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It all came down to this. The ten-day dash, halfway across the inhabited part of the Galaxy. It all ended in this dingy corridor, under flickering fluorescent lights. There was a strange smell, not quite cleaning fluids, something else, a sweet and cloying odour that was only just on the bearable side of unpleasantness. The walls were painted in faded institutional green and there were worn plastic tiles on the floor.

My companion, an overweight detective called Treyner, was shuffling uncomfortably. He had tried to engage me in conversation about the upcoming elections, sports, and new movies. It wasn’t that I didn’t appreciate him trying to establish a rapport but, after I told him that, where we were, we didn’t get much news, it all turned to silence.

Now, he just seemed eager to get this all over with. He had explained what would happen and I had just nodded. Even if I’d wanted to engage, I wouldn’t have been able to. I was running on automatic pilot, unable to take in or process what he was telling me.

Of course, I had seen enough movies to know what to expect. At least I wasn’t space-lagged, we had sorted the time difference out on the way. Despite the length of my trip, this was still something that happened to other people. I was functioning on automatic, my mind was back on Aspirion, in my manager's office, at the precise moment when I had been given the news that my twin sister, Alex, was dead.

The door we stopped at and he knocked on was wooden, with a frosted glass panel, behind which bright light could be seen. Examination Room 2 said the sign. It creaked open on dry hinges to reveal a white-coated figure.

“Come in,” he said, avoiding all eye contact with either of us. His demeanour was professional, without any trace of empathy. Everywhere was tiled and gleaming. My eye was drawn to the bright metal bench in the middle of the room. Racks of shiny tools caught the light from the rows of bright fluorescent tubes. There was no shadow, the room felt stark and impersonal. Along one wall was a set of square doors, with black painted numbers above silver handles.

“Who are you here for, detective Treyner?” the white-coated man spoke, his voice flat, as devoid of emotion as the room.

“Walters, A,” replied my companion.

The attendant nodded and looked at a list on a clipboard. He went to door Number 15. I was suddenly struck with a feeling of irony, that was the number of the house where Alex and I had grown up. He pulled on the handle and a trolley slid out, the unevenly ridged contents covered by a white sheet.

“If you’re ready, Mr Walters,” the detective said. “Can you formally identify the deceased as your sister, Ms Alexandra Walters?”

I nodded and the mortuary attendant pulled back the sheet. I looked at the face. There was a sudden rush of emotions.

“Please take your time,” he added, placing what he must have thought was a comforting hand on my shoulder.

How long did it take to recognise your twin sister?

It wasn’t her.
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The silence stretched out, the hand holding the edge of the sheet was rock solid. The face of the corpse was serene. It was almost as if she was asleep. Her blond hair fanned out either side of her face. Makeup had been deftly applied. The sight of her wasn’t gruesome or even upsetting, I’d seen a few bodies before but this wasn’t the worst one. She looked relaxed, at peace. You could almost imagine her chest rising and falling, the eyes focusing as she awoke.

Although someone would be upset by the sight of a dead relative, it wasn’t going to be me. I was just starting to feel even more confused and angry.

“Well?” said the detective.

“That’s not my sister,” I said. The sheet twitched a little, perhaps the attendant was human after all. “Would you like to explain what’s going on?” I added.

They both looked at me. “My apologies, Mr Walters.” said the policeman. “We seem to have got you here for nothing.” At least he didn’t ask me if I was sure. “I don’t really know what to tell you,” he added. “Someone has clearly screwed up, big time. There will have to be an investigation.” He nodded and the sheet was replaced, covering up the face.

The attendant grinned and tried to cover it by coughing and turning away.

“That’s all very well,” I said, my sorrow, built up over the days of travel had been replaced by relief, then by anger. Alex wasn’t dead. Someone had certainly screwed up, “but you think my sister is dead and that’s not her,” I said. “Surely you checked before you called me?”

And, more importantly, I thought to myself, if that’s not her, where is she? She hadn’t called me like she did every week. If this wasn’t her, why not? I hadn’t tried to call her, for obvious reasons. Just as soon as I got out of here, that was what I’d be doing.

At that point, just when he should have been taking more of an interest in what was going on and telling me what he was going to do about it, the policeman seemed to forget that I was there.

“Thank you,” he said to the attendant. “You can stick this one back in the fridge. Until we decide what to do next. Have the DNA results come through yet?”

I turned to him. “Hang on a minute, I’m still here. Did you say you didn’t have a DNA result?”

