
   Contents

   


   Title Page

   Copyright

   Map

   Part One

   1

   2

   3

   4

   5

   6

   7

   8

   9

   10

   11

   12

   13

   14

   15

   16

   17

   18

   19

   20

   21

   22

   23

   24

   25

   26

   27

   28

   29

   30

   31

   32

   33

   34

   Part Two

   35

   36

   37

   38

   39

   40

   41

   42

   43

   44

   45

   46

   47

   48

   49

   50

   51

   52

   53

   54

   55

   56

   57

   58

   59

   60

   61

   62

   63

   64

   The Memory Trader Prequel

   Acknowledgements

   About Angeline Trevena




The Sister



Angeline Trevena







[image:  ]

Bogus Caller Press

Copyright © 2018 Angeline Trevena

All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be copied or transmitted in any form, electronic or otherwise, without express written consent of the publisher or author.

Cover art by Oliviaprodesign



Published by Bogus Caller Press

www.boguscallerpress.co.uk



Publisher's note:

The Sister is a work of fiction. All names, characters, and places are the product of the author's imagination, used in fictitious manner. Any resemblances to actual persons, places, locales, events, etc. are purely coincidental.

[image:  ]

PART ONE

1

KIOTO



I scratched at the back of my head again, my mass of curls feeling uncommonly heavy in the heat. I wasn’t designed for the summer, and I certainly wasn’t designed to be sat in the middle of a stifling city in the summer. I ached for the cool ocean breeze, the fresh, salty air. Instead I had the scent of substandard coffee and fat burning under a grill.

Narata frowned at me. “Why don’t you just tie it up?” she asked. She smiled softly, her eyes creasing even more. She was a sun worshipper, always had been. I remembered watching her lie out in the sunshine, slowly baking, at the Okaporo colony. Back when she was my brood mother, and my parents were still alive, and my sister was nothing more special than I was. Destined to become a trader, dealing in memories people wanted to offload. Narata had seemed impossibly old to me even then.

I grunted in reply, knowing that I didn’t need to offer anything more. She knew why I always wore it loose, always shrouding my face. While she was happy to parade the three scars that crossed her right eye, the scars that marked her out as a trader, I preferred to cover mine. Not that my scars were the only way to know what I was; my hair, the colour of my skin, the shape of my nose. Everything about me was pure trader. I couldn’t possibly be anything else.

And while Narata seemed to be oblivious to any of the side-glances or outright stares we attracted, I felt every single one as if it were a finger poked into my chest.

I took another sip from my drink. It was some kind of iced fruit thing, but it boasted a lot more watery, tasteless ice than actual fruit juice. Still, it was cold, and that was all that mattered.

Next to me, Dai stretched his arms up behind his head, revealing two dark patches of sweat on his shirt, his body exhaling a stifling whiff of it. He was one of those men that always looked tanned, even in the winter, the muddy colour of it catching in his wrinkles.

“You shouldn’t suffer,” he said to me. “No one would care about your scars in this part of the city. It’s crawling with traders.”

“Maybe I just don’t want anyone seeing me with a rogue,” I replied. “We are supposed to be mortal enemies, after all.”

He squinted at me. “Well, I hate you. Despise you, in fact. There. Good enough?” He smiled and winked. I resisted the urge to punch him.

I looked up as Malia and Firefinch came out of the diner. Dai stuck his foot out and Firefinch tripped on it, somehow managing to keep hold of the drinks he carried. He aimed a kick back at Dai but missed him by quite a way. This was how the rogues were together, always throwing punches and insults. It passed for some kind of affection.

They settled themselves at another table, heads together, oblivious to the rest of the world.

Dai gestured towards them, a limp chip dangling from his fingers, a glob of ketchup threatening to drip from the end of it.

“What’s that mumbo-jumbo they’re speaking?” he asked. “They’ve been yabbering away like that for weeks.”

“They’re speaking Arukumbi,” I replied.

