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  PRAISE FOR TWINMAKER


  1


  Jesse’s ears rang from the sound of gunshots in the close confines of Wallace’s office. Clair had emptied an entire clip into the wall, but the disguised booth was activating anyway. Blindly, stupidly, they had walked right into a trap.


  Ray, either braver or more stupid than anyone else, darted one arm into the shrinking gap between door and wall and tried to pull the sliding panel back, but the booth wasn’t slowing for anyone. Ray screamed as the metal mouth closed.


  There was a ghastly crunch, and then …


  ssss –


  The sound of the air being sucked out of the room – sinister, like a snake’s hiss.


  Clair prowled with her lenses alive, looking for a way out. That was exactly how Jesse had felt, metaphorically, just an hour ago when he had confessed his feelings for her with the entire world watching. Now, he didn’t care. He would say it all over again because he meant every word. He longed to kiss her for luck, but now wasn’t the time, even if he was about to die.


  – ssss –


  The thinning air was hurting his ears, which made Ray’s screams more bearable, but the entire situation more awful. How many seconds did they have left to stop the booth?


  Jesse backed up against the wall, reassured by its solidity.


  Then Clair was in front of him, looking like she wanted to weep. That was the worst possible sign. Maybe they weren’t getting out of this after all.


  ‘You always wanted to try d-mat,’ she said. There was a catch to her voice. She cared. ‘I’m sorry it had to be like this.’


  His throat was full. She was so beautiful.


  ‘At least we’re—’


  – pop


  ‘—together.’


  Jesse blinked. Clair was gone, just like that, and so was everyone else except for Ray, whose screams were suddenly loud again because the density of the air was back to normal. Jesse looked down and touched his shirt with both hands; Ray’s blood was warm and tacky against his fingertips.


  Around him, Wallace’s office was essentially unchanged, except that the bullet holes had disappeared. Had d-mat finished operating and yet they hadn’t gone anywhere? Was that even possible?


  Then he remembered what had happened to his father when Dylan Linwood had been duped. A null-jump: a journey that went nowhere simply to take someone’s pattern.


  But why would Wallace do that to Jesse?


  Ray was moaning now. It sounded like he was about to pass out.


  Save Ray now and worry about the rest later, Jesse told himself. He hurried to his father’s fallen friend and began tearing strips for a tourniquet.
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  When Ray was stable – unconscious but at least no longer bleeding – Jesse began looking for an escape route, undaunted by the fact that they had tried and failed before. Peeling back the carpet square by square he exposed the booth’s mirrored floor. Then he shifted the desk so he could check under it as well. There were no seams in the walls, floors or ceiling, except those around the windows and door, and they were sealed tight. Even with his ear pressed against the walls he could hear nothing but a faint hum. If WHOLE was still fighting out there – and Jesse hoped someone was still fighting out there – then they were doing it quietly.


  Jesse sat on his haunches next to Ray and reviewed everything that had happened since the trap had sprung.


  They had been null-jumped, which meant they had been turned into data and then turned back again. While they were data, they could have been stored somewhere for a while, at least until the fighting had stopped. But why bring them back now, and then just leave them here?


  Weirdest of all was how he felt. He was stuck in Wallace’s office with Ray, had no idea where Clair was and what was happening to her … but he was still himself. Every freckle was in the right place. Every hair. His mouth still tasted like the last thing he had eaten, a strip of dried fruit from the Farmhouse. His clothes still needed a wash.


  To all appearances, Jesse Linwood remained Jesse Linwood, even though everything he had been taught to believe said that this was wrong.


  D-mat took people apart and rebuilt them from nothing.


  D-mat killed people.


  So what was he doing here, then?


  There was a tiny antechamber, little more than a nook leading from the main office. It was there he had said those embarrassing (but true) things to Clair before the trap was sprung. He’d just stood up to check for any exits they might have missed when, utterly without warning, the floor shifted soundlessly underneath him, making him stagger.


  He gasped and put out a hand to steady himself against the desk. It felt like an earthquake. A quick one, finished almost as soon as it had begun.


  In New York?


  But that wasn’t the weirdest thing.


  Looking around he had the unnerving impression that the room had just become bigger. Certainly the carpet squares he had piled up into a mound were further away than they had been before, and the door to the nook now looked weirdly smaller, too. Were his eyes playing tricks on him or had d-mat damaged his brain?


  His head whipped around. With a hiss, the door had opened.
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  ‘Look at this mess,’ a woman said. She was short but she walked with long, confident strides as she entered the room, closely followed by a clutch of men and women who were hanging on her every word. ‘The Boss is on his way. If it’s not cleaned up before he gets here—’


  The woman noticed Jesse and Ray and stopped mid-step, causing a pile up behind her.


  ‘Who are you?’ she asked Jesse. ‘What are you doing in here?’


  ‘Could it be him?’ asked one of her companions.


  The woman silenced them with a flick of one hand. Her gaze was hard and penetrating, like she could see right into Jesse’s soul.


  He was unable to breathe, let alone talk. ‘The Boss’ had to be Wallace. If this woman worked for him, then he was in big trouble.


  ‘He’s not Nobody,’ the woman concluded, as though that made perfect sense to her. ‘And neither’s his friend. They’re someone else entirely.’


  Jesse felt like a chick in the middle of a crocodile’s nest. Clair would have known what to do, but this time she wasn’t with him.


  ‘I have no idea how I got in here,’ he said, the inadequacy of the lie so galling he could barely bring himself to utter it.


  The woman tilted her head, and against all expectations, relaxed.


  ‘Ah, you’re one of the Improved, of course,’ she said. ‘Wondering where the hell you are and why that pathetic attempt at a beard isn’t any bigger, I expect.’


  Jesse touched his goatee. ‘Uh, yeah.’ Now was not the time to defend his manhood. If she didn’t know who he was, he wasn’t going to tell her. ‘What’s going on?’


  ‘Just stay out of the way and you won’t get hurt.’ To one of her underlings, the woman said, ‘Seventeen, take him and the old guy down to sickbay, then get straight back here. We’ve better things to do than round up strays.’


  ‘Yes, Mallory,’ said a red-haired man who looked to be in his forties and had muscles like jackhammers. ‘Come on, help me get him up,’ he said to Jesse, who, if he had felt terrified before, was ready to melt into the floor now.


  Mallory. Jesse knew who she was. He had watched her commit suicide in Libby’s body rather than be interrogated by WHOLE. Clair feared that Mallory was taking over her body, thanks to Improvement. Mallory was also Ant Wallace’s wife.


  And she was letting Jesse go.


  ‘Kid?’ said the big guy, nudging Jesse’s ankle with the toe of one boot.


  ‘Uh, sure,’ Jesse said, hearing his voice coming out all reedy but unable to help it. ‘Thanks … Seventeen.’


  ‘Don’t sweat it. Let’s just get moving. Trust me, we don’t want to keep Mallory waiting.’


  Jesse glanced over his shoulder. Mallory was issuing orders to the rest of her minions without giving him a second thought. The carpet squares he had pulled up were going back down, except for those that had been splattered with Ray’s blood. Replacements were being called for, fresh from a fabber outside.


  Why didn’t they use the fabber in the nook?


