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              In memory of my father,




              Gary Lyle Richardson (1945–2015).




              You were weird and wonderful, and I’m glad you were able to read an early draft of this before you rejoined the Cycle.


            

          


        


      


    


  




  








  

    

      

        

          

            

              False face must hide what the false heart doth know.




              William Shakespeare, Macbeth
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    San Francisco, California


  




  This is the first time I have ever been alone.




  The first time that I have ever woken up to silence and emptiness next to me. The only sounds in the room are the beeping of the heart monitor and my own laboured breathing.




  It isn’t supposed to be like this.




  Groggy from the medicine, I raise my hand to hover over the hot wound, throbbing even through the pain of the IV. It is the first time my hand has been able to linger three inches above my own

  chest. Below my shaking fingers is the deep cut that will heal into a thin seam from just below my collarbone to right above my navel. Beneath the newly grafted skin and reconstructed breasts is a

  titanium sternum – bulletproof, so they say – and half of my ribs are made of the same substance. Below that metal sternum is my new, false heart. The old heart is gone, cut out and

  replaced with an upgraded model that will never tire. I can almost imagine I can hear its mechanical ticking.




  This is the first time I’ve ever been lonely.




  The doorknob to the recovery room turns. My automated heartbeat doesn’t quicken, though the old, fleshy one would have. I still feel the thrum of adrenalin. The door opens, and for the

  first time, I see my own, moving reflection. My full mirror image. The same brown skin, the mane of curly hair. The same long nose and dark eyes, features hollowed in fear and pain. My twin,

  Tila.




  Are my knees that knobby? I ask myself, almost laughing from the ridiculousness of the thought. The drugs still rush through my system, and everything is dreamily gold-tinged.




  She’s trailing her IV with her. I can barely move, so she shouldn’t be up, but Tila doesn’t let a small thing like pain stop her. I’m surprised she hasn’t triggered

  the alarms. She probably disabled them – she’s always been clever with her hands.




  We’re not supposed to see each other for a few days, so we grow used to being separate. As usual, she’s ignored all the rules and advice and followed her own heart. It is really her

  own heart now. She creeps closer, her bare feet swishing along the floor.




  ‘T?’ she whispers.




  ‘T,’ I answer. We always call each other T when we are alone. I close my eyes, a tear falling down my cheek. What have we done?




  Painfully, I move over on the bed as best I can. We haven’t just come out of surgery, if the date on the wallscreen is correct. They put us in a medical coma for a few days to speed up

  healing. I find the fact they can do something like that more than a little frightening. Neither of us has ever been to a hospital before this. There aren’t any in Mana-ma’s Hearth.




  Tila slides into the bed. On her chest, in mirror image of mine, is the same wound that will one day become a scar. Beneath her false sternum is another new, false heart. I wonder if they are

  set to the same rhythm and even now beat together.




  Gently, we turn onto our sides, pressing our foreheads together. Then and only then can we fall back asleep, in the position we have fallen asleep in for the last sixteen years. Now three inches

  of emptiness separate us, when before there had been nothing, and our heart had beat as one.
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    Ten years later


  




  I’m starting where it all falls apart.




  Tila is late for dinner.




  We meet twice a week, once at her place and once at mine, though lately it’s always been at my apartment in Inner Sunset. She says she’s staying late at work, but I never know if

  that’s true. I hate it when she keeps secrets. It used to be that we couldn’t.




  Outside, fat drops of rain drum against the glass window. The sunset has faded to darkness, a few stars just bright enough to shine through the San Francisco fog. I pace across the living room,

  peering at the blurred view of the city skyline, the green shimmer of the algae farms in the bay, the lights of the hovercars flying past. I paid a lot extra to have the penthouse for this view,

  but at the moment it does nothing for me. All I can do is be irritated at my sister.




  Back in the kitchen, I push the curls from my face. I use my auditory implants to ping Tila, but there’s no response. I turn on the wallscreen, but the moving images and sounds irritate

  me, and I shut them off. The scar on my chest twinges. It’s psychosomatic. There’s no way it could actually hurt, not after so many years. I rest my fingertip on the top of the rough

  line of healed skin. It’s been almost a decade to the day since the surgery.




  I sigh and set out the food, the time flashing in the corner of my ocular implants until I send it away. Her shift at Zenith supposedly ended over an hour ago. She works at the hostess club at

  the top of the TransAm Pyramid. Not a bad gig, but not for me. I don’t think I’d be as good at pretending.




  I’ve made Tila her favourite curry, adapted from a recipe from the Hearth. I could have ordered it from the replicator in the corner of the kitchen, but I needed the distraction of doing

  something with my hands. It’s time to tell her I quit my job this afternoon, and I accepted a new job offer I couldn’t refuse – in China. I don’t know if Tila will want to

  come with me.




  Or if she should.




  The doorknob turns. I stand and rub my palms along my skirt. Tila flies in, dishevelled and wild-eyed. Her short, teal hair is wet and plastered to her skull, contrasting with my brown curls.

  Her clothes are flashy where mine are plain. Her face is different than mine now too, from trips to the flesh parlours. They’re not drastic changes, but we no longer look identical.




  It isn’t until she rushes to me and clutches the front of my shirt, on either side of my scar, that I realize she’s covered in blood. She’s wearing a man’s coat I

  don’t recognize, and it gapes open, dripping onto the floor. Her light blue dress is splattered red, the rain smearing it into a garish watercolour.




  My mind takes a beat to process it. ‘Are – are you hurt?’ I ask, trying to pull back to go for the first aid kit. But if it’s that much blood, she might need more than

  bandages. Fear rushes through me, and I can’t seem to catch my breath.




  She doesn’t answer right away. Her mouth flaps open, and then shuts. She lets go of me, backing away from the door. ‘Not my blood. You have to help me, T. Oh God, you have

  to help me.’




  I tense. Not my blood. ‘If it’s not your blood, whose is it?’ My breath comes faster, hitching on the inhale. My sister feeds off my fear, grabbing my shirt so hard

  the fabric rips. ‘What the hell is going on, Tila?’ I ask.




  Expressions of fear and guilt flit across her face like shadows. ‘Please, Taema. Please. I have to get out of the city right now. Both of us do. Hide out somewhere. The Sierras? If only

  Mana’s Hearth would let us claim sanctuary.’




  Mana’s Hearth is exempt from Pacifica jurisdiction. That she would mention going back, despite everything that happened ten years ago, and that she wants to bring me too, is what

  tells me just how serious this is. ‘Tila, slow down. What have you done?’




  ‘I haven’t done anything, Taema. It didn’t happen the way they’ll say.’ I can see the whites of her eyes, the tension lines around her mouth. Despite her surgery,

  her face reminds me too much of that last day in Mana’s Hearth when we thought we would die in that redwood forest.