“People still know how to speak that?”

“Apparently so. Malia’s been teaching Firefinch. He’s picking it up pretty quickly, too.”

“What’s the point?” The chip in his hand finally made its way into his mouth. “Why does he need to know some dead language from some forgotten culture that doesn’t even have anything to do with him?”

I smiled. “Look at him. Those pale blue eyes. You don’t think he might just have some Arukumbi in him? Besides, their culture is far from being forgotten, and their language is clearly very much alive. Just because you aren’t part of something yourself, it doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.”

Dai shrugged. “Rogues don’t obsess over the past. It’s pointless. That’s a pursuit for the likes of traders and, apparently, Arukumbi.”

“Perhaps if rogues actually had some kind of history they would be interested in it. If they didn’t just spring up from getting up one morning and feeling a bit pissed off with the world.” I heard Narata choke on a laugh.

“And perhaps,” replied Dai, “if you traders weren’t so wrapped up in your own sense of self pity, because what else do you have to do with your day, you might be able to learn something about rogues.”

“Well, perhaps—”

“Enough,” said Narata, cutting me off. “You’re acting like children bickering like that.”

“We weren’t bickering,” Dai said. “We were merely expressing an interest in one another’s cultures.” He flashed me a grin. He never took anything seriously, not even an argument.

“Either way,” continued Narata, “we didn’t come all the way to Nagamoto to sit around chatting outside greasy dives like this. Maybe we should focus on why we’re actually here.”

“You mean we didn’t come for the gourmet food?” Dai smiled again, his mouth full of half-chewed potato. He nodded and swallowed his food down. “You’re right. Let’s see what the latest is.”

He lifted his hands up in front of him and drew out a box with his forefingers and thumbs. A lit screen hovered in the air before us, quickly loading with information. The tiny implants under his skin allowed him to scroll through the on-screen text.

If I tried to touch it, my finger would simply pass right through. I couldn’t feel or interact with such screens, not without implants. And I wasn’t about to let anyone inject microchips into me. Who knew what information they transmitted?

“Here we go,” said Dai, finally ceasing the dizzying stream of information.

He’d stopped on a news article. We all knew what it said, it was the reason we were here.

“Doesn’t look like they’ve updated anything else, other than a whole load of speculation. It’s what we already knew: the Nagamoto alderman died unexpectedly last night at his home. Suspected heart attack.”

“So, what now?” I asked.

“Luckily for us, I know someone on the security team that cover all the government officials. He’s already briefed me about a few things they’re not saying in the papers. Apparently, two intruder alarms were set off that night. One was tripped on one of the exterior doors, and another from the bedroom. That one was a panic button, one that the alderman had to physically press himself. I don’t know about you, but I suspect there may have been someone else in that house last night. Someone who wasn’t supposed to be there.”

“Does he know any more than that?”

“He wasn’t posted on that specific detail, so he didn’t know anything more when I spoke to him earlier. But I’m meeting him in ten minutes or so, and hopefully he’ll have found out a little bit more.”

As he got up, Dai shoved another handful of chips into his mouth, ketchup coating his fingers.

“Look after the lovebirds,” he said to Narata, gesturing towards Malia and Firefinch. He looked at me. “Are you coming?”

I jumped to my feet, glad to leave the smell of greasy burgers behind me.
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The security buildings were located in the city centre, surrounded by a battalion of shining pillars of offices. The towers seemed to reach all the way to the clouds, and I marvelled at how monumental it was, and how tiny it made me feel. Once, people had built structures like this for the love of their faith, but these stood as a testament of how much the modern world loved enterprise, and wealth. That was the faith they draped around themselves, a saccharine display with no hint of subtlety. 

“Close your mouth,” hissed Dai. “You look like a tourist.”

I jabbed him with my elbow. “How is it that you always manage to have some kind of friend, or contact, or someone who owes you a favour exactly when we need one? It all seems a little bit convenient.”