  The question vanished from Jesse’s mind as the floor moved beneath him again and this time the room visibly expanded.


  Seventeen didn’t seem to notice or to care if he did. With Jesse’s help he flopped Ray over his shoulder like a long-limbed eel, where Ray hung unmoving as he was hauled out through the doors that had so grievously injured him. Jesse trailed after them, keeping Ray’s wounded arm aloft as best he could. The older man’s chest was still rising and falling. Hope remained that he would live long enough to receive medical attention.


  Beyond that Jesse didn’t dare to imagine.
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  Sickbay was two floors up. Part of the ceiling had caved in – during the battle for the building, Jesse assumed, when Q and WHOLE had attacked Wallace head-on. The redhead handed control of Ray over to a doctor in civilian clothes who was juggling several patients at once. The doctor took a cursory look at Ray’s wound and told Jesse to keep it elevated.


  ‘I’ll be with you as soon as I can.’


  Jesse swallowed and nodded. The doctor was wrist-deep in the guts of an injured woman. Looking directly at the woman’s terrible wound made Jesse feel faint.


  ‘Stay cool, kid,’ said Seventeen, heading for the door. ‘We’re all freaking out a little.’


  ‘Will you tell me what’s going on?’ Jesse asked before the redhead could go back to Mallory. He didn’t mind playing the ignoramus if, in the process, he learned something that might help them escape.


  ‘The Protocol was activated.’ At Jesse’s blank expression, Seventeen shrugged and said, ‘I heard Mallory say that on the way up. I hoped you might know what it meant. Guess they’ll tell us when they’re ready.’


  Then he was gone, and the doctor was taking Ray’s arm out of Jesse’s hands.


  ‘There’s nothing I can do for him now except cauterize the wound,’ he told Jesse. ‘You don’t have to stay if you don’t want to.’


  ‘I’ll stay. I want to make sure he’s okay.’


  ‘You know him?’ The doctor’s expression was more than idly curious, and Jesse thought hard. Had he said something to arouse the doctor’s suspicions?


  ‘No,’ Jesse said. ‘Never seen him before. But he tried to help me … before he was hurt in the fighting … and I don’t know anyone else here.’ The doctor kept staring at him, so he added, ‘Improvement. This isn’t how I was expecting things to go.’ He mimed a beard that stretched down his chest.


  That did it. ‘Understood. You’re not one of the enlisted. Well, that will be sorted out soon enough, I’m sure. The Boss doesn’t like loose ends.’


  Not significantly reassured, Jesse wanted to ask what the doctor meant by enlisted – he had a rising suspicion it was synonymous with duped – but instead he was nudged unceremoniously aside, and stayed out of the way while the doctor did his work.
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  As Jesse waited, doing his best to find something to look at that wasn’t spattered with blood, he noticed something that had escaped his attention earlier.


  When he and Clair had been trapped in the office, they had been completely cut off from the Air. Now he was out of the office, and the Air was back. That opened up a wealth of possibilities.


  His augs had always been a source of intense dissatisfaction to him, and as he tried to drill down through the random images and sounds currently muddying the Air he hated them more than ever. Captions and news feeds overlapped in his single lens, accompanied by a dizzying hubbub issuing from his earpiece. It was too much like the time he had tried a hallucinogenic drug with a couple of other Abstainer kids, and he almost dropped out of this attempt to connect as quickly as he had with those old friends. But then, just as he was tapping the letters c-a-n-c-e-l on his thigh, the chaos parted and he discerned something sensible from the mess.


  He was still in New York, his lenses told him. He’d assumed that, but at least now they weren’t trying to tell him he was in Russia as well. At first there were no bumps in his infield, or contacts nearby, but then, when his augs picked up Ray, connections to other people began to form. There were fewer than normal, and some of them seemed anomalous, like Aunt Arabelle. She had been taken by dupes days ago, so why was she showing up now?


  The person he was most eager to find was Clair, and it was hard to fight his instinctive desire to go looking for her straight away. He waited as patiently as he could, not wanting to draw attention to himself while he was still in the crocodile’s nest. Maybe once they were out of Wallace’s HQ – maybe off the island altogether – he could contact her directly …


  When finally her name appeared in the spreading network, he breathed a sigh of relief that the doctor didn’t appear notice. She was in Windham, Maine – her home town, he recalled. That was a good sign. He felt better knowing she was with her parents, although the mystery of how she had ended up there remained.


  Meanwhile the network was still spreading, the list of people he knew growing longer and ever more impossible …


  ‘I said, he’s all done.’


  Jesse blinked out of his thoughts. Through the virtual infield obscuring the vision of his left eye he saw the doctor tightening the last bandage over Ray’s wound.


  ‘Oh, thanks,’ Jesse managed, but he was genuinely grateful. Whether the doctor was a dupe or not, he had done something good that day. ‘Can he be moved?’


  ‘If he has to be. I’ll give you some patches – one to wake him, one for the pain. Make sure you keep him out of the action, though. He’s got to lay low for a day or two at least.’


  ‘Okay.’ Jesse took the patches and applied the first one to Ray’s throat, where Jesse could see the pulse, and the second to his good arm. Before the doctor could move on to another patient, Jesse said, ‘What happens next? Do you know?’


  ‘We wait for orders.’ The doctor shrugged. ‘Depends what put us in here, I guess.’


  ‘In the building?’


  ‘No, in here.’ The doctor was looking at him oddly again, but only briefly. ‘Right, Improvement. Find someone else to ask or wait for your friend here to wake up so he can tell you. I’m busy.’


  With that the doctor turned away and began setting a broken leg. Jesse considered pressing him for an answer, but then Ray took a deep, gasping breath and his bloodshot eyes snapped open, taking in the room and its inhabitants with wide-lidded confusion.


  Before Ray could say anything, Jesse put a hand over his mouth and helped him to sit up.


  ‘Just stand,’ he told Ray. ‘Then try to walk. You can lean on me.’


  Ray glanced down at his bandaged arm, blanched, and nodded.


  ‘Let’s go,’ said Jesse.
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  In here, the doctor had said. Jesse didn’t think he meant the building.


  The city?


  Ray couldn’t walk quickly, so they had plenty of time to listen in on people’s conversations, particularly in the elevator. His guess that these people were dupes was quickly confirmed. They referred to each other by number, and there was only one of each number. Some had been colleagues for a long time and yet they didn’t recognise each other. It was as if they had removed their masks at a costume ball and were seeing each other’s faces for the first time.


  Maybe it was exactly that, Jesse thought, only the masks the dupes normally wore were flesh and blood …


  One exchange in particular revealed more than the dupes would have intended, had they known Jesse was in their midst.


  ‘The Protocol was the measure of last resort. Mallory told me that once. If that’s true, why did the Boss use it?’


  ‘Dunno. Care to stick your head outside and find out?’


  ‘While I’ve only got the one? No thanks.’


  The dupes laughed and Jesse tried not to look studious. They were talking in riddles and he had to puzzle them out. What did outside mean? What did it mean that the dupes now had just one head?


  ‘One thing I’ll say,’ commented the first dupe as the elevator doors opened on the ground floor, ‘this shit is for real.’


