
  
    [image: A Vector of Secrets]
  


  
    
      A Vector of Secrets

    

    
      
        Elaina Fellows

      

    

    
      Fern Hollow Books

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026  Elaina Fellows

      Elaina Fellows asserts her moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the copyright holder.

      
        
        Published by Fern Hollow Books

        Author contact: elaina.fernhollow@gmail.com

      

      

      A catalogue record for this book is available from the National Library of New Zealand.

      
        
        ISBN 978-0-473-79216-9 (paperback)

        ISBN 978-0-473-79217-6 (EPUB)

      

      

      Cover design by Jeroen ten Berge, jeroentenberge.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    

  


  
    
      We are all the heroes of our own story.
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      Tela pushed through the heavy door into the Corporation gym, making sure she swiped her Tower wristband. It was all part of the prescribed actions that employees needed to take, and Noctiva tracked every step. It was a small price to pay for the better life you would receive by working at the Towers – guaranteed credits, access to the best tech, an apartment. Tela knew it was her East Tower clearance that meant Mike had been accepted as a Noctiva intern.

      Mike hadn’t been home for three days. Even with his well-developed teenage rebellion, he always let her know where he was, and lately she’d been giving him his space. Who needed their big sister cramping their style?

      But now, her stomach churned with anxiety and her fingers kept curling into fists. She took three deep breaths, focusing on the environment around her to ground herself. A bland area equivalent to four basketball courts arranged as a square, the gym set-up was pretty basic. There was a free weights area with some mats next to it; running machines, standing bikes and rowing machines for cardio; plus, whatever weight machines Noctiva had scraped together from its pillage of surrounding old cities. Screens dominated most of the walls, playing the usual Noctiva reels glorifying life in New City.

      Tower employees were scattered around the gym, wearing a combination of old clothes and fashionable workout gear. Some held low conversations masked by the rattle and rasp of the equipment, and a sour smell of body odour permeated the room. Small black ovals protruded from the ceiling – Noctiva took security seriously.

      Seeking a distraction, Tela headed for the bikes to warm up. She soon worked up a sweat, though the exercise provided no relief from the thoughts in her head: What if they had been found?

      Tela got off the bike and moved to the rowing machines in the corner, somewhat obscured by people using the other equipment. She hoped Lucia would arrive soon. Lucia was the closest thing she had to a friend in New City, and she really needed to talk to her. Minutes ticked by as the wheels on the machine rasped and whirred in a steady rhythm. Finally, her friend sat down on the equipment next to her.

      “At last,” Tela said. “Where have you been?”

      “Sorry, I got stuck at the back of a long convoy through the Waste this morning.” Lucia gracefully buckled her feet onto the machine. Her bright, coordinated outfit spoke of attention to detail and an awareness of how others viewed her. It contrasted with Tela’s black shorts and singlet, dull from multiple washings. “Where were you last night?”

      “I went to see some of Mike’s friends. I haven’t seen him for three nights, and I hoped they would know where he was.”

      “And?”

      “None of them had heard from him, or so they say. I don’t know what to think,” Tela puffed, keeping her voice low.

      “This is unusual behaviour for him, hun. He’s always contacted you in the past.” Lucia sounded concerned, and Tela felt her stomach tighten. Mike might be 19 and about to study in the Corporation programme, but she’d cared for him since he was five. He was all the family she had left. He was her responsibility and she needed to protect him.

      “What am I going to do? If I take time off without explanation, I’ll lose my job and Mike will lose his internship. I can’t risk his future…” Tela stopped, her attention drawn to a stocky, blonde guy in the weights area who was staring intensely at them. Her skin prickled. “Lucia, do you know that guy?” She indicated him with her eyes, trying to be subtle.

      “Where?” Lucia followed Tela’s gaze. She shrugged and delicately wrinkled her nose. “No, I don’t think I’ve seen him before.” Her jaw clenched, tension rippled across her face. “You need to do something about Mike. What if he hasn’t run off to a friend’s place for a couple of days?”

      A note in her friend’s voice made Tela miss a beat, her pedalling stuttering. She pushed aside her unease at the man’s unwelcome scrutiny, and focused on what Lucia was saying. “What?”

      Lucia removed her long legs from the machine, leaned forward over her right knee, and rubbed her calf, wincing.

      “Lucia, what is it? Are you okay?”

      “Massage my leg, like I’ve pulled a muscle,” Lucia said in a low tone. Tela crouched by her, leaning over to rub her leg. Lucia leaned in, her voice a mere breath. “You need to find him. I found out that the Medicians are conducting experiments on pure citizens.” She sat up and said in her normal voice, “That’s much better, thanks.”

      Tela sat back and controlled her expression. She glanced around, but the blonde guy by the weights had gone, and no one else was paying them any attention.

