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Complacency is a state of mind that exists only in retrospective: it has to be shattered before being ascertained
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PROLOGUE


THE GIRL


SIX MONTHS AGO


Sudice headquarters, San Francisco, California, Pacifica




‘What do you see?’ the doctor asks.


‘It’s a bee on a rose, just like before. And the time before that. And the time before that.’ The girl leans back in her Chair, crossing her arms over her chest.


‘And how does it make you feel?’ the doctor nudges.


‘Bored.’


The girl glances away from the rose and the bee. Her brain map floats above them, translucent and pink as candyfloss. That’s me, the girl thinks. She sees the brighter spots of the neural dust of her brain implants, sparkling deep in her cortex like stars. Within those pink-grey whorls are her thoughts, her dreams, her memories.


The doctor looks at the brain map and the waves on various machines dotted about the lab. The woman is trying to solve a puzzle about her mind, but the girl has no idea what the woman is searching for or how she’ll find it.


The girl has done this exact appointment five times before, though she usually sees the male doctor. She likes him, and wishes he were here instead. The girl has only met this doctor once before, at the first session. She can’t remember the woman’s name and is too embarrassed to ask. Being able to visit Sudice has been excellent extra credit for her senior project on neuroscience. Yet each time, she wonders about the point of this experiment. Perhaps she should simply stand up, shake the woman’s hand, thank her for her time and inform her she’s changed her mind.


‘I’m going to try something a little different today,’ the doctor says, her lips curling up at the corners. The girl does not like her smile.


‘Where’s Dr Teague?’ she asks.


‘He’s unavailable.’


‘I think I might just go,’ the girl says, making to stand. ‘I’m not feeling well. Maybe I can meet with Dr Teague when he’s back.’


‘I know these appointments are tedious, but the work you’re doing is going to change the world,’ the doctor says. ‘Don’t you want to be right at the forefront of that?’


The girl hesitates. The doctor stands, moves closer. ‘I’m going to dose you with our new compound, and then we’ll look at the images again, see if your emotional responses differ at all.’


Before the girl can respond, the doctor takes her arm and presses a syringe into her skin, just below her elbow. The girl startles and cries out at the pain.


‘All done,’ the doctor says, her eyes bright and unblinking.


The girl’s arm burns. The world goes soft and fuzzy around the edges. The doctor settles the girl back in the Chair, lays the back down flat. She fits restraints around the girl’s arms and legs.


‘Wh-what?’ the girl asks, words slurred.


‘Don’t worry. It’s just a partial sedative mixed with Verve.’ Another sharp smile. ‘With a little paralytic thrown in for good measure.’


‘V-Verve?’ the girl asks, a thrum of fear going through her. Verve is a drug the San Francisco mob, the Ratel, created; it was all over the news feeds for weeks last year. It was meant to be like Zeal, but so much worse. Not a dream you wake up from, your frustrations spent cathartically. Instead you emerge hungry for violence. Pacifica promised they’d destroyed it. What will it do to her? Her limbs are heavy. She tries to move a finger. Nothing.


Time fractures and grows strange. The girl feels a faint tickling along her skull, a strange release of pressure.


‘Look at the images again,’ the doctor instructs.


The girl’s eyes move to the wallscreen, as if she can’t help it. There is the bee, its segmented eyes staring at her, its pollen dusting the blood-red petals of the rose. Its stinger is as sharp as the thorns on the stem. Something new appears – a drop of blood drips from one thorn. Above the rose, two eyes open. One is blue, one is green. Heterochromic, just like hers. There’s something odd about the images. As if they’re more than they appear. As if she could fall into them.


‘How do the images make you feel?’ The pictures segment and flash before her. A bee. A rose. A thorn. A drop of blood. Mismatched eyes. Over and over, until they blur together.


‘I don’t feel anything,’ the girl says. And it’s true. All her emotions are just . . . gone. As if they’ve never existed.


‘I see.’ The doctor is excited, but trying to hide it. The top of the girl’s head tickles again. She looks away from the images, back to her brain scan.


It looks different. There are darker specks scattered throughout her brain, moving around like busy ants. It takes her a moment to figure out what they are.


‘Nanobots,’ the doctor answers for her. ‘They’ll help the code settle in quickly.’


‘How . . . ?’ the girl asks. Then she realizes why her skull itches. All her pain sensors are turned off, and the doctor has opened up her skull. A piece rests on the tray next to the Chair. The girl can just see it out of the corner of her eye.


The doctor holds up the blood-slicked bone.


‘It’s a barbaric approach these days, to actually open up a subject like this, but there’s no risk of infection. And there’s something about seeing the brain right there before you as the nanites do their work. It’s more . . . visceral.’ The doctor sets the bone aside. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll put it back where it belongs when we’re done.’


The girl should feel fear, but there is nothing. Nothing.


Until there is.


The nanobots converge in her brain, digging deeper, down into the very core of her. The girl’s emotions switch on. She feels everything – the pain in her skull, in her brain, the full horror of what’s happening to her.


She opens her mouth and screams. Alarms blare and beep in the room. She can smell blood, thick and coppery, and the taste hits the back of her throat.


‘You will change the world, my girl,’ the doctor says, leaning over her.


The world blinks out.






ONE


CARINA


Green Star Lounge, Los Angeles, California, Pacifica




Carina awakens with a gasp and bites down a curse.


An alarm bleeps in the Zeal lounge. The clock on the flickering wallscreen tells her she’s woken two hours earlier than she should have. The room is small and close, a little grimy. All it contains is a Chair, the Zeal machine, and its body monitors. Carina paid extra for a private room with money she doesn’t have to spare.


An orderly buzzes the door and steps in, his white lab coat stained about the cuffs. ‘700628,’ he says, confused. ‘Why are you awake?’


‘Your guess is as good as mine,’ Carina replies. ‘Put me back in.’


The orderly shakes his head. His hair is short and buzzed, and he’s thin enough that she can see the shape of his skull beneath his skin. ‘If you’ve been booted out early, there’s a reason. Something’s off. It’ll need to reset, and you should stay out of the Zealscape for at least twelve hours.’


Carina knows something is wrong – that last dream of the girl on the table wasn’t hers, and couldn’t have been. It felt . . . unfinished, somehow. Like there should be more. Between that and not getting her proper fix, she wants – needs – to go right back in.


She gives the orderly a look that makes him pause. ‘Reach in my left pocket,’ she says. Her wrists are still restrained to stop her from lashing out in the dreams and hurting herself.