  Jesse might have assumed the dupe meant the situation in general were the dupe not staring at his hand, turning it front to back as though he had never seen it before.


  The elevator emptied and they went their separate ways.


  ‘Are you connected to the Air?’ Ray’s question was little more than a breath in Jesse’s ear.


  He nodded in reply.


  ‘My lens has fallen out. I need you to send a message.’


  ‘Who to?’


  ‘All of us.’


  Jesse didn’t need to ask for clarification. Ray’s tone made it clear he meant everyone in WHOLE. Those who were left – which was a lot more than there ought to be, if the Air was telling the truth.


  ‘Saying what?’


  ‘Eric Arthur Blair.’


  ‘Huh?’


  ‘Just do it.’


  As Jesse and Ray walked slowly across the marbled foyer of Wallace’s HQ , expecting to be swooped upon and taken back into custody at any moment, Jesse tapped out the words and prepared to send them to everyone whose name he recognised. Theo. Jamila. Arcady. Seeing his father’s name in his augs, Jesse added him to the list too, even though that made him feel nervous. The last three times Jesse had been in the same place as his father there had been someone else behind that familiar face, someone threatening to kill him.


  Just days had passed since he’d watched the man he had thought was his father blow up in the house he had lived in all his life. The wound was still raw, and he caught himself tearing up. Just because he and his father had been at odds, that didn’t mean he didn’t care and wouldn’t miss him if he never came back …


  The bump went into the Air as they stepped outside the building. Jesse shaded his eyes from a shaft of sunlight reflecting from a wall of mirrored windows. It seemed to be mid-morning, which would only make sense if they had been put on ice somewhere in data form, before being remade.


  There were guards outside the door, but they simply nodded and let them pass, assuming they were dupes like everyone else. Jesse felt as though a thousand eyes were boring into the small of his back as they walked away, but he refused to turn and look. Running wasn’t an option for Ray, and Jesse wasn’t going to leave him if the gig was up.


  ‘Who’s Eric Arthur Blair when he’s at home?’ he asked Ray.


  ‘George Orwell. He was a writer—’


  ‘Yeah, I know who he was. Using his real name means … ?’


  Ray looked carefully left and right before replying, ‘Don’t trust anyone. We’ve been duped by The Man.’


  Jesse was used to the paranoid fantasies of his father and his friends. He had heard them often. For the first time in his life he wondered if they hadn’t been paranoid enough.
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  They walked down Thirty-third Street and turned right into Seventh Avenue, heading for the water. The streets were empty, which was a powerful contrast to how they had looked when he had arrived in the Manhattan Isles. Then, Clair had been leading a veritable riot of people to Wallace’s HQ. People had stopped to watch her go by. There had been peacekeepers on every corner and more scattered in between.


  What had happened to everyone since then?


  At the corner of Seventh and Thirty-first they paused so Ray could catch his breath. Jesse surveyed the empty roads, wondering where the food sellers had gone and why they had left their carts behind. Not that the food sellers did any actual cooking in those carts, of course. They were just fabbers on wheels. But the pretense of old-time cuisine was part of New York’s attraction.


  Jesse felt an unexpected desire: for one of New York’s famous pretzels, even if it was just made of random atoms coaxed into shape. He’d wanted one ever since he was a kid …


  I get my own bike, right?


  The voice made Jesse jump. It seemed to come from directly behind his ear. He spun around but saw no one there, definitely not a young boy with cornrows standing practically under his armpit …


  Cashile. Jesse had babysat the boy a couple of times while his mother was doing WHOLE stuff. He would know that voice anywhere. How could he be hearing it now?


  What was even weirder, Jesse remembered Cashile saying those words a few days ago, when they had stopped at a WHOLE cache to pick up electrobikes. This was before he and Clair had kissed. Before Cashile had been taken by the dupes.


  Ray was staring at him. ‘What is it?’


  ‘I don’t know.’ Jesse hugged his elbows. ‘Let’s just get moving again.’


  ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’


  ‘Maybe I have.’


  Jesse explained as they walked.


  ‘Is it the dupes?’ Ray suggested. ‘Messing with your head somehow?’


  ‘I don’t think so. Why not just shoot us if they know who we are? I mean, we’re not putting up much of a fight.’


  ‘Not right now, it’s true. But give us time,’ Ray said.


  ‘Wait. Don’t move.’ Jesse put a hand out to stop Ray in mid-step.


  Ray pulled Jessie in, closer to the wall beside them. ‘What is it?’


  They hadn’t been discovered. Something much stranger had happened.


  ‘This intersection. Look at the numbers. Hell, just look that way. What do you see?’


  According to the street sign they were on Ninth and Thirty-fourth. They should have been on Seventh and Thirty-first. What was more, a block and a half to their left was the enormous black obelisk of Wallace’s HQ , plumes of smoke spiraling upward from its many broken windows.


  ‘That’s supposed to be behind us,’ Ray said, blinking rapidly, as though he had something in his eye. ‘We must’ve got turned around somehow … ?’


  ‘We didn’t,’ said Jesse. ‘I’m not stupid enough to take us back there.’


  ‘So what happened?’


  ‘That’s the question.’ Jesse dragged them around the corner, out of sight of the burning building. ‘It’s getting bigger the more I poke at it.’
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  The Protocol.


  In here.


  Geography that wouldn’t behave.


  They tried walking in yet another direction and were quickly snapped back to a third intersection within eyeshot of Wallace’s HQ. Ray leaned up against an old shopfront, holding his bandaged arm close to his chest and rubbing his sweaty forehead. His skin was waxy and pale. He wasn’t complaining but Jesse could tell the painkiller patch had already begun to wear off.


  ‘It doesn’t make any sense,’ Ray said. ‘How are they doing this? All we want to do is get away …’


  ‘Maybe it’s not the dupes. Maybe it’s something else.’


  ‘Like what?’


  There was no good answer to that question. Just a growing suspicion that something was terribly wrong.


  Jesse’s augs chirped in his ear. A reply had just landed in his infield in response to the Orwell message.


  It was from his father.


  ‘Family City,’ was all Dylan Linwood said.


  Not, Hello, son, great to hear from you. Not, Are you okay? Not, Hey look, I came back from the dead!


  ‘That means he’s at the safe house in Manteca,’ Ray translated.


  Jesse suppressed his feelings of resentment, telling himself to be happy his father didn’t appear to be a dupe, for once. ‘What’s he doing there?’


  ‘Laying low. Waiting for us to join him.’


  ‘How the hell are we going to do that?’


  ‘The submarine—’


  ‘Neither of us can operate it, even if it’s not sunk. Got another suggestion?’


  ‘There’ll be members around here. We can put out a call—’


  Fully charged and ready to go.


  Both of them looked around as a faint echo wound along the empty street.


  ‘Is that Cashile?’ asked Ray, his pained wince turning to a frown.


  ‘I’m so glad you can hear it now,’ Jesse said. ‘I thought I was going crazy.’


  ‘No crazier than anything else around here.’ Ray stood straighter. ‘He’s not connected to the Air, is he?’


  Jesse checked his lenses. ‘No. I can’t see him in my network.’


  ‘That’s a good sign. He never was. Theo didn’t think it was healthy for him.’