      She and Lucia had been friends a long time, but it was a careful friendship. Lucia’s role on the Corporation’s public relations team wasn’t something she talked about. One time, after a few drinks, she had hugged Tela wordlessly and told her not to leave her apartment the next day. The secrets went both ways; there were so many things she had nearly confided to her elegant friend, but fear closed her mouth. For Lucia to reveal this information intensified Tela’s worry about Mike to a new level.

      

      The ugly black and white diamond pattern seemed to shift beneath Tela’s feet as she hustled down the corridor. The optical illusion made her feel queasy. The same harsh geometric design was repeated uniformly on every floor of East Tower, creating unsettling tunnels. A few people walked by wearing muted browns, greens and greys, and sensible shoes were universal – anything made to last or be repaired was the first choice for most citizens. Low conversations between people walking in pairs were unpunctuated by laughter; calling attention to yourself could prove costly. Tela stopped outside her boss’s office, hoping he was there after teaching his morning classes.

      Robert – “just call me Bob” – answered her tap on the door with a muffled, “Come in.”

      Bob’s office, a small drab box, was dominated by a large desk and a dying pot plant. Slowly, his balding head emerged from under the desk, and he got ponderously to his feet.

      Why was he under the desk? It would be the only area in the tiny room not covered by the camera.

      Bob was the head of the teaching programme at Noctiva, and liked to play the jovial, overweight boss – but he had a mean streak. As teaching programme tech support, she’d witnessed him bully his students over the years. With a sarcastic remark and a well-turned insult, Bob could isolate a student from their peers and make their lives hell until their friends abandoned them and the student dropped out. He had boasted to Tela that he had an eye for weakness, and that it should be weeded out early, before it could put down roots.

      “What can I do for you, Tela? Good class this morning, wasn’t it?” Bob said, and smiled.

      “Yes, ah, excellent class. I know this is short notice but I’m going to need some time off starting today. I had some bad news about some extended family on the other side of the city.”

      “Tela, Tela. That’s all a bit inconvenient.” Bob steepled his fingers together in front of him. “As the Corporation motto says, Work hard: Be rewarded.”

      “Yes sir, I’m sorry. It’s an emergency.”

      “Can you afford to lose the credits?” Bob frowned at her, his paunchy face taking on a disappointed expression.

      No, thought Tela. Her features shifted into calm acceptance and she gave a small smile.

      “No more than anyone can, sir. But I need to help them. Perhaps I could have leave for two days?” Tela cringed at the ingratiating tone to her voice but she needed to keep her job. Who else would doctor the lecture footage to protect the students from the intrusive Noctiva scrutiny?

      “Hmmm, this is not what I would have expected from you, Tela.”

      “I understand, sir. I’m sorry to let you down. Is there someone who can cover for me?”

      “I know a couple of techs that will jump at the extra credits. They won’t be up to your standards though. I have been most impressed with the footage you gathered on recent classes.” Bob opened his desk drawer and shuffled papers around while Tela kept her smile in place, uncomfortable under his scrutiny.

      “Since this is the first time you’ve asked for time off, I will accommodate you. Take this form up to Administration.” Bob quickly signed a piece of paper and handed it to her.

      “Otherwise, your position will be filled in your absence.” Bob smiled without humour.

      “Thank you. I appreciate this. I will be back in three days.” Tela started to leave, and stopped. She needed more information, but asking Bob could be the wrong move.

      He glanced up and saw her loitering in the doorway. “Was there something else, Tela?”

      “I heard some rumours yesterday… in the city…” Tela stopped as Bob cut her off.

      “I’ve never understood why citizens believe these ridiculous tales,” Bob chuckled. “Noctiva created the safe zone and protects all of us within it. Sometimes I think people want to take their chances in the Waste.”

      As the silence stretched, Bob changed the subject. “You’d better get on. There is additional security in the Tower today. We have representatives of the Rothmere family inspecting the Laboratories and Teaching Programmes.” Bob’s voice took on a reverential note.

      “Thank you for telling me. I’d better go. I don’t want to get in anyone’s way.” Tela turned to leave.

      “No, Tela Munroe, I’m sure you would never get in anyone’s way,” came the low reply behind her. Tela left the office and made for the lift, her feet quiet as she moved quickly through the windowless hallways.

      Coming out onto Level 60, she had barely moved into the corridor when a huge dark shape loomed in front of her. A NAST. She froze.

      Bob had mentioned additional security, but these were elite soldiers. She hadn’t seen their ilk in years, and never in East Tower. NASTs – Noctiva Augmented Soldier Troopers – were shrouded in secrecy. People volunteered and presented themselves to the Medicians at South Tower. Those who survived the process emerged enhanced but indoctrinated to protecting the Rothmere family, and willing to do anything to defend Noctiva Corporation.