Dai laughed and nudged me back. “If it was that convenient, he’d be head of security here. This guy’s just a nobody with a uniform. Most of his job involves fishing dead rodents out of the swimming pools of rich clients. I’m not certain he’s going to be of any use to us at all.”

“And he’s running late.”

Dai nodded. “Yes, he’s running late.”

The street was packed with people in suits hurrying past, the creases in their trousers as sharp as blades. They hurried into buildings, hurried out of buildings, hurried across the road, called impatient greetings to other people who were equally hurried. They had no time to stare at a trader and a rogue. I couldn’t imagine living like that, keeping that kind of pace all the time. And every single one of them walked with a screen floating along with them, chattering away, or scrolling, scrolling, scrolling.

“How do they walk around so distracted all the time?” I asked Dai, gesturing around me. “Aren’t people always bumping into each other?”

He laughed. “You’re joking, right?”

I shook my head. “No.”

He laughed again.

“Can’t you just call this friend of yours?” I sighed. The impatience here was contagious.

“He’s ridiculously paranoid. I think he fancies himself as a spy from some movie. It’s all clandestine meetings and secret notes. He won’t let me call him because he says anyone could be listening. Just be patient.”

It was hard to feel patient in the kaleidoscope of urgency that spun around us. But, finally, Dai straightened, and said “Here he comes.”

The man that approached really was a nobody in a uniform. Middling height, thick around the middle, receding hair, doughy features. There was nothing striking about him, even his demeanour encouraged you to look right past him. I wondered how many times he’d watched others promoted ahead of him.

“Sorry I’m late.” The loose skin under his chin swung back and forth as he shook his head. “The office is in complete chaos. Despite the security crackdown after what happened last night, there’s been another incident this morning. There was an attempt on a reader’s life too. It’s a bad day to be in government.”

“Is the reader alright?” Dai asked. His tone held no note of concern, it was more like excitement. He was such a vulture.

“Completely unharmed, luckily. But, as you can imagine, it’s shaken everyone up.”

Only then did the man register me. He frowned, his bushy eyebrows lowering like curtains over his eyes. “Who’s this?” He looked back at Dai as he asked the question, not a thought to ask me directly.

Dai grinned. “She’s my prisoner.”

The man looked back at me, his frown deepening. He reached up a set of stubby fingers and pushed my hair back, revealing my scar. He snatched his hand away as if I had tried to bite it. I wished that I had.

“She’s a trader,” he hissed.

“I guess so,” Dai replied.

“I can’t believe you brought a trader here. You realise we’re stood outside the top security office in the country. And you bring a trader here?” He glanced around. “Someone might have already seen me with her. How can you be so stupid?” He pushed Dai towards the edge of the pavement. “Come on, come on, move.”

Hurrying on ahead of us, the man crossed the road, barely even looking for traffic before stepping out. The vehicles stopped automatically for pedestrians, their sensors ticking. The technology advances in auto cars had suppressed their own authority on the road.

He beckoned us up a side alley that smelt of vinegar and urine.

“I can’t believe you, Dai,” he said, jabbing his finger into the rogue’s chest. “Bringing a trader here, on today of all days.”

“What’s special about today?” asked Dai.

The guy rolled his eyes. “Really? I thought you kept on top of things. There’s another anti-trader rally. Ever since that lot,” he gestured wildly towards me, “started killing off government officials, these rallies have become more and more frequent. They’re well organised, and huge. Thousands, tens of thousands of people out demanding action.”

“Traders have nothing to do with the deaths,” I muttered, but I knew it was futile. No one wanted to listen to someone they saw as the enemy. And we’d always been that. This was just an excuse to hate us even more.

He continued as if I hadn’t even spoken. “They’re calling for the instant deaths of all traders. Can you imagine what it’s like trying to control that? And then there’s always traders with a death wish who turn up to counter protest. It’s a nightmare. We’re trying to keep the truth about the alderman under wraps because, if that lot knew what really happened, there’d be a full-scale riot.”