  Theo, Cashile’s mother, was mute thanks to a d-mat accident. The only way she could reliably talk to the people around her was via her lenses, but with her son she used sign-language.


  ‘So how’s he talking to us now?’ Jesse asked.


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘I could ask.’


  ‘Do you think it’s safe?’


  Jesse didn’t think it would be, but what choice did they have? ‘If the bad guys follow the bump and come for us, let’s just keeping jumping back and forth across the magic intersections until they give up.’


  Ray grunted and leaned back against the wall. ‘Okay, call Theo, but be quick.’


  Jesse nodded, composing a bump to Theo of just two words: Where’s Cashile?


  The reply came instantly: With me.


  But we can hear him.


  He says he can hear you too. Isn’t that weird?


  It was weirder than weird, Jesse thought.


  ‘It’s like we’re in a simulation,’ he said, thinking aloud. ‘Space is twisted and things don’t work the way they should.’


  ‘I don’t care. All I want to do is get out of here,’ said Ray.


  ‘Outside, right.’ Jesse went to take Ray’s shoulder, but remembered his injury in time. ‘We’re all in here, even the dupes. Inside a computer program. “This shit is for real.”’ Why would that dupe have said that if he didn’t literally mean it? Jesse looked around, seeking pixilations, artifacts, anything at all to suggest that the New York cityscape wasn’t authentic. There were none. ‘This shit really is real.’


  Or he was tripping on something worse than a hallucinogenic drug. Not knowing how horribly, ridiculously wrong he was.


  ‘So we’re not anywhere at all?’ said Ray. ‘How is that possible?’


  The answer to that question wasn’t one Ray would want to hear, Jesse knew.


  We were null-jumped. That gave Wallace our pattern. Patterns are usually built back into matter at the other end of a d-mat jump – but why not remake one into something other than matter? Something like data, say … ?


  Either way, from Ray’s point of view, it didn’t matter. They had died the moment Wallace had sprung the trap. They were both zombies now, but instead of staggering around feasting on brains, they simply didn’t realize they were dead.


  It was a depressing thought, whether they were made of atoms or of pure information. Knowing it didn’t help them escape the dupes, either.


  9


  A new sound rose up out of the silence of the streets, hauntingly familiar.


  ‘What is that … ?’ Jesse spun around in a circle. ‘An electrobike?’


  The sound echoed, making its source impossible to discern.


  ‘It’ll be the dupes, pulling out all stops.’


  ‘We have to get out of sight.’


  Ray was already moving at a determined stagger for a nearby alley. Jesse hastened to catch up. They were under cover in seconds, peering warily out into the street to see who was coming. The street was empty in both directions, but the noise still grew steadily louder.


  Ray put a finger in his ear and wiggled it.


  ‘Sounds like it’s coming from inside my head.’


  Jesse opened his mouth to reply, and that was when space ripped apart right in front of him, spilling out an electrobike with two passengers. He ducked deeper under cover, not believing his eyes as the bike roared past them and vanished up the street.


  The driver of the bike had been Theo. The passenger, Cashile.


  At least, it had seemed to be them.


  ‘Dupes,’ Ray said. He sounded hollow, like an old drum. ‘Has to be.’


  Jesse nodded. How could it be otherwise? But the way they had appeared … What new weirdness was this?


  As the sound of the electrobike retreated, a bump from Theo appeared in his infield.


  Where are you?


  Jesse didn’t reply. It had to be a trap.


  Come on! We can’t drive around at random looking for you. The sooner we pick you up, the sooner we can get out of here!


  Jesse bit his lip. What if it really was them, and he screwed up by not answering? Ray wasn’t going to last much longer.


  What was my mother called? he bumped back.


  Huh? Aisling.


  No, what did people call her?


  Ash. It’s really me, Jesse. Where are you?


  He closed his eyes, uttered a silent prayer to all seven of Japan’s lucky gods, and gave Theo their location. Moments later the sound of the electrobike grew noticeably louder. Making sure Ray was well back in the shadows, Jesse stepped out into the sidewalk, feeling crushingly exposed.


  It wasn’t long until the bike turned into the road. He waved with both arms, then retreated a step as it raced towards him.


  Jesse braced himself. Whatever came next, he had done his best for Ray. That was the important thing


  The bike skidded to a halt, and the smaller of the two passengers cried, ‘Jesse! Get on!’


  The boy looked exactly like Cashile. He sounded exactly like Cashile. In front of him was his mother, Theo, needing no voice to signal her impatience.


  ‘Come on!’ said Cashile on her behalf. ‘We can’t stay here.’


  ‘I can’t come with you,’ Jesse said, mentally rolling a dice. He either trusted them or he didn’t, and if he did he couldn’t go … ‘There’s not enough room. Ray’s here too. He’s hurt.’


  He pulled Ray from the shadows. The older man shuffled weakly, barely staying on his feet.


  ‘I didn’t know there were two of you,’ said Cashile, looking contrite. ‘I told you we should have brought the other bike, Mum. I wouldn’t have got lost!’


  Theo shook her head once, sharply.


  ‘Leave me here,’ Ray said to Jesse through gritted teeth. ‘I’m no good to you like this.’


  ‘The hell we will,’ Jesse said. Cashile hopped off the bike, making space for Ray to sit.


  ‘Go to the safe house in Manteca,’ Jesse said, helping Cashile back on so Ray was safely sandwiched. ‘Dad’s waiting for us there.’


  ‘We got the message,’ Cashile said. ‘We’ll come back and get you as soon as we can.’


  ‘Thanks. Wait – how are you even doing this? A moment ago you were on the other side of the country—’


  ‘It’s not d-mat,’ said Cashile. ‘It’s something else, something new.’


  Theo shook her head. Her message was clear.


  ‘Okay,’ said Jesse, ‘tell me later.’


  ‘We’ll come back,’ said Cashile. ‘Promise!’


  Then the bike was moving, executing a tight turn and accelerating for a closed doorway on the far end of the street. Jesse had just long enough to say ‘Watch out!’ when space ripped again and the bike vanished.


  Jesse stood, staring in amazement, his thoughts a confused mess. What had just happened? Would he ever see Ray again? What was he going to do now?


  The sound of footsteps came from the other direction. Not mysterious echoes this time, but real feet on real pavement, approaching rapidly. Voices barked.


  ‘Find the source. The Boss wants no irregularities anywhere on the island!’


  Dupes.


  Jesse turned tail and ran.
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  The closest magic intersection took Jesse back to Seventh and Thirty-first without any sense of transition at all. That was good because it got him out of the path of the dupes, but bad because he was now running towards Wallace’s HQ again. He tried heading east, but after a single block was snapped back to the water’s edge on Ninth and Thirtieth. It was as though several blocks of Manhattan were contained within their own bubble, and any attempt to leave it brought him back to the other side. Maybe that was what the doctor had meant by in here.


  It was uncannily like an old-fashioned computer game, he thought, where going off the screen into new territory was not allowed. If he died would he get an extra life? That wasn’t something he felt comfortable even considering.


  At least the dupes were looking for him in the wrong place now. Or maybe they were looking for Cashile and co. Perhaps that was what they meant by an irregularity: not people trying to leave their little bubble, but people breaking into it.