      Dressed in a gunmetal grey uniform, the only contrast came from the Noctiva symbol of balanced scales in silver thread on a black armband. The guard was armed with a Glock 19 in a side holster, and she could see the hilt of a dagger on the other side of his belt. He stood an imposing six-and-a-half feet tall, arm muscles straining against his uniform as he loomed over her.

      “Identification, Ma’am.” A deep male voice came from under the face mask: stern with the expectation of immediate compliance.

      As she passed him her ID, Tela felt a small bead of sweat forming under her hairline at the back of her neck. Strands of her long, dark ponytail stuck to the sweat, making it itch.

      “Destination?”

      “I’m heading to Administration.” She gestured with the papers she carried.

      “Do not deviate from your destination Ma’am. Other guards are also on this level so keep your identification visible. You will return in fifteen minutes.”

      Tela nodded and walked away as casually as she could, fighting the urge to wipe her neck.

      Unbidden, Lucia’s warning about the Medicians carrying out experiments on pure citizens crossed her mind. Rumour said that Medicians working at the hospital in North Tower screened every patient, looking for something – and if they found it, patients were persuaded to join the NAST programme. But she thought the programme was just for people who needed the Vector Cure. For those people it would be a good alternative to the Waste.

      Could Mike have done something on a dare from his stupid friends and been picked up by the security forces? What if they’d taken him to the Medicians? Was that why she hadn’t heard from him?

      She encountered three other NASTs on her way to Administration. They all clocked her identity card and allowed her to pass without comment, but fixed her with hard stares that held no human feeling. Her skin crawled. It took everything to keep her outward composure, drawing on skills she hadn’t used in years. With every step her body warned her she was under threat.

      Finally, she was at the door to Administration. She pushed the intercom.

      “Yeah,” came the laconic reply.

      “I need to submit a leave form.”

      “Lucky you. Come in.”

      The door buzzed.

      The main desk sat just inside, alongside a glass wall that partitioned off the rest of the Administration area. The receptionist was squeezing a yellow stress ball with a smiley face on it. He held up one hand. “Forms.”

      “Do you know why we’ve got so much extra security today?” She handed him the papers. “It’s like a fortress.”

      “We weren’t told anything except we can’t leave our area until after 1pm. No bathroom breaks, no coffee breaks, nothing. Every citizen has the right to coffee,” the receptionist grumbled.

      “That ever happen before?”

      “Not that I know of.” The receptionist stamped her form. “I’m obligated to inform you that a copy of this form will go to payroll today and no further credits will be incoming. Should you fail to appear for work in three days’ time, your position with Noctiva will be terminated. Corporation policy states: if you don’t work, you don’t get rewarded. We had an incident up here last month where a new media editor injured her back and couldn’t work. She was crying and yelling at me, like it was my fault.” The receptionist shook his head, sounding offended.

      Tela’s stomach turned. Three days. She had to find Mike and return them both to the city safely, in only three days.

      “Yes, I understand.” Tela turned and left.

      

      Tela walked towards the lifts. The tall NAST strode down the hallway speaking into his radio, which crackled with static in response.

      Tela rounded the corner, but her way was blocked by two more NASTs. They made no move to touch her, but filled the space absolutely – their shoulders brushing the grey walls of the corridor. Their dark helmets prevented her from seeing their faces; only their eyes were visible, regarding her implacably.

      “This area is restricted,” the taller one on the left said.

      “I need to get to the lifts.”

      “This area is restricted,” he repeated.

      A narrow space in between their shoulders meant she could see down the corridor to the wider area in front of the lifts. There were more guards, and three people in expensive civilian clothes – two women and one man. One woman had short, dark hair and listened intently to the conversation between her two companions. She wrote quickly in a small notebook, and made no effort to take part in the conversation.

      The other woman’s stature and bearing expressed wealth, privilege and disdain for her current location. She subtly wiped a speck of dust off her silk pants before smoothing her long blonde hair over one ear.

      The third member of the group was a short man, wearing an expensive pinstripe suit immaculately tailored to his small frame, and designed to make him appear taller. His profile showed a strong jaw and large aquiline nose. He spoke quietly and quickly.

      The woman with the notebook showed him every deference, nodding her agreement with each comment he made. The blonde woman attempted smiling comments and appeared to disagree once, but was shut down by a remark that made colour bloom in her cheeks. She nodded and then spoke sharply to the dark-haired woman, pointing her finger at the notebook.

      The dark-haired woman stammered an apology. The man smirked before ignoring them both completely and searching the corridor.

      Dark blue eyes met Tela’s with an icy disdain. As the man’s face came fully into view, Tela shrank back from his stare and wished she had not been caught looking. She knew that face. All the citizens in New City did. His name was Alexander Rothmere, the head of the Rothmere family and Chief Executive of Noctiva.

