I change the rifle to my other shoulder. I’m going to have to come back and fix the bloody fence. I don’t have the gear with me to fix it now. 
 
    I whistle for Monsanto. Like a shadow, he works around behind the cattle and herds them back into the paddock. We move the whole herd into the next paddock to stop them all getting onto the mountain. By the time that’s finished, the cloud has moved further down, and we’re shrouded in mist. It is damp, starting to get cold, going to rain soon. 
 
    Ela trips over Monsanto. I stop looking at holes in the ground and busted fences. 
 
    “We’d better go. It is going to be dark before we get back.” Ela is standing there, arms folded, shoulders hunched, miserable. “You all right?” I ask. 
 
    “Just a bit cold. The temperature has dropped.” She is shivering, her shorts and top damp. I drop the pack on the ground, take off my Swanndri and hand it to her. 
 
    “Put this on.” 
 
    “What about you?” she asks. 
 
    “I’m used to it, and I’m wearing more clothes than you anyway.” 
 
    She pulls on the Swanndri. 
 
    I fish in the pack, find the flask. 
 
    She takes the cup, wraps both hands around it, sips, then hands it back to me to finish. “Did you find out anything new?” she asks. 
 
    “Only that it isn’t a one-off thing.” I drink the chocolate. My hair and shoulders are getting wetter. I pretend not to notice. Should have packed an extra jacket or given her Mum’s Swanndri again. 
 
    We set off through the bush. It takes forever to get through it, and, when we reach the road it’s dark and raining heavily. The drips come through the canopy and make the bush glisten. The smell of damp vegetation rises up at us as we walk through the fallen leaves. 
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    WE’RE COMPLETELY saturated and freezing by the time we get to the locked gate and climb over the stile. 
 
    Monsanto runs ahead of us, then he comes back and sniffs at my hand. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Mon?” I pat his head, and he runs off again into the dark heavy rain and then stops and looks back. Something’s upset him. He leads us back to the parking area, and he’s agitated. 
 
    It doesn’t take long to figure out what’s got Mon all ruffled. Someone has attacked my Land Rover. It’s been smashed with something heavy. They’ve hit it and hit it, deliberately breaking everything. It’s standing there alone in the rain covered in deep dents, shattered glass where the windows should be. The side mirrors lie on the ground. The windscreen wipers stick out at strange angles. 
 
    Ela picks a bit of the shattered windscreen from the bonnet, Heaps of it is shining in the rain, just small diamond shaped bits of glass. Pieces are inside the cab too. The glass from the back windows is scattered all round on the ground, and the side windows look like they have a spider web stuck to them. I slam my fist against the bonnet. 
 
    “I should have known I was asking for trouble leaving it here. Bloody Willises.” 
 
    “Do you really think it was them?” 
 
    “Who else?” 
 
    “Do you think they’re doing the exploration work?” That’s not something I’d thought of. But they were at the pub yesterday, and Mum said they were looking at NavMaps. I think about the idea a bit. 
 
    “No,” I say in the end. “They’re just cowboys. It takes money to do that sort of work.” 
 
    “What do we do now?” Ela’s all shivering and wet even in my coat. I’m bloody cold. 
 
    “Guess we drive back into town.” I lean through where the window should be, put the keys into the ignition and the headlights come on. “It looks like we still have lights.” I go round the back, stow the rifle in the rack and throw the pack on the floor. The flask makes a clunk as it lands. I pull out a Swanndri and the sleeping bag before I let Mon get in. He jumps into the back, making the Land Rover wobble slightly, turns around twice and then shakes himself. Water sprays everywhere. 
 
    “That was helpful, dog.” 
 
    Monsanto looks offended. 
 
    I hand the sleeping bag to Ela. “Get in and wrap this around your legs. At least we don’t have far to go.” 
 
    “It smells of wet dog.” Ela takes it anyway. She pushes the glass off the passenger seat then looks in the glove box and gets her Com out. At least it’s still there. But I don’t know who she thinks she’s going to Connect with. 
 
    Ela gets in, wraps the sleeping bag around her so just her head sticks out. I pull the Swanndri over my head – struggle into it because I’m soaked and it sticks – then climb into the driver’s side and start the Land Rover. The drive back is cold and wet. The noise, the rain and the wind come through the broken windscreen. 
 
    When we reach town, rain is still pouring down in silver sheets. It catches the street lights and magnifies them so they look like huge Christmas stars. The tracks of the cars ahead, are parallel lines that stretch out like ribbons. 
 
    I park the Land Rover outside the pub. Ela tries to open the door, but it’s stuck again. Monsanto lays his wet head on her shoulder to look out the window. She pushes him away. I go around the Land Rover to let her out and walk past her mum’s Eco. 
 
    Something about the way that car is sitting stops me. I bend down to look at the tyres. They’re flat. I go to the side and run my fingers along the panel and it’s got these deep gouges along it. I walk around to the back of the car and check there too. More gouges. I stand up and go back to the Land Rover, open the passenger door. 
 
    “I’ve got some bad news for you.” 
 
    “What bad news?” 
 
    “Someone has damaged your Eco.” 
 
    “What?” Ela struggles to untangle herself from my sleeping bag. She silently walks around the Eco. The rain pours down on her hair and face as she examines the damage. She wipes at the long dents in the side as if she is trying to wipe them away. Monsanto puts his head through the open door and watches her. 
 
    As she stands up, she sways with tiredness, and I realise I’ve been dragging her around the bush all day. Yesterday she ran for hours, probably still tired from that. And she’s cold and wet, and now her transport is wrecked. 
 
    She looks over the Eco at me, bewildered. “What’s Mum going to say?” she asks. “Who would do this?” 
 
    “It was probably the Willises again. They remembered you from the pub. Enjoyed wrecking my vehicle so much, they came back here and did yours.” 
 
    Ela nods like I’d know about that. “I don’t know what to do,” she says. “I’m cold and wet, and smell like a dog and still don’t know what’s happening.” 
 
    I know the feeling. “Will you be all right for a moment? I’ll just go into the pub and see if Mum knows anything and ring the cops.” 
 
    * 
 
    When I get back, Ela’s still standing in the rain facing the road. She watches an undamaged car go by. “They look safe, like they’re in a nice warm cocoon.” 
 
    “Yeah.” The lights of the car are dipped. Behind it, red and yellow tracks reflect the streetlights. 
 
    Then she looks at her Com and checks it. 
 
    “You got texts?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes, heaps of them.” 
 
    “Amon?” 
 
    She nods, then hits delete without reading them, and turns off the Com. She glances back at her mum’s Eco. It looks despondent sitting there on its wheel rims. The tyres all flattened, like puppies’ feet. 
 
    “Mum says to put your Eco and the Land Rover in the garages at the back of the pub. We’ll deal with this tomorrow.” Ela nods. “Get in and follow me around.” Ela nods again and gets in her mum’s car. 
 
    We drive round the back. Nick’s there, sitting in his ute in the parking area waiting for us. I pull up beside him. 
 
    “What’s up?” I ask. 
 
    He looks at the damage on the Land Rover. Then at Ela’s car. 
 
    “Bloody Willises,” I say. “Give us a moment.” We get the vehicles into the garages while Nick waits. Then we all run to the back door, go inside to get out of the rain. 
 
    “You really think the Willises did the damage?” Nick asks. 
 
    “Yeah.” I tell him how my day has gone. 
 
    “Bummer,” he says. 
 
    “Why are you here?” It’s late. Nick must have been working in the rain all day. He’s probably as cold and tired as we are. 
 
    “We got to do something about Vincent,” he says. 
 
    “Yeah.” I push through the doors to the private bar. It’s empty. 
 
    From the public bar, Arthur calls us over. “The Willis boys were asking about Ela earlier. I thought you’d like to know,” he says. 
 
    “What about Ela?” 
 
    “They said they’ve seen you with her a couple of times.” 
 
    “Did they want anything?” 
 
    “Nah, just seemed interested in who she was and who the car belonged to.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say. “That Vincent guy turn up?” 
 
    Arthur nods. “And his mate.” 
 
    “Where are they now?” 
 
    “Bed, I think.” 
 
    Nick, me and Ela go upstairs. “What now?” asks Nick. I sit down at the computer, turn it on. 
 
    Ela comes into the office. “Yesterday you ask your mother to spy on someone who kills people. Now you’re going to do another search on him?” 
 
    “No, no search.” We wait for the old computer to fire up. 
 
    “What then?” 
 
    I try to figure out another way to learn something about him without raising an Alert. Then realise Mum said he sounded Australian. I have contacts in Australia. “I know who might help.” I flick onto email icon. “I’ll see what Yvette and Dad know about Vincent.” 
 
    “Who’s Yvette?” asks Ela. 
 
    “My stepmother. She’s a cop.” 
 
    “You said you thought your father left because of Jacob’s thing.” 
 
    “Must have got lonely,” I say. 
 
    “Why them?” Nick watches the screen. 
 
    “If Vincent’s Australian, like Mum says, they might have heard about him.” 
 
    In the email I say I’ve met Carlos Vincent and wonder if they know anything about his background. I read it through, decide it will do, send it. 
 
    * 
 
    Just before dawn, there’s a chill in the air and I wake up. I’m not sure if I really heard Ela yell out, or if I dreamed it. Then I hear it again. I pull on some jeans and go and see what’s wrong. Floorboards creak. I reach around the door frame and feel for the switch. The light comes on and there’s Ela sitting way up the bed. She moves even further up pulling the sheet with her. All the covers are on the floor. 
 
    “Are you all right?” I reach down and put the duvet back on the bed. 
 
    “Just a bad dream.” 
 
    I go over to the bed, sit down, put my arms around her. It’s familiar like it was in Nick’s ute. I’ve been here before.  
 
    About a year before Dad left, our dads took me and Ela on a camping trip. We were all in the bush in tents. At night time, my dad and Ela’s would leave me looking after her while they went and did stuff. 
 
    They always said it would only be for a few hours and it usually was. But once they were away for a long time. When it was nearly dawn, I woke up suddenly. It was that murky half-light you get just before sunrise. 
 
    Dad wasn’t in the tent, but Ela was. She had crawled in, snuggled up with me and gone back to sleep. 
 
    Dad and Ela’s dad didn’t come back the next day either. We were on our own all night again. We didn’t say anything about it, just looked after each other. 
 
    They arrived late the next morning. Dad was injured, cuts all over him and a broken arm. Said he’d fallen and got hurt, and that was why it had taken them so long to get back. 
 
    * 
 
    “Can you stay?” Ela asks this time. “I keep dreaming I’m being chased and can’t move.” 
 
    No surprise there. “Trapped in a glasshouse too?’ I ask. 
 
    She nods. “And someone’s wrecked my Eco.” I feel a bit guilty about all that. 
 
    “I’ll stay until you’re asleep.” It seems okay. 
 
    She nods again and moves across to the side of the bed and lifts up the duvet, so I can get under it, and lies down facing the wall. I curl up around her and put my arm on the duvet near her waist. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    NEXT MORNING, I get up early again. I need to go to the farm, do the basics, feed the dogs, check the glasshouses, and fix the fence. Me, Mum and Ela go outside and check the vehicles. I stand in the garage looking at the damaged Land Rover with my hands shoved into my jeans pockets. 
 
    “Can it be fixed?” asks Mum. 
 
    “Rob thinks he’s got a windscreen and windows he can use. He’ll come and pick it up later.” 
 
    Mum nods and looks at Ela. “What about your Eco?” 
 
    “I rang Mum and she rang the insurance company this morning. They’ll pick the Eco up tomorrow,” says Ela. 
 
    “What about until it’s fixed?’ 
 
    “They are giving me a courtesy one.” 
 
    Mum nods. She’s going to let me keep using her car until the Land Rover is at least waterproof. 
 
    I go to the kennel behind the garage and let Monsanto out. The dog runs a few loops around the car and then sticks his nose in Ela’s hand. She’s in a tiny skirt and the red boots. No running gear. She pats Mon’s head, trying to keep her distance. I guess she doesn’t fancy smelling like dog. 
 
    “Get over here,” I tell Monsanto and open the boot of Mum’s car. The dog knows the routine, jumps in, circles once and then lies down with his head on his paws. I slam the boot shut. 
 
    “Is he all right in there?” Ela asks getting in the passenger side of the car. 
 
    “He’ll be fine. It’s just until we get to the farm.” I put my rifle on the back seat, open the driver’s door and get in, start the car, wave to Mum, and pull out onto the road. It’s still early, but the cool of morning is beginning to burn off, and the sun is sitting like a white ball in the sky. Cicadas are buzzing at full volume in the trees by the river. 
 
    * 
 
    As we pull into Jacob’s driveway a silver ute goes down the road. We’re hidden by the trees lining the road but can see enough to know it’s the Willis brothers again. I don’t know if they’ve seen us. They won’t recognise Mum’s car anyway. She keeps it in a garage at the pub. At least we know the Willises aren’t in the house at the moment. I’m still just guessing they’re causing the trouble, but they’re the most likely suspects. 
 
    We go into the house. It’s the way we left it. No more damage. 
 
    Ela’s given up on trying to tidy the place. She goes to the hot water cupboard by the range and gets out an old pair of jeans and a shirt. The shirt might even be a cast-off of Jacob’s, it’s so faded. 
 
    “I’ll get changed.” She wanders off. Comes back into the dining room in jeans, fluffy socks and the old shirt. 
 
    “You look different,” I say. 
 
    “I’ve got boots and a Swanndri too. They’re in the laundry.” Now she tells me. She wanders out there. Comes back wearing the Swanndri, carrying the boots. 
 
    I’m looking in the fridge for something else to eat. “Do you want to come and see what the Willises are up to? We could take the bikes and check the property at the same time.” 
 
    “Sounds fun.” 
 
    “I’m going to feed the dogs first. Want to help?” 
 
    She nods. We go to the garage to find the dog food. On the way, I fetch the rifle from the back seat of the car. She looks at the gun doubtfully. 
 
    “Still the same vermin around.” I lean the rifle against the wall. 
 
    Ela opens the fridge. “I guess you’re right. I saw that vermin go down the road.” She takes the roll of dog food out and cuts it into pieces. 
 
    “You bring the rifle.” I pick up the dog food. 
 
    We feed the dogs, get the bikes out, load the fencing gear into the panniers, and we’re ready to go. 
 
    The three dogs run around sniffing each other and peeing on the gateposts. 
 
    * 
 
    Ela and I ride to the boundary fence. 
 
    The sun’s getting warmer. There’s still the odd puddle around from the rain. 
 
    The dogs race ahead. 
 
    Jacob was right. Ela still manages a bike fine. I don’t have to help her start it, and she knows where to stop to open a gate, so she isn’t in the way. And she looks pretty comfortable in the old farm clothes. She’s still hot. 
 
    We take turns opening and shutting gates. Everything is fine. Nothing disturbed or damaged. 
 
    I get to the final gate and hear something. 
 
    “Look at that,” I say over the noise of the bikes. 
 
    Ela follows where I’m pointing. A helicopter is coming over the mountain towards us. It has a piece of equipment like a rotary clothes line dangling underneath. 
 
    “What is it?” She comes to a stop beside me. 
 
    “It’s a HoistEM. It’s used to map an area.” 
 
    “I was expecting some sort of tripod.” 
 
    “This is different. A tripod is used to drill for samples. The HoistEM is used to find promising places to drill.” The helicopter passes almost above us and then makes a turn and goes back to the left of where it’s come from. “Dad was involved in a project to find deposits of uranium. He used a HoistEM to detect underground channels and ponding. It finds artesian water because you find uranium in the ponding areas.” 
 
    “They are looking for artesian water?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Does that mean they didn’t find it at the other place?” 
 
    “Probably, if it’s the same people doing it.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t they be more secretive than this?” 
 
    “Maybe they know Jacob is away.” I shrug. “Anyway, an airborne survey like this is done by flying at a low elevation. By coming over the mountain, they avoid being too conspicuous.” We wait for the helicopter to return, but it doesn’t come back. “Must have finished.” 
 
    “Why would they be looking for underground water here?” says Ela. “It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Don’t know. We’ll find the Willises and have a talk. See if it’s them.” I start my bike, take the rifle off my back and lay it across my knees. Ela shakes her head as if she can’t believe I’m doing it, but she doesn’t comment. 
 
    She follows me to the boundary fence and we see the empty ute sitting at the end of the road by the bush line. 
 
    I get off my bike, call the dogs back. “Are you coming?” 
 
    Ela nods and gets off her bike too. 
 
    * 
 
    We creep through the bush. 
 
    I’m moving deliberately, keeping low and being careful where I put my boots, so I don’t make any noise. 
 
    Ela follows close behind. She’s being pretty quiet. 
 
    Suddenly, two shots ring out. 
 
    I drop down, kneeling on one knee, keeping low, and wave to Ela to do the same. 
 
    She copies me, staying close. I hear voices in the distance. 
 
    “How did I do?” says one of the voices. 
 
    “I’ll check.” It sounds like the Willis brothers. I motion for Ela to follow, and we creep nearer to where the shots came from. We stay in the bush at the edge of a clearing and watch the action. 
 
    Across from us are two large pieces of white paper with crosses drawn on them. They’re nailed to a couple of trees, one about one hundred metres and the other about a hundred and twenty metres away. Henry walks over and looks at the first one. Charlie stays lying down, his rifle resting on a fallen log. Henry’s rifle is leaning against a tree.  
 
    He calls to his brother. “Not bad, Charlie. Two clicks up and one to the right should get it.” He turns around, sticking his thumbs in his belt, making the jeans sit even lower. 
 
    Charlie takes a screw driver out of his pocket and tightens screws on the top and side of his scope. Henry steps way back from the target, and his brother aims and fires again. He walks across to the target, examines it and gives his brother the thumbs up. Then he goes back to where his rifle is and picks it up. He holds it steady and aims at the target. He doesn’t shoot, just looks through the scope then adjusts the screws with the screwdriver until he’s satisfied. 
 
    When he seems happy with what he can see through the scope, he takes Charlie’s place lying behind the log resting his rifle on the Swanndri. He aims carefully, fires, then moves enough to see how accurate he’s been. 
 
    “Do you want me to check?” asks Charlie. 
 
    “Not yet. I can see through the scope.” Henry makes a slight adjustment on the top and side of his rifle and then fires again. After four shots he’s happy with how he’s shooting, turns his attention to the target further away and goes through the same routine. 
 
    Charlie examines the second target. “There’s a couple of shots up in the left-hand corner.” 
 
    “Yeah, felt those pull. What about the others?” 
 
    “They’re good.” Charlie gives him the thumbs up. 
 
    Henry leans his rifle against a tree and goes to check. “It’s good.” He looks up at the canopy. “I haven’t heard that chopper for a while. Huey must be finished.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Charlie rips the target off the tree. “Vincent is going to be pissed off if we don’t find anything again.” 
 
    “We just need more information. We know it’s here. I remember Dad talking about it,” says Henry. “Huey said the gear will map the area for us, and we’ll be able to pinpoint likely sites. It’s a bit more scientific than just looking around.” 
 
    “More information,” Charlie says, “and then we can nail it.” 
 
    “It better work. It’s costing Vincent a bomb.” Henry takes the other target down and examines it again. He seems satisfied. Charlie is wandering around the clearing picking up spent cartridges. “If we don’t find anything, we might just have to talk to Jacob Hennessey when he comes out of hospital.” 
 
    I motion to Ela and we creep back along the track. We reach the bikes without anyone following. The dogs have stayed, but are all standing, looking alert. They would have heard the rifle shots too. Monsanto crawls under the fence, runs over to me and does circles around us. 
 
    “That’s the first time I’ve seen Henry and Charlie out of their ute,” says Ela. 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    Ela laughs. “Their mum and dad made some bad gene choices.” 
 
    “No gene choice there.” I go to kick the bike into life. To me they looked the same as they always do: tall, solid, heads shaved bald. “They’re Naturals, like me.” 
 
    Ela puts her foot on the kickstart. She sits there on the bike nibbling at the side of her lip, thinking. She looks over at me and pulls a chain out from under her jacket. “And me,” she says. 
 
    “Can I watch it yet?” I ask. For a while she runs her finger along the join where the cover fits on then tucks the chain inside her shirt again.  
 
    “Why are the Willis brothers sighting their rifles in here?” Obviously, a lot like that granddad of hers, trust issues too. 
 
    “Probably just filling in time while Huey did his job.” I run my hand through my hair. “Now we know it was them who hired the chopper. They might have been the ones doing the core samples too, and we know where they’re getting the money.” 
 
    “We still don’t know what they’re looking for. Water seems unlikely. It’s not like there’s a shortage of it.” 
 
    “Would have been good if they kept talking, given us a bit more detail, drawn some maps, given us notes.” I sling my rifle across my back. 
 
    Ela looks at the rifle. “Your gun looks different to theirs.” 
 
    “It is. Theirs are flasher than mine. Ruger 308s, probably only about three years old, stainless steel action, synthetic stocks and floating barrels. The stainless means no rust, and the synthetic stocks won’t warp. It makes them accurate.” 
 
    “How can they have rifles that new?” 
 
    “Some Elite must have brought them in for them.” 
 
    “What about yours?” 
 
    “Mine belonged to Dad. It’s a Bruno 270, It’s eighty years old, and is still accurate, but the action can rust, and the stock can warp in wet weather. The stock’s walnut and the barrel’s steel.” 
 
    “Yours is better looking. It looks like a real one. Theirs look like toys.” 
 
    “They’re deadly toys and that was accurate shooting. Henry and Charlie shoot as good as I do.” 
 
    “And me,” she says. 
 
    “Can you still shoot?” I ask. 
 
    “Of course. I never forget how to do anything,” says Ela. 
 
    “Yeah, right. It takes practice to stay good.” 
 
    Ela shrugs as if having to practice doesn’t apply to her. “Why didn’t you talk to the Willises? I thought that’s why we’re here.” 
 
    I shrug too. “Like I said, they’ve got great rifles and are good shots.” 
 
    Ela starts the bike. “That’s reassuring,” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    WE MOVE ON to where we found the fence cut yesterday. I walk around to one of the panniers. Take out pliers, spare wire and strainers. 
 
    “I’m getting plenty of practice at this.” I bend down and pick up the end of the bottom wire. I thread it through one of the wire strainers and twist it around with the pliers to secure it. 
 
    Ela gets the other end and hands it to me. 
 
    I pull on it and find it’s long enough to join straight to the strainer. 
 
    “This time they’ve just cut the wires in one place. It makes mending them easier. I don’t have to put an extra piece in.” I give her the wire. “Hold this.” 
 
    “What usually happens?” asks Ela, keeping the tension on so I can twist that too. 
 
    “They’ve been cutting the wire off at both posts so a length is missing. Takes a lot longer to fix.” I work the ratchet to get tension and then pull on the wire to test it. When I’m sure it’ll hold, I stand up. 
 
    “One down, four to go.” 
 
    Ela hands me the next wire strainer. “These have been in the shed for as long as I can remember.” She kneels down, examines the three wires still lying on the ground. “I wonder how long Jacob has had them?” 
 
    “Since before the Quarantine I guess. Lucky, they still work.” I thread the next wire through, secure it and reach for the other end. We work together until the fence is repaired. Then Ela picks up the spare roll of wire and walks back to the bike. 
 
    “How often is this happening?” she asks. 
 
    I think about it. “Every couple of days.” 
 
    “Poor Jacob.” Ela lifts the lid off the pannier and puts the roll of wire into it. 
 
    “Poor me.” I pack the pliers back into the pannier beside the roll of wire. 
 
    We spend the rest of the day doing all the normal stuff around Jacob’s farm then we go see Fitzgerald. 
 
    * 
 
    He opens the door, must live at the station. “Good evening,” He’s holding onto the door handle, leaning his shoulder against the frame, like ‘this better be good, it’s late and I’ve got things to do’. 
 
    “We’ve got some information about what’s going on.” 
 
    “I’ve been to see Patsy.” Fitzgerald steps back from the door. 
 
    “More than just Mum’s stuff.” 
 
    Fitzgerald makes a grand sweeping gesture welcoming Ela and me in. After he’s closed the door behind us, we go into his office. The desk is covered in piles of paper again. He sits on his chair, leans back, cradles what’s left of his hair. 
 
    “Is this about Vincent?” he asks. “When Patsy told me about him, I put out some feelers to find out who he is.” 
 
    “He’s OffGrid,” I say. 
 
    “So I discovered.” Fitzgerald is not pleased. “Don’t do any more searches on him. We don’t want him alerted.” 
 
    “Okay.” It was a bloody stupid thing to do. “He’s staying at the pub for a while.” 
 
    “I know. You and Patsy can keep an eye on him. Anything else?” 
 
    “You know Henry and Charlie Willis?” 
 
    Fitzgerald nods. “Why?” 
 
    “Ela and I saw a helicopter doing a survey. The Willises organised it.” 
 
    “Jacob told me they were core sampling, now it’s an aerial survey?” Fitzgerald rolls the pen across his fingers with his thumb. “Who are they using for the helicopter work?” 
 
    “Huey Johnson I think.” 
 
    Fitzgerald writes down the name. “I might get someone to have a look at his flight logs.” He stands up and goes to a new grey filing cabinet in the corner of his office and opens the bottom file drawer. “I’ve got a map of the area here somewhere. I want you to show me where you saw the core sampling and where you think they were doing the aerial survey.” 
 
    Fitzgerald finds the map he wants, and he spreads it out on his desk over the top of all the papers. 
 
    I stand up and lean over it to see it better. Trace a line from the gate at the end of the road where I parked the Land Rover, then up the access road and along the track in the bush and circle the area where there is no track marked. 
 
    “The core sampling holes are here. They’re easy to pick out. It’s obvious where the helicopter landed the gear, and then the holes are around that area in a grid pattern.” 
 
    Fitzgerald takes a pencil and marks the area. “What about the survey?” 
 
    I find the boundary to Jacob’s farm. “It looked like they were surveying across there.” I do a broad sweep across the base of the mountain. “They left just after we saw them. No idea how long they’d been working.” 
 
    Fitzgerald nods and draws a boundary around that area. 
 
    * 
 
    Ela is standing by the dog kennel watching me throw sticks for Monsanto to chase. She’s changed clothes, back to Elite, short skirt, tiny cardigan thing. The dog stops, finds a stick, takes it to Ela and drops it by her feet. She picks it up and throws it hard down the drive. Monsanto takes off. 
 
    “Is he old?” She comes over to me. 
 
    “About twelve years. He was Dad’s dog.” 
 
    Ela looks around. There is a line of garages where we put her mum’s Eco and the Land Rover when they got damaged, and a big shed. “What’s in the shed?” 
 
    “All Dad’s stuff.” Monsanto brings the stick back, and Ela picks it up and throws it again. Mon races after the stick and comes to a skidding halt when he gets to it. We wander towards the shed, go through the side door. 
 
    It’s filled with old tools, lengths of timber, machines like concrete mixers, grinders, shelves and shelves of old telephones, cake tins, a collection of rocks, number plates, and parts of engines and machines, and lots of other stuff. 
 
    “Wow.” Ela looks around. “It’s Aladdin’s cave.” 
 
    “Dad liked to make things, and he was always collecting stuff.” I pick up an old gold pan. There is a pile of them, all made out of different materials. “He was trying to find the best material for panning gold.” 
 
    “Did he find it?” 
 
    “Nah. We had fun trying though.” 
 
    “Why did your dad leave his things here?” 
 
    “He left in a hurry. Didn’t take anything with him.” I turn and start walking out of the shed. 
 
    “Why don’t you still live in Australia with your dad?” Ela asks, following me outside. 
 
    “Yvette and Dad went to Sydney, and I didn’t want to live there, and now I can’t.” I shut the door behind me and lock it. I check the time. “Mum will take a break soon. I need to start cooking dinner.” 
 
    * 
 
    Mum comes upstairs just as the steak is cooked, and we all sit down to eat. She takes over the interrogation. My mum is just as good at asking questions as Ela. At least this time they aren’t directed at me. 
 
    “Are you still at school?” 
 
    Ela nods. “Yes, next year is my final year.” 
 
    “What will you do after that?” 
 
    “I’m going to university.” 
 
    “What will you study?” 
 
    “Medicine, I hope.” 
 
    “No gap year?” asks Mum, glancing at me. 
 
    Ela smiles. “No, that’s not me.” And so it goes on. After a while, even Mum runs out of questions, and it goes quiet again and we all eat. 
 
    Mum finishes then rinses her plate and puts it on the bench. “I have to get back. We’re short staffed. I’ll see you later.” 
 
    “Do you need me to help?” I ask. 
 
    She thinks about it. “No, it’s not too busy. Are you going out?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I’ll text if I need you.” She leaves, and Ela and I are alone again. 
 
    Ela starts where she left off. “Who’s Katie?” I’m puzzled. Then remember that bigmouth Scott asked about Katie. That’s what she has to be talking about. 
 
    “Someone I used to go out with.” 
 
    “Do you still see her?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Do you have a girlfriend now?” Ela looks up with a half sort of smile, tucks her hair behind her ear then looks down at her plate. Attacks her steak again. “Or haven’t you been in any fights lately?” Definitely talking about what Scott said. I ignore her comment and finish eating. 
 
    Finally, I answer her question. “No girlfriend.” I watch her eat that last bit of steak. There she is sitting across the table, eyes laughing at me. I reckon she’s flirting. 
 
    It doesn’t take a genius to work out that in her own world she’s confident and outgoing. Sometimes I get a flash of that like I’m getting now. 
 
    I lean across the table, collect her plate and stack it on top of mine. If things weren’t going wrong all the time, and knocking Ela around a bit, I bet she could be good fun. I stand up and put the plates on the bench. 
 
    She picks up the empty salad bowl, walks into the kitchen and sticks the bowl beside the plates. She stands there in the kitchen, leaning her hip against the bench, watching me rinse the dishes. She runs her fingers through her hair and gives me a half smile. 
 
    Yep, she’s flirting. Here I am acting like a big brother, and she’s flirting! I run the afternoon back through my mind to see if I have missed any other signals. I can’t remember any, but I’ve missed the signs before. Our fingers touch each time I pass a dish to her then she stashes it in the dishwasher. 
 
    I finish by washing the frying pan. I hand it to her to dry and put away. I rinse my hands and dry them on the tea towel she’s holding. 
 
    The hair has come loose from behind her ear and is hanging over her cheek again. I tuck it back behind her ear. 
 
    Then I go into the lounge, and Ela follows looking pretty puzzled. As far as she knows, I haven’t even noticed. I pick up Jacob’s box, put it on the chest. 
 
    “Let’s read the rest of this now.” 
 
    Ela gives me one of those ‘do we have to’ looks? 
 
    “It’s not safe to go and see Jacob until we do.” 
 
    “We could just avoid visiting him.” 
 
    “Done that for a while already,” I say, and she smiles. “Why do you call him Jacob.” Not everyone calls their grandfather by his first name. She used to do it when she was a kid too. 
 
    “When I was just learning to talk, he let me.” Ela leans her elbow on the arm of the couch, cupping her chin in her hand like she’s remembering. “Mum would say, ‘Ela, here comes Granddad on his motorbike.’ I’d run out to the gate. ‘Jacob, give me a ride,’ I’d say.” Ela says it all like she’s a little kid again talking to her granddad. 
 
    “And he’d lift me onto his lap and ride back to the shed. Mum says she wouldn’t let that happen now, she didn’t realise how dangerous it was. But then, ‘Say thank you to Granddad, Ela,’ she’d say. ‘Thank you, Jacob.’ I’d say. ‘Granddad,’ Mum would say. In the end Jacob said, ‘Let the kid be. If she wants to call me Jacob, that’s fine.  Everyone else does.’ I think he liked having this little kid following him around puppy like, saying Jacob this, Jacob that.” After that long explanation she smiles again. 
 
    Yep, really hot. But, no touching. She’s Elite, she’s Jacob’s granddaughter, she’s going to save the world, and I’m supposed to be looking after her. Whether she’s flirting or not. 
 
    “Let’s get on with it,” I say. “It will keep Jacob off our backs.” 
 
    She pulls another face at me, real cute. We start reading the report on Genus 6 this Dr Parr has written. It’s all pretty much what I told her. Eugenics Corp messed up with Genus 6 and stopped most of the world’s human population from breeding. 
 
    “Listen to this,” says Ela. “‘In 2015 the global value of biotech seed was US$23.2 billion, with the end product of commercial grain from biotech maize, soybean grain and cotton valued at approximately US$620 billion or more per year.’ That’s a lot of money, and it’s before they developed the rape seed for biofuel.” 
 
    “Yeah, it sounds like it was already pretty big.” We gallop through the headings just getting the main points. 
 