“What did happen?” Dai asked.

He didn’t even pay heed to Dai speaking. I smiled; it wasn’t personal after all. The man just loved the sound of his own voice. “But you know what journalists are like. They’re like sharks as soon as they smell blood, or even the potential for blood. And it’s not just the professional ones, these days you have anyone with a blog or a vlog or whatever they call them turning up to make videos and take selfies. The bedroom journalists are even worse. Bloody wannabes.”

“What really happened to the alderman?” Dai asked again.

“Oh, yeah. Well, we still don’t have a definite cause of death, we’ll have to wait for the official medical reports, but according to the guys who have been out to the house, it definitely wasn’t a heart attack. Because, according to them, that house is absolutely drenched in blood.”
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We watched as Dai’s contact hurried back to the security offices, crossing the road again without a glance in either direction.

Dai laid his hand on my shoulder. “We’d better get you out of here, the last thing we need is to bump into a load of blood-thirsty protesters.”

I nodded. I wasn’t about to become a trader with a death wish.

“We’d better avoid the main streets,” Dai said, leading me further into the alleyway.

“I hope you’re not going to get us lost.”

“Never. Rogues have an excellent sense of direction.” He looked back at me and grinned. “Even if we don’t have a history of our own.”

“You better be right,” I said, stepping over a rotting half-eaten baguette. “I’ve heard stories about the giant rats in the cities.”

Dai stopped ahead of me. For a moment I wondered if the stories about the rats might actually be true. I imagined its teeth, curving from its jaw, mashing, yellow, saliva dripping from them as it weighed up the meat on our bones.

“What is it?” I whispered.

He stepped aside and gestured for me to come up next to him. He pointed.

We were standing at a crossroads in the grid of back streets, and to our left, the narrow avenue led down to the main street, giving us a clear view of the rally passing by.

There was something beautiful about it; celebratory, carnivalesque. Bright colours, streamers, flags, drums, trumpets. But then there were the placards, and the chanting, which seemed so at odds with the festival appearance. They called for the execution of all traders, instantly, and without mercy. Beheadings, hangings, firing squads, they all had their own ideas, but the goal was universal. The party atmosphere made it eerily grotesque. I backed away.

Dai turned me around and pushed me in the opposite direction.

“How can that be legal?” I asked, not even really looking for an answer. “They’re asking for genocide. They’re inciting murder. How can they be allowed to do that?”

Dai shrugged. “Sign of the times, I guess.”

A man stepped into the street ahead of us and I stopped. He was carrying a thick rope circled into a noose. He also stopped, backed up a couple of steps, and stared.

“Trader scum,” he said. “You should be dead.”

My heart hammered and I shuffled back, almost tripping over Dai’s boots.

Dai stepped around me. “Move on,” he said. He placed his hands on his hips, displaying the guns holstered on his belt.

The protester gave me another hard stare before scurrying away.

Once we were clear of the city centre, Dai stopped and scratched his head, another waft of sweat escaping.

“I need a drink,” he said.

“What’s the plan now?” I asked.

He smiled at me. “Aren’t you ever off duty?”

“I’d just like to get business over and done with so that I can get back to my sister.”

Dai looked around. We’d wandered into the suburbs and, where we were standing, there wasn’t so much as a convenience store.

“Business it is then. We should head over to the alderman’s house, see what we can find out.”

I shook my head. “We won’t get within a mile of that place, you heard what your friend said, they’re fighting off journalists over there. Unless you have a conveniently placed friend with a bit more influence? And you really think turning up with a trader in tow is a good idea? I’ll be lynched.”

“You’re right.” Dai nodded thoughtfully. “Maybe we’ll have better luck following up on the attempted murder of the reader. He’s still alive so there’s less of a story there, especially with the alderman dead.”

“Do you think they were both done by the same vessel?”