  The tips of my hands tingle and my vision swims. ‘OK. OK.’ I force myself to try and calm down. ‘What haven’t you done?’




  Sirens sound outside the high-rise apartment. I startle – you hardly ever hear them in San Francisco any more. They’re growing louder.




  Tila presses against me. ‘Oh God, they’ve found me. Must have tracked my VeriChip. I knew I should have torn it out. Can I hide? There must be somewhere I can hide!’




  Her panic is infectious, but I have to be the pragmatic twin she expects. The twin she needs. ‘No point. All the police will have infrared sensors. If you didn’t do this, then

  it’ll be fine, right? They’ll take you in for questioning and then let you go.’ I don’t want to be the calm twin. I want to grab her, shake her, demand she tell me what has

  happened and whose blood she’s wearing.




  Tila only sobs, resting her hand just below my collarbone, right on my scar. I rest my hand on hers. I can feel the mechanical beating of her heart. Despite our obvious terror, our hearts beat

  at their same, steady pace.




  ‘It’ll be all right, T,’ I say. ‘I promise.’




  She looks at me, dangerous and untamed. I barely recognize her. ‘You can’t promise that, T. You can’t promise that at all.’




  Red and blue lights flash outside the window. A police hovercar floats outside the balcony, rain falling off its sides. The search light illuminates the room, paralyzing us in the bright beams.

  Three police jump down onto the tiny balcony, their boots splashing in the puddles on the concrete. Tila’s shaking, burrowing close to my side. I wrap my arm around her, but I’m

  shivering just as badly.




  They open the sliding glass door, but too hard. The glass shatters. Fragments spill into my living room, as if the rain outside has crystallized.




  ‘SFPD!’




  ‘Really, now,’ I say, looking at the glass and rain scattered across the living room. Fear shifts to anger. ‘Was that necessary?’




  The police look between us. They are all wearing bulletproof Kalar vests over their sleek, dark blue uniforms. Cops almost never wear Kalars, not in this city that prides itself on its lack of

  crime. The whites of their eyes shimmer in the light with their extra implants.




  An Indian-American woman with curly hair tamed in a knot at the nape of her neck clutches her gun, shifting her stance. The other man, white and brown-haired with a face so generically

  good-looking I’ll forget what he looks like as soon as he leaves the room, begins to make a perimeter of my apartment. Perhaps he thinks extra back-up is hiding behind the couch. The last

  man, their leader, is black with a gold tattoo I can’t make out peeking over the collar of his uniform. He narrows his eyes at us, focusing on Tila and her teal hair: ‘Tila

  Collins?’




  She doesn’t answer, keeping her head bowed.




  He steps forward and grabs her upper arms. For a second, I fear she’s going to resist and try to run for it, but then she goes limp.




  ‘What’s going on here?’ I ask. ‘She says she hasn’t done it, whatever you’re after her for.’




  They ignore me. Gold Tattoo says, ‘Tila Collins, you are under arrest for murder in the first degree. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against

  you.’




  When was the last time he had to read anyone their Miranda rights?




  Gold Tattoo pulls Tila from my grasp. My hands fall useless at my sides. Tila tilts her head up at him and spits in his face.




  Gold Tattoo wipes the spittle away, expressionless.




  The wind leaves my lungs as the full implications sink in. Murder. There hasn’t been a murder by a civilian in San Francisco in years. Not since Pacifica was formed after the United States

  fractured forty years ago. Not since VeriChips and implants and cameras on every corner.




  ‘Tila?’ I ask as Gold Tattoo marches her back to the hovercar, handing her over to Curly Hair. I sound forlorn, lost.




  She throws a pleading glance over her shoulder as they push her inside. ‘Taema!’




  Within moments, they are all gone save Gold Tattoo. He towers over me, but he looks so young. He might not be, with flesh parlours everywhere, but it’s hard to find him terrifying when it

  looks like he only learned how to shave yesterday.




  A sob lodges in my throat. It’s all I can do not to break into pieces in front of this man. One moment, I was annoyed that dinner was growing cold, and now my apartment is a mess and my

  sister is accused of murder. I can’t wrap my head around the word. Murder. It’s Tila. My sister. I know her better than I know myself.




  Don’t I?




  ‘Miss Collins?’ There might be a hint of concern behind the brusque tone. He’s close enough that I can make out his tattoo: a California grizzly bear.




  I find my voice. ‘My sister’s just been taken for murder. How do you think I feel?’




  He has no answer to that. Within moments, the sirens blaze again as they take my sister away from me.




  ‘Who’s she meant to have murdered?’ I ask, my voice tight. That word again. It’s ugly.




  ‘A body of a man was found at Zenith under suspicious circumstances. I can’t say anything more.’




  My hands ball into fists. Gold Tattoo notices the movement, his hand resting on his gun. My lungs burn from holding in the sobs.




  He pauses. I realize why he’s stayed behind.




  ‘I’m to go in for questioning too? Why didn’t you take me with Tila?’




  He shifts slightly. ‘Yes, Miss Collins. We’re to take you in as a precaution. You’ll be going to the station. Your sister is being taken elsewhere.’




  ‘Where?’




  ‘I’m not at liberty to say.’




  I fold over, trying to take in deep breaths but still hyperventilating.




  ‘Miss Collins.’




  I hold up a hand. I think of the Hearth, how Mana-ma taught us to control our emotions. Let the darkness float away. Let in only the light. I imagine the chapel on the hill at the

  centre of the town, the five-pointed symbol carved on its side, the bird calls that floated through the open windows on a spring day. Despite my hatred of her, her techniques work.




  I stand up, smoothing my features, shaking my head a little from side to side. ‘Yes. We have the same DNA. You’ll want to make sure I didn’t do it.’




  He says nothing.




  ‘Am I under arrest?’




  ‘No. You’re being detained for questioning. Please grab your things, Miss Collins.’




  I look around at my apartment. The wet footprints all over the carpet. The shining bits of glass. The food cold on the table, the plates laid out for a meal we will never eat.




  I grab my coat and purse.




  As he leads me down the stairs, curiosity seems to get the better of him. ‘I shouldn’t ask, but do you really think she didn’t do it?’




  I pause. I still think he’s been waxworked – he’s too highly ranked to be any younger than late thirties – but his eyes aren’t quite as jaded as a lot of older

  people masquerading in younger bodies.




  My hand snakes towards my sternum again, pressing against the faint seam where they unzipped me and Tila and took us apart a decade ago. Underneath, my mechanical heart beats, beats, beats.




  ‘I know my twin better than anyone else. If she says she didn’t do it, then she didn’t.’




  I’m sure I believe it.