    “This is what you were telling me about.” Ela reads a bit out. “‘Due to different crops growing in close proximity, wheat, corn, maize and other members of the Poaceae family started to exhibit signs of the biosynthesis of progesterone. In grain this only occurs after harvest while the grain is in storage. The development of aflatoxin viruses has always been a problem when grain is stored. This occurs in countries situated between 35 degrees latitude north and 35-degrees latitude south. The yeast introduced to the seed of Genus 6, causing the biosynthesis of progesterone, has translocated to a genome in the aflatoxin virus.’” 
 
    She looks up at me. “What latitude is New Zealand?” she asks. 
 
    “Northland is 39 degrees south, I think. We’ll check on that.” 
 
    We read on. 
 
      
 
    Managing the effects of horizontal gene transfer 
 
    The official bodies that regulate the development and release of genetically modified crops are unlikely to discover the accidental transfer of the Trojan Gene. In most countries a crop not intended for food use is generally not reviewed by authorities responsible for food safety. Food crops are reviewed at point of harvest, not after they have been stored. Up to this point this anomaly has allowed Transgenics Corp to avoid discovery and litigation. 
 
    There is heaps more about why nobody has picked up that there is progesterone in the food crops. Pages and pages of it. I am starting to understand why Jacob thinks this report is important. 
 
    “Come and check some facts,” I say to Ela. 
 
    “We can use my Tablet to eSerch,” she says. 
 
    I think about that, then decide to play it safe. “Nah, we’ll use the computer in the study. Dad installed a firewall. That’s why it’s safe to send out the warning emails.” And probably why the eSerch on Vincent wasn’t picked up. “When the program senses any surveillance or an Intercept it shuts the computer down. If we get into anything we shouldn’t, it’ll be safer.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I think this might be a report Eugenics Corp doesn’t want anyone to know about. It says Transgenics is a subsidiary of Eugenics Corp, so this report would cost Eugenics Corp billions if it ever got out.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ELA AND I GO into the study. Every surface except the desk has books or maps or rock samples on it. A month ago, when Jacob told me I had to use this computer to send out the warnings, the desk was cleared by me piling everything onto the floor. I connect to the Intranet. 
 
    “Check the latitude of New Zealand,” says Ela. 
 
    I give it a go. “I was right, New Zealand starts at 39 degrees south, and goes down to 45.” 
 
    We eSerch Poaceae and get enough information on wheat, corn and maize to start a farm, but it doesn’t mention aflatoxin viruses or progesterone. 
 
    Finally, we search for ‘Trojan Gene’ and get two newspaper articles. 
 
      
 
    RESEARCH SCIENTIST WARNS OF TROJAN GENE 
 
    April 2, 2027 
 
    Dr Edwin Parr, a research scientist, working for Transgene Corp warns of the existence of a Trojan gene recently discovered in food crops. He warns of a possible ecological disaster if steps are not taken to destroy infected crops. 
 
      
 
    The newspaper article goes on to report and explain most of what we read in the first document. 
 
    Then: 
 
    EMMINENT RESEARCH SCIENTIST FOUND DEAD 
 
    April 5, 2027 
 
      
 
    “They killed him,” I say. 
 
    “We shouldn’t jump to conclusions,” says Ela. 
 
    “But we haven’t found anything that disproves the document, and I bet they killed him because he talked about it. Do you want to keep looking?” 
 
    “No,” says Ela. “I’ve had enough of Jacob’s documents.” 
 
    I disconnect the computer. “What do you want to do now?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” I watch as Ela stretches, arms over her head, back arched, the little cardigan thing she’s wearing riding up. She’s got to be flirting. Nobody looks that good by accident. 
 
    I stand up. Reach behind her and turn off the study light, meaning to go back to the lounge. 
 
    She moves to go out the door too, and we sort of bump into each other. I change my mind about going back to the lounge. Draw her towards me. Slide my other hand under her hair and kiss her. 
 
    Ela goes with it. Seems pretty happy to be kissed. Her hands slide up to my shoulders. It’s nice. 
 
    It’s all good until I hear the back-door opening. 
 
     “Are you still up, Jack?” calls Mum from the lounge. 
 
    I step back. “Yeah, I’m in the study.” 
 
    “What are you doing in there?” 
 
    “Looking up stuff on the computer.” I pull a face at Ela. 
 
    She half laughs then bites her lip. 
 
    “Where’s Ela?” Mum’s voice is moving along the passage. 
 
    “She’s here too.” 
 
    Mum appears at the door. “Why’s the light off?” she asks. 
 
    “We were just coming out.” I slide through the door past her. The computer flickers in the background shutting down. 
 
    I’m sure Mum watches as we walk back to the lounge. I know we are standing way too close, the backs of our hands touching. Ela is tugging on the hem of her top with her other hand, smoothing it back down over her hips. 
 
    Mum will hate it. She says being pregnant at seventeen had been no fun, and she makes it her mission to make sure it doesn’t happen to anyone else, especially now with the whole Vector thing happening. I’m pretty sure she will have an opinion. 
 
    For once she doesn’t comment straight up. I breathe a sigh of relief. In the lounge, Ela pecks me on the cheek. 
 
    “I think I’ll go to bed now,” she says. “Thanks for a lovely day.” 
 
    “Good plan.” I want her out of earshot as quickly as possible. I give her a minute, then walk down the passageway. No point in letting Mum stew. 
 
    I stop at the study door. The lights are back on. I lean against the frame and watch Mum turn the computer on to check her mail. 
 
    Ela calls out goodnight, and the door of the guest bedroom shuts. 
 
    Mum takes a deep breath. “I thought you had a girlfriend.” She stares at the computer screen. 
 
    “Not anymore. See you in the morning.” 
 
    She takes her eyes off the screen and looks over her shoulder at me. “What happened?” 
 
    I shrug. That’s actually none of her business. When she doesn’t get an answer, Mum goes back to watching the computer screen deleting the emails she’s read as if that’s all she’s interested in. 
 
    Then after a few stabs at the screen she proves it isn’t. 
 
    “Stay away from her.” She’s still studying the screen. “She’s pretty and she seems nice, but she’s young, she’s Elite and she’s the granddaughter of your boss.” Then she turns around and looks at me again. “If you don’t want to go to university next year, you still need a job, or they’ll make you go.” 
 
    “I know, Mum.” I try to cut the lecture short. “I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    “Be sensible.” 
 
    “I’m just looking after her like Jacob wanted me to.” 
 
    “Make sure that’s all it is and stay in your own room tonight.” She turns back to the computer screen.  
 
    I slowly push myself away from the doorway. Well, that was about as embarrassing as I expected. Trust Mum to come straight out with it. She never could just go with the flow. 
 
    I envy Nick. His mum prefers not to notice things and pussyfoots around. Though considering the Joe/Lucinda situation, that approach hasn’t worked out too well for their family lately. 
 
    * 
 
    Next morning Mum is up, dressed ready for work, make up on, hair dried. I’m up too. I’ve had a shower, and I’m having breakfast. Mum’s doing her usual thing after we’ve had a run in, acting all conciliatory, as if she thinks it’s all sorted now to her satisfaction. She’s all, ‘I’ve had my say. Let’s get on with things’. 
 
    Ela arrives, showered and dressed too, and Mum smiles at her, friendly and welcoming, not fierce and critical like she sounded last night when she was talking to me. 
 
    “Did you sleep well?” Mum asks. 
 
    Ela nods. “Yes, thank you.” 
 
    “What would you like for breakfast? You can have toast again, or there’s porridge. Jack can make it for you.” 
 
    “Thank you, but toast is fine,” says Ela very politely. 
 
    I’m sitting on the other side of the table eating toast and Marmite. Look up, give her a bit of a nod. Mum leaves in a flurry of activity and instructions to me about remembering the washing and putting the cat out the way she usually does. 
 
    Then things get awkward. Ela makes toast and finds the butter and glances at me as I finish eating. I go to the bench and rinse my plate and mug and put them in the dishwasher. 
 
    “Do you have jam?” asks Ela. 
 
    “I’ll get it for you.” I open the cupboard and pull out a jar of jam, strawberry, black top on the jar, three hand drawn red strawberries on the label. The breakfast show croons quietly from the VidScreen in the lounge. I put the jar beside the toaster. 
 
    I look at Ela for real this time. I brush the hair off her face and tuck it behind her ear. And the world closes in very small. A world where only the morning light, the cat winding around our legs and dark espresso coffee exists. What the hell. 
 
    I kiss her. 
 
    And this time. 
 
    I’m breath taken. 
 
    Heart-stopped. 
 
    Gone. 
 
    * 
 
    Me and Ela sit on the couch and go through the box file to find out what’s left. We look at the plans. They’re CAD drawings of a building. 
 
    “What is it?” asks Ela, looking at the lines and boxes. 
 
    “Some sort of storage facility. This looks like the ventilation system.” I point at the coils and tubes drawn there. I pull out the next drawing and study it to see if I’m right. It’s all familiar. I’ve seen these drawings before in Dad’s study before he left. “This is based on designs they used for EarthShips. It was Dad’s thing.” 
 
    “What’s an EarthShip?” 
 
    “A house that can exist off the grid, doesn’t need an external power supply, uses the temperature of the earth for heating and cooling, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “How does that fit in with the rest of the stuff?” 
 
    “Don’t know.” 
 
    Ela points to the line of numbers that have been handwritten at the bottom of the plan. “What are the numbers? It looks like some sort of pattern.” 
 
    23022032. I recognise the number sequence straight away too. 
 
    “It’s my birthdate, it’s a palindrome. When I was a kid I’d play around with the numbers and see how many other patterns they’d make.” 
 
    “What’s a palindrome?” 
 
    “A word or sentence that reads the same backwards or forwards.” 
 
    “The 23rd of February, 2032,” says Ela. “That’s soon.” 
 
    “Yeah, in a week or so.” 
 
    “How old will you be?” 
 
    “Nineteen.” 
 
    “Ancient.” 
 
    “Nice,” I say, and she grins. 
 
    Then we get to the journals. I take the old one to look at it, and a photo falls out. Ela picks up the photo and studies it. “This is my great, great, great grandfather and his wife Mere.” She hands me the photo. 
 
    I study it too, then study Ela. “Mere looks like you.” 
 
    “You mean the eyes and hair? It runs in the family. Look at Jacob.” Ela takes the old book from me. “And this is that great grandfather’s journal. He was William Hennessey. In 1890 he bought the land Jacob farms. All the text in the journal is handwritten in cursive. Well, that’s what Dad said it was anyway. It’s hard to read.” 
 
    I flick through it and it looks bloody hard to read, all scrawled and faded. We give it a go anyway, but it takes a while. 
 
    We get to this bit. 
 
      
 
    We entered the final clearing and saw Mere standing there near the falls beside a cave. She was beyond beautiful, an ethereal creature. Moss hung from the dark trees in soft tattered shapes, framing her with ripped banners of pale grey lace. Her feet bare, she was in a simple white dress, looking as if she borrowed light and power from the silver waterfall, the grey of her eyes haunting. She had been bathing in the water, and her coal black hair was loose and hung in damp tendrils around her face and shoulders and the dress clung to her body. 
 
      
 
    “I always liked that bit of the story,” says Ela. 
 
    “I can’t see how this fits anything either.” I start to read the rest. 
 
    “Do you know where that waterfall is?” Ela takes the book off me. 
 
    “Nah.” 
 
    “I do.” Ela flicks through the pages. “And the night Jacob got hurt, he told me to take you there. Remember he said to take you to the clearing when we visited him? It’s the same place. Jacob and I go there sometimes when I’m visiting.” 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    “Not far from the back of the farm. You just have to follow a track through the bush. You can get to it from the walkway too, but it’s harder and takes a lot longer.” 
 
    “Does it still look the way he describes it?” 
 
    “A bit. There’s some moss but not long banners of it. There’s always that mist though. The waterfall is meant to be a family secret. I’ve never seen anyone else there.” 
 
    I take the journal back, focus on the script again. 
 
    “Let’s see why Jacob thought it was important for us to read a hundred and fifty-year-old journal.” 
 
    We’re up to Mere taking William back to the clearing and asking him to help look after it. 
 
    William writes about Mere by the waterfall again and the way she looks. He goes on a bit, especially when she goes for a swim. 
 
      
 
    She slowly unbuttoned her dress and let it slip from her shoulders and fall in a heap around her feet. She stood there, her body silhouetted, golden in the light, against the silver of the falls, her hair falling over her shoulders and down her back. 
 
      
 
    “Wow, evocative image.” 
 
    “Evocative?” Ela giggles. 
 
    “I do read. When are you going to take me to this waterfall?” 
 
    “We could go today.” Then she thinks of something else. “You know, that’s something I hadn’t realised before. At the waterfall, the water in the pool is warmer than it should be.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s a hot spring?” 
 
    “Maybe, but I haven’t heard of any hot springs on the mountain.” 
 
    “Me neither. Te Aroha and Katikati have hot springs and it’s all one range. It could be possible.” 
 
    I put the book down. “I can’t be bothered with this anymore. What about you?” 
 
    “No, I’m sick of it. Jacob could have been a bit less mysterious, just told us what this is all about.” 
 
    “Walls have ears,” I say, like Jacob does. 
 
    “Very funny,” says Ela. I sit there thinking about the journal. I’ll say one thing for William Hennessey and his story. If things start to get boring, he’ll throw in a knife fight, or a cave filled with gold, or a naked woman. 
 
    “You said they use a HoistEM to look for uranium and water.” Ela’s moved on from the journal. “Can it do anything else?” 
 
    “There’s probably a website. We could look it up.” I don’t get off the couch and go to the study. It’s pretty comfortable sitting there. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” she asks. 
 
    “Check the farm, you’re going to take me to that waterfall, and then visit Jacob.” 
 
    I stretch my legs out and recross my socks. 
 
    Then she asks, “Why was your mum so angry last night?” 
 
    “You heard?” 
 
    “Yes, and your mum’s pretty scary.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. “And she’s likely to turn up here at any moment to check why I’m not at work.” 
 
    I go to get off the couch. Ela puts out her hand to stop me, but I get up anyway. “Come on, let’s see if we can work this out before we go see Jacob.” 
 
    * 
 
    I’m backing Mum’s car out of the garage. Ela’s standing by the door ready to shut it, and Vincent and the sidekick come out of the pub. They are in civvies. They must keep the VTroop officer’s uniforms for the base and missions like killing old people. 
 
    “Jack.” Vincent’s hand’s out like he wants to shake. It’s the last thing I’m planning on doing with a murderer. 
 
    Keep my hands on the steering wheel. “Vincent,” I say. 
 
    He changes the hand into a chin scratch. “You off to work?” he asks. “Your mum says you work for Jacob Hennessey, and he’s been hurt.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s in hospital and dogs need feeding.” I guess it was me who asked her to talk to him, and she had to talk about something. Not that she found out anything useful. During the being conciliatory talk this morning, she said all Vincent told her was he is on holiday. 
 
    Ela shuts the garage door and gets in the passenger side of the car. 
 
    “Ela Hennessey?” asks Vincent. “Jacob’s granddaughter?” Ela nods, and Vincent watches her sort of speculatively. “You helping with the farm work?” Ela nods again. “Anything interesting for a visitor to do around here?” he asks. 
 
    Apart from kill a couple of innocent olds and smash their place to bits. “Pretty boring around here,” I say. 
 
    The sidekick’s leaning against the Eco parked near the guest entrance watching this exchange. And have you ever seen a couple of cats playing with a mouse? Get the impression me and Ela might be the mice? 
 
    “I better let you go then.” Vincent smacks the roof of Mum’s car with his hand then walks over to the sidekick. They both get into the Eco and leave. 
 
    It occurs to me this might be a good time to search their rooms. I know where Mum keeps the keys for the cleaner. Might find out something useful. 
 
    Ela slowly releases a puff of breath. She’s not going to go for the search the room option. I might leave that for another time. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I DIDN’T EXPECT THIS.” My first view of the waterfall is mind blowing. I’d read about it in the journal, listened to Ela talk about it. But nothing prepared me for the dark beauty of it. It’s haunting. The water cascades down like a fall of diamonds. Steam mists up from the pool diffusing the rays of light that stray through the canopy of leaves. 
 
    “Lovely, isn’t it?” She looks around taking in the serenity and peace. “It’s strange I didn’t realise that the water was warm.” Ela shows me a bowl-shaped hollow in the granite. She dips her fingers in the water and trails them over the surface. 
 
    “It’s amazing.” I walk around the clearing taking in the hanging moss, the smooth grey stones and the silver waterfall cascading down into the mist. The dark reflective water of the pool. I’m awed by the beauty and at being let into a secret Ela’s family have kept for over a century and a half. I watch her standing by the pool catching the drops from the waterfall. It reminds me of William’s description of Mere. 
 
    Beautiful. 
 
    I walk past a group of trees at the edge of the clearing and start to search around by the cliff. 
 
    “What are you doing?” asks Ela, joining me. 
 
    “Trying to find something.” I kick aside the undergrowth and push branches away. It takes a bit of searching but eventually, a few metres from the waterfall amongst the ferns and leaf litter, we find a heap of rocks piled into a crack in the granite. It looks like several flat rocks have been carefully wedged against each other. Ela helps pull the ferns back. When we have cleared everything off the rocks, we look at the stack. 
 
    “It has to be man-made.” She’s standing back and considering it. 
 
    “Yeah, I think we’ve found it.” I’ve been adding it all together, the Willises, the Hoist Em, the heated water here, Dad’s plans, Jacob’s endless supply of seeds, and have a suspicion about what we’re going to find behind those rocks. I try to pull a rock away, but nothing will shift. 
 
    “Found what?” asks Ela. I climb up onto one of the rocks and look at the stack. There’s a lever embedded into the top under the overhang. I reach up and pull on the lever. 
 
    “What is it?” Ela asks. 
 
    I hear a click, jump away from the rubble, and land beside her. 
 
    A big flat rock slowly hinges down so it’s tilting away from the rock wall and leans against the pile in front of it. “Clever.” Behind the rock is an entrance. 
 
    Ela grins. “It’s not easy to see even when it’s open.” 
 
    “Hop up on the stone and climb in.” 
 
    “You go first. It looks pretty dark,” says Ela. 
 
    * 
 
    I climb back onto the rock, put one hand on the tilted slab to steady myself and the other on the cliff wall, then jump down into the opening. 
 
    I look around. “Hey, Ela, come in here. This is cool.” 
 
    Ela looks through the entrance into the cave. The light comes in from the opening. It’s not really a cave. It’s more like a mine. Heavy timber beams are holding up the ceiling, but it doesn’t go very far. There’s a massive metal door surrounded by concrete sealing the other end, with a keypad at the side. 
 
    I can hear a faint hum coming from behind the door. “What do you think is behind that door?” 
 
    “No idea.” Ela jumps down onto the dirt floor. I go over to the door, give it a push then stare at the key pad. No handle. No lock. It looks like you need a code to get in. 
 
    “It all looks quite new.” Ela is standing in the middle of the cave, hands on hips, looking around. “There’s no rust on the door. This can’t have been here when William and Mere were here.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think they had electronic door locks in 1875.” I stay staring at the key pad, thinking, and then have an idea. I punch in a series of numbers and push on the door. It doesn’t move. 
 
    I try a different sequence of eight numbers and push again. The door stays right where it is. 
 
    “There are billions of possible combinations,” says Ela. 
 
    “I know. But what I’m doing isn’t random.” I put in another combination and push the door. There’s a pause then the metal door slides open slowly, the rock behind us groans shut. Concrete, tiles, glass and LED lights are everywhere in the room in front of us. 
 
    “Step one accomplished.” 
 
    “How did you do that?” 
 
    “I used the numbers on the plan.” 
 
    “Your birth date?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I think this is the storage facility the plans are for.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We were sent here. Jacob told you to take me to the waterfall. William’s journal mentioned it. I think the bloody Willises are looking for artesian water, and that’s how the pool at the bottom of the waterfall is heated. Thermal water from underground could be used to heat this. Dad would have known I’d recognise that number sequence.” 
 
    “That’s a big leap. You think your dad wrote the number on the plans?” 
 
    “Yeah, I told you Dad drew the plans.” 
 
    “Why did it take three goes to get the number?” she asks. 
 
    I stare down the long tunnel in front of us. “I figured he’d use the palindrome. It was just a matter of working out which pattern he’d choose.”  
 
    “It looks like home,” says Ela. 
 
    “Yeah, a slice of the City.” I go through the doorway. Ela follows. There’s a glass door about two metres away. 
 
    I put the code into the keypad for the next door and, before the door in front of us opens, the one behind us closes. We’re in an airlock. Soft light fills it from the room behind the next door. 
 
    “Are you sure we can get back out?” asks Ela. 
 
    “Pretty sure.” I go to the next door and use the combination again. The hum is still there, and I guess it comes from the heat exchanger or the batteries. The glass doors slide open with a sigh. 
 
    The plans said the whole building, or tunnel, or whatever you call it, is 120 metres long, 12 metres high and 12 meters wide. You have to see 120 metres to know how big that is. It’s bigger than a carpark. Bigger than ten car parks. Every few metres there’s another glass door. There are white tiles that shine in lines on the floor and the walls. Every room has rows of metal shelving along the walls filled with plastic containers. The first room has only red containers, the next blue and so on. It stretches on and on and on, like one of those perspective paintings, or the painting of the room reflected again and again in mirrors. 
 
    “If your dad built this, I wonder where he got the money,” says Ela. “It’s massive. It must have cost millions.” 
 
    I go through the glass doors, and Ela makes sure she keeps up with me. Slides her hand in mine, so I can’t get away. “I don’t want to be stuck in another room trying to remember your birthday,” she says. The door slides shut behind us. 
 
    It’s quite cool in this room. I tuck our hands inside the sleeves of my Swanndri. We go over to the first lot of shelving and look inside one of the plastic containers about halfway along. None of the containers have lids. They are filled with packets of seeds sealed in more plastic. On the front of the container a label says: ‘Carrots 10/13, 2037’. 
 
    The next container has a label with ‘Carrots 10/14, 2037’, and so on. 
 
    “It’s just seeds.” Ela sounds disappointed. 
 
    “It’s a seed bank. It has to be where Jacob gets the seed he grows. They all come in bags like this.” I pick up a bag of broccoli seed and shake it. The little brown seeds slide around inside. I put the bag back into the container. 
 
    We wander around the room reading all the labels. There is every type of vegetable seed you can imagine. The different vegetables are organised alphabetically, and there are lots of each type. 
 
    At the end of the room, there’s a small desk with two books sitting on it. I flick through the pages of one of the books. 
 
    “The log books. The last entry was two weeks ago in Jacob’s handwriting.” I go backwards through the book, and every month there’s an entry for temperature, humidity and a record of seeds taken out of the seed bank or put back in. 
 
    I keep flicking back and then the handwriting changes. I stop at that page. “It’s Dad’s handwriting, and it looks like Jacob took over from him when he left. See? He’s recording the same things.” 
 
    The other book sets out the desired temperature and humidity range for the room and lists each type of seed, its number, and whether it needs to be grown on and new seed collected. I keep going through the book. Near the end is a summary of what the seed bank is supposed to achieve. 
 
    “It says there are more than 10,000 seed samples of more than 2,000 cultivars of 300 different species in the vault.” Ela starts reading from the book. “Most of the seeds are packaged in special four-ply packets and heat sealed to exclude moisture. The storage rooms for those seeds are kept really cold. They designed the vault, so it could preserve the seeds from most major food crops for hundreds of years. Some of the seeds might survive a thousand years. Should we check all this for Jacob, the way he has been doing it?” Ela asks. 
 
    “Let’s just look.” I walk ahead, put the code into the keypad at the next door. “We’ll talk to Jacob and see what he wants us to do.” 
 
    “I wonder why your dad built it?” asks Ela. 
 
    “He must have thought it was important.”  
 
    We go into the next room and then the next and the next. All the rooms are set up the same way with the metal shelving, the containers and a desk at the end near the door. In each room the seed is stored differently. The temperature keeps changing. In some rooms there are cuttings not seeds. Those rooms are freezing cold. 
 
    Right at the end there is a small living area. It is just a kitchen, two chairs and a bedroom with two beds and a desk. On the desk there’s a photo of me when I was twelve. I guess that convinces me this is Dad’s work. 
 
    We wander through the rooms, back to the entrance. 
 
    I put the code into the keypad beside the entrance. The slab of stone tilts down again to let us out.  
 
    “It’s got to be on a fulcrum. It’s clever.” I start putting all the branches and ferns back in place, so the entrance is hidden again. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    WE FIND JACOB in the hospital grounds near a picnic table. He’s sitting in a wheelchair: pyjamas, dressing gown, slippers, his glasses on his nose. 
 
    Ela plonks herself down on a seat. “We went to the waterfall today.” 
 
    I sit beside her. We’re planning on leading up to the seed bank slowly to see if Jacob tells us about it, or if he’ll wait until he thinks we’ve got this puzzle he’s set figured out.  
 
    Jacob just nods then starts with his usual question. “Have you got through the documents?” he asks peering at us over the glasses. 
 
    “Yeah, but they didn’t make a lot of sense at first,” I say. 
 
    Jacob looks like he’d expected that. “Did you have a good look at the drawings?” 
 
    Ela nods. “Jack recognised them. He said his father did them.” 
 
    “Yes, Mike drew them. They’re for a seed vault.” Looks like Jacob is planning on telling us. Trees can’t have ears. 
 
    “We found it. The entrance was all covered over with branches, wasn’t it?” Ela turns to me and puts her hand on my arm as she asks the question. 
 
    I see Jacob’s eyes follow the gesture. He frowns but doesn’t comment. “Did you get in?” 
 
    I lean on the bench, rest my chin on my fists. “Yeah, Dad used my birth date for the code.” 
 
    “That’s where that number came from,” says Jacob. “I sometimes wondered.” 
 
    “And I guess that’s where the seeds we’ve been growing come from,” I say. 
 
    “Yes.” Jacob nods again. “We plant the seeds from the vault. We have to grow some of them out every couple of years so they stay viable. Some seeds will stay viable for hundreds of years if they are kept in the right environment, but some have to be grown then the seed saved again.” 
 
    “Why a seed bank?” Ela sounds puzzled. 
 
    Jacob leans back in the wheelchair, sort of easing his back, flaps his dressing gown over his legs. “Thomas worked out the problems with Genus 6 and decided to take out some insurance.” 
 
    “So, my dad was involved with building the seed bank too?” Ela leans forward, folds her arms on the table, rests her chin on her wrists. Sounds excited like she wants it to be something her dad was part of. 
 
    I watch a guy stroll past near us. He’s in the same dressing gown and slippers as Jacob is. Must be standard hospital issue. Jacob lets him go past before he says anything else. 
 
    “Both your fathers were.” He’s still watching the hobbling dressing gown guy a few trees further along. “It was Thomas’s idea and Mike’s design: a temperature-controlled vault with automatic ventilation and cooling.” 
 
    “Why?” Building a vault for the seeds isn’t the first thing I’d have thought of doing. The dressing gown guy turns around to start another pass near us. “Vector work pretty hard at keeping Genus 6 out of the country,” I say before the guy gets close enough to hear. 
 
    “Mistakes happen.” The guy in the dressing gown is just a retreating back again. “Your dads wanted to make certain that when we took over again there would be some seeds left that didn’t have the gene. Thomas knew he couldn’t trust the Administration or Eugenics Corp. It looked like they’d do anything to keep it a secret that Genus 6 was suppressing the fertility of the world’s population. He was worried that maybe they’d even release the Trojan Gene here to confuse things. Tom and Mike decided they needed to keep the seeds they were sure were free of the Trojan Gene safe, so they built the vault.” 
 
    “How could they afford it? It’s huge.” 
 
    “People helped,” says Jacob. “It was when Leblanc was redeveloping the City and the Outposts. Some truckloads of building materials went the wrong way.” 
 
    Must’ve been a lot of truckloads, like I said, the vault’s huge. “That means it can’t be a complete secret.” 
 
    Jacob nods. “Vector was just starting to build the Outpost, and Mike and Thomas knew the guy, Jules Willis, with the contract to move the building materials from the City to the building site.” He trails off as a couple of burly nurses in blue cotton shirts and pants come towards us looking like they want to check up on Jacob. 
 
    “Here come Bill and Ben.” Jacob turns to Ela. “Have you heard from your mother?” he asks. Bill and Ben must have ears. 
 
    Ela’s played the game before. She sits up, smiles at him across the table, like they’re just chatting. “I called this morning. She’s enjoying her holiday.” 
 
    Bill and Ben arrive at the picnic table. “Everything all right here, Mr Hennessey?” asks Bill. 
 
    Jacob introduces me and Ela, all friendly towards the two guys. Definitely part nurse part jailer. Bill and Ben wander off and there’s a bit of a pause before Jacob starts talking again. 
 
    “They convinced Jules to falsify the records and divert some of the building materials to the vault.” Jacob’s still watching Bill and Ben. “At the very least Jules and his drivers knew about it.” 
 
    “Is Jules Willis Henry and Charlie’s dad?” asks Ela. 
 
    Jacob nods. 
 
    “Could they know about the vault?” I ask. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” says Jacob. “Everyone involved kept it quiet, but there might be rumours around still.” We sit there quietly. I watch a car go by slowly, vaguely wonder about electronic surveillance, decide Jacob must know it’s safe to talk, or he wouldn’t have told us this much. 
 
    “Did something go wrong?” I ask finally. Ela’s father got killed, Dad turned up badly injured only days before he left. 
 
    Jacob nods, then watches another car go by. The exhaust pops and bangs like a gunshot, Jacob flinches. “When the vault was finished…” Jacob hauls on the wheels of the chair and moves it about like he’s restless, the way some people will walk around the room when they are talking about something difficult. He stops a bit away from us and keeps watching the road without talking, then wheels himself back to the table. 
 
    “We decided they needed to blow up the Outpost to make sure all the records were destroyed. It went bad and Jules was killed. Evidence pointed to Thomas and Mike. Suddenly they were wanted for murder and terrorism. We got Mike out, but Vector got to Thomas before we could get him away too.” 
 
    Ela looks down at her hands, and I put my arm around her. She rests her head on my shoulder. We all knew her dad was killed by Vector, but hearing Jacob say it straight out like that makes it more real suddenly. 
 
    He watches us a moment then goes back to watching the road. “The night they tried to blow up the Outpost everything went wrong. They had you two with them. It was a cover – just two dads camping with their kids. We knew about the explosion. We knew someone had been killed but didn’t know what had happened to you or your dads. All we could do was wait. It was the worst forty-eight hours of my life.” 
 
    So, that was what happened that time my dad and Ela’s didn’t get back to us for a couple of days. I’m pretty shaken by Jacob’s story, and Ela’s quiet. What if they had never come back? 
 
    I guess eventually they didn’t. “Why build the seed bank by the waterfall?” I ask, just to get Jacob to talk about something else. He’s upset and so is Ela. 
 
    “They needed the thermal energy from the water to power the system your father designed, to control the atmosphere in the vault,” says Jacob. 
 
    About what I figured. Jacob looks like he’s relieved I didn’t ask anything more about his son dying, and considering he’d said, ‘we decided the Outpost needed blown up,’ he could be blaming himself. 
 
    “Do we need to do anything with it while you’re in here?” I ask. 
 
    “Someone should go and check things.” 
 
    “We could go back tomorrow, do anything that needs done.” 
 
    Jacob nods. Then we get a load of advice. He starts to go through a routine that involves keypads and security numbers in detail. He explains what we need to check. 
 
    “There are books inside each cell with all the protocols for that cell,” he says. 
 
    “Yeah, we saw them.” 
 
    “Check each area. Follow the instructions. See if anything needs adjusted.” And so on and so forth. It’s like he’s turned a switch and gone back to his normal self. 
 
    Then we talk a bit about the Willises and the helicopter. 
 
    “Hmmm.” Jacob looks worried. 
 
    * 
 
    I get home just as Mike drops off the Land Rover. It’s still dented, but at least it’s got glass. 
 
    “I’ll fix the dents and give it a new coat of paint in a few days,” says Mike. “I’ll let you know when to bring it in.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say. Ela and I go inside. 
 
    * 
 
    We’re having dinner with Mum again. 
 
    “What are you doing tonight?” she asks. 
 
    “There’s a party in Waihi.” 
 
    “Whose party?” Mum spears a carrot, keeps her eyes on it, lifts it to her mouth. 
 
    “Scott’s. It’s at his flat.” 
 
    “What’s Ela doing?” 
 
    “She’s coming with me.” I’m answering her questions, but I know she isn’t going to like the plan. 
 
    “Is that a good idea?” Mum asks. She turns to Ela. “What would your mother think?” 
 
    “She won’t mind.” Ela smiles, all sweet and Elite. “Everyone goes to parties.” 
 