“It’s likely. We rarely find more than one vessel in a city at any one time. Mind you, we’ve never had a vessel attempt two murders in such quick succession before. If only your sister was proving a little more useful.”

“You saw her, she’s in agony. She started getting a headache before we even reached Nagamoto, and it wasn’t long before it became a full-blown migraine.”

“Our previous vessel never reacted like that.”

“You can’t expect her to work when she can’t even see straight. You know the vessels can’t get too close to each other without some kind of reaction.”

“But this severe?” He sighed. “Maybe Omori needs more training, or better training.”

“Remember that Narata’s never trained a vessel before. Even for a brood mother, it’s not exactly familiar territory. We’re all just feeling our way through it.”

“Then maybe Omori’s not a strong enough vessel.”

“Maybe she’s too strong,” I argued. “Or maybe all vessels are getting stronger, did you think of that?”

Dai held up his hands defensively. “Alright, alright, maybe you’re right. I apologise for insulting your family honour.” He turned away, adding “or whatever” under his breath.

I swallowed back my next sentence.

“Why don’t you give her a call?” he said. “See how she’s doing. At the very least she can use her magic vessel connection to tell us whether the other vessel’s already left the city or not.”
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I sat on the edge of the bed and stroked Omori’s hair. She opened one eye, just a crack, and squinted up at me.

“How’re you feeling?” I asked.

She groaned, and closed her eye again.

“At least the vessel’s left the city, so you can start to get better. Just concentrate on that for now.”

“And when I do get better,” Omori croaked, “we’ll be off chasing another vessel, and all the pain comes back again. What if Dai decides I’m completely useless and he’s better off just killing me?”

I squeezed her hand. “I’m not going to let that happen. Get some rest, and eat something. Malia made you a whole tray of food, so try to get something down. I’ll go and speak to Narata.”

I found Narata in the small kitchen downstairs. We were staying in one of the apparently many houses Dai owned, or, at least, had access to, but this one was far smaller than his main residence in Kumonayo.

“Out,” I said, and the few rogues that were gathered there disappeared.

“What’s going on?” I asked Narata. “When are we leaving? Don’t you think we’ve bided our time enough already?”

“I know you’re frustrated—” Narata began.

I cut her off. “Omori can’t do this anymore. And if she doesn’t find a way to work through it, Dai will kill her. We can’t just wait around like sitting ducks.”

“I just think that now’s not the time.”

“What are you waiting for? The perfect weather? The moon to be aligned?”

“I’ve been reading about some new strategies with Omori. I’d like to give them a go.”

“How about we give them a go in the safety of a colony?”

“Do you really think Dai won’t come looking for us? I need to get him on side. I think that negotiation is our most powerful tool right now, for everyone’s sake.”

I eyed her closely. “Or maybe you have no intention of leaving.”

“Of course I do.” She turned away.

“You never wanted to escape, did you? You never wanted to rebuild Okaporo. You just said that to get me onboard. You lied to me.”

“Kioto, I don’t want anyone to die, especially not my own people, and I carry the lives of every vessel we’ve killed in my heart like a stone.”

“You carry them? How do you think Omori feels? Dai’s using her connection to other vessels to find them.”

“I’m sorry about that, but… it’s unavoidable.”

“It’s perfectly avoidable,” I snapped. “We leave, and we’ll be avoiding it all.”

“You can’t just run away from what’s happening.”

I looked at her for a moment. “What exactly is happening?”

“You’ve seen what the vessels are doing, how dangerous they are. This is treason, Kioto, they’re starting a war. And you’ve seen the effect on Omori; they’re getting stronger. They’re not going to stop. How long do you think people are going to be content with protests? They’ll be rioting soon, while the government are too scared or too stupid to do anything. They have an enemy they can’t see, one they can’t even hope to understand, and they’re certainly not going to ask us for help. But the people see us. They see this.” She pointed to the scars over her eyes. “And it’s not going to matter whether we’re vessels or not, they don’t see any distinction. They’ll be dragging traders out of the colonies and stringing them up themselves.”