He looked embarrassed, “that’s right, we didn’t think we needed one. She was identified as your sister at the scene by her possessions, your sister’s possessions. The bag, and the items in it, all belonged to your sister and they all had the dead woman’s fingerprints on them. Your sister’s prints are not on file. She had been reported missing by a work colleague. Of course we called you. You were listed as her next of kin.”

“But she’s nothing like my sister,” I said, “surely you’ve got some photos or records somewhere. For a start, her hair’s the wrong colour. I know that could change but her face’s a different shape, too. This is just crazy. Who’s responsible for dragging me here? Whose idea was this? I’d like to speak to whoever’s in charge, please.”

He frowned. “that would be me, I suppose,” he said. “Come this way.”

He walked out of the room as the body was slid back into the fridge, awaiting its real owner. In the corridor he faced me, “I will get to the bottom of this,” he said, “I promise you that. I admit you have come quite a long way for nothing, for which I apologise. We should have been more thorough before we called you. We had the missing person report and the body with your sister's I.D. We, I, thought that was enough.”

“That’s an understatement,” I replied. “It’s not all about the money but I can’t pretend it’s not important. I’ve travelled halfway across the galaxy, at my expense. It cost me a large chunk of my savings. Plus, I’ve missed out on my productivity bonus, which was my drop-dead money. Now, because I had to leave my job early it’s gone and the word will get around that I’m not reliable. Do you know how much I had to pay for my flight? 4000 light-years of travel isn’t cheap, you know. And for nothing. Because you didn’t make sure that the body you had was who you thought it was. If it had been Alex in there, that wouldn’t matter. As I’ve been dragged here because you can’t do your job properly, it does. And more than that, where is she? Are you going to start looking for her?”

He nodded. “I understand. I can’t answer any of your questions now, I need to speak to my superiors to decide what to do next. Because we thought it was her we aren’t looking for your sister, not yet. It’s not as simple as that, we now have to find out who the body was and what she had to do with your sister. Why did she have your sister’s possessions, for one thing? It may be that she was using her identity for some unlawful purpose. Enquiries will proceed. The best thing you can do is go to your hotel and wait. We’ll be in touch.”

It seemed to me as if my inability to identify the body they had as Alex was a minor inconvenience.

“I want answers,” I repeated. “Like, why was I called without a positive ID and what are you doing to find out where she is?”

He shrugged, “It’s a free Galaxy, we’re not responsible for finding everyone who’s alive. Perhaps when we identify the body, we’ll have more idea.”

“But I suppose you won’t be sharing that with me?”

“If it concerns our mystery lady, it will have nothing to do with you.”

“But she has Alex’s things, you said so yourself. How can it be nothing to do with me?”

“Unless we find that your sister is involved in some illegal deception, your involvement with this case is at an end.”

This was crazy, I tried telling it all again. “I had to break a contract to come here, at your request. I’ve lost my job and my termination bonus. I’ve spent most of what I’ve earned over the last two years getting here. Her possessions are mine now and I’d like them back. Can’t you at least give me some sort of official explanation that I can show to my boss?”

“We’ll see what we can do,” he said, which probably meant no. “Come into my office and we can talk about it.”

His phone rang, he looked at the screen. “Sorry, I have to be getting on. I’m afraid we’ll have to discuss it later. Where are you staying?”

“I’m at the Hill Reed Hotel, downtown,” I told him. “You can reach me there, when you have answers. I was planning on going to our family home tomorrow. Unless you have any objections.”

“That’s fine,” he said, “we’ve finished out there. The body wasn’t found at the house anyway. And it’s all been searched, as far as I know.”

“I’d like to see her things, there might be a clue in them that only I would spot.”

“They’re part of our investigation, I’d have to get authorisation.”

He turned and walked away, leaving me standing in the corridor. Not really knowing what to do next, I knocked on the mortuary door again. The attendant opened it. “Oh, it’s you, again,” he said.

“I’m sorry to be a nuisance, are you sure you got the right drawer?” I asked. He gave me a strange look.

“I’m not stopping here,” I explained. “Before I go back to Aspirion I need to know that it’s not some foul-up, she’s really in a different drawer and I’ll get called back again.”

Yes,” he said, “I’m sure. Number 15 is Alex Walters.” He showed me the clipboard. It said double gunshot to the chest, plus one (temple), next to Alex’s name.

“Except that it isn’t,” I said.