    I can almost see Mum thinking, ‘Ela is staying with me. She’s my responsibility, and Jack and parties aren’t always a good mix.’ 
 
    Mum stands up, takes her plate into the kitchen. She rinses it and then comes back to the dining room. “If Ela’s going with you,” she says, “you have to stay out of trouble, and don’t drink.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. A couple of incidents and she is going to hold them against me for the rest of my life. I expect the drink driving lecture again. How if I get caught I’ll lose my licence again, but she restrains herself. I push my chair back and start clearing the table. “Don’t worry. I won’t drink.” I take Ela’s plate and stack it on mine. Mum always acts like a few drinks are a crime. She owns a pub, for fuck’s sake. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to go?” asks Mum. 
 
    “It sounds fun,” says Ela. 
 
    Yeah, lots of fun when the choice is come with me or stay here with Mum. 
 
    * 
 
    We arrive at the old cottage where Scott and some mates live. The doors are open. Kids spill outside, and music meets us across the road. I park the Land Rover down the street, a bit away from the streetlights. I open the back and get out the dozen beer I got at the bottle store. 
 
    “You told Patsy you weren’t going to drink.” Ela slams her door shut. 
 
    “Can’t turn up with nothing, and Mum wasn’t going to give me a crate.” I stick the box on the bonnet and go around and shut the back. 
 
    “It’s cold tonight.” Ela goes to open her door again. “I might take my cloak.” But the cloak is a bad idea. What she’s wearing isn’t exactly the way the other girls will be dressed. Her skirt is short and a bit floaty, a tiny singlet thing, shiny red boots, but at least it’s not that bloody cloak. 
 
    “No, leave it here. This isn’t a good place to advertise you’re Elite.” 
 
    Ela pauses, and lets her hand slip off the door handle. She sighs, nods, and leaves the cloak where it is. We cross the road and walk along the path. I see Nick leaning on the veranda railing cradling a bottle of beer. He watches us come up the old steps. 
 
    I open a couple of bottles and give one to Ela. We lean against the railing too, just the three of us. We watch the dark as more people drift into the house. Everyone is wearing a wrist shield. Nick drinks some more of his beer. His sleeve slides down his arm. 
 
    “Aren’t we meant to be here either?” Ela asks, nodding at his wrist. 
 
    “We’re not allowed in big groups. When the trackers see a group, the surveillance Hovers turn up.” 
 
    “Another rule,” says Ela. 
 
    “Don’t the Elite have that problem?” Nick asks without even turning to look at her. He just keeps watching the dark. I put my empty bottle beside the veranda post. Open another one, offer it to Ela. She shows me hers is still half full. 
 
    Nick turns around, leans his elbows on the veranda rail, and looks at the front window for a while. 
 
    “Fitzgerald came to see Joe again this afternoon.” Nick takes another swallow from the bottle. 
 
    “Have they found Lucinda?” 
 
    “Nah.” He keeps examining the window. “He told Joe to accept she’s gone.” After a while, he turns around again so he’s leaning against the veranda rail. Now he’s looking out at the dark the same as me and Ela. 
 
    “How did Joe take it?” 
 
    “Not too good,” says Nick. “He went nuts again. He was going to take on the whole of Vector on his own. It took me, Dad and Fitzgerald to hold him, to stop him getting in his ute to go try and find her. In the end Fitzgerald said if Joe didn’t calm down he’d shoot him himself and save Vector the trouble.” 
 
    “That’s terrible,” says Ela quietly. I bet she’s pleased she’s not in that bloody cloak. I figure other people here know about Lucinda too. Nick has another swallow from his bottle. 
 
    “Joe and Lucinda were supposed to leave the night she was taken. Jacob and Fitzgerald had arranged for them to hide way up North somewhere until the baby was born, and then they’d get them out of the country. But Jacob thinks someone got wind of it and informed on them. It was probably the Willises. They go to the dairy all the time. They would have seen her. Joe should have told Dad when they first knew, not waited until you could tell.” 
 
    “How come you and Curley didn’t hear about the raid?” I ask. 
 
    “There was no warning; it just happened.” 
 
    “Do you know where they’ve taken her?” 
 
    “We think she’s in the infirmary at the Outpost.” 
 
    “The Outpost?” asks Ela. “The same one Jacob was talking about?” 
 
    “Yeah, the Headquarters for the Administration around here. Nick works for DoE. That’s where he’s based,” I tell her. “Have you seen Lucinda?” I ask Nick. 
 
    “Nah. Curley heard something accidentally. We’re not hearing much though. Jacob thinks Vector are getting suspicious about the Locals they’ve got working for them and have made a few changes. He doesn’t think me and Curley are going to be much use from now on.” Nick sounds angry again. 
 
    “Can you help Lucinda?” Ela asks Nick, like she expects him to fight back. 
 
    “Have you seen the Outpost?” Nick’s real abrupt. 
 
    “No,” says Ela. “But Jack just said you work there. I thought you would know what to do.” 
 
    “Yeah, I work there, so I know it’s got plenty of security. You’d need your own army to get in. And Locals get shot if they are found anywhere they aren’t meant to be.” Then Nick just walks away leaving me and Ela standing there. Maybe he just wants to forget about his brother’s problems for a while. Maybe he doesn’t like feeling powerless. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “SHOULD WE FOLLOW HIM?” asks Ela when she’s sure Nick won’t hear her. 
 
    “No, give him some space.” I’m sure he’ll find somebody willing to comfort him, pretty much any girl at the party actually. 
 
    “Why isn’t someone trying to help Lucinda?” 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do now Vector have her. No one’s allowed to question what’s happening. If anyone makes trouble, they get shot. If a family refuse to let their kids go to University, Vector just rounds up the whole family and shoots them. The Administration says they are doing it to save the human race.” 
 
    “But what about Jacob and Fitzgerald and those men you see at the farm?” 
 
    “I guess they have to be careful. They’ve all got kids at University so the Administration’s got hostages.” A few more people come out and join us on the veranda so we move inside, join the others. I see Katie working her way towards us. 
 
    “Hi Jack,” she says quietly. 
 
    “Hi Katie, I got your message.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer it.” 
 
    I give her a ‘what was there to say?’ shrug. “What you are doing here?” 
 
    “Scott called me and told me about the party. I got a dispensation to visit Mum again.” 
 
    “No study to do?” That comes out like sarcasm. 
 
    “I’m up to date now.” Katie says that like she’s half apologising. 
 
    Ela wanders away. I let her go. She won’t go far. She doesn’t know anyone except Nick. 
 
    Me and Katie keep talking for a while. I see Scott moving towards us at the speed of light. I guess he’s not too keen on me talking to Katie now he’s got her here. 
 
    Then I hear a yell from the back of the house. 
 
    “Jack! Here! Now!” It’s Nick’s voice, and he sounds like he’s running and yelling at the same time. I move fast. I push through the crowd in the passageway. Get to the kitchen and its empty. See Nick flying out the back door. I fly out after him. He grabs Charlie Willis by the shoulder, spins him round and hits him. I can see Henry Willis standing, his back to me. He’s got someone pinned up against the shed. 
 
    I recognise the boots. Fuck, it’s Ela. I leap down the stairs. Hit Henry, fist connects with the side of his jaw. 
 
    He lets Ela go and staggers back. Recovers, moves to the side a bit. I follow, punch him again, hard. He slumps against the shed wall. 
 
    Nick hits Charlie again. Charlie falls onto the woodpile. 
 
    The space is filled with people, noise, movement and threats, all slow and surreal in the red light. 
 
    Katie pulls out her Com. 
 
    Scott stands over Henry. “Get out of here,” he says. 
 
    Nick’s rubbing his fist. “Where the fuck were you?” he says to me. “We’re meant to be looking after her.” 
 
    We? 
 
    Henry pushes himself away from the wall. He’s still struggling to catch his breath, wipes his mouth, checks for blood, glares then staggers towards me and Nick like he’s planning on having another go. 
 
    Katie has her Com against her ear and is talking. 
 
    Nick sees Katie on the Com, then looks at Ela. “Get her out of here. We’ll look after this.” He waves at the Willises. I grab Ela’s hand. Pull her up the steps towards the door. 
 
    “Gotta go,” I say to Scott. 
 
    “Yeah.” He turns back to help Nick. 
 
    I run dragging Ela with me. Through the kids in the lounge. Along the hallway. Out the door. Down the steps. Across the road. Open the passenger door of the Land Rover. 
 
    Within seconds we’re moving. 
 
    “Why did we leave so fast?” Ela asks, once she’s caught her breath. 
 
    “Someone always rings the cops.” The Land Rover turns left onto a side street. 
 
    “But you didn’t do anything wrong. You were protecting me.” 
 
    “You can explain that to Mum if she finds out, and to that granddad of yours if he gets to hear I let the Willises get to you.” Though it sounded like Nick and Scott were on the job too. Jacob had organised back up. Bastard still doesn’t trust me. 
 
    I turn right. Drive a bit further along the road and then left again. We’re on the main highway heading away from town, speeding. 
 
    “You’re going the wrong way,” says Ela. 
 
    “We’re going the back way.” I keep driving fast. We get to the golf course. Turn off, slide on the corner. I fling the Land Rover into a parking area, drive across the concrete and skid to a stop in the shadows behind an old building. 
 
    Ela peers through the dark. “I stayed here before we moved to the City. We’re at the school camp.” 
 
    “Yep,” I say and turn off the lights. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asks. “What just happened?” 
 
    I put my elbow on the steering wheel and consider Ela. I rest my chin on my aching hand. Ela looks back at me in confusion. She probably has no idea what happens if you get into a fight at a party. And it’s unlikely she has any personal experience of punching anyone either. 
 
    In fact, she doesn’t seem to understand anything about anything actually. No wonder her granddad wants her looked after. And the only reason she needed protection was she’d buggered off. 
 
    “Why were you outside being monstered by the Willises?” 
 
    Ela leans her head on the pillar of the door and stares out the window at nothing. “You were busy. I didn’t want to be in the way.” She’s deliberately not looking in my direction. 
 
    “With Katie?” What did she expect me to do? Ignore Katie? 
 
    “Who else?” Ela’s still concentrating on the window, arms folded. 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about Katie. We’re finished.” When we were talking, Katie fed me the ‘it’s hard when she’s in the City and I’m here let’s be friends’ routine. And Scott was moving faster than the wind towards us. I figure the next thing I’ll hear is that Scott’s given up his job and gone to University. He knows what he wants and goes after it, does Scott. 
 
    Good luck to him. 
 
    “It’s none of my business.” Ela’s still not looking at me. Her reflection is all harsh edges and shadows in the glass. 
 
    I lean over, peer through the dark, and try to see her face. “You’re not jealous, are you?” I ask, sort of half joking. 
 
    She turns around. I can just see a hint of a smile in the gloom. “I thought,” she gives me another one of those little smiles, “if you wanted to catch up with old girlfriends, it was your business. But I didn’t have to stand around watching.” 
 
    Sounds reasonable. Move on. “Are you all right?” I ask. “They didn’t hurt you?” 
 
    Ela shakes her head. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    She gives me another sidelong glance. “When I left you with Katie, I wandered into the lounge. It was less crowded than the hallway. In fact, no one else was there, just a single red light bulb making the room dark. I was staring out the window at the gloom. Then I turned around to find Henry and Charlie Willis behind me. They were standing between me and the doorway.” 
 
    “Creepy,” I say. 
 
    “Yes, it was,” says Ela. “Anyway, Henry said, ‘You’re the bird with Fraser these days.’ And Charlie said, ‘Her car got damaged.’” 
 
    “That answers one question. If they know about it they probably did it.” 
 
    Ela nods. 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “Henry ignored him. ‘Where’s Fraser now?’ he asked me and moved closer. He was holding a bottle of whisky. I took a step back. I didn’t like him standing so close. I could smell the whisky on his breath.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you yell for help then?” I ask. 
 
    “It was scary. They were scary. Really scary,” says Ela, sounding cross at herself. “Henry moved forward again, and Charlie followed. He smelled of whisky too. I stepped back again. Then Henry said, ‘You’re a good-looking bird’, and moved in closer. Charlie crowded in too.” 
 
    Ela looks over at me, all big dark eyes, still looking a bit scared, but cross too. 
 
    I put my arm around her shoulders. “Then what?” I ask, and she takes a breath and keeps telling me what happened. 
 
    “It was like I was being herded across the room towards the door,” she says. “‘Nice hair,’ says Charlie, moving closer again, stroking it. I stepped back. But Charlie followed and grabbed a handful of my hair. I gave him a shove,” says Ela. “They were strange.” Ela looks up at me. “I glanced around, looking for someone who would help, but all I saw was a row of sheds along the fence, a laundry, a bike shed and a woodshed. Then I said, ‘I’m going inside. Get out of my way.’” 
 
     “Good girl.” I hold her tighter. It must have been bloody scary. I’ve seen them in action before. Katie told me how she felt when they did the same sort of thing to her. 
 
    “Then Henry grabbed my arm, twisted it behind my back. And that’s when Nick came out the back door,” says Ela. “He was with a girl I hadn’t seen before. I heard him yell for you and then he flew at Charlie.” 
 
    I take my arm from around Ela’s shoulders and lean my elbow on the steering wheel. What would have happened if Nick hadn’t been tomcatting? 
 
    I rub my knuckles. It will be a while before I want to shake hands with anyone. 
 
    “Does it hurt?” she asks. 
 
    “Not much.” 
 
    “Why are we hiding here now?” she asks looking puzzled. “Why aren’t we laying a complaint?” 
 
    Well, apart from anything else, I’m pretty sure Jacob’s not going to want Ela doing anything as high profile as being involved in a court case. I take a deep breath and try to explain. 
 
    “It’s like this,” I say. “If we’d stayed until the cops arrived, they would have rounded up me and you and the Willises and maybe Scott and Nick and taken us all to the cop shop.” 
 
    Ela nods. “I guess so.” 
 
    “Then the police start asking questions, and you tell them what happened, but in the police station it doesn’t sound as frightening. The Willises say you were happy to go outside with them, and Nick and I suddenly appeared out of nowhere and hit Charlie and Henry.” 
 
    Ela nods again. “Okay, I guess the Willis brothers might lie.” She’s starting to get the picture, so I move on to the next step. 
 
    “Maybe they don’t believe Henry and Charlie and they decide to charge them. And you get to answer a million questions, and the lawyers get onto it, and look at your past, and all sorts of things come up: trolleys, DNA, your dad.” 
 
    Ela thinks about that. “Okay, I don’t want that.” 
 
    “And,” I say. “maybe they decide I’ve done nothing wrong and drop the charges the Willises are trying to pin on me. But they don’t give me my keys, right? They don’t say, ‘Jack, it doesn’t matter you’ve been drinking. You can drive home now’. What they do is ring Mum and say, ‘Come and pick your son up’. Mum doesn’t like those calls. She gets shitty. So, I don’t want to talk to the police any more than you do.” 
 
    Ela nods then looks out the side window. There isn’t a lot to see, an old building looming in the dark, a few stars. “Has Patsy had a few of those calls?” she asks sounding suspicious. 
 
    “One or two.” 
 
    “And it wouldn’t make any difference if you explained what happened?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Nope. Mum and Jacob would just think it’s my fault you needed protecting.” 
 
    “That’s not fair.” 
 
    “That’s not fair,” I mimic. 
 
    “You were trying to protect me, and all you expect is trouble.” 
 
    “Just the way it goes,” I say. 
 
    Then Ela moves on. “You know how you taught me to shoot when I was a kid?” I nod. “Could we do it again?” 
 
    “You do think you need practice.” 
 
    “Maybe, and maybe I just want to know I can get rid of vermin if I need to,” she says. 
 
    “You going to keep my rifle with you all the time?” 
 
    “It’s tempting.” She looks at the building looming beside us. “And why are we still parked here? Not driving home now?” 
 
    “It’s not a good idea for me to run into a breath test right now. I thought I’d give everyone time to settle down before I risk it.” 
 
    “Won’t they go to your house and look for you?” 
 
    “Nah, by the time the cops get to Scott’s, the Willises will be gone and nobody will remember anything.” 
 
    “I could drive for you.” 
 
    “You’ve been drinking too.” I put my arm around her again and pull her closer. There is usually an upside to any situation. “Are you warm enough?” 
 
    Ela nods. “Won’t Patsy be worried if we’re late?” she asks, snuggling in closer. 
 
    “Not as worried as she would be if I turned up in Fitzgerald’s car again. She thinks all that’s over.” 
 
    “Okay,” says Ela, then turns enough in my arms so I’ve got no choice but to kiss her. 
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    “YOUR MUM’S ECO ARRIVED, THEN?” I say the next morning as the driver’s door of the Eco floats up like a wing. Ela’s been to see Jacob. 
 
    “Yes, just after you left.” Ela hops out of the Eco, hair drifting in the breeze, looking Elite. It’s the way she usually looks when she’s been in town before she finds the farm clothes again. She reaches over to the passenger seat. 
 
    “Your mum sent lunch.” She hauls out a bag, gives it to me then looks a bit uncertain. Her hair settles over her eyes. 
 
    “Get changed into your farm gear,” I say, ignoring the hair. “I’ll get the bikes ready.” 
 
    Ela nods, looking puzzled the way she has since we left the school camp ground last night. She turns and goes inside. 
 
    You see last night in the Land Rover it started to get problematic. I’ve spent my life hearing how sex, and my unplanned arrival on the scene, ruined Mum’s life. And when you think that through, it’s not particularly flattering. But last night, there in the Land Rover with Ela, I began to see where Mum was coming from. 
 
    I said, “We’d better get home.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Ela, looking pretty puzzled. 
 
    And I had a ‘and her mother’s a doctor’ moment. But I said, “Mum’ll be worrying about us.” So, we went home, and Ela slept about a metre away from me in her own bed on the other side of the wall. 
 
    And that’s about how we stand at the moment. Talk about unsettling. 
 
    * 
 
    At the edge of the bush we get off the bikes. I whistle the dogs, order them to stay, sling my rifle over my shoulder and give Ela the pack. 
 
    She shrugs into it, dressed all serious now. Swanndri, t-shirt, jeans, boots. 
 
    We go to the clearing where we saw the Willises. We’re going to make sure Ela can shoot them if they come near her again. 
 
    “Stick the pack there,” I say. She drops it by the log the Willises were leaning on. 
 
    I get a sheet of paper out. It’s already got a cross on it and a 50mm bull’s eye. “Come and help set up. Bring the hammer. We’ll nail the target up on that log by the bank.” 
 
    I step it out as we walk over to the log, count out 110 paces, near enough for this, those Willises are a big target. I nail the cross to the log. 
 
    We walk back to the log, unsling my rifle, hand it to Ela, get a box of ammo and a Swanndri out of the pack, put them on the ground. I take the binoculars, sling them around my neck, sit behind the log with Ela. She puts the butt up against her shoulder and looks through the scope. I adjust it a bit for her until she can see the target. 
 
    “How does that feel?” 
 
    “Good, but the cross is moving.” She looks through the scope again. “It keeps disappearing. I don’t remember that happening when I was a kid.” 
 
    “You’re being too careful. Kids don’t do that. If you take too long, you start shaking and can’t hold it on the target and pull the trigger. You have to line the sight up.” I demonstrate with an imaginary gun, fingers pointing at the cross. “Take three deep breaths and on the last breath you let it half out, hold it then fire. Don’t think about it too much.” 
 
    Ela tries the breathing technique to see if the cross stays in sight. “That’s better.” 
 
    “Try to hold the crosshair above the target, and each time you let out your breath bring the crosshairs down then up again as you breathe in.” I lie down beside her. “When you let the last breath out, bring the crosshairs down to rest on the target as you hold the half breath, and gently squeeze the shot off.” 
 
    She puts the gun down. “That’s impossible, too many things to remember.” 
 
    “You used to be able to do it.” 
 
    “You didn’t make it so complicated when you were twelve,” she mutters. 
 
    “Stop complaining and just do it.” I lift the gun to the right position and move her head a little. 
 
    She wiggles closer to get a bit more comfortable. Never realised teaching someone to shoot could involve so much touching. 
 
    She looks through the scope again. “The cross is staying on the target.” 
 
    “Okay, are you ready to try a shot?” 
 
    She nods. 
 
    “Here’s a round.” 
 
    She slips it into the chamber and closes the bolt then looks through the scope. 
 
    “Hold it tight into your shoulder. Get your head right down on the stock.” I push her head down a bit. “And hold your cheek against it. It won’t kick as much if you’re holding it tight.” 
 
    She fires. 
 
    “Don’t shut your eyes.” 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    “You did. Keep them open.” 
 
    Ela reloads the rifle and gets back into position. Fires again. The gun bounces back, and the scope hits her. 
 
    “Look, it’s hit me in the eye. I’m bleeding.” 
 
    “Sorry. Open the bolt. Wipe the blood off. It’s not bad.” 
 
    She sits up and uses the bottom of her t-shirt to wipe the speck of blood off her eyebrow. “What happened?” 
 
    “You weren’t holding it tight enough into your shoulder. Try to keep your face back a bit further from the eyepiece.” 
 
    I hand her two more rounds. “Have another go.” 
 
    She loads the rifle, aims and fires. I look at the target through the binoculars. “Nice shot.” When she’s fired six times we go over and examine where the rounds have hit. They are all close to the cross. 
 
    “Not bad.” I take the target off the tree then replace it with another. “Now we practice shooting standing up.” 
 
    * 
 
    We run out of ammunition and get ready to leave. I put the gear into the pack, sling the pack over my shoulder. 
 
    “I’m sorted now.” Ela hands me the rifle. “Watch out vermin.” 
 
    I rest the rifle on my other shoulder, holding it by the stock, then we start walking back through the bush to the bikes. The dogs hear us coming and are waiting at the fence, noses through the wire and tails wagging. 
 
    * 
 
    We’re eating lunch by the waterfall. We’ve checked the vault and filled in the logs. It all seems good. I’m sitting propped against a tree. Ela is sitting close, leaning against me. 
 
    The only sound is water falling into the pool. The air has a silver sheen to it. A damp smell of leaf mould and moisture rises from the ground. 
 
    “What’s your house like?” I ask. Ela is warm, soft, smells good. I’m having pleasant thoughts about the spare bed in Jacob’s house. It’s still unmade after Ela pulled it apart the other night. I’ve stayed at Jacob’s some nights when we’ve been working late, so I know it’s comfortable. And I’m aware of the pack of condoms in the top right-hand pocket of my Swanndri too. There are some advantages to living in a pub. The steady flow of contraband is one. 
 
    “Why?” asks Ela. 
 
    “You know all about my life. You’ve met my mother, seen me working, asked nosey questions. I know nothing about you except you’re still at school and want to be a doctor.” I lean over her, find another sandwich and pull her closer. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she says. “New. Big. It’s twenty storeys up. You should see the kitchen, it’s huge.” 
 
    “What’s your room like?” 
 
    “Untidy.” 
 
    “No kidding?” I take a bite of my sandwich. A piece of crust falls off. “You’ve got crumbs in your hair.” I blow them away. 
 
    Ela giggles and looks up at me. “Mary, our housekeeper, makes the bed and does a bit of dusting. Keeping it tidy is my job.” 
 
    “But you don’t bother?” 
 
    “No, that’s how I rebel.” 
 
    “A real rebel. Who are your friends?” 
 
    “Isabelle’s my best friend. She lives just down the road.” 
 
    “What about Amon? Is he your boyfriend?” She doesn’t answer. Perhaps the spare bed in Jacob’s house isn’t as close as I thought. “What is he?” 
 
    “An ex sort of a friend. Like Katie is.” The spare bed comes back in view. Ela snuggles in deeper and lays her head on my shoulder. I plant a kiss on her neck, nice curve. I keep asking questions. 
 
    “Do you play any sport?” 
 
    “No. Elite girls don’t do sport. We’re ‘Sweet and Elite’.” 
 
    “Why the running gear then?” 
 
    Ela giggles again. “Because it looks good.” She’s right there. But after the Egan incident, I don’t think that’s exactly true. 
 
    “What do you do when you don’t come to Jacob’s?” I ask, stroking her hair. 
 
    “In summer we swim, surf, water ski, fish.” 
 
    “What about winter?” 
 
    “Sometimes we go skiing. Sometimes Mum takes me out of school, and we travel to Europe or Africa or America. Travelling gets boring.” 
 
    “Poor little Elite.” I stretch a bit, move away a bit, turn around and lie on my back with my head in her lap. I lie there quietly, her hand on my chest, my head on her legs. 
 
    Ela, looks down, examines me in the shadowy light. “Why do the Willises dislike you so much?” she asks after a while. 
 
    “Not everyone likes me.” 
 
    “It has to be more than that.” 
 
    “We’ve got a bit of history.” 
 
    Ela brushes the hair down over my eyes, like she’s testing how it would look. She studies the no eye effect. “It makes you look like a sheep dog,” she says. I push the hair back, so I can see. She gives up on the sheepdog look. “What history?” she asks. 
 
    “We had a run in last year, a bit the same as at Scott’s place.” I look up at her and she nods. Her hair falls forward, and I push it back. “I went to a party and walked into a room, and they were having a threesome. It was like they were trying to make a porn movie with no camera. Charlie’s with Katie, with Henry telling him what to do. She’s making it clear she doesn’t want to be there. It was a really bad situation. So, I told them to leave her alone.” 
 
    “And they did?” Ela asks. 
 
    “I was pretty persuasive. Anyway, Katie went to Fitzgerald and laid a complaint against them. They were charged with assault. Their mum paid for a big shot lawyer, so they didn’t go to jail. But Jacob thinks Vector got to them. He thinks they had to make a deal, act as informers or go to jail. It was probably them that dobbed Lucinda in. They get their breakfast pies from her mum’s dairy every day, they would have seen her.” 
 
    “And they blame you for getting them in trouble?” 
 
    “Yeah, especially after I started to go out with Katie.” 
 
    “But you don’t go out with her anymore?” 
 
    “No. She wants to be friends now. I think she just went out with me because she was grateful.” 
 
    Ela strokes my hair again. “Do you ever look in a mirror?” 
 
    “Sheepdogs don’t need mirrors.” 
 
    Ela giggles again, then goes back to the Willis topic. “If the Willises hate you why do they drink in your mum’s pub?” 
 
    “I don’t know. To prove they can, or maybe because they’ve been banned from everywhere else.” 
 
    “Henry and Charlie aren’t very nice?” 
 
    “I think they’re dangerous, just haven’t reached their full potential yet,” I say. I stay quiet for a while. Then Ela leans forward like she’s going to unlace her boots. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m going for a swim.” I sit up, and she takes off the boots. She puts them and the socks on the grass and stands up. 
 
    “I thought you were supposed to wait for an hour after eating.” I lean my elbows on my knees and watch her. Swimming wasn’t in my plans. 
 
    “No. Mum says that’s a myth.” She walks across to the pool. 
 
    I guessed as much when I was about ten. I always thought that rule had more to do with Mum and Dad not wanting to get off the picnic rug than any concern for my health. 
 
    “Come on. It won’t hurt you.” 
 
    She takes her Swanndri off and lays it on the ferns near the waterfall. 
 
    “I didn’t bring a towel.” I lean back on the tree, cross my legs, fold my arms, and keep watching her. 
 
    “Use your shirt.” She unzips her jeans, pushes them down her legs and steps out of them. I’m not sure if she is moving slowly or if my brain speeds up, but suddenly everything is happening in slow motion. I figure she’s prepared. Has a bikini on under those clothes. Her family have swum here forever. 
 
    She crosses her arms, picks up the hem of her t-shirt, and lifts it over her head. A white bikini, and those Chinese factories use even less fabric for bikinis. 
 
    If she looked good in clothes, she looks great out of them. She drops the t-shirt on the Swanndri and jeans. 
 
    “Are you coming?” she asks. 
 
    Quite likely. Everything about her flares and curves and hollows in the right way. She’s beautiful, standing there, the waterfall behind her, the filtered light making her body glow. She reaches her arms up, gathers her hair on the top of her head, twists and knots it the way girls do. Curls escape and sit around her cheeks. She looks at me and smiles. Beautiful lips. 
 
    “Too slow.” She turns back to the pool and dives in. 
 
    * 
 
    Making love to someone for the first time, outside, in the bush by a waterfall on a pile of clothes on a layer of ferns beats an unmade bed in the guest bedroom any day. And as we lie there together, breast to chest, hip to hip, thigh to thigh, I touch her face, and her lips. Run my fingers along her arm. Watch her eyes watching mine. 
 
    And it’s like… 
 
    It’s like I’m seeing her for the first time. 
 
    I’ve known her all my life. 
 
    But not this way. 
 
    Not like this. 
 
    And it’s like… 
 
    I’m hers… 
 
    She’s mine… Forever. 
 
    Never had a moment like that with Katie. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LATE AFTERNOON, me and Ela are lying on her bed. She must have decided I can be trusted because as soon as we get to her room, she takes the thumb drive off the necklace. 
 
    “It’s lucky my Tablet’s old. There aren’t too many Tablets left with a USB port.” 
 
    She undoes the chain, slides the memory stick off it and removes the cap. She sits on her bed, slides the stick into the USB port and the Vid file opens. The small icon spreads out, slowly the hologram forms, and there’s her dad. It’s like seeing a ghost except he looks real. He reaches over, adjusts the focus on the ImageMaker, then smiles directly at us. 
 
    He pauses for a while as if he’s thinking about what to say and then starts to speak. 
 
    “Hi, Ela.” He pauses, smiles sadly. “If you’re watching this I guess I’ve missed all the years it’s taken for you to grow up. But I can imagine how you look. Tall and slim like your mother, but with my colouring, the grey eyes and black hair. Am I right?” 
 
    Ela bites her lip, close to tears. It feels weird that her father looks just like he did six years ago. 
 
    He reads the notes he has in his hand. 
 
    “I’m in hiding. I don’t think it’ll be safe to try and see you or your mother again, so I’m leaving you this message. I know your mum will have done what we planned, and so you’ve grown up in the City. It’s the only way to keep you safe. But she has promised to make sure you keep in contact with Jacob.” 
 
    Her dad looks down at the notes again. 
 
    “In the next few days,” he says when he looks up, “either I’ll escape and go to Australia where Mike Fraser is. He was lucky he got out in time. Or I’ll be dead. I don’t have time to explain it all, just some of it. If there’s anything you don’t understand, ask your grandad. 
 
    “I don’t know what they will have taught you about the history of the Quarantine, but in 2025 when the UN closed New Zealand to the rest of the world, they said it was to protect the population. We were one of the few countries in the world still able to have children. There had been stories of children being snatched and smuggled away. 
 
    “The Quarantine seemed like a good thing. Nothing would be allowed to contaminate New Zealand. The UN put an Elite team of researchers, doctors and administrators into the country to assist our scientists and keep us safe. That’s how I met your mum. She was part of that team, and I was a research scientist already working on what had happened. I hoped we could stop it happening to us. 
 
    “At first the Quarantine worked, The Commissioner oversaw our protection, and the population lived in peace. I thought the Quarantine would give my team time to discover why we could still have children when no one else could. But the answer eluded us. 
 
    “Your mother and I married. We gave up our work and went to live on the farm with your grandfather. Then you were born. We hadn’t thought it would be possible because your mother is Elite, and no Elite female had given birth for nearly ten years. But we had a beautiful baby girl. 
 
    “I started to look at all the things that might’ve made it possible for your mother to conceive when no other Elite could. 
 
    “At about that time, Commissioner Leblanc replaced the old Commissioner, and the Quarantine changed. A barrier was built around the City where the Administration was based. The UN Team became ‘the Elite’. The Vector Guards were given more power, and after a while the rules imposed on us became more and more difficult to live with. We’d been taken over. We were prisoners in our own country. Some of us started to fight back, but any resistance was handled brutally and efficiently. I worked against the Administration, and it has brought me to here, a fugitive who probably won’t survive tonight. 
 
    “Ela, go to the farm and talk to Jacob. He knows what happened. But be careful. Commissioner Leblanc is in league with Eugenics Corp. I think he may be one of the owners. TransSeed and Humicrib are subsidiaries of the Eugenics Corp Empire. Eugenics Corp is rich and powerful and ruthless. Its wealth is tied to Genus 6, and you are the proof there is a solution to the problems caused by Genus 6. You are the answer.” 
 
    Suddenly there is a loud noise, a crashing, and her dad looks behind him then back at her. 
 
    “There’s no more time. I have to go. Remember how much I love you and your mother. I wish things were different. Take care.” 
 
    Her dad reaches forward. He turns the ImageMaker off, fades back and disappears until all that is left is a small square icon on the screen of the Tablet. 
 
    “Nothing has changed from the last time I watched it.” Ela touches the screen, and slowly the icon grows and becomes her father again. We watch the message three times before she shuts it off, takes the memory stick out, puts the cover back on, finds the silver chain lying beside the Tablet and slides the thumb drive onto it. 
 