  Either way, he hoped Cashile and Theo would be able to find him again. Not knowing how they had found him the first time made when that would happen difficult to predict. All he could do was try to survive until then.


  He alternated between hiding and moving, figuring that relying on only one strategy might make him vulnerable if he picked the wrong one. He had lost count of the times he had wished Clair was with him. She didn’t freeze or overthink things like he did.


  As time dragged on and he was neither caught by the dupes nor rescued by Theo, he began to feel trapped in an uncanny loop, entirely preoccupied by the opposing possibilities of safety and immediate danger. Hiding behind a dumpster on Thirtieth Street he decided to take a small risk – anything to break the cycle. Tapping quickly, and keeping one ear out for any sign of dupes homing in on him, Jesse tried to find out what Clair was doing.


  He couldn’t actually see her, but her voice came clearly over his augs.


  ‘We’re going to join the crashlanders, just like that?’


  ‘Trust me, Clair. I’ve never led you astray before.’


  That was Libby, someone else who had been duped. Jesse’s hackles rose. What were they doing together?


  ‘Oh, really?’


  ‘Come on! What about when we visited that satellite and Ronnie threw up?’


  ‘Yes, but then we got stuck—’


  ‘You’re the one who set the booth to Chinese.’


  ‘Only because you dared me to!’


  The two girls laughed, and Jesse’s sense of unease grew. Something wasn’t right. This didn’t sound like the Clair he knew. She wouldn’t babble on about cliques while the world was falling apart around her.


  ‘Come on, Clair. Say yes. You always do in the end.’


  ‘All right, all right.’


  ‘Great, I’ll come get you—’


  ‘No, tell me where and I’ll be there soon. There’s something I have to do, first.’


  Libby signed off and Clair fell silent.


  Jesse considered contacting her, and even went so far as to begin composing a bump telling her where he was and what had happened, and how relieved he was that she was safe. But then he erased it and replaced it with something much shorter, which after several minutes of circular thought he sent on an impulse. Being so uncertain, he decided, might actually be worse than any negative consequences of acting.


  Clair, is everything okay?


  He waited for her to reply, feeling his palms begin to sweat.


  When the words appeared in his lenses, his puzzlement only deepened.


  I think you’ve got the wrong person.


  He stared at the words in his infield, reading them over and over. Was she sending him a subtle signal to go away? Was she in danger? Maybe she was trapped in an uncanny loop of her own, unable to break free and help either him or herself. Not that he wanted her help. He didn’t want her to d-mat into the bubble in which he was trapped. He couldn’t bear the thought that anything he did might cause her harm.


  Could she be a dupe … ?


  His heart was troubled. What would he do without her? He wasn’t just thinking about how to survive. He was thinking about kissing her again, feeling her against him after so long imagining it, and wishing that moment had lasted longer so he could properly remember it.


  Perhaps it was time to move on, he told himself with a sigh. In at least one sense of the phrase …
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  At Ninth and Thirty-first he almost ran into the same squad of dupes he had fled from before. Retracing his steps to Seventh and Thirty-first he looked at the buildings around him for somewhere he could hide.


  ‘Psst!’ The sound came from his right.


  He was caught in the very act of fleeing. A split-second later and he would have been gone.


  Through the open entranceway of an apartment building someone waved for him to approach. ‘In here!’


  Warily, Jesse did as he was told. ‘Who are you?’ He was ready to run at the slightest provocation.


  ‘Does that matter right now? I’m not one of them, that’s the main thing.’


  As Jesse came nearer he saw that the waving hand belonged to a woman in her fifties with short white hair and practical clothes that had obviously been made by hand. An Abstainer.


  ‘You were with that girl, Clair,’ she said. ‘I saw you as you came through the islands. That’s right, isn’t it?’


  Jesse nodded, introducing himself. In return he learned that the woman’s name was Marcia.


  ‘Did it do any good?’ Marcia asked him. ‘You coming here?’


  ‘I’m still working that out.’


  Her stare was insightful. ‘Didn’t think so.’


  She led him into the building. The lobby contained a communal d-mat booth, its door propped open by a brick so no one could d-mat into it.


  ‘That’s where they killed me,’ Marcia said, giving the booth a baleful glare. ‘Beats me why they brought me back. But if it means I can help you, that’s something. Come on through.’


  He followed her deeper into the building and up two flights of stairs. The apartment block had seen better days. Paint was peeling from the walls. The air smelled of mildew and human sweat, and something sharper – an acrid tang that reminded Jesse of something he couldn’t quite put a name to. It was quiet. The only sound came from their footfalls, which accordingly seemed very loud.


  Marcia led him to a locked apartment door and produced a key. On the other side of the door was her home: a large, L-shaped space with glazed windows down one wall. The air smelled of rosemary and thyme as well as that other scent, stronger than ever in here. There was a kitchen and a small potted garden growing at the far window. The furniture was in a state of disarray, as though someone had turned the apartment upside down.


  ‘Haven’t cleaned up after the dupes yet,’ she said. ‘Wasn’t sure there was any point, not if they were only going to come back and finish the job – which they still might.’


  She stood motionless in her kitchen, all bones and lined skin, looking much older than she had before and haunted with it. Jesse could understand how she felt. She had been forcibly copied, which meant her face and body might have been used to betray friends and loved ones, perhaps many times, without her knowledge. Jesse was sure that not knowing only made it easier to imagine the worst.


  ‘Are you … ?’ He wasn’t sure how to finish the question, but he knew he had to say something. ‘Did you live here alone?’


  His words broke the spell that had momentarily gripped her. ‘No. I’ve got Jerry, Violet, Nico, and Tolliver. Perhaps you’ll help me look for them when everything goes back to normal. I haven’t seen them since I woke up downstairs, in the booth.’


  Her haunted look found a focus, but at least she was back with him again.


  ‘And they are … ?’


  ‘My cats.’


  Of course. That explained the smell. ‘Maybe they were frightened off.’


  ‘Probably. But it’s weird they haven’t come back. It’s been hours now, and they must be hungry. I hope …’ Her bottom lip pulled in, making her look vulnerable. ‘I hope they still recognise me.’


  ‘I’m sure they will,’ he said, although he knew nothing at all about the effect of d-mat on pets and their owners. Maybe cats could tell the difference between a real person and an identical copy.


  ‘Tea?’ Marcia asked him.


  ‘Uh, sure.’


  And so they had tea, sitting on two chairs that Jesse righted. Marcia briefly explained that her parents had become Abstainers after a friend died during a d-mat jump: she’d arrived at her destination with the wrong blood type in her veins.


  ‘A simple thing,’ she said. ‘One of so many things that could go wrong. Why would anyone ever use d-mat?’


  ‘We’ve done it,’ Jesse said, as gently as he could. ‘Don’t you still feel like you?’


  ‘I guess.’ She looked down at her feet. ‘But I’d say that, wouldn’t I, even if I was a copy? I’d have to believe it, or else why go on pretending to live at all?’
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  When Jesse had finished his tea, he decided to put his theory into words for the first time. It sounded crazy even as he told Marcia, but he needed to get it out into the world, where it would be either deified or damned by the evidence.


