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			Chapter One

			Refuge

			For the third time in a single day, Amira Valdez gripped the metal rail that lined the S.S. Monterrey transport vessel, pressed her face into the ocean breeze with closed eyes, and vomited into the waves. Her thick black hair rippled in the wind as she leaned forward, drawing ragged breaths. Bangs clung to her clammy forehead. A passing woman behind her tutted in sympathy. Spending a week on choppy Atlantic waters could bring out sea sickness in anyone. With a second trimester pregnancy added to the equation, Amira had spent the last week losing most of the mushy meals she consumed, her throat raw from vomiting.

			One week. In the age of trains that could cross North America in a matter of hours, spending days on bumpy waters felt surreal, like an exercise in time travel. But boats could only move so quickly, especially navigating the icy and politically charged waters of the North Atlantic. This ship carried cargo and a small set of passengers to Free Greenland, where regulation dictated that ships could not rip through the ice caps and local marine life.

			Farther down the rail, two women spoke in Danish. Amira blinked, activating the lens of her Third Eye, and selected the translation command. She stole a glance at the two women and a yellow frame formed around their heads. A second later, text flew across the lower right edge of her vision as the women conversed.

			“One of the crew said three more hours until we pull into port.”

			“Thank goodness! I’m exhausted. I don’t know how much more comfortable the beds at the Nuuk hostel will be, but it’ll at least be quieter there.”

			The other woman let out a short, bitter laugh that required no translation.

			“Sad, but true,” she said. “It’s a shame we have to go to the ends of the Earth to get away from the crazies. That, or space, and that window’s closing fast. I didn’t qualify for the Titan colony. Didn’t qualify. Shit, I’m a biochemist with three full degrees out of Copenhagen. What more do they want?”

			“Money,” the second woman snarled. “And political connections.”

			“Well, maybe it’s for the best,” the other woman said with a dismissive toss of her hair. “There are no good guys in this fight. I still get sick thinking about that American priest guy they tortured. Those screams. Do you really want to go up in some cold station where you’re at the mercy of those Cosmic nutjobs?” The captions in Amira’s Eye underlined the world ‘nutjobs’, noting that it was an imprecise translation of Danish.

			Reflexively, Amira’s neck craned and her gaze tilted upward. The grey cloudy sky and her own watery, wind-stung eyes shielded the orbiting space stations from view, but they were there. All her life, she had dreamed of working in one of those stations, of leaving the fractured world behind and pushing the boundaries of science on humanity’s farthest frontiers. From her early childhood years, the stars called her name.

			Instead, Amira had been betrayed by the scientists of Aldwych after failing to outmaneuver their political games. She had escaped the dark labyrinths of the Osiris station, returning to Earth after eight years of unconscious imprisonment. She had indeed pushed the boundaries of science, but not in the way she had intended. She was a walking science experiment. Pregnant with her own clone, a part of her consciousness transferred into the fetus growing inside of her, draining her of her strength and sanity. Her eyes burned with fresh tears and she lowered her gaze back to her present reality. Salt water misted her face. The two Danish women had vanished, presumably retreating into the safety of the vessel’s interior. Dark skies crawled across the horizon. Amira followed them inside, cradling her stomach.

			The smell of stale oatmeal and pickled fish greeted her in the ship’s mess hall. Workers sat in muted clusters, eating grey meals. Screens flickered in the room’s corner, blaring news of the world beyond the choppy ocean waters. Amira didn’t need to join the small groups gathered around the screens to know what stories they told. She had seen enough in the last week. Explosions in crowded cafés. Screaming pedestrians running through city streets, followed by a phalanx of marching compound faithful, their eyes glazed under the spell of Tiresia. Fear and destruction. Panicked governments speaking of surveillance and expedited due process, the kind of laws that existed before the Cataclysm. Even on this remote, rocking ship, fear clung to the damp walls. Anxious eyes darted between the monitors and cold meals. For the first time in a long time, the world was in a state of war.

			Amira’s stomach rumbled. Wandering toward the serving station, where a robotic server waited for orders, she scanned the menu on a holographic screen. Wetting her lips, she punched in an order for creamy potato salad. The robot’s eyes flashed green and it spun on wheeled feet to retrieve her order. A flickering memory of Sparkes, the trusted mechanized guard of the Soma building’s archives, leapt into her mind’s eye. Her last image of Sparkes had been a collection of charred gears and metal scraps, the diligent robot murdered by the Trinity Compound.

			Was it murder? Could one murder a machine? Amira would have once scoffed at the idea, but her time on the Osiris station, trapped in the hazy realm between life and death, had altered all her preconceptions. What was life, anyway? Consciousness took many forms. The life inside of her, for example. Bigger than a kidney bean, smaller than a full-grown infant. But what of its mind, its consciousness? How much of herself had Barlow managed to transfer into the clone she carried?

			Amira’s teeth gritted at the memory of her last moments with Tony Barlow. Her last waking ones, anyway. Her former direct report on the Pandora project had presumably surveyed her, poked and prodded her while she lay drugged and captive on the Osiris station for years, until she was eventually impregnated with her own clone. He might have even used her to create Tiresia, the drug that enabled consciousness transfer – and mind control, depending on one’s intent. It was easy to imagine Barlow hovering over her like a shadow, with his pale blue eyes always fixed in an unsettling, appraising stare. Barlow knew how to appraise things and people – to find their weaknesses, exploit their vulnerabilities, leverage their strengths on his obsessive quest to unlock human immortality. But what were his weaknesses? Amira would need to learn them if she were to stop him.

			More than stop him – make him pay for his crimes.

			The robot returned with a grey tray, adorned with an even greyer potato salad. The sweet, starchy smell reached Amira’s nostrils and she fought the urge to vomit. The robot remained motionless, with none of the cloying sympathy exhibited by the ship’s other passengers, and Amira could have hugged it in gratitude. She shuffled to the nearest dining bench, the metal scraping against the floor as she shifted her expanding body into a sitting position.

			With gritted teeth, Amira slid her tense fingers over her swelling stomach, as if in warning. Let me eat, or else, a voice screamed inside her. She warred between an urge to protect the growing life she carried, to soothe it against the evils of the outside world, and to extinguish it. It was a parasite. Unwelcome and unwanted, it depleted her energy and gnawed at her frayed nerves. Every time she leaned against the rail outside, Amira itched to ram her belly against the cold metal, to harm the invading host within.

			But she didn’t. She would be on land soon, closer to Hadrian and Nova, and could decide what to do then.

			“Escaping the cold ocean air?” A velvety voice trailed across the room. Maxine St. Germaine sank into the bench opposite Amira with a gentle sigh. She sipped a colorless milkshake, her lacquered lips pressed around a metallic straw. Against their grim, industrial surroundings, she looked almost comically vibrant. Her long buttoned blouse bore tropical patterns and her honey-blonde hair, wavy from the salt water, bobbed across her shoulders. She wore full makeup every day on the journey north. Of course, having been assigned male on the Trinity Compound, Maxine was denied the ability to express herself in her early years, only to be forced into different boxes when she made a new life for herself in Westport. She had lost time to make up for, and an unpleasant boat ride through icy Atlantic waters wasn’t likely to stop her.

			“I hear we’re arriving in a few hours,” Amira said. “How long until we get to Hadrian?”

			“A question with a layered answer,” Maxine said in a light, cheery voice. Amira would have thought they were in a charming Riverfront café, based on Maxine’s demeanor. “We reach the port in Nuuk around noon, I heard. Our dear friend – and we should be careful with his name in semipublic locations – has chosen accommodations on the edge of the city. Greenland isn’t the easiest landscape to traverse, so add another hour of walking to reach him.”

			Amira gripped her fork. Her knuckles paled and frustration bubbled like bile in the back of her throat.

			A soft hand covered hers, lacing their fingers.

			“It’ll be all right,” Maxine said, her tone gentle. “You lost a lot of time in that hellhole station, I know. You want to catch up. But you will. You’ll see our old friend – and her – and the last two weeks will vanish in your mind.”

			Amira’s throat tightened. Her. Nova. Rozene’s clone, who Amira had last seen as a crying infant in the rubble of a destroyed vertical farm, was now a child of nine. A unique child in many ways. The first surviving human clone, believed missing or dead by the wider world. Kept alive and hidden by Hadrian and Maxine.

			But Amira knew another layer to Nova. She was more than a clone of her mother, Rozene Hull. A part of Rozene’s consciousness had been transferred into Nova during gestation, the result of a secret experiment known by a smaller population – Amira, the elite members of the Cosmic movement, and the experiment’s orchestrator, Tony Barlow. Her betrayer and captor. She had seen him on the screen several days ago, speaking from a station high above them about peace and human advancement. Amira had vomited scrambled eggs into her lap.

			And now Barlow acted as head of the Cosmics. They marketed themselves as a New Age movement that combined science with a spiritual blueprint for understanding the universe. In reality, they were an exclusive, cultish club of Aldwych scientists that reminded Amira of the compound Elders of her childhood. They had their beliefs, yes, but their ultimate belief was in their own right to power. 

			“What’s she like?” Amira asked Maxine in a faint whisper.

			Maxine let out a raspy laugh. “It might be better for you to just meet her. She’s feisty, like our Rozene could be at times. But to be honest, Hadrian could tell you better than me – I wasn’t up here as much as I would have liked. I spent more time back in North America with Lee and the others, plotting to get you out and keep our enemies on their toes. The child-rearing was more Hadrian’s role, by his own request. When he lost his job at NASH because of the whole Reznik connection, it did more than just make it harder to rescue you – he lost some of his purpose. Nova brought that back for him.”

			Sadness flickered across Maxine’s face like light from a dying candle. This had been the dance Amira and Maxine performed over the trip, ever since they landed in the Atlantic Parallel from space. The topic of Nova came up and they skirted on the raw, bleeding edge of something meaningful, before Amira backed away. A barrier had risen between the two women. Too much had happened to them both, the years creating a chasm between them that neither dared to cross.

			How wide would the chasm be between Amira and Hadrian now? She knew him as an agent for the North American Space Harbor, known more colloquially as NASH, one of the two main space hubs that orbited the Earth. A man who devoted his non-working hours to sheltering escaped compound teenagers. But his full connection to the compounds had come to light before Amira’s capture – he was the half-brother of Andrew Reznik, the ruthless leader of the Trinity Compound. Hadrian’s past bled with loss and betrayal, secrets he had kept from Amira until they could no longer stay buried. And now he was unemployed, adrift. Would Amira even recognize the man who waited beyond the port?

			Amira swallowed a forkful of potato salad, her mouth puckering at the sour taste of greasy mayonnaise. The food settled like chalk on her tongue. It still felt alien to her, after years in a sedated state in which she was fed by IV needles. A strange but satisfying sensation, to eat again.

			“I can’t wait to meet her,” Amira said. “I have so many questions.”

			“One thing at a time,” a male voice said behind her. Lee sat next to Amira, struggling to shift his long legs under the narrow bench. She had been in his company for the last two weeks, and his had been the first face she saw when she woke on the Osiris station. Despite this, she still found herself gazing at him with awe and disbelief in equal measure. Gone was the sullen, lanky teenager, the fellow compound escapee who had found his place as a technical genius and Hadrian’s loyal lieutenant in Westport. His face had matured, his body broad and muscular. He carried himself with an easy confidence, but his serious demeanor remained, bolstered by a grim sense of purpose. His tattooed tribute to Rozene poked through his jacket sleeve as he fidgeted with its frayed edges.

			“Is everything ready for our arrival?” Maxine asked Lee with an arched brow.

			Lee’s mouth formed a thin line and, for a moment, betrayed hints of the surly child he had once been. “No response yet from our friend,” he said. “But that’s not that unusual. He’s often busy, keeping the little one out of trouble. He knows we’re on our way. And he can’t wait to see you, Amira.” His face brightened in a warm smile.

			Amira smiled back, but the heaviness inside her lingered, threatening to pull her through the swaying vessel floor to the bottom of the sea. Her friends were kind to her, had risked so much to free her, but had they become strangers? Was eight years a chasm in time that could never be closed?

			* * *

			Nuuk crept upon them in the late morning. Water foamed against the rocky shores, which gave way to pale green hills and patches of snow. Colorful, compact houses covered the surrounding landscape – bold reds, blues and mustard yellows, offset by duller greys and the small cluster of buildings that marked the city’s center. A lone drone patrolled the coastline, glowing with solar power. And behind the small city – if you could even call it a city – dramatic mountains like nothing Amira had seen before, steep and snow-capped. The sun glinted off their icy edges.

			Amira leaned over the rails, drinking in the surreal sight. She inhaled the smell of salt water and cold air. For an otherworldly landscape, it felt oddly peaceful. She imagined running up the distant hills and curling into a grassy spot between the cozy homes. Breathing in fresh grass and damp soil, falling asleep amid the stillness. The city of Westport, the glittering, bustling home she had found after escaping the compound, never felt farther away. Her mentor, Dr. Mercer, would have loved this place.

			Dr. Mercer. The ground swayed beneath her. Her knuckles whitened against the rusted rails as she suppressed a wave of dizziness. The force of it nearly knocked her off her feet – a grief that threatened to eat her inside out. Dr. Mercer was dead. Rozene Hull was dead. They had lain, blood-soaked from magnetic gunfire, on the floor of a vertical farm outside of Westport, unable to escape an ambush by the Trinity Compound. One she had enabled, thanks to her shared mental connection with its brutal leader, Elder Andrew Reznik, and a litany of mistakes.

			It had been eight years, but to her, it was only days ago. An inconvenient side effect of being a captive on the Osiris space station, held in a state of mental limbo. Unconscious, but dreaming. Strapped to a patient bed, yet adrift in mind and spirit. When she had been awoken by Lee, eight years had passed and she was pregnant, but the past had been a cruel blink in time.

			Since then, she had been on the run. First, escaping the Osiris station against the protests of her swelling belly and sedated limbs. Then back on Earth, on a boat from the Atlantic Parallel space elevator, Maxine and Lee in tow, to this cold, wondrous place, to reunite with an old friend.

			How was she to grieve if she couldn’t stand still? Maxine, Lee, her other friends had their time to mourn and process the tragedy. But for Amira, grief was a raw, wild thing, its teeth gnawing at her heart. Hot anger snaked through her veins like a poison.

			Her friends had been murdered.

			She had been kidnapped, experimented on, her bodily autonomy violated. Pregnant, against her will. Clenching her teeth, she pressed a tight fist against her womb, as though she could force the fetus out.

			She had decided, at last. It would come out, as soon as possible.

			“Isn’t it magical?” Maxine asked, her tone as honeyed as her blonde hair.

			“It’s cold,” Amira snapped. Lee grunted in agreement. His face, painted a sickly green hue, suggested Lee shared Amira’s sensitivity to the choppy waters.

			Maxine let out a sympathetic tut, closed her eyes and inhaled deeply.

			“You’ll feel better when we get off the boat,” she said, eyes still closed. “It’s been a rough couple of weeks, I know. We’ll get some real food and drink in our bellies, stretch our legs, see Hadrian and Nova—”

			“Get this thing out of my body,” Amira said.

			At last, Maxine’s eyes opened. When she turned to Amira, her eyes shone with kindness, but she spoke with hesitation.

			“Amira, dear, you have every right to feel violated and more than every right to choose how to handle your situation,” she said. “But you are aware that the thing, as you call it, is basically you. Are you sure you’ve thought about this?”

			A scowl crossed Amira’s face. Lee looked down, his pale ears pinkening. Amira had told them everything in a quiet moment in their shared cabin – about Barlow’s experiment on Rozene, and now on her. Both had reacted with shock, of course, but other emotions played out across their faces as they digested the terrible truth. Comfort, that a part of Rozene lived on. Relief, perhaps, as they gained a new understanding of Nova.

			But none of that mattered. Amira had shared a secret – perhaps the biggest, most powerful secret in the world and space combined, and Maxine had just weaponized it against her.

			“I just spent weeks on a boat, didn’t I?” Amira snarled out each word, rage coloring her voice. “And as the person here with a few degrees, I can tell you that it’s not me. A clone is a genetic copy, but a copy isn’t worth anything, especially when it’s the size of a fucking tennis ball. It’s no more me than Nova is Rozene. That crazy science experiment doesn’t change that.”

			Maxine’s eyes widened and she let out a low exhalation, fog escaping her lips into the chilly air. They exited the boat wordlessly and trudged down the solar-powered streets, dim under the cloudy sky. Amira still wore her space boots from the Atlantic Harbor, earning bemused glances from the Greenlanders passing them on the road. They were heavy, almost as heavy as the silence between Amira, Maxine and Lee. They all knew that the fetus Amira carried was no ordinary clone, the way Nova was not a mere copy of Rozene.

			The last months of Rozene’s life had been difficult. While she had clearly not shared a conscious mind with her child, Amira’s holomentic readings of their thoughts proved that they possessed a connection beyond the usual mother–daughter bond. Shared memories, connected emotions. Sensing things in the other before they occurred.

			Would Amira experience something similar, if she let Barlow’s latest experiment come to fruition? Was the clone already absorbing her memories, her fears? She wouldn’t wish that on her worst enemy, and she had more than a few candidates for that title at present.

			They passed the main stretch of the city and walked up a steep hill into a winding row of painted houses. Amira panted, the frosty, thin air searing her lungs. Being strapped to a bed for eight years, along with the pregnancy, had decimated her fitness. Every house was so far apart compared to the dense topography of Westport; they seemed to be walking with no end in sight. 

			“How much longer?” she asked Maxine, breaking the silence at last. Even with thick gloves, the cold bit her fingertips.

			Maxine turned to her with an arched brow. Her face relaxed as her eyes met Amira’s, the tension between them broken.