    I guess it hasn’t made her dad come back; he’s still stuck there in the message. She hangs the chain around her neck. 
 
    I’m a bit disappointed too. “Not a lot about my dad, but it sounds like what Jacob said is true. They were working together, doing something to fight against the Administration.” I lie on my back, link my fingers under my head, cross my socks, look up at the ceiling, think about something her dad said. “That’s what this is all about,” I say. 
 
    “What’s what all about?” 
 
    “All this stuff about Genus 6, and you being the proof and the answer.” 
 
    “I don’t get it.” She leans on her elbow supporting her chin with her hand. 
 
    I brush the hair back off her face. “Do you know how babies are made?” 
 
    “By Humicrib,” says Ela. 
 
    Is she serious? “And your mother’s a doctor?” I give her a bit of an eye roll. “Did your mum have ‘the talk’ with you?” I ask, sort of edging towards something. 
 
    “What talk?” She’s still puzzled. 
 
    I get to the point. “Do you have sex education at your school?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s like a history lesson. ‘This is how people used to make babies, isn’t it disgusting?’” Ela imitates the sound of a voice over on a Vid. 
 
    That’s funny, and we all thought the Elite kids must hump like bunnies, the way the girls dress, and because no one can get pregnant. 
 
    Maybe they don’t have sex all the time. Ela hadn’t. 
 
    “Don’t laugh,” Ela says. “That’s what they teach us. ‘Humicrib babies are better. Genes shouldn’t be allowed to select themselves.’ Blah blah blah. Elite don’t even hug or kiss. Remember it’s been nearly thirty years since an Elite had a baby.” 
 
    “Except your mum, she did,” I say. 
 
    “Did what?” 
 
    “You’re a Natural. She had a baby.” Talk about having to state the obvious. 
 
    “Okay,” says Ela slowly. 
 
    Then I talk slowly too, sort of thinking it through as I’m talking. “Your mum and dad were living with Jacob when your mum got pregnant. Everything Jacob eats he grows himself. Maybe it is all about the food. The effects of Genus 6 can be reversed if you don’t eat the food with the progesterone in.” 
 
    Ela thinks about that. “It could be true,” she says after a while. “All the food in the City is imported. It’s sort of logical. Do you think your mum knows? Do you think that’s why she was so angry the other night?” 
 
    “It doesn’t take much to upset my mum.” Then my Com flashed. “Fraser,” I say. 
 
    “It’s Nick,” says the Com. “Where are you?” 
 
    “At home. Where are you?” 
 
    “Outside. I’m coming up.” 
 
    “Okay.” I roll off the bed, put the Com back in my jeans pocket. And me and Ela go to the kitchen to wait for Nick, 
 
    Nick appears a few minutes later. “Is your mum here?” he asks. 
 
    “Nah, just me and Ela. Mum’s still working.” I fill the kettle. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Curley’s found out where they’re keeping Lucinda.” Nick runs his fingers through his hair looking anxious. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “At the Outpost like we thought. There’s a lock-up at the back of the infirmary.” 
 
    I know what’s coming next. Nick and Joe are going to want to go and get her. They’re going to want my help. I’m not too sure how I feel about it. I feel sorry for Lucinda and Joe, the way it has worked out, but I don’t think I want to risk getting shot. 
 
    “What did Fitzgerald say?” Maybe Fitzgerald is coordinating this. 
 
    One look at Nick’s face and I know that was wishful thinking. Fitzgerald isn’t part of this. I open the fridge and get out a jug of milk. 
 
    Nick pulls out a chair and sits down at the table. His hair gets another combing. “Nah, we’re not telling him. Joe thinks Fitzgerald won’t do anything. What’s one more girl to Fitzgerald? He’d just say leave it to the people who know what they’re doing.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like a bad idea to me.” I’m cautious. Since the Egan debacle, and Scott’s house, I’m trying to be careful. I get three mugs out of the cupboard. “Vector shoots stray Locals if they find them at the Outpost.” 
 
    Nick picks up a pen Mum left lying on the table and draws a few squiggles on the shopping list. “Well, Joe says he’s going to get her out himself no matter what anyone else decides. I’m going with him. Are you in?” 
 
    I put the mugs on the bench in a straight line and think about this rescue idea. There’s plenty against it. 
 
    Ela’s watching Nick and me and is looking keen to be part of his plan. But we can’t take her with us again. We nearly got caught last time. Some babysitter I am, but she’s not going to take too well to being left behind. And Jacob and Fitzgerald have just decided I’m responsible, and here we are thinking about doing something that’s going to fire up Vector like you wouldn’t believe. 
 
    “Who else have you got?” I ask, giving myself time to think. The jug is jiggling and steaming then it clicks as it turns itself off. 
 
    Ela goes to the pantry, gets the tin of chocolate off the shelf and gives it to me. 
 
    “Scott and Curley.” Nick’s watching me put the chocolate into the three mugs. 
 
    “Five of us, some more use than others.” 
 
    Nick and Joe are a known quantity. We’ve hunted together since we were kids. They can both handle themselves in the bush, use a gun, but how much use will that be at the Outpost? I haven’t been there, but I think it will be more like the vault than the bush. There won’t be too many trees to hide behind. Curley, on the other hand, probably hasn’t been closer to a tree than his mum’s garden since he was a kid, and he’s a bit on the chubby unfit side. But at the Outpost he knows the territory as well as Nick does. I can’t even imagine what use Scott will be, he’s all talk and noise, and unless a vehicle breaks down, I can’t see him being an asset. 
 
    “Not much of an army.” I stick the lid back on the chocolate. 
 
    “Yeah.” Nick gives a bit of a sigh. He must realise our chances aren’t good. 
 
    Ela pours the boiling water then adds the milk. She still hasn’t said anything, but I can nearly see her ears flapping with listening. 
 
    “Do you have a plan?” I ask Nick. 
 
    “Get there about midnight tonight, have a look round then figure it out.” And Jacob and Fitzgerald think this guy is more responsible than me? 
 
    “Great plan.” I stir the chocolate and hand a mug to Nick. He holds it with both hands, elbows on the table, and blows on the steam. 
 
    “You got a better one?” 
 
    “I’m thinking.” I hand Ela her mug then pick up my own. I lean back against the bench. “Where are Joe and the others now?” 
 
    “Downstairs.” 
 
    “You were sent to sound me out?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    I put my mug down on the bench again, move enough to get my Com out of my pocket, make the call. 
 
    “Are we on?” asks Scott. 
 
    “Come up. We need to talk first if we’re going to do this.” 
 
    I put my Com on the bench, still not too happy about the whole idea. 
 
    Ela grins, all anticipation. I really might have to tie her up and stick her in a cupboard this time. She gets three more mugs out of the cupboard and refills the kettle. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    WE’RE ALL SITTING around the dining room table. Curley’s Tablet is in the middle. His face is all chubby and enthusiastic. He’s brought up the image of the Outpost on eSerch. We all cluster closer so we can see. It looks big. Lots of buildings surrounded by some sort of fence, then a huge clear area, then bush. 
 
    Curley adjusts the view, zooms in a bit closer, so we’re focused on the gate. 
 
    “Right,” I say. “How do we get through that?” 
 
    Joe moves a bit, so he can get a better look. It’s the first time I’ve seen him since Vector got Lucinda, and he looks older. He’s still big and blonde like Nick, but usually he’s got this confident, relaxed grin on his face. Now he looks fierce. He looks the way everyone looks when they come back from University. Vector just got at him early. 
 
    “This is the entrance.” Nick shifts the image, so we can see the barrier with the guard house beside it. We all lean closer and concentrate on the image like our lives depend on knowing this stuff, which, if you think this through, they do. A fence twice the height of a small building stretches out from the right and the left. “Me and Curley can get in if we have authorisation.” 
 
    “How do you get authorisation?” asks Joe. 
 
    Curley touches the screen of the Tablet. He brings up a list of names. 
 
    “I’ll create a fake emergency call-out for me and Nick. I can hack into the computer from here.” 
 
    “What emergency do rogue plants cause that needs a midnight call-out?” I ask. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I’ll delete the call-out record as soon as we’re back here.” 
 
    He touches the screen so it’s back to the eSerch image of the Outpost. 
 
    “Can you get us through too?” 
 
    “No,” says Nick. “That’s the part we can’t figure. The guard’s not going to let us in if we have a bunch of passengers.” 
 
    “Can we get through the fence further around?” Joe slides the image and the perimeter fence moves across the screen. 
 
    “No. It’s all protected by a continuous circuit. If it’s touched anywhere there’s an alarm in the guardhouse. The guards go into lockdown and they send a squad to check the breach. We don’t want that to happen. The whole Outpost stays on alert for hours afterwards. Vector everywhere.” 
 
    “Can we hide in your vehicles?” asks Ela. 
 
    “You can’t come,” I say. “You’re staying here.” 
 
    “I’m not. I want to help.” 
 
    “No, Jacob would kill me.” I haven’t seen him for a while, but I don’t need to have done anything he can find fault with when I see him next. 
 
    “I’m going. You need more people,” says Ela. 
 
    “Nope.” I lay down the law. 
 
    “I am so,” says Ela. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Nick gives a bit of an eye roll and interrupts. “There’s nowhere to hide. Me and Curley have utes, and they check the cabs and the trays and underneath when we go through the barrier.” 
 
    I study the map again. Ela goes over to the bench, picks up my Com and slides her thumb across the screen. 
 
    She shimmers in a haze then disappears. “Do you think this will work?” she asks. 
 
    It doesn’t take long to get the App onto everyone’s Com. 
 
    * 
 
    We drive to the Outpost. It’s a cold night, the moon is behind cloud, and wind cuts through the dark. Ela’s with us. In the end I couldn’t leave her on her own due to lurking Willises. And I didn’t want to leave her with Mum because then I’d have to explain what we were doing, and I don’t think this qualifies as being careful. 
 
    Me, Ela and Curley are in Curley’s ute. Scott, Joe and Nick are following behind us in Nick’s vehicle. We see the lights of the Outpost ahead. It’s huge and lit up like a beacon with floodlights everywhere and this high mesh perimeter fence like Nick said. 
 
    We’re about a hundred metres away from the entrance. The road’s dead straight. We’re stupid doing this. But I seem to be the only one thinking that. Bloody Curley’s on a high. 
 
    “Time for you to disappear,” says Curley, like he’s in some sort of spy Vid. 
 
    Ela nods and slides her finger across the screen. She fades out and there’s just a bit of a shimmer where she’s sitting. The HazeApp doesn’t make you completely invisible – there’s always that residual shimmer in the air, like something’s disturbing it – but you’re invisible if no one looks too hard. 
 
    I do the same and see my hand fade and then the shimmer spread over the rest of me. The ute looks empty except for Curley, just a couple of black holes beside him. 
 
    We get to the barrier, a huge gate in front of us, heavy mesh, massive steel frame. The guard checks inside the cab when Curley pulls up. 
 
    The guard’s old and pretty relaxed, his black VTroop uniform straining at the seams, helmet and visor sitting on the desk in the sentry box. Another guard is relaxing in there too. Gives a bit of a yawn. Vector don’t use their crack troops for midnight guard duty, I guess. 
 
    “We don’t usually see you this time of night,” he says to Curley. 
 
    “There’s some panic,” says Curley. 
 
    “Isn’t there always?” The guard checks the tray then waves the Detect under the ute. Finds nothing. Nods at the other guy in the sentry box. The gate slides out of the way. 
 
    Curley gets waved through. 
 
    I look back and Nick gets through as easily. A bit of a chat, a cursory wave of the Detect, and the guard steps back. 
 
    Curley drives along the roadway. It’s all parklike, open on both sides. 
 
    We get to the parking area. Curley stops beside a couple of new Ecos. 
 
    “Stay where you are,” he says to us as he gets out. “I’ll come around and open your door. You give me my jacket and I’ll put it on while you’re getting out, then shut the door.” It’s like he’s been in the spy business for a while and knows all about how things are done. Thinks he’s bloody James Bond. 
 
    “You okay?” I ask Ela and feel her nod. I slide out, see the seat slowly depress then puff back up as Ela follows me out of the ute. 
 
    * 
 
    Me, Ela and Curley carefully work our way across the open area of paving, all white and sleek and shiny. I move carefully. Curley’s acting all nonchalant, got a swagger on. 
 
    Everything around us looks like the inside of the vault. One truckload for here, one for the vault is the way it went, I guess. 
 
    We get to the main building, keeping noise to the minimum. We stop in the shadows and look around. The building’s massive and white, like some sort of monument. We see Nick’s ute pull into the carpark beside Curley’s. 
 
    “I’ll take Ela in. You wait for Nick.” Curley fishes in his pockets while he’s talking, then stands there like he thinks he might have left something in the ute. It all looks pretty dodgy to me, but no one stops him. 
 
    “Okay.” I reach out to where I think Ela is and touch her arm. “Be careful. If anything goes wrong, hide under Curley’s desk. I’ll come and get you.” 
 
    I think she nods, I’m not sure, and I’m not sure she’d even consider hiding and waiting for me to rescue her if something goes wrong after seeing her in action at Egans’. 
 
    Curley moves away, and I hear a second set of footsteps following lightly behind him, and there’s a sort of disturbance in the air. They go up the steps of the main building then through massive entrance doors. 
 
    Nick comes over. 
 
    “You there, Jack?” he asks as he walks past me. 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. “Are you there Scott and Joe?” 
 
    I hear a couple of ‘yeahs’ and drop in behind them. 
 
    We go through the entrance of the building too. 
 
    Nick keeps walking. We follow him through wide, brightly lit and tiled corridors until we get to his base room. 
 
    We still don’t see anyone. The place is deserted. I guess Elite sleep at night. 
 
    We’ve already planned how this will work. Ela and Curley have gone to the control centre where Curley has his workspace. Ela’s going to stay in haze mode while she’s there. It’s her job to keep in contact with us by Com, so Curley can just look like he’s doing his normal stuff. 
 
    The rest of us are going to get Lucinda. We’ll all be hazed. We’ll tell Ela what’s happening – if we need a door unlocked, where we are, and so on – and she’ll relay the information to Curley. Curley’s fixed it so all the Locates on the Coms show us at home in bed. It’s Curley’s job to unlock all the doors to the infirmary just before we get there. We’ve got Joe’s mum’s Com with us too, so when we find Lucinda she can haze and come back with us and we’ll do the whole thing in reverse on the way back. The doors will be unlocked then locked behind us by Curley. It should work. 
 
    Nick figures the whole mission will take us about twenty minutes max. But there’s a dodgy bit. At the pub we couldn’t decide whether it was better for Nick to stay on lookout or come with us since he knows the way. Me, Joe and Scott would have to work from the NavApp Curley put on our Coms if Nick stays here. 
 
    “I’ll come,” says Nick at the last moment. “It will be quicker, and there’s no one in this part of the building. You don’t need a lookout.” He undoes the knife on his belt and I do the same. We decided the hunting knives were the only weapons we could carry. The haze wouldn’t cover a rifle, and it’s not like we’re allowed to own pistols. Scott and Joe have knives too. They’re probably just for comfort. What would we do with the dead bodies if we used them anyway? 
 
    I look out through the window and see a stream of VTroops leave the main building through a side door and make their way to the guardhouse at the barrier. 
 
    “What are they doing?” asks Joe. 
 
    “The next shift. That’s normal.” Nick pulls his Com out of his pocket and hazes. 
 
    “Ready,” he asks. 
 
    We all nod. 
 
    We go out into the corridor. Still white tiles everywhere, just like the vault. We move in single file. We can’t see each other, but me, Nick and Joe have hunted together enough to know what each other will do. We should have left Scott with Curley though, but the small sounds of movement he’s making help us keep him in line. We stay hazed. From what I saw of the men taking the next shift, there are at least fifty VTroopers right outside to contend with if anyone figures out we’re here. 
 
    We can’t afford to get caught. 
 
    We need to be careful. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE CORRIDORS ALL look the same to me – no signs, just lights and tiles. Every now and then Nick whispers, left or right and we follow. It’s strange, moving like this, in the light but invisible, following a whisper. 
 
    It takes forever, twisting and turning through the white corridors. I’m pretty sure if we lost Nick no one would be able to find their way back. 
 
    “Open,” Nick murmurs, at each set of double doors. Back in the control room Ela must hear him. They open on cue. 
 
    We get to a single door in a wall half way along a corridor. 
 
    “Here,” says Nick. 
 
    I stop moving. The others’ steps stop too. 
 
    So, this is where they’re keeping Lucinda. I look around. No guards, just a small window high up. They’re obviously not expecting a rescue attempt. It makes me feel a bit better. Curley’s done the first part of his job. He’s got us to Lucinda. It’s going like clockwork. 
 
    I see the flash from Nick’s Com. 
 
    “Now,” he says to Ela. We wait and then hear the soft click of the door lock releasing. 
 
    We wait again. Curley said it would take him a few seconds to disarm the alarm. 
 
    “Unlocked. Alarm off.” Ela’s voice comes softly from the Com. Slowly the door swings open. 
 
    There’s a bed a few metres from the door. Lucinda is curled up under the blankets. She stays very still. She looks frightened, blonde hair all over the place, face pale, nightdress drooping off her shoulder. She doesn’t say anything, just stares at the door opening on its own. 
 
    “It’s me, Cin.” Joe’s boots whisper as he goes over to her. 
 
    “Joe?” she asks. 
 
    He comes out of the haze, against everything Curley and Nick warned him about. “Are you all right?” He sits on the bed in the curve of her. 
 
    “They took the baby.” She sounds like she’s broken. “They said they would give it to someone old enough to love it.” Joe and Lucinda are kids, not much older than Ela. How do they deal with that? 
 
    Joe just sits there. He is about as adequate at finding the right words as I am. Then he gets her hand and holds it. Lucinda curls up more and puts her head on his thigh. He curls his body over hers, cradling her head, his Com in his hand. They stay like that crumpled together and don’t move. 
 
    “Joe,” I say real quiet. “We’ve got to go.” 
 
    Joe nods. 
 
    Lucinda doesn’t seem to hear. 
 
    “Have you got clothes here?” Joe asks her softly. 
 
    She doesn’t answer, just curls up into him more. 
 
    I don’t know how long we’ve got, but I’m pretty sure comforting Lucinda needs to wait for a better time. “We’ve got to get going.” 
 
    Joe looks up at the empty space near the doorway where my voice comes from, like he can’t figure what to do next. 
 
    Then Nick’s Com flashes, just a disembodied flash in the air, Nick’s still in the corridor. 
 
    “Incoming.” Ela’s voice is quiet. 
 
    “The corridor.” Scott lets the rest of us know where he is. 
 
    “Me too,” says Nick. 
 
    “The room.” I push the door shut carefully, no noise. 
 
    Joe and Lucinda still don’t move, as if this has got nothing to do with them. 
 
    “Lock the door,” says Nick into his Com, and I hear the lock click again. Joe and me are locked inside the room with Lucinda. 
 
    Joe and Lucinda still don’t move. 
 
    I go over to them, touch Joe on the shoulder. “Haze now, Joe.” I sound desperate. 
 
    He doesn’t do anything. 
 
    “Joe, haze. You have to haze now.” I order with as much force as I can get into a whisper. He still doesn’t move. 
 
    I take his Com off him and start the App, put the Com back in his hand. He hazes. 
 
    “Lucinda, someone’s coming. You have to pretend you’re asleep,” I say to her, real forceful. Her head is hovering over the covers. I shove a pillow in front of her and move back. It’s the best I can do. Eyes appear at the window, watch Lucinda for a while then look around the room. 
 
    I don’t breathe. There’s a depression on the bed where Joe is sitting and a bit of air disturbance. Lucinda’s head is hovering just above the pillow not on it. It looks all wrong. 
 
    But it can’t look too wrong to the guard. He moves on. I breathe again. 
 
    It’s got to be ten minutes before I hear a quiet, “Clear,” from Nick. 
 
    That guard moves bloody slowly. Vector don’t use the crack troops inside at midnight either. There’s the click of the door unlocking then Ela’s voice again. 
 
    “Unlocked. Alarm off.” 
 
    “We’ve got to go, Joe,” I say. 
 
    Joe appears again and nods. He whispers to Lucinda then gently moves her head off his lap and stands up. Lucinda sits, Joe takes a spare wrist shield out of his pocket and clips it onto Lucinda’s wrist. She slides out of the bed and sits on the side. Her feet are bare, and the nightdress hardly covers her knees. There’s blood everywhere. She sways when she tries to stand. 
 
    I can’t see how we’re going to get her out. She was meant to walk out with us, and it doesn’t look like she can. If we get chased, she’s definitely not going to be able to run. 
 
    “I’ll carry her.” Joe pulls the bedcover off the bed and wraps it around Lucinda. He’s finally starting to think again. He picks her up. She wraps her arms around his neck and curls into him again. She’s small, but I don’t think he’ll be able to carry her for long. I guess it isn’t far to the ute. We can take turns carrying her if we have to. I start the App on Joe’s mum’s Com and give it to Lucinda. 
 
    She hazes. 
 
    “Turn mine on,” says Joe. Good, he is thinking again. He holds his Com out from under the hole in space that is Lucinda. I touch the screen and Joe hazes too. There’s a bit of blanket showing so I flick it up into Lucinda’s haze. 
 
    We start moving towards the door. There’s no way to make the bed look like Lucinda’s still in it so we only have until the guard comes back to get away. 
 
    We need to move fast. 
 
    “We’re out,” says Joe. 
 
    I go out and shut the door. “Me too.” 
 
    “Lock,” says Nick to Ela through his Com. I hear the slide of the lock. 
 
    We work our way back to Nick’s base room, corridor by corridor. One door after another opens then shuts behind us. Finally, we get to the base room and go in. 
 
    Nick shuts the door. “I’ve shielded the cameras in here,” he says. “You can turn the haze off.” 
 
    We all unhaze. It’s a relief to see the others. Everyone looks a bit crazy with relief. Ela and Curley should get here any minute and we can go. 
 
    We wait for them. 
 
    Wait some more. 
 
    They don’t show. 
 
    * 
 
    As the minutes tick by, and we don’t see them, a cold dread builds up in me. Scott must be thinking the same as me. 
 
    He nervously moves his Com from one hand to the other. 
 
    “Something’s gone wrong,” he says. Talk about stating the obvious. Typical of him. 
 
    A stream of VTroops go past the window outside in the other direction from the earlier group. A couple of stragglers go past. I recognise the two from the gate. They disappear into the dark too. The rise and fall of men’s voices quietly drifts into the room. 
 
    “The guards coming off duty,” says Nick. 
 
    “What do you think has happened to Curley and Ela?” Joe is resting against a desk. Lucinda is leaning against him, blanket still wrapped around her. 
 
    “No idea,” says Nick, “but it shouldn’t have taken Curley this long to get here.” 
 
    I don’t think we can muck around much longer. That guard could look in Lucinda’s room again at any moment. No point in us all waiting and risking getting caught. 
 
    I make a decision. “Nick, you leave with Scott, Joe and Lucinda. I’ll go and find Curley and Ela and we’ll follow.” I give him my keys. “Go back to the pub. Wait for us there.” 
 
    “Right.” He puts the keys in his pocket. 
 
    Joe nods and pushes himself away from the desk and picks up Lucinda. He’s looking pretty weary. 
 
    “You all right with her?” asks Nick. 
 
    “Yeah, I can get to the ute.” Joe goes into haze, then Lucinda does too. 
 
    “I’ll stay with Jack,” says Scott. “He might need help.” 
 
    “You okay with that?” asks Nick. 
 
    “Yeah.” I go into haze mode too. 
 
    Scott follows. I would have preferred any of the others with me. We wait until Nick is out of the room. 
 
    I hear Joe say, “I’m out.” Then Nick walks along the corridor to the entrance of the main building, a soft rustling and vague shimmering from the others following him. 
 
    Me and Scott use the NavApp, moving through the white, shining corridors until we are close to the computer room. The door is open, and I hear Curley talking to someone. 
 
    “Some malfunction with the locks,” he says. “It’s fixed now.” 
 
    “It was a late callout.” I recognise the voice. I look in the room, and there’s Vincent lounging in an office chair and his sidekick propping up a wall. It’s pretty hard to imagine why they would be at the Outpost at this time of night. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m shagged,” says Curley. “Can’t wait to get home.” 
 
    “Where do you live?” It sounds casual, not like Curley’s being interrogated. 
 
    “Karangahake,” he answers. 
 
    I can’t see any sign of Ela. I decide to take the risk and let him know we can help if he needs it. I move away from the door. Hold my Com far enough away from my body it unhazes. I send Curley a text. ‘By the door.’ 
 
    I go back to the doorway just in time to see Curley’s Com flash. He picks it up and looks at it. 
 
    “Who’s that?” asks Vincent. 
 
    “My mum,” lies Curley. “She gets worried if I’m on a callout for too long.” 
 
    “Nice mum.” Vincent stretches out in the chair as if it’s been a long day, swings the chair a bit from side to side with his heels. 
 
    “I’ll tell her I’m on my way home.” Curley answers my text. 
 
    I move away from the door again. Don’t want Vincent to see the flash. 
 
    “Under control,” says the text. Curley’s still in spy mode. 
 
    Vincent yawns and stretches his arms out wide. “I’d better get going too. Bed awaits.” He stands up and wanders out followed by his sidekick. 
 
    I wait until he’s at the end of the corridor then go into Curley’s room. 
 
    “Where’s Ela?” 
 
    “Here,” she says from the corner. I focus on the shimmer against the wall, relieved. 
 
    We get out of there fast. 
 
    “What was Vincent doing?” I ask Curley as we drive along. 
 
    “Don’t know. He’s been around a lot over the last couple of days. He always acts friendly and asks a heap of questions. The other guy just stands around, watching.” 
 
    “Did you check him out?” I ask. 
 
    “Tried to. He’s not anywhere on the system. I figure he’s undercover for someone, looking for something.” 
 
    * 
 
    It’s about three in the morning before I finally see my bed. Joe and Lucinda are in the living quarters at the back of the vault. It’s the only place we could think of to stash them. 
 
    Curley, Scott and Nick still don’t want Fitzgerald to find out that we were in on getting Lucinda away. They think we’ll be lucky to survive. I agree with them. Jacob and Fitzgerald won’t take this well. Curley says he knows how to get Joe and Lucinda away and out of the country. He says he’s done it for Fitzgerald before, but it takes a while. 
 
    The whole world will be looking for Lucinda tomorrow. 
 
    We need to lie low – pretend Joe did it on his own somehow and now he’s disappeared with her – make like we’re innocent if Fitzgerald asks. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    BEFORE WE GO TO BED, I check the email. 
 
    An envelope icon floats onto the monitor. 
 
    “You’ve got mail.” Ela’s leaning over my shoulder. 
 
    I open the envelope. The message is from Katie and says it was lovely to see me and to talk, we should keep in contact, she hopes Ela’s all right and I didn’t get into any trouble after the party. She’s seen my mum in action. 
 
    “I’ll answer that later.” 
 
    “She’s very friendly still.” Ela stands up. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s nice.” I’m a bit slow. Then I realise what Ela’s read and she doesn’t sound too happy about it. I turn around and look at her. 
 
    She’s standing there twisting her hair the way she does when she’s worried and not sure what to do. 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about Katie. We’re just friends.” This time I don’t try to make it a joke. 
 
    She nods, still hesitant. 
 
    What else can I say? I go back to the email. 
 
    There’s the reply from Yvette. 
 
    It’s short. 
 
      
 
    Vincent is dangerous. He’s being investigated for everything. We think he was involved in the accident at Mt Annan. There have also been a few disappearances he’s connected with. Don’t try anything clever. 
 
    Yvette 
 
      
 
    I flick to eSerch, type in Mt Annan. 
 
    “Your stepmother knows you well, doesn’t she?” says Ela from her corner. 
 
    “Where did that come from?” I ask. 
 
    “Fitzgerald said don’t do searches on him.” 
 
    “Didn’t say anything about seedbanks.” 
 
    Ela lifts her eyebrows at me. 
 
    A newspaper story comes up. 
 
      
 
    ‘The NSW Seed Bank at Mount Annan was established in 1986 as an integral part of the Australian Botanic Garden. It was a facility for storing seeds collected throughout Australia, with a focus on NSW native and threatened species. There were more than 9000 collections of fully documented wild sourced seed held in the Seed Bank. In January 2051 a fire broke out in the facility, destroying both the building and the collections it protected. This was a huge blow to those trying to protect Australia’s biodiversity.’ 
 
      
 
    The fire was only a few weeks ago. 
 
    “We need to go see Fitzgerald,” says Ela. 
 
    I decide to be responsible. “Yeah, first thing tomorrow.” 
 
    * 
 
    When we turn up the next day Fitzgerald doesn’t mention Lucinda. There can’t have been any reaction from Vector to Lucinda going missing. Can’t figure what that’s all about.  
 
    “I’ve got a bit more information on Vincent,” Fitzgerald says to us. “I want to make sure you know what we’re dealing with. The guy I was talking to says Vincent is some sort of agent for Eugenics Corp. If he turns up its trouble for everyone.” 
 
    That’s no news to us. 
 
    Fitzgerald hands me a printout of an article about a badly beaten man who was found in Sydney a few weeks ago, and he hands a couple of other bits of paper to Ela. 
 
    He nods at the news article I’m reading. “The police are investigating what happened to this man, but he isn’t talking. The last person he was seen with was Vincent.” 
 
    The date of the fire at Mt Annan and when this guy was beaten up are pretty close. “You might like to tell your friend to look at the timing of the Mt Annan fire,” I say. 
 
    “You still doing searches on him?” 
 
    “I sent an email to Yvette.” 
 
    “Mike’s partner?” Maybe Fitzgerald knows more about my dad than he lets on. 
 
    “Yeah, it was before you told me to stay out of it. Yvette came back with the Mt Annan thing.” 
 
    “Seed banks get wiped out pretty often,” says Fitzgerald. “Usually it’s put down to mismanagement, or accidents, equipment failures, or funding cuts. Natural disasters and war are blamed too, but maybe someone could be trying to destroy them systematically. Okay, that gives us some idea of what he might be here for. Is there anything else I should know?” 
 
    “And there’s the Willises. When Mum heard them talking at the pub the other day, I think they were discussing how to locate the vault.” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” Fitzgerald doesn’t seem surprised that I know about the seed bank, but I guess he visits Jacob. 
 
    “She heard them talking about Jacob,” explains Ela. “We think the Willises are aware Jacob knows where the vault is and are going to try to make him tell them.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” says Fitzgerald. “We need to figure out a way to stop them getting to the vault.” 
 
    “Jacob comes out of hospital on Friday,” says Ela. 
 
    “Jacob can look after himself,” says Fitzgerald. “But with any luck, we’ll have it sorted by the time he gets out.” 
 
    Ela hands him back the piece of paper she’s holding. “Your friend thinks Vincent is dangerous?” she asks. 
 
    Fitzgerald nods. “Yes. Leave him to us from now on.” 
 
    “He’s all yours.” I say, standing up. Not likely, I think. 
 
    We get outside. 
 
    “Are you up for a bit of forgery?” I say to Ela. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “While Fitzgerald is dealing with Vincent, we need to slow the Willises down and buy some time. We can’t let them get anywhere near the vault, especially now with Joe and Lucinda there.” 
 
    Ela gets in the Land Rover. “How?” 
 
    I get in the other side, pull the door shut. 
 
    “When the Willises come to ‘talk to Jacob’ on Friday, I’ll make sure it is me they ‘talk to’, and I’ll give them the map of where to find the vault.” 
 
    “What map is that?” 
 
    I turn the key, start the Land Rover. 
 
    “The one we’re going to make.” 
 
    “So, how will that work?” 
 
    “If they come after Jacob on Friday or Saturday, we make sure it’s me they find, and I offer them a deal. They get the map if they let me into their scheme.” 
 
    “Why are they going to do that?” 
 
    I pull out onto the road while I’m thinking then list all the reasons I can come up with. “I’ll explain to them I’m a nice person. Or that I know what they’re doing, and I’ll tell on them if they don’t cut me in. They should go for it. I’ll even offer to take them straight to where the vault is.” 
 
    “What are you going to do then?” 
 
    “Stall and hope Fitzgerald’s thought of something. But if we draw a map that takes them away from the waterfall, it should keep them busy for weeks.” 
 
    “Draw a map?” Ela sounds pretty sceptical. 
 
    “Think about it. We’ve got the plans, so we know what the map should look like. You’ve done art at school, I did CAD. We make a fake map.” 
 
    “Is this a real plan?” Ela tucks a bit of hair behind her ears. 
 
    “It’s for real.” 
 