  Ninety-nine per cent sure.
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  Officer Oloyu, or Gold Tattoo, is all business when we reach the San Francisco Police Headquarters. He has become hard – perhaps on the silent hovercar trip he’s

  changed his mind and decided I must be as guilty as my sister. Or the question in the hallway was an act, and he decided he wouldn’t catch the fly with honey. He gazes down at the blank

  tablet, little more than a white piece of plastic to focus the eyes as he accesses his ocular implant for my file.




  He hovers close, almost touching, knowing that it will make me defensive and on edge. Then he strolls to his side of the table, perching on the chair, legs spread wide.




  He’s offered me a coffee, but it sits in front of me, an oily sheen on top from the artificial creamer, untouched and growing cold. My mouth is dry. All I can think of is Tila. Where have

  they taken her? What’s going through her mind?




  Oloyu is the only one in the room. Aren’t there usually two, a good cop and a bad one? Granted, all I have to go on is old cop shows they play late at night on the wallscreen.




  Oloyu stares at me, unblinking. I can’t decide whether or not to be intimidated by him. His splayed body language is aggressive, and it’s working – I feel like prey being

  stalked. Yet his features are still so young, honest and symmetrical. If he really wants to be more frightening in situations like these, perhaps he should make another visit to the flesh

  parlour.




  ‘When’s the last time you saw your sister?’ Oloyu asks.




  ‘Almost a week ago,’ I answer, keeping my voice flat to stop it quivering. I’m also embarrassed to realize it’s been that long. I’d invited her over for dinner

  twice, but she’d claimed she was working both times. I don’t have anything to hide, yet I still feel like this is a test I could pass or fail, depending on my answers. Or that I could

  accidentally incriminate my sister.




  How could you incriminate her? I ask myself. She couldn’t have done anything. Right?




  ‘And where do you work?’




  I swallow. This is all in my file from when he scanned the VeriChip in my wrist. ‘Silvercloud Solutions.’




  Officer Oloyu makes a show of perusing my file on his blank, white tablet. ‘That’s a subset of Sudice, right?’




  ‘Yes.’ I don’t know why he’s pretending he doesn’t know. Sudice is the biggest company in Pacifica, with offices in San Francisco, Los Angeles, Portland and

  Honolulu. They supply the drug Zeal to all Pacifica states, and have most tech in the city patented.




  ‘It says here you helped design the VivaFog.’ Those machines have been my life’s work for the past five years: the machines that take energy from the ever-present fog around

  the bay and relay it to the coastal apartments. We’re going to try and expand to the maritime district this year.




  ‘I was one of the team that did, yes,’ I respond. Why isn’t he asking the questions he really wants the answer to? Beneath the table, I press my knees hard to stop them

  knocking together.




  Officer Oloyu isn’t saying anything out of order, but everything in his body language screams: I suspect you, either of murder or accessory to it. I wish I still had that

  microexpression overlay downloaded to my ocular implants, but I deleted it months ago. I didn’t like what it told me about people.




  ‘That’s impressive,’ Officer Oloyu says. I’m not sure whether or not I sense the underlying subtext I often do from people who know my past: for someone who grew up

  in the cult of Mana’s Hearth.




  ‘Thank you,’ I tell him, meeting his eyes.




  ‘We contacted your employer, but it seems you quit your job today and have plans to leave the country.’




  ‘Yes, that’s correct. That’s been in the works for months. It’s not a sudden decision.’ I feel a flutter of nerves, deep in my stomach. It’s a coincidence,

  but it doesn’t look good.




  ‘We’re unclear if this is premeditated or a crime of passion.’




  ‘I had nothing to do with this. Whatever this is. And I’m sure my sister didn’t, either.’




  He pauses, considering me. The overhead lighting leaves half his face in shadow. I look down at my stone-cold coffee. I want water, but I don’t ask him for it.




  ‘Did your sister seem different at all, the last time you saw her? Distressed in any way?’




  ‘No. She seemed the same as usual. Laughing, joking. We went to an Ethiopian restaurant in the Mission.’




  His gaze goes distant as he makes a mental note with his implants.




  This is my first lie to the police. She seemed thinner, she didn’t laugh. She picked at her food, when usually Tila has a voracious appetite. I kept asking her what was wrong, but she said

  she’d just been working too many late nights at the club. The lie fell from my mouth before I thought about it, and I can’t take it back.




  They’ve mapped my brain to see if I’m lying. A model floats above our heads, delicate and transparent, dotted with neuron clusters like stars. Oloyu glances up to check. Between my

  mechanical heart not growing as excited as a flesh one and my Hearth training, nothing happens. I could lie with impunity. If they map Tila, she can too.




  ‘So nothing unusual over the last few weeks? No signs she was keeping anything from you? You two must be close.’ Again, I can hear from his tone what he really means: close

  enough that if one of you did it, the other would know about it.




  ‘Closer than you can ever imagine,’ I say, my voice sharpening with fear. I don’t want him to see he’s struck a nerve, but by the flint of his eyes, he knows he has. I

  decide I’m not going to let him scare me, even if terror still rolls in my stomach. Even though I hate the Hearth and all it stands for, another one of Mana-ma’s sayings come to me:

  They only have power over you if you let them.




  ‘Does your sister have any enemies?’ Oloyu leans forward. I can’t stand anyone that close to me unless it’s Tila or someone I know extremely well. But I lean forward on

  my elbows, right in his face, ignoring the mirrored window behind him and whoever watches me through it. I’m still scared, but I haven’t let it paralyze me.




  ‘Everyone loves Tila. She can go buy food and make a new friend.’ That’s true. If we take a shuttle somewhere for a holiday, I read, ignoring those around me. Tila

  will become fast friends with whoever is sitting next to her: an old man with a white beard, a new mother and her squalling baby, and once a Buddhist monk in his saffron robes.




  She can make enemies as well: people who don’t like her because of her blithe way of speaking, her easy enthusiasm. I’m sure there are probably a few other hostesses at the club who

  are jealous of her. She can charm clients with a half-lidded glance and she often crows to me about how she receives the lion’s share of the tips. Tila seems to know what it is each person

  wants and reflects that back to them, flirting by acting like one of the ribald men as easily as playing the coquettish minx. Heaven knows where she’s learned all that. I sure

  haven’t.




  ‘Nobody at all?’ Officer Oloyu presses.




  I shake my head. ‘None that come to mind, no. Sorry I can’t be more helpful.’ I’m not sorry I haven’t given them anything to incriminate my sister. Or at least I

  hope I haven’t.




  He presses his lips together. ‘Now then. The question you must be expecting: where were you at 1700 hours this evening?’




  ‘On the way home from work on the MUNI.’ My voice has stopped shaking, and I feel as though I’m no longer attached to my body. That I’m just a floating head. I have taken

  full control of my emotions, like Mana-ma always taught us to do in the Hearth.