			“Not far now,” she said. “Hadrian’s place is right on the outskirts of town.”

			“Stop saying his name in public,” Lee said with chattering teeth.

			“Oh, Lee, drop it,” Maxine said with an airy wave of her gloved hand. “He goes to the bar down there, people here know him. Anyway, our friend would have gone somewhere even more remote than Nuuk, but this is a difficult place to go it entirely alone. He’s a city boy at heart – couldn’t function without the co-op here for groceries.”

			Amira and Maxine exchanged knowing smiles. Were Maxine and Hadrian together? They had formed an obvious connection before Amira was abducted, but that was a long time ago. She didn’t dare ask – not yet, anyway. Amira had enough tribulations of her own, without digging into other people’s personal lives.

			At long last, they reached their destination. A compact house at the highest point on the hill, painted a muted brown. Attracted less attention, presumably. Dirt stained the windowpanes, blocking the view inside. Amira’s heart gave an involuntary leap. What would Nova be like? The last time Amira had seen her, Nova was a baby, screaming near her mother’s dead body. Now, she would be a child of nine. What parts of Rozene, if any, would have been retained with her? Maxine had said little about the child on their trip, which only made the knot in Amira’s chest tighten further.

			“Wait,” Maxine whispered, extending a hand to block Amira. Through a heavy coat, Lee’s body turned rigid, his eyes wide and alert.

			Amira’s eyes narrowed. After a moment, she froze. A loud, heavy thud came from the inside of the house. Several thuds followed, sharper and more urgent.

			“What is that?” Amira mouthed at Lee.

			But Maxine had already wrapped her long fingers around the doorknob. She gave an involuntary shudder when it turned, unlocked. With a last, dread-filled glance at Amira and Lee, she flung the door open.

			Another bang followed.

			Peering around the door, Amira sucked in her breath.

			Hadrian lay on the floor, bound with thick fishing rope to a wooden chair. His body jerked sideways, the chair’s legs scraping the wooden floor, as he attempted another kick at a nearby wall. Squinting under the sudden onslaught of sunlight, his head twisted to find Amira, Lee and Maxine, open-mouthed, at the entrance.

			“About fucking time, ladies and gent,” he rasped. “Can you help me with these ropes?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Inuk and the Kiwi

			Hadrian grimaced as he rubbed his wrists, but his eyes danced across the room, at the corner of the house that made up the kitchen. Ignoring his rescuers, he bounded forward on stiff legs toward the weathered cupboard. He pulled out a loaf of bread, cramming slices into his mouth.

			“Hadrian,” Maxine said, her voice thin and tight as copper wire. “What happened? Where’s Nova?” As though realizing the implication behind her question, she spun wildly in place, scanning the room with terror-stricken eyes. Lee stood in the corner, hands thrust grimly in his pockets. Amira frowned. Unease curdled in her throat. There were no signs of the small child in their immediate surroundings.

			Mouth stuffed with bread, Hadrian closed his eyes and raised a hand for silence. The smell of stale urine crawled into Amira’s nostrils and she wrinkled her nose. She allowed herself a moment to scan the room. It was compact but comfortable, with a kitchen on one side and a sofa on the other. No holographic platforms for entertainment or signs of a Stream-connected device, but a shelf full of board games and books rested in a cozy nook. Children’s toys lay scattered around the central carpet. Stairs led up to a second level, presumably to the bedrooms, and Maxine ran up them now, the wooden steps creaking under her frantic pace.

			“She’s not here,” Maxine cried from above.

			“Where’s Nova?” Lee asked Hadrian.

			Hadrian made a growling sound as he continued to chew. His eyes flew open and he lunged with sudden intensity toward the sink. Turning the tap, he drank the flowing water like a parched coyote in the desert.

			Lee sighed, his fists balled into frustrated knots. He made an exasperated gesture toward Amira and began searching the lower level.

			“How long were you tied up there?” Amira asked Hadrian, trying a different course. She fought to ignore Maxine’s heavy, stomping footsteps above them, now slower. The uneasy sensation in her throat rose again and she pushed it back down. Once Hadrian had a moment to gather himself, she would move on to the question of Nova.

			Hadrian’s gaze settled on Amira. His eyes glowed their wolflike yellow – the product of tattoos, which he would conceal behind contact lenses when he had reported for duty at NASH. Not here. Hadrian embraced the aesthetic that isolation and exile allowed. Holographic tattoos snaked his arms and a new set of markings lined his neck.

			“Been about a day and a half, I reckon,” Hadrian said. The rasp in his voice lessened. “I hollered my lungs dry the first night – when this happened – until I remembered this fucking house is out of the way by design, and insulated to the hilt. Got to keep the cold out, right? I’ve spent the rest of the time trying to get free from them binds…. You saw what a nightmare they were.”

			Amira still held the kitchen knife they’d used to free Hadrian in those first, frantic minutes. Her reflection blinked back at her in a nearby wall mirror. Long black hair disheveled, a protruding belly and her dark eyes flashing like the knife in her hand – she made quite a sight. But Hadrian grinned and wrapped her in a tight embrace.

			“Good to see you again, love,” he said. “How are you holding up?”

			“I’ve been better,” she croaked. Tears sprang to her eyes. She ached to say more, to confide in her friend and catch up on the last eight years. But Lee returned to the kitchen area, more tense than ever, and Maxine stomped downstairs, her body rigid and face knotted with tension.

			“Hadrian?” Maxine whispered. Their eyes met and Amira wasn’t sure whether Maxine wanted to hug him or murder him. Hadrian presumably had a similar reaction, because he took a step back.

			“She’s gone,” Hadrian said. “I just needed some fucking water and a bite before I could get the words out. I’m ready to go running after her, though not likely to do much good this time.”

			His words finally broke Lee from his numb, trancelike shuffle around the house. The young man jerked forward, his eyes alight with alarm.

			“Who took her?” he asked.

			“She took herself,” Hadrian shot back. “Escaped like I always feared she would.”

			A stunned silence followed. Amira didn’t know whether to laugh or cry out in disbelief. A child, running away under Hadrian’s nose? He had spent years rescuing children who had made their own, daring escapes from the compounds.

			Maxine rubbed her eyes. “Are you telling me that a child of nine managed to overpower you and tie those knots? Holy havens, Hadrian!”

			Amira’s eyes widened. The religious expression sounded especially odd on Maxine’s tongue, since she loathed the Trinity Compound more than most escapees. But odder still was the idea of Rozene’s young clone tying up her guardian. What had happened while they floated across the sea?

			“Not just Nova,” Hadrian said with a low growl. “Though the little mite is getting tougher by the day. No, we had unexpected company. Unexpected to me, anyway. They overpowered me. She went willingly, but not before making them promise to just tie me up instead of something worse. That said, she wasn’t a bit surprised to see them and watched with this calm little face while the fuckers fastened me to that chair. Whoever they were, the little goblin invited them to kidnap her.”

			Maxine unleashed a stream of more secular expletives. Lee ran his hands across his head, pacing with a dazed expression around the narrow space. Amira drew a sharp breath. Each of Hadrian’s words sank like a weight in her stomach. Nova had not only been abducted, but collaborated with her abductors?

			Maxine sank into the sofa. She pinched the bridge of her nose with long, manicured fingers. Her lips moved in a silent count to ten. Hadrian waited, his shoulders hunched in passive resignation. Amira bounced on her heels, pulsing with agitation. Why weren’t they running out the door? Nova could be miles away, on a boat heading anywhere. Or could she be somewhere nearby?

			Suddenly, Maxine shot to her feet. With a flourish, she kicked aside the carpet.

			“Did she know about the den?” she asked Hadrian.

			Hadrian’s shoulders slumped. “I let her down there from time to time to play games on the Stream.”

			Maxine groaned before shooting Hadrian a murderous glare. Amira’s eyebrows rose. A latch gleamed on the hardwood floor. A trapdoor, presumably leading to this den. Maxine pulled it open.

			“Divide and conquer, love?” Hadrian asked Maxine, his tone apologetic.

			Maxine nodded, her eyes softening. “Lee and I’ll get on the Stream and figure out who’s she been talking to. You can take Amira when you visit Inuk. Maybe her skills will come in handy if you find a trail.”

			“We’re not having her do her holomentic business on our mates,” Hadrian said with a hint of sharpness, but he hobbled to the door and threw on a heavy coat. “Grab something warm off the rack, love,” he added to Amira. “It ain’t winter yet, but there’s a bite to the air, as you likely noticed already.”

			Maxine’s head disappeared through the trapdoor, Lee right behind her. Her hand rose in the air, clutching a thick metallic wand – a stunning device. Hadrian grabbed it with a smooth swipe of his hand.

			“Ta, love.” For a man who had spent over a day bound to a chair and deprived of sustenance, he moved with a fierce, urgent energy. It was contagious – Amira clenched her fists and swung her arms, ready to search. To seek and find. To do something.

			“Care to explain anything to me?” Amira asked once they left the house. Her breath fogged the air. “Who we’re seeking and why?”

			“We’ve kept a low profile here,” Hadrian said. “Very low profile. We’re hiding the world’s first human clone. Even with some other clones born now, she’s still a person of high interest. Beyond Barlow and the Cosmics, I mean. Anyway, we’ve gone a long ways to keep things quiet, to keep our circle here small and close.

			“Meaning one of two things happened. One, someone’s been talking to Nova on the Stream. She’s only supposed to use it for games, but she must’ve snuck down there outside of allowed time. Started learning a bit about herself.”

			“She didn’t know she was a clone?” Amira asked, shocked. Indignant anger surged through her like electricity. Amira had tried to protect Nova’s mother, Rozene, from difficult truths with disastrous results. Rozene still died in the end, alone and afraid. Nova deserved better.

			“It’s a lot to throw on a mite, tough as she is,” Hadrian said with a hint of defensiveness. “Anyway, she didn’t take it well. Wouldn’t be surprised if she went digging around more and someone figured out who she was. Got to her. That’s what Maxine’s looking for now – the paper trail – digital trail, I suppose – of where Nova’s been and who on the Stream she might have talked to.

			“Second possibility is that the danger came from somewhere close to home. Someone in our circle got compromised. Or at least might have a clue of what’s going on. This is a small town. Some outsiders come in and take a redheaded kid on a boat out of Dodge, Inuk’ll know. He didn’t betray us, I’ll say that much. I’d trust that crazy bloke with my life.”

			Inuk, it turned out, was a man in his late thirties who worked near Nuuk’s main port. They found him emptying a pan of cooking oil into a muddy alleyway. Kitchen fumes wafted from the door behind him, the back end of a restaurant with a blinking arrow sign above it, along with a holographic image of a bouncing seal. A syntharette dangled from Inuk’s mouth. His dark, intelligent eyes followed their approach, but he broke into a wry smile at the sight of Hadrian.

			Inside the restaurant’s kitchen, Inuk put Hadrian to work chopping vegetables.

			“I’ll ask around,” he said in a low voice. “If they’re foreigners, they’ll likely have tried to get away on one of the cargo ships, or the commuter shuttle to Reykjavik. You said it was a day ago? You might be too late.”

			“We can follow them, if we know where they’re going,” Hadrian said.

			“Of course.” Inuk reached below the counter and emerged with a slab of raw, red meat, which he slammed without ceremony onto the cutting board. Hadrian’s skin turned a pallid shade of green.

			But Amira grabbed a knife and joined Inuk as he cubed the bloody flesh. She needed to do something with her hands, while her thoughts spun out of control. Why not be useful for the first time in a week?

			More accurately, in years.

			Inuk’s brows raised but his lips curled in a thoughtful smile.

			“You’re not squeamish about real meat, like most of the foreigners who come here,” he noted with an approving nod.

			“Where I grew up, we raised and killed our own animals,” Amira said. “No one cared about the Synthetic Meat Act.”

			Inuk let out a short, barking laugh.

			“The arrogance, when the rest of the world signed that fucking law and tried to get Free Greenland to comply,” he said. “Do you know how much it still costs to buy vegetables down at the co-op here in Nuuk? The solar vertical farms help with some crops, but they’re still expensive and we only get so much sunlight here. Those righteous countries, those hypocrites, didn’t want to make it cheaper for us to eat radishes and lettuce, eh? No, here we eat seals, fish, and birds to survive – we always have, and always will.” His eyes flashed with indignation, but a genial sense of humor peppered his voice as he spoke. Amira smiled. She liked this man, his honesty and bluntness, and understood at once why Hadrian trusted him.

			“I can’t argue with the logic, mate,” Hadrian said, although he trained his eyes away from Inuk’s and Amira’s work. He pressed two fingers against his ear, frowning.

			“Word from Lee,” he said in explanation, and stepped out of the kitchen into the privacy of the back alley.

			With Hadrian gone, they continued to cut the meat in silence. Inuk stole another curious glance at Amira.

			“From one of those Fatherland cults in the Eastern Bloc?” he asked. “You don’t look European.”

			“North America,” Amira answered. “In the Southwest. Children of the New Covenant Compound.”

			He laughed, blowing syntharette smoke across the counter. “Always with the crazy names, those people. An Elder do that to you?” he asked, nodding toward her pregnant midsection.

			Amira swallowed. A reasonable conclusion for him to draw, but the truth was too complicated – and too surreal – to even begin to explain.

			“I’m sorry,” he said quickly. “It’s not my business. But if you need any kind of medical care, our main clinic’s just a few blocks away. All free in Free Greenland, even to visitors.”

			Amira’s mouth twitched. Hundreds of miles away, in Aldwych, the district was making a hefty profit from the cloning technology born from the Pandora project. She had seen it all on the ship’s news feeds – women and others who could get pregnant, lining across Aldwych Square for their first appointments, knuckles white around expensive handbags. The cost was high, given the new technology, so cloning was affordable only to the wealthy residents of the Pines, the Rails and other elite pockets of Greater Westport. Security drones patrolled the lines, scanning faces and the surrounding area for suspicious activity. Reznik’s followers had launched repeated attacks on those lines – planted explosions, knife attacks, and even a bare-handed assault from an unexpected patient under the spell of Tiresia, who turned and clawed out the eyes of the woman behind her. Fear misted the very air in Aldwych Square, Maxine had told Amira. She wouldn’t recognize the place that had propelled her fate.

			But while so many risked their lives and drained their wallets for the right to carry their own clone inside them, Amira, so far away, sought alternatives.

			“I need medical care,” she said slowly to Inuk. “But I’m not sure what kind yet.” As she spoke, she knew it was true. And yet only hours ago, she was certain she would end the pregnancy. Had Maxine’s words of caution permeated the wall of outrage she had built around herself this past week? Or were these just the natural doubts that came with such a life-altering condition? Nothing about Amira’s situation, however, was natural, and that gave her pause. If Barlow had succeeded in transferring a part of her consciousness into the fetus, what would terminating it mean? Perhaps she needed to research her condition further before making a decision.

			“Want to go now?” Inuk asked with a jerk of his head toward the door. “This food can wait, and so can Hadrian. I’ll message him, so he can meet us there.”

			* * *

			The clinic was a slick, silver building with wide glass walls, at odds with the simple structures that lined Nuuk’s main roads. A medbot greeted Amira and Inuk at the front desk and another one ushered Amira into a private room. She undressed and slipped on a medical robe with an open back. Goosebumps prickled her skin and she rubbed her arms, trying to chase the chill away. She wet her lips, uneasy and vulnerable in this clinical setting so soon after escaping her lonely prison in the Osiris station.

			A screen attached to the upper wall displayed a cooking show, two smiling Greenlandic women trading stories over a pot of stew. Scents emanated from a sensory pad near the ground, a thick and hearty smell of broth and fish. While it would normally smell delicious, Amira’s stomach twisted unpleasantly and she closed her eyes, relaying a mental command to change the channel. Would this small outpatient clinic have a full, neurological SmartHome setup?

			It did. The screen changed to a news station, where a disheveled middle-aged man’s face stared at her. A newscaster spoke Danish in the background, and Amira blinked again to switch to English dubbing.

			“The man, Hugo Landry, made a number of shocking and inflammatory claims about the famous Pandora project from an undisclosed location, after alleging that he was forced into hiding by the corporations of Aldwych,” the newscaster said.

			“Volume up,” Amira said aloud. She gripped the edges of the medical robe around her thighs.

			“Among his statements on the Stream, already viewed by one hundred million unique users around the world, he alleged that he used his abilities in holomentic reading to perform a number of illegal activities over years within Aldwych for its various entities, including the McKenna-Okoye Complex, the Avicenna, and the Mendel-Soma. This included, he said, altering the memories of the Pandora project’s successful subject, a compound refugee named Rozene Hull, which may have contributed to her death.”

			The news report cut to grainy footage of Hugo Landy speaking into a camera, his face close enough to reveal every pore across his sallow skin.

			“I killed that girl,” the man said, his small, sharp eyes boring into the camera. “So some scientists at Aldwych could get rich off of desperate people. Don’t buy their lies. If that video of the torture in the Osiris station didn’t convince you, let me confirm from my years on the inside in Aldwych – these are dangerous people. Don’t trust them. I’m in hiding because they’d kill me if they could.”

			The screen cut back to an anchor with blonde, razor-straight hair.

			“An official statement from the Soma complex alleged that Landry is a disgruntled, mentally unstable former employee whose motives are financial, after accruing debt during his tenure as a freelance holomentic reader,” she said.