    “Okay.” She still sounds pretty doubtful. “Isn’t CAD design done on a computer? Are we just making a NavMap?” 
 
    I consider the idea but dismiss it. “No. They probably know it would be on paper. The vault design is.” 
 
    We park in a space near the Nostalgia shop, walk in, go past the books, magazines and novelties, and stop at the back where the art and craft supplies are stored. I rifle through the piles of paper looking for something that has the right texture and weight. 
 
    I pick up a block of watercolour paper. 
 
    “What about this?” 
 
    Ela runs her hand over it and then lifts up a sheet. 
 
    “It’s too thick.” She picks up the sketch book beside it. “This is better.” 
 
    “Yep.” I run my hand over the surface of the top page in the sketch pad. “If we fold it a few times, dirty up the edges, it should look right. A bit like the journal.” I pick up the pad and put it under my arm and find a fine point pen. 
 
    “Do you know anything about these?” 
 
    “I used one years ago.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll have two of those too, and one of these.” 
 
    I add a scale rule and put it with the sketch pad. 
 
    “Where are we going to do this?” Ela asks. 
 
    “Home. There are some survey maps in the study that will help us. Dad kept records of what he found when he was looking for gold on the mountain.” 
 
    We arrive at the pub. I let Monsanto off his chain and go inside. Ela is standing by the dining room table, trying to open the packaging around one of the pens. She bites the side and tries to rip it apart. “I can’t work out why they used to make the packaging so difficult to open.” 
 
    “Intelligence test,” I say. 
 
    “Just failed.” Ela pulls a chair out and sits down to try out the pen. 
 
    I watch her practice for a while then go and get the CAD drawings and a couple of survey maps from the study. 
 
    “See if you can make it like Dad’s drawing. It doesn’t have to be perfect. Just something close.” 
 
    Ela tries to copy the drawing. “It’s too black,” she says. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. The Willises won’t notice.” 
 
    She keeps going until it looks about right. 
 
    “Not bad.” 
 
    “It might pass if the paper looked older.” 
 
    We spend a while looking at ways to age the paper and soften the colour of the ink, so it looks faded. 
 
    When it’s good, I spread out Dad’s maps. First, we need a site that is near a creek and can be got to by walking along the river bank. By using the map, the notes and what we know of the area, we find a creek on the way to Dickey’s Flat. 
 
    “This will do. You have to go through a tunnel, but there’s no reason that would make them suspicious.” 
 
    We study it all a bit. Then using the topographical maps of the area as a guide, I sketch an outline onto the paper and show the site we’ve chosen. I write the notes and instructions. After we have bleached the writing and stained the whole area with tea then dried it with Mum’s hair drier, it’s starting to look the way we imagined a map made and used by Dad might look. We do it again and again. By the time we’ve finished the sixth map, we have it right. 
 
    “A few folds and smudges and we’re there.” Ela folds and unfolds the map. Not bad for a couple of amateurs. “I think we should go to the place we’ve chosen,” says Ela. “I’d feel better if we weren’t just guessing what’s there.” 
 
    “Okay.” I put my arm around Ela’s shoulders and walk her up the hallway and out the front door. 
 
    “You’re enjoying this,” says Ela. “It’s your idea of fun.” 
 
    She isn’t wrong. Double crossing the Willises has its appeal. Can’t wait to see their faces when they find me, not Jacob, at the farm. I wait for Monsanto to get into the back, shut the door, and get into the driver’s side. 
 
    “We’re just setting a trap for some vermin.” I start the motor. 
 
    “Huh.” Sometimes even Ela is stuck for words. 
 
    We drive to Dickey’s Flat at the Waihi end of the gorge and turn right onto a tar sealed road. It has farmland on both sides. As we drive along the road gets narrower, winds around corner after corner. Then it’s just a track winding its way through the dense bush. 
 
    I park by some huge boulders at the entrance to the Dickey’s Flat Camping Ground. No one is camping, but it has been used recently. The rubbish bin is overflowing with beer cans and bottles. I haven’t been here for years. It used to be the place kids went for parties and night time swimming. I’d say from the mess it’s still a place for parties. 
 
    Ela helps me unload and Monsanto stands quietly beside us waiting. The river murmurs in the background. Ela carries the shovel, and I put on the pack filled with the rest of the stuff we need and get the pick. 
 
    We go across the grass on an angle to the old swing bridge and down the curved ramp that gets us back on the track. After a few metres, I turn into the bush and push through a stand of manuka near the tunnel at the end of the walkway. 
 
    “We could have parked at the carpark and walked along the walkway,” Ela says. 
 
    “Not many people go for a walk carrying a shovel and a pick,” I point out. 
 
    Ela’s struggling to get between the trees without tangling the shovel in the branches. 
 
    I take it off her. It just gives her more energy to talk. 
 
    “It’s beautiful here with the three waterfalls and the water flowing through the second tunnel.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I used to come here with friends,” says Ela. 
 
    Who didn’t? It’s the biggest party place in town. 
 
    “We’d go through the tunnel and swim in the swimming hole whenever I was staying with Jacob.” 
 
    We walk further along, pushing our way through the bush. 
 
    “How far are we going?” she asks. 
 
    “Only a couple of hundred metres. We’ll come across a creek soon and then follow it up until we find the best spot to dig.” 
 
    We walk until we come to the small creek. The water bounces and sparkles over the rocks, swirling around the muddy banks. We cross it and then start to make our way through the bush. Sometimes we are on the bank and sometimes have to wade. Every now and then the water drops over a ledge creating a small waterfall. At first there’s nothing that looks like a clearing we can use, but after the third fall we come across a small opening and flat area. 
 
    “This is it,” I say. 
 
    Ela looks around. “It’s not as nice as the original.” She walks to the creek and looks down at the drop. “It’s a pathetic waterfall.” 
 
    “I think it’ll work.” I take off the pack and put it down beside the tools. 
 
    We walk around the small clearing and choose a spot near the rock face. There’s a slight curve that could be described as a cave if you used your imagination. 
 
    Once the hollow has been cleared of branches, I attack it with the pick. The cliff is decayed so it’s easy to break up – not the solid rock it could have been. I break the stone and Ela shovels until we have created a hollow about half a metre deep and a metre wide. 
 
    “What do you think?” I ask. 
 
    “It’s way smaller than the cave in front of the vault.” Ela is leaning on the shovel recovering. 
 
    “We can get away with it. We’re only trying to convince them they’ve found the entrance. They don’t know how big the cave is anyway,” I say. “We’ll build a cairn and that should give us a bit of camouflage.” 
 
    Ela helps me make a stack of rocks in front of the cave. “It’s like one of those punishments they used to use.” Ela throws a few rocks on top. “Dig a hole. Fill it up.” She stands back and looks at what we’ve done. 
 
    “I don’t know.” She wipes the side of her mouth and leaves a streak of dirt. 
 
    I’m down on my hands and knees trying to make the area look like it hasn’t been disturbed. “It’s good.” 
 
    “Maybe you should bring them here at night or pray for rain. It all looks too new to me,” Ela says. 
 
    “It’ll settle.” I try to convince myself. 
 
    Ela adds another few stones. It isn’t perfect but then the Willises don’t know what to expect. I think it’ll pass. It’s not like they’re rocket scientists. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ELA AND I are curled up on the couch together. We’ve got a Vid going on the screen. Bloody Humicrib babies march across the sea again. But we’re not watching, we’re a bit tired. We didn’t get much sleep last night with the whole rescuing Lucinda thing. The fake map and fake site took all morning. We did a bit of work at the farm in the afternoon. Checked on Joe and Lucinda and took them some food. Lucinda was still asleep, and Joe was acting protective. Somehow seeing them again just waiting there made it all seem worse. 
 
    Now it’s after dinner and all I can think about is, what if what happened to Joe and Lucinda happened to me and Ela? If Jacob’s right about Ela, it could. I can’t imagine being in Joe’s place. Ela taken away, having that done to her by Vector, then finding her bleeding and weak in the infirmary. 
 
    Every now and then one of us says something about Joe or Lucinda, like Ela can’t think of anything else either. And I’m keeping an ear out for Mum. It’s still not a great idea for her to find us curled up together like this. 
 
    “Have you heard from your mum?” I ask Ela. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Two weeks will be over soon. When’s she due back?” 
 
    “Three days,” Ela says. “Saturday. I won’t be here for your birthday.” Then Ela gets a text. Moves away a bit. Hauls the Com out of her pocket and starts to read the message. 
 
    I guess the text is from that Amon again. He’s been texting her the whole time she’s been here, and now she’s started answering them instead of just deleting them. I take her Com off her and read the text out to her. 
 
    See you soon. 
 
    “Don’t read my texts.” Ela tries to take the Com back. I hold it high, so she can’t. When she gives up, I scroll through backwards – read a few of the past texts. 
 
    Nearly all I’m sorry or Where are you? type texts. 
 
    Then I come to a different one. At the Tri. Dad forgot the synicarbs. Wish I had my support crew. 
 
    I read it out to Ela. “What’s that mean?” I ask, holding the Com high and away from her again so she can’t get to it. 
 
    “He does triathlons. It was his final chance to get into the national squad.” 
 
    I read the next text out. You’re fit. Eat bananas, she’d texted. 
 
    Amon had texted back, You know I don’t like bananas. Wish me luck. 
 
    Good luck, Ela had texted. Now Ela’s kneeling on the couch, leaning across me trying to get the thing. 
 
    “Not very romantic.” I hold the Com, so Ela can’t reach it. 
 
    “Don’t read my texts,” says Ela again, cross this time, still trying to get the Com off me. “Anyway, it wasn’t like that. I was his training partner. But because I’m a girl I could only be the support crew at the competitions. Just hold his HoverBike, pass him the drink bottle, cheer him on.” 
 
    “I thought it was all Sweet and Elite for you lot?” Who would be that single-minded, sending texts all the time for two whole weeks if he just thought she was his training partner? That’s not what he thinks. 
 
    “Amon doesn’t mind that I can run. He doesn’t mind if I’m as fast as he is,” she says. 
 
    I bet. And the text he’s just sent says, See you soon. 
 
    “Persistent bugger, isn’t he?” I slide my thumb across the screen and bring up the keyboard. “I’ll answer it for you.” 
 
    “No, you won’t.” Ela manages to snatch the Com back. She starts tapping away at the screen. I check the time on my Com. Mum will be a bit longer. I still haven’t been to see Jacob. Ela called in on him earlier, said he seemed all right. She said she didn’t tell him about rescuing Lucinda. She’s got some sense. Ela looks up from her texting and sees me look at the time. “You’d better move now,” she says. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Your mum’s due, and you’ll pretend you’re still just the baby sitter.” 
 
    I take her at her word and move away from her to the end of the couch. “What do you expect me to do?” I ask. 
 
    “You could behave normally. You could visit Jacob with me. You could act as though you like me when you are around your mother, and not like you think you’re doing something wrong.” Ela carries on answering the text. 
 
    I sit there with my elbows on my knees, Com in my hands and consider her. Decide to explain a few facts of life to her. “Mum’s not the only one who’s going to think it’s wrong. Most people will, and even you aren’t too sure.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” says Ela. 
 
    “Of course, it is. You’re Elite. I’m just breeding stock.” 
 
    “You know that’s not true.” 
 
    “That’s the way it looks. And you keep answering those texts.” 
 
    “I’m just being polite.” 
 
    I nod at the Com. “You sure you’re not just keeping your options open?” 
 
    “Are you jealous?” 
 
    I ignore that. “When are you going home?” 
 
    “Saturday.” 
 
    “And you go back to your own life.” I look at my Com again. Only a few minutes until Mum arrives. I’ve been in a foul mood all day. I figure it’s Joe and Lucinda. 
 
    “You know I can’t stay.” Ela’s still tapping away. 
 
    “So, you’re going back?” I look at my Com again. Mum arriving in the middle of us arguing about this isn’t a good idea either. 
 
    Ela shakes her head, like I’m just being annoying now. “I don’t have any choice. But from now on I can visit Jacob a lot,” she says. 
 
    Like that’s some compensation. “And text. Maybe some emails?” I say sarcastically. “Or we both could get an ImageMaker, send some holograms.” 
 
    “I don’t have any choice. I have to go home. Mum had to get a special dispensation for me to come here in the first place.” Nobody ever stays. “I’m just a kid,” says Ela. 
 
    “You had me fooled.” I look up at the VidScreen. Fields of Genus 6 scroll by. There are several things in my world that are irritating at the moment. Those bloody Humicrib babies bumbling across the screen again for one. Next, I’ll get the speech about staying friends and keeping in contact. 
 
    “You’re being unreasonable.” Ela stands up. “I’m going to bed.” 
 
    I ignore her. I can’t believe she is planning on leaving me and going back to that texter, Amon. 
 
    She stops by the door. “We could stay at Jacob’s tomorrow night,” she says, sort of tentative. 
 
    “How?” I ask, not particularly nicely. 
 
    “You could tell your mum that Jacob is coming home tomorrow, and we have to look after him.” Ela is standing there by the door, hesitant. 
 
    “You want me to lie to my mother?” I ask still grumpy. 
 
    “You’ve done it before.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    She laughs as she goes out the door, gives me the slow fade. “He doesn’t want to lie to his mother.” She walks slowly up the passageway. “And I think I remember him doing it a couple of times,” she says. “I’m sure I heard him say he wouldn’t drink a few nights ago. Then we have to wait until he sobers up. And then there was ‘I’m just looking after her like Jacob wanted me to’, and he knows Jacob wouldn’t agree with the way he is looking after me now.” She goes into her bedroom and shuts the door. 
 
    Smart arse. 
 
    * 
 
    I lie in bed and think it through. Ela’s plan to spend the night at Jacob’s is going to blow up in our faces. For some reason, adults think there’s a big difference between staying out late and staying out all night. And Mum’s not stupid. She has to know things have changed between Ela and me. But I don’t see any reason to rub her nose in it. 
 
    Ela’s mother and Jacob are another story. They leave Ela in my care for two weeks, and I seduce her. Well, who seduced who isn’t a question they’re likely to ask. 
 
    As for Ela’s cover story, it has as many holes in it as chicken netting. 
 
    I can imagine what is going to happen. Ela’s mum rings my mum. 
 
    “Hello Mrs Fraser. Thanks for looking after Ela. Can I speak to her?” 
 
    Mum says, “Ela is at the farm. Jacob was released from hospital early.” 
 
    Ela’s mum, “I don’t remember hearing about an early release.” 
 
    Result: the shit hits the fan. 
 
    Another scenario and believe me, I can come up with at least fifty. 
 
    Mum rings Jacob. 
 
    She says, “Hi, Jacob how did Jack and Ela cope without the nurse?” 
 
    Jacob says, “No idea. I was still in hospital.” 
 
    Same result: I’m unemployed, and on my way to University to help repopulate the world. And we’re both in trouble. 
 
    If medical science doesn’t work out for her, Ela shouldn’t rely on being Vincent’s next sidekick. I don’t think the undercover game is going to suit her. 
 
    I turn over and haul the duvet up around my ears. I know Ela is about a metre away from me on the other side of the wall. And we only have two days left before Jacob gets out of hospital. Then the mother turns up, and Ela goes home. I think about Joe and Lucinda again and how all that could happen to us. 
 
    To hell with it, I think, and get out of bed. Mum will get over it. I go into Ela’s room. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she whispers. 
 
    “Nothing,” I say. “Move over.” 
 
    “What about your mum?” she whispers, moving across the bed and lifting up the duvet like she did a few nights ago. 
 
    “She’ll cope.” I curl up around her and pull the duvet back over us. Next morning, we both come out of the room together and Mum copes fine. She never says a word. 
 
    * 
 
    So, it’s morning, and I’m in a foul mood again but pretending everything’s sweet. Ela’s still leaving on Saturday. Today she’s going to visit Jacob then meet me at his house. 
 
    In the meantime, I’m going to the farm to do a bit of work, and then I’ll drop some food off to Joe and Lucinda and check they’re all right. Curley thinks he has things set up, so we can move them on Sunday. There still hasn’t been any reaction from Vector to Lucinda going missing. Can’t figure what that’s all about. 
 
    Anyway, by the time I’ve finished work, dinner will be cooked, and we’ll have our romantic night together. 
 
    It’s a plan. 
 
    After breakfast, Ela and I walk down stairs. She looks cute: short white dress, those little black slippers she likes, and her cloak. She’s looking like an Elite, all dressed up to see Jacob again. 
 
    I decide to leave her to it because, after last night, talking to Jacob has got even more problematic. We stand on the street outside the pub and chat for a while. Then she goes back inside to pack up her gear for tonight. 
 
    I see the Willis brothers across the road outside the dairy again, just like every other morning. They’re eating their breakfast pies watching Ela and me. 
 
    I can’t avoid them forever and, the way they’re staring, I can see they’ll be ready the next time we meet. 
 
    I watch them for a while, in their black jeans, tight vintage t-shirts stretched to breaking point across their stomachs, holding their pies. 
 
    They stand there looking across the road, watching me back. 
 
    I figure they aren’t going to attack me in the middle of the street, so I wander off to get the Land Rover and go to work. 
 
    * 
 
    I start working. Do all the normal stuff. Check the glasshouses. Feed the dogs. Top up the fertiliser in the irrigators. Move some stock and so on. While I’m working, I think about the Willises, them standing outside the pub like that. On the way out, I passed Vincent going into the Private Bar. Maybe he was going to meet up with them. 
 
    Then I think about this plan of Ela’s. Mum coped just fine this morning, so there’s no need to spend any night at Jacob’s now. And if the Willises come to Jacob’s house looking for me after their meeting with Vincent, it would be better if Ela wasn’t there. 
 
    I’m at the back of the farm and still have to check on Joe and Lucinda at the vault. Once I get near the waterfall, there’ll be no service to my Com for the next hour or so. If Ela turns up before I get back to the house, she’ll be there on her own with no chance of us connecting, and Henry and Charlie still roaming free. 
 
    By mid-afternoon, I decide to put an end to Ela’s plan. 
 
    I get out my Com. Ela is probably on her way to the farmhouse right now. I need to stop her before she gets there. 
 
    I call, and she answers straight away. 
 
    “Hey.” I’m not too sure how to tell her about changing my mind. 
 
    “Hey,” she says. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Don’t go to the house when you’ve seen Jacob. Go back to the pub. I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Change of plan.” 
 
    “Why?” she asks. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Jacob doesn’t want you in the house on your own, and I could be a while.” 
 
    “Okay.” Maybe she was having second thoughts too. “How long will you be?’ 
 
    “Another hour, maybe a bit longer.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll see you at the pub.” 
 
    I’m pretty happy about that decision. Ela’s plan was just going to make trouble all round, and at the moment it’s better to keep a low profile. I’m pretty sure the shit is going to hit the fan soon with this Lucinda thing. 
 
    I can’t figure out why it hasn’t already. 
 
    I call Curley. 
 
    “Are you almost ready to move them?” I ask. 
 
    “Yeah, all set,” he says. “Tell Joe it’s all on for tomorrow.” 
 
    Maybe we’ll get away with it. Maybe Vector’s recordkeeping is so poor they don’t notice one missing prisoner. 
 
    Yeah, right. I put my Com in the pannier. It’s going to be no use to me for a while. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I RIDE TO THE BACK OF THE FARM. When I get there, I check no one’s around then stash the bike just inside the bush line. I signal the dogs to stay with it. I figure if I’ve got this far without anyone seeing me there’s no point in advertising my whereabouts to lurking Willises. Monsanto eyes me, not liking being left behind, then he flops down flat with a sigh, head on paws, obeying the ‘stay’. 
 
    I get the backpack with the food out of the pannier, mainly fruit and sandwich ingredients. Neither Joe nor Lucinda looked in any shape to cook up a storm yesterday. Lucinda was still pretty weak, and Joe just looked shell-shocked. 
 
    I shrug into the pack then follow the track to the waterfall. The bush whispers around me. Light filters through the canopy, plenty of birdsong, everything is normal. 
 
    But I’m tense, got that ‘something is wrong’ feeling. 
 
    Dismiss it. Ela’s back at the pub, Joe and Lucinda are safe in the vault. Curley will get them away tomorrow. 
 
    Maybe I’m just worrying about the fallout. We’ll deal with that when we have to. I’m pretty sure there’s nothing to link us to the rescue. Curley said he’d deleted all the surveillance stuff. 
 
    I get to the clearing and stay on the edge, check I’m still alone. 
 
    No footsteps behind me, birds are still singing, nothing in the clearing. 
 
    It’s all the way it should be. No one else is around. Just the waterfall, the rocks, the trees and the pool. 
 
    But there’s still that nagging feeling of the sky about to fall in. 
 
    I climb up on the rocks. Pull the lever to release the fulcrum. The slab tilts back and I leap down into the entrance area. A shaft of light comes through the opening and hits the heavy metal door. 
 
    I punch my birthday into the key pad beside the door. The entrance stone slides back into place, and that first door whispers open. 
 
    I go into the vault. It stretches out in front of me, white tiles, glass doors, row upon row of shelves with bins. 
 
    The doors whisper as I make my way through the vault. My boots echo on the tiles. I’m about half way through the vault when I see Joe coming towards me three doors down. He’s running. 
 
    Then I see him stop and fumble with the keypad. He barely waits for the door to open before he slides through the gap. Then runs to the next door. 
 
    We meet in the cuttings room. It’s cold. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here.” He wraps his arms around himself and stamps his feet like Nick does when we’re out hunting. “I was getting desperate. Was going to get some help.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Joe turns back the way he’s come and starts moving at a half jog. “Cin’s crook.” He gets to the door, stabs at the keypad like he can’t put the numbers in fast enough, messes up the code. I take over, do it for him. “She’s too hot. And when she talks, it’s like she doesn’t know where she is.” Joe talks fast as he’s jogging to the next door. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Don’t know.” Joe steps back from the door, lets me put the code in this time. “She’s in a lot of pain, and when I give her a drink she vomits. I don’t know what to do for her. She needs a doctor.” 
 
    We go through the door. Now I’m moving as fast as Joe. We get to the kitchen area. 
 
    He goes to the small sleeping area at the back and sits on the edge of the bed. He leans over the bundle there. Murmurs something and strokes the tangle of hair. 
 
    Lucinda rolls over slowly and looks at him as if she isn’t too sure who he is. Her cheeks are red, and her hair is damp and sticking to her face. “Joe?” she asks, like she’s surprised. 
 
    “I’m back.” Joe picks up a cloth from a chair beside the bed and wipes her forehead. 
 
    She looks over at where I’m standing. “Who’s that?” she asks, sounding scared. 
 
    “It’s just Jack.” Joe wipes with the cloth again then brushes the hair off her face with his other hand. 
 
    She closes her eyes. Curls up on her side again, close to him. 
 
    I take off the backpack, drop it by the door. I go into the room, stop by the bed, study the red cheeks and damp tangle of hair, hear the fast, shallow breaths. 
 
    She doesn’t look like she’ll be able to walk across the farm or ride the bike herself. 
 
    How the hell are we going to do this? 
 
    “How long has she been sick?” 
 
    “She was like this when I woke up.” Joe is sitting there on the bed looking at me like I’m the answer to all his prayers. 
 
     “I’ll get her to a doctor,” I say, because it seems like the right thing to say. How am I going to manage that? We aren’t going to get the three of us on the bike. I can’t see her coping with riding pillion anyway. 
 
    “How?” asks Joe. 
 
    It’s a bloody good question. “I’ll bring the doctor here.” But who? From where? 
 
    “How long will it take?” 
 
    “A couple of hours.” 
 
    “That long?” Joe says it like a couple of hours sounds like a lifetime to him. He looks down at Lucinda, touches her cheek. 
 
    “I’ll be as quick as I can.” 
 
    Joe nods then pulls the sheet up around Lucinda, tucking her in. 
 
    * 
 
    By the time I get to the pub, I still haven’t decided what to do. I have to get a doctor for Lucinda, but don’t want to take someone to the vault who isn’t part of this already. I’ve read those war stories full of collaborators and informers. And it’s always the fat doctor. 
 
    I wonder about Curley or Nick or Scott, and whether they’d know someone. 
 
    I stand there in the lounge trying to figure it out. 
 
    Maybe Mum. 
 
    No. Don’t want to get her involved. 
 
    Maybe Fitzgerald. 
 
    No. Too much potential fallout. 
 
    Who? In the end I give in. It’s too big for me to handle. I decide to do what I’m supposed to do if I run into trouble – call Fitzgerald. 
 
    There’s going to be huge trouble from this for everyone then I realise I’ve left my Com in the pannier. 
 
    Fuck. What if Ela has tried to reach me again? Because, in the back of my mind, I know she’s not in the pub. If she was here, she’d be with me. 
 
    Maybe she’s gone to visit Jacob. I push the worry aside. I’ll deal with the Lucinda problem first. 
 
    I use the house Com to ring Fitzgerald. “Police Station. Fitzgerald.” 
 
    “It’s Jack. I’ve got that book you wanted. CatchingFire.” 
 
    There’s a long pause. “Where are you?” he says in the end. 
 
    “At the pub.” 
 
    “Are you able to meet me at the back door?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I’m coming.” 
 
    I’m barely down the steps and by the door when I see Fitzgerald’s car slide into the car park. He gets out. “Got the book?” he asks when he sees me. 
 
    “Inside.” 
 
    He follows me without saying anything. 
 
    He’s calm. I’m not calm. Still no Ela. 
 
    We go upstairs. I feel like I should be walking real slow delaying this. Don’t want to tell him until I’m behind a shut door with him. Figure we are going to need a bit of privacy for this. I’m pretty sure he’s not going to take it well. But as long as we’re moving, Fitzgerald seems willing to wait to find out what’s going on. 
 
    I shut the door. He stands there in the kitchen with his arms folded. 
 
    “Start talking.” He looks around the benches. “I can’t see anything catching fire.” 
 
    I mention the raid to get Lucinda. 
 
    He doesn’t take it well. “Whose idea was that?” 
 
    I shrug. Then I mention hiding Joe and Lucinda at the seed vault. Follow up with the news Lucinda’s sick. 
 
    Fitzgerald breathes out slowly between his teeth. “How bad is she?” 
 
    “Real crook. Needs a doctor.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” 
 
    “Joe thinks it’s something to do with them taking the baby. She’s flushed and vomiting.” 
 
    “Vector took the baby?” he asks. I nod, and he shakes his head then rubs the back of his neck. 
 
    “She was bleeding when we found her,” I say, like she was just sitting there in the woods somewhere, and we happened to come across her. 
 
    “When was that?” 
 
    “Night before last.” 
 
    He doesn’t take that well either. “Great,” he says. “She should have had medical treatment at least twenty-four hours ago. Anyone else know about this?” 
 
    “No. I called you first.” 
 
    “Good.” He unfolds his arms, taps the Com on his wrist. There’s a flash. 
 
    “Johnson. Fitz here. We’ve got a situation.” There’s a mutter from the Com. “The pub. We’ll meet you round the back.” 
 
    Then he turns on me again. “Where’s Jacob’s grandkid?” 
 
    “She’s on her way here.” She should have been here at least an hour ago. She might have gone to see Jacob before coming here, but it isn’t likely. She wanted a romantic evening. So logically she should be waiting for me. 
 
    Dread hits my stomach. 
 
    “Check,” he orders. 
 
    I use the house Com again. Try to call her but she doesn’t answer. 
 
    Fitzgerald’s watching me. I switch on the Locate and see Ela’s Com is in Jacob’s house. Exactly where it shouldn’t be. 
 
    I can feel his eyes on me. I try to act real calm, but I’m pretty sure he can see I’m getting twitchier and twitchier. I switch off the Com and put it back in the holder. 
 
    “Where is she?” says Fitzgerald. 
 
    My heart is pounding like it wants to get out and fly. “At Jacob’s.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She should be here.” 
 
    “Go and get her.” 
 
    “Don’t you need me?” 
 
    “No. Johnson and I will deal with this. Go and get Jacob’s kid now. You’ve got some explaining to do when we’ve sorted out this mess.” 
 
    * 
 
    I fly back to the farm to find Ela. 
 
    Every time I see a vehicle coming towards me, I pray she’s in it. 
 
    But she isn’t. She must still be in Jacob’s house, and she shouldn’t be at the farm on her own. And then I realise there was no sign of her, or the Eco, when I dropped off the bike and picked up the Land Rover. 
 
    So, how did she get there? She has to be there. I might forget my Com sometimes, but Ela doesn’t step out of a room without taking hers with her. 
 
    Maybe she’s in the house and she’s hurt. Tripped over something. I can’t believe how many things I can think of that could have gone wrong. 
 
    * 
 
    The sun’s going down as I go along the driveway towards Jacob’s house. 
 
    If Ela’s inside there should be lights on, but there aren’t. I stop by the front of the house. Monsanto runs up the steps onto the veranda and pushes the door open. It isn’t shut properly. 
 
    Ela wouldn’t leave the door unlocked if she was inside. She’s still jumpy after Scott’s party. I pause and listen. The whole house is in darkness and silence. 
 
    Something’s wrong. The Eco is parked in the garage. The door of the garage is half shut – that’s why I didn’t notice it when I swapped the bike for the Land Rover. 
 
    But there’s still no sign of Ela. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I GO INSIDE AND TURN the passage light on. Light floods the hall, but no Ela. Nothing out of place. 
 
    “Hey,” I call out. 
 
    There’s no answer. No movement. Only silence echoing back. 
 
    I could go to the Land Rover and get the rifle, but the house feels completely deserted. Only a few of the sun’s rays filter through the leadlight panels in the door. The floor creaks. I walk down the passage. Move slowly and quietly. Push each bedroom door open as I go past. Look inside. 
 
    No one. Nothing. 
 
    I walk further down the passage. Come to the door that leads to the dining room. Push the door back wide and go in. In the dining room dust motes dance in the light from the windows. The walls glow softly. The black teeth at the front of the coal range grimace. I turn the light on as I enter. The light hits the room. Makes it seem normal. 
 
    I start to breathe again. That only lasts until I see groceries lying all over the floor like the bag has been dropped and has split. 
 
    Something’s wrong. 
 
    And still no Ela. 
 
    I bend down and pick up the cheese. Pass it from hand to hand. Then I notice the map has gone from where I left it. 
 
    Why would Ela have taken the map? I run my fingers through my hair, look around the room and see her Com sitting on the sideboard. 
 
    Now I really know something has happened to her. Like I said, I might forget about my Com sometimes, but Ela wouldn’t leave hers behind ever. 
 
    I pick up the Com. It’s transmitting. I turn the Transmit off and check the call register. 
 
    The last two calls are with my Com. One from me, one to me. Within five minutes of each other. The second one didn’t complete. She tried to call back almost straight away, but I had my Com turned off. I spin round and run out of the dining room. 
 
    * 
 
    When I get to the veranda, Monsanto stands up. He looks at me as I run past, follows me to the shed. 
 
    It takes only a few seconds to get the Com out of the pannier. 
 
    I flick through the menu. 
 
    One missed call and a message. 
 
    I listen to the message. I can only hear faintly what’s being said, but I can hear enough to recognise Henry and Charlie Willis’s voices. 
 
    They’ve got her. 
 
    Ela must have made the call to my Com without them noticing. 
 
    “Ela Hennessey,” says Henry’s voice in the recording. “We keep bumping into each other.” There’s silence for a while then, “You won’t need this,” he says. There’s a pause and I hear a clunk. I guess he’s taken Ela’s Com and put it on the table or somewhere, because the voices sound further away. But the recording is still clear. 
 
    “Where’s Fraser?” Henry’s voice. 
 
    “I haven’t seen him since this morning.” Ela’s voice. 
 
    “At the pub?” 
 
    “When’s he coming?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Are you expecting him?” 
 
    “No. The food’s for when Jacob gets home.” 
 
    So, Ela is still thinking, and she doesn’t sound too scared. 
 
    I bet she wishes she had my rifle with her. 
 
    But why the hell would she go inside the house? 
 
    To put the groceries away, I guess. 
 
    “What do you think?” Henry asks. 
 
    Then I hear the sound of something being hit. A gasp from Ela, and something falling back. A chair hitting the floor like someone’s stumbled into it. 
 
    They’ve hit her! 
 
    “Is he coming?” Henry asks and there’s silence. 
 
    Maybe Ela nods, because I hear Henry say, “That’s better. Where’s this waterfall, do you know?” 
 
    Ela must have nodded again. 
 
    “Good girl,” says Henry. “You learn fast. You can take us there.” 
 
    “It’s almost dark,” says Ela’s voice. 
 
    “We got torches,” says Charlie. “What do you think we are?” 
 
    “You don’t need me. I’ll tell you how to get there,” says Ela clearly. 
 