The orderly reaches into her pocket, his hand grazing her hip bone. He takes out a handful of credit chips. Enough to buy himself a very nice vat-grown steak dinner at a restaurant downtown.


‘Put me back in,’ she says, her voice low. The white-clad orderly only knows Carina as 700628. He doesn’t know her name, who she used to be, what she used to do before she lost it all to Zeal. He knows enough about what she does in her dreams that his eyes skitter away from hers.


He knows Carina wouldn’t mind killing him. Slowly.


The orderly shrugs. ‘Your call, I guess.’ He preps another syringe.


Carina has to be reminded of her body while she waits. She lies back on the Chair, its plastic covering crinkling. She smells and hasn’t showered in almost a week, hasn’t eaten in two days, and lost her third tooth yesterday (was it yesterday?), spitting it out into the sink. She can’t remember if she washed it away or if it’s still there.


Zeal addiction is not for the faint-hearted.


She stares at the top of the orderly’s head. Quicker, quicker.


He restarts the machine, the air filling with the comforting whirs and clicks she knows so well. He plunges the needle into the crook of her arm, one more mark out of many. She’ll have to get a vein port put in soon. As the Zeal takes hold, her eyes roll up into her head.


‘Sweet dreams,’ the orderly says, voice flat, already turning away.


Though she yearns for her own personal heaven and hell in the Zealscape, as she does every time, a little part of her hopes she’ll never wake up.


It’d be so much easier that way.






TWO


MARK


Off-grid, San Francisco, California, Pacifica




The man coughs, blood splattering into his hand. He doesn’t pause to wipe it away. His hands dance in midair, manipulating the code his ocular implants project into the room around him. The room is empty, the white walls stark. There are no windows. His body is exhausted, his lungs struggling to work. Medical advancement miracles can’t cure every disease, especially engineered ones.


Sweat trickles down his temples as he works. His hands shake, and he can’t afford to make a mistake. There’s only one person he can trust. Or at least, trust her to want to take Sudice down as much as he does.


There. His hands fall to his sides. The code floats around him, beautiful and perfect, like a nebula of the universe made of letters, numbers and symbols. Now all he has to do is find her. Minimizing the code, he opens the government map he cracked into earlier, typing in the numbers of her new VeriChip.


There she is. Right in Los Angeles, as he suspected. And she’s plugged in.


‘Finally, fate gives me a break,’ he mutters, beginning to prep the transfer when he hears the door open.


‘Fuck.’ His pulse spikes. He has seconds, if that. He locks onto the signal in LA. ‘Please, please let this work.’ He can’t stop a sob. ‘Don’t let this be for nothing.’


The footsteps come closer. The information streams into her brain. As soon as it finishes, he manages to still his shaking hands enough to obscure the breadcrumbs of the trail. He can only hope it’s enough. He turns to face his killer.


Someone shoots the lock and kicks the door open. The woman steps in and shakes her head at him. ‘I’m disappointed in you, Mark.’


‘I’m more disappointed in you, you fucking psychopath.’ He’s still shaking, but he hasn’t pissed himself. Maybe he’ll die with a modicum of dignity.


She tuts. ‘Language, Dr Teague. And I’ve never been officially diagnosed.’ She flashes him a mirthless smile before hefting the gun. ‘Now, what have you done here?’


He says nothing. She moves forward, and with a wave of her hands latches onto his ocular implants. As she rifles through his recent history, he stifles a satisfied smirk when she can’t find where he’s sent it.


‘You’ve made a mistake.’ She points the gun at him.


‘I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life. I only wish I could be around to see you and Sudice fall.’ He’s proud that, in the end, he stood up to them, at least put a wrench in their plans after all they’ve done.


No company is entirely invincible. Sudice has been trying for decades, buying politicians and using its deep entanglement in every aspect of Pacifica’s economy and government to strangle its competition. Mark knows there’s always a crack, a flaw that can be used to bring the whole thing down. He’s found the fissure, but he’s not strong enough to give it enough pressure to break.


‘Any regrets?’ the woman asks with a sardonic tilt of her head. ‘Any last-minute confessions before you meet your maker, if you believe in that sort of thing?’


Mark regrets ever working for Sudice. Greed was why he started, and he opened his eyes to the truth far too late. ‘I only had a few weeks left anyway, with whatever you gave me.’ He shrugs. ‘At least I might have done some good in the end. So no regrets.’


‘Pity, that.’


She pulls the trigger. Mark falls. He stares at nothing, the dark bullet hole on his forehead like a third eye. Roz steps over him and takes up his code, transferring it from his dying implants into her own. Face impassive, she begins her search.






THREE


CARINA


The Zealscape, Green Star Lounge, Los Angeles, California, Pacifica




Carina’s drug dreams always begin the same way.


She’s back in Greenview House. Her father bought it even though it was far too big for three people, outside Woodside, California, less than an hour by hovercar out of San Francisco. Nothing but trees surrounded that house that would become a crypt. She couldn’t wait to leave, and now, eight years later, she still can’t escape it.


Carina walks through the empty hallways, her footsteps echoing. Nothing exists outside of the house in the Zealscape, not really, and the windows only look out into a grey fog. All her dreams and nightmares take place in its various rooms. Even if the rooms can expand into streets or forests, no matter how vast, she can turn a corner and step back into those familiar corridors. She tried to change the Zealscape program to another setting, but in the end, her subconscious is too tied to Greenview House and everything that happened here.


She opens the door to the room where she last saw the young girl and the doctor she knows from earlier nightmares. They are nowhere to be seen.


‘Anyone here?’ she calls. ‘Come out, come out, wherever you are!’


Silence.


Carina turns away. Needing her fix, she creates her first victim, bringing him to life on a table before her, prepped just as she wishes. Half the fun is the hunt, but when she first plugs in, there’s never the patience for it. It’s an appetizer of violence before the more leisurely meal.


Carina has a very specific type, here in the Zealscape. She kills criminals, perpetrators of terrible, fictional crimes. They are usually men, middle-aged, cocky in their assurance that they are getting away with their wrongdoings. She has killed women, for a bit of variety, often ‘angel of death’ types. Never children or teenagers – which is why the vision of the girl was so damn jarring.


Where had that come from?


The Zealscape is where Carina lets it all out so that those people out in the real world, those strangers who seem as insubstantial as her dream creations, are safe from her. She has killed hundreds of figments within these walls over the last six months. Used almost every weapon. Killed quickly. And slowly. The one constant is that she never tires of it.