			Amira turned away from the screen. Revulsion and unease curdled her blood. She swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry. Though Alistair Parrish, a chief scientist on the project and a Cosmic, had ordered Rozene’s memory to be tampered to conceal his dealings with the Trinity Compound, Amira had never learned who had performed the difficult holomentic procedure. To alter a memory, with all its complicated threads, was no task for an amateur, and it had taken all of Amira’s skill and luck to unravel the individual’s work. Had this haggard man, his dark hair jutting out in every direction, been the holomentic reader who tampered with Rozene’s memory? Who had started the chain reaction that had led to Rozene’s death and Amira sitting here, alone, pregnant and afraid in this cold room? Or was he an attention-seeking liar, as Aldwych would no doubt wish the public to believe?

			Either way, the story left Amira’s nerves frayed and raw, as though she had been dragged across a graveled street with salt rubbed into her open wounds. So much damage and suffering, all stemming from one act years ago.

			A polite knock jolted Amira back to the present. Her jaw dropped when a human doctor, a grey-haired man with a weathered, pleasant face, entered. She crossed her legs, a thick lump in her throat. The doctor gestured her onto a scanning platform.

			“I figured I’d be dealing with robots today,” Amira said, before bursting into tears. A dam inside her released, and a mag gun to her head wouldn’t have stopped her bawling. Grief and sadness seeped out of her like venom being squeezed from a wound. The man took a step back, his demeanor muted but eyes wide with concern.

			“I’m sorry,” she continued through heaving sobs. “I don’t why I reacted that way. It’s just been…. I’ve been feeling….”

			“No apology or explanation needed,” the doctor said. “Would you like to sit for a minute?”

			Amira shook her head, wiping her eyes. With a deep, shuddering inhale, she regained her composure. Taking off her shoes, she stepped onto the platform and placed her hands on the side rails.

			The doctor activated the scanner and in seconds, a holographic copy of Amira appeared in the center of the room. Amira raised an arm, and her copy mimicked her in real time. A smile snuck across her face.

			“It never gets old, does it?” the doctor said with a light laugh, no doubt relieved at his patient’s newfound calm. He held a mediscan wand in his gnarled fingers. “Everyone does that, no matter how many times they’ve seen it before. Now, let’s take a look at your vitals.”

			The hologram next to Amira lost medical layers with a flick of the doctor’s wrist. Hair, skin, clothes all vanished, leaving a musculoskeletal structure and organs. Amira’s heart pumped in a steady, albeit rapid, beat, like a clenching fist readying for a fight. Her circulatory system formed a scarlet web across her body. She stared with fascination and more than a little unease, to see her body compartmentalized and stripped into its components.

			And of course, there was her uterus, expanding with an invading host. Amira’s brows knotted. When she first woke up on the Osiris and felt her stomach, the bump felt like a mountain. But standing upright, under the clinical eye of the scanner, her swelling was less noticeable. The doctor waved his wand again and the hologram zoomed in.

			“You are definitely pregnant,” the doctor said. “I place you at the start of the second trimester – about sixteen weeks. Meaning you have about four and a half months to go. The fetus looks to be about ten centimeters long, a good size for this stage. The size of one of those large kiwi fruits they grow in the indoor farms down the street. Ever seen one? I can zoom in and determine the biological sex, should you care.”

			“It’s female,” Amira said dully. As her clone, that part was at least predictable.

			The man didn’t press the subject or ask how Amira knew. Instead, he patted her arm.

			“What questions do you have for me?” he asked.

			Amira cleared her throat. “Is it healthy?”

			“Yes, as far as we can see. I can run a full genetic disease screening, if you like.”

			Amira waved her hand. Though mildly curious to learn whether Barlow had applied the natal genetic engineering, common in Westport, that prevented the onset of cancer and other diseases, a screening could reveal her fetus to be a clone. While now legal, it was still unusual, and Amira didn’t need to invite unnecessary attention.

			“And what about me?” she asked. “Anything of concern?”

			The doctor shook his head. “All of your vitals and health metrics look very good, though your muscles appear to be a little atrophied. Keep exercising as long as it feels right. And I can see from your esophageal lining that morning sickness has been hard on you. As you get into the second trimester, those symptoms should lessen, and you’ll probably notice a better appetite and more energy. Your ankles may start to swell more and you’ll maybe experience some lower abdominal pain. Most second trimester pregnancy symptoms are highly treatable, though.”

			Amira nodded, grim. If she was going to be chasing a rebellious child clone and her abductors across continents, she could use more energy.

			But now, at least, she was armed with information. She had plenty of time to terminate the pregnancy without too many complications. A decision that her compound upbringing warned her would lead to eternal punishment in the Neverhaven, a parallel universe of unimaginable suffering. But she would not hesitate, once she made the final decision.

			After thanking the doctor, she returned to the lobby to find Hadrian, Lee, Maxine and Inuk sitting in a tight circle. Apprehension pinched their faces, but Hadrian stood when Amira arrived.

			“All right, love?” he asked.

			“For now,” Amira said. “Any news about…our friend?”

			“There is,” Maxine said. “Inuk found out a girl her size and hair color left yesterday on a hover shuttle to Qaqortoq. A town farther south of here, and a big cruise hub, so there’s more ways to get out than Nuuk. Not what any of us expected. Those shuttles are fast, so she’s probably already reached whatever boat or ship they’re planning to speed her away on. Inuk’s going to look into it, but that little trick of leaving the country from a different city will slow down our ability to track her movements.”

			Amira frowned, crossing her arms tightly. “So the people who took her knew what they were doing.”

			“Oh yes,” Maxine said. Her eyes narrowed in green slits. “That’s the more important detail. I found out who Nova’s been talking to on the Stream. Amira, it’s Lucia Morgan.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Chasing Ghosts

			The cold night air howled and whistled through downtown Nuuk, the northern winds tearing through the city’s maze of low houses and sturdy buildings. Amira pressed her hands into her coat pockets, thankful for the Greenlandic thermal technology within its many linings. Though well past midnight, the area around Union Station hummed with life. Partygoers spilled out from bars and nightclubs nearby, seemingly oblivious to the cold. Their boots crunched on the packed snow as wild laughter rang in the air. While other parts of the world burned and raged, the people of Free Greenland followed adventure into the night.

			Above them, the sky was cloudless and peaceful. A rich canvas of stars stretched from the water’s horizon to the dramatic mountains around the city.

			Despite the beauty around her, Amira couldn’t surrender to the city’s joy. She bounced on her heels and her teeth chattered from more than the cold. Her eyes darted through the crowds, searching for the scarlet robes of the Aldwych Legion, the mercenary units that Lucia once controlled. Would some still be loyal to her? If so, they likely wouldn’t show themselves in their signature red attire. They would blend in with the dark, fur-lined puffed jackets of the crowds, on them before they could realize it.

			Once Maxine realized that Lucia Morgan, the former head of Westport’s powerful pseudo-spiritual Cosmic movement, had been behind Nova’s abduction, she had packed the bare essentials out of Hadrian’s house, smashed any incriminating equipment and left. They hadn’t been back inside since, afraid that Lucia’s people were still in town.

			Lee went a step further, exchanging curt goodbyes before boarding a vessel to North America. In case Nova’s trail went cold, he needed to track down Lucia Morgan’s location, which he was better equipped to do from his usual hideaway, with all his equipment and local connections. He could also prepare the rest of the compound escapees still loyal to Hadrian for a search operation. Hadrian clapped him on the shoulder before Lee ran down toward the harbor, not looking back.

			The rest of them also needed to get out of Nuuk. And while the revelation of Lucia’s involvement had been alarming, there was a kernel of hope.

			“If Lee can’t figure it out, D’Arcy might know where she is,” Maxine had said outside the clinic, where they all stood stunned. “They may be in touch, even though Lucia’s officially out of Aldwych life. D’Arcy’s powerful now, she needs to have contacts across the spectrum. And lucky for us, Qaqortoq has a research hub with a full Stream connection – one of the places possible because of D’Arcy’s quantum Stream breakthroughs. She’s deep in space, at the Ninevah station, but we can reach her there.”

			At the memory of the conversation, Amira’s cold lips stretched into a smile. Her best friend, D’Arcy Pham, had not only gone to work in space – she headed a space research station. Pride warmed her chest. It had once been Amira’s dream to find assignment in the space stations, but it better suited D’Arcy to take her incredible talents to the stars.

			Inuk and Hadrian jogged from the main station, their breath forming jet streams in the air.

			“We got ourselves a private shuttle to Qaqortoq,” Hadrian said, fumbling slightly with the pronunciation and earning a hearty laugh from Inuk. “We board within the next hour, and then the trip’s a good eight hours.”

			“Eight?” Amira asked, horrified. “Nova’ll be well on her way to Lucia by then.”

			“It’s a big country,” Inuk said. “And we’ve got a lot of mountains and coastal lines to glide around.”

			“It’s the best we can do right now, love,” Hadrian said. “The important thing is to get out of Nuuk. Lucia’s won a round, but you know her well enough – she’s got herself a vengeful streak. She lost everything eight years ago. I wouldn’t be surprised if she had more than taking Nova in mind and has designs on us in the bargain. And remember, if it’s taking us eight hours on the fastest shuttle there is, the fuckers who took Nova did the same thing. We can still catch them.”

			Amira sighed and nodded. They were at the mercy of Free Greenland, with its mercurial elements and vast distances. All they could do was continue the chase, and hope.

			The streets were a clean, powdery white – in Greenland, fossil fuels were banned in any drone or hovercraft technology, while they were only minimized in Westport. The sidewalks emitted a faint blue glow from solar absorption and for a moment, Amira’s body tensed. The walkways glowed blue on the compound as well. But this wasn’t the compound. She was very far away from the compound, from Westport, from everywhere she knew.

			She liked it.

			Amira closed her eyes and inhaled the cold air. She tilted her gaze upward, toward the black, still canvas of stars.

			“We might see the Northern Lights tonight,” Hadrian said. “There’s that, at least.”

			Maxine rubbed her gloved hands together, teeth chattering. “I just want to get in the shuttle and get warm.”

			“Let’s do one better,” Inuk said. He reached into his pocket and pulled out several small pill capsules. “Take a little booster for the trip.”

			“What is it?” Maxine asked warily, but Hadrian immediately reached for one and popped it into his mouth.

			“It’s like the best parts of Elysium and Chimyra mixed together,” Inuk said. “With no comedown. We call it Sinna – part of our word for dreaming. Came from an indigenous hallucinogen from North America that they’ve re-engineered here. Ah, that chime’s for us. Time to board.”

			He turned into the station.

			“We’re traveling across an arctic landscape looking for a small child and chasing our enemies,” Maxine said, marching at his heels, “and you two want to take some kind of psychedelic?”

			“We’ll be fine,” Inuk began, but Amira needed no more convincing. She reached for one of the pills in his hand.

			“Amira, no! You’re pregnant,” Maxine cried.

			“It won’t hurt the baby,” Inuk said over his shoulder. “Trust me. They’ve done studies and everything. Some women even take them here to commune with their unborn child.”

			“When in Nuuk,” Amira said to a stunned Maxine, and she swallowed the pill dry.

			* * *

			An hour later, Amira felt nothing. Her body warmed, at least, the shuttle’s cushioned seats emitting a subtle heat. Their transport flew low along the coast, over dark, churning water. Glass windows on the sides and rooftop revealed a breathtaking landscape – to their left, steep white mountains, and above them, glittering stars. The four of them sat in uncharacteristic silence, taking in their surroundings and the engine’s low, hypnotic hum.

			And then it hit. Amira’s pulse shot up like a nanopulse taser, her extremities crackling with electric warmth. Nausea seized her, forcing her to grip her seat’s cushioned armrests as she leaned forward. Every breath felt heavy and labored, her mind suddenly aware of her body’s automatic functions.

			“There it is,” Hadrian breathed, and he sank back into his seat. His eyes, already dilated, turned to Amira with a knowing smile behind them.

			Amira didn’t want to sit. She wanted to shoot to her feet, wrest open the shuttle door and throw herself from the moving vehicle into a snowbank. Every cell in her body shivered with panic – she felt them all, every particle within her, separate but pulsating as one. Her surroundings sharpened like a blade’s edge. The red lights that lined the floor of the shuttle shone like angry eyes, bright enough to sear Amira’s vision. Edges became sharper, colors more vivid. Next to her, Maxine’s pores became deep craters on her friend’s cheeks.

			“Take a deep breath, love,” Hadrian said from the seat opposite her. His voice sounded distant over the blood pulsing in her ears. “Don’t think about each thing you’re feeling. Touch something.”

			Amira’s shaking fingers found the nearest shuttle window. She traced the cool glass and closed her eyes. Her hand dropped and found the warm, soft texture of the seat. Soft, like an animal’s fur.

			“Inuk, is this just Elysium?” Amira asked. She had tried it once, during her first year in Westport, on a night when she was trying to prove to herself, and others, that she was just another Academy student, with the usual Academy pastimes. Though she remembered little of that night, she recalled the heightened tactile sensations in different textures, every nerve ending on fire.

			“Nah.” Inuk had stretched across the shuttle floor, staring through the roof window. “Sinna’s way better. You’ll see.”

			The invisible fist around her stomach relaxed its grip and her limbs slackened. Like Hadrian before her, Amira sank into her soft, soft seat as a wave of joy rushed over her. The light grey walls of the shuttle began to shimmer and pulse, as though made up of billions of dancing particles. Which they always were – now, for the first time, Amira could see them.

			A grin spread across her face. She closed her eyes and let the serotonin flood her mind and body.

			“I take back what I said before,” Maxine murmured next to her. “I needed this.” She reached for Amira’s hand. Amira pressed her palm against Maxine’s, stroking the smooth skin. She was not a physical person – one who liked to touch or be touched – but in the moment, it felt so natural, so easy.

			Outside, the Labrador Sea’s choppy waters performed incredible feats. The waves bobbed and dipped in perfect rhythm. On the other side of the shuttle, the mountains shivered in the lonely dark. They seemed to take on an extra dimension, moving toward the shuttle while also sinking away into the horizon, a strange tunnel vision Amira had never experienced.

			She relaxed now, casting amused but loving glances at her fellow passengers. Hadrian had crawled toward Maxine, resting his head on her lap. She stroked his hair while her dilated pupils swirled every time a new wave hit her. Inuk was more controlled and focused, no doubt the most experienced of the group. His gaze left the mountains and turned back to Amira.

			“Do you see the patterns?” he asked Amira. Or did he ask her? Had he actually spoken aloud or had she heard his voice in her mind only? She couldn’t remember. Her mind jumped forward in time, to Inuk with tears running down his face.

			“Why are you crying?” she replied.

			“I’m not,” he said, and he was right. His face was dry. Amira touched it to be sure. But now, she could see the patterns. Spirals without end forming a dense network across the night sky and more intricate lattices webbing the wall. The universe’s geometry, fabric of the cosmos.

			“The hyperactivation of the visual cortex, when the three circuits responsible for pattern recognition, color contrast and texture go haywire,” Amira said, reciting a lecture of Dr. Mercer’s. Emotion surged within her at the memory of her murdered mentor. Love and sadness in perfect tandem, like the spirals swirling in her vision.

			“Bullshit,” Inuk said, his tone affable. “Your science can’t explain everything. There’s more going on here than just brain firings. You know I was thinking about the patterns, right? And I know you can also see them.”

			“The science can explain more than you know,” Amira said. She spoke in a slow, assured gait, at odds with her usual rushed delivery. “That doesn’t make it any less incredible. The Conscious Plane is real. Our brains are connected to it, we’re all part of it and when we go, we merge with it.”

			Tears stung her eyes. She had witnessed it directly eight years ago, when Eleanor Morgan died on a cold medical table before a throng of rapt spectators. Amira had captured the elderly woman’s final moments of neural activity, following her brain beyond clinical death to a state in which Eleanor encountered a universal Conscious Plane – before everything faded. They had, in short, learned what followed death. The riddle that had plagued humanity for hundreds of thousands of years had been answered. After death, there was a moment of unification with something beautiful, but then the individual faded. When Amira died, all that made her Amira would be gone. No memories, no sense of self. She would cease to be, in every sense of the word.

			She wiped her eyes. This was what terrified Tony Barlow. This was the human fate he was determined to thwart – and it didn’t matter how many lives he destroyed or took in the process, since he would save countless more. He wanted to create immortality.

			Amira understood. She didn’t want to go either – not with so much beauty around her. So many things to see and experience. She had barely scratched the surface of the world. Her hands ran along her belly, her fingers probing like a holomentic wand, as though she could delve into the small, conscious mind forming inside.

			Who are you? A silent question. She concentrated on her belly, but no answer followed.

			Back on the floor, Inuk rolled onto his back. Tears streamed down his face. Amira blinked. Hadn’t this happened already?

			“In the quiet moments, between the waves, I see the ancestors,” he said in a soft voice. “Standing on the mountainside. I see their outlines along the slopes, like spirits in the dark. All of my ancestors killed by colonizers, and the ones who could have been. I feel them in my bones. They watch over me and wait. I hope they can see the future we’ve made. I hope they’re proud.”

			Amira couldn’t see them on the mountains, but she didn’t need to. She leaned forward and squeezed Inuk’s shoulder, feeling his pain – generations of pain – reverberating down her arm. She reeled and leaned back.

			“Andrew, don’t look,” she said.

			“Who?” Maxine asked, but Hadrian lifted his head and eyed Amira with concern.

			“You all right?” he asked.

			“We’re seeing the dead,” Inuk replied, when Amira’s tongue turned heavy in her mouth. “We’re learning their secrets.”

			Amira closed her eyes, her heartbeat rising like a fierce drum. Images flashed in her mind. Rain splattered on a window, a small child’s face reflecting in the glass. Trees and mist.

			And then somewhere different. A floor streaked with blood. A mouth agape in a silent scream. Cold metal tables. Words that didn’t belong to her leapt into the forefront of her mind.