      In the turmoil that had followed from the unintended consequences of the Vector Cure, Noctiva was the first Corporation to designate and control a safe zone, and to build a city. They reclaimed social power and layered a veneer of civility over what mankind had become. The other Corporations had been but one step behind, but Noctiva was first. Filling the void left by an impotent government, Noctiva and the five other Corporations formed the Citizenship signing up to the Citizenship Pact which divided the old USA amongst the five Corporations.

      In New City, pure citizens were safe, food was provided and tech could be earned as you increased your status in the Towers. Alexander Rothmere tolerated no threats to that security, holding unprecedented power over his citizens.

      Tela’s pulse went into overdrive as her body vacillated between fight or flight. This man could not find out who she was. Keep it together, keep it together. She dropped her eyes to the floor, feeling his gaze on her a moment longer before he resumed his conversation.

      I’m nobody, she repeated silently in her head. I’m nobody.

      After an endless pause, the lift doors opened. The women stepped back so Alexander could precede them, before following him into the lift accompanied by the two NASTS.

      The guards blocking Tela’s passage parted and gestured her along impatiently. She shivered, all senses on high alert. She had to get out of this place.

      The lift doors hissed closed behind her. She threw her fingers at the buttons for the parking levels, accidentally hitting more than one and then suffering through the pointless opening and closing of the doors.

      Seeing Alexander Rothmere had lit a spark of fear deep inside her. Sweat covered her skin and her heightened senses found the antiseptic scent of the lift cloying. Forcibly slowing herself to her usual pace, she walked to where she had parked in the employee car area. She drove up the ramp to the first exit. The sliding metal gate opened slowly with a low whine, letting her into a bay between two gates. The rough texture on the steering wheel was almost soothing as she ran her fingers forward and back, over and over.

      A minute passed, then two.

      Why was she still sitting here? It never took this long for the second gate to open. She was stuck in a cage with her only exit still closed.

      A uniformed guard left the gatehouse and marched towards her. Tela kept the engine running. It was against protocol and she’d definitely be fined, but if it came to it, she would floor it and rely on the modifications Mike got his mates to do on her car.

      The guard lifted his head and as his dark brown eyes appeared from under his cap she sighed with relief, it was Tyson. His skin looked more tan than usual, almost weathered, and whiskers were visible along his jawline; a sharp contrast with his usual immaculate appearance.

      “Ma’am, this is a routine ID check.”

      What? Tyson never called her that. It had taken a while but his sisters had convinced him to stop being so formal the last time they had lunch together.

      He cleared his throat meaningfully, nodding at her ID.

      “Certainly.” Tela handed the card over. “This isn’t your usual position.”

      “My work takes me to different areas of the Tower. This ID checks out Ms Munroe, be sure to keep it with you for future security checks.”

      Of course she would. She couldn’t move between New City and the Towers without her ID. Tyson wasn’t usually the type to tell what she already knew.

      “Time to go, Ms Munroe.” Tyson said, with a faint air of urgency as he pressed the button that released the barriers. His eyes held hers steadily and she wished she knew what he was trying to tell her. Then she realised he hadn’t actually scanned the ID into his handheld.

      He flicked his eyes briefly over his shoulder to the left. As she looked past him, she noticed that the second guard wasn’t in the gatehouse. There were always two. That was how it worked.

      The clang of a door followed by stomping footsteps heralded the return of the second guard. Something told her that if he made it back and checked her ID, she wouldn’t be allowed to leave.

      The tortuous grinding of the gears through the gate’s mechanism felt painfully slow. She watched as it slowly, slowly slid across in front of her. But finally, it opened and she drove through calmly, fighting the urge to gun the engine and flee.

      

      Technically, the road from East Tower to New City travelled through the Waste but security teams kept it relatively safe. At mid-morning it was devoid of traffic so the tarmac flowed in a dark line from the ugliness of East Tower straight to the city’s East Gate. New City rose up before her, surrounded by the wall that kept pure citizens in and Freaks out. Neat grids of apartment blocks stretched in all directions, punctuated at regular intervals by food distribution centres, security stations and junior teaching facilities. This was a planned city; it hadn’t grown organically over time. As she neared the wall, she registered the monitoring systems and the weapons located above the East Gate. Involuntarily, she shivered.

      I just need to get inside and start looking for Mike. If I don’t find him, it’s all gone, if I lose my Tower clearance, they’ll take the apartment, all Mike’s tech, and then I’m back trying to make it as a city worker. I don’t know if I can start again.

      Tela remembered the first time she had to start with nothing, when the security of childhood came to an end.

      Her dad had woken her in the middle of the night in the bedroom she shared with Mike. After the riots broke out in Los Angeles they had gone to stay with her mum’s sister, Sarah, in a beautiful town called Solano. Her parents thought it would be safer, after people in the cities had begun to turn on each other, forming vigilante groups to “take care of the Freaks.”