  ‘Which line do you take?’




  ‘Clement Lot.’




  ‘You do understand we’ll be checking the cameras.’




  ‘I’d expect nothing less.’




  Officer Oloyu narrows his eyes. At first, he thought he had me. Now, he thinks I’m being secretive, and he’s right. But there’s not much more he can do without concrete proof,

  and I’m not giving him anything. Even if there was anything to give.




  ‘Can I have any details of the case, or is it all confidential?’ I ask. ‘Maybe if I understand what’s happened I can think of someone who might wish to harm my sister.

  Whose body did they find? Was it a guest of the club?’ I’m desperate for more information. Anything to help piece together what happened tonight. Murder. The word keeps pulsing through

  my mind, until it doesn’t even seem like a word any more.




  ‘We can’t name the victim,’ Officer Oloyu says. The unspoken: not to you.




  Thanks for nothing. ‘Right. Well, if you can’t tell me anything, and I have nothing to tell you, is there anything else you need? Or can I go home and clean up the mess you

  made of my apartment?’




  ‘I don’t appreciate your tone, Miss Collins,’ Oloyu says. ‘You don’t seem overly upset by tonight’s events.’




  Fuck you, I want to say. You don’t have the first clue how I’m feeling. Instead, I look at him calmly. ‘Am I free to go?’




  ‘For now.’




  ‘Good.’ I stand and clutch my purse, and then I bend down and look him in the eye. I’m pleased to see him move back slightly. ‘I’m not upset because I’m sure

  she’s as much of a victim in this as whoever died tonight.’ I lean back and pull my collar down. It’s a good way to unnerve others. In San Francisco, where everyone has made such

  an effort to appear flawless, nobody likes to see such obvious signs of imperfection. Tila taught me the trick. For all she changed her face and hair to not look like me, she kept the scar.




  Oloyu looks at the scar with a mixture of fascination and embarrassment.




  ‘You can’t spend sixteen years with someone, every minute of every day, and not know if they’re capable of murder or not. I’ll do whatever it

  takes to clear her name.’ I push my collar up and walk out. His eyes on my back make the hairs on my neck prickle.




  •




  Officer Oloyu follows me from the interrogation room to the hovercar, and we rise and fly along the coast of the bay towards my apartment in Inner Sunset. The last thing I want

  to do is see more of him, and I wonder why a senior policeman is taking the time to chauffeur me back instead of some rookie. I haven’t seen any other police officers except for the two who

  took Tila away – it’s almost as if they don’t want anyone else to see me.




  I ignore Oloyu and stare out the window. It’s full night by now, and San Francisco glitters below us. The sight of it helps me forget my anxiety and terror, at least for a moment.




  I love this city. It’s the complete opposite of Mana’s Hearth. In the Hearth, the lake is ink-black at night. In San Francisco, the algae farms make the bay glow green. To my right

  is Angel Island, and the ruined Alcatraz, the building too decayed by the salt and wind to visit, and the man-made islands where the rich live in their sumptuous houses. The Golden Gate and the Bay

  Bridge lead towards the city skyline. Billboards advertising Sudice products flash their garish colours: implant upgrades, a new Zeal lounge downtown, the virtual reality centre next to Union

  Square Mall. The car passes between buildings: greenhouse skyscrapers with their lush, forest-like interiors, multi-level apartment towers, most of the windows lit, small silhouettes staring out

  the windows towards the bay.




  Scattered throughout the city are revenants risen from the Earth after the Great Quake of 2055 – antiquates of architecture preserved and joined with their modern counterparts in a hybrid

  of old and new: Coit Tower, the skyscrapers on California Street and near the Embarcadero, the old iconic Ferry Building at the base of the newly built air hangars above and the piers jutting out

  into the gentle waves of the bay. And there, just coming into sight, the TransAm Pyramid, twice as large as the old Transamerica Pyramid. I can’t look away from the glowing top floor, home to

  Club Zenith.




  San Francisco.




  Our new home after we’d left the Hearth. At first, we’d hated it. It was too different, too new, and we’d had to learn about its ways while struggling with our newly separated

  status. Eventually, we’d grown to love it. The freedom it gave us. The opportunities. Now, I fear I’ll grow to hate it again.




  Officer Oloyu clears his throat. I turn to him, trying to bring something approximating a smile to my face, but it fails.




  ‘I’ll tell you a little about the case,’ he says, grudgingly. ‘I’ve been given the go-ahead by my superior.’




  Why the change? ‘All right,’ I say, slowly. The flashing lights of the city play across his face, catching in his eyes.




  ‘You are not permitted to share this information with anyone. Understood?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘The victim has not been formally identified yet, but another hostess says they called him Vuk. He was tall, muscular, wore a sharp suit. Tipped very well. Spent a lot of time in the Zeal

  lounge. Tila was one of his favourites.’




  ‘Vuk,’ I say, tasting the name on my lips. The retinal display of my implants tells me the name means ‘wolf’ in Serbo-Croatian. I send the text away. ‘Why are you

  telling me this?’




  ‘We want you to come back in tomorrow,’ he says. The hardness has left him again. I prefer him without it – it doesn’t suit him. Too forced.




  ‘Why?’




  ‘You’ll see. Please come to the station tomorrow at 0900. Take the MUNI. Come through the back entrance.’




  ‘This is not a request?’




  ‘No.’ We’ve reached my apartment. He sets the hovercar down on the balcony. I sigh at the sight of my broken sliding glass door. At least the worst of the rain has stopped.




  I get out without saying goodbye, stepping into my damp living room. I turn around, watching Oloyu lift the police car away.




  ‘Vuk,’ I say again. ‘Who were you?’ A rich man, if he frequented the club, who liked to plug into the Zeal virtual world fantasies. I can just see a Sudice billboard for

  Zeal, flashing through the fog. A woman in a Chair, wires hooked up to her arms and temples, eyes closed, a smile on her face. Above her head, her dreams come to life – she’s clad in

  armour, and fighting a sinuous monster. The billboard blinks again. She’s flipping head over feet, wearing a skintight star-spangled uniform, an Olympic athlete. One last blink, and the

  tagline: Find your Zeal for life. What will you dream today?




  What were Vuk’s dreams when he was plugged into that Chair, and did Tila join him in them?




  I look down over the city again, wondering how I’ll find out who he was and how he entangled Tila in this mess.




  







  

    

      

        	

          THREE
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          TILA


        

      


    


  




  

    They’ve given me an old-fashioned paper notebook to write my last will and testament, with a pencil blunt enough I can’t kill myself with it. I’m sure I

    still could, if I wanted to.




    I refused a tablet. I don’t want them sneaking and reading this as I write. So here I am, with my paper and pencil. I’m more used to this than most people in the city – out

    in the Hearth, there are no fancy gadgets and very little technology.