The man pushes against his bonds, the whites of his eyes showing. Carina has created him a serial killer, like her, but he preys on the innocent. He buries young boys beneath his house, like John Wayne Gacy. He’s not real, but he deserves death.


Her fingers itch and she moves closer. His chains rattle as his struggles grow more frantic. A desperate, delicious gurgling bubbles from his throat. Her fingers tingle in anticipation, and her heartbeat quickens.


Carina doesn’t speak to her victims. She did in the beginning, trying to make these fabrications of her imagination understand what she was about to do to them. It grew dull, unlike the act of killing.


Carina sometimes finds her situation amusing, when she’s coherent enough for amusement. The government doles out unlimited Zeal to keep criminals off the streets, yet offers them an unlimited playground to hone their criminal skills. With chronic Zealot mortality rates as high as eighty per cent, however, the government doesn’t have much to fear.


Closing her eyes to concentrate, she opens them to a long, thin knife resting in her hands. There are some weapons she prefers – the knife is particularly instinctual, personal, whereas the gun is too distant, even if the kickback and the crack are satisfying.


Carina hefts the knife.


The man below her is in his physical prime, muscled as a wrestler. He’s strong, the chains binding him straining with each pull. Her usual type is older, paunchier. Though she still buzzes with the need to kill, she forces herself to slow down, at least a little. She runs the knife tip along his skin next to the bonds. A tear slides down his cheek. She wipes it away with her thumb, then brings her fingertip to her mouth, tasting the salt. It feels real. Real enough.


His pain and fear feeds her, as if she grows larger from it. Only here, when the blood runs onto the white floor, does she feel alive any more. Carina is not that wreck of a woman strapped to a Chair in the Zealot room, suffering from mouth sores and malnutrition. That woman is the ghost.


The man whimpers again. Carina relishes the sound for a moment, then stands and thrusts the knife into his throat. Blood spurts from the punctured artery, painting her face red. She leans her head back, holding the hilt tighter, pressing down hard. All too soon the gurgles stop. She has not given this man a name, or imagined what life he might have lived outside his crimes. His eyes are wide, his mouth open in shock. She takes her hands away from the hilt. Her hands stop shaking. Carina sits next to the body, closing her eyes, breathing in the iron tang of blood.


She’s euphoric after the kill, and these brief moments before the craving returns are the only times she feels even remotely like her pre-Zeal self. Guilt bleeds in around the edges, even if she can’t regret that glee of the kill.


A few years ago, Carina had this under control. An occasional impulse she could push back and ignore. Nothing bubbled to the surface; it hadn’t since she was a teenager. She’d seemed like a perfectly functioning member of society. A great career, a promising future. And then, slowly but surely, it had all unravelled. A Zeal trip here or there. Once a month. Then twice a month. Weekly. By the time she’d left Sudice, it’d been every other day.


Now, she rarely leaves. She doesn’t trust herself out there. A wolf among sheep who’d never see her coming.


When she opens her eyes, the body is gone. A benefit of dream worlds: no clean up. No fear of being discovered dumping the body. No fear of discovery at all.


Dealing with the orderly’s accusing eyes is the only judgement she faces, and one she never fears.


She holds onto her sense of self, staying calm and collected. Replete. The mind of the scientist is back. She wanders the imaginary halls of her childhood home, peeking through the doors: the old home gym, her mother’s bedroom, preserved just as it was the last time she left it and never returned. Her teenage room, with its holographic band posters and unmade bed, reeking of a desperate attempt at normalcy.


All too soon, that buzz returns. Her fingers twitch. That delicious expectation of following her victim and their moves: where they’ll be, how she’ll take them and make them hers. Her thoughts turn only to blood and flayed muscles. Of taking out organs and hefting them in her hands, arranging them just so.


Here in the Zealscape, she can lose herself in the hunt as much as she wants. Here, she hurts only herself, as more and more of her body wastes away, strapped in the Chair in the Zeal lounge. Her body warms, thrums with excitement. She whispers Zeal’s newest catchphrase to herself: ‘More real than reality.’


Carina enters another room. In the real Greenview House, it was a guest bedroom and study, but now it is her planning room. One wall is blank, and she can visualize and design her next victim. She decides to go back to her roots: a distorted echo of her first target. Carina builds the man from scratch. Early fifties, a beer gut, hair and beard of greying brown. Hard eyes, an unhappy slash of a mouth. Large hands that make blocky fists. He is different enough that the sight of his face doesn’t make her shudder. She feels awareness sharpening. She’s growing closer. Her fingers twitch.


After creating him, she sends him away. She spends a few minutes programming his background – his job, his friends, sketches of his wife and family. This criminal has a penchant for child porn. She can again pretend it’s vengeance, not pure, selfish pleasure. Most Zealots don’t have such control over their drug-fuelled dreams. Then again, most people don’t have PhDs in neuroprogramming.


She can’t wait any more. Her skin is hot with need.


Carina walks through a door on the far side of the room and steps into a hallway that transitions seamlessly into a street. She follows her prey at a distance, watching the greying head bob as he walks. Her jaw is clenched tight. She barely blinks. The other people on the street are only vaguely human-shaped, with blurred ovals for faces. Nightmares for anyone else, but for her, just stand-ins.


Carina grasps a Stunner she conjured in her pocket. Sometimes she’ll stretch out the hunt – stalk them for longer, make their lives more detailed, lose herself in the fantasy – but she can’t today. Her breath catches in her throat. Her eyes in the Chair, back in reality, dilate behind closed eyelids. Almost time. Almost time to feel alive again, for a little while.


She’s just taken out the Stunner in a quivering hand when it happens.


The street disappears, along with her quarry. Just gone, as if someone has hit a switch. The whole room turns black. No, darker – that blackness of the space between stars. There have been glitches in the system before, but Carina knows, with a deep certainty, that this is something more.


She’s lost the sense that she has a body. Her mind seems to float in the darker-than-darkness. Then light explodes back into her world.


Numbers, sounds, flashes of brightness, the feel of fingernails against her skin, of bubbles on her tongue. All her senses fragment and blur. Between the overloads is a snapshot of cohesive thought.


I’m dying. This is what dying must feel like.