      “Lady T, wake up. I need to talk to you,” her dad said quietly. “Don’t wake your brother.”

      “Dad, it’s the middle of the night. What’s going on?” Tela asked.

      “I need to get your mother to safety. She had another one of those rages last night. It’s getting harder to hide them. Even her own sister is scared of her now, and I can’t risk someone turning us over to Noctiva Security. They’ll take her away, or worse.” Her dad sounded scared. She hated it. He always told them to be brave.

      “Will you come back?”

      “Of course I will. I need to get your mum to friends of ours in the old Washington state. A Corporation called DigiCom is in control of the zone there, and things seem better up there than here. Once she’s safe I’ll come back, okay?” He reached down and hugged her and she clung to him, trying not to cry. Then Mike was there too, hugging them both. He’d been listening the whole time. Tela felt the tears fall, but it was okay because Mike and Dad were crying too. Mike was so little, only four years old, but already smarter than her, even though she was five years older.

      “Keep your brother safe, and mind Aunt Sarah and Uncle Jason. If things go sour, get in touch with your Uncle Steve,” Dad said.

      “He left you,” Tela complained.

      “Steve will keep you safe.” Dad smiled. “Your mum wanted me to give you this.” He held out a small key and Tela took it from his hand, glancing up at him. “I don’t know, she wouldn’t tell me.” He stuck his hand through his hair and shifted his weight. “She’s already in the car. She doesn’t want you to see her like this.”

      Mike jumped up and Dad grabbed him.

      “Let me go, let me go.” Mike struggled while Dad held him and Tela rubbed his knee.

      “Mike, we promised. It’s better this way. You’ll make her sad, you don’t want to do that do you,” Tela said. The fight went out of Mike and he hung in Dad’s arms.

      “Please come back, Dad,” Mike whispered.

      “It shouldn’t be this way,” Tela raged. “We could try the Medicians…”

      Dad just looked at her and she sighed. “I know, I know, she doesn’t trust them.”

      “And neither should you. She has her reasons.”

      He turned to Mike and gathered him into his arms.

      Tela crossed her arms and huffed, “So, what about the changes?”

      “That’s why we have to go now. The discolouration has reached her face and hands. But she has some ideas she wants to try. Hopefully, I’ll be back in a month.”

      Neither of them had seen their parents again. Uncle Steve said the facility they had made it to in Washington was bombed by the Purists. Tela grieved and carried on with raising her brother, but Mike was just a little boy who clung to the hope they were alive.

      Aunt Sarah and Uncle Jason disappeared one night while they were out bartering for food. Tela waited two days, then exchanged their last valuables to send a message to their Uncle Steve. For a week she thought the guy had just taken her stuff and driven off with it on his motorbike. But then Steve had arrived. He collected them with their last belongings and drove them to the far north where he had started an organisation he called The Underground.

      Tela pulled up to the East Gate, which was open except for the security barrier. She pulled out her ID and immediately stuffed it back in her pocket. Tyson had neglected to scan it, so she definitely wasn’t going to use it here. Quickly, she reached under the seat to the secret compartment sewn there and extracted her emergency ID. She swiped it quickly across the scanner, but the light remained red. She tried again, but the green light failed to illuminate.

      Following protocol, a guard emerged from the gatehouse with a handheld data recorder. He had a pinched expression on his flabby face.

      “ID,” the guard said.

      Tela passed her emergency ID over and the guard relaxed somewhat.

      “These old ID cards don’t do so well with the scanners. You need to get a new one issued to you, sweetheart.” His fingers tapped away, and he nodded once. He handed her ID back and gave her a once-over, lingering at the top of her shirt.

      “I’ve got the paperwork in, but you know how backed up they can be in Administration.”

      “I’ve got contacts there.” The guard hitched up his pants and sucked in his stomach. “Maybe we could catch up and I could pass those contacts to you?”

      “I appreciate the offer, maybe some other time?” She gave the guard her best fake smile. He seemed to appreciate it, judging by the leer he gave her.

      “As you say, it’s your loss, cupcake.” The guard pressed the release for the gate and ambled back to his booth.
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      The New City stood, vast and impersonal, in the south of the old state of California. Noctiva had abandoned the pre-Vector cities, instead scavenging materials to construct the Towers – North, South, East, and West – that dominated the skyline around New City like sentinels. Everything outside the safe zone of New City and its Towers was simply known as the Waste.

      There were no green spaces in New City, and the air smelt stale. There were exhaust fumes from old-style vehicles that citizens used, if they could earn their fuel. A few electric vehicles could be seen on the roads, and were the focus of pointing and staring; if you had access to tech like that, you must be important. New City was a place of struggle for the limited resources available, held together by human fellowship. Tela’s neighbours had raised money to pay the rent of the single mother living in the lowest apartment after her husband disappeared.