  ‘I think we were put in storage somewhere,’ he said. ‘Our patterns, I mean, after we were null-jumped. I think the dupes do that routinely so they can use us as spies or whatever, if they need us later. Maybe they had specific plans for us. We don’t know, because all we remember is the last thing that happened to the real us – the versions who were copied. That makes sense, doesn’t it?’


  Marcia grunted. Jesse took that as a cue to continue.


  ‘Then something happened, and all the dupes and all of us – everyone in their massive database of saved patterns – were pulled out of storage at once. That’s why everyone has come back from the dead. Maybe things went badly for Wallace and his backup kicked in, along with everyone else’s. Hopefully things did go badly for him, and he’s lost, and someone’s coming to get this version of him soon.


  ‘Anyway, we didn’t really go anywhere. We just arrived back where we started, at the other end of the null-jump. And everything around us is weird now. Space folds over itself; people pop in and out like they’re d-matting without booths—’


  ‘Is that why there’s hardly anyone here?’ Marcia interrupted. ‘You’re the only person I’ve seen apart from the dupes, but lots of other people used d-mat. Were we the only people who were in storage? Who were useful to the dupes?’


  ‘I guess so,’ he said. He hadn’t considered that.


  ‘Well, lucky them,’ she said. ‘Who wants to live a lie?’


  Jesse felt for her. Hard-line Abstainers believed that using d-mat erased the soul. He’d believed that too, at least in theory – but now, knowing Clair and having gone through d-mat himself, he was doubting that. He certainly seemed real enough.


  Jesse didn’t think most people who used d-mat had ever doubted the reality of their existence. They might even be fine with coming back from an old pattern, assuming there weren’t two of them walking around at the same time. That would be a total headfuck.


  He was only guessing, though, how ordinary people thought. His experience was that they didn’t think about the philosophical implications of d-mat at all, until things went wrong.


  ‘It feels like we’re outnumbered at the moment,’ he said, ‘but maybe that’s only because we’re close to Wallace’s HQ. There must be people like us who have been duped all over the world. There’d be safety in numbers if we all got together.’


  ‘So why don’t you?’


  He explained his inability to travel more than a few blocks, and then described the even more puzzling matter of Theo and Cashile and their magical teleporting electrobike.


  If he could work out how they did that then he could round up Clair and his father, find somewhere safe to hide from the dupes …


  ‘What’s the point?’ She looked searchingly around the room. ‘My cats never went through d-mat. I’m going to go crazy here without them.’


  On a scale of potential tragedies it was a minor one. But that was the terrible thing about Wallace’s secret work: every tragedy was deep and personal to those involved. Jesse had lost his father. And Clair … his Clair …


  He realised why Clair had sounded so different when he had checked in on her through the Air. She’d sounded like she had at school, before Libby used Improvement. She wasn’t the version of herself that he had known, but an earlier version, taken the night she had gone to the crashlander ball.


  So his instinct to bump her and make sure she was okay had been wrong. Why would she care if he was worried? To this Clair, he was nothing but a kid at school she barely noticed, except for when he was being different to everyone else.


  There wasn’t even a sign of this Clair in the Air now. Wherever she was, she was keeping her head down, which was undoubtedly a good thing. The dupes might have been wrong-footed like everyone else, but they were catching up fast. The last thing he wanted to think was that she had been already captured, or worse …


  He thought of the kiss again, and the concern his Clair had shown for him in the trap. She cared. Or at least she had.


  The thought of losing his Clair, or of having to start over with the other one if the stars ever aligned again, made him feel as alone and despondent as Marcia.


  But giving in now would mean Wallace was certain to win. Marcia was probably right. The dupes would come back to see if she was still there, wary of known threats so close to HQ. If they did, she and Jesse would be cornered.


  What would my Clair do? he asked himself. Would she sit around drinking tea and feeling sorry for herself?


  He didn’t think so.


  The question of whether she even liked tea was one he vowed to explore, if the plan he came up with had the slightest chance of working.
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  What Jesse needed was somewhere out in the open, somewhere Cashile and Theo could jump back to …


  When he described this necessity to Marcia, she said, ‘Greeley Square’s not far from here. It might be inside the bubble and there’s space for a bike to get a good run-up.’


  Jessed checked the Air. Greeley Square was between Sixth and Broadway, a full block east. ‘There’s only one way to find out.’


  ‘Well, if you’re going out there, I’d better come with you.’


  He was about to protest when she opened a cupboard next to the sink, revealing not pots and pans but a small arsenal of rifles and pistols. She offered him a weapon, shrugged when he turned it down, and tucked it into the back of her pants. ‘In case you change your mind later.’


  Jesse knew he wouldn’t. There had been plenty of opportunities in the last few days to take up arms – and arguably good reasons to do so – but he had stayed firm to his convictions. Guns weren’t long-term solutions. They were certainly no substitute for brains.


  ‘Ready?’ she asked.


  He blinked out of his thoughts. Some soldier he’d make, standing around thinking about how clever he was while everyone else locked and loaded.


  ‘As ready as I’ll ever be.’
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  They left the apartment block and eased out into the street, first making certain that it was clear of dupes. They ran lightly and quickly. Every faint sound made Jesse nervous.


  As they crossed Sixth Avenue and turned north, the bark of distant gunfire forced them under cover. The irregular chatter continued for a minute, between at least two parties, according to Marcia, and then ceased. All guns sounded the same to Jesse. They waited a minute, and then resumed their crouched scurry.


  Sixth Avenue was a claustrophobic canyon with too many shadows. Luckily the trees of Greeley Square were visible dead ahead, and they made short work of the distance. When they were safely under the cover of the boughs, they squatted and caught their breath.


  ‘Your friends,’ said Marcia. ‘They’ll find you here?’


  Jesse nodded. He had to believe that. ‘I’d bump them but I don’t know if that would be safe. That could be how the dupes tracked us last time.’


  Marcia nodded. ‘Giving away our position would be bad.’


  ‘You don’t have to wait—’


  ‘Don’t be ridiculous. If the dupes catch you, you’ll only lead them right back to me.’


  She grinned to indicate that she was joking, and Jesse was struck by her change in mood. Maybe it was the knowledge that there were others like her left in the world. Maybe it was having a purpose. Either way, he was glad she wasn’t home alone, moping, so he didn’t feel compelled to argue.


  Also, having Marica around made him feel safer. He didn’t like guns, but he didn’t disapprove of people who did – if they were on his side.


  They waited half an hour, shifting position every time it seemed that dupes might be nearby. There was more gunfire, and voices calling though they were too far away to make out the words. As the minutes crawled by, Jesse fretted that something bad might have happened to Cashile and Theo, which only made being stuck in Manhattan even worse. If he could just work out what they had done, and then do it himself …


  ‘Attention!’ boomed a voice from further north along Sixth Avenue. ‘Everything is under control. There is no reason to panic.’


  Jesse and Marcia moved carefully through the trees, seeking the source of the broadcast. Down the middle of Broadway walked a woman with a megaphone, flanked by two men in blue peacekeeper uniforms.


  ‘If you require assistance, please make yourself known,’ the woman went on. ‘The interim emergency taskforce will explain the situation and ensure you’re safe.’