He shrugged. “We only identify them from the toe tag. If it says it was her, as far as we’re concerned, it is. You’ll need to speak to Treyner. You’ll have to excuse me.”

“He’s just left me standing here,” I said. “Told me to wait in my hotel.”

He shrugged again. “It seems sensible. There’s nothing else I can do for you. Just a thought, have you tried calling her?”
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As I left the building, I looked around. The city was bustling, lights were coming on in buildings as the suns set. There were lengthening shadows, it must be going home time. The street was crowded with pedestrians heading for the metro. Cars flew past in both directions, there was the crackle of induction engines from several low-flying drones. The hovering news boards were filled with election news, slogans and statistics. It all meant nothing to me, it was just more distraction for my thoughts. I hadn’t been here for nearly two years, the streets were familiar yet subtlety different.

I was jostled as I tried to get up to the speed of the crowds, after the quiet of Aspirion, even the relative peace on the cruiser, this was a nightmare. It reminded me why I had chosen the life I had. Unlike me, Alex loved it, she revelled in the bustle and energy of the city. I could hardly think, and that was what I needed to do the most.

I pulled my phone from my pocket and checked the screen. It had paired with the local network. There were no messages, not that I was expecting any. I called Alex’s mobile and just got the cheery and familiar message, Hi, this is Alex Walters Data Analytics, sorry I can’t take your call, please leave a message. I wondered if it was ringing where she really was, or just in a locker in the police station. Treyner hadn’t told me if it was part of the collection of her things that I wasn’t allowed to have.

Then I called her office. I got the same message, she must have set up call forwarding. Next, I tried the house we had inherited from our parents, there was no answering machine on this number, I let it ring for a while as I walked back towards my hotel.

My mind was reeling, the police seemed to have been even more inept than usual. The least they could do was to write me a letter that I could wave at my boss, with luck he would reinstate my job. More importantly, they might put my service bonus back on the table. I would talk to him tonight, if he was willing to go for it, I could go back and see the police in the morning.

I picked up my room key and turned to the elevators, the restaurant door was open and the aroma reminded me that I hadn’t eaten for quite a while. I hardly felt dressed for dinner, my clothes felt tainted by the morgue. a quick shower and change of gear were required.

Twenty minutes later I was seated and had ordered. The room was full of chattering groups, as far as I could see I was the only singleton there. I resisted the urge to order anything that reminded me of Alex. We had eaten here before, it was the reason I had chosen this hotel, now it felt like a mistake.

While waiting for my meal to arrive, I tried to make some sense of the day’s events. Although Alex wasn’t the one in the fridge, it didn’t mean that she was alive. If she was, it only raised the question, why wasn’t she answering her phone? Was she unconscious in a hospital, or lying in a ditch somewhere? How had some of her personal items ended up with someone else, who was now dead? If she had been robbed by the mystery lady, why hadn’t she reported it, let the police, me, everyone, know?

The only logical answer I could think of was that she wanted people to think that the corpse was her. Even though it looked nothing like her, perhaps it had been done in a rush. This left another question, why?

Whatever the truth was. I realised that there must be a lot more going on than I could work out in my head. I needed some paper to make notes and time to think properly. The effort of the journey was starting to catch up with me, together with the release of tension when I found it wasn’t her on that slab.

My food arrived, after the monotony of the choice at the mining camp and the bland economy-class meals on the liner, this was bliss and just as good as I remembered it. I ate quickly, I needed to get my thoughts down in order before they vanished. I would have to go to Alex’s office and the house tomorrow, to see if there were any clues there. If I could only find and get into her computer, it might provide me with the names of her last clients. Armed with that, I could go back and see the police again. If they wouldn’t investigate, maybe I should.

I signed for the meal and headed out. There would be notepaper in my hotel room. I paused for a moment, a quick beer wouldn’t hurt me, I changed direction and headed for the bar.

Again, I seemed to be the only single person. I sat at the bar and watched the action in the mirror behind the rows of bottles. I ordered a beer and when it came, I downed it almost in one. Without being asked, a second glass appeared beside me. I suddenly felt very tired and alone. Up till now, I had enjoyed working in small groups.

Alex wasn’t a stranger, we had called each other a lot. Although we hadn’t been physically together for a long while, we had talked at least once a week. After my parent’s deaths, we had been there for each other, but now that was gone. I could feel myself welling up. I sniffed and brushed at the tears I could feel forming. I took another swig of beer, I would have to slow down, if I was calling LeFevre I’d be better to do it while I was sober.