    “You’re coming, and you’re going to show us where this is. With any luck, Fraser will try to find you, and we can deal to him too,” says Henry. “Can you see the site from the walkway?” 
 
    “No. You have to follow the creek until you come to a clearing. Then you follow a track off the walkway to find it.” 
 
    Good girl, still thinking. She’s directing them to the fake site, and by the longest way. 
 
    “We need you to take us there. We don’t want to be stumbling around in the dark all night.” 
 
    “You could go in the morning.” 
 
    “Nah. Come on,” Henry says. “Let’s get going before Fraser gets here.” 
 
    I hear footsteps leaving the room, and then there’s silence. 
 
    They’re taking her with them. 
 
    And they hit her. I can’t tell how badly hurt she is. But she’s still talking and walking. 
 
    And going the way she told them to go. It will take at least two hours for them to get there. 
 
    I look at the time of the call. 
 
    She made it at five. Now it is almost six thirty. 
 
    The one thing in my favour is she still seems to be thinking and trying to slow them down. It will take me maybe twenty minutes to drive around to Dickey’s Flat and then walk up the creek. 
 
    I look at my Com again. It’s going to be close. 
 
    I go to the Land Rover and open the back door. 
 
    I check the rifle. Then make sure everything I need is in the back of the vehicle. Knife, some shells, a spotlight and a Swanndri. I stand there running my fingers through my hair, mentally checking if there’s anything else. 
 
    I need to get this right. I keep my imagination under control and move methodically. Monsanto tags at my heels quietly following every movement. 
 
    Five minutes later I’m in the Land Rover, driving coolly as if I’m just going hunting at night, like any other time. 
 
    I can’t afford the sort of mistakes panic causes. 
 
    I don’t use CatchingFire. I don’t need Fitzgerald or Jacob to tell me how completely I’ve fucked up. I don’t think they’d get here in time to be any use anyway. 
 
    * 
 
    I drive through the gorge, turn right, and cross the bridge onto the road to Waitawheta. Then right again to Dickey’s Flat, and it’s taking forever. 
 
    I swing the Land Rover through the bends in the road. Monsanto is thrown against the side of the vehicle. The tar seal finishes and we come to gravel. The Land Rover starts to slide each time I take a bend. 
 
    I must slow down. I don’t want to finish up at the bottom of a bank or wrapped around a tree. 
 
    Finally, I get to the camping ground, turn off the motor and let the momentum carry the Land Rover as far into the grounds as the line of boulders. I get out and leave the driver’s door ajar. I don’t want to risk making any extra noise by shutting it. 
 
    I open the back. I’ve no idea what I’ll be running into so decide to take everything that might come in handy. I put the Swanndri on. Put shells in the pocket. Buckle the knife belt around my waist. Sling the rifle over my shoulder. Hold the spotlight in the other hand. Leave the back door open too. I start walking across the grass of the camping ground. Mon follows at my heels. 
 
    When I get to the bush line, I can’t decide whether to take him with me or not. He could just be another thing to worry about. But he can move quietly through the bush and would chase and attack if I needed him to. He does it with game. I signal him to follow. 
 
    Me and Mon go through the bush making almost no sound. I deliberately keep off all the marked tracks. Instead of going across the swing bridge, I walk along the river bank and then wade across the river. 
 
    I don’t want to take the risk that the Willises are lying in wait for me. Occasionally I turn on the spotlight to get my bearings. There’s just enough light filtering through the trees to help me follow the track to the waterfall. 
 
    As we get closer to the fake site, I hear the creek whispering in the gloom. I work my way through the bush, so the undergrowth deadens the noise of my movements. 
 
    When I’m ten metres from the clearing, I hear the murmuring of voices over the sound of the waterfall. I signal the dog to stay, and creep forward under cover of the trees. As I get closer, the beams from two torches make tracks across the darkness. I move up close and crouch behind a tree near the edge. 
 
    I look around at the scene in front of me. I’m directly behind Henry. He’s got a torch shining on Ela. She’s still in the white dress and little shoes. She’s got a belt tied around her wrist, and Henry’s holding the other end. Charlie’s holding a torch too. They both have their rifles held ready. And I don’t like the way Charlie is staring at her. 
 
    “Is this it?” Henry pulls on the belt around her wrist, so she stumbles towards him. Ela jerks at the belt. 
 
    “Stand still,” says Henry to her. 
 
    “Make me.” She yanks on the belt again. So, she’s still fighting them. Henry just raises his eyebrows at her. 
 
    I need to figure out a way to get her away from them. I don’t want to shoot her accidentally. And I don’t think I could shoot both of the Willises without one of them getting a shot off. Henry plays the light of his torch around the clearing. The trees stand guard. 
 
    “I was expecting something bigger,” he says. 
 
    “Things change.” Now she’s tugging at the belt buckle with her other hand. Henry ignores her, leans the rifle against a tree. One less person who can shoot back. By putting his rifle down, he’s made the odds better.  
 
    Ela has to move with him. She holds the belt with her free hand. Gives a vicious tug. 
 
    Henry shakes his head at her, like she’s starting to get bothersome. I move a bit, so I can see Charlie better. He’ll be the first to get shot now. Ela measures the distance between her and the rifle with her eyes. I see her decide it’s too far for her to get it with Henry holding the end of the belt. 
 
    Then she carefully moves her wrist to check if the belt’s loose enough yet for her to slip her hand out. Henry sees her do it and tugs on the other end to tighten it. The buckle bites into her skin. 
 
    Charlie grunts and shines his torch around the clearing. Stops at the cairn we made. “What’s that?” 
 
    “A pile of rocks. It’s in front of the cave.” Ela rubs at her wrist. But it looks like she’s really working at getting the buckle loose again. That’s good. When I make my move, she needs to be able to get away from Henry fast, so he can’t use her as a shield. I move a bit further around to get a clean shot at Charlie and then at Henry without risking hitting Ela. 
 
    Henry looks at the mound of dirt and pile of stones lit up by the torch. “We’ll have to come back tomorrow if we’re going to shift that. We need to bring some gear with us,” he says to Charlie. 
 
    Charlie nods in the gloom. Then Henry moves again and stares at Ela tethered beside him. “We can’t do anything about the cave at the moment, so we’re going to have some fun.” He puts his torch down on the stones. 
 
    He grabs Ela by her free wrist. Pins it behind her back. 
 
    “Let. Me. Go.” She hits him hard with the other hand. The belt buckle cuts his cheek. 
 
    “Fuck.” He shakes his head, lets her wrist go, then touches his cheek. He checks his fingers and sees the blood. “You’ll pay for that.” He looks over at Charlie. Charlie’s been watching from the side-lines. “Get over here,” says Henry. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHARLIE MOVES OVER to Henry and Ela. He grabs Ela by the shoulders and holds her. Now they are in a little cluster. 
 
    I still can’t risk shooting anyone. 
 
    “Right.” Henry lets go the end of the belt and walks away in a direct line between me and Ela and Charlie. “You two are going to put on a little show for me.” 
 
    Still can’t shoot them without getting Ela. I ease around a bit further. See Ela gauge how far away the rifle is again. Then Charlie leans his gun against the tree beside Henry’s. 
 
    Henry picks up the torch. He takes Charlie’s and positions both torches on a rock, so they shine on Ela and his brother with the waterfall in the background. He sits on the rock, pulls cigarettes out of his pocket and lights up. He breathes out the smoke surveying the scene. 
 
    “Now turn her around, and slowly undress her.” He waves the cigarette at them as if directing a scene. They’re playing the same game as they played with Katie. Like they’re making a Vid without the camera. 
 
    I aim at Henry’s head. Charlie turns Ela around and starts to undo the buttons of her dress. She shoves him hard. But he just smirks and brushes her hands away. 
 
    I move the rifle enough, so Charlie is in my sights. But Ela is too close to him and keeps moving. 
 
    “Make him stop,” she orders Henry, and shoves at Charlie again. 
 
    “He can do what he likes,” says Henry. I get him in my sights, but Ela is in the direct line of fire again. “As long as you can still walk when he’s finished. There’s a mine shaft waiting a bit higher up, and I don’t want to have to carry you there.” 
 
    He takes another pull on his cigarette and then proves he does care how Charlie does things. “No, undo the dress all the way. Slowly – it’s more interesting that way.” He’s back in his role of movie director. The blue smoke curls away from his mouth as he watches Charlie. 
 
    Charlie leers. He grins as if he has played this game before and likes it. Henry gives the directions. He follows them. 
 
    From Henry’s comment about the waiting mine shaft, I figure they mean to kill her. I’m tempted to shoot him now, but there is still a chance of hitting Ela as well. 
 
    Henry leans forward watching. The two rifles are sitting ignored only two metres away. Ela tries to pull away, but Charlie pulls her back. 
 
    He bends down a bit further breathing hard. I need a distraction right now. My brain screams at Ela. Hit Charlie now!  
 
    And she does. Hard. She brings her knee up and gets him right on the nose and floors him. I hear the bones breaking. 
 
    He falls back onto the stones holding his nose and swearing through blood and gristle. Then Ela launches herself at their rifles. 
 
    Charlie is roaring threats and struggling to get up. 
 
    I move towards Henry. 
 
    Henry leaps up to stop Ela. The butt of my rifle crashes down on his skull. He falls to the ground like a sack of meat. 
 
    I put my boot in the middle of Henry’s back to make sure he can’t move, aim my rifle at his brother, just as Ela grabs the first Ruger. 
 
    She picks it up. It’s all clumsy the way she handles it, but she’s serious. She looks like she’s planning on doing some damage. She holds the rifle the way I taught her, jams in the bolt, puts the butt against her shoulder, aims at Charlie. 
 
    “Move again and you’re dead,” she says. It’s all competent enough to keep Charlie still and watching her warily. He squints like the light from the torches is blinding him. He’s probably able to make out the shape of his brother lying on the ground and me standing on Henry, aiming across the clearing. 
 
    Then he looks across at Ela, stunned. I can almost hear him thinking, so much for ‘Sweet and Elite’. 
 
    “Are you all right?” I ask Ela. 
 
    She nods. “I’d almost given up on you.” 
 
    “Keep covering Charlie, so I can take care of Henry.” 
 
    Ela nods. I just hope she can hold it together until we get the situation under control. Though I don’t think I need to worry. The rifle doesn’t even waver. I decide on a bit of insurance for her. Whistle and almost instantly Monsanto comes bounding into the clearing like a puppy let out of a cage. 
 
    He runs up to me. I nod at Charlie and order, “Hold!” 
 
    Mon changes instantly. His hackles go up. His ears go back. He bares his teeth, growling deep inside his throat. He slinks towards Charlie and circles him. 
 
    I can feel Henry start to move under my boot. I know I have to neutralise him fast. He’s the most dangerous. If he regains consciousness before I get him tied up, he could still be trouble. 
 
    With Charlie’s attention fully on the dog and Ela, I take my chance and hit Henry again. He relaxes on the stones. I kick him to make sure he’s right out. I’ve seen the Vids where the villain is faking unconsciousness. I look around for something to tie him up with and remember the belt dangling from Ela’s wrist. I go over to her. 
 
    “What’s this?” I start to undo it. 
 
    “Don’t even ask.” She sounds fierce and moves her hand enough so I can get at the buckle. She still doesn’t give Charlie any hope of escaping without a bullet in him. 
 
    I take the belt off her wrist and walk towards Henry, checking for any sign of movement. I stand beside him keeping away from his arms and legs. Then kick him in the side again, just to be sure. 
 
    No reaction still. 
 
    I straddle him and grab both his arms. Wrench them around behind his back. Tie them together with the belt, pulling it as tight as I can. I’m not worried about circulation. Only that Henry won’t be able to get loose. 
 
    I roll him over. Put my arms around his body and haul him to sitting position then lean him against the rock cairn. I intend asking Henry a few questions when he comes to. 
 
    I check Monsanto and Ela are keeping Charlie under control. They’re doing well. Monsanto circling Charlie, and Ela aiming the Ruger real steady. Charlie is watching them both, holding his bleeding nose but making no effort to move. 
 
    I turn back to Henry and survey my handiwork. Henry’s head lolls forward on his chest. Mouth slightly open. Blood running down the side of his face. But he seems to be breathing. I need to tie up his legs too. The last thing I want is him making a lunge to escape and managing to hide in the bush. I’ve enough respect for Henry’s hunting skills to know that if he gets away he’ll be hard to find, and dangerous. 
 
    I go across to the Ruger still lying on the ground. Lean my gun against a tree and take the sling off the rifle, unload it, take the bolt out, put the shells and bolt in my pack. One less weapon that can be used against us. 
 
    I use the sling to tie Henry’s legs just in time. Henry is starting to groan slightly and trying to move. He’s regaining consciousness. 
 
    I consider hitting him again. It would give me a lot of pleasure, but I want to talk to him and need him conscious for that. 
 
    I go back to Ela, I shrug out of the Swanndri as I walk across the clearing and take the rifle she’s holding off her. I keep it pointed at Charlie, and hand her the Swanndri. 
 
    “Put this on so you warm up.” I wait while she does up the buttons on her dress. Then she gets into the Swanndri. She turns up the cuffs, so they don’t fall over her hands. 
 
    “What now?” Even with the coat on, she’s shivering a bit. Maybe stopping for a chat with the Willises isn’t a good idea. 
 
    “When I’ve got them tied up, we’ll get out of here.” 
 
    She goes and gets my rifle and covers Charlie again. “If there’s any problem, I’ll shoot it,” says Ela. 
 
    I slide the bolt back on the Ruger Ela was using. Unload it, take the sling off. Stroll across to Charlie, holding the unloaded rifle loosely in my hand. 
 
    “You have a choice,” I say to him. “You can take off your belt, crawl over by your brother and then lie on your stomach with your hands behind your back, so I can tie you up, or we can do it the other way.” 
 
    He starts with the, “Fuck off, Fraser.” All those F’s are pretty difficult with a broken nose. I lift the Ruger planning on using the butt on his head the way I did with Henry. 
 
    Charlie shuts up, takes off his belt. Crawls to his brother and lies down. 
 
    I tie him up. Sit him up. And there they are sitting side by side, trussed up like pigs. I relax a bit. I line up the two torches, so they shine directly on my prisoners. Monsanto has already positioned himself just away from them and is watching intently. I know he’ll warn me if either of the Willises move. 
 
    Henry starts to groan. Mon growls and bares his teeth. 
 
    Henry shakes his head, groans, and vomits down the front of his t-shirt. 
 
    He tries to move his arms and legs. When he can’t, he opens his eyes enough to glare at me. He looks uncomfortable, like the belt’s cutting into his hands, and he isn’t feeling well. 
 
    I watch him struggle. He eyes me. Charlie’s the stupid one in this pair. Henry’s got enough brains to be planning to try and stay alive by now. 
 
    What is the next step? Can’t really see them walking out at gun point. Don’t really want to shoot them now Ela is safe. 
 
    “I told you to keep still.” I move the rifle again. 
 
    The Willises keep struggling. “You won’t shoot us,” says Charlie, like he’s reading my mind. “You’re too scared of going to jail.” 
 
    “Take your chances if you like.” I hold the rifle more deliberately. “I know a few mine shafts too. You’d just vanish.” 
 
    Ela glances at me as if she’s wondering how long I was watching her and Charlie and Henry. As if she would have felt a lot better if she’d known I was there. 
 
    “That’s when I turned up. I was trying to work out how to attack both of them at once, and then you hit him.” 
 
    There’s a long pause. Nobody moves or says anything. I’m still sure Henry wants to get out of this alive, and he knows I’ve seen enough to work out their plans for Ela. Probably remembers the whole Katie saga too. 
 
    He stays still and quiet. He’ll remain that way for exactly as long as we have a rifle aimed at him. After that his priorities will change. 
 
    I stand up and put Henry’s and Charlie’s rifles over my shoulder. It’s time to go. “See you later.” 
 
    “You can’t leave us here.” Henry struggles against the belt holding his wrists. 
 
    “It’s a lovely night.” I pick up one of the torches. “Enjoy yourselves.” 
 
    Ela puts my rifle over her shoulder, and we walk slowly to the edge of the clearing. A good imitation of a casual stroll from both of us. Then I turn and look back at the Willises. Not a pretty sight. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ELA AND I START WALKING down the creek bank with Monsanto following. Mon keeps looking back at Charlie and Henry as if not sure what’s going on. I can hear Henry and Charlie cursing and struggling behind us.  
 
    Once we’re far enough away, and they won’t hear us, I start moving faster. All the pretence of a leisurely walk back to the Land Rover disappears. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Ela’s hurrying to keep up. 
 
    I slide down a bank then stop. I hold the torch and the rifle straps with one hand, hold her hand with the other to help her down the bank. Those little shoes she’s wearing weren’t made for walking through the bush. 
 
    “Just buying time.” Ela half-slips, half slides down the bank. “I couldn’t risk moving them. Didn’t want to shoot them.” 
 
    “Why not shoot them?” When she’s on flat ground again, she brushes the leaves and dirt off the Swanndri. I’m a bit cold. Never remember to bring a spare coat. 
 
    “Do you want it back?” she asks. 
 
    “No, I’m fine. Really? You wanted me to shoot them?” And she actually has to think about that before she answers. So much for Sweet and Elite. 
 
    “Okay, shooting them probably isn’t a good idea. Tempting though.” We start moving again following the beam of the torch. I keep hold of her hand to keep her close. “What will they do?” 
 
    “I think they’ll get loose.” A fern frond brushes the barrels of the rifles then bounces back. 
 
    “What then?” 
 
    “Fitzgerald can look after them.” 
 
    “Are we going to the pub now?” Ela’s still struggling to keep up with me. I remember the bloody little shoes and slow down a bit again. The track is narrow and rough. It’s a balance between keeping Ela on her feet and moving fast enough to make sure Charlie and Henry don’t catch up with us. 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll go to the pub. Warn Mum what’s going on. Then I need to find Fitzgerald and talk to him again.” 
 
    “Why have you been talking to Fitzgerald?” asks Ela, walking fast beside me, nearly jogging and puffing a bit as she talks. 
 
    “Lucinda’s sick. I needed a doctor. I figured he’d know who to call.” 
 
    “How sick?” 
 
    “Really crook.” 
 
    “Is she going to be all right?” 
 
    “Don’t know yet.” We get back to the Land Rover, throw the gear in and shut the back as soon as Monsanto’s inside. I turn to Ela. She’s watching me. Looks exhausted now. The bruise on her cheek is black in the moonlight. 
 
    I put my arms around her, lean against the back of the Land Rover. Pull her closer, her arms slide around my waist. She tucks her head under my chin. 
 
    I hold her tight. I can’t believe how close I came to losing her. But right now, the first priority has to be to get out of the camping ground fast. 
 
    “We’ve got to keep moving,” I say into her hair. “I have no idea how long it will take the Willises to get free.” 
 
    Ela nods, and I let her go. She goes around the Land Rover, opens the door of the passenger side and gets in. I get in the other side. Doors slam, and we leave at the speed of light. I slow down when we’re well away from the camp, start driving back to town a bit more normally. 
 
    “Charlie hit me,” Ela says when the trees aren’t flashing past quite so fast. 
 
    “I heard that. It was on the Com.” 
 
    “I’ve never been hit before. It was terrifying.” 
 
    I reach over and touch her cheek. It feels hot, must be sore. 
 
    She pulls her head away a bit. “It still hurts.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “You could kiss it better.” 
 
    “Not funny. I shouldn’t have let the Willises get to you.” 
 
    “It was my fault,” says Ela. “I should have listened to you.” 
 
    “What happened? Why were you at the house?” 
 
    “I was already at Jacob’s when you made the call, so I thought I’d put the food in the fridge before I went to find you.” 
 
    That’s Ela, not too great at doing what she’s told. 
 
    “You were supposed to go back to the pub.” 
 
    “Yes, that is what I was going to do, but I went inside first, and Henry and Charlie were already there. The house was all the way it should have been, except Henry Willis was sitting at the table, big and dark and menacing. He was smoking a cigarette and looking at the fake map. The rifle was on the table in easy reach.” 
 
    “I should have been there. You shouldn’t have been alone.” I have to change gear and go around a corner. 
 
    “Does Fitzgerald know about the raid to rescue Lucinda?” 
 
    I can see her face reflected in the glass watching the dark flash by. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How did he take it?” 
 
    “Not good.” 
 
    “Is that an understatement?” 
 
    I nod.  
 
    “Does Jacob know too?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
    “That’s not good,” says Ela. 
 
    “No, the fallout from this is going to be interesting.” I flick a glance at her, wave my hand at her cheek and her damaged wrist. “And that.” 
 
    “I’ll protect you.” She looks over at me and grins. 
 
    “I’m going to need it.” I change gear again, slow down, stop at the turn off to the main road, pull my Com out of the glove box, hand it to Ela. “Text Fitzgerald. Tell him you’re safe. We’ll have service now.” 
 
    Ela starts tapping away at the screen, and I get moving again, see the flash. She puts the Com on the dashboard. As we drive back to town, she tells me the rest of what happened with Henry and Charlie. 
 
    “As soon as I saw Henry, I slid my thumb across my Com to reconnect with you.” She sounds a bit frightened, but mostly she sounds really annoyed at letting herself get caught. 
 
    “Doing that probably saved your life. At least when I came looking for you, I knew what had happened and where they were taking you.” 
 
    “That’s what I was hoping.” In the dark she looks over at me, all hair and eyes. “I just hoped you were listening to it all. So you’d know they were waiting for you.” 
 
    “I wasn’t listening.” An old ute comes towards us, with its lights on full beam, they nearly blind me, goes. “I put my Com in the pannier.” Another stupid mistake. That one nearly cost Ela her life. 
 
    “I’m glad I didn’t know that.” The Com on the dashboard flashes. Ela picks it up and reads the text. 
 
    “Fitzgerald?” I ask, and she nods. “What does he say?” 
 
    “He’s at the station. Meet him there.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Ela slides across the bench seat, so she’s closer to me. I put my arm around her and drive one-handed. “How are you going to change gear?” she asks. 
 
    “I’ll figure something out.” 
 
    I feel like pulling over to the verge, stopping the Land Rover, and just holding her. Not an option with Fitzgerald waiting in town for us and the Willises behind us trying to get free. I should have taken Henry’s keys, so they had to walk into town. Just another mistake in a long list of them. 
 
    “What happened then?” 
 
    “Charlie Willis came into the room and blocked my way. He must have been in one of the bedrooms watching me walk down the passage.” 
 
    “The creep.” I hold her a bit tighter. 
 
    “He’s strange,” she says. 
 
    And the story went on from there. 
 
      
 
    While Henry and Charlie concentrated on the map, Ela eyed the Com. She thought maybe she could use the HazeApp and get away from them. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” said Henry. “You wouldn’t have time to call for help even if you got to it. We need you to take us there. We don’t want to be stumbling around in the dark all night.” 
 
    “You could go in the morning,” Ela suggested. 
 
    “Nah. Come on.” Henry folded up the map and put it in his pocket. “Let’s get going before Fraser gets here. We’ll deal with him later.” 
 
    He picked up his rifle and walked towards the door, pushing Ela ahead of him. They got to the carpark at Karangahake, Henry got out and put his rifle in the tray but kept his hand near it. 
 
      
 
    “I was hoping I’d get a chance to run then,” says Ela. “But I didn’t. Then I looked around the carpark for anyone who would help. Not a single car, not a single soul wandering around. Even the bush looked unhelpful.” 
 
      
 
    Charlie got out of the ute. “I thought you wanted to get Fraser too.” 
 
    “Not yet,” said Henry. “We’ll deal with her first, then him. Fraser’s sure to try and find her. He likes being the hero.” 
 
    Then Charlie went around to the back of the ute and picked his rifle up out of the tray. 
 
    “Don’t wave that thing around,” Henry snarled at him. “Put it down.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t think they’d fall for going through the tunnel,” says Ela. “So I walked past that track and along the side of the mountain. As we walked along the walkway, it was getting darker and darker. Charlie gave Henry one of the torches, and we followed the narrow beam of light. When we crossed the small wooden bridge, I deliberately looked down at the river on the other side. That bridge marked the way up to the waterfall where the vault is.” 
 
      
 
    Henry suddenly stopped. “Where do we go up?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Ela, and she looked around like she was confused. She was still trying to slow him down. 
 
      
 
    “But he shook me,” says Ela, sounding indignant. “So, I decided not to antagonise him after that. I pointed to the wooden bridge in front of us. I told him to go over the bridge and along the walkway a bit further. I was cold. It was getting dark, and all I had on was this thin little dress and ballet shoes. I wasn’t dressed for a walk in the bush at night.” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” said Henry. “Follow me. You come behind her,” he said to Charlie and then turned to Ela. “Stay close and no tricks.” 
 
    They walked along the bank in single file, working their way up the slope and sometimes climbing over rocks. Henry lit the way with his torch, and Ela kept close, so she could see. 
 
      
 
    “And that’s when I tried to get away,” says Ela. “I saw my chance.” 
 
      
 
    Charlie climbed along behind her, his torch shining everywhere except straight ahead. She could hear him puffing and wheezing. She didn’t like how close he sounded. She could almost feel his breath on her neck. Suddenly she felt the rifle barrel move up the back of her leg. She frantically pushed it away, slipped and grabbed Henry’s t-shirt. 
 
      
 
    “It made him drop the torch. The torch landed in the water and went out.” 
 
    “Clumsy of him,” I say. 
 
    “Yeah.” Ela grins at me. 
 
      
 
    Henry grabbed her arm again and glared at his brother. “Keep your mind on the job.” He took a step towards Charlie. “Now I’ve dropped my torch.” 
 
    Charlie smirked at Ela. She moved closer to Henry. She thought he was less of a threat than Charlie, but she was wrong. 
 
    “Give me that,” said Henry. He grabbed for the torch Charlie was holding. “You get down there and get the other one.” As Henry reached for the torch, he let go Ela’s arm. Charlie climbed down the bank and into the water. He reached for the torch, and Henry shone the light on it to help him. 
 
      
 
    That was her chance. She ran at Henry and shoved him. He lost his balance and disappeared over the bank. She leapt off the rock and dived for the edge of the bush before they had time to move and then ran. She didn’t know where she was going. She only knew she was safer on her own than with them. 
 
    Suddenly alone in the dark, she looked around wildly worried if they got close and she moved they’d see her, and if she stood still they might crash into her. But she was in a white dress in the bush, and they had torches, so seeing her was the most likely thing. She kept moving away from the noise they were making. She stepped as quietly as possible, heart pounding in her chest. When she hadn’t heard any noise for a while and couldn’t see the light from the torches, she relaxed. She thought she’d lost them and started to breathe more easily. She crouched low behind a bush, planned on staying there and giving them time to be a long way away before she started moving again. Then she stood up ready to move as quietly as she could through the bush away from the clearing. 
 
    Now it was just a matter of trying to find her way home. She moved on cautiously, treading lightly and working through the bush carefully. The ferns caressed her face and arms as if they were trying to hide her. She pushed them aside and crept through the darkness. 
 
    Suddenly she was caught in the beam of light. She could see Charlie’s face in the shadow behind the torch. 
 
    “I’ve got her,” he called out. She spun around ready to dive back the way she’d come, but another torch came on, and she was caught in the cross beam. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” said Henry the way he did at the house. “Try that again, and I’ll let Charlie loose on you.” He took his belt off, slid the end of the belt through the buckle. “We need to take some precautions.” He grabbed her arm, slipped the loop over her hand and pulled it tight. 
 
      
 
    “That’s how I finished up with the belt around my wrist.” She waves the damaged wrist, so I can see it. “They were taking precautions. Not long after that we got to the clearing, and then you turned up and rescued me.” 
 
    “You were doing all right,” I say. “I couldn’t believe it when I saw you knee Charlie.” 
 
    “That was very satisfying,” says Ela. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    WE GET TO THE PUB and go up the stairs.  
 
    Mum appears behind us. 
 
    “I thought I heard something. What are you doing here? Weren’t you picking up Jacob and staying the night with him?” 
 
    “We got the day wrong,” I lie. “He isn’t coming home until tomorrow.” 
 
    Mum looks like she doubts I would get the wrong day but lets it pass. 
 
    “Fitzgerald called. He wants you at the station now.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    “Why does Fitzgerald want to see you in the middle of the night?” Mum asks. 
 
    I shrug. Mum lets that pass too. Then she stares at the bruise on Ela’s cheek and takes in her raw looking wrist. “What happened, Ela?” 
 
    “The Willises got me. Charlie hit me.” Ela sounds cross again. 
 
    “Jack are you going to tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    “Soon.” I turn and go down the staircase again. “If Henry or Charlie turn up before I get back, call me. I’ll come straight here.” 
 
      
 
    “What about Monsanto?” Ela asks, as we get out of the Land Rover at the station. 
 
    “Leave him there.” We walk to the light in the doorway, go in. 
 
    “What happened?” Fitzgerald asks, looking first at Ela, then at me. 
 
    “The Willises had her. Listen to this.” I hand Fitzgerald my Com. 
 
    Fitzgerald takes it and listens. He turns the Com off and holds it in his fist. “Are they looking for the vault?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I flop onto a chair. “They haven’t found it. Ela took them to another waterfall.” I rub my forehead. “What happened with Lucinda?” 
 
    “Doctor’s with her. He’ll stay with her until the morning. Then we’ll decide what to do.” 
 
    “Will she be all right?” 
 
    “Yeah. She needed antibiotics. Johnson says it was lucky you called for help when you did.” 
 
    One thing he approves of. “Are they still at the vault?” 
 
    “No. They’ve been moved to a safe house where they should have been taken right from the start.” Fitzgerald moves on. “Where are the Willises now?” 
 
    “You got those maps of the mountain?” 
 
    Fitzgerald nods and goes into his office. Comes back with a map. Sits down on the chair beside me and spreads the map out on the table. Ela moves to the other side of me. Leans over to see the map better. 
 
    “Here.” I point at the fake site. 
 
    “That’s nowhere near the vault. Why would they believe it was there?” 
 
    “We made a map to trick them,” says Ela. 
 
    “You made a map?” Fitzgerald is shitty. He’d warned us off enough times. “What was that meant to achieve?” 
 
    I interrupt to take the heat off Ela. “I was trying to keep them away from the vault and give you time to sort out Vincent.” 
 
    “But it didn’t go quite to plan?” 
 
    “Not quite.” I rub the side of my mouth. “I didn’t think they’d go after Ela.” 
 
    “It didn’t occur to you to call me again when you found they had her. Get some more help?” asks Fitzgerald. 
 
    “I didn’t have time. And I knew you were busy.” 
 
    “Not that busy. Call for help when you need it.” 
 
    “Okay.” I sound exhausted. 
 
    “How are Henry and Charlie?” asks Fitzgerald. I think he heard the tiredness and backed off. 
 
    I give Fitzgerald a sidelong look. 
 
    “That good?” he asks. 
 
    “Yeah. I split Henry’s skull. Ela broke Charlie’s nose.” 
 
    Fitzgerald looks at Ela, a bit surprised. “That right?” 
 
    She nods. 
 
    “Now I have to clean up after you again,” says Fitzgerald in that tone of voice teachers use when they’re trying to sort out a problem kid. He leans forward, his elbows on the table, arms still folded. “What I hear is Henry and Charlie are in the bush tied up, one with a broken nose and the other with a split skull, waiting to be arrested. Is that right?” 
 
    “No, I think they’ll get loose, pretend nothing has happened.” 
 
    Fitzgerald looks doubtful. “Why would they do that?” 
 
    “They’ve messed up. They just abducted someone, so they’ll know you’ll be after them. And they’ve let Vincent down, and they’re already scared of him. I think they’ll disappear.” 
 
    Fitzgerald leans back in his chair and gives that some thought. “Yeah. Maybe they’ll do us a favour and leave. So, what are you doing now?” 
 
    “We’ll go back to the pub. If I’m wrong, and they come after me, I don’t want Mum on her own. I’ll call you if there’s a problem.” 
 
    “Make sure you do, and we’ll keep an eye out for them too,” says Fitzgerald. “In the morning go visit Jacob. Tell him what’s been going on.” 
 
    Yeah, right. Telling Jacob anything about today is something I’ll put off for as long as I can. Even when we pick him up, I’m not planning on mentioning any of it unless he does. 
 
    Fitzgerald catches the silence. “You’re going to have to face him some time,” he says. 
 
    * 
 
    The next day, Jacob is sitting in his arm chair in his lounge. He’s watching Ela. We’ve just picked him up from the hospital. 
 
    I’m sitting on the couch. Ela’s curled up beside me, all tiny skirt and shiny red boots and long cloak. Those hours in the bush yesterday frightened her more than she’s saying. They made her quiet again. 
 
    “You two getting on then?” Jacob asks. He doesn’t look happy about that. 
 