			“Stay with me, Amira, please,” Amira said. “I’m afraid. You don’t have to forgive me, but please stay with me.”

			Now Inuk turned around and faced her.

			“Who are you?” he asked.

			Amira didn’t answer. The muscles on her arms and legs twisted into cold knots, keeping her still. Her heart continued to pound in her chest. The waves of joy still came, but their peaks were lower, more muted.

			Her mind felt crowded. There was no other way to understand it. Others were in there with her, sharing her surges of emotion, her thoughts. They fought for space in her head. Invaders she couldn’t see.

			Amira sank sideways into her seat and curled into a fetal position. Was the life inside her doing the same? Mother and child, shielding themselves from the world.

			In the corner of her eye, streaks of blue and green smeared the dark sky. The Northern Lights glowed through the roof’s window. The world above the world shone with vibrant, eerie light and in that moment, Amira became a girl of eight again, already weighed down by suffering but with so much life yet to live, a girl staring at the night sky and dreaming of space. There was so much she didn’t know then, and so much she still didn’t know.

			No one spoke. No one needed to. They lay in comfortable silence, observing the night sky as their minds buzzed with serotonin. Inuk’s tears had dried and he hummed a low, sad melody.

			Amira stared at the Northern Lights until the engine lulled her into a dreamless sleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Ninevah’s Palace

			Amira woke feeling better than she had any right to as the shuttle pulled into Qaqortoq. Her body ached with a pleasant tiredness and the sunlight shone a little too brightly through the rooftop window, but she breathed a sigh of relief that she had none of the hangover symptoms alcohol had inflicted on her during her time in Westport. Perhaps she had placed her faith in the wrong mood-altering substance. She always distrusted decriminalized drugs, which were too close to the Chimyra forced, literally, down her throat as a child, but her mind was clearer than yesterday, and she held on to that surge of empathetic love for everyone in the shuttle with her. Even the dark, frightening moments near the end of her trip couldn’t dampen the overall experience. It gave her clarity. Amira knew what she needed to do.

			Find Nova. Help the child understand herself.

			And keep her pregnancy. Learn about the growing life inside of her, to discover whether Barlow’s schemes had succeeded and whether her consciousness would fully transfer into her clone, enabling her to continue life in a new body.

			Stop Reznik. End his assault on everything, and everyone, she held dear.

			And somehow, after all this, bring Tony Barlow to justice. For what he had done to her, and all the suffering he inflicted in pursuit of his ends.

			This daunting trajectory should have overwhelmed her, a weight pressing against her chest until she couldn’t breathe or think. Instead, the future stretched before her like a clean, straight line of train tracks – one that might bump and rattle in places, but ultimately take her to her destination. She knew, from last night and many moments before, that it would lead to a moment in a cold metallic room, filled with pools of blood and screams. Would she die there? It was possible. She didn’t know what would follow, only that she would scream and suffer, feel a terror like nothing else in her life. That someone would ask for her forgiveness, and she would have a choice to make.

			It was preconjecture, a conscious phenomenon in which the human mind could bypass its linear processing of time and know the future. That moment would happen. Amira would know when the moment arrived, and she would be ready.

			“This town makes Nuuk look like a metropolis,” Hadrian said, face pressed against the window like a small child. He blinked away sleep with bleary eyes but, like Amira, his mood seemed upbeat. “Reckon you could meet the entire town in a single weekend.”

			“It used to be much smaller,” Inuk replied. He poured a cup of coffee from the small vending station in the front of the shuttle, and the rich, thick smell of roasted coffee beans almost made Amira moan. “The research station made this place explode, although the locals have done a great job of keeping the traditions alive. But yeah, the expats and the tourists are responsible for all those tall buildings downtown.”

			Hadrian let out a short bark of a laugh. “Mate, we need to get you to Westport.”

			Amira smiled, but having grown up on a compound, she understood Inuk’s perspective. Qaqortoq, like Nuuk, was a patchwork of colorful houses atop of rolling hills, connected by gravel roads that pedestrians navigated like sidewalks. But near the water, the cluster of high-rises clashed with the idyllic scene, like a metallic claw rising from the damp earth.

			And on the opposite end of town, at the base of a steep, snow-covered mountain, sat an enormous dome-shaped structure. A lattice pattern covered the dome’s exterior and emitted a green, solar-powered glow. Nearby, a massive telescope array pointed at the sky.

			“I’m going to guess that’s where we go to talk to D’Arcy,” Maxine said. Of the four, she seemed the most negatively impacted by last night’s experience, massaging her temples and rubbing her glazed eyes.

			Inuk nodded. “We can walk from the station. Why don’t you ladies go, and Hadrian and I’ll check out the docks? See if we can get some intel or signs of where Nova went.”

			With that plan in motion, they parted outside the station. Last night’s chemicals continued to play tricks on Amira’s mind and body. The cold air felt sharper, crueler against the exposed parts of her face, and the sunlight pierced her eyelids through the clouds. Maxine ordered breakfast from a nearby vending machine along the town’s main street – breakfast rolls with a creamy, cheesy center. Amira took a bite, though she had little appetite, and something settled inside her.

			“These are everywhere in Free Greenland,” Maxine said between mouthfuls. “Whenever I visited, I’d get more excited for these sandwiches than for Hadrian and Nova.”

			Her eyes briefly darkened after mentioning the runaway child, but Maxine tightened her hoodie around her ears and marched forward. Amira followed, now eating as aggressively as Maxine.

			The dome loomed ahead and the two women stood near its entrance with folded arms. A worker in blue overalls exited the main door and a small group of teenagers drank and stretched out beneath the shade of the nearby telescope. Otherwise, the facility looked deserted.

			“Definitely not Aldwych-level security,” Maxine said drily. “But that doesn’t mean we can just walk right in. Looks like the security bot at the door has an ocular scanner. I’ll need to scramble both of our Eyes, give us aliases before we go in.”

			“What if we just walk right in?” Amira asked, eyes fixed on the door.

			“What?” Maxine let out a light laugh, but her smile faded when Amira’s expression didn’t waver. “Well, the Ninevah network is part of the Aldwych Security Pact,” Maxine said. “Meaning that if you scan into this facility as Amira Valdez, known fugitive and escapee, an alert will go across Aldwych’s secure Stream service and Tony Barlow will find out where we are pretty damn fast.”

			“Right,” Amira said. “Maybe that’s not such a bad idea.”

			Maxine shook her head. “Amira, I get that taking drugs for the first time can be a transformative experience, but I really don’t have the energy to deal with a complete psychotic break. Have you lost your mind?”

			“Hear me out,” Amira said. “Barlow doesn’t know where we are, but Lucia Morgan’s people do. We’re not planning to linger here, right? After this, you and Hadrian are done with Greenland, was my understanding. It’s no longer a safe hiding place. And Barlow’s looking for me. He knows I’m somewhere on this planet. Let’s poke our heads out for a minute and say hello. Switch the script. Get out of hiding mode, for once.”

			A flicker of silence followed. Maxine chewed her lip, her frown deepening as she considered Amira’s argument.

			“I mean, I like the idea of giving Barlow the middle finger,” she began. “It’s a power move. But we’re not really in a position to make power moves, are we? You are on the run and in hiding. We have a lot of enemies to deal with. Why make their jobs easier?”

			“All of those enemies are why I want to bait Barlow,” Amira said. “I want to face him, and maybe play him against the others. Lucia. Reznik.”

			“What? How, exactly, Amira?”

			“I don’t know.” Heat crept into her voice and across her face, and she wasn’t sure why. She didn’t know what she wanted to tell Maxine, how to get across the deep intuition that was burning like a hot coal inside of her, screaming at her to confront Barlow. All she knew was that it was important. Every cell in her body, every firing in her brain, wanted her to walk into that building as Amira Valdez, reader of minds and mother of a clone, and declare herself.

			Maxine’s hand rested on Amira’s shoulder. “Relax,” she said in a gentler tone to Amira. “You spend so much time thinking, I sometimes think you’re going to forget to breathe. It’ll be all right. Let’s talk through this.”

			And under the shade of a nearby statue, at the base of Greenland’s staggering mountains, they talked, and they compromised. Because that’s what women, especially women from the compounds, learned to do. They faced a thousand battles every day and chose their fights carefully. They survived through cooperation with others, through empathy and understanding. With a sudden exhalation of cold mountain air, Amira accepted this part of herself and embraced it wholeheartedly. She would never navigate the world alone, as a solitary island raging against countless storms. She would wade into the water, test its undertow, and find the smoothest path to the shore.

			* * *

			Welcome, Tony Barlow.

			Amira nodded at the security bot, a towering white figure with a single oval screen for an eye, and entered the complex. Her jaw tensed as Tony Barlow’s expressionless face appeared on the entryway’s screen.

			Welcome, Valerie Singh.

			Maxine followed, hair bouncing at her shoulders as she gave the robot a flirtatious wave.

			They moved with loud, quick footsteps and followed the signs to the Virtual Conference Room, written in English, Danish and Greenlandic. Glass doors opened and robots passed them without a word. Now past the first test, the women exchanged a knowing smile. They hadn’t taken the brash step of entering the innocuous facility as themselves. However, Maxine had chosen two aliases that were bound to raise eyebrows and digital flags – eventually. The powerful head of the Cosmics and a renowned geneticist who now lay in a comatose state in some dark corner of Aldwych – someone would notice.

			The conference room that connected with the Ninevah station was not what Amira expected. Bare, with a soft carpet and low ceilings, the only clue to its use lay in the holographic platform that spanned the center of the room. Amira and Maxine sat cross-legged on the platform’s edge after they requested a closed meeting under their aliases.

			Dr. D’Arcy Pham, chief of the Ninevah station, gasped at the sight of them. Amira unleashed a gasp of her own. Her oldest friend had retained her youthful face, but gone were the colorful holographic hair designs and ever-changing tattoos. D’Arcy wore a muted beige jumpsuit with a station insignia on her breast pocket, bulky anti-grav boots anchoring her to the floor. Her black hair was short and floating in the zero-gravity environment, framing a makeup-free face. Her demeanor, too, differed – her normal animation seemed diluted, as though water had been poured over the unique cocktail of traits that was D’Arcy Pham, giving her a polished, corporate sheen.

			“I knew it couldn’t have been Barlow,” D’Arcy said, shaking her head incredulously at the two women. “He wouldn’t joke about Valerie Singh that way – not his style. For a second, I wondered if he had gotten her out of the coma.”

			“He’s not that good,” Amira said with a twisted smirk.

			D’Arcy’s eyes settled on Amira at last. Even through the shimmer of the hologram, projecting her from a station closer to Mars than Earth, her eyes visibly welled with tears.

			“Oh, Amira,” she began, her hand gesturing to Amira’s pregnant belly. “I don’t know what to say, so much time has passed. I’m so sorry.”

			Amira swallowed back her own tears. As they stared at each other, the old D’Arcy returned, the glossy sheen cracked apart. Amira let out a sudden, sharp laugh.

			“Not bad, for a space station,” she said, gesturing with a sweep of her hand at D’Arcy’s surroundings. Her friend’s private space in the Ninevah had filled every corner of the small conference room, casting them in a dim orange light that wouldn’t have been out of place in a monastery. An ornate rug covered the floor and D’Arcy sat on an opulent red cushion, framed by hovering romantic drone lights.

			D’Arcy giggled, leaning forward. “We call it the Ninevah Palace,” she said. “I get some serious square footage as the chief. Only sleeping quarters that are bigger are in the sick bay. It feels strange, after growing up in that tiny apartment in Sullivan’s Wharf, but I like it.”

			“You’ve earned it,” Amira said. D’Arcy beamed.

			Maxine cleared her throat.

			“I know you don’t like to be told too much, D’Arcy,” Maxine said, “but we’re reaching out to you because it’s bad. Nova’s gone. Lucia Morgan lured her out of hiding by talking to her on the Stream. The kid’s probably out of Greenland by now, but Hadrian and Inuk are confirming.”

			D’Arcy let out a soft cry, a hand flying to her mouth. As though by instinct, she glanced over her shoulder for an intruder listening in some dark corner. Even in space, Earth’s dangers followed.

			But an eavesdropper wasn’t an irrational fear. The Greenlandic station, Maxine had assured Amira, featured highly encrypted communication and one of the most secure networks in the world, making it unlikely that their conversation with D’Arcy would be intercepted. But it was also an Aldwych-affiliated complex, and nothing was entirely foolproof. Amira clenched her fists as D’Arcy pressed Maxine for details.

			“They were talking on the Stream,” D’Arcy muttered, nodding her head. “So Lucia’s not in the Dead Zone south of Mexico City. She lived there for a while after her mother and poor Orson died. She still goes back there from time to time, to study that community of mystics there. No, I’d bet she’s in southern Colorado. This old ranch house she inherited from Eleanor. That’s where she goes on the rare occasions when she talks to me.”

			D’Arcy’s words closed around Amira like a fist, wringing moments from the past out of her. She and Barlow had traveled south to the Dead Zone once, to track down Eleanor Morgan, a founder of the Cosmic movement and Lucia’s mother. Eleanor had introduced Amira to the Faded, a community that had learned to meditate into a trancelike conscious state that placed them on the edge of clinical death. And later, Amira had watched Eleanor Morgan do the same thing to herself – fade her conscious mind into a slow, peaceful end.

			“Don’t let her know we’re coming,” Maxine said with a sudden bite.

			“Of course not.” D’Arcy’s hair rippled through zero gravity as she shook her head emphatically.

			“But if you talk to her again and hear anything useful, you know how to reach me, dear,” Maxine said in a softer tone.

			Before D’Arcy could reply, she vanished. The hologram dissolved and the bare conference room came back into focus.

			The screen across the room displayed an incoming call.

			A request for a meeting.

			Dread thickened like paint in Amira’s veins. Her clenched fists burrowed into her thighs. Maxine turned to her, her face frozen in alarm. Her eyes shone with a singular question – what do we do?

			“Accept,” Amira called out into the empty room.

			Tony Barlow’s face appeared on the screen.

			“Amira,” he said, cold as the vacuum of space. “I wondered if that might be you.”

			Time stilled, holding its breath between agonizing seconds. They stared into each other’s eyes – Amira’s dark and burning, Barlow’s a calm, watery blue. An invisible, icy hand gripped Amira’s throat. Her body hummed with rage, along with a surge of grief that surprised her – grief for the alliance they once had. They had nearly died together, more than once, and had fought to push the boundaries of science into uncharted waters. It could have been different. But he had betrayed her, their entire history, when he dragged her up to the Osiris station.

			Barlow looked different. She had seen him speak on the Stream after landing, but up close, the station light illuminated the new lines across his forehead and the heavy bags under his eyes. His thinning hair had turned completely grey. He looked tired under the weight of his new role – as a leader, no longer operating in his comfortable shadows.

			Amira would never be able to emulate Tony Barlow’s emotionless effect – and she didn’t want to – but she fought to keep her voice cool as she spoke.

			“The Osiris looks cold,” she said with a nod to his background on the holo-screen. There was no mistaking Barlow’s location. The infamous station’s blue lights glowed across the low ceilings and metal pipes snaked across the walls behind Barlow, a drip sound echoing down the hollow corridor.

			“Always,” Barlow replied evenly. “Although it looks like you haven’t found any place warmer. Greenland, yes?”

			“For now,” Amira said. Her pulse pounded at the base of her throat.

			Barlow frowned. “You realize that while you might escape before the shuttles I’ve already called arrive, we can trace every transport in and out of the country. Your options are limited, Amira.”

			“You might be right,” Amira said. “But I was never going to be able to hide from you forever, was I? I’m too valuable.” She patted her belly. “It’s my clone, isn’t it?”

			“You know the answer to that,” Barlow said, before his face softened. “How are you feeling? In good health?”

			“A little stressed,” Amira said with a dryness that made Barlow’s mouth twitch in appreciation. “You could alleviate my stress by calling off your hounds.”

			“Why would I do that?” Barlow asked. There was no mockery or sarcasm in his voice – a genuine question, from a remarkably clever man recognizing an equal opponent.

			Amira swallowed. Adrenaline continued to heat her chest and sweat her palms, but she was in control. A hovercraft full of armed Aldwych Legion guards might have been on the way, but in that moment, Barlow was hanging on to her every word.

			“We have a common enemy that’s more dangerous to us both than we are to each other,” Amira said. “You’re under siege, Barlow. I’ve been following the stories on the Stream. Reznik and the Trinity Compound are terrorizing Westport and other cities like it. They’ve been recruiting and growing. Aldwych isn’t safe anymore. That’s why you’re running the Cosmics from space, isn’t it? They can’t get to you there – yet. You can’t fight them on Earth and win.”

			“But I am fighting them, Amira,” Barlow said. A ripple of emotion crossed his normally placid face. “I’m fighting the holy communities in the only way that really matters – with ideas and hope. As long as people fear death and cling to hopes of a Nearhaven and Neverhaven in other dimensions, they will commit horrors in the name of faith. Only unlocking the puzzle of immortality will fix this broken world, and I will accept any cost to reach that end. That is why you need to return here, Amira – your pregnancy is the closest breakthrough yet. I believe the transference of consciousness, in you, has succeeded at last. Don’t throw that away by risking your life in battle with Reznik. That’s what you’re offering me, correct? That I stand aside and help you weaken Andrew Reznik and the Trinity?”

			Maxine drew a sharp breath next to Amira. She had been so quiet during the verbal volley with Barlow, Amira had almost forgotten she was there. But Maxine’s mouth formed a thin, defiant line as her eyes flashed between Amira and Barlow.

			“That mind-control drug you have up there, Tiresia,” Maxine began. “The one you’re making humanely – do you know the Trinity is trying to make it? The non-humane way?”