The noise and the chaos begins to crystallize. Five images, over and over: A bee, buzzing, its wings flapping frantically, its antennae twitching. A rose, in full bloom; brilliantly, impossibly red, a drop of dew on one petal. A thorn, from the rose, its point curved and wicked. A drop of blood, welling on a fingertip. And eyes, staring right at her, wide and fathomless. Heterochromic – one green, one blue. They play, over and over and over again, telling a narrative she cannot hope to understand.


And then they stop, though she can still sense them, as though the images are flashing just out of sight.


The last image, the mismatched eyes, takes over her entire vision. It zooms out, until Carina sees the rest of the face, and then a body on a Chair in that lab she recognizes all too well. The last vision had been through the girl’s viewpoint, but Carina is sure this is her. She’s young – fifteen, sixteen at a push. She’s all doe-eyed innocence, spindly, coltish legs, her hair half an inch long. She reminds Carina a little too much of herself as a teenager. The girl is dead.


Part of her short hair has been shaved away. Dr Roz Elliot has opened up her skull, poked about in the contents, and sewn it back up, yet dead flesh does not knit. Her tanned skin is pale and chalky, legs akimbo.


‘What did you do, Roz?’ Carina asks the darkness.


The dead girl does not answer. Her eyes are open and staring. One blue, one green.


As if Carina blinks, the image is gone, and all is darker than black once again.


Carina awakens again into the grimy Zealot room, her mouth dry. An alarm again blares through the room.


There’s no attendant. Carina twists her real, hurting body on the Chair, the wires tugging at her skin. The beeping doesn’t stop, pulsing with the throbbing of her temples. Far away, she hears frantic footsteps and concerned voices calling out to each other.


‘Where’s the fucking orderly?’ Carina yells. Her head still spins with the images.


The orderly who put her back in the dream enters the room. Stops, stares.


‘You’re not dead,’ he says.


‘Should I be?’


‘Everyone else is.’


Carina stumbles home, clutching her coat around her thin shoulders.


The police who came to the Green Star Lounge wanted to interview her about what had happened, but she put on the ‘I’m-an-unhinged-Zealot’ act, flying spittle and all, and they left her alone pretty quickly.


They decided she was lucky to be the only survivor. They let her go. One drug-addled woman is clearly not the cause of the malfunction of the Zeal lounge. It’d been a slow day, but thirteen Zealots are now dead. Who will mourn them?


The images play in her mind as Carina totters on unsteady feet. The bee. The rose. The thorn. The blood. The eyes. And then the dead girl with the same mismatched eyes. Carina knows her Zealscape intimately. Every corner. Every seam. Every brick. She’s built it so carefully over the last six months.


This is something else.


She reaches her apartment, tucked into the Chesterfield Square neighbourhood of South Los Angeles. Once, these few blocks had one of the highest crime rates in the world. Now, most of the inhabitants are Zealots plugged into their dreams. It is a ghost town.


The entrance to the apartment building senses her VeriChip and she sends the passcode from her eye implants to the door. The metal grate scrapes open. She makes her slow progress up the stairs, pausing to catch her breath every few steps, her knees shaking. This apartment was cheaper than one with an elevator. She underestimated how quickly her health would start to deteriorate. Falling against her front door, she sends the next passcode to the lock.


Once Carina was tidy, but now her clothes are scattered around the apartment, and she hasn’t even bothered sending the bots around to clean. She tends to throw away clothes when they’re too dirty to wear, buying cheap new ones from the replicator. The sweat-stained sheets on her bed need changing. This is the place where she has a few hours of fitful sleep or eats some tasteless, vaguely nutritious food before going back to the Green Star Lounge.


This is the place where she looks at the scan of her brain, trying to find out why it’s broken and she now wants to kill everyone she comes across. Setting the program to load, she goes to the bathroom.


Her tooth is still there, the eroded root crusted with dried blood. She washes her hands, and the tooth disappears down into the pipes. She tongues the empty space in her mouth where it used to be, wincing at her sore gums. It could be fixed, but it’d mean more time out of the Zealscape or away from the project.


Then it hits her: the lounge will almost certainly be closed tomorrow and she doesn’t know how she will get her dose of Zeal.


She should care more about the people who died. She should worry that going back to the same lounge, or another one, means it could happen again, and she might not be so lucky if it does. But she can’t care about anything except finding that next hit.


Carina collapses on the sagging couch. The wallscreens are always turned off. The kitchen cupboards are empty, so if she wants to eat, she’ll have to order NutriPaste from the replicator, as that’s all she can afford. The thought of its chalky texture turns her stomach. So she sits. Bee. Rose. Thorn. Blood. Eyes, one green, one blue.


What do they mean? Is it gibberish, some strange side effect from a virus let loose in the Zeal program subsystem? The bit of her that was once a neuroprogrammer is curious, but that part is mostly swallowed up by Zeal apathy. She can only care about her main project.


Her brain scan has loaded. It floats in the middle of the living room, taking up most of the space. Her implants are old and need refreshing, but they work well enough for the Zeal, and that’s all she cares about.


Carina can find nothing physical to explain the gradual unravelling of her mind. Her prefrontal cortex seems normal. Her ventromedial cortex is not shrunken, so decision-making should also still be fine. Her dopamine receptors are shot, but that’s more thanks to the Zeal than any existing precondition. The way she processes emotion and empathy is different, but she’s been like that since she was a teen and it doesn’t really show on her brain. Once, her emotions had been entirely walled away. For years, nothing had touched her.


It was only once she started feeling again that she also started wanting to kill.


She’s been trying to get back to how she was five years ago. She might have created a somewhat workable code, but she doesn’t have the proper equipment, nor a lab. Once, she toyed with going back to Sudice for access to the Los Angeles lab. It would have meant Roz would find out her address, but Carina thought enough time had passed that it might be all right. Her recent Zealscape vision, if it’s true, kills that plan.


She sends her brain scan away, too tired to try and puzzle over the code any more. She hasn’t made any real progress in months, anyway. Her concentration is shot, and she’s lost her touch. Somewhere deep inside her, she wonders if she’s too far gone ever to find some semblance of normalcy. Or if she even cares.


Carina turns on her implants and brings up photos of the old team at Sudice. There’s Dr Mark Teague, smiling and waving at the camera, his tanned skin glowing, silver hair glinting in the overhead lighting of the lab. There’s Dr Aliyah Zahedi, with her enigmatic smile, dark skin, orange hair a little mussed from running frustrated fingers through it all day while running her trials. She’d been the quietest of the bunch, but with a wicked sense of humour. And there’s Dr Kim Mata – part-Japanese, hair just starting to grey and cut into a short bob. Even though Mark is twice her age, Kim looks older, as she’s one of the few people in Pacifica not obsessed with flesh parlours. Carina hasn’t thought of Kim, her constant nicknames, her wheedling jokes, in months.