    I’m not going to write my last will and testament. What’s the point? I don’t have much to leave and my only next of kin is Taema, so everything goes to her. I couldn’t

    send any of my stuff to my parents at the Hearth even if I wanted to, since we’re apostate and all that.




    So I’m just sort of scribbling, seeing what will come out. It passes the time, I guess. There’s nothing else to do. The cell is cold and boring, with everything grey and beige,

    though I do have a window that shows a tiny patch of blue sky. Maybe writing this will distract me, at least a little, from the fact they’re going to kill me soon.




    There’s no point sugar-coating it – it’ll happen. My lawyer is half-heartedly trying to put up a defence, buy me more time, but I don’t know why he bothers. The

    trial’s in a few weeks. Though can you really call it a trial if there’s no jury, just some judge deciding your fate? The government is keeping it all hush-hush. The media

    aren’t meant to know – most of the people here don’t even know who I am or what I’m meant to have done. I overheard the guards talking about it. I’m not in a normal

    prison. They don’t even have prisons in San Francisco any more, there’s so little crime. I’m locked away somewhere else, but we didn’t travel long so I think I’m

    still in Northern California. Maybe they took me to the Sierras? The air seems colder and crisper.




    If it ever does get out, I wonder if they’ll let me read the news feeds. They’ll call me all sorts of names. Some will be true. Some won’t.




    The judge will say I’m a criminal, and then they’ll put me in stasis. Freeze me like a popsicle, and then I might as well be dead. That sounds flippant, I know, but that seems to

    be the only way I can write about it without crying.




    Shit, never mind. There’s tear stains on the paper now. Putting people in stasis is Pacifica’s answer to capital punishment. They’re not killing them, but cryogenically

    freezing criminals. It happened a lot more in the early days of Pacifica, after the United States split up. Now, maybe only a dozen people, tops, are put into stasis every year. It’s only

    for the really hopeless cases, those who don’t respond to Zeal therapy and will never be redeemed. I guess they think I’m unredeemable.




    Hardly anyone who goes into stasis comes back out. It does happen – some tireless lawyer will discover someone frozen was actually innocent. They come out of it, disoriented, to find

    years have passed them by. One woman was taken out after thirty years. Her husband and mother were gone, most of her friends had moved away. She ended up committing suicide, because she felt the

    rest of her life she got back wasn’t worth living.




    How would I react if I was frozen and woke up in fifty years to discover Taema was old and frail, or gone entirely?




    I don’t really have to worry about it, though. People coming out of stasis has only happened a handful of times in forty years. Not good odds.




    Then there are the outages. Whole wings of people in stasis losing power, and they die before anyone can fix it. So convenient, right? The government always claims it’s an accident. They

    promise to install a back-up server. Then they never do. One day, I’m pretty sure they’ll be an outage on everyone in stasis. Whoops. Away they go.




    Thinking about living without Taema has weirded me out. I can’t get it out of my head. I’m alone in this cell, and my sister’s miles away. I’m still not used to being

    alone, even ten years after we separated. Tomorrow is our surgery anniversary. Whoo. The first sixteen years of my life were spent looking over my sister’s shoulder, or resting

    cheek-to-cheek with her to look at someone together.




    I wonder sometimes if I started on this road as soon as they took the knife to us. She’s my better half, Taema. She’s the one with the sensible head on her shoulders, who would

    talk me out of doing stupid shit as kids because she didn’t want to be drawn into my trouble. She was usually drawn in anyway, though. It’s not like she had much of a choice.




    If the news does get out, she’ll have to dodge paparazzi drones left and right – how many alleged murderers have an identical twin they were once conjoined with? And grew

    up in that crazy cult in the redwoods across the bay? They’ll have a field day. At least she’s not here in the cell with me, and she’s not going into stasis when if I do,

    so that’s something.




    Ugh. I’m almost tempted to crumple this whole thing up and flush it down the toilet. I’m not stupid. Even though this is paper, they can read whatever I write on here and

    they’re going to rake through it with a fine-tooth comb to see what I’m trying to hide. When I’m in the shower or something, they’ll sneak in here and read it.




    WON’T YOU, ASSHOLES?




    It’s a waste of time. I might as well tell you now. There’s not going to be any confession in here. Don’t hold your breath.




    The guards just dropped off my food. Boring meals of algae and vat-grown meat. The guards seem to like the look of me. Men always do. Plenty of women as well. But then their eyes drop to my

    chest, to the white scar against my brown skin, peeking over the collar of my prison uniform. They can’t hide their fear at what it represents: that I am only half of who I used to be.




    •




    I’ve just been sitting here the last few hours, trying to think of what to write next. It’s dusk outside now, and the stars are coming out one by one in that

    little patch of sky by the window. It reminds me of the fireflies Taema and I used to chase in Mana’s Hearth when we were little. We were good at catching them. We walked sideways then,

    like the lake crabs, but we never slowed each other down. One of us would reach out and sweep the fireflies into jars, take them back to the house to light our bedroom, and let them out a few

    hours later. I miss those days.




    It was after I left the Hearth I learned the fireflies had only recently come to California, introduced to the area a few years after the Great Upheaval. How strange, that if that hadn’t

    happened, those memories wouldn’t have existed.




    Out there, I think Taema has been trying to help. The lawyer’s dropped a couple of hints. Plus, I know her. Obviously. She’s not going to sit around, playing with her VivaFog

    machines, waiting for me to die. Or basically die.




    She’ll be trying to follow a trail, to piece together what happened. I hope she doesn’t, and that the trail goes cold. I don’t want her to find out what I did that I

    shouldn’t have, and what I didn’t do that I should have. How I lost my innocence while she still has hers – but she might have to lose it, if she wants to save me.




    Yep, that’s cryptic as hell. But remember: no confessions. Not from me.




    Since I’m not going to write my last will and testament, and I’m not going to confess, I figure maybe I’ll write a different sort of testament, or a different kind of

    confession. It won’t be a beautiful story. Taema has a way with words, not me. She’s the thinker, following the rules, lost in her machines and books. I’m the unpredictable

    artist, always wanting to do things on the spur of the moment. Guess that’s why I’m here now.




    I don’t even know who I’m writing to. The general masses, maybe, if this somehow leaks to the press. Or maybe I’m writing to my sister.




    So this is the story of Taema and me, the life we had. Maybe, while writing it, I’ll figure out where it all went wrong.
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          TAEMA


        

      


    


  




  The first thing I do when I’m home is turn on the bots to clear up all the broken glass and to dry the carpets. I order a new door from the replicator, which will be

  ready by the morning, and draw the curtains against the breeze.




  Everything’s been searched. They haven’t trashed the place, but so many things are not quite where they should be, and the whole apartment has the aura of being manhandled.