“Are you OK?” asked a female voice. I rubbed my eyes and turned to face her. Sat at the stool next to me, she was petite and dark-haired, dressed like she’d been working in an office, a smart dark skirt and white blouse. There was a scruffy leather briefcase by her feet. She had a concerned expression, with kind eyes under heavy, natural brows. “I don’t mean to pry,” she said, “but you look alone and upset.”

I was about to tell her to leave me alone but I stopped. Perhaps all I needed was someone to listen, she didn’t need to know my life story. I didn’t know if she was a working girl or just someone who cared, did it matter either way?

“Sure,” I said, “I’m Max. Let me get you a drink.”

“Hi, I’m Gina,” she said. “it’s nice to meet you, Max. I’ll have white wine, dry.”

I signalled the barman and ordered, wine for her, another beer for me. They appeared. We clicked glasses. “So,” she said. “What brings you here?”

“I’m a surveyor,” I told her, “I’ve been working way out in the wilds. I had some bad news and I’ve come back here.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” she said. Her dark eyes held mine and I saw warmth in them, empathy for my pain. It made me want to tell her more.

“It’s OK, I came home expecting the worst, now, I find that the bad news is not bad, it’s just strange. And the relief is almost worse than the pain was. How’s your day been?”

“Nothing, compared to that. I work here. Not in the bar, on this planet,” she hurriedly added. “I have a job at the university, lecturing in archaeology. Do you want to talk about this strange day? Maybe we can work it out between us?”

Why not? I thought. I took a deep breath and told her.

“Less than two weeks ago,” I said, “I was hard at work. On a small rock several thousand light-years from here. Things had been going well. I was enjoying my job. It was hard work but the money was good and I was nearly ready to collect a big bonus. I was looking forward to some well-deserved time off. Then the message arrived. My sister, Alex, the only family I had, was dead and the police wanted me to come back here and identify her.”

Her hand went to her mouth, she gasped, put her dainty, manicured hand on my arm. “That must have been awful, travelling all that way, knowing what you would find when you got here. But you said it was strange, what happened when you arrived?”

I described my thoughts on seeing the body, my relief finding that it wasn’t Alex. The way the police had put two and two together and got five.

“That’s a crazy story,” she said. “How could that happen? Why would they assume it was her without a D.N.A. test?”

“I don’t know,” I said, “but they did. And apparently, I don’t get to know any more than that. I had no idea who the dead girl was, the police said that I wasn’t involved any more. But it doesn’t solve the problem, I don’t know where my sister is or how the dead girl had all her things. I’m guessing they meant her bag and her credit cards, they wouldn’t let me take them away.”

“Well,” she said, “she shouldn’t be that hard to track down.”

“I hope so, the detective said he wasn’t in the business of looking for live people. I’m from here, we both were. I’m going to start looking properly in the morning. She had an office in town and still owned our family house out at Denton. If she’s not dead, perhaps I can find her.”

“Surely the police would have looked there for her?” she said. “I mean, they check all the hospitals and things, don’t they?”

“Yeah, but without D.N.A., she could be unconscious in a hospital and who would know?”

“That’s true, I guess. What did she do, for a job?”

“She was a data analyst. I need to find her client list, see who she was working for, that’s another job.”

I hadn’t noticed but more drinks had appeared. “You don’t want to waste your time covering the same ground that the police have,” she suggested.

“I know but I can’t think of anywhere else to start. Maybe I’ll see something that they missed, something that’ll make sense to me and explain it all.”

She nodded, “I hope you find your answers, Max,” she said. She looked at her watch, “Is that the time? I’m sorry I have to go.”

She wasn’t a working girl, this would have been the time for an offer, a negotiation. “That’s a shame,” I said, “it’s been good to talk, get it all off my chest. Thank you for listening. I suppose I ought to wind the evening up too. I have to call my boss, try to get my job back. I only came in for one beer anyway, I was going to have an early night.”

“You’re welcome,” she said. “Good luck.”

She slid off the stool, reached down and picked up her bag. When she stood, I could see that she was more than a foot shorter than me, trim and petite. She smoothed the skirt down, smiled and turned away. I watched her leave, suddenly I felt better for having spoken to her. In a way it was a pity that she was going, or that I was too preoccupied to take it any further. Who was I kidding? She was pretty, in an unconventional way and almost certainly out of my league. Even more so given my lack of recent practice. I waved the barman over and signed for the drinks. It was time to speak to my boss on Aspirion. I needed to see if I could salvage something from this mess.
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