    Ela nods, and leans further into me. Jacob doesn’t look too happy about that either. The chair he’s sitting on is slashed. His crutches are beside him. Mug and sausage roll on the side table. He watches us. 
 
    I’m watching back, waiting for the broadside. He’s just gathering up ammunition. 
 
    His first move is to nod at the bruise on Ela’s cheek, then move his eyes to me. 
 
    “Jack, why was Ela alone in the house and not with you?” 
 
    Before I answer, Ela jumps in with a jumbled explanation of me working, and her arriving back early after visiting him and deciding to wait for me at the house. 
 
    Jacob looks from me to her like he knows he isn’t being told the whole story. “Did you arrange for Ela to meet you at the house, then weren’t there when she turned up?” He looks away to Ela and back at me again. Waiting for clarification. 
 
    “Yes,” I say. 
 
    Ela jumps in again. “Jack called me and told me he’d be late and not to go to the house. I decided to ignore that.” 
 
    “Stay out of this, Ela,” Jacob orders. “This is between Jack and me.” 
 
    He turns to me again. “You disobeyed a direct order?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say again. 
 
    “Explain.” And Jacob just sits there, waiting. 
 
    I tell why I was held up. Tell him about Lucinda being sick and needing to get a doctor and leaving Ela on her own. I figure that’s what he wants to hear, me admitting I got it wrong. I’m pretty sure Fitzgerald would already have told him. 
 
    “You were told to protect her,” says Jacob. 
 
    Ela butts in again. “You’re being unfair, Jacob. It was my decision, not Jack’s, and he had to help Lucinda.” 
 
    “Stay out of this.” He turns back to me. “Why was Lucinda in the vault?” 
 
    I tell him about rescuing Lucinda. It goes down about as well as I expected it would. 
 
    Ela butts in. “Someone had to rescue her. They couldn’t just leave her there. You and Fitzgerald weren’t doing anything.”  
 
    “Stay out of this,” he warns her again. If she keeps this up, Jacob will have a go at her not me. Maybe that’s what she wants. She’s trying to deflect him, protect me like she said she would. 
 
    He focuses back on me. Explains all his objections to the way we rescued Lucinda. Turns out he already knows Nick, Scott and Curley were there and will be having a word with them soon. He doesn’t appear to know Ela was there. That’s one thing in my favour. 
 
    “It wasn’t Jack’s fault,” Ela butts in again. “Joe and Nick were going to do it anyway.” 
 
    “Jack should have talked them out of it.” 
 
    “They were going anyway.” She’s starting to get angry. “It was their idea. Jack couldn’t have talked them out of it, so he had to help them.” 
 
    At that Jacob turns and looks at her. “And where were you while this was happening? Why do you know so much about it?” 
 
    Ela glances at me. I shake my head, the tiniest movement. It’s all over before Jacob turns my way again. Ela doesn’t enlighten him. Says she was in bed at the pub. 
 
    Jacob continues to ask questions, and I answer them. If Ela interrupts, he tells her to stay out of it. If it looks like I’m sliding over any details, trying make things look better, he barks a question at me along the lines of ‘whose idea was that?’ and ‘you did that how?’ I don’t mention the HazeApp. Just say we hid in the utes. 
 
    When I’m finally finished talking, I hear a lot about not being able to follow instructions. In fact, he points out at length everything we did wrong including using the vault instead of a safe house. 
 
    “You went directly against orders you were given,” says Jacob. “You could have been captured and interrogated. You have endangered everyone. Joe and Lucinda are fugitives now. And Vector will take some sort of punitive action because of what you did.” 
 
    Like me, he’s pretty puzzled why that hasn’t started already. He’s especially not too happy we did it all without checking with him or Fitzgerald first. 
 
    I sit there and take it. 
 
    Ela’s given up arguing with him. But her hand snakes out of the cloak to hold mine. We don’t tell him we didn’t consult him and Fitzgerald because we didn’t think they’d go for the idea. That might set him off again. 
 
    Actually, he could have saved his breath. After the way I felt when I knew the Willises had Ela, I’m planning on listening if I’m given an order by Jacob or Fitzgerald from now on. 
 
    “We’re just starting to trust you, and you do this. You’re no use to us if you’re a loose cannon,” says Jacob. 
 
    I’m starting to think this is going to go on forever. 
 
    Then Jacob finally starts to wind down. 
 
    “If you can’t follow orders, if you do things that aren’t authorised, you’re a liability,” he snarls as a final shot. He goes quiet, leans back in the chair, and shuts his eyes. 
 
    I’ll need to get out of his line of sight for a while. He’s capable of revving up again. 
 
    Then Ela gets a call. She pulls the Com out of her cloak pocket. “Hi Mum,” she says. A long silence as the person on the other end talks. 
 
    “Already?” she asks. “But you’re early.” More talking from the Com. “Here?” asks Ela. “Why?” 
 
    Still more talking from the other end as Ela listens. “Okay. I’ll see you in a couple of hours,” says Ela reluctantly. 
 
    She sits there focusing on the Com then she eases herself away from me. She slides to the other end of the couch and puts the Com back in her pocket. 
 
    “That was Mum.” Ela stands up and wanders across to the window, looks out of it. “She got in from Paris this morning and she’s getting a ride with someone. She wants to stay the night here then drive home with me.” 
 
    I can’t figure out what just happened. One minute she’s snuggling up and trying to defend me, then her mum rings, and she goes all distant. 
 
    Really distant. 
 
    Remote even. 
 
    Jacob’s watching Ela like he can’t figure out what’s going on with her either. Why is she suddenly acting all Elite just because her Mum is coming in a few hours? 
 
    I need to find out what just happened. I need to get away from Jacob but keep Ela with me. 
 
    I stand up. “I’ll feed the dogs,” I say. “Do you want to help?” I ask Ela. 
 
    Ela nods. 
 
    Jacob watches us leave the room. He doesn’t comment. We go to the garage to find the dog food, like we’ve done almost every morning and evening since she arrived. 
 
    “Your Mum’s coming to pick you up early?” I ask as I open the fridge. 
 
    “Yes,” says Ela quietly. 
 
    “And you haven’t told her about us?” 
 
    Ela shakes her head. “You wanted to keep it from Jacob.” She’s still really quiet and reserved for her. 
 
    “That’s different. You can see how Jacob is with me,” I say as I take out the dog roll. “Nothing I do is right.” I dump the roll on the board ready to cut it into pieces. “What just happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Ela doesn’t look at me. 
 
    “Have you gone off me?” 
 
    “No.” She touches my arm tentatively. “I care about you. I just haven’t said anything to Mum and Jacob.” 
 
    “Are you still leaving?” I shake off her hand. 
 
    She nods, then picks up the knife and cuts three pieces. “You know I have to go,” she says, putting the knife back on the board.  
 
    I don’t say anything. I take the end of the roll and put it into the fridge. Slam the fridge door shut and grab the lumps of dog food. Go out of the garage and over to the dogs. 
 
    Ela watches me go. I let the dogs off. Watch them run around the paddock for a while. 
 
    Her mum’s arriving a day early. 
 
    I can’t believe it. 
 
    I take a serve from Jacob, and then that call happens. She’s going home tomorrow, and I thought we’d still have another whole day together. Now it could be months before I see her again. And she’s acting like she doesn’t want to be around me anymore. Despite what she says. 
 
    I can’t figure her out. I stand there and think about what’s just happened. 
 
    She was a bit quiet this morning. I put that down to a reaction to the Willises abducting her. Then she was really fierce with Jacob, trying to convince him none of what happened was my fault. 
 
    Then she started acting real strange from the moment she knew her mother was coming to get her. 
 
    It was the call from her mother that changed things. 
 
    But why? None of it adds up. 
 
    Then when I try to find out what’s going on, I snarl at her instead. I can’t figure me out either. I give my head a scratch. The dogs have done at least ten laps of the paddock before I start to work out what’s going on. 
 
    It was the call from her mother that confused things for Ela. In her Elite world it’s all ‘talk but no do’. The Local way is the opposite. Keep the talking down to a minimum but show the other person how you feel. 
 
    That has its advantages. Seems every time I open my mouth at the moment, I have a go at her. All her life she’s been taught sex is wrong. When she’s with me, she knows what she’s been told is flawed, that the Elite way isn’t always right. 
 
    Then her mum made that call, and it’s like a little bit of the Elite world touched her. She’s anxious about us already, and I do my thing and upset her more. 
 
    I know she has to go home, and I just made it harder for her. 
 
    I need to fix things. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IT TAKES A WHILE to work out a plan. 
 
     I need to talk to Ela, and it needs to be when we’re not surrounded by hostile grandfathers or Elite mothers. 
 
    I look back at the house, and there’s Ela standing on the back porch watching me. 
 
    When she sees me look over at her, she catches her lip between her teeth and then gives a hesitant little half smile, so I walk over and lean against the post that’s holding the clothesline up, casual like, hands in my pockets. 
 
    “Do you want to talk?” I ask. Sometimes I hope she’ll run up and throw her arms around me. But the throwing of arms has never happened. She always just smiles and waits for me to go to her. 
 
    She never runs over or hugs me or kisses me first. Elite just don’t do that stuff. They dress sexy, but it’s all ‘look but don’t touch’. 
 
    She nods, so I leave the post to support itself and go over to her. This time she even steps back a bit when I get close. 
 
    I’m standing near Jacob’s back porch trying to work out what to say to make things right again. I look around, hands still in my pockets. I don’t put my arms around her. Don’t want to push my luck. Might stick with talking for a while. 
 
    But the silence is getting bad. “Nice day,” I say. 
 
    Ela giggles. “What are you doing?” She’s smiling, sort of thawing. 
 
    I try again. “Do you want to come check the vault with me?” 
 
    Ela bites the side of her lip then nods. “I’d like that,” she whispers and starts to go back inside the house. “I’ll go and tell Jacob what we’re doing.” 
 
    I really don’t think that’s a good idea. If I let her go back inside, he might not let her out. 
 
    “No. Just come. Let him suffer.” The way he was looking at us when we were curled up together on the couch, I might never get to see her again. 
 
    She giggles at that. “The way he made you suffer?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    She looks down at what she’s wearing. “I’m not dressed for the bike.” 
 
    She’s right. She’s all Elite from when we picked up Jacob. “Just grab your farm boots and Swanndri.” I know they’re in the laundry. She doesn’t have to go past Jacob to get them. 
 
    “Okay,” she says. “And I’ll yell at him from the door then run. He won’t be able catch me on those crutches.” 
 
    * 
 
    She goes and gets the gear and, sure enough, yells that we’re going to check the vault. Shuts the door before she gets an answer, so she doesn’t think Jacob approves either. 
 
    She comes over and hands me the boots and Swanndri. She wraps her cloak tighter around her. The air is cool, but it isn’t really cold. We walk to the shed where the bikes are. 
 
    She looks up at me. A bit of hair falls over her face. “You know I have to leave.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I don’t have to like it.” I reach out and tuck the curl back behind her ear. So much for sticking with talking. 
 
    She smiles at the touch. 
 
    I put my arm around her.  
 
    Once we are inside the shed, out of sight of the house, I put down the boots and coat on the old trailer and hold her so she’s leaning against me. Her head tucked under my chin, I hold her close, and she seems happy to stay there. 
 
    “I don’t want to go,” she mumbles into my shirt. 
 
    I don’t want her to go either. I want us to stay like this forever. Bodies close, my arms around her, the touch and smell of her filling me. 
 
    I lean back against the trailer, sit on the side of it, pull her still closer, so she’s standing between my legs and our faces are at the same height. 
 
    There’s silence. As usual she can’t stand it. 
 
    “Why were you so cross before?” 
 
    “Your mum rang, and all of a sudden you were leaving tomorrow. I’d prepared myself for it happening in a couple of days, and suddenly it’s tomorrow.” 
 
    She pulls back a bit, looks at me. Some shadowy light filters through the cracks in the old shed, just enough to see a small frown hover. 
 
    “What’s changed now?” she asks, like I’m just a puzzle to her. “I still leave tomorrow.”  
 
    I touch her face, run my fingers along the bruise on her cheek. She tips her head a bit towards my palm and closes her eyes. 
 
    I gently brush the hair back from her face then touch her lips. Her eyes open again, and she smiles at me. I can just see her face in the gloom of the shed. Her hair falls softly on the shoulders of her cloak. Her eyes flash silver in the gloom. 
 
    She reaches out and touches my face too. Then she slides her hands to my neck and kisses me. Her body pressed into mine. 
 
    I kiss her back knowing by this time tomorrow she’ll be gone. I won’t see her again for ages. 
 
    The cloak and Swanndri are in the way, but I can feel the warmth and shape of her against me. I slide my hands inside her cloak around her waist and pull her even closer. And tonight, she’ll be here, and I’ll be at home. 
 
    We stay like that. Her standing, me half sitting, my hands on her hips, hers on my shoulders. 
 
    Sadness leaks into me. I press my forehead against hers. 
 
    It’s unbearable. But I’ve worked out a way I can make it nearly acceptable. 
 
    After a while I pull away. “I’ve got a plan,” I say. 
 
    “Really?” She looks at me sideways. “I hope this plan doesn’t involve the Willises or maps.” 
 
    I give her a bit of an eye-roll. “I’m trying to be serious here.” 
 
    “Sorry. What’s the plan?” 
 
    “I apply for University. Go to the City.” They say follow your dreams. It’s just lucky the dream happens to be in the same place as Ela is going to be. “What do you think of that?” I watch her to see what she’s thinking. I can’t tell. 
 
    “Think of what?” asks Ela. 
 
    “Me coming to the City.” 
 
    “Why?” She pulls away from me a little. 
 
    “I want to be an engineer. I can train.” 
 
    “Just so you can be an engineer?” 
 
    “Now you’re being difficult.” I know what she wants me to say, but it just won’t come out. 
 
    “I’m not the only one being difficult,” says Ela. “You’re going to help repopulate the world after all?” 
 
    “It won’t be for long. Jacob says things are about to change.” 
 
    Ela tips her head to one side, then she reaches out and touches my cheek again. “Why do you really want to come to the City?” she asks softly. 
 
    I guess she’s figured it out but wants me to tell her. See, all talk, no do, those Elite. And there’s a fair bit of her granddad in her. He likes to over-talk stuff too. 
 
    “Because I like you,” I say finally. “And you can make do with that for a while, and we’ll see how it goes.” 
 
    “That’s big of you.” She really pulls away from me this time. “You like me.” She takes off the cloak, puts it on the trailer and picks up the Swanndri, and pulls it over her head. “And I can make do with that for a while, and we’ll see how it goes.” 
 
    Her eyes laugh at me. At least she’s not cross. She sits down on the trailer beside me and puts the farm boots on. Then she stands, goes over to the bike, and climbs on. 
 
    I get out my Com, hold it up. 
 
    “Look over here,” I say. She looks over at me, hair flying and half of it over her face, and smiles. 
 
    I take a picture. 
 
    “What’s that for?” 
 
    “Lonely nights at the University,” I say, and she giggles. 
 
    * 
 
    We go and check the vault, note the temperatures of the different rooms, fill in the log books, clean up the mess left after Lucinda and Joe.  
 
    Afterwards, as we leave the glass doors whisper closed. 
 
    “What now?” Ela’s hand creeps into mine as the rock swings shut. The waterfall tumbles into the pool beside us. 
 
    This is the last time we’ll be alone together before she leaves. I guess her mum will have arrived at Jacob’s by the time we get back to the house. Ela won’t be coming home with me tonight. 
 
    “I have to stay at Jacob’s tonight,” she says. 
 
    “I know.” I turn around enough to kiss her. 
 
    She lets my fingers go. “And you can’t stay with me.” Her hands slide up around my neck. 
 
    “Like I’d want to, with a hostile grandfather and an Elite mother around.” 
 
    Ela giggles and kisses me again. “I can understand that,” she murmurs, then pulls away. She crosses her arms, grabs the sides of her Swanndri, pulls it over her head, and drops it on the rock beside us. Then she takes the sides of my Swanndri and goes to lift it over my head. I raise my arms, bend and wiggle a bit to help her. My t-shirt comes off at the same time. 
 
    She runs her fingers down my chest, kisses me again. Then sits down on the rock and starts to undo the laces on her boots. 
 
    I figure she’s not planning on swimming this time. I kneel, move her hands away and undo the laces for her. Take off her boots, then her socks, and she sits there all long, tanned legs up to that tiny skirt she’s wearing. She leans forward and kisses me again then presses her forehead against mine. I drop my head and bury it in her lap. She curls her body over me and strokes my hair and cheek. 
 
    * 
 
    A pile of clothes on a layer of ferns is a fine place to make love to someone for the last time too. 
 
    There’s not going to be any of this in the City. 
 
    Ela says you are not even allowed to kiss there. 
 
    There are laws against it. 
 
    * 
 
    By the time we get back to the house, her mum’s arrived. She’s standing on the veranda with Jacob. I’ve met her mum before, but the woman standing on the porch looks like the mother of the Ela I met in Jacob’s dining room two weeks ago. Not how she used to look when she was living here with Ela’s dad. Now she’s Elite: cloak, makeup, high heels, blonde hair piled on the top of her head. 
 
    We walk towards them. I’m not too sure where I stand with Jacob. No idea about the mother. The mother steps off the porch and makes her way towards me, hand held out. “Jack, I hear I have you to thank for Ela’s rescue.” 
 
    I wipe my hand on my Swanndri before taking hers. I shake without saying anything. Then she turns to Ela and just touches her arm to greet her. 
 
    “How are you Ela?” 
 
    “Hi, Mum. I’m fine.” 
 
    “Oh, your poor face.” The mother turns to Jacob. “It’s good the school term is almost over. Ela will have time to recover.” 
 
    She doesn’t mention that Ela’s been suspended, I notice. Ela’s just standing there by her mum. 
 
    “We should go into town soon,” says the mum. “I’d like to see Patsy again and thank her for looking after you.” 
 
    “Maybe you should leave it until tomorrow. Mrs Fraser starts work soon,” Ela says. 
 
    “Will that be all right?” the mum asks Jacob. 
 
    “It will be fine,” says Jacob. 
 
    “I gotta go.” I need to go home, talk to Mum about this change of plan. Talking to Jacob can wait until tomorrow. It’s problematic again. He keeps looking at me speculatively. Like he still might have opinions he’d like to share. 
 
    Ela nods. “Will I see you tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll come here early.” We’ve talked the plan through and think it will work. I’ll go to the City, and we’ll find a way to see each other. 
 
    I open the driver’s door of the Land Rover. Monsanto leaps in ahead of me, moves across and sits up on the passenger seat ready to go. I climb in too and slam the door shut. Wave again. Then go along the driveway. 
 
    Like none of this matters. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AT HOME, EVERYTHING’S QUIET. Mum’s still working. I’ve got a plan, but it needs to wait until I can talk about it with her. I don’t want to sleep or watch a Vid. I don’t feel like doing anything. But I don’t feel like doing nothing either, so decide it’s a good time to check out Vincent’s room. He hasn’t been around for the last few days and I figure, if he’s gone, I might find something he’s left behind that will tell us what he’s been up to. 
 
    I slip into the guest wing, without anyone seeing, and check the corridor. It’s empty. I activate that HazeApp, then go to the office and lift the set of keys Mum gives the cleaners. I figure she won’t miss them this late, and the cleaners won’t be back until the morning. 
 
    I unlock the door to Vincent’s room and go in, being pretty cautious. I’m not planning on getting caught. I’ve seen Vincent in action. I’ve got the wrist guard on. Got the Locate on, my Com off. 
 
    I look around. It’s all pretty tidy. No coffee cups left on the bench. Towels hung back up in the bathroom. But right there on the table are piles of papers. It looks like Vincent’s part way through sorting paperwork. And it looks like he’s planning on coming back. 
 
    I’m not too surprised about the piles of paper. Vincent is a bit younger than Jacob, a bit older than Fitzgerald, and they use paper, not their Coms, for stuff. It could be habit, or it could be like Jacob said. Paper is invisible. Coms can be hacked. 
 
    I go over to the table and flick a couple of the pages on top of the first pile. It looks like accounts. The next pile is all conversations. Some have who said what before each comment, like in a play. 
 
    Transcripts maybe? From some sort of surveillance? 
 
    I sit down at the table and start looking properly, start to read the first transcript. It’s a conversation between Vincent and the sidekick. 
 
      
 
    “Want me to find out where Mike Fraser’s got to?” 
 
    “Yeah, and anything else about him you can get.” 
 
    “That woman who owns the pub, do you know who she is?” 
 
      
 
    But it’s hard to touch stuff when you can’t see your hands. I turn the haze off. I keep reading. 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Patsy Fraser.” 
 
    “Some relation to Mike Fraser?” 
 
    “Ex-wife. Got a kid too. Jack Fraser, eighteen. He visited Jacob with the granddaughter. Ran a search on him. Works for Jacob. Police record as long as your arm.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “Kid stuff. But in the wrong place a lot. Disappears OffGrid a fair bit too.” 
 
      
 
    There’s a handwritten comment on the transcript. 
 
      
 
    ‘Likes to be OffGrid – needs watching – put intercepts on all the devices in the pub. See if the kid or the mother are up to anything.’ 
 
      
 
    When did that happen? How long have they been listening to us? 
 
    I check the date. Nearly a week. I frantically move to the next transcript. 
 
      
 
    “Anything else on Hennessey?” 
 
    “Nothing yet. I’ve got Jacob under surveillance but nothing to report. He’s just getting visits at the hospital from that granddaughter and the Fraser kid.” 
 
      
 
    I flick to the next page. 
 
      
 
    “Or she doesn’t exist. What about the vault?” 
 
    “Nothing there either. That guy we talked to in Sydney gave us the plans.” 
 
    “We’ll step up the surveillance and start looking at the old records. Something will give.” 
 
      
 
    Then transcript after transcript of Vincent and the sidekick just talking through the case. 
 
    A couple of transcripts about the trolley incident and Ela’s mum calling Jacob when she asked him to look after Ela. 
 
      
 
    “Something you might be interested in, boss.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “A couple of things picked up by that Intercept you asked for.” 
 
    “The Hennessey Intercept?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Why would I be interested in some kids racing trolleys?” 
 
    “Look at the name.” 
 
    “Ela Hennessey?” 
 
      
 
    I read the transcript of the call. 
 
      
 
    Doctor Hennessey: Can Ela come to the farm and stay with you for a while? 
 
    Jacob Hennessey: Is there a problem? 
 
    Doctor Hennessey: Yes. She’s in trouble. She got herself arrested by Vector, and the situation could catch fire at any moment. 
 
    Jacob Hennessey: Is she in custody? 
 
    Dr Hennessey: No, she’s home. But I have a conference next week, so I won’t be here to protect her if things go wrong. I want to make sure she’s safe. 
 
    Jacob Hennessey: Send her here for as long as you need to. I’ll look after her. 
 
      
 
    “Bit of an overreaction from the mother. Has the kid gone?” 
 
      
 
    Then another transcript about Ela. 
 
      
 
    “The Intercept picked this up. Don’t know why it’s taken so long to get to us.” 
 
    “A DNA test on Ela Hennessey? Why’s that interesting? They would have done one when she was arrested.” 
 
    “It’s a match with Thomas Hennessey’s. That’s why the Intercept picked it up.” 
 
    “He’s a Local, and she’s his kid, so it would match.” 
 
    “He is but look at the next match. The mother isn’t a Local. She’s Elite.” 
 
    “He wrote the report about his own kid?” 
 
    “Looks like it.” 
 
    “How did we miss that?” 
 
    “Don’t know, but I think it’s the final piece of the puzzle.” 
 
      
 
    Next transcript. 
 
      
 
    “They got no one at the road blocks?” 
 
    “No. Only one kid, and his story checked out.” 
 
    “Check who else was in the vicinity before we arrived?” 
 
    “No one.” 
 
    “Not even the kid at the roadblock?” 
 
    “Can’t find him.” 
 
    “Go forward in five-minute leaps.” 
 
    “Got him. He appears out of nowhere about forty minutes later.” 
 
    “Is it the Fraser kid? He goes in and out of the pub all the time. Has to be going somewhere.” 
 
    “No, but he was OffGrid all day too. Appeared about three kilometres from the farmhouse. It looks like the other kid picked him up. Do you want me to go get them, have a talk?” 
 
      
 
    Fuck. I move to the next pile. It’s all the results of an electromagnetic survey and some maps. There’s a hand-drawn ring around the waterfall site on a map under a survey printout and a big question mark. 
 
    I guess it’s the printouts of what Henry and Charlie were getting Huey to do. Vincent has worked out where the vault is. Whether the Willises knew it or not, they found it. Lucky Joe and Lucinda have already been moved. 
 
    I shift to the next pile of papers and find the plans for the vault. Could be the originals. All Dad’s work. I don’t know how they got them. Vincent’s careful. He’s right OffGrid. Why would he leave this stuff lying around? 
 
    I check the plans. No handwritten numbers on the bottom, so Dad must have done that just on Jacob’s copy. But there’s a handwritten note of the coordinates of the waterfall. I figure Vincent did that just after he drew the circle on the survey results – same pen colour. Under the plans are more drawings, this time of the Outpost. I recognise them from the Nav Map Curley put on our Coms so we could find Lucinda. 
 
    Under that are consignment slips for building materials. About every third one has a question mark on it or a figure circled in red. I keep going through the piles, more and more urgently. Records from building the Outpost. The quantity surveys. The accounts. Plans. Orders for deliveries matched to invoices. Handwritten notes where the quantities supplied don’t match estimates by the quantity surveyors. It looks like truckloads of building materials went missing while they were building the Outpost, like Jacob said. 
 
    On one estimate there is a handwritten comment: ‘The vault exists’. Then a big exclamation mark. 
 
    I figure I don’t have long to look at the papers. The way all this stuff is in piles, it looks like they’ll be back. Maybe they’re just in the middle of shifting the stuff here. 
 
    Or moving it somewhere else. 
 
    It’s all making me pretty anxious. But I keep looking. 
 
    In the next pile are lists of names. 
 
    All Ela’s family. 
 
    All my family. 
 
    Fitzgerald. 
 
    Curley. 
 
    Everyone. 
 
    Under each name a summary about the person. There’s Ela’s birth record with a big red question mark under it. 
 
    A DNA test on Ela. 
 
    There’s Ela’s father’s report of what he discovered about Genus 6. 
 
    There’s Vector’s report on an explosion at the Outpost. I guess it was when Dad and Ela’s dad tried to blow up the records office. 
 
    I go to the next page. 
 
    There’s a transcript of Ela’s dad being interrogated by Vector. It doesn’t look like he told them anything. He was real brave. 
 
    I hope Ela never gets to see that report. 
 
    It goes on and on and on. 
 
    I get to one that seems to be Vincent and the sidekick talking again. 
 
      
 
    “Anything else on Hennessey?” 
 
    “Nothing yet, I’ve got Jacob under surveillance but nothing to report. He’s just getting visits at the hospital from that granddaughter and the Fraser kid.” 
 
    “So far, the story – that we’ve been sent in to round up OffGridKids and RogueSeeds – is working as a cover, but it isn’t getting the results with the real mission. We might have to step up the pressure. I would have thought Hennessey would have done something by now. Contacted her, tried to move her somewhere safer.” 
 
    “Doesn’t help that our guys put him in hospital.” 
 
    “Maybe he knows nothing about her.” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem likely. It was his son who wrote the report.” 
 
    “Or she doesn’t exist. What about the vault?” 
 
    “Nothing there either. That guy we talked to in Sydney, the one that gave us the plans, seemed sure it existed. He had plenty of incentive to tell the truth.” 
 
    “We’ll step up the surveillance and keep looking at the old records. Something will give.” 
 
      
 
    Then another conversation between Vincent and the sidekick. 
 
      
 
    “Bad news.” 
 
    “From the way you look, it can’t be too bad.” 
 
    “Our prisoner’s gone. Disappeared last night.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Don’t know yet. Security checked their surveillance records but haven’t found anything. I haven’t had time to check the Loop I set up. The Outpost Commander’s got itchy fingers, wants to shoot Locals until the kid’s returned.” 
 
    “Just remind him it’s not his decision. Our commander will have to wait a few days before there are any reprisals. Don’t want anyone to close ranks. She isn’t the girl we want, and if the right girl is still around we don’t want her spirited away. So far all they know is its business as usual. We’re looking for RogueSeeds and OffGridKids. We’ll flush them out. A few more raids should get a reaction. 
 
      
 
    And another. 
 
      
 
    “What have you got?” 
 
    “Accounts, records from building this place, quantity surveys and so on.” 
 
    “Put them in the corner. We’ll get to them soon. I’ve found something here.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Vector’s report on an explosion when this place was first built.” 
 
    “Someone tried to blow up the records office?” 
 
    “Yeah. A Jules Willis was badly injured, and died under interrogation. But he implicated Thomas Hennessey and Mike Fraser first. Thomas Hennessey died while he was being questioned too. He never talked. Mike Fraser disappeared.” 
 
    “Want me to find out where Mr Fraser’s got too?” 
 
    “Yeah, and anything else about him you can get.” 
 
      
 
    Bloody Vincent has been putting it all together, and he has most of the pieces, even Lucinda and Dad. 
 
    Finally, between the piles is a notebook. 
 
    It’s shut. 
 
    I start to frantically flick through it. I figure it has to be Vincent’s handwriting, or maybe the sidekick’s. 
 
    It’s like an old book my granddad used to have – two fighters on each page, and they change position a bit as you flick through the pages, so it looks like they’re fighting. But this is words, not pictures. 
 
    From the beginning to the end, and it’s all there. 
 
    The meeting with Leblanc about Ela’s dad’s report. 
 
    Trying to find the girl. 
 
    A seed vault in the region and the find and destroy order. 
 
    Using Charlie and Henry to find OffGridKids and the vault. There’s even a few notes about Henry and Charlie doing some surveying. 
 
    Then at the end of the notes are two entries. 
 
      
 
    ‘15th of March. Girl taken from Outpost. Curley there –talked to him. Caught on surveillance tapes. No record of a call out.’ 
 
      
 
    Then  
 
      
 
    ‘Nick on surveillance tapes. 15/4. No record of callout.’  
 
      
 
    Both entries have a few exclamation marks after them, circled in red. Underneath is the comment with another red circle and exclamation marks.  
 
      
 
    ‘DNA test, report about own daughter.’  
 
    And the pen used to do them is still sitting there between the pages, like Vincent made the circles, banged the pen down, and flipped the book shut as if he’d just figured something out. I’ve seen him do things like that a couple of times when he’s been with Henry and Charlie. 
 
    Vincent has figured out he’s looking for Ela. 
 
    I need to warn her and Jacob. 
 
    And Vincent knows Curley and Nick helped rescue Lucinda. 
 
    I don’t know where Vincent is. 
 
    I don’t know where Curley or Nick are. 
 
    I fish in my pocket for my Com to make a Connect with Fitzgerald. I need Fitzgerald to help to get rid of these papers, neutralise Vincent and the sidekick before they get back, or get to Nick and Curley. 
 
    I switch my Com on, send the CatchingFire to Fitzgerald. 
 
    And see an Intercept hit the Com. 
 
    Fuck. I knew about the Intercepts. And I still used my Com. I break the Connect real fast but figure whoever monitors the Intercept on calls from the pub knows I’ve made it. 
 
    Knows I’m here.  
 
    I wait, expecting to hear Hovers. But it doesn’t happen. 
 
    The Intercept can’t be connected to the DroneCams that surveillance the town. I know from experience that Vector arrives at parties in seconds if there’s trouble. 
 
    I figure Fitzgerald has shields to protect his Com, and he’ll be all right. But I’m a goner. Whoever is watching the Intercept on the pub knows I’m in Vincent’s room. I figure, if I move fast, I should be able to warn the others before Vector gets me. 
 
    I need to use Dad’s computer. The one good thing about what I’ve read is none of it came from Dad’s computer. So, the shields work and should hold long enough to send out a CatchingFire to everyone. 
 
    I activate the HazeApp. 
 
    Go out of the room. 
 
    Fly down the stairs. 
 
    Make my way back to our living quarters. 
 
    Jacob needs to get Ela out now. 
 
    Curley and Nick need to get away. 
 
    I need to warn Mum she’s in danger. 
 
    Someone needs to get rid of these papers. 
 
    Someone needs to neutralise Vincent and the sidekick. 
 
    All those thoughts are running through my mind as I fly up the stairs. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE BACK-DOOR SLAMS SHUT behind me. I motor down the passage. Go into the office. I hear Mum come through the front door and along the passageway. She must have just finished work. 
 
    “What’s happening?” she asks. 
 
    I unhaze and sit at the computer. “You need to get out of the pub now.” I’m frantically sending out CatchingFires to everyone I can think of before that Intercept starts clawing at the computer. I get out one to Jacob, one to Ela, one to Nick then Curley. 
 