      After all these years, this place was home.

      Mike’s disappearance threw everything into doubt. The threads of this new life, so carefully woven to keep Mike safe from the terrors of the world, were fraying and slipping through her fingers. Too many things had happened that day to ignore that their carefully constructed life was fracturing. If Mike wasn’t coming home, she had to find him. Sitting in the car staring at nothing, she considered her options and realised she was forced to do what she had been working so hard to avoid: It was time to initiate contact with the life she and Mike had escaped five years ago.

      Tela checked her mirrors before exiting the car. Up until today she had believed her secrets were safe. Maybe she even started to believe her own lies, and accepted that the rest of her life would be spent as Tela Munroe. It wouldn’t be so bad. She had Mike, her friendship with Lucia, and whatever the thing was that existed between her and Tyson. She had her neighbours and her work. It would have been enough.

      Tela glanced about the dimly lit car park with a nagging feeling that she was being watched. Nothing was visible other than her neighbours’ vehicles. They were lined up in neat rows against the concrete, which had a new selection of graffiti. It had been one of those days, so she jumped the short concrete wall and used the metal fire escape to access her apartment.

      Outside on the rusty stairs, Tela took in the view of the tall apartment blocks interspersed with small shopping and commercial areas. Noctiva’s New City followed a strict grid pattern, but as cultures flooded in, searching for safety, pockets of unique food and music had transformed different districts.

      The security forces kept an obvious peace, but gangs flourished, entrenched through the bribes paid to city officials, and tithes required by the Corporation.

      Tela gripped the faded green handrail and jogged up the stairs, her feet silent and eyes moving. She peered through the apartment window, checking for any signs of movement. The apartment was still, so she climbed inside and landed in the living area. She listened, but heard nothing except her heart doing overtime.

      Tela grabbed her go-bag from the bedroom, and changed her Noctiva shirt for a plain black top. Looking around her room, she registered the small touches that had made it hers: the sketch of her parents that Mike had made; the blanket Lucia had urged her to buy as it was “not black” but a riot of greens and blues; an old book of poetry from the 19th century. She caught her expression in the mirror – resignation sitting on a face that she’d always considered functional rather than attractive. Nose too big for her face, unlike Mike whose tiny snub was almost lost. Her mouth was full, lips pale but well sculpted, and she was lucky to have straight, even teeth. Not that she smiled often. She stepped closer to the mirror and looked fixedly at her brown eyes, like a staring contest with herself. The ritual, staring herself down before going into the unknown, made her focus.

      I’m Tela Munroe, I’m going to find my brother and we’ll come home.

      Urgency filled her. Crossing the small living area to the kitchen, she grabbed a cannister. She dug around in the coffee, which was never used, for the zip lock bag that housed the key her father had given her all those years ago. Tela slipped it into a front vest pocket and felt a pang as she ran her hand across the pale green kitchen counter. She inhaled the scent of her favourite Japanese blend tea, which hung in the air.

      It was time. Nothing here would give anything away to the security forces if it came to that. Hopefully she would be back in three days.

      Tela jumped back out the window and onto the fire escape with her go-bag on her back, and descended back to the garage level.

      She sidled along the concrete wall and peered into the garage to check her car, then recoiled as a figure walked across the floor. Tela tried to see further into the garage. Her car was 100 metres away. She could run for it, but she’d be vulnerable for the time it took to get in and start it up. She swallowed. She couldn’t hide here while Mike needed her.

      She vaulted the wall and ducked left into the garage, running and hiding behind a pillar.

      She heard a shout behind her: “Hey you, stop!” – and an answering call from further down the garage. It was time for a conversation while she figured her options.

      She slid to the floor and shimmied across the ground to a large van which gave her ample cover. “Why are you lurking around in a parking garage?” she asked.

      “We’ve been waiting for you. Your brother owes us. Since he’s not here to collect, we figure you owe us.” The answer came from over near her car. It was her objective; they could just wait for her to come to them.

      “My brother doesn’t need to borrow money off the local trash.”

      “Who you calling trash, bitch?” This came from closer to her, younger and reacting to her insult with bravado.

      “Who said it was money?” came the menacing voice near the car. “You can’t hide behind the cars forever, so why don’t you come out and we can talk about reparations.”

      Tela kept her mouth shut and slid out of her backpack while moving quietly under the cars towards the younger of the two. There would be no negotiation with these men, most likely members of the local gang. She was lucky the leader appeared to have brought one of his new recruits. A pair of legs came into view next to a brown sedan, and a nervous voice called, “I don’t see her Trav. Where is she?”