  I turn music up loud in my auditory implants and try to set it to rights. I help the bots clean. I throw out the meal I spent all afternoon making, my appetite gone. I order a NutriPaste from

  the replicator and force the tasteless goop down my throat to keep my blood sugar even. I focus on cleaning with every fibre of my being, the pulse of the beats of scrubbing driving out all

  thought.




  When everything is perfect again, I can no longer deceive myself.




  I stand in the middle of my silent, spotless kitchen. My eyes snag on the cookie jar on the counter.




  Tila and I have keys to each other’s places, of course. Our schedules have always been different – I work the standard nine to three, whereas Tila works nights. When we meet for

  dinner, it’s actually closer to her breakfast. When she first moved out eight months ago, I found it really difficult, and I wasn’t good at hiding it. I felt betrayed. When we fight, we

  know the perfect way to wound the other, but it’s like hitting a mirror – the glass cuts us just as deeply.




  After that first, terrible fight, she left me an apology note in the cookie jar. Problem is, she eats more cookies than I do, so it took me three or four days to find the note. It worked, and I

  forgave her, not that I can ever stay mad at her for long. Over the next few weeks, she kept leaving notes in the cookie jar, dropping them off on the way to work for me to find on the way home.

  They were silly, full of in-jokes and puzzles. Then when she started acting more distant, working more hours at the club, they stopped. I haven’t even checked the cookie jar in days.




  I open it. There are no cookies, only a few scattered crumbs, but there is a note. I unfold it with trembling fingers.




  

    

      T,




      I’m doing something possibly dangerous tonight.




      If everything goes well, I’ll come here and take this note away before you find it. If you do find this, and you don’t know where I am, then everything has

      gone belly up.




      And I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.




      T


    


  




  I blink, my eyes unfocused. She has kept something from me. For days? For weeks? For months? Lying to me, doing . . . whatever it is she’s been doing, and leaving me in the dark.




  I crumple the paper in my hands. I have to get rid of it. If they come back and find it, it’d look beyond incriminating for both of us. I glance around nervously. What’s to say they

  aren’t already monitoring me through the wallscreens or my implants? I’ve heard the rumours that Sudice monitors all implant feeds, and reports crimes to the government.




  I incinerate the note over the stove. After it’s nothing but ashes, I take ten deep breaths, forcing the fear and pain away. I can almost hear Mana-ma’s voice in my ear:




  The world is around you. You can change it. Be the change you want.




  I shake my head, as if her voice is a buzzing fly. I don’t want to hear her in my head just now. I had enough of Mana-ma in my head as a child. The woman at the head of the Hearth, pulling

  her strings, weaving her web, ensnaring us all.




  The breaths calm me enough that I can push the hurt, the terror and the panic deep into the back of my mind. I shut down my conscious thoughts, focusing only on the physical. I hold the heels of

  my hands to my eyes until dark spots dance behind my eyelids. Everything’s so jumbled. I’ve always hated being alone. My thoughts are too loud.




  I go to the spare room. It was Tila’s before she moved out. It’s been searched, but there wasn’t much for them to go through. A plain bed, an empty dresser, the closet filled

  with spare linen. I remember how it used to look when she was here: a rainbow of clothes littering the floor, leaving a trail from the bed to the closet. High-heeled shoes kicked off in a corner.

  Empty coffee mugs left on bedside drawers caked with dried make-up powder. The police would have been lucky to find anything at all under all the chaos.




  I stand there for a moment, looking at the perfectly made bed. The searchers took the time to put it back to rights. I suppose that’s polite. Tears prick the corners of my eyes, but I take

  more deep breaths until they go away. I reach forward and muss it a bit. Tila never made her bed. ‘What’s the point?’ she’d say. ‘You’re just going to get right

  back into it at the end of the day.’ I used to be the one to make the bed, back in the Hearth, with Tila sighing and occasionally patting down a pillow to keep me happy. I pull the covers

  back again. Tila’s not here.




  I go back to the kitchen. I bring up my contacts list on my ocular implants, scrolling through the names. I want to speak to someone, though I don’t think I can share anything about

  what’s happened. My gaze pauses on a few exes – David, Simone, Amrit. I used to be so close to them. I almost married David, but then I realized he didn’t know how to love and

  could only keep people at arm’s length. Now I have no idea what they are doing. There are no friends I want to tell – most are colleagues. Tila’s the one with all the friends.

  I’m slower to trust and, perhaps like David, I never truly let anyone in. Normally it’s Tila I’d turn to, and I can’t turn to her now.




  I send the names away. I still want to believe this has been some big misunderstanding. I can’t pretend, now that I’ve found that note.




  ‘Tila, what have you done?’ I ask the empty room. There, alone in the dark, I realize another lie I told myself.




  I’m far less than ninety-nine per cent sure she didn’t do it.




  •




  I lie awake all night, trying to piece together everything Tila has told me in the last few weeks; but if she’s given me any hints, they don’t jump out at me. After

  I finally stumble from my bed, I’m too tired to even yawn. I project the news from my implants directly onto the white table as I drink coffee, and then I set the coffee down.




  There’s no headline.




  How is there no headline? I scroll through the pages, open other news sources, then another, until several are sprawled out over the white table. Nothing. Nothing about the first violent, brutal

  homicide in almost eighteen years, committed by a civilian, who also happens to be a former member of a well-known cult? If that’s not headline news, I don’t know what is.




  I can’t help but be a little relieved, too. It’s taken a long time to make that cup of coffee, to sit down in that seat, to steel myself to look. And there’s nothing.




  I blink and send the news away.




  When the coffee – if it can even be called that, for it’s almost caffeine-free and from the replicator – is gone, I have no idea what to do with myself.




  I pop a few Rejuvs and curl up on the sofa, a second cup of coffee beside me. I don’t read. I don’t watch the wallscreen. I stare at the ceiling and clear my mind.




  It’s no use. The anger still creeps in. My thoughts can only turn to Tila. I imagine her, with her blue, spiky hair, that teasing grin she always wears. It’s like she’s darting

  through my cerebrum, laughing. You can’t find me, she seems to call. You don’t know what I’ve been up to, do you?




  I fling one of the couch throw pillows across the room. It’s an empty, childish gesture.




  ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ I yell at the empty room. My voice drops to a whisper. ‘How can I help you if I don’t know what you’ve done?’




  The tears come again, and this time, I let them. They trickle down my cheeks, warm and salty. I don’t wipe them away. Memories of us in the Hearth flash through my mind. Going to our

  secret spot in the woods, whispering to each other for hours. Playing cards with our parents, Tila and I on the same team. Our voices lifted in harmony during sermon. The first time I saw her in

  that hospital room. She came back to me as soon as she woke up. Those first years after surgery, when we always walked holding hands because we still had to be connected in one way or another. And

  then the look on her face last night. The stark fear, the whites of her eyes showing. It was as if I didn’t know her at all.