“They’ve deployed armed security to the colonies.”

Narata sighed. “How loyal do you suppose they’ll be to the traders? They’re grudgingly doing this. It’s more an exercise in government PR than actually giving any kind of protection to the colonies.”

“If the vessels are getting stronger you need to train Omori better. You’ve left her vulnerable with your half-hearted attempts.”

“Yes, Kioto, I don’t know what I’m doing.” She threw her hands into the air. “Is that what you want to hear? I’m trawling through books written decades ago, and it takes time, and not everything works. I can’t ask for help because we have no idea who we can trust. I’ve been betrayed too, Kioto. You act like you’re so hard done by, like you’re the only one who’s been hurt.” She stepped closer and lowered her voice. “I trusted Tokai. I trusted her with the most precious thing Okaporo had. She betrayed me. She betrayed all of us, and I blame myself every day for that. Stop acting like a spoilt child. This is so much bigger than you. Bigger than Omori, bigger than Okaporo. When are you going to see that?”

I stared at the tiled floor.

“Something unprecedented is happening,” continued Narata. “We’ve never faced an enemy like this before. We need to see this through.”

“See it through to what? The day they’re done with Omori, and they kill her too? Finish the job?”

Narata grabbed my hands and held them tightly. “I will not let that happen. I’ll never let that happen, I promise.”

I grunted. Her promises didn’t seem to mean very much.

“We will return to Okaporo, we will rebuild it. But we can’t do that now. We need to see this through, we need to wait until it’s safe for us. Not while the world is like this.”

“Like what?”

“Divided. Dangerous and divided.”
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I swept out of the kitchen and straight into the common room. Bodies lounged everywhere here: they were draped over furniture, stretched out on the floor, leant against walls and door frames. A large TV dominated the far wall, some kind of car chase computer game played at dizzying speeds, and everyone was focussed on it. Well, except for two people.

I prodded Malia. “I need to speak to you.”

She barely lifted her head. “Yeah, yeah, later.”

“Now.” I lifted one of Firefinch’s legs off her. You could barely tell where one of them ended and the other began. They were tangled together like brambles.

Malia groaned and lolled her head. “Really?”

“Come on.”

She grunted and lifted herself off the sofa, picking her feet out from between Firefinch’s limbs. I led her into the corridor outside.

“You know what all of this is doing to Omori,” I whispered to her, “so I just spoke to Narata about us leaving, about our plans to escape, and she has no intention of doing it. I don’t think she ever did. She actually agrees with Dai. She wants to see all the vessels dead. She says she won’t let him kill Omori, but if we don’t escape, that’s what’s going to happen. She says we have to ‘see this through’, whatever that’s supposed to mean.”

Malia closed her eyes for a moment, as if bracing herself for her reply. “Narata’s probably right. You’ve seen what’s happening, how Lobaya is right now. At the moment, we’re actually doing something. If you leave, you leave the world to descend even further into the pit it’s already slipping into.”

“Is it so bad to want to save my sister’s life? To want to rebuild our home?”

“Of course not, but there are bigger things right now. It’s not all about what you want. For once, Kioto, you need to think of other people.”

“I’m thinking of Omori,” I snapped.

“Are you? Were you thinking of her when you dragged her into all this in Kumonayo? Or were you thinking about your desire to have at least a part of your family back? Are you thinking about her with your need to rebuild Okaporo? A place she barely even remembers and feels no connection to? And me, you want to drag me there too. I served my purpose, you got your sister’s memories restored to her. What am I even still doing here? Do I not get a say either?”

“I’m sorry, I guess saving everyone’s life got in the way of me thinking straight.”

“You’re not saving mine.”

“I did.”

She cocked her head. “Actually, Omori did. But I’m not in any danger now. I actually like being here.”

I threw my hands up. “Then whatever, stay, become a rogue.”

Malia placed her hand on my arm. “Is it really such a
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