      Tela rose, careful not to make a sound, and moved up onto the roof of the sedan. From here she could see the new recruit facing away from her, watching the garage, arms at his sides. He moved a step forward and Tela slid down behind him, looping her arm around his neck and choking him before he could cry out. His hand moved towards his waist to draw a knife, but then his knees buckled and the kid went limp, unconscious. She dragged him behind the car and took his knife from his belt.

      “Billy? What’s happening down that end? Dammit, answer me boy.” Trav’s voice came from the direction of her car: “Damn sister’s kid.”

      Tela grabbed her bag, shrugging it on in one quick movement, then ran in a wide loop to come at Trav from the left. Holding the knife low at her side she rounded the pillar, and could see a figure next to her car glancing up and down the garage. He was holding a P7 in both hands, hefting it slightly. With no conventional safeties, the P7 was not a reliable weapon to carry around. As both his hands were occupied keeping the gun safe, she jumped and slid quickly across the bonnet of a nearby car before whipping her leg around and slamming it into his knee. He went down on that knee as she pivoted and slammed her knee into his side and used her weight to force him to fall forward, hands and gun trapped underneath him. She jumped on his back and held the knife to his throat.

      “What did Mike get from you?” she asked quietly. She felt sweat dripping off his head and he tried to raise himself up. Tela forced the knife in further and a drop of blood welled up.

      “Tell me what I want to know,” she said.

      “Screw you. He wanted all sorts of shit. Maps, weapons, computer chips, clothes. The guy was kitting himself out for a military mission,” said Trav, breathing shallowly against the knife.

      “And what did he promise you?”

      “Tech and passwords. The kid told us he could get us better hardware, and that he could find out passwords for the local supply office so we could help ourselves.” Trav said.

      “Why don’t we consider Mike to be all squared up. You and Billy’s life in exchange for Mike’s debt.” Before Trav could say another word, Tela flipped the knife and cracked him across the top of the head. As he fell down, she frowned; maps and weapons? What did Mike need any of that for?

      
      The greasy smell of bacon wafted on the air along with an undercurrent of stale flavourless coffee. Many citizens complained about the state of coffee in the city. It was a widely held superstition that the Underground was stealing all the good beans that made it up from the south.

      She found Mike’s best friend Jake working at the district’s mechanic. After initially insisting he didn’t know anything, he folded and told her what she wanted to know.

      “I guess it’s to do with him gathering old maps of the Waste. Especially for Northern California and all the way up into Oregon.” Jake’s shoulders slumped.

      “Wait, what?” Tela went cold. Maps of the Waste? Outside the safe zone it had become a bit like the old West, there were villages and settlements where Freaks and other outcasts banded together. Noctiva only intervened if there was something they needed, resources they wanted to access or if it made for good PR. All citizens knew that the Waste was full of Freaks, and if you left the safe zone, you were on your own.

      “You know. He’s been collecting old maps of the Waste for a school assignment.”

      “No, Jake, I didn’t know, and I can tell you that it has nothing to do with school.” She sighed and tapped her foot. “Listen Jake, you’ve been a good friend to Mike. We may not see you for a bit. I’d appreciate it if you forgot your conversation with Mike and the fact that you ever saw me. It’s probably safer for you if you came out here, checked the tyre inventory and went back inside, do you understand?”

      Jake had agreed and she’d left the garage, more worried than ever.

      In front of her, Alonso was working on the car lot, acting like it was a stage. Dressed in a flashy green suit, he strode amongst the cars gesturing expansively to his short female customer who was running to keep up, her low heels pattering. After a moment, Alonso shook the small woman’s hand vigorously, while patting the bonnet of the old Ford next to them. The woman was bewildered but happy.

      After concluding the sale, Alonso’s face shifted with an air of suspicion and he looked around the yard and beyond. Recognising Tela sitting in her car his expression relaxed. He walked over and leaned down to the car window, smiling expansively. “Tela, my one true love. My heart leaps in my chest to see you here today.” Alonso’s moustache jumped in time with his outrageous announcements, and Tela felt a small smile lift her lips.

      “My lady, what can I do for you? You have but to ask, and Alonso will make it happen.” He straightened to his full height and puffed out his chest.

      “I’ve come to you in my hour of need Alonso, and…” She felt her eyes well up. She and Alonso had always played this game and tried to outdo each other. But today there were too many truths amongst the theatrical display they usually enjoyed.

      “Tela…” He noticed her tears, and his voice grew serious. “My friend, calm yourself and come inside.”

      “Mike’s gone, Alonso and I need to find him. I know this is a lot to ask, but a long time ago you promised to help me, and even though I don’t deserve it, I need your help.”

      Alonso stilled, the comedy of his movements vanished, revealing a glimpse of the true man underneath. “Old friend, I will always help you.”

      She exhaled a shaky breath. “Thank you. The first thing I need is a car; I don’t think this one is safe anymore.”