  ‘Could be a ruse,’ Marcia breathed. ‘Let’s wait and see what happens.’


  Jesse was inclined to agree. He had been taught to mistrust the PKs almost as assiduously as d-mat. Also, peacekeeper uniforms were easily fabbed.


  The woman turned right into Thirty-third Street, repeating her message as she went. Halfway along the block, a couple in their forties emerged from a building that looked like an old hotel. There was a brief conversation that Jesse couldn’t make out, and then more peacekeepers arrived from Sixth Avenue to take the pair elsewhere. The couple went willingly enough, but Jesse remained uneasy. Even if these were the good guys, Jesse’s experience told him they would still gave Abstainers a hard time.


  Better to stay hidden, he and Marcia decided after a quick, whispered conversation.


  Then the sound of an electrobike reached their ears. It fluttered and danced, and seemed for an instant as though it might fade into silence before coming back stronger than ever.


  ‘Uh-oh,’ he said. ‘That’s them.’


  ‘Your friends, Theo and Cashile?’ Marcia asked. ‘Can’t help rotten timing. Let’s see what the gang here do in response.’


  The woman with the megaphone ceased talking as though she’d noticed the sound. There was a moment’s conferral, then people began emerging from the buildings lining the roads, presumably using the d-mat booths within to travel here from elsewhere. From outside the bubble? Jesse couldn’t know. They weren’t wearing uniforms, and Jesse recognised two of the dupes he had seen in Wallace’s HQ. They were all armed.


  For a fleeting second Jesse wished he too could use d-mat. It would make the perfect escape: quick, painless (he now knew), and in theory untraceable.


  Given that Wallace still seemed to be calling the shots, though, Jesse wasn’t about to break a lifetime’s habit. There had to be another way to avoid a disaster.


  ‘Shit,’ Marcia said, raising a pistol in each hand.


  ‘I can try to tell Theo to go away,’ Jesse said, wondering if his bumps would reach Theo and Cashile while they were traveling. However they were traveling.


  ‘That could get us caught, too.’


  ‘We have to do something!’


  Marcia shushed him. ‘It’s okay. I have plan. What we need is a distraction.’


  He nodded, grateful that she was taking charge. ‘What do you have in mind?’


  ‘You go that way.’ She pointed north to where the park met Thirty-third Street. ‘I’ll lead them along Thirty-second until I hit the edge of the bubble and jump back to the other side.’


  ‘But … you have to come with me.’


  ‘Oh, sure. Doesn’t have to be right now, though. Besides, this is my city, and I’m going to fight for it.’ She grinned out of the shadows, giving him a flash of her perfectly white teeth. He wondered, irrelevantly, if they were false. ‘Don’t worry about me. You just concentrate on getting out of here and putting that army of yours together.’


  ‘What army?’


  ‘You know, the people like us who were duped against our will. Get them all in one spot, you said. Safety in numbers, you said. Well, screw safety. Fight back, I say. Come back and get me when you’re done. Me and my cats.’


  With that, Marcia was off, before Jesse could so much as think about stopping her. She ran, hunchbacked, from cover to cover, passing the dupes on the western side of the park without being seen.


  Jesse swore, but he knew it would be wrong to waste the opportunity she had given him. She was risking her life to help him escape. He owed it to her to make good on that, and to rescue her in turn.


  He headed north as she’d told him to, keeping low. The sound of the electrobike was much louder now. The dupes were scouring the streets, looking for the source.


  I get my own bike, right?


  Cashile’s voice seemed to be right in his ear. Jesse could guess what that meant: Cashile and Theo were getting close. Hurrying to the northern edge of the trees, he pressed himself flat against a trunk and held his breath.


  Behind him, a flurry of gunfire broke out. An instant later the bike appeared along the road ahead, leaving a trail of tortured space-time in its wake, and a cloud of burning rubber.


  ‘Free New York!’ Marcia shouted from the other side of the park, provoking even more gunfire.


  ‘Sorry it took us a while,’ Cashile called. ‘Ray fell off and we had to double back to find him again.’


  Jesse was running harder than he was listening. Theo brought the bike around so the seat was facing him. He jumped aboard, shouting, ‘Go, go, go!’


  Then they were escaping at last. The rear wheel skidded under him and the bike accelerated, almost throwing him off the seat. Reaching over Cashile to grip his mother by the shoulders, Jesse closed his eyes and prayed. If all went well he would leave Manhattan and arrive in Manteca, where his father was waiting, and then—


  Something happened that blew the thought completely from his head. He felt as though every organ in his body had twisted down to nothing, then just as unexpectedly expanded back out to normal size, leaving him gasping for air and momentarily, literally, unable to tell up from down. Only his hands, still gripping Theo for dear life, prevented him from tumbling off into space.


  ‘What just happened?’ he managed to wheeze.


  ‘Neat, huh?’ said Cashile with short-lived cheer. ‘But this time it didn’t work. Why not, Mum?’


  Jesse forced his eyes to focus. Instead of Greeley Square – or the streets of Manteca near the safe house, which he had been hoping against all logic or reason to see – around him towered a different set of buildings … buildings inside the bubble.


  He looked fearfully for the dupes, but there were no people firing at them … yet.


  ‘We have to try again,’ he said.


  Theo nodded.


  ‘Look for a doorway,’ said Cashile. ‘That helps.’


  ‘How? Why?’


  ‘I don’t know.’ Cashile pointed. ‘Over there, Mum.’


  The wheels spun even as dupes burst out of buildings nearby, weapons raised. Something hissed over Jesse’s shoulder at the same time as the bark of a pistol, reminding him of the ambush at the safe house, where Clair’s friend Zep and another dupe of his father had been killed. That was the last time he had been fired at in earnest.


  A building loomed over them, a closed roller door dead ahead—


  Jesse felt himself being turned inside-out again


  —and then they were skating across the floor of a large, empty hall, with ranks of seats rising to a curved roof. The sound of the engine was loud in the empty space. Theo brought the bike in a half-circle to avoid running into the first row of seats, and then jerked to a halt, shaking her head.


  ‘Where are we now?’ Cashile asked.


  Jesse unlocked the death grip of one hand to check his lenses. ‘Madison Square Garden.’


  Theo signed urgently, and Cashile interpreted.


  ‘Something’s keeping us in New York.’


  ‘What?’ Jesse asked.


  ‘It could be you,’ Cashile relayed. ‘How could it be Jesse, Mum?’


  Jesse needed the answer too. ‘I want to get out of here as badly as you do, but we’ve got to come back and help Marcia.’


  Theo signed again.


  ‘Maybe it’s not that you don’t want to leave, but that you don’t want to arrive.’


  ‘What’s the difference?’


  Instead of answering, Theo put the bike into motion again. There were dupes coming down the aisles of chairs towards them, too far away to fire effectively, but that would quickly change. Theo, Cashile and Jesse put their heads down as they accelerated for an empty aisle. Jesse hoped it was sufficiently similar to a doorway for the trick, whatever it was, to work.


  Space warped and twisted, tying Jesse into knots.


  On the other side they found they weren’t in Manhattan, but they weren’t in Manteca either.