  This is not a dream. It’s too real. And there’s no going back.




  ‘Why did you lie to me, of all people? What do I do?’ I ask the empty room again.




  There’s no answer.




  Until there is: the implant in my ear beeps.




  I have a message.




  •




  I’m back in the SFPD interrogation room. I came in by a back entrance, with my hood up to partly obscure my face.




  Officer Oloyu stares at me from across the table. His eyes look tired, though his face doesn’t show it. I doubt he’s slept, but he’s popped a few Rejuvs to keep him going, just

  like I have.




  ‘Why am I back here?’ I ask, ignoring the pleasantries. I have water this time instead of coffee, but I still don’t touch it.




  ‘Have you read the news this morning?’ Officer Oloyu asks.




  ‘I’ve noticed what’s not in it.’




  An eyebrow quirks, along with the corner of his mouth. ‘Quite.’




  ‘How did you keep this quiet?’




  ‘Who controls the media bots?’ he counters.




  Decent point.




  ‘Your sister is out of the news because this is part of something larger. If we’re to find out what’s really going on, we have to get to the bottom of it before they peg

  we’re onto them.’




  ‘Them? Who’s them? What does this have to do with me?’




  ‘This has everything to do with you.’ He takes a breath. ‘The SFPD have a proposition.’




  His body language has changed again – palms out, brown eyes calm but firm. He still looks heartbreakingly young.




  My hand goes to my chest. I shake my head. ‘I don’t understand. Why do you need me?’




  ‘What do you know about the Ratel?’




  ‘The Ratel?’ I echo faintly. They’re the main remaining source of crime within the city. The government has been trying to eradicate them for years, but they’re

  tenacious. They intimidate businesses; they have a hand in the property market, and some say within certain branches of the government or Sudice. Like everyone, I’ve heard the whispers that

  the Ratel have grown more powerful in recent years, morphing from an annoyance into something more significant and dangerous. I always figured it was just rumour, but looking at Officer

  Oloyu’s face, I’m no longer so sure. What else have they been keeping from the media bots?




  Something stirs in my memory. Tila joked about the Ratel a couple of weeks ago. Or I thought it was a joke. I’d reprimanded her for being late to one of our dinners yet again.




  ‘Just ping me if you’re going to be late. Obviously I’m not your mother, but you never used to do this,’ I’d said, turning away from her.




  ‘Oh, relax, T,’ she responded, with that infuriating tilt of her head and flash of white teeth. ‘It’s not like I’m hanging out with the Ratel. I’m just

  late.’




  I remember wondering at the time why she’d even joke about such a thing. I feel sick.




  Officer Oloyu is still waiting for a response. ‘A little,’ I manage.




  ‘Do you know what they traffic in more than anything else?’




  My breath hitches. ‘Not really.’ I’ve never had any dealings with them. I go to work. I come home. I live my life as a law-abiding citizen of San Francisco.




  ‘They traffic in dreams. More specifically, the information from dreams.’




  ‘Zeal?’ I ask, confused. Sudice own that. I’ve only plugged into Zeal a few times. It did nothing for me.




  ‘No. Something new. Something different. The next step beyond Zeal. Have you heard of Verve?’ He watches me.




  I look at him blankly. ‘Never.’ What would the next step beyond Zeal be? Zeal enacts fantasies, becoming catharsis for pent-up emotions. People start doing it in their early teens,

  and it’s often a lifelong habit. After they let off steam and come out from their fantasies, the after-effects are soporific. Any anger or violent urges are suppressed, and if they build up

  again, the craving for another visit to a Zeal lounge kicks in. Tila and I arrived in San Francisco several years after those our age were hooked, and we never fell into it as much as the others.

  It’s integrated into therapy, into brainloading information. Most people use Zeal every day, in one form or another.




  He hesitates, searching my face for signs of falsehood. I fight the urge to squirm.




  ‘There are two reasons Verve is bad news. First, unlike Zeal, there is no comedown. If you enact a violent fantasy, then when you come out, you don’t feel sated. If anything, a

  desire for violence is heightened. If it were widespread, we’d see a very clear upswing in crime. Second, Verve is a way for the Ratel to mine dreams for information. It’s like a virus.

  Once you take it, it locks into your implants. Until the half-life leaves their system, the Ratel can watch what they see, hear what they hear, and even spy on their dreams.’




  I don’t respond right away. This doesn’t sound possible. That’s advanced technology, and if Sudice or the government haven’t already done this, then how have the Ratel?

  Unless . . . perhaps they stole it from them? It’s not like Officer Oloyu would ever admit something like that happened, not to me.




  He’s still waiting for me to say something. ‘OK. That’s fascinating, but what does it have to do with me?’




  ‘You and your sister are from Mana’s Hearth.’




  My stomach tightens, and my knees start shaking again. I clench them together, digging my fingertips into my thighs. ‘Yes. So?’




  ‘Well.’ He leans back in his chair, considering me again. ‘Lucid dreamers are immune to being influenced by Verve. They could pump you full of the stuff, and not be able to

  look through your eyes or listen through your ears.’




  My breath stops. How could he know about that? ‘What makes you think I’m a lucid dreamer?’




  ‘Because anyone who leaves Mana’s Hearth is.’




  ‘Not enough people leave the Hearth for you to confidently make that hypothesis.’ My science is showing.




  ‘There’s enough. And let me guess – you rarely go to Zeal lounges.’




  ‘So? Plenty of people don’t.’




  ‘The drug does nothing for you. Never has. You don’t wake up feeling your anger has bled from you, or elated by whatever fantasy you had. Why take the drug when you can lucid dream

  each night?’




  I shrug noncommittally.




  ‘Your skills can help us.’




  He pauses again. My tongue feels glued to the roof of my mouth.




  ‘You really didn’t know what your sister was doing, did you?’ Officer Oloyu asks. He sounds almost sorry for me. My anger flares again, but I clamp it down. I want to

  understand, and yelling at a police officer won’t help me. I hate that he’s seen how in the dark I am.




  ‘This murder at Zenith isn’t a crime of passion,’ Officer Oloyu says.




  ‘My sister didn’t murder anyone.’ Although if they’re right, and Tila’s been keeping secrets from me, how would I even know?




  ‘Maybe she murdered this Vuk, maybe she didn’t.’




  I say nothing.




  ‘I am cleared to tell you a little more about him, if you’re curious?’ He smiles, not waiting for an answer. ‘He was a representative for an anonymous philanthropist. Or

  that’s who he claimed to be. But we’ve exposed that for a pack of lies. The cover allowed him entrance to many places he wouldn’t otherwise have been permitted. Fundraisers.