Dr Roz Elliot is not in the picture.


Carina hasn’t thought about any of them much in the last few months. When she left Sudice eight months ago, they were often in her thoughts. Then the Zeal took over. She’d befriended them, as much as Carina could be friends with anyone. She’d grown used to them, admired their minds enough that they became real to her. Even when she started wanting to kill everyone around her, Mark, Kim and Aliyah were safe. Fundamentally, they were good people, and Carina only kills criminals – at least, so far, though she fears her control weakening.


Carina opens the staff image of Dr Elliot and narrows her eyes as she takes in the perfect dark-blonde bob, the bland smile for the camera. There’s a criminal. There’s someone Carina wouldn’t mind hurting.


Carina has no recording of that vision in the Zealscape. If she had, she could send it to the authorities, let them deal with whatever Roz has done. No proof, no crime.


Opening up the other staff photos, her gaze lingers on Kim. She’s a head and a half shorter than anyone else on the team. Flyaway hair always escaping her bun and framing her face. Kim could probably tell her something about what happened today, but Carina doesn’t want Kim to know just how far she has fallen. She looks at Kim’s wide smile as she displays one of her precious collectable figurines, proudly balancing it on one palm, its tuft of pink hair almost tickling her nose. Kim looks goofy and playful, and not at all like one of the best neuroprogrammers in Pacifica; not like a woman traumatized by the murder of her wife. Carina turns off her implants.


She sits and stares at the blank wall for hours, blinking slowly. At some point past midnight, basic human survival instinct kicks in. Mechanically she goes to the bathroom, then the kitchen to order some NutriPaste from the replicator, grimacing at the taste and drinking water to wash it down.


Zeal withdrawal is already kicking in. Her limbs twitch as though they’ve been electrocuted. Her mouth is dry no matter how much water she drinks. The synapses in her brain aren’t firing quite right – thoughts spiral into nothingness. There are no urges to harm anyone in this plane of reality. They are safe, as long as she has her dose.


The images are still loud and clear. The dead girl’s face, staring ahead, accusatory.


‘I didn’t kill you,’ Carina says out loud to the blank wall. ‘Get out of my head.’


The girl doesn’t answer. She can’t. Carina bashes her fist against the wall. It hurts, but even the pain is distant.


She isn’t sure whether she wishes she’d died tonight or not. Admitting that uncertainty only cements the fear lingering in her fractured thoughts. Sometimes Carina wants to fix whatever’s wrong with her and find a way back to life. Other times she wants nothing more than, if not to die, then to cease to exist. A subtle difference. That feeling is growing stronger as more of her is consumed by Zeal.


Carina doesn’t sleep. She waits for morning, where she’ll find another Zeal lounge and plug back in.






FOUR


DAX


An abandoned warehouse, Los Angeles, California, Pacifica




<We’re in!> Raf sends to the Trust through his implants.


<You sure about that?> Charlie asks. <You said that an hour ago.>


<I’m sure. We’re definitely behind the firewall, and no one’s any the wiser.>


Raf rambles on about how he did it in a litany of technobabble that Dax immediately tunes out. Raf’s almost dancing in place with excitement. Their avatars all look like they do in real life, so he’s still the shortest of all of them, a Mexican-American man with a tidy beard and hair in desperate need of a trim.


Raf’s VR world is as black as the night sky. His code orbits the group in a corona of green, blue and dark purple. The edges of Dax’s, Raf’s and Charlie’s avatars glow softly, like angels in darkness. Everything feels removed. Physical sensations in the VR are muted and brittle.


Dax tried to figure out how it all worked when he first joined the Trust, but anything more than the basics of coding continue to elude him. All he knows is that Raf has somehow slipped them behind the complicated security system of Sudice, Incorporated. They’re in the outer DMZ levels – not close enough to do any real harm, not yet, but it’s still further than they’ve been in a long time. And the first real progress they’ve made since they lost Tam. He tries not to think of his twin sister. Tries not to look at the spot in their circle where she would have stood.


<The virus?> Charlie asks. The leader of their ragtag gang floats in the darkness with them, scarlet-red hair particularly spiky in her VR avatar.


Raf nods and, with delicate dancing of fingers, slips it behind the firewall. With his usual artistic flare, Raf has crafted the virus in the form of a snake. It will sit behind the firewalls, spreading out its tail, catching information, but do nothing else. Not at first. Raf has spent months on it, probing the outer firewalls and security for weaknesses. And Dax, Charlie’s right-hand man, has overseen logistics and planning, fretting over each detail, certain that at any moment they’ll be caught.


If they are captured, there will be no trial. Their bodies will not be frozen and put in stasis with other Pacifica criminals. Sudice will not let them fall into the government’s hands. They’ll be killed by the company – quickly, if they’re lucky – and then incinerated, rolled back into a replicator, and churned out as plastic Tupperware for leftover dinner.


<OK, good. That’s enough for now. Let’s get out now,> Charlie says, terse.


<Already?> Raf pouts. <We haven’t done anything.>


<We’ve been through this about twenty times, Raf. We plant it. We get out. Now.> Charlie’s tone brooks no argument. <We’ve got a matter of seconds before the Wasps sting our asses. Pull the plug, Raf.>


A second later, the code vanishes. The virtual reality simulation powers down. The Trust are merely three people standing in an abandoned warehouse in east Los Angeles. The switch back to reality is always jarring. The real world doesn’t have the hypersaturated colours or heightened emotions of the Zealscape, nor the crisp yet distant edges of virtual reality. Reality is messy. The warehouse smells of the rotten rodent corpses that are mouldering in its corners.


‘Did they track us?’ Charlie asks as they all take the small electrodes off their temples.


Dax checks the VR specs on his implants. ‘No buzzing of security Wasps out there, and no one within a hundred feet of us in either direction. I think we’re good.’


‘Glad to hear it.’


They take a moment to stretch out the cramps in their muscles. Charlie shows off and does a few slow flips around the warehouse, then tugs her leather jacket straight. Raf applauds, and Charlie gives him a little sardonic bow.