    I get them done just in time. Only milliseconds before the shields come up. The computer crashes, and I’m staring at a blank screen. 
 
    I hear the front door bang open. Not sure who it is. “You’re not safe. Get out now,” I say to Mum again. “You’re on Vincent’s hit list too.” 
 
    I hear a voice from the kitchen. “Patsy? Jack?” It’s Fitzgerald. 
 
    He got here fast. Mum disappears into her room. I go and meet Fitzgerald. 
 
    “What’s happened?” he asks. 
 
    By the time I’ve explained about papers in Vincent’s room and the Intercepts Mum’s standing beside us, out of her work clothes, dressed in jeans, boots, black long sleeve t-shirt. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” says Mum. And Fitzgerald doesn’t even question that Mum will be helping solve the Vincent problem. 
 
    * 
 
    Me and Mum start clearing out Vincent’s room. 
 
    Fitzgerald takes off to get some help. 
 
    Mum just keeps working methodically to get rid of everything. “I’ll take this load of papers to my car.” At first, she stops to read a paper here and there, but now she’s all business. 
 
    “Can you get another box?” I say. “I’ll carry on packing the stuff up.” 
 
    “Okay. Back in a minute.” Mum goes out the door. 
 
    I keep packing. The last box is just about full. There’s still a couple of piles to go. Then I hear a noise behind me. I turn and see the sidekick coming into the room carrying a briefcase. 
 
    Shit. I drop the folder I’m holding, pick up my Com, not a weapon, but I figure if I can’t be seen, I’ve got a chance of getting out of here. Preferably without getting shot. 
 
    “What the hell?” The sidekick drops the briefcase. Launches at me. 
 
    He always looked like he spent a fair bit of time in the gym, but coming towards me, all power and threat, he looks the size of a gorilla. 
 
    I hit the HazeApp. Move fast to the other side of the room. The sidekick pulls a gun with a silencer. I see him watching the carpet, like he knows why I’ve disappeared and is trying to track my footprints. 
 
    He smiles. Moves towards where I’m hovering. I have to get out of here. I move to the side then forward. He’s concentrating on footprints on the carpet. 
 
    I gather up every ounce of strength I have. Launch at him. 
 
    And hit him hard in the throat. I can’t see the impact, but I feel it through my arm. The sidekick’s head flies back. His body goes rigid then folds. He falls on the floor and lies still. There’s something about the way he is resting. I know he’s dead. It was a lucky hit. 
 
    If I had any plan when I hit him, it was just to distract him while I got out of here. 
 
    But I’ve killed him. The gun’s fallen about a metre from the body. I pick it up. 
 
    My mind thinks about all the problems that killing a Vector hit man at the pub is going to cause. Fitzgerald was planning on ambushing the sidekick and Vincent somewhere near the Outpost. I think about who this will affect, what needs to be done. 
 
    He probably has his Com on him. It’ll have a Locate that will put him right here in the pub. That’s going to mean trouble for Mum. There’s the Tablet that was on the table. It will have a Locate too. 
 
    There’s all the papers. Some still here. Some in Mum’s car. They tell the whole story. They mean trouble for everyone. Then there’s the sidekick’s briefcase. It could have a Locate too, or more incriminating evidence. 
 
    Then I realise the Eco Vincent drives will have one as well. And the thing has to be parked right outside the pub. Probably with Vincent in it. I haven’t ever seen either of them without the other. The problems are getting bigger and bigger. 
 
    A body, Coms, an Eco, the Tablet, all the stuff in the room and Mum’s car. It all needs to be erased. 
 
    I think about Curley. Could he change the Locate records? I think about Scott or Nick. They could help get rid of the body. 
 
    And then I give in again. 
 
    I get my Com out. Make the Connect to Fitzgerald. Decide to ignore the Intercept. There’s so much to clean up now, what’s one Connect? 
 
    But the Intercept’s gone. 
 
    “Fitzgerald,” I hear. 
 
    “I’ve still got that book you wanted,” I say. 
 
    There’s a long pause. “Where are you now?” 
 
    “Where you left me.” 
 
    “I’m coming,” says Fitzgerald. 
 
    And I’m standing there, holding my Com and the sidekick’s gun, trying to figure out what to do next, and Vincent comes through the door. He is pushing Mum in front of him, got his forearm around her neck, and she’s clawing at it like she can only just breathe. He looks at the body on the floor, then at the gun floating through the air. 
 
    I lift it. Aim it at him. 
 
    He tightens his hold on Mum and brings his gun up and pushes it into her cheek. 
 
    “Drop it, Jack, then switch the haze off,” he says quietly. “Or I’ll start shooting bits off your mother.” 
 
    Mum tries to throw herself to the side. “Don’t listen Jack. Just shoot him,” she orders. 
 
    Vincent tightens his grip, presses the gun harder into her cheek. “Put the weapon down.” 
 
    I lift it to take a shot, but even though Vincent’s huge and Mum’s pretty slim, he’s got her positioned so she’s covering all his vital organs. If I shoot, I either kill my mother, or I get Vincent in a bicep or a foot, and just make him mad. 
 
    I don’t like either scenario. I need to wait until the odds are better. I go to put the gun down on the carpet. 
 
    “Slowly.” Vincent tightens his grip on Mum, like a warning. “Then, kick it away.” When the gun is on the floor I kick it, and it slides until it comes to a stop by the table leg. “Now turn off the haze,” he instructs. 
 
    I slowly slide my thumb across the Com. The shimmer disappears and I appear, standing there in the middle of the room, boxes and papers around me. There’s still a pile of papers on the table. 
 
    “Now the Com can join the gun.” 
 
    I put the Com on the floor and give it a kick. 
 
    “Good boy.” Then Vincent looks at the sidekick’s body taking up most of the rest of the floor. “Disappointing.” He keeps his hold on Mum and with the hand holding the gun, reaches out for a dining chair, and turns it round. 
 
    “Have a seat, Mrs Fraser.” He pushes Mum at it. 
 
    She pushes back. 
 
    He grabs her hand, twists her arm and makes her sit. 
 
    She spits at him and glances at the gun on the floor, not too far from her. Vincent just laughs, wipes his face, bends down and picks it up. 
 
    “Not quite as friendly as you were a few days ago, Mrs Fraser.” He runs the gun over Mum’s shoulder and down her arm like he is caressing her. 
 
    I’ll kill him. 
 
    “Not inviting me for a drink tonight or trying to pump me for information?” he asks. 
 
    That was my idea. I got her into this. 
 
    “Instead I find you loading my things into your car.” Now the tip of the pistol caresses her face. 
 
    Mum pulls away from it. “What were you planning on doing with the information I spent so much time collecting, lovely Patsy?” The voice is silky, the barrel still caressing. 
 
    Then he puts the gun down on the table, well away from Mum. She’s eyeing it. He removes the silencer from the barrel of the sidekick’s gun, works the safety, and puts everything in his pocket. Picks up his own pistol again, all the time making sure he is too close to Mum for me to risk charging at him. 
 
    “Now, what am I going to do with you two?” he asks, voice still silky. The question sounds rhetorical, so I stay quiet. 
 
    “Not talking?” He considers Mum, then me. “You will in a moment. I have a few questions for you to answer, Jack. Just a few things I need to tidy up.” He considers Mum again, uses the end of his pistol to make her lift her chin. He looks back to me again, still keeping Mum’s head forced back. 
 
    “Leave her alone,” I say. “She doesn’t know anything.” 
 
    “So, there are things to know,” says Vincent, in that cat playing with a mouse way. “You have a pretty mother, Jack. I will leave her face as it is for a while if you play ball.” He turns back to Mum. “Mrs Fraser, please put your hand on the table.” 
 
    “Fuck you.’ Mum clasps both hands tight together and pushes them down between her legs. 
 
    I watch Vincent as he puts his pistol on the table again, still well away from Mum’s reach, takes the sidekick’s gun out of his pocket, refits the silencer, runs the silencer in a line from Mum’s forehead, down her face to her chin, then down between her breasts, over her stomach, until he gets to where she has her hands clutched together between her thighs. 
 
    It’s sickening, but Vincent is a bit too competent and ruthless to risk rushing him. Mum will get hurt. There’s nothing I can do yet  
 
    “Put your hand on the table, Mrs Fraser,” Vincent says again, less silk, more iron this time, “or I will put a shot in it now.” And he pushes harder against her hands and starts putting pressure on the trigger. 
 
    I know a fair bit of what he knows already. I’ll just tell him that. I’ve got to do something. 
 
    “Don’t. I’ll talk,” I say. I need to buy time to figure out what to do. 
 
    “Don’t say anything, Jack,” says Mum like she means it. 
 
    “Move your hand to the table, Mrs Fraser.” 
 
    Mum just looks up at Vincent, ignores the pistol between her legs. 
 
    “Do what he says, Mum,” I say urgently. 
 
    “Good advice,” says Vincent. 
 
    “Jack, don’t say anything,” says Mum. 
 
    Vincent looks over at me. “This is not the time to listen to your mother if you want to keep her healthy.” He lifts the gun, grabs one of Mum’s hands, places it on the table beside her, palm down, then pushes the silencer into the back, and looks at me. 
 
    Fuck. How far away is Fitzgerald? “What do you want to know?” I ask. 
 
    Vincent rubs his nose with his free hand, like he needs to figure out where to start. 
 
    “Don’t tell him anything,” Mum orders fiercely. 
 
    The barrel presses deeper into her hand. “Was it you doing the searches on me?” Vincent asks. 
 
    He probably knows that already, so I nod. 
 
    “Thought so.” He nonchalantly keeps the gun pressed deep into Mum’s hand. “I got an Alert a few days ago, checked my status and someone had done a search. Tried to track where it originated.” He leans against the table as he talks, close to Mum, his leg between hers now, gun still pressed into her hand. “Saw shields go up so I couldn’t take the track right to the source. But before the shields went up, I saw the search was local. I was starting to get a reaction. It was worth setting up a loop, so everything came back just to me. Just needed to find out where and who.” 
 
    Shit, I wipe my mouth with my hand. I should have listened to Fitzgerald and Jacob. 
 
    “Next question. Was it you at the Egans’ place?” 
 
    He knows that too. I nod again. 
 
    “Who was with you?” 
 
    I hesitate, I remember reading he knew Nick was there, but did he know about Ela? Does it matter? He’s already after her anyway. I can’t decide. One of them? Both of them? 
 
    “Too slow,” he says. 
 
    And he pulls the fucking trigger. Shoots Mum through the hand. She screams and snatches her hand back. 
 
    All I can think is, there’s not much blood, and why wouldn’t there be blood? Cauterised by the flash maybe. She’s cradling her hand in her lap again, holding it with the other hand, and then the blood starts oozing through the fingers of her good hand. 
 
    Fuck. Vincent grabs the unhurt hand, covered in blood now, slaps it down on the table and pushes the end of the gun into it. 
 
    “It was Nick!” I yell. “Nick was there.” 
 
    “Good boy,” he says. “Now what do you know about the vault?” 
 
    Mum watches me, pain on her face now, her injured hand leaking blood all over her jeans. “Don’t say anything,” she whispers. “Please, Jack.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to your mother,” says Vincent, squeezing slowly on the trigger. “I know it exists. I’ve been through the accounts, plans and records of building the Outpost, then matched orders to deliveries to invoices to be sure. The quantities supplied didn’t match the quantity surveyor’s estimates. Truckloads of building materials went missing while they were building the Outpost. Do you know where it is?” 
 
    The gun digs into Mum’s hand. He already has the coordinates marked on the map. He already sent the Willises to find it. If I tell him, it doesn’t matter. He already knows. 
 
    He’s torturing us for fun. I watch the gun push deeper. 
 
    “I can give you the coordinates,” I say in a rush. “Will need a map though.” 
 
    Vincent nods. “And where is that little girlfriend of yours?” 
 
    Now the choice is Mum or Ela. 
 
    And Fitzgerald appears in the doorway. 
 
    Thank God. 
 
    Vincent looks over at him, stands, lifts the gun off Mum’s hand to take Fitzgerald out. Mum leaps up, crashes her shoulder into Vincent, and grabs his gun hand. She must have had surprise on her side. There’s a massive weight difference. 
 
    He staggers. The table topples, throwing papers and the gun off the top. The shot Vincent gets off goes wild. I dive for the gun on the floor. 
 
    Fitzgerald goes for Vincent. 
 
    Vincent gets free of Mum, sidesteps Fitzgerald, and takes a few steps my way. 
 
    I roll, both hands holding his weapon. I aim and shoot him straight through the heart. 
 
    He drops to the floor by the sidekick. 
 
    Two dead bodies to deal with now. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TO GIVE FITZGERALD HIS DUE, he doesn’t waste time on extraneous questions. He’ s straight to the point. “We need this cleaned up, or we’ve all had it.” 
 
    He uses his Com. “I need the FireCrew at the pub right now. Forget what we’ve just planned. Everything’s changed.” 
 
    He listens for a moment. “Keep it low key.” Listens again. “Yeah, four at least. And pick up Curley and Nick. We’re going to need them.” 
 
    Fitzgerald makes more calls. It sounds like he’s calling in a whole army and changing what he already had in place. 
 
    Mum’s holding onto the table, trying to stay upright, blood from her hand leaking all over her jeans and the floor. 
 
    Fitzgerald disconnects. “Curley will reset the Locates later. Where are their Coms?” 
 
    “Still on them.” 
 
    “Okay,” he says. “When Curley gets here, he can adjust them. No one can know Vincent has been here.” Fitzgerald pulls out his Com again, checks how far away the FireCrew is. He looks at Mum. She is swaying, ready to crumple. He goes to her and catches her as she falls. 
 
    And, bloody hell, he picks her up and holds her like something precious has been broken. Her good hand curls up round his neck, her hurt hand bleeding all over his shirt and her t-shirt. He kisses her on her forehead. She leans her head against his shoulder and he curls his body around her like he’s protecting her the way Joe did with Lucinda. 
 
    It’s all done without talking, like they know what the other will do, like they’ve done it before. 
 
    How come I didn’t see that coming? 
 
    “Johnson will be here soon,” Fitzgerald murmurs to Mum. “I’ll get you to your room. He can treat that hand first.” He looks over at me. 
 
    I’ve made it up off the floor but nearly fell back down when I saw that kiss. 
 
    “Jack, get the rest of the stuff out to Patsy’s car. The others will be here anytime now. We’ve got a few hours to clean up this mess.” It’s like he’s thinking out loud. He nods at the bodies. “If we can cover this up, we should be able to use their documents to get Joe and Lucinda out of the country. Curley can change the details and the retina scans to get them through customs. Then change them back to show Vincent and the other guy are in Aussie.” 
 
    It’s a bit of a puzzle how he’s going to make a young kid and a really crook girl look like a couple of hit men, but I’ll leave that to him. 
 
    * 
 
    There is no doubt Fitzgerald is in charge now, and I follow his instructions all night and all the next day. I work with the FireCrew cleaning up the mess. They’re slick. They’ve dealt with this stuff before. 
 
    There’s a bit of a change of plan. They put Vincent’s body in his Eco and leave it up North. They put his sidekick deep in a mineshaft. They make it look like he killed Vincent then ran off to Australia with Lucinda. But it was really Joe and Lucinda who went through customs. 
 
    Curley never turned up to change all the Locates, nor did Nick. 
 
    Fitzgerald looked worried. He finished up doing all the computer stuff himself, adjusting the car’s Locate and the Coms to look like they’d never been in town. 
 
    * 
 
    It’s all over. Everyone has gone home. Just me and Fitzgerald are left in the canteen at the police station. 
 
    “I’ll get going then,” I say. 
 
    “No, Jack. Stay a bit.” Fitzgerald pushes a chair out with his boot the way Jacob does. “Have a seat. Jacob’s coming. We want to talk to you.” He says it quietly, but it’s not a suggestion. 
 
    Jacob said they had plans for me. This must be it. He said they had plans for Curley, Nick and Scott too but they’re not here. In fact, I haven’t seen anything of any of them through this whole mess. It’s a worry. 
 
    I take up the offer and sit like I have a choice.  
 
    Fitzgerald leans there by the table, elbows on knees, fingertips touching, studying me. 
 
    “Those papers you found in Vincent’s room are important,” he says after a few minutes. “They tell us how much Vincent knew about the vault, Ela and us. It doesn’t read like he was reporting to anyone locally.” Then he leans back and links his fingers behind his head, the way he does. 
 
    “Killing Vincent and his sidekick hasn’t put everything at risk?” I ask. 
 
    “No. We think Vincent might have kept what he found to himself until he was sure he had everything sorted. Didn’t trust the Intranet or Vector. I think he was planning on reporting straight to Leblanc when it was all over. We might be lucky.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Now there’s something else we need your help with.” 
 
    “What?” I’m cautious. I remember Mum’s warning about Jacob and Fitzgerald. She was sure they had something planned for me. She said to refuse to do it. 
 
    “We’ll wait for Jacob to get here.” 
 
    Then I hear Jacob arrive. He clomps through the door on his crutches. I get a bit of a grim nod, but nothing else before he sits down on a seat on the other side of me. I’m caught between the two of them. I figure it’s deliberate. 
 
    There’s a pause while he settles. He puts the bag he’s carrying onto the floor, leans the crutches against the table, and sticks his leg out on another chair. 
 
    I’m still not too sure where I stand with Jacob, and he’s aloof. 
 
    “Is Ela safe?” I ask to fill the gap and to side track him. I can tell I’m in the shit again but can’t tell why. 
 
    He nods. “As soon as we got your message we got her out.” 
 
    No surprise. I knew she’d gone. I checked the Locate on her Com before I got here. She was already in the City. Tried a Connect too, but Shields came up and stopped it. Someone doesn’t want me calling her. 
 
    I watch Jacob shift a bit in his chair. I think that someone is sitting beside me. 
 
    “Her mum had a colleague trawl through the Administration’s records,” he says. “They’ve got rid of the DNA test results and anything that links Ela with Thomas. But it’s safer for her if she doesn’t come back here again. We can’t get to the Outpost records to check what they have there. We don’t want to raise any heads. No point in making anyone suspicious.” 
 
    Sounds like Jacob’s not going to let her come back. 
 
    I wish I’d seen her again before she left. But I guess I’ll see her when I go to the City. 
 
    Then Jacob fishes in the bag he’s just put on the floor. He pulls out a Tablet. He slides it onto the table. 
 
    “Watch this.” The way he says it makes me really wary. He waves his Com at the Vid screen on the wall. 
 
    The screen lights up a bit. When the Vid starts the picture is dark, like it has been taken at night. It starts at the compound perimeter at the Outpost. I can see the moon. If I had any doubts about what night it is, there’s a date at the bottom of the screen 18.02.2051. And time 12:50, exactly when we went through the gate at the Outpost to get Lucinda. 
 
    Curley said he deleted the surveillance tapes. Vector must have had some sort of backup feed he didn’t know about. 
 
    Vector must know Nick and Curley are involved. 
 
    Unless it was Vincent who set up the extra feed. 
 
    Maybe only he knew about it. Fitzgerald said he was sure Vincent hadn’t reported to anyone. I hold onto that thought. I figure it’s no coincidence the tape starts at that exact moment. Jacob must want to discuss the Lucinda thing again. 
 
    But why just with me? 
 
    We watch the Vid unfold. See Curley’s ute go past the sentry post, with Curley in it and two black holes beside him. Curley parks and gets out. Then Nick’s ute goes through. 
 
    It’s like watching a nightmare. I know what I’m going to see, but not why I’m being shown it. “Where did you get this?” It’s that fear of what I don’t know that’s clawing at me. 
 
    “Off Vincent’s Tablet.” All pretence at Mr Nice Guy is gone from Fitzgerald. I look at Jacob to see if he looks concerned. 
 
    “Keep watching.” Jacob stares back at me. We watch Curley muck around for a while with the door open. “That you in Curley’s ute?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. 
 
    “Anyone else?” 
 
    “No,” I lie, and try to remember back to how often we unhazed, and who unhazed, that night. I remember Joe did when he was in Lucinda’s room. But he’s out of reach of Vector. He’s safe. I’m pretty sure Ela and Scott stayed in haze mode the whole time. Curley and Nick hardly ever hazed. 
 
    Questions pour into my head. Mainly, why is it just me being shown the Vid, not Curley and Nick too? And maybe Scott if they’ve guessed he was there. Why aren’t they getting this treatment too? 
 
    Maybe they’ll have a go at them later. Maybe they’ve had a go at them already, and they’re still licking their wounds. 
 
    No, that’s not it. One of them would have warned me. Besides, Jacob has already shared his thoughts about the whole Lucinda saga with me. This can’t just be about that. 
 
    The Vid carries on, swapping from camera to camera like someone’s cut it together, just gathered up the incriminating bits. I’m going to have to explain having the HazeApp. 
 
    “Where did you get the app?” Fitzgerald is silky, and right on cue. 
 
    I don’t answer that. Having the app is probably going to cause more trouble than rescuing Lucinda did. 
 
    “Where did you get it?” insists Jacob, like they’re a tag team. They’re sitting each side, blasting the questions at me. 
 
    I still figure they’ve planned this. “Somewhere,” I lie. “Don’t remember. Had it a while.” They leave it alone, and we go back to watching the Vid. Curley and Nick go into their base rooms. The camera cuts to doors that open and shut on their own, right up to Lucinda’s door. It swings opens on its own too. Lucinda is lying there. Then there’s a depression on the bed, and after a bit Joe materialises. The camera’s behind him. You can just see his back and hair. I only recognise him because I know who it is. 
 
    The Vid is silent, but Joe and Lucinda talk. I can see Lucinda’s mouth moving and Joe nodding and shrugging. Then Joe hazes again without touching his Com. The pillow floats to Lucinda’s head. 
 
    Jacob looks at me. “That was you?” 
 
    I nod. We go back to the watching. The nightmare continues. Lucinda is floating up, then she hazes too. The door opens on its own again. 
 
    Vincent must have watched all this maybe three days ago. Why hadn’t he done anything? 
 
    I keep watching. I remember we all went to Nick’s base room and unhazed. But that doesn’t happen on the Vid. Vincent must have missed that. No. Nick said he’d masked the camera. 
 
    It goes straight to Vincent sitting in Curley’s base room talking to him. Curley gets a text. Talks to Vincent. Then answers the text. Vincent leaves, then Curley says something and waves at the wall. Pointing out Ela, but Jacob and Fitzgerald don’t catch that. 
 
    Jacob’s worried about other things. “Who sent him the text?” he snaps. 
 
    “Me.” 
 
    Fitzgerald turns to Jacob. “That could be traceable,” He turns back to me. “What did it say?” 
 
    I try to remember the exact text I sent. “‘By the door’, I think.” 
 
    “That places him there.” 
 
    “Yeah,” says Jacob. “We’ll have to deal with that.” 
 
    And we all focus back on the screen. The utes leave the compound. The Vid stops. I think this is nearly over. I expect Jacob and Fitzgerald to either tell me what they want or start in on me about disobeying orders again. 
 
    I reckon I can handle either thing. But I still can’t figure why I’m the only one here. That’s getting harder to handle because if this Vid came from Vincent’s Tablet, with what I know he knew, and what I read about what was done to Ela’s dad, I’m starting to figure how this might end. Starting to work out why Vincent and the sidekick went missing for a few days, and why I haven’t seen anything of Curley or Nick in that time either. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 36 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THEN, INSTEAD OF TURNING off the Com and starting on the talking, Jacob turns to me. 
 
    “Now watch this one carefully.” His voice just drips nasty. He flicks the Tablet screen and goes to a Hologram file. It slowly resolves into 3D. 
 
    Someone used an ImageMaker this time. And this hologram turns out to be the real nightmare. The date and time put it nearly two days ago. About an hour before I killed Vincent and his mate. When the hologram is fully resolved, I see Vincent. He’s in a room. Has a gun in his hand. Nick and Curley are there too, tied to chairs. The room is familiar. It takes a while before I realise it’s the dining room at Curley’s place. Curley and Nick are so real I want to reach out and touch them. 
 
    Vincent asks Nick a question. 
 
    Nick shrugs. 
 
    He gets hit across the face with the gun. 
 
    Nick’s already been hit a few times. His face is a mess. 
 
    I stand up, want to stop it. Go straight through the Vincent shape. 
 
    Fitzgerald grabs my arm and forces me back on my chair. Then I feel Jacob’s hand on my shoulder on one side, Fitzgerald’s on the other. They’re holding me in the seat. Like they really want me to sit and watch. 
 
    No sound still, but it’s not too hard to figure what’s happening. I drop my head, so I don’t have to watch. Jacob grabs my chin and forces it up. “Sit and watch what you caused.” 
 
    Vincent moves across to Curley, questions him, gets a shrug from Curley too. Curley’s not in much better shape than Nick. Vincent lashes out with the gun again. 
 
    It goes on like that for about ten minutes. Back and forward. Back and forward. Question, shrug, smash. Question, shrug, smash. Curley, then Nick, then back to Curley. 
 
    I feel Jacob look at me. He and Fitzgerald are still holding me down in the chair. Jacob lets go my jaw, but he needn’t have worried. I can’t take my eyes off what’s happening now. It’s like one of those nightmares where you can’t move no matter how hard you try. I keep willing something to happen, someone to walk through the door and rescue them. Like in a Vid. 
 
    Then Vincent goes over to Curley. Stands there looking at him. Curley just looks straight back into his eyes. His face is battered, unrecognisable. Vincent doesn’t ask anything this time. Just lifts the gun like he’s going to shoot him in the head. The way he did with Stevens and his wife. 
 
    “Where are Curley’s mum and dad?” I ask. 
 
    “Dead in the next room,” says Fitzgerald. 
 
    “How did you get this Vid?” 
 
    “Found it in an ImageMaker at Curley’s.” 
 
    “Why is Nick there?” 
 
    “We think he went to warn Curley. Vincent was waiting for him.” 
 
    I feel the tears start behind my eyes, drag my eyes away and down. He went to get Curley after I sent him the warning. It’s the ‘we think’ that gets me. If they don’t know, it means they haven’t been able to talk to Curley or Nick. 
 
    “Keep watching.” Jacob sounds harsh and pushes my head up again. I watch the images. So close I feel I can just reach out and touch them. Curley sitting still watching the gun, Nick slumped in his chair. 
 
    Then the sidekick comes into the room, says something. Vincent gives up on Curley, turns to Nick. Snaps a question at him and then hits him a few times until Nick drops against the ropes. This time it looks like he’s unconscious. Maybe dead. Vincent lifts Nick’s head up by the hair. Blood is smeared from a cut on Nick’s cheek. Vincent stares, then lets Nick’s head drop. Shrugs, moves to Curley, hits him again. And he slumps too, like he’s dead. 
 
    The sidekick walks over to where the ImageMaker has to be and reaches like he’s turning it off. The hologram fades out on my two mates. Sitting deathly still, slumped in chairs. 
 
    “What just happened?” I ask into the silence and stillness, hope still flickering just a little. 
 
    “We think he picked up the Intercept on your Com, the ‘CatchingFire’ you sent to Fitzgerald,” says Jacob. 
 
    “What happened to Nick and Curley?” 
 
    “We were too late.” The hope dies. My two mates are dead. 
 
    It’s quiet in the station. Just the clock ticking away. A car going past. Jacob and Fitzgerald breathing. The tears slide silently down my cheeks. 
 
    Jacob picks up the Com and puts it in his pocket. “They were protecting you and Joe. We figure Vincent spent three days torturing them, trying to get them to talk.” 
 
    No kidding? Like he needed to spell that out? I can’t believe what I’ve just watched. But it was too real to think they’d faked it. And who would have faked it? That’s what the bastard had been doing that night I killed him. I killed him right after he’d killed my two mates. 
 
    “Why?” I ask. 
 
    “He didn’t need them to talk. He already knew most of what he wanted to know,” says Fitzgerald. 
 
    “He did it for the fun of it.” Jacob comes at me from the other side. They let that sink in. 
 
    I sit there wanting to slaughter everyone. 
 
    The silence closes in. 
 
    “Here’s your chance to make it right.” Fitzgerald sounds like he thinks he’s got me. I know I’m being managed. They’re taking turns talking to me: good cop, bad cop, like in the Vids. 
 
    “How?” I ask anyway. 
 
    They keep up the double act. “Go to Vector with Vincent’s Tablet.” Jacob leans in. “Say you found it in Vincent’s room.” 
 
    “And that achieves…?” 
 
    “The recordings of the rescue can be edited to look like Vincent’s lieutenant got Lucinda out and then killed Vincent.” 
 
    “That’s what you tell Vector,” Fitzgerald suggests. “Tell them he was in love with Lucinda.” 
 
    “How would I know that?” 
 
    “I’m sure you can come up with something. You live across the road from where she lived.” Jacob is elbows on knees, face in my face. “And your life’s going to depend on the story being good enough.” They are both leaning right up close to me. I close my eyes. Give myself time to think. So, it’s my job to make Vector believe the sidekick rescued Lucinda and killed Vincent. 
 
    They are waiting. I can feel them breathing. I open my eyes again. Look at Jacob, then Fitzgerald. 
 
    “That was Joe in the Vid,” I point out. 
 
    “They don’t know that.” Jacob’s still leaning forward watching me, like he’s almost holding his breath now. One last hurdle to clear, his face says. Yeah, it could have been. You could only see the back of Joe. They’re both blonde, have similar body types, tall, really built. 
 
    “Why?” I ask. 
 
    “Takes all the suspicion away from us.” Fitzgerald folds his arms, like he thinks this is a done deal, and we’re just tidying up the details. “And it will stop any reprisals against the families. Tomorrow Vector are going to start shooting Locals until they have all the people involved in the raid. That’s what they do. Vincent stopped them doing it to flush us out, but it will start happening now. If you give them the culprit it will stop that.” Then Fitzgerald leans back, still watching me. 
 
    It could work. I could stop a lot of people dying. 
 
    “Then we want you to let Vector recruit you,” says Jacob. 
 
    Recruit me? 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Join Vector? 
 
    “No,” I say. “There’s no way I’m doing that.” 
 
    But Jacob and Fitzgerald keep pounding away at the idea. They need someone on the inside. They had Curley and Nick, but Curley and Nick died protecting me. I stole the HazeApp. That was the only reason Joe, Curley and Nick thought they could get away with rescuing Lucinda. That makes it my fault they were killed. Vector will take me because I can shoot, and I’m fit, and know the bush, and a million other reasons. 
 
    “Get Scott to do it,” I say. 
 
    “He’s already in the City. He’s gone to the University, so he can feed us information from there.” There’s more to that than Jacob knows. 
 
    “What if they want me to do something, like with the Stevens or Lucinda?” I can hear myself starting to give in. 
 
    “You do it,” says Jacob. 
 
    “No, I don’t.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. You have to convince them you’ve turned. You do whatever needs to be done to stay in Vector.” 
 
    I sit there, hating their plan, but can’t see a way out. I get to save the Locals. Be a hero. But no one will know about it. And if I join Vector, everyone will think I’m a traitor. Treat me the way they treat the Willises, even Mum. 
 
    Whatever I choose, I lose. 
 
    Fitzgerald and Jacob back off. “Think about it,” says Fitzgerald. 
 
    “You have until morning to decide.” Jacob starts to gather together his crutches. “Vector will start shooting Locals until they have someone to blame for the raid on the Outpost. And now Curley and Nick are gone, we need someone on the inside.” He says it like it’s a reasonable request, like he’s not piling on any more pressure. He doesn’t say going back to work for him is an option. 
 
    I suspect it isn’t. 
 
    It looks like the going to University option is gone too. They’ve got Scott there. 
 
    Fitzgerald unwinds himself and stands up, like he’s achieved what he wanted. 
 
    Jacob eases himself up, leans on the crutch. “You don’t have too many options,” he says. 
 
    Arsehole. He knows I know I don’t have any options. 
 
    He goes to leave, clumping to the door, putting both crutches in one hand to open it, organising the crutches again, clumping through then carefully shutting the door behind him. 
 
    “What will you do now?” asks Fitzgerald. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” I realise I’m not being held down anymore and stand up slowly. 
 
    I’m lost. 
 
    It’s like I had everything I ever wanted, then destroyed it. 
 
    In two days’ time I turn nineteen and have nothing. 
 
    Ela’s gone. I’ve lost her, and I don’t know how to get her back. 
 
    My two mates are dead. 
 
    Jacob thinks I’m scum. 
 
    All I’ve got left is this choice to make. 
 
    And it’s no choice. 
 
    Join Vector and let everyone think I’m a traitor. 
 
    Or what? 
 
    Let more people die because I can’t face it? 
 
    I am so fucked. 
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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. 
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