      “Of course, that is no problem. In fact, I have the very thing. I’ve been keeping it stashed away due to its special modifications. This is not a car to be wasted on my usual customers, and it must be destiny that you came to us today. You must stay for lunch and I will show you the car.” The salesman was back.

      “Alonso,” she stopped. “I don’t know how to ask you this.”

      “Ask. You know that I owe you. I will always help, if it is in my power to do so.”

      “I have to get a message out, an invitation to talk. I have some old codes, but I don’t want to put you and your family in danger.”

      “Fortunately, in this family we like the spice of danger. In fact, my eldest son likes it so much, he is running messages. This worries his mother very much, but I think sons cause worry to mothers whatever they do. You see, it will be simple to get your message out. But are you sure? Once they have you again, it will be hard to leave. Your connections make you important.”

      “It was going well. Mike had his future set.” She bit her lip. “But now he has been missing for two days. A couple of gang members tried to jump me at the apartment garage, and Jake said Mike had gathered old maps of the Waste. I’m worried.”

      “Come in and sit down for lunch. Maria would love to see you. You can sort out your message and Valentino will run it.”

      “Alonso, you are a true friend. I’m sorry it’s been so long.”

      “No, it was safer that way. Safer for all of us not to contact each other.” Tela parked her car out of sight behind the office and followed Alonso into the building. Maria, Alonso’s dark-haired, petite wife, jumped out from behind the desk to hug her tightly.

      Tela leaned back from the hug as Maria searched her face intently. “The cards told me you were coming.” Maria walked into the dining area. “Come and eat with us, Tela, lunch is ready.”

      She followed Maria, smelling the heavenly scent of chicken tacos with pico de gallo. Suddenly, she was famished.

      Before they could eat, Tela composed the message, then sat considering the note in her hand. This would change everything. Once she made contact, trying to return to the life she had built in the city would be complicated. An image of her brother rose in her mind: his small wiry frame loaded with maps and striding into the Waste unprotected. He would be an easy target for anyone he came across. She pressed the note firmly into Alonso’s palm as he held her gaze steadily.

      Alonso raised his voice and yelled, “Valentino, come and do something useful.”

      Valentino sauntered into the kitchen. Maria looked pointedly at his unkempt hair and ratty clothes and sighed loudly.

      “What’s up, Dad?” Alonso said, his adolescent voice cracking and ruining the image he tried to present.

      “I need you to run this message. Now,” Alonso said.

      Valentino snapped to attention, “You know I’ve been running messages?”

      “Of course. You have evaded Corporation notice so far, but for this, you need to take every precaution.”

      “Yes, sir. I won’t let you down.”

      Valentino walked out the back, and Tela heard a motorbike start up.

      “How will they know how to get a message back to you?” Alonso asked.

      “They’ll find me. If they come to you, let them know that my next stop is Mike’s friend Tomas, and then I’ll be leaving the city.” Tela smiled gratefully as Maria began serving lunch; she was starving.

      After a wonderful meal during which Maria skilfully extracted the story of Tela’s life since they had last seen each other years ago, Tela turned to Alonso.

      “Do you mind showing me the car now? I need to keep moving.”

      Alonso led Tela to the sheds where he kept the scruffy old wrecks. In a few weeks, they’d look better than new.

      Once inside, he stopped and turned to her, then scrubbed at his face with his left hand before bringing it down and twisting the rings around on his fingers.

      “What is it?”

      “I’m deciding whether to tell you something.”

      “You have to tell me now. Come on, give.”

      “I keep my head down, you know that, but I’m still tapped in, and if Mike is heading north, you need to know about DigiCom.” He stopped. “They went a different way once they figured out the symbiont was the key to the Vector Cure, like way back when it was first discovered. They went a dark way.”

      “Darker than forcing enhancements on soldiers?”

      He looked down. “Animal testing. That’s all we know.”

      She stared at him.

      “Told you it was dark. If you end up in the Waste up there, I have no idea what you will find.”

      Toward the back there was a car sitting under an old tarp. Alonso strode towards it and pulled the tarp off with a flourish. “Tah-Dah!” he exclaimed.

      Underneath was the filthiest car she had ever seen. It was hard to see what its actual colour was under all the dirt. Alonso was so proud, and she searched for the right words. “Wow, it’s the dirtiest car I’ve ever seen.”

      “Don’t be provincial.” He smiled and curved his hands. “Follow its lines, you know this car.” She moved closer and then it came to her. No, it couldn’t be.

      “Is that a – no, wait. It can’t be a Shelby.” She walked around the car. “You fiend, it is a Shelby. It’s a bit wrecked. Who would do that?”

      “I think she’s seen some action in her time, but her engine is a finely crafted musical instrument. I decided not to
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