They pack up their kit. It’s all custom-made by Raf, with some hardware and firmware thrown in by Charlie. Almost nine months after joining the Trust, Dax is still a little amazed Raf is walking free. If the government and Sudice had their way, Rafael Hernandez would be in custody. Then again, the man could probably hack his way out of stasis. Raf rolls his shoulders. His dark hair is as messy.


‘You gonna help me pack up, or are you just gonna stare at my pretty face some more?’ Raf asks Dax.


Dax rolls his eyes and hefts a backpack. One by one, they slip out of the warehouse, through the blind alley where the surveillance drones don’t fly. Charlie leaves first, her scarlet pixie cut hidden by a hood, only her blue eyes flashing in the darkness. Raf lifts his own pack and follows her.


Dax goes last, and can’t help but glance behind him. He wishes Tam were here, able to slink out right next to him like always. He can just picture her, with her features an echo of his own – they’d be mirror images if he hadn’t had his testosterone implant fitted and started visiting flesh parlours at puberty. He can almost see the smile she reserved only for him, and hear her teasing words: Hey asshole, I know you. We shared a womb and you hogged all the extra space.


Tam’s not there. She’s gone, somewhere he can’t follow, and he doesn’t know if he will ever get her back.


Dax throws a DNA scrub grenade over his shoulder as he leaves. The ball hisses as it hits the floor, the tiniest nanobots floating through the air to eat every dead skin cell and piece of hair they left behind before self-combusting. Not so much as a strand of rat hair will be left when they’re done.


Maybe it’ll even improve the smell.


The three of them take different routes. Dax walks alone through the abandoned streets, the dark night lit up with neon signs. Holographic advertisements dance along brick and concrete walls. A beautiful woman with lavender hair winks at him, pursing her lips to showcase her red lipstick. Athletic men and women flex their muscles, advertising the latest and greatest in nanobots that can repair – and build new – muscle faster than the human body ever could. A couple dancing, promoting a new brainloading program that enables anyone to move as gracefully as they do. The late spring humidity is stifling, the air close and scented with frying oil, ginger and onions from a nearby takeout joint for when people want a non-replicated meal. In one of the apartments above him, someone practises the saxophone, jazz music drifting down over the hush of the street.


The Trust meet again at an unmarked hovercar. Dax is the last one to enter. It takes off and heads back to headquarters, which Raf has affectionately named the Technodrome. The others speak amongst themselves, but Dax is silent. He looks out the window at the untidy sprawl of Los Angeles, the endless sea of lights. Tall skyscrapers merge with the smaller, floating buildings between them, connected by thin, flexible bridges. They are the most recent additions to the city, and work so well with the frequent earthquakes that the city will probably make most new buildings float. It’d mean the ground could go back to being green to combat the still-lingering smog. Or that’s the plan. Dax thinks it would look beautiful.


Other hovercars whoosh past the window. Dax should feel triumphant. They’ve planted the virus. It’ll lie low within Sudice’s systems for a few days as Raf tinkers with processes and creates modified backdoors. The program will amass data and split it up into small packets, exfiltrating it over time encoded as normal corporate traffic. The Viper is in part an AI, making sure all information leaving doesn’t trigger anomalies and bring in Wasps, Sudice’s security AI bots. In all likelihood, the Trust won’t find anything terribly useful. But if the Viper can stay undetected and disappear, then that’s a weapon to use for a bigger exploit.


The rest of the Trust are smug. Even Charlie is smiling, looking out the window over the City of Angels. None of them mention Tam. His sister as good as died for them all. Her body is alive, well hidden, but they can’t reach her mind.


Dax knows the others wonder if Tam betrayed them, though they know better than to say that to him. His hand snakes up to his neck to clutch the Shoshone bead necklace his sister made for them at their home in Timbisha, in Death Valley, back before they left home and plunged head first into danger. They should have stayed on the reservation. Tam’s injury four months ago nearly drove the Trust apart. Maybe it should have stayed broken.


Even if everything works perfectly with the Viper, it’s highly unlikely that they’ll all come through this unscathed. Dax sighs, fingers running over the beads for comfort. The only other option is to do nothing, to let Tam’s injury be in vain. That’s not an option. For Dax, or for any of the others.






FIVE


CARINA


Chesterfield Square, Los Angeles, California, Pacifica




The next day, the Green Star Lounge is still closed.


Carina stares at its darkened entrance and curses. The nearest Zeal lounge is about a mile away, she has no money for a hovercab, and the withdrawal is kicking in hard.


She starts walking, wrapping her arms around herself to stop shaking so badly. Every half block she pauses, bent over, wheezing. If she was healthy, it’d take her about fifteen, twenty minutes, tops, to reach the next Zeal lounge. It takes her forty-five instead. Forty-five long, agonizing minutes. She retches onto a potted tree on the sidewalk, but all that comes up is bile.


People’s eyes glaze and slide away from Carina. They’re embarrassed for her – a Zealot out in public, suffering from the drug that most can take with no ill effects. A physical reminder that Pacifica isn’t as perfect as it pretends to be.


Zeal is integral to so many aspects of Pacifica. It’s a neuroware component of brainloading information directly into their implants, or it can be used to assist with therapy. For nearly all of the population, if they have a bad day, they can go to a Zeal lounge on their way home. Normal citizens frustrated by office politics, or their relationship, or a friendship gone sour, go to the slick Zeal lounges in the better parts of town, where the addicts don’t go. They take a hit, plug in and imagine killing their boss, or maybe they have really good, angry sex with someone – either another person plugged in to the same Zealscape, or an imagined figment – or they have a proper blow-out screaming fight with their friend. Then they unplug, go home. Zeal is but a temporary catharsis, more vivid than the virtual reality feeds you can order off your wallscreen. Only the defective ones grow addicted. The ones with brains wired for violence, the ones in high danger of becoming criminals.


Carina hasn’t always been like this, though she’s always dreamed of murder. At sixteen, everyone takes their first hit of Zeal. She took it along with everyone else, and killed the man in her imagination she’d dreamed of killing every day of her life since she could remember. Everything she’d ever experienced paled in comparison to that sensation of ripping into flesh, or making someone else scream in pain until they could scream no more.


She came out to face a very unnerved orderly, but Zeal had done its job. She felt freed, sedated, but she didn’t crave another hit. She still avoided the drug, afraid of how much she’d enjoyed it. Until a few years ago, when the urges to kill grew stronger, until they threatened to consume her entirely.


Carina finally reaches the Zealot lounge called Vellocet. It’s flashier than her old haunt, which looked like a hospital ward. That had actually been comforting. This one, with its purple lights and 1960s-inspired furniture, makes her lip curl.