  Exclusive parties. The Zeal room at Zenith.’




  I look up, searching his face, but I can’t read him.




  ‘Vuk wasn’t an innocent client, just another regular of the club. He was part of something darker. He was a member of the Ratel. We think perhaps he was trying to replace the Zeal in

  the back room with Verve. Lots of important people come to that club. If the Ratel could get into their heads . . . think of the secrets they could find, and how lucrative that could be for

  them.’




  I can’t suppress a shudder. My mind is spinning with this information. ‘So, what, you think Tila caught him and killed him for it? If so, didn’t she do you a

  service?’




  Officer Oloyu shakes his head. ‘From what we can gather, your sister had an existing relationship with him. Last night was not the first time they’d been seen together. She might

  even have been working with him.’




  I can’t help it. I laugh, though it’s high and nervous. Inside, I’m frozen with terror. I can imagine some things of Tila – but this? Never. ‘The Ratel. You think

  Tila – my sister – has somehow become involved with the biggest criminal organization in Pacifica?’




  Officer Oloyu shakes his head. ‘We don’t think . . . we know she is involved with them. There’s more than enough evidence to prove it. What we don’t

  know is why. Your sister is clever. Whatever she’s been up to, she’s left very little trace.’




  ‘My sister is clever. Clever enough to know to stay far away from the Ratel.’ It doesn’t make any sense. Tila, my Tila, involved with the underground crime syndicate?

  There has to be some mistake.




  ‘What makes you think she has anything to do with this? What’s she said?’ I ask.




  ‘She’s not saying much.’




  I bet she’s driving the police up the walls. She knows how to toy with people.




  ‘Can I speak with her?’




  He shrugs a little. ‘She doesn’t want to speak with anyone. Even you. Specifically demanded it, actually.’




  I feel like I’ve been punched in the stomach. Why the hell wouldn’t she want to see me? It’s all I’ve been thinking about since her arrest. If I could just see her, talk

  to her, clear these doubts – I know I could help her. If she’d let me.




  ‘The man she killed—’ Officer Oloyu begins.




  ‘Is accused of killing,’ I interrupt, my voice razor-sharp.




  With a sardonic smile, he tilts his head. ‘Vuk was a hitman for the Ratel.’




  My stomach plummets. I take a few sips of the tepid water to give me time to untangle my thoughts. ‘Was he . . . after Tila?’ She could have died yesterday. I hadn’t really

  considered that before now. I swallow, hoping my thoughts aren’t flitting across my face. Why would she be a target?




  ‘We don’t know if he was actually out for your sister. Our sources say he wasn’t on assignment last night, but our sources could be wrong.’




  ‘Seems like there’s a lot you don’t know.’ I’m testy, but he’s still dangling what he really wants from me out of reach, and I’m impatient and

  frightened.




  Officer Oloyu ignores the comment. ‘Your sister wasn’t meant to be working last night. Another hostess, a woman named Leylani, was meant to be manning the Zeal lounge, but she never

  showed up for work.’




  I sag a little with relief. ‘See? Tila could have come into the wrong room at the wrong time, had to defend herself against this Vuk. But do you even know if that could have happened? Is

  there a murder weapon, and if so, can you link it to her? What about the cameras in the Zeal lounge? You couldn’t have found a murder weapon, or she’d be charged rather than just

  accused. How do you know she has anything to do with this?’ The questions fall from my lips, faster and faster, until I’m breathless.




  ‘Funny,’ Oloyu says. ‘When we interviewed your sister, she posed the same scenario. Almost verbatim.’




  I glare at him, but he only stares at me calmly, and then makes a gesture with his fingers. The wallscreen to my left turns on. It’s a recording from my interrogation yesterday, my eyes

  blazing at Officer Oloyu. That angry, I look more like my sister than the woman I see in the mirror every morning. I watch myself snarling at him: ‘You can’t spend sixteen years

  with someone, every minute of every day, and not know if they’re capable of murder or not. I’ll do whatever it takes to clear her name.’




  He flicks it off. ‘Do you still mean that?’




  My nostrils flare in anger. ‘Of course I mean it.’




  Officer Oloyu leans forward. He’s smiling, that open, sweet smile, and it makes me want to hit him. He’s glad he’s slipped under my skin. ‘This is why we need

  you, Taema. You understand how she thinks, what she’d do. But there’s more than that, isn’t there?’




  I say nothing.




  ‘She’s stumped you. She’s managed to keep part of her life secret, and it’s burning you up. You want to believe that she hasn’t done anything, that she’s just

  as innocent as you want her to be – but she’s lied to you, no matter what. That hurts. So. You can help us, and you can find out the truth once and for all. Whatever it is.’ He

  leans even closer. ‘There’s not much time. We may have kept the case out of the papers, but she’ll still go to trial. And if she’s convicted . . .’ he trails off.




  ‘They’ll put her in stasis,’ I say. ‘But then if exculpatory evidence comes to light, she’ll be set free?’




  ‘If it’s brought to light, yes.’ He gives an expectant pause.




  ‘What do you want from me?’ I whisper.




  He sighs and rubs his forehead. ‘Personally, I don’t think your sister killed Vuk. Or if she did, it was an accident or self-defence. She’s been working on her own in the

  Ratel, I’d gamble. And she’s grown close.’




  He’s changed his tune since yesterday. ‘What if she grew too close, and they already know she was an infiltrator?’




  ‘No sign of that. What we figure is that the Ratel were after someone else that night in the club, and that assignment was interrupted. They don’t know your sister’s been

  taken. We’ve moved fast and we have kept this a small, tight operation. Only a handful of police officers and higher-ups know who your sister really is. We’re keeping her out of the

  city. This situation gives us a unique opportunity to get close to the Ratel. They haven’t infiltrated many people with Verve, but if we don’t stop them, it’s only a matter of

  time. The Ratel are a threat against San Francisco and all of Pacifica. They have to be stopped. So far, your sister has given us some information to work with, but not enough. We need

  more.’




  He looks at me, and I begin to suspect what he’s about to ask of me. He’s read me to the bone. I do want – need – to find out what’s going on with my sister. What

  she hid from me and why. More than that, I need to get her out of prison, as much for me as for her. The thought of going through life separated from her, alone forever . . . I don’t think I

  can face that.




  ‘We can’t let your sister out to go back undercover.’ The corners of his mouth tighten. I think he’s holding something back.




  ‘No. You asked her and she refused, didn’t she?’




  A rueful hint of a smile. ‘She did. But it would have been a tough sell to my superior, even if she did agree. She was found by the owner of the club, sitting in a pool of blood. That

  doesn’t exactly make her seem like someone who would be easy to work with. She’s too much of a liability.’
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