			Barlow’s face paled. A heavy weight sank in Amira’s stomach. She turned to Maxine. She hadn’t heard that development before. Was Maxine lying to Barlow, to play into his guilt, or was it true? Had Amira been too enveloped in her own turmoil to learn about the larger dangers at stake?

			The echo of terrible screams rang in her ears. Elder Harold Reznik, Andrew Reznik’s father, had suffered unspeakable torture at the hands of the early Cosmic movement in order to create the first batch of Tiresia, the clear, liquid drug with the power to control minds and facilitate the transfer of human consciousness. A dark, shameful moment in Aldwych’s history that Reznik had exposed to the world years ago, when he had forced Amira to perform a holomentic reading on him, displaying his childhood memory of watching his father die while colorless fluid dripped into a vial. Despite that horror, Amira had no doubt that Reznik would let history repeat itself for his own ends. To torture and terrorize countless victims to manufacture the Tiresia he needed to wage his war against the cities, the society he despised.

			Barlow’s horrified expression hinted that the same thoughts were running through his mind.

			“I will never allow that method to be used again,” Barlow said, barely above a whisper. “And I swear on the Conscious Plane that binds us all, Reznik will never get his hands on my Tiresia stores.”

			Anger surged in Amira like electricity. She clenched her fists.

			“That’s not what she’s saying,” Amira said. “Even if Reznik can’t steal it, he’ll try to make it himself. And even if he doesn’t succeed, he’ll keep trying. How many people will die, Dr. Barlow, while you sit in your station, fighting him with your experiments? The ones you say you’ll pay any cost to make succeed? You’re no better than him. At least Reznik is honest about what he’ll do.”

			Barlow’s pale lip trembled. “Enough,” he whispered. “I’m not a warrior, Amira, and neither are you. We can’t run into Compound Territory and end all the cruelty in the world. Not this way. You should know that better than anyone. Both of you.”

			“Let’s go,” Maxine said. Her lip curled in disgust.

			“We should leave,” Amira said. The dormant panic she had pushed aside for her conversation with Barlow reasserted itself, making her ears ring. Her heart began to hammer. They had been here too long. Barlow had held them captive while his lackeys closed in.

			They ran from the conference room, leaving Barlow’s face frozen on the holo-screen. The muted growl of an engine passed above them. Maxine cursed and Amira ran faster. Around a sharp corner, their feet skidded and squeaked against the shiny floor. Amira swung an arm up to block Maxine, her breath still. Below the mezzanine, at the main entrance, a group in scarlet robes formed a circle, deep in conversation with a human security guard. Amira’s heart plummeted like a shuttle through Lower Earth Orbit. They were already here. The Aldwych Legion, mercenaries who served as shadow law enforcement for the district.

			Amira and Maxine took several soft steps backward, as quietly as they could manage. An argument escalated between the Greenlandic guard and the new arrivals.

			“This is a matter of international and interplanetary security,” one of the red-robed figures boomed. “We have authorization from the highest authorities in Aldwych.”

			“This isn’t Aldwych,” the local guard retorted in native Greenlandic. The translation appeared as subtitles in the lower corner of Amira’s Third Eye. “We are independent from that North American district, and this facility partners with the Ninevah station. The head of that station has not given permission for mercenaries to search this facility.” The woman’s demeanor was professional, with only the faintest hint of contempt.

			Amira’s heart swelled. D’Arcy. She would delay the Legion as much as possible.

			Or the Legion would just push through the building, regardless of the red tape.

			“Let’s go back,” Amira mouthed to Maxine. The two women ran back down the hall, keeping their steps as light as possible. They rounded a corner, found an emergency stairwell and clambered down to the first level into another narrow hallway. Ahead of them, a few heads peered from doors, listening to the argument rise from the entrance.

			Maxine tugged at Amira’s arm, gesturing her in the opposite direction. They ran down the end of another corridor until an exit sign blinked ahead.

			Sunlight greeted them outside, along with the familiar hum of a nearby hovercraft. Instinctively, Amira crouched low and sprinted across the gravelly ground. The last time she had been chased by a hovercraft, she lost eight years of her life in the Osiris station, and had no intention of repeating that chain of events. Maxine panted behind her, a finger pressed against her ear.

			“There’s no time, Hadrian, we have to go,” Maxine said. “Which pier are you on? Ok, we’re coming.”

			The engine roared behind them.

			Amira didn’t look back – she didn’t want to know if they were being chased, if the Legion were in pursuit. She ran, climbing over craggy rocks and dry, grassy hills toward the town’s port. Maxine overtook her, her blonde hair bobbing under her hat. Amira winced. Pain lanced the right side of her abdomen. A stitch that made her gasp and grip her side as she stumbled. Her pregnant belly pulled her down like a lead weight, sending shooting pains down her back. A scream of frustration escaped through her gritted teeth.

			Turning around, Maxine found Amira falling to her knees. She gripped Amira’s arm.

			“Almost there, Amira,” she said. “Don’t stop now.”

			Maxine’s gaze turned past Amira and her face fell. At last, Amira looked behind her.

			At the top of the hill, two Aldwych Legion guards had spotted them. They ran down the path, streaks of red against the muted earth.

			Amira clenched her jaw and pushed the pain aside in her mind. Rising to her feet, she gripped Maxine’s hand and the two women charged into the town’s heart. They passed and weaved around colorful houses, earning curious stares from two children playing near the gravel road. A car honked as they ran blindly across the street.

			“Hadrian, get it ready,” Maxine gasped. Her face knotted with pain as they slid down another hill. Mud clung to Amira’s boots.

			“Keep going,” Amira said. To herself or Maxine, she didn’t know.

			“My fucking knees,” Maxine moaned.

			Amira hurt everywhere as well, but the sound of the heavy boots behind her propelled her forward on a wave of adrenaline. She couldn’t go back. She wouldn’t go back.

			“This way,” Maxine cried.

			They had reached the edge of the port. The taste of seawater and fish sharpened in Amira’s mouth. A large cruise ship stood on the far end, behind an array of commercial fishing boats and environmental rehabilitation drones. Closer were a series of smaller vehicles – personal fishing boats and hovercrafts.

			Hadrian stood on top of a hovercraft the size of a train car, waving frantically in their direction. The engine roared to life and the craft began to rise above the water.

			Amira and Maxine sprinted down the wooden dock. A cracking sound rang behind them.

			“Get down!” Hadrian yelled.

			With animal reflexes, Amira fell forward onto the ground, but Maxine wasn’t quick enough. Her head whipped backward as the Legion guard’s stunner struck her. She plummeted forward on her face, unconscious.

			“Maxine!” Amira cried.

			Inuk appeared out of nowhere and crouched over Maxine. Footsteps thundered down the dock. The two Legion guards were feet away, stunners pointed at Amira.

			Another cracking sound. One of the guards fell backward, legs hurtling theatrically into the air. Amira whipped her head around. Hadrian aimed his own stunner at the second guard.

			“Help me,” Inuk said. He slid his arms under Maxine’s armpits and locked his hands across her chest. Amira grabbed her friend under her knees. Though small, Maxine proved surprisingly heavy when unconscious. They dragged her toward the boat while Hadrian fired the stunner at the remaining Legion guard.

			Inuk’s Eye glowed as he muttered under his breath. A drone rose from the center of the hovercraft and glided toward them. Its body swiveled as its camera veered between the three of them on the dock and the Legion guard, who had sought cover behind a large crate. The drone’s arms hung like crab claws below its body, extending forward. Inuk glanced at Amira and she nodded, understanding. Together, with an agonizing surge of effort, they hoisted Maxine toward the drone. It cradled the unconscious woman with its outstretched arms and flew her onto the hovercraft’s lower platform. Hadrian leaned forward and extended an arm for Amira to climb on the craft, now floating a foot above the water. Its engine groaned, as though it were impatient to flee.

			But Amira turned to Inuk.

			“Come with us,” she said.

			The man shook his head, his dark eyes stern but kind.

			“I belong here,” he said. “But I’ll get them off your tail before I go.”

			She gazed imploringly into his eyes and a strange current passed between them. Amira gripped his hand, unwilling to say goodbye yet. Parting with Inuk felt like uprooting a plant before it had time to bloom, a cruel separation before Amira could see what might have been.

			“Let’s go!” Hadrian yelled over the engine.

			But a force struck Amira from the side like an icy fist. Her heart seized in her chest and her lips numbed. Her legs spasmed and buckled under the weight of a strange, painful current.

			As she fell sideways off the dock, she caught a glimpse of Inuk charging at a streak of red, a blue, cloudless sky and metallic claws glinting in the sunlight. Screams rang in her ear until a cold blanket of darkness drowned them out.

		

	
		
			Chapter five

			At Sea

			A strange, moaning sound pulled Amira out of the blackness. A stuttering sound, like a malfunctioning machine. Feeling returned to her face. She then realized her teeth were chattering, and the moaning came from her.

			She lay sideways in a dark room. Something warm pressed against her back and she burrowed into it, desperate for relief. Every inch of her skin hurt and she shivered with alarming violence. Another source of warmth pressed against the front part of her body, her chest and stomach. The gentle smell of dried flowers flooded Amira’s senses.

			“It’s ok, honey.” Maxine’s voice rose over the sound of her chattering teeth. “It’ll get better.”

			Amira whimpered and squeezed her eyes shut. After several minutes – or was it an hour? – her chattering lessened. Feeling returned to her fingers, the blood vessels in her fingertips pulsing with fresh warmth. The invisible vise around her chest slackened, allowing her to draw deep breaths.

			Amira blinked in confusion.

			“Maxine, am I naked?” she asked.

			“It was necessary, love,” said a voice behind her. “You were about to freeze to death.”

			“Hadrian?” Amira shrieked. She bolted upright before lying back again under a wave of dizziness. “Are you naked too?” she asked, her voice thick and groggy.

			“Got my underwear on, don’t you worry,” he said with a hint of amusement. “This isn’t my preference either, trust me – you’re practically a little sister to me at this point. But this is still the best protocol for sudden hypothermia, according to the Stream. We also found a first-aid kit on board, so that’s where the compression socks on your legs came from.”

			Amira frowned. She wiggled her toes, coming up against a scratchy wool texture. Her feet, while icy, were spared from the numbness across other parts of her body.

			“How did I get hypothermia?” she asked, casting her memory beyond the curtain of darkness. She had been on a dock. There had been pain, and terrible cold.

			“You got stunned right into the water,” Hadrian said. “That red-robed fucker got you while you were standing around on the dock. Stunning is bad enough – you clearly react worse to it than most, love – but that’s nothing compared to Arctic water. Could have killed you in minutes. Luckily, the drone pulled you out quick and we hightailed it out of there while Inuk took care of things.”

			Amira’s eyes adjusted to the dark. The room must have been on a lower level within the hovercraft. The ground hummed beneath her, and waves groaned against the walls. Maxine lay next to her, naked, while Hadrian stretched on the other side, now creating some distance as he tightened a blanket around Amira’s shoulders.

			“Inuk’s not here?” Amira asked.

			Maxine’s head shook, sympathy lining her shadowed face. “He stayed on the shore, but you should have seen it. He kicked the Legion guy square in the chest – a perfect shot! Sent him flying off the dock into the other side of the water. And I’m betting no drone fished him out,” she added with venom.

			“Is he ok?” Amira said. She rubbed her hands, drawing them closer to her chest. Tears seared the corner of her eyes, a lump forming in her throat. Against the powerful shock of the cold and the stunner, she felt very small and vulnerable.

			Maxine scoffed. “Oh, he’s more than fine. We go back a ways now and believe me, he’s gotten out of more perilous situations than this. The Legion should be more concerned at this point. They’ve attacked several local Greenlanders, damaged some property, and ticked off the dock’s security drones. The town won’t stand for that. It doesn’t matter what Barlow wants – those guards are going to be thrown out of the country pretty quick, and Inuk will take the next shuttle back to Nuuk. We’ve overstayed our welcome. We’ve brought a lot of trouble with us to Greenland, and I’m sure a part of him is relieved we’re now gone.”

			Behind her, Hadrian grunted in agreement.

			“My baby.” The mention of Barlow sent Amira’s hands to her stomach. She cradled her bump, hands searching for signs of injury or trouble. Maxine patted her arm.

			“We got you out quick,” Maxine said. “Hopefully, she’ll be ok. When we reach land, we can have a medbot scan you to be sure.”

			Amira blinked back tears. The fierce protectiveness that burned from within was new – and frightening. Her decisions no longer felt like hers alone – as long as she wanted to carry the life inside her, she would have to act with her unborn clone in mind.

			The hovercraft self-piloted across the Labrador Sea to North America. It had been designed to traverse the Greenlandic coast, not to cross large bodies of water, which became evident early into the journey. The vehicle rattled and creaked under the weight of gusting winds and stormy waves. Even hovering over the water didn’t spare them from the turbulent sea. Amira’s seasickness returned with a vengeance, only worse, because she didn’t have a hanging deck to vomit off, into the water. Instead, she heaved into a horrific toilet at the far end of the vehicle, only to vomit again as the stench wafted into the enclosed space.

			When she wasn’t lying in a fetal position, Amira received hours of updates from Hadrian and Maxine about events from the last eight years. The growing power of the Trinity, the danger within Westport, and the people they knew whom it impacted. How people lined up around Aldwych Square for cloning consultation appointments, despite the lines of picketers and danger of attacks from the compounds and their sympathizers. How the sympathizers had grown in number since Amira had been gone. Organized and mobilized. Some had even left their lives in the cities to live in the compounds, rejecting the freedoms of the modern world.

			Amira listened with a dazed expression. Though she readily risked her life when she had escaped from the Children of the New Covenant Compound, she understood why others failed to leave the only life they had known. But to do the opposite? To abandon a life of freedom and possibility to willingly join the Trinity? All her years of neuroscience study and holomentic reading couldn’t help her fathom that thinking.

			But also, they shared kernels of hope that dampened Amira’s despair. How others resisted the danger of the compounds. Julian, D’Arcy’s long-time partner, spoke against both the compounds and the city of Westport on his popular radio station, when he wasn’t on the Titan ship. Lee and Hadrian’s other children had gone more underground, using intelligence and counterattacks to weaken the Trinity’s encroachment into Westport.

			“What’s going on with this secret Titan ship?” Amira asked, before giving an involuntary shudder. She had discovered the hidden ship behind the Osiris station during her escape, in which she had to make a terrifying leap through open space to access one of the ship’s supply shuttles, her gateway to freedom. A moment she avoided dwelling on, since the briefest flash of the memory left her sweating and dizzy.

			“It’s called the Mesektet, per Julian,” Hadrian said with a roll of his eyes. “Named after some ship ridden by gods in the ancient Egyptian underworld. Very symbolic and pretentious.”

			“Very Barlow,” Amira agreed.

			The plans for a colony on the moon of Titan a decade away were no secret. The space stations, after all, had been a first step to long-term colonization of the solar system. You couldn’t walk three blocks down a major city without passing some poster or holographic ad urging the population to consider life on a distant moon. The design for the Titan Voyager vessel was known around the world, and a Stream site was dedicated to breathless updates on its construction near the Hypatia station.

			But it had been a shock to learn of another spaceship – smaller, built in secret behind the Osiris station – that was intended for a smaller passenger roster. And an earlier arrival to Titan.

			“We’re trying to figure that out,” Maxine said. “That’s why D’Arcy pulled some strings and got Julian on the Mesektet years ago. Even she’s not sure what the goal is.”

			“I have a guess,” Amira said harshly. “Barlow wants the Cosmics to get there first, with the Tiresia model perfected. Build his perfect, immortal society far away from this world.”

			Hadrian nodded. “It makes sense that you wouldn’t want everyone to live forever. This could be Barlow’s way of cherry-picking who gets to be cloned.”

			A heavy silence followed. Unease gnawed at Amira, undercutting her anger. She had also seen space as an opportunity to break the cycle of suffering on Earth – to start anew and create a different kind of society. Was Barlow’s thinking that different from hers?

			In the end, they were both wrong. Going into space, to another planet or moon, would not erase the failings of the past. Humans would just take their mistakes with them and find new worlds to destroy. Free Greenland had shown Amira another way – to fix the world they had inherited, rather than escape to another one.

			Amira cleared her throat.

			“In Nuuk, I saw a story about some holomentic reader who claimed he was the one who tampered with Rozene’s memory, back on the Pandora project,” she said. She recalled his small, black eyes and disheveled hair. “Do you think that’s true?”

			Hadrian shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine,” he said. “Probably even better, since you know what it takes to do that holomentic magic. A lot of folk coming out of the woodwork now after what happened to my da – to Harold Reznik – went public. Some of it real, some of it bunk. But this one’s worth investigating. I’ll message Lee – he should be stateside now – and have him look into it. If this bloke’s smart and underground, you’ll need someone smart and underground to find him.”

			“And Miles?” Amira asked. “Is he part of that underground movement?” Her heart skipped as she said his name. Miles, a stevedore who loaded cargo from Sullivan’s Wharf onto ships destined for the Pacific Parallel space elevator, had been the closest Amira had come to a serious romantic relationship. After the trauma of her upbringing on the compounds, Amira had doubted whether a lasting relationship would be possible for her. But she and Miles grew closer as she navigated the aftermath of Nova’s birth. She cared for him – it might have even turned into love, had circumstances been different. But it became too much, to get close to someone when she had already been hurt more than she could handle. She had kissed another friend – detective Dale Pierson – before she handed herself in to Tony Barlow and everything around her fell apart.

			Hadrian and Maxine exchanged a knowing glance. A long silence followed.

			“I’m an adult,” Amira snapped, impatient. “Whatever it is, I can handle it.”

			“Miles was part of the movement after you got captured,” Maxine said with a wary arch of her brows. She fiddled with her hair more than usual. “Worked really hard with Lee to find ways to get you freed, once we realized you were likely on the Osiris station. But then….”

			“Yes?”

			“He dropped out,” Hadrian said bluntly. “The years went by with no progress and it became too much for him, I reckon. He wasn’t ready to hold out for you when it seemed hopeless. Started convincing himself that you wouldn’t come back, or didn’t want to – that you were there willingly, since being in space was all you ever wanted. That Barlow persuaded you and you got on board with his plan. Life was also getting rough down at Sullivan’s Wharf after the attack – stagnant wages, attacks from the compounds. So he moved on with life. Got married, I heard, and lives in the Pines.”

			Amira laughed. When Maxine and Hadrian held on to their somber expressions, she laughed harder. She had once passed Westport’s sprawling Pines suburbs and imagined a future there with Miles – a small townhome near the train station, a yard, and two children. And now Miles had found that life with someone else.

			Her mouth twisted, a sour taste settling on her tongue. She couldn’t blame him, or resent him. The Pines had an appeal, but Amira knew it wasn’t the right future for her. Space, or some other adventure, would call her.

			“It’s a lot to take in, Amira,” Maxine said. “It’s ok to be upset, you know.”

			“I know,” Amira retorted. She pushed her hair away from her clammy forehead. “It’s fine. It wasn’t meant to be. Miles and I weren’t really together that long before I…disappeared. It would have been crazy for him to hold out for me. A lot has happened since then. I’m glad he’s moved on. I’ll do the same.”

			That night, while a storm rocked her into uneasy sleep, Amira dreamed she was in a shopping mall in Westport. The polished floors glinted under bright fluorescent lighting. A current of shoppers ran up and down escalators, neat rows of people with the same clothes and haircuts, stepping in time to the music blaring overhead. Amira stood in the middle of the mall’s lower level, surrounded by fake plants and robot-manned kiosks. One offered her a spritz of perfume.

			“It’ll drown everything away,” the machine intoned in a gentle woman’s voice, before spraying the perfume into her eyes.

			Amira felt no pain, but her eyes watered. A laugh echoed through the mall. When she looked down, blood pooled around her sneakers.

			When she looked back up, everyone was staring at her. The people on the escalators, behind the shop windows, even on the second level – all froze in place with their arms at their sides, fixated on Amira with stony expressions. Amira spun around, confused and a little angry. How dare they judge her? Some people’s eyes water, and sometimes, that water turns into blood.

			A small lump protruded from her pregnant belly. She ran a hand over it and pushed it back in, leaving her midsection round and smooth. The lump reappeared, like a hernia, or a small fist pushing at her from the inside. She pushed it back again, annoyed.

			Then, the lump grew bigger and wider. A tear formed in her pastel-blue shirt and in a single moment, her stomach opened in a sheet of gore. An infant slid out, crawling away on all fours, leaving a trail of blood across the linoleum.

			Amira stood frozen, joining the mute spectators around her in silence. The infant turned its head unnaturally, like an owl, and faced her.

			“I forgive you,” it said.

			Amira woke up mid-scream. The hovercraft swayed beneath her. Pressing her chilled forehead to the nearest wall, she vomited onto the floor.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			A Bitter Reunion

			They docked just north of Boston, avoiding the city’s official port. Official ports meant red tape and paperwork, both of which could point Barlow in their direction. Skyscrapers glinted in the distance. Shuttles sped across rows of brick townhomes into the city. Amira drank in her surroundings, noting the rich color of the tree leaves and the dense patchwork of plywood houses just north of the beach. Each one contained people with lives very different from her own. Some better, perhaps, others worse – all different. An invisible tug pulled her toward the heart of the city – similar to Westport in some respects, but a new topiary of buildings she longed to explore.

			There were so many places around the world Amira hadn’t seen, and all kinds of lives she could live, given enough time. Running her hand across her belly, she understood Barlow like she never had before, his desperate quest for human immortality. She could do so much, see the world, start over again. If Barlow’s experiment succeeded, would she carry on, in some way, through the growing life inside her?

			“Kebab?” Hadrian, back from an exploratory walk, shoved a questionable-looking kebab, its synthetic meat a sickly grey, into her hand.

			Hunger announced itself as she took her first bite, and she attacked the meal with ravenous abandon.

			“Found a large train station several blocks west,” Hadrian said between mouthfuls of his own kebab. “Know where we’re going for your old mate, Lucia?”

			Amira scoffed, ready to deny any friendship with the former Cosmic leader, but Maxine nodded at Hadrian. “Lee tracked her down based off D’Arcy’s intel and sent me the address. We’re off to Durango, Colorado.”

			Amira grimaced as she chewed. Colorado was an interesting location for a Cosmic leader seeking solitude. Not quite Compound Territory but not near civilization, its population had mostly fled after its largest city, Denver, had been decimated by the Cataclysm and its trees scorched by wildfires. It had a reputation as an outpost for loners and rebels, especially those seeking a connection with nature, in a world with few unmolested stretches of nature left.

			They found a bullet train with a stop in Durango, a town still popular enough with city tourists to warrant a fast journey. Amira fought against her seatbelt and the force of the powerful train in order to press her head against the window. They sped by farmland, long stretches of prairie populated by lonely barns and staggering rows of wind turbines. In Iowa, the soil glowed a faint purple – additives designed to absorb solar power, feeding it to neighboring towns. Some areas appeared unmarked by the Cataclysm – small towns where life continued, unchanged by war and turmoil. Amira drank it all in, imagining the quiet, unremarkable lives contained in each passing home.

			Durango, similarly, seemed unmarked by time. They stepped out of the station onto a main street medley of wild western kitsch. Signs shaped like cowboy hats and buffalo dangled from shops selling souvenirs and antiques. Robotic tour guides waved from kiosks, offering white water rafting and horseback riding (on real, licensed horses, the signs crowed). The smell of green chili wafted through the air, making Amira’s mouth water. Hadrian darted toward a food truck to grab burritos for the next leg of the journey. Amira accepted hers with gratitude. She was always hungry these days, she realized with a sudden, uneasy lurch. Her body, forever craving food and rest, had begun to feel like an opponent rather than an ally.

			But beneath the sheen of Durango’s tourist attractions, a darker world brewed. Amira frowned at the sight of a family disembarking from the same Boston train in a single line, the father in the lead, followed by a presumed wife and two young daughters. They all wore compound clothing – at least, a polished imitation of the long, billowing dresses and bonnets worn on the compounds. Their bonnets were the wrong color, and the man wore a long, expensive black jacket that seemed to be mimicking an Elder’s robe. Modern city dwellers attempting a migration to the compounds. Amira’s stomach sank. Her eyes followed the two young girls, who clutched each other’s hands, before the family disappeared around a side street.

			Next to Amira, Maxine shook her head.

			“It’s happening more often,” she said. “People follow all the propaganda on the Stream and start to believe the lies about the compounds being this persecuted, peaceful group of spiritual people under attack by evil scientists. That whole broadcast of Harold Reznik’s torture really changed things. Andrew Reznik is a lot smarter than the Elders you and I grew up with – knows how to speak to people in the cities, use the kind of language that makes their ears sharpen. People think he’s some kind of freedom fighter. So these families actually sell their belongings and move to the Southwest to choose the compound life.”

			Amira sighed. A complex recipe of guilt, sympathy, and anger stewed inside her. She had been one of four people in the basement room in the Galileo building when Reznik had broadcast his memory of his father’s torture onto the Stream. An event made possible by Eleanor Morgan, long haunted by her part in the invention of Tiresia. She was willing to give Reznik what he wanted to ensure Aldwych burned. Outnumbered and unarmed, Amira had no way to stop the broadcast. And after witnessing the full horror of what the Cosmics had done, she had no regrets about the truth coming to light. The sight of that family complicated that picture. Reznik had been able to weaponize a terrible truth to his own benefit, and people like those young girls would suffer as a result.

			“Let’s move,” Hadrian muttered. “We’ve got our own kid to worry about.”

			Lucia, according to D’Arcy, lived on the outskirts of a small community south of Durango, only reachable by foot or a bus with a route once a day. They managed to catch the bus, thankfully sparing Amira’s feet a wealth of blisters and bruises. The vehicle bumped and jostled along the rocky, unpaved road, sloshing Amira’s lunch around her stomach. She gripped her side and drew shuddering breaths, counting down the remaining time on her Eye.

			They marched a mile from the bus station to Lucia’s house. Amira had to check the address several times to believe that the small ranch structure on top of a grassy hill could belong to the same Lucia Morgan she met in the Rails, one of Westport’s wealthiest neighborhoods and home of the Aldwych elite. The entire house on the hill looked to be the size of the living room where Amira had witnessed Lucia and Tony Barlow trade verbal volleys over Reznik and the future of the Cosmic movement.

			“Maybe I should go in by myself,” Amira said to Hadrian and Maxine. “She doesn’t know either of you, and I suspect she’ll have things she wants to say to me alone.”

			“Not sure that’s safe,” Hadrian said. His wolflike eyes glowed as they cast a wary glance at the house. “Remember how her mum greeted us back in the day?”

			“I don’t think we’ll find guns and booby traps in there,” Amira said, but as she spoke, doubt prickled her sunburned skin. Lucia had lured Nova away from them, so she clearly had an agenda, likely a very bad one. Would someone who abducted a child just let her pursuers walk in?

			“We’ll stay nearby,” Maxine said, perhaps sensing Amira’s inner conflict. “You can signal to us with your Eye if there’s trouble. In fact, put your Eye in conference mode – we can listen in as you talk to her. In the meantime, we’re going to reach out to Lee and tell him we’ve made it.”

			“Lee,” Hadrian cackled with a clap of his hands. “It’s been too long since I’ve given him shit – his ego’ll need a healthy check today.”

			“You saw him days ago,” Maxine said with an affectionate roll of her eyes.

			“Twenty-four hours without putting Lee in his place is too long, love.”

			Maxine groaned as Amira made her way up the hill. The arid grass crunched beneath her feet. Wind howled across the hill from the front range, a ghostly wail. Dark blue mountains lined the western horizon, a stunning anchor in their prairie-like surroundings. Amira could understand what pulled Lucia here – a quiet place that belied a powerful beauty.

			Amira knocked on the door. Silence. She leaned against the door and strained her ears. A gentle creaking came from inside the house.

			She knocked again.

			“Oh for fuck’s sake, just come in,” an exasperated female voice cried.

			Amira didn’t know whether to laugh or be on guard. Lucia, it seemed, hadn’t changed that much from the anxious, highly strung person she knew in Westport.

			She opened the door. Lucia sat at a kitchen table, cradling an oversized mug. The former Cosmic leader and daughter of the late Eleanor Morgan wore baggy sweatpants and a hoodie that overwhelmed her small frame. Her feet were bare, her toenails painted a rich blue that matched the veins snaking across her pale skin.

			Lucia dropped the mug.

			“You,” she cried. She shot to her feet, oblivious to the broken ceramic around her.

			“Me,” Amira confirmed. “Were you expecting someone else to come for Nova? Where is she?”

			“You were in Barlow’s custody,” Lucia snapped. She tugged at a greasy strand of hair with the absentmindedness of a nervous tic. “You’re supposed to be dead or half-dead in space.”

			“I escaped,” Amira said. “A benefit to having friends.”

			Instantly, she regretted the cruelty of the remark. She remembered the way the smoke and chaos had cleared in Aldwych Square, revealing Orson hanging from a lamppost. The pejorative scrawled across his murdered body. The desperate grief in Lucia’s scream. Amira doubted Lucia had anyone she was close to aside from her brother, a man born with unusual disabilities thanks to his mother’s experiments. She couldn’t afford friends, in her high-pressure position. And yet, she still grieved for her mother, after sitting through Eleanor’s self-orchestrated death. The death Amira monitored on her holomentic machine.

			Amira had suffered. So had Lucia.

			“I’m sorry,” Amira said. “Here, let me clean that up.”

			She knelt down and picked up the broken pieces of the ceramic mug with her fingers. Lucia remained at her seat, rubbing her neck and scrutinizing Amira with narrowed eyes. The former Cosmic leader had started to resemble the mother she had resented so deeply. Her once-pale skin had tanned under the sharp glare of the Colorado sun, her stringy blonde hair flecked with grey. She still pulsated with that same nervous energy, but fidgeted less than Amira remembered. Something had muted her movements and gestures, as though her body were weighed down with a heavy sadness, one she lacked the energy to lift.

			Lucia’s painted toes hovered inches away from Amira’s face, and Amira half braced for a kick.

			But as Amira brushed the last broken pieces away, Lucia scoffed. “Well, sit down. Let’s talk.”

			They faced each other from opposite sides of the kitchen table.

			“Where’s Nova?” Amira asked again.

			“Aren’t you supposed to be this genius holomentic reader?” Lucia retorted. “Shouldn’t you do something more subtle, maybe play some mind games with me before you ease into the big question? Or do you not know how to get information if the person isn’t drugged and strapped to your machines with their every thought on display?” Lucia’s fingers tapped on the table.

			Amira sighed. “I didn’t come all the way out here to talk about the weather. I have places to be.”

			“Well, I don’t,” Lucia said with a lopsided grin. Amira had never seen Lucia smile before. It only emphasized the hollowness in her cheeks and the sharpness of her jaw. “You first. I have some questions, and you’re going to indulge me. I see you’re in the family way – congratulations,” she added with a low, dark snigger. “Explain that.”

			Amira’s heart quickened and her hand flew instinctively to her belly. She drew a deep breath, forcing down her anger at Lucia.

			“It’s my own clone,” Amira said. “Barlow implanted it inside me against my will while I was in a deeply sedated state on the Osiris station. You know what he’s trying to do. My consciousness, in some form, has been transferred into the clone using Tiresia.”

			Lucia ceased her drumming. She gaped at Amira, switching her wide eyes between Amira’s face and belly, as though scanning for signs of that deeper truth.

			“I wondered if that was it, when I first saw you,” Lucia said. “I couldn’t see you getting pregnant unless there was some great scientific purpose to it. You wouldn’t slow down for anything else. You’re like me, in that sense.”

			Amira didn’t reply. Lucia wandered to the counter to make herself another cup of coffee, before returning to her seat. They sat in silence, until Lucia slammed her fist on the table.

			“Fucking Barlow,” she snarled, spit flying out of her mouth. “I should have found a way to eliminate him when I had the chance. Not that way – I’m not a compound Elder. But push him out of the way, make him powerless. I always knew he was dangerous. But he was too talented, too connected – had people in every corporation in Aldwych who wanted him on their projects, had friends on the Aldwych Council. Now we’re all suffering because the kid’s been given keys to the toy store. Those compound lunatics may have…may have killed Orson with their own hands, but they wouldn’t have been there if it weren’t for Barlow.” She wiped her eyes. Behind her hand, her mouth twisted in pain and grief.

			Amira fought the urge to squeeze Lucia’s arm, to offer some semblance of comfort, but she held back, lest Lucia strike her with her second coffee mug.

			“I know, and I’m sorry,” Amira said softly. “For my part in working with Barlow. I never trusted him either, but I was trying to keep Rozene safe and felt I had no choice. I had to—”

			“Play the game,” Lucia finished. “Believe me, I know. That’s all I did in Aldwych. Compromise and negotiate and scheme until my hair almost fell out. I’m done with that. But you did what you had to do.”

			“Still, I’m so sorry about Orson,” Amira said. “He deserved to have a long and happy life, and not suffer like that. It’s terrible.”

			Lucia’s thin lower lip wobbled. Her eyes lowered to her hands, which gripped the mug so hard, Amira braced for it to break.

			“Yes,” Lucia whispered. “It is. But being sorry won’t change what happened. It won’t make me sleep at night or hold down food. All I have left is that pain, and wondering what I could have done different.”

			“Or you can stop second-guessing the past and act now.” Amira leaned forward in her seat. “Lucia, the Trinity Compound are still trying to make Tiresia – the cruel way, the same way that haunted your mother all those years. You can avenge Orson’s murder by ensuring that Elder Reznik can’t hurt more people.”

			Like Barlow, Lucia paled at the mention of Tiresia. But her sullen scowl returned.

			“How did they figure out how to make Tiresia?” she asked. “My mother was the last person to know the full method, and she removed herself from this Plane as a result. Wasn’t that the whole point of you and Barlow chasing her down?”

			Amira pressed her lips together. She had wondered the same thing after Maxine’s revelation to Barlow. But as always, there was a logical explanation.

			“I’m pretty sure they tortured the secret out of Victor Zhang before they killed him,” she said. “Or at least, he gave them enough information for the compounds to run with. They still wanted to find Eleanor, which tells me they still needed help. I’m not convinced they’re making Tiresia with full success – but that won’t stop them from trying.”

			Lucia’s lip curled.

			“As far as I’m concerned, the Cosmics and the compounds can destroy each other,” she said. “And they’re doing a great job so far without me getting too involved. So thanks, but I don’t feel like joining a quest with you and your scrappy team of heroes. You should realize by now that by playing the game, you’re going to lose.”

			“Not playing doesn’t mean you’re safe either, if Reznik and the compounds take over,” Amira said heatedly, before she paused. Too involved, Lucia said. This was her angle to probe Lucia about Nova’s abduction.

			“Isn’t that what you were trying to do with Nova?” Amira pressed. “Why take her out of hiding, where she had a safe home and people who cared for her? Bring her to the edge of Compound Territory? You must have had a reason.”

			Lucia bristled. “Here she goes. Now that was much better. Believe it or not, I actually brought her here for her own safety. Despite my wanting to be left alone, people from Aldwych still talk to me. I got word that Tony Barlow was closing in on Nova’s location. Maybe you have a traitor in your ranks. Anyway, I don’t want that clone in Barlow’s hands – call me soft, but she didn’t sign up for any of this. And I was curious about her – what would a clone with a person’s past memories be like? I had an old contact – a Stream expert – find Nova and put us in touch.

			“I found a girl who wasn’t only in danger of being seized by the Cosmics, but someone with a lot of questions of her own. Where did she come from, why did she remember places she’d never been? She has dreams, Amira, about people she’s never seen. She said she’s angry about the way she died, but realizes she’s not dead. A lot of issues to work through, don’t you think?”

			Anger warmed Amira’s skin and her fists tightened. What gave Lucia the right to meddle? If Nova was in danger, Lucia could have alerted Hadrian and Maxine, rather than take matters into her own hands. No, Amira suspected Lucia’s motives were more complicated.

			A string of text appeared in her vision and she nearly leapt out of her chair. A message from Maxine, in her signature violet cursive. She had been so engrossed in her conversation with Lucia that she had forgotten about the two additional listeners.

			“What’s wrong?” Lucia asked with irritation.

			“Nothing,” Amira said quickly. She scanned the message.

			She’s lying. No way that greasy reptile woman cares enough about one child to pay for professionals to abduct her across the world. She wants something from Nova – maybe information from a past memory of Rozene’s? Ask her where Nova is now.

			“Sounds like she would benefit from my holomentic reading,” Amira said to Lucia. “I can read her. Help her unpack Rozene’s memories from her own. You’re right that she needs to be studied, to help her understand herself. Call her and we can get started.”

			Lucia pressed her thin lips together, eyeing Amira with interest.

			“That is a good idea,” she said. “If I had known you were walking around on Earth and not strapped to a gurney in the Osiris, that’s what I would have arranged. But I didn’t know that. She’s not here anymore.”

			WHERE? A message in red text from Hadrian.

			“Where is she?” Amira asked. Her mouth felt dry and her heart fluttered. Was she too late?

			“On her way to Westport,” Lucia said with exaggerated patience. “Took one of the cross-country trains.”

			“A nine-year-old child, on a train by herself?” Amira said, outraged. Her nails dug into her palms under the table.

			“Oh, she’s not a child,” Lucia said with a slow smile. “You haven’t talked to her yet, have you? She’s really something. I’m not worried about her on a train. And I have a digital monitor on her, to track her movements. I can see if she runs into trouble or goes off course.”

			The door burst open. Before Lucia could rise out of her chair, Hadrian crossed the room. He grabbed Lucia by the arms and shoved her against the table.

			“Hadrian,” Amira called warningly. A part of her wanted to throttle Lucia. But the sight of a man twice her size pinning a small, broken woman down sent a sickening wave of dread through her body. She ran her fingers over her scarred palms, where Elders had tried to whip the defiance out of her.

			“Where’s your tracking apparatus?” Hadrian snarled, ignoring Amira. “Cough it up, love.” He twisted his grip on Lucia’s arm and she shrieked.

			“In the second drawer in my office desk. Fuck!” Lucia yelled.

			Hadrian nodded at Maxine, who strolled wordlessly past them.

			“That was quicker than I expected,” Hadrian said to Lucia. “We should have started with a little arm twist instead of this painful chitchat.”

			“They were listening?” Lucia asked, casting a murderous glare at Amira.

			“Save your righteousness,” Maxine called in honeyed tones from the living room. “You’re tracking Nova. Or were. We’ll take it from here. Found it, dear,” she added to Hadrian.

			“Ta, love.” He let go of Lucia, who rubbed her arm with the churlish expression of a child denied an expensive toy.

			“One more question, Lucia, and then we’ll leave you alone,” Amira said. “Why is Nova going to Westport?”

			Lucia scoffed, but Hadrian leaned menacingly over her, and she cleared her throat.

			“I sent her to someone who could answer her questions for her,” she said.

			“Who?”

			“A holomentic reader,” she said with a sudden, sharp smile at Amira. “That’s right, you’re not the only one on this miserable continent with that useful ability. In fact, this is the one who tampered with Rozene’s memory in the first place, under Barlow’s orders. He was very popular with certain people in Aldwych who need to outsource their dirty work.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Broken Roads

			“I can’t believe she just…sent a child out to travel by herself,” Maxine fumed. It had been several hours since they stormed out of Lucia’s house, but Maxine’s indignation hadn’t dimmed. “Just the stupidest, most irresponsible—”

			“Is Lucia right?” Amira interjected. “About her not acting like a child?”

			They stood in a circle under the shade of a sprawling juniper tree, within eyesight of a train station. Maxine was hard at work calibrating their Eyes to track Nova’s progress on a westbound train to Westport. Amira researched train routes that might help them catch up with Nova. Hadrian ate a bag of plantain chips.

			Maxine looked up from her handheld computer to cast a wary glance at Amira.

			“She’s definitely…wiser beyond her years,” Maxine said. “Doesn’t act like a typical nine-year-old. But that’s not the point! To anyone who sees her, she’s a defenseless child on her own. And she is vulnerable. Any luck?”

			Amira shook her head, her mouth forming a thin, grim line. “Sort of. She’s cutting west along the New Mexico and Arizona borders. On the edge of Compound Territory. I bet this is the route the Feds used for supply transport to the compounds. Not a bullet train, but a slower one, for cargo. Anyway, there are stops. We could try to follow her, but we won’t catch up. Or we could take the northwestern route through Idaho and plan to meet her in Westport.”

			“Catch her, you mean,” Hadrian said with a low growl. “When I get my hands on that wild little monster….”

			“It’s too risky to get farther away from her,” Maxine said. “I’d rather follow her from a distance. And if something goes wrong, we can react.”

			“I think something might be going wrong, love,” Hadrian said. His voice took on a sudden razor sharpness that made both women pause.

			“What do you mean?” Maxine asked.

			But Amira saw it as well. Her newly calibrated Eye displayed a small map in the corner of her vision, with a glowing yellow dot marked as Nova. The dot had been moving on a steady trajectory west, in line with the train path.

			It had stopped.

			Zoom, Amira thought, and the map expanded, honing on Nova’s marker. It stood still, blinking, at a spot just north of the New Mexico border. Amira zoomed in further. A good ten minutes passed in which they speculated on what the stop might mean.

			The yellow dot moved south.

			Hadrian cursed.

			“What’s she doing?” Maxine asked.

			Amira’s mouth went dry. Nova was putting more distance between herself and Westport. But there was only one reason she might be going south, into New Mexico.

			“The Trinity Compound,” Amira whispered. “She’s going toward the Trinity.”

			* * *

			The next hours passed by in a haze. The world around Amira became a dreamscape of red soil and dry brush, blurring under a searing sun. Panicked words passed between Hadrian and Maxine, arguments and accusations. Amira could barely hear them over the thundering of her own heartbeat, the sickening panic that chased her across the desert. She had become a child again, a frantic one outside the walls of the Children of the New Covenant Compound, waiting for a train that might never come.

			Somehow, they moved forward. Hadrian found a hovercraft – bought it, stole it, Amira didn’t know. They sped across arid terrain framed by steep plateaus the color of drying blood. It was beautiful, in a haunting way. Even through her panic, Amira couldn’t help but stare into the distance, between terror and a wild trance.

			But terrible thoughts also chased her across the desert. Was Nova walking right into the jaws of the Trinity, propelled by some past memory? Or had she been abducted on the train, dragged against her will? What was happening to her now? Nothing about the blinking yellow dot on the map gave any clues to her fate, other than the direction it moved – south.

			Amira tightened her arms around her chest. Despite the midday heat, her teeth chattered. A pang of guilt followed as Maxine paced the front of the hovercraft. Hadrian steered from the back, his jaw set in grim determination. They knew Nova – raised her, cared for her. Why was Amira the most panicked of the three? She had no right to be. She didn’t know Nova.

			Only, on some level, she did. She was there for Nova’s birth, under the shade of a lonely tree. Smoke rose from a burning house, damped by heavy rain, while Rozene gritted her teeth in pain and Amira urged her to keep pushing, to not give up. The first human clone – already one of a kind, without the fact that she carried a dead woman’s consciousness inside of her.

			Rozene. The grief resurfaced like an old wound never healed, a dull ache that swelled and abated but never left. Amira’s last sight of her, lifeless amid the tangled rust of an abandoned vertical farm, haunted her at moments when she least expected it. It was Rozene, the loss of her, that made Nova’s plight so painful. Because as long as Nova was around, Rozene might be as well.

			“We’re catching up,” Hadrian shouted from the rear. Sand pooled around his goggles as a gust of wind sideswiped the vehicle. “Look at your maps!”

			Amira’s heart flickered with hope. They were gaining ground on the blinking dot. They cut diagonally across New Mexico, the engines screaming, barreling toward Nova. But would it be enough?

			Amira squinted, her hand rising to shield her eyes from the searing sun. Ahead, a streak of grey stretched across the landscape with an odd gap in the line. As they approached, it revealed itself as an old highway – pre-Cataclysm, without solar power or maglev lanes. They drove over the break in the highway, the pavement on either side cracked like parched desert earth.

			“Back during the Drought Wars, they destroyed all the roads leading to the Trinity,” Maxine said loudly in Amira’s ear. “Elder Cartwright ordered them to be booby-trapped with explosives and for burning tires to be thrown in the middle of the roads to block passing cars. Keep everyone out, and keep everyone in the Trinity from leaving. Nothing’s changed much,” she added with a bitter, desperate laugh.

			Amira managed a weak smile back. Neither woman found anything funny about their situation, but what else could they do but laugh at the world’s madness?

			A loud whistle ripped through the air.

			The world slowed.

			It was subtle at first. Heat pooled around Amira’s feet. The floor beneath her swayed and tilted. In front of her, Maxine fell backward, her sun-kissed hair spreading in every direction like a robin’s feathered wings. Sound dimmed, as though hidden behind a wall of water. A pulsing sound, punctuated by a distant scream. Her ears rang. The heat swelled.

			And then the world sped up again. Sound came rushing back, the deep groaning of a dying engine.

			She was falling.

			The ground struck Amira with cruel force. Small rocks and gravel scraped her face, but the pain dimmed compared to the exploding agony in her right shoulder. She rolled over, clutching her arm with tears squeezing from her eyes. Nearby, Hadrian yelled something, but the words dissolved into the hot air.

			Gunfire cracked the ground.

			Amira scrambled onto her hands and knees. Her shoulder screamed in protest, but she crawled forward, toward the overturned, smoking hovercraft for shelter. Black smoke billowed into the air, joining Maxine’s furious cries and Hadrian’s shouts for cover.

			“Stay low,” he bellowed, his voice clear at last. Everything became clear, sharp. Reality caught up with Amira with brutal immediacy. Someone had fired on their vehicle with a projectile, knocking it over. And on the other side of their destroyed transportation, a large brown hovercraft sped toward them.

			Hadrian had taken position behind a broken-off piece of the craft, armed with his NASH weapon. Maxine grabbed a stunner from his jacket. Her eyes glinted with raw, murderous intent as she peered around.

			Amira crawled toward them, into open ground. She didn’t know what to do or how to help, only that to be closer to them was to be safe.

			Another round of gunfire followed. Amira froze. Bullets, punctuated by the deeper bellow of a mag gun. Hadrian waited for a break before standing to counterfire. He ducked at the next round of shots. Amira pressed her back against the main body of the craft, its heat against her, and closed her eyes. Sounds assaulted her from every direction. Bullets ricocheting, metal against metal, the crackle of burning tires.

			The hovercraft drew closer.

			They were Trinity. Amira knew before the figures atop the vehicle came into focus through the blurry air. The blue uniforms of compound marshals, with one man in a long black coat in the center – an Elder. A patrol, looking for enemies who wandered too close to Compound Territory.

			Maxine crouched low, the stunner behind her back. The engine’s hum swelled, a rising growl. Hadrian fired again, his eyes glowing and the tattoos across his tense arms shimmering under the hot sun.

			The vehicle circled them like a vulture, drawing closer. A shot landed close to Amira and she lay flat on the ground. Blood pounded in her ears.

			Then Maxine leapt into the air, throwing the stunner with a flick of her hand.

			It erupted, sending a visible pulse rippling through the air around them. The wave spread out in every direction, like still water when a stone hits the surface. Cries rang out, followed by loud thuds. The hovercraft swayed and came to a screeching stop.

			Gulping air, Amira raised her head. The Trinity marshals lay unconscious. Some remained atop the hovercraft, while others had fallen off the vehicle. The Elder slumped against the steering wheel, before falling to the ground.

			Mostly unconscious. Two heads rose from the hovercraft’s interior, having avoided the stunner’s range.

			Hadrian shot up and charged toward the nearest unconscious marshal. Lunging forward, he snatched the mag gun from the limp man’s holster and fired at the two oncoming attackers. One fell to his knees with a hideous scream. A sweet, burning smell twisted Amira’s stomach. A gaping hole appeared in the center of his torso, his insides spilling out of him in a grotesque medley of gore.

			Amira shrieked in horror, but the second attacker leapt from the top of the hovercraft toward Hadrian. Young and slight, the marshal seemed to glide through the air in slow motion, skinny legs flailing. Hadrian’s arm spun around to aim, but the marshal’s foot collided with Hadrian’s shoulder and the two men fell in a tangled heap on the ground. They wrestled, kicking dust into the air around them, as they battled for the mag gun in Hadrian’s hand. Screaming, Maxine charged and landed several sharp kicks on the young man’s head. Under the relentless attack, he raised his hands to cover his face. Hadrian rolled over and struck the side of the marshal’s head with the butt of the mag gun. The sickening crunch reached Amira’s ears, even over the roar of the burning vehicle.

			“Hadrian,” Amira cried in warning.

			The remaining Trinity fighters were regaining consciousness. Most, unlike her, had the usual reaction to a standard-grade pulse stunner. Groaning, fumbling around them, they nevertheless began to crawl to their feet. Maxine sprang to action, running at the nearest marshal with her stunner, while Hadrian fired at the figures atop the hovercraft. Amira, frozen with shock and terror during those first skirmishes, snapped to life at the prospect of witnessing more death from magnetic gunfire. Adrenaline surged her forward, toward the stopped Trinity hovercraft. She didn’t have any weapons, but she had to act before their attackers overpowered them.

			Screams and shouts rang out as the rest of the fighters mobilized, grasping for weapons and barking commands. Two more remained on the top of the hovercraft and four on the ground, including the figure in black robes – the Elder. Amira ran at him.

			The Elder lay on his back with splayed arms and legs, still dazed. His wrinkled, weathered face suggested late middle age, along with the shock of white hair under his helmet. Elder Reznik was the exception, as most Elders did not reach their status in the compound hierarchy until their later years. The familiar current of electric blue ran across his temples – the sign of an Elder who used Tiresia to control others. Vesseling, they called it.

			His bloodshot eyes widened as Amira slowed her approach. He raised a clenched fist and a screeching, tearing sound echoed from the inside of the hovercraft. Amira froze.

			Ten feet away, the rear door flew open and the clanging sound of metal on metal rattled Amira’s ears. The Elder’s lips curled in an ugly smile. Two bright white lights glinted from the interior and Amira understood. She had seen this before. It had preceded this new war the compounds waged, had its origins in Victor Zhang’s house.

			A robot, under the Elder’s control.

			They couldn’t win against weaponized robots, under the mental commands of an Elder.

			But if Amira was quick, they wouldn’t have to.

			She lunged at the Elder, straddled him and wrestled for the helmet on his head. He screeched and snarled with uneven, jagged teeth. His hands gripped her wrists, dirty nails digging into her skin, but she bit her lip against the stinging pain and continued to fight. Amira would never have been able to overpower a trained marshal, but this Elder was weak and taken by surprise. In seconds, she had the helmet in her hands.

			The creature charged out of the rear door. It could only be called a creature – its metallic, clawed arms and winglike protrusions along its long back suggested an animal of some kind, but resembled no animal Amira had ever seen. It galloped on all fours toward Amira, eyes glinting above a set of long pointed teeth, shining like diamonds.

			Amira thrust the helmet over her head and the world shifted perspective. She was metal and fury, focused on a singular purpose, running toward herself. She, the woman with black hair, swayed under the weight of an oversized helmet, eyes rolled back. Her metal body hesitated, momentarily unsettled, before her purpose returned and the robot flew into the air, passing her human body by inches.

			That same wild, freeing rush that she had felt in Victor Zhang’s house returned to her. She spun around, toward the fight. The Trinity marshals pointed at her in confusion. Hadrian had taken cover again, Maxine behind him, as he fired at the hovercraft. The marshals, who had been returning fire, retrained their guns toward the robotic creature in the air. She extended her claws and dipped for the nearest one, piercing his chest. The man fell to the ground and she turned with a tilt of her wings, searching for the next target.

			She found a lone one, armed with the largest gun, running around the burning hovercraft toward Hadrian’s position. Like a bird of prey, she dropped from the air and grabbed him with her claws. He was heavy but she was stronger, so powerful and limitless. The ground could not bind her, the air could not slow her. She could hunt and kill at will. The man she caught hung limp in her claws, limbs dangling as she flew a circle around the site, showing all that she was capable of.

			And then she wavered, again. Her claw grip loosened, sending the man falling to the ground. He screamed and flailed his arms. Her vision blinked like the static fit of an old holographic screen. Doubt flooded her senses.

			Casting a glance to her left, she understood. The Elder had knocked Amira over and was pulling the helmet from her head. She pushed him back with her hands, but it was too difficult, when she was here and there at once.

			A figure broke through the smoke and chaos, running toward her.

			Hadrian. No.

			She returned to her body.

			The Elder’s rancid breath heated her face. She pushed him back, jamming a finger into his eye. With a surge of pressure, she pierced it like jelly. Hot blood raced down her hand. He shrieked.

			“Hadrian, take cover!” Amira yelled. Fear strangled her voice, made it high and thin. “Don’t help me, just—”

			A loud crack silenced her. She kicked the Elder backward and rolled to one side.

			Hadrian lay on the ground five feet away. Blood pooled and fanned around him, soaking the soil. A trail of smoke rose from his midsection, the sickening trace of a direct magnetic gunshot. He had survived one before, on his side, but this one hit the spot between his lungs. Hadrian’s head craned toward her, an arm extended outward. His signature eyes still glowed, a trick of the contact lenses he wore, but nothing lay behind them.

			Amira crawled toward him. He lay motionless, his face slack and lifeless, but the stubborn part of Amira’s brain screamed that if she could only reach him, he would be all right. He would be alive.

			Maxine’s screams rang from the hovercraft. Two men had seized her, dragging her inside, but she clawed at the air toward Hadrian, mouth open in a terrible wail.

			Amira’s blood froze. She had only heard that sound from Maxine once before – when they found Rozene’s body in the farm, after the Trinity killed her. A woman of uncommon strength, Maxine saved that sound only for the greatest losses.

			Amira turned back to Hadrian and knew. He was dead.

			Her friend and defender, her brother in her suffering and triumphs, who had survived so much before this moment. He had rescued her from the Carthage space station with a smile and a wink, had battled Reznik’s army at the Soma building, saved her more times than she could count.

			And yet, he lay dead, on a lonely stretch of land in Compound Territory, where his life’s purpose had been born from his pain and regret.

			“This one too! We need her alive,” shouted a male voice nearby.

			Amira screamed, too, as arms grabbed her from behind. She kept screaming, not caring that she was being dragged to the hovercraft, where Maxine fought and kicked everyone within range. She didn’t care that she was about to become a captive of the most feared and notorious compound in the Americas. All that mattered, in that terrible moment, was that Hadrian lay dead on the ground and she couldn’t save him, as he had saved her so many times.

			She screamed and struggled until the invisible hands had wrestled her into the back of the hovercraft. The door shut, engulfing her in darkness, and Hadrian was gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Car Six

			The occupants of the train car bumped into each other in time with the train’s steady, swaying rhythm. All were women, from the elderly to the young, chained together along the train car’s sides. A sour smell of sweat and fear thickened the air. A single high window cast a dim streak of light inside, highlighting a row of frightened faces.

			Amira and Maxine sat chained next to each other. Maxine’s eyes were glazed and vacant, as they had been in the hours since Hadrian’s murder. Her body offered no resistance to the jolts and sways of the train car, her movements those of a lifeless doll. They joined a wave of other new arrivals into the car after initial processing, which entailed a marshal striking the sides of their faces and screaming questions into their ears. Who are you? Why are you in the Holy Country? Which fed agency do you work for? Do you profess belief in the Neverhaven?

			Both women endured the interrogation in stony silence, Maxine not even glancing in the man’s direction, until the frustrated marshal motioned them into the next train car. As another marshal chained their wrists and feet, one of the other new arrivals, a woman who looked to be in her early twenties, started to cry.

			“Save your tears for later,” the guard said with a cold laugh. “You’ll cry plenty in car six.”

			After the guard closed the car door behind him, cold horror settled into Amira’s bones. They were prisoners, and no one knew where they were. Their Eyes were confiscated before they even reached the train, preventing Maxine or Amira from sending an emergency message to Lee. Amira sent her last message from the ambush site, with three pieces of information.

			We’ve been captured by the Trinity. Don’t know where they’re taking us.

			We were chasing Nova, but haven’t found her.

			Hadrian is dead.

			Hadrian….

			“No,” Amira groaned, her head sinking forward. “Hadrian, no.”

			The mention of Hadrian, coupled with the desperation in her voice, finally shook Maxine into the present. Maxine blinked several times before turning to Amira with pleading eyes.

			“He’s really gone?” she whispered.

			Amira couldn’t muster a response. Tears shook from her eyes, falling into her lap as she nodded. Maxine’s soft cries rose into the air for the next slow, painful hour as the train continued its unknown trek.

			The two women finally ran out of tears, dehydration asserting itself with the dull ache in the back of Amira’s head. Maxine straightened her shoulders, her eyes sharp and alert again. Amira inhaled deeply, the air damp and thick with terror.

			“Where are we going?” Maxine whispered to the raven-haired woman on her other side. Several women hissed admonitions of silence in response, but the woman glared back at them. She looked middle-aged, with a constellation of freckles across the bridge of her nose and intelligent blue eyes.

			“Somewhere near the Trinity Compound,” she said. “But not quite there. I know, because I escaped from there a month ago, and we’re heading too far west right now. I’ve been catching clues on the journey.”

			“Are all of these women caught runaways?” Amira whispered.

			The woman frowned. “Not all. Some are city women. Caught on other trains that the Trinity seized, or from cars that got close to the Holy Country. Some came from families that joined the Trinity and realized their mistake – tried to run away. Some have nothing to do with us. See that woman in the corner there? She’s a doctor from Westport. Maybe she was part of all that cloning they’re doing there now, and got on Elder Reznik’s wanted list.”

			Maxine’s lip curled in disgust.

			But Amira’s ears sharpened at the mention of other trains that the Trinity had seized.

			“Have you seen a young girl here?” Amira asked. “Red hair, about nine years old?”

			The black-haired woman shook her head sadly, but a woman farther down the line leaned forward.

			“She was on the same train as me,” she said in a faint voice. “All alone, but didn’t seem afraid, even when the marshals stopped the train.”

			“Where is she?” Maxine said loud enough to earn her a chorus of gasps and hisses.

			“They’ll beat us if we talk too loud,” an older woman said in an angry rasp. “You’ll see.”

			“My fucking husband,” another woman said with a strangled sob. “He dragged us here, me and my son. I don’t know where either of them is now.”

			She lowered her head and her shoulders shook.

			“I’m sorry, ladies,” Maxine said in a more muted voice. “She’s ours. We just want to find her.”

			The woman down the line closed her eyes. “I didn’t see her again after they took us all from the train.”

			Muffled screams rose from somewhere farther down the train. A man’s voice, though the twisted howls barely sounded human. A hush fell over the carriage. Several women hung their heads, a few sobbing quietly. Others stared ahead with dull, distant eyes.

			Amira swallowed, as though she could force the rising panic down her throat. She had heard screams like that before – in a recording of the Trinity torturing Victor Zhang, and again on the Carthage station, when a Cosmic leader, Alistair Parrish, tried to force a confession from a Trinity captive. Whether friend or foe, the sound of a person’s suffering triggered the same reaction in her. Her skin tightened around her bones, her heart raced, and her vision narrowed in a dark tunnel. Her ears rang, but not loud enough to drown out the terrible sounds coming from a human being in pain, a person made helpless and powerless at the hands of another.

			“Amira, breathe,” Maxine said into her ear.

			But the ringing in her ears grew louder.

			And then it happened.

			She floated along the roof of the train car. Heads bobbed and swayed below her, including her own. A steady calm settled over her, the same one that always greeted her when she accessed the edges of the Conscious Plane. At first, she didn’t understand what was happening when her mind disconnected from her body, but after her time on the Pandora project, she welcomed these moments like an old friend. They could be powerful, useful.

			Her perspective from the top of the train car expanded as she rose farther above the scene, until she could see outside of the train. It sped along rusted tracks through the desert, the familiar landscape of the American Southwest. She followed the train’s path, floating lazily from car to car. Inside one, a similar group of men and boys sat clustered in the dark. In another, a group of marshals paced with mag guns.

			And in another, two men in black stood hunched over a figure strapped to a chair. Other people crouched in metal cages around the train car.

			One of the smaller figures sat in a corner cage, cross-legged. Smooth, dark red hair crowned the top of her head.

			Amira returned to her train car with a gasp.

			“What happened?” Maxine asked next to her.

			“I know where Nova is,” Amira said. “We need to get to car six.”

			A pause followed, before Maxine cleared her throat.

			“Hey, Elders,” she called out. “Dear Elders, can you hear me? Hello?” Her last syllable stretched out in a musical trill.

			The door burst open.

			“Quiet,” a marshal bellowed at her. “No talking!”

			“My throat’s dry,” Maxine answered in a honeyed, mocking tone. “Can I get some hot tea with lemon? Or maybe someone in charge here? I know it’s not a little boy whose acne scars haven’t healed yet. Right, little boy?”

			The marshal stamped his foot angrily, which only made Maxine laugh. He lunged forward with his fist raised.

			“Leave it,” a voice trailed behind the marshal. An Elder walked into the room. Amira bristled. It was the same Elder she had battled in the desert. The eye she had stabbed with her finger hid behind a bloody bandage, but the other one glowered at them.

			The Elder moved farther into the dark train car, gesturing the marshal to one side with a dismissive wave of his hand. His gaze never left Maxine, a strange expression spreading across his gnarled features.

			“I know you,” he said, and then muttered a name that wasn’t Maxine’s. Dark glee and shock warred across his face. Maxine drew a sharp breath but straightened her posture, meeting his stare with a cold, dignified expression.

			“You freak, you abomination,” the Elder snarled. “I knew we couldn’t fix you. We should have sent you to the Neverhaven early, but people more powerful than me wanted you banished, the way they did for other boys. But you’re not a boy, or a girl, are you? You’re something disgusting in between.”

			“I’m a woman, actually,” Maxine retorted. “Too old to be a girl, like everyone else in this car. Too old for you. Guess you’ll have to look for your next wife elsewhere, you ugly, perverted fuck.”

			And with a sharp flip of her head, Maxine spat on the ground near the Elder’s feet.

			The Elder stared at Maxine, wetting his lips. He nodded at the marshal, who lunged forward and pulled out a whip with thin, glowing cords. Amira’s stomach tightened. She knew that type of whip well – the scars on her palms attested to its powerful current.

			The Elder yanked off Maxine’s boots with a twisted grin. He gestured to the marshal.

			With a flash of the marshal’s arm, the cords flew and struck Maxine across the soles of her feet. She shrieked, but the shriek transformed into a loud, shrill laugh.

			“No creativity, after all these years,” she said. Tears wetted her cheeks, but her voice was loud and mirthful. “Amira, they’re pathetic, aren’t they?”

			“Always have been,” Amira answered in a shaking voice. She knew why Maxine was doing what she was doing, but wished it could happen faster. Amira cast her own contemptuous smile at the Elder, keeping her lips pressed to conceal her chattering teeth.

			“Didn’t this bitch do that to your eye?” the marshal asked the Elder, pointing at Amira. “Maybe that’s where we should start.”

			“I think it would be fitting,” the Elder said with a vicious scowl. “An eye for an eye, as the old teachings go. Elder Reznik himself taught me the art of eye gouging. How to make it just slow enough, before the person goes into shock, while taking out the entire eye. Then we can do the same thing to the little heretic inside you, after we cut it out.” He let out a low giggle. 

			“I asked for tea, and it hasn’t arrived,” Maxine said loudly. “The service on this train is terrible. And with that, fuck the Trinity, fuck Elder Cartwright, fuck Elder Reznik. And fuck you both. You’re going to lose this fight, whether it’s today or a few months from now. And you know it.”

			When the marshals unchained Amira and Maxine and shoved them roughly across the floor, Maxine raised her fist in triumph. The shocked silence in the car broke at that small, defiant gesture, and the women erupted into cheers. Amira and Maxine were steered toward the next train car.

			“Silence,” the Elder snarled, and Amira spat in his good eye as she passed him.

			Over the rising cheers, she barely registered the pain blossoming across the left side of her face where he struck her.

			* * *

			The screams stopped before they reached train car six. They passed other cars beforehand, with the same occupants and scenes Amira had seen during her dissociation. She took in every detail, in the hope that it would prove useful later. Maxine traded curses and laughed in the faces of passing Trinity marshals. It was more than necessary – they were on their way to car six for certain torture, possible death – but Maxine seemed to revel in the verbal ammunition she lobbed at every target in range. She needed it, perhaps. After years of suffering within the Trinity and more years outside of it, healing from old wounds, it must have given her a liberating power to be able to say everything she wanted to say to those who had hurt her for so long. Amira felt a similar elation when she mocked the Elder, though it hadn’t overcome her fear of her captors. Rozene had also shown similar bouts of defiance in her old memories, and Amira would never forget the way her face came alive, her eyes like fiery sparks, when she had dared to defy the Elders, regardless of consequences. The powerless would claim any scraps of power, wherever they could find them.

			The door to car six swung open. A marshal grabbed the hair on the back of Amira’s head, unleashing sparks of pain, as he pushed her through the door. Below, in the space between the trains, the ground flew by. Amira considered lurching sideways, jumping out of the car. She might break a bone or two, but would survive. She would avoid the torture that was sure to come.

			But Nova was in there, so she stepped forward. Would she regret it later, when the Trinity made good on their threats?

			The train car stank of vomit and rusted blood. It was better lit than the other train cars; a blue lamp swung from the ceiling, casting light over the dark stains across the walls. The chair, now empty of victims, waited in the room’s center. One of three Elders stood near it, while another wiped his hands with a white cloth. The third, the one with the damaged eye, glowered behind Amira and Maxine. The bodies in the cages shuffled and recoiled from the new arrivals. All except one. 

			Amira stared, her jaw slack. There was no mistaking Nova. She looked exactly like Rozene had as a child, which Amira knew from her many hours poring through Rozene’s childhood memories. As her clone, the physical resemblance was obvious and expected. But she carried more than the same red hair and stern features. Her brows knotted in the same way that Rozene’s had when she grappled with a complicated situation or a difficult interaction. Her chin jutted out with the same defiant pout. What she didn’t have – the only difference – was Rozene’s characteristic uncertainty. Rozene had walked through the world with a weight on her back, shadows of her past always chasing her, making her doubt herself. While Nova looked appropriately fearful of the situation she had found herself in, she carried herself with an unsettling composure far beyond her years. She raised her pointed chin, her dark blue eyes cool and observing. 

			Nova’s eyes widened at the sight of Maxine, but she said nothing after Maxine gave her a curt, subtle shake of her head. But when her gaze wandered to Amira, a different kind of surprise played across her childish features. Her eyes narrowed, surveying Amira with a bewilderment bordering on anger.

			Amira stared back and a memory flashed into her mind’s eye – of running into a hidden room in Victor Zhang’s house and finding Rozene in a cage submerged in a partially drained pool, her friend’s fingers gripping chicken wire. Both women had paused, for just a moment, each taking in the scene, before Rozene had screamed five simple words at her.

			“Get me out of here!” Nova yelled. Amira lurched forward, longing to rush at Nova the same way she had done for Rozene those many years ago, but a blow struck the back of her head.

			“Shut it, brat,” an Elder snapped at Nova. “This one can’t help you. No one can.” He shoved Amira to the ground.

			Nova retreated back in her cage, but continued to stare at Amira with a pensive, heavy frown that Amira knew all too well.

			Rough hands yanked Amira to her feet again, dragging her toward the center of the room. Maxine shouted something nearby. Two Elders forced Amira into the chair, which reeked of blood and antiseptic, and tightened leather straps around her wrists, binding her to the armrests. Shafts of light glared through the car’s upper windows, but revealed nothing about the world outside the train. Below her, however, the ground’s hum took on a different frequency. The train was slowing down. Nearing a destination.

			Amira tried to slow her heart rate as well. She needed to breathe, to think. They were going to torture her, whether on this chair or at their new destination. Once they found out who she was, they might not kill her right away, awaiting Elder Reznik’s instructions. From there, her fate might range from a public, headline-grabbing execution on the screen to a state of captivity, her talents used for the Trinity’s purpose. Maxine would likely get the torture, followed by a quick execution. Nova’s fate was less clear, but any future involving the Trinity Compound was something Amira would not allow.

			Somehow, she had to get Nova out.

			“Oh, honey,” Maxine cried out from the corner. “It’ll be ok. I’m here, just stay with me.” Her lower lip trembled and her eyes danced with fear.

			An Elder shone a light into Amira’s eyes, peering at her with clinical interest. A finger approached her, pulling her eyelid back. He dug a nail into the side of her temple, smiling at her sudden sharp cry.

			“This one might be a better soldier than a maker,” he said to the other Elders. “I don’t see her breaking easily. But let’s draw her blood. I want to test her susceptibility.”

			“What is this, a clinic?” the Elder with the damaged eye snarled. “At least take the bitch’s eyes out. That’ll tell you what she’s useful for.”

			“She won’t be as effective a soldier if she can’t see,” another Elder replied with a cold detachment that made Amira shrink deeper into the seat. “Although…it would be an interesting experiment, to see if the Vesseling works better when the subject doesn’t have their own eyes. But if she dies from blood loss, that’s not useful.”

			“We have a whole train full of useful bodies,” the indignant, one-eyed Elder whined. “I want justice. This brown pregnant mutt and this gender-freak need to get sent to the Neverhaven, after they get a little taster of what awaits them there.”

			The more clinical Elder opened his mouth to retort, but a screeching sound rattled the walls, signaling the train’s stop. Amira drew a deep, shaky breath that she had been holding while the Elders debated her fate. Nearby, Maxine had been forced to her knees. Her head bent forward as she drew heavy, gulping sobs. Nova stared at Maxine with wide eyes, her small fingers wrapped around the bars.

			Where’s Hadrian? the little girl mouthed at Maxine