She trudges in. Beggars can’t be choosers.


Thrusting her credits at the receptionist, who looks at her as though she’s trash, Carina writes down her identification number for them to call out. In the nicer lounges, people scan their VeriChips, but here in the Zealot shitholes, no one wants the government to know. There’s the fear that the government will watch, see how deranged their dreams are, and they’ll disappear, frozen into stasis without a trace. These lounges aren’t meant to record trips. Carina’s fairly sure the government watches them anyway. They could crack down on Zealot lounges, but they choose to let the addicts take care of themselves, one failed body at a time.


The paradise of Pacifica.


Carina shuffles, her legs giving out just in time to collapse into an empty chair. She’s thirsty, but there’s no water. Her lips are dry and cracked, her breath stinks and her hair is stringy with sweat.


The lobby is busy, and she recognizes a few faces from the Green Star Lounge. Lucky souls who weren’t there yesterday. She waits, the shakes growing worse, her patience wearing thin.


Finally: ‘700628.’


The orderly barely gives her a second glance as she leads her down the hall. Old music plays. Carina knows this band: The Beatles. Her father played a lot of their songs, their voices echoing through Greenview House those few times he was in his good moods. The Beatles sing about an octopus.


The orderly plugs Carina into a Chair while whistling along with the music. It puts her on edge, but she resists the urge to lash out, not wanting to risk being thrown out. She wouldn’t last long enough to make it to the next Zealot lounge a mile away.


‘Sweet dreams,’ the orderly says, as monotone as all the others who have said it to Carina over the last few months.


As the drug takes hold, she can’t help but feel a thrill of fear. What if whatever happened to her before comes again? What if she joins all those souls who died yesterday? What if she finally disappears?


Carina smiles as she falls back into dreamland.


At first, nothing seems to have changed. Carina is back in Greenview House. She appears in the dining room, and makes the dining table, chairs and china cabinet disappear with a blink. She burns with the desire to kill someone; it itches like anxiety.


The same muscled criminal she created yesterday appears. She cuts corners – the figure’s vague and barely sketched. Wrapping her fingers around his throat, she squeezes, feeling the pulse jump beneath her fingers. She’s about to break his neck when his features shift, becoming the teenager with the mismatched eyes.


Carina lets go. The girl staggers back, staring at her. One green eye. One blue. Even as Carina watches, the simulacrum becomes more detailed, until she’s a perfect replica of the murdered girl from the earlier vision. The girl falls to the ground, pale as though she’s been dead for over a day, even though scant seconds ago Carina could feel the pulse in her neck.


After the first rush of adrenalin, Carina feels strangely calm. It’s happening again. Whatever virus was in the Green Star Lounge has come here. She won’t be able to escape her fate a second time. It’s almost a relief.


‘Find out who killed me,’ the girl says. Black blood dribbles from the corner of her chapped lips. The cut on the side of her head is almost a terrible smile, the metal sutures like ragged teeth.


‘No,’ Carina says. ‘I don’t care who killed you.’


‘You should. You will.’ The girl disappears.


Carina presses the heels of her palms against her eyes, steadying her breath. When she takes her hands away, Dr Mark Teague stands before her. Boyish good looks, light-brown skin, a shock of incongruous grey hair. He gives her that signature crooked half-smile. One that melted most peoples’ hearts like butter, but only softened hers ever so slightly.


Carina’s old colleague has never appeared in her Zealscapes. Before she left it all, he, Kim and Aliyah were among the few people she trusted. Her three fellow scientists, pitted against their boss, against Sudice’s true plans for their research – against the world, it seemed sometimes. Despite all the people she’s harmed in her dreams, she’s never created those three.


‘If you’re seeing this, Carina, then I’m dead,’ Mark says.


Carina says nothing. It doesn’t feel true; he can’t be real. Mark flickers – some feedback – and Carina immediately recognizes it as a glitch, not part of the Zeal dreamscape.


It’s foreign.


She suspected this when her Zealscapes shifted so strangely, but it’s supposed to be impossible. Shared visions, sure, if people are plugged into the same room and network. But not this.


‘What happened?’ she asks.


‘I do not know. This is pre-recorded, set to send once my life vitals end.’ He does not look particularly sad, but then she supposes when he created this, however long ago, it was only a precaution. He looks the same as ever, but Carina knows he was close to seventy when they worked together, even though he looked like a prematurely greying twenty-five-year-old. Good flesh parlours and gene therapy.


‘I recently changed this recording to be sent only to Carina Kearney upon my death. You will already have received other messages from me.’


Carina swallows. ‘The images? The murdered girl?’


A pause as the program takes in her response. ‘Those images have been specially chosen. The bee. The rose. The thorn. The drop of blood. The mismatched eyes. They’re more than images. They each contain encrypted information, which has now been downloaded deep into the frontal lobe of your cerebral cortex. I’ve tried to make this as secure as possible because I feared this message could be intercepted during transmission to you; or I could still be caught, and then the information could be used against you.’


‘What have you done? Why?’ Her voice rises. This is the most emotional she’s felt outside of a kill for months.


Another delay as Mark’s AI program processes her words. ‘I’m sorry to do this to you. The images are inconvenient, but it was the only way I could move it off their servers without detection. You can help finish this. You are the natural choice.’


‘I’m not. I left Sudice. I want nothing to do with this. You know where I am, and what I’ve become.’


His face creases in sadness. ‘I do know. You should have come to me, when you found out what Roz was really doing. We could have worked together.’ His eyes grow haunted. ‘Maybe we could have prevented what happened next.’


‘Maybe I should have,’ she concedes. She’d run away from everything, from everyone, without even a look over her shoulder. ‘Who’s the girl, Mark?’


‘You’ll find out. It’s all in your head now. Will you help me?’


‘Help you do what?’


‘Destroy Sudice.’


Carina can’t help but laugh. ‘Destroy Sudice. Are you absolutely cracked, Mark? I’m not even doing a very good job of helping myself. I don’t know how the hell you expect me to be able to help you.’


Another pause. Carina isn’t sure how the AI will respond to her outburst, but she knows whatever AI program he’s installed over the messages is good. He must have spent months on it, making sure the AI could have some sort of response, no matter the question.


‘You can help me. And you have more reason than most to hate Sudice and want to take them down. Such a brilliant mind. What they did to you was just as much of a crime.’


Carina feels trapped, as though she’s being backed into a corner. ‘What are you talking about, Mark?’


Mark smiles sadly at her. No. This isn’t him. Dr Teague is dead. She is speaking to a clever echo of him. A ghost is asking her for help, and she wants nothing more than to turn him down.


‘You were the only one I could send the images to,’ he says, voice still blandly pleasant, ‘because your memories are in the Sudice database. The bee, the rose – all the images are tied to specific memories from your past.’


It takes her a few moments. ‘From phase one of the SynMaps project? Those would be old memories, from when I was sixteen.’


‘Roz kept all of them.’


Carina suppresses a shiver. ‘Why? That experiment didn’t work properly.’


The AI’s face falls. ‘I feared this.’


‘Mark?’ She’s finally feeling afraid. It spreads through her stomach, the sensation enhanced in the Zealscape. She wants to run.


Mark’s ghost reaches out and touches Carina on the forehead. ‘I’m sorry.’


Something deep within her shifts, clicks back into place. Something she never even knew was out of alignment.


‘Roz blocked you,’ Mark says. ‘I found it, when I was trying to see if this plan would work.’


Memories swirl through her mind. Roz leaning over Carina strapped into a Chair. Just like the teenage girl. Having her look at Rorschach tests; endless hours of questioning and experiments. Pain, so much pain.


‘SynMaps didn’t work,’ Carina whispers.


‘That’s what she wanted you to think,’ Mark says softly. He comes closer, rests his forehead against hers. She can’t feel it. Pushing away a memory of Mark laughing in the lab, she knows he’s not real and is only a clever program, but it’s comforting just the same as her world falls apart.


Whatever Roz did to her has suppressed her memory. It’s there, but she never thinks of that time in the lab, of what really happened to her when she was a teen.


‘She did this to me.’ It’s hard to say the words aloud.


‘She transformed you under phase one of SynMaps, took you under her wing, and kept monitoring you under phase two. I found out after you left.’


The girl Roz killed knew Mark. ‘Roz had you work on the real reason behind brain recording.’


‘God help me, I did. And I know that I regretted it to the end of my days.’


Carina’s still trying to come to terms with her world tilting on its axis.


‘You have to unlock the images, Carina. They’ll come to you, in the right order. You will be guided into remembering them. They . . . are strong memories.’


Carina should say something, but the words die on her tongue. She can’t stop thinking about Dr Roz Elliot, leaning over her, taking her memories and examining them from every direction. Finding out what made her tick. Moulding her. Until she was someone different. Cold. Unbothered by ethics, if the end result was worth it. Someone more like Roz Elliot.


Until it fell apart.


‘Roz is why I’m like this,’ Carina whispers, gesturing to the walls of Greenview House. ‘Why I’m here.’


‘Her programming broke down. Your urge to kill is the side effect.’


‘Could you have fixed it?’


‘I don’t know. Have you been trying?’


‘And failing. I don’t have the equipment.’


Mark’s ghost’s lips purse. ‘Together, we could have done it, especially if Kim and Aliyah helped. Unfortunately, though, even if you gain access to equipment, I must ask you not to run any additional programming on your brain until all the information I sent has been unlocked.’


Carina swallows. ‘It’d delete?’


‘Almost certainly. Also, it’d fry your brain.’


‘What the fuck, Mark.’


‘I know. I’m sorry. As soon as it’s all out, though, you’re in the clear.’


Her hands ball into fists. Even if she walked into a perfect lab tomorrow, she wouldn’t be able to use her code. Never mind that she’s a long way out from solving the problem of her own brain – that vague hope of figuring it out is one of the few things she has left.


‘What Roz did to you is unforgiveable,’ Mark says. ‘This is why I’ve had to involve you. I didn’t want to, but you know what they’re capable of. It didn’t stop with you. It didn’t stop with the girl.’ His voice closes. ‘Sudice won’t stop unless we make it. So I ask you again: will you help me?’


Carina takes in a shaking breath. ‘Yes. Yes, Mark. I’ll help you. I don’t have much choice.’


Mark leans back and rests a hand on her shoulder that she still can’t feel.


‘To release the first image, you must be out of the Zealscape,’ the AI says. ‘Focus on your earliest memory, but doing it here will not work.’


‘OK.’ Greenview House looms in her mind, but he’s right. Her first memory does nothing here.


‘That will start the process. From there, it’s up to you. At some point, they will probably come after you. You will outsmart them.’


‘I doubt that.’ She looks at him. ‘How many of my memories have you seen?’


‘Enough.’ A pause. ‘Trauma shows on the brain, and you’ve had more than your share.’ He pauses, and something like pity crosses his features. She’s embarrassed, guilty – it flares into another violent urge. She wants to stab him, kill him herself, even though he’s already dead. Her hands clench.


‘Fuck you, Mark.’


He doesn’t flinch. ‘I’m sorry, Carina. I had no choice.’


‘There’s always a choice.’


Again, that haunted look. ‘That’s true enough.’


‘If you found my memories, it’s only a matter of time before Roz brings them up again.’


‘I deleted them. And their backups. Your memories are dead and gone from Sudice’s servers. Nothing can bring them back.’


Carina swallows. ‘She’ll have her own backups, Mark. I hate what you did. I absolutely hate it. But I hate what she did so much more.’


‘That is precisely what I was counting on. This is the right thing to do.’


‘You know I’ve never cared about doing the right thing.’


‘You did, though, Carrie.’ Carina flinches at that old nickname. ‘A harsh sense of justice at times, yes, but that means I know you can do what needs to be done.’


His outline fades, pixellates. The AI is terminating.


‘Mark!’ Carina calls, voice shrill. She’s still angry at him, dead or not, but she doesn’t want him to disappear. That will mean he’s really gone. ‘Mark! Does Sudice know that you sent me this?’


‘Not at the time of recording. But who knows what could have happened after? I would count on them coming after you sooner rather than later.’


He disappears.


‘Motherfucker,’ Carina spits. ‘Mark Teague is going to get me killed.’


The Zealscape begins to shimmer. Either Mark’s ghost has triggered something, or security Wasps have sensed the disturbance of his coding. Wasps are owned and patented by Sudice and licensed out to Pacifica. Mark’s ghost was right; it didn’t take long for them to find her.


‘Zeal program! Wake me up.’






SIX


CARINA


Vellocet Lounge, Los Angeles, California, Pacifica




Carina comes out of the trip, but this time there are no alarms except the local one to say she’s awake too soon.
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