  15


  Theo killed the bike’s electric motor and kicked out the stand. She took off her helmet, releasing long, black dreadlocks, and sighed.


  ‘Are we lost, Mum?’ asked Cashile.


  She shook her head. With a gesture even Jesse understood, she indicated that they should dismount.


  Jesse supposed they were safe enough. This latest jump had brought them to a remote, desert-like environment that could have been Africa or Australia, or even somewhere in Texas. There were no trees, and no hills either, apart from a low bulge on the eastern horizon, from behind which seeped the first hints of dawn. Nearby was the roofless ruin of an old house, doors and windows gaping wide. A lizard lay on a fallen stone slab, awaiting the first appearance of the sun.


  Theo signed, via Cashile, ‘We couldn’t go to Manteca so I brought us here instead.’


  ‘Why?’ asked Cashile and Jesse at the same time.


  ‘This is where your grandfather was born,’ she told her son. To Jesse she signed, ‘We couldn’t go to Manteca because you don’t want to.’


  Jesse was about to protest. Of course he wanted to go to the safe house. Ray was there. His father was there … But then he realised that Theo was absolutely correct.


  Deep down, he didn’t want to go to Manteca. The safe house was where his father’s second dupe had been killed. That image was burned in his mind forever.


  And there was more to it than that. Three times, a dupe inside his father’s body had tried to kill him. Three times, his fake fathers had died right in front of him. That was what the thought of Dylan Linwood meant to him now. Death and despair.


  Was it any wonder Jesse didn’t want to go to Manteca?


  ‘I’m scared,’ he admitted.


  Theo reached out to squeeze his shoulder. Her eyes were full of sympathy.


  ‘Sorry I’m such an idiot,’ he said.


  She shook her head, but he wasn’t buying it.


  ‘You’re sure Dad’s not a dupe?’


  Cashile said, ‘He’s just like he always is.’


  ‘Mean?’ said Jesse. ‘Bossy? Full of his own self-importance?’


  Theo signed, ‘You know the guy, then.’


  Jesse nodded. He did know his father, too well. Maybe that was an even deeper layer to the problem. When he had been with Clair, he had been free. Now he had no Clair and was going home with his tail between his legs.


  ‘Give me a minute, if we have one. I can get past this.’


  He had to. Otherwise he would be letting Marcia down. While he struggled with his father issues, she might be running for her life.


  Theo nodded and turned away to check the bike for damage, tugging Cashile after her. Jesse walked a dozen paces towards the ruins and stared up at the lightening sky, deep pink at the horizon but fading to yellow and grey above.
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  What would get him moving?


  Fear of discovery, for one, although that wouldn’t necessarily lead him back to Manteca.


  What about something positive?


  For several minutes, he could think of nothing positive at all.


  There simply had to be something, he told himself. If Clair was here, he knew that she would find a solution.


  Clair.


  The thought of her was as brilliant as the sun coming up in front of him. Manteca wasn’t where they had first kissed – that had been on a train somewhere near Chicago – but it was where they had first exchanged more than a sentence or two. She had actually come to his home, which was just around the corner from the safe house. Although they had talked about nothing romantic, she might have had dinner with him if Jesse’s dad hadn’t pissed her off. Who knows what might have happened if she had stayed?


  He laughed at himself. Always dreaming! And why not? He had admired Clair from afar for a long time, never thinking he would get close to her. Somehow, against all odds he had.


  In Manteca.


  If he was ever going to recover the history they had shared, he was going to have to start there.


  With his Clair.


  There had to be a name for what he was feeling: love, or something like it, for someone who looked exactly the same as someone who no longer existed. Were they the same, where it mattered: inside? He clutched his head. Just trying to think it was confusing. Maybe this kind of thing happened when one person dated identical twins; maybe someone had coined a word centuries ago. Even if they hadn’t, that was where he was at.


  And at least now he knew in his heart where he had to go.


  ‘Okay,’ he said to Theo when the sun breached the horizon, casting spears of light across the arid land. ‘I’m ready. But can we check on Marcia on the way?’


  Theo nodded with kind eyes, and together they went to do just that.
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  Greeley Square was busy when they roared through it, driving fast along Sixth Avenue and then turning sharply right to cut back down Broadway. There were at least twenty dupes at the southern end, clustering around what looked like a body. Jesse craned his neck to see past them as the bike sped away. Short white hair, matted with blood: definitely Marcia.


  Sorrow and self-blame made willing collaborators, eating at Jesse’s sense of surety. At the same time, he knew that it wasn’t entirely his fault. Marcia could have run, but she hadn’t. She had stood her ground, and although she’d talked about defending her city, he suspected her actions had less to do with that and more to do with a life she didn’t have faith in anymore, robbed of the animals she loved. Could he blame her for finding a way out that gave her honour, and might, in the long run, save others?


  Bullets snatched at them, but the bike was moving quickly and the dupes were unlucky. On being bubble-shifted to another intersection entirely, Theo lined up a doorway and revved the motor, which was a question as surely as if she’d spoken.


  His Clair was coming for Wallace, he told himself, from outside. If there was breath in her body, she wouldn’t stop until Improvement was taken down and everyone was safe.


  It was Jesse’s job to be ready to help her. Army or no army, she would need all the allies she could get.


  ‘Let’s do it,’ he said.


  For Clair.


  And for him.


  Hell, even for his father.


  Everybody deserved a second chance.
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  Magic Dirt: The Best of Sean Williams (Ticonderoga, 2008)


  Astropolis (Orbit, 2007–2009)


  Geodesica (with Shane Dix, HarperCollins, 2005–2006)


  Books of the Cataclysm (HarperCollins, 2004–2006)


  Orphans (with Shane Dix, HarperCollins, 2002–2004)


  Books of the Change (HarperCollins, 2001–2002)


  Evergence (with Shane Dix, HarperCollins,1999–2001)
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  AVAILABLE NOW
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  If you could be anywhere in a moment, where would you go?


  If you could change your appearance in a minute, what would you choose?


  If you discovered something was very wrong with this perfect world, what would you do?
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  If you betrayed a friend, how far would you go to earn their forgiveness?


  If someone had saved your life, would you risk your life to save them?


  If you could bring someone back from the dead, who would you choose?
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  If you had a chance to undo your worst mistakes, would you take it?


  If you lost the one you loved, how far would you go to bring them back?


  If your best friend turned evil, could you bring them down?


  PRAISE FOR TWINMAKER


  ‘A ripping read, perfect weekend escapism.’


  — Advertiser (Adelaide)
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  ‘With its terrifying chases and a plot that twists and turns, this is a novel that takes the reader on a breathtaking ride.’


  — Magpies
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  ‘A sprawling and complex tale, built on an impressively well constructed premise and held together with intrigue and tension.’


  — Publishers Weekly
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  ‘Teens will revel in the drama, Clair’s tenacity, and the memorable characters who discover that their utopia isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.’


  — Booklist, starred review
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  ‘A gripping YA thriller, coming of age and love story that transports the reader to a future that looks a whole lot better than it really is ... Highly Recommended.’


  – Garth Nix, author of Sabriel
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  ‘A mind-blowing adventure about what it means to be human, and what it means to find ourselves.’


  – Scott Westerfeld, author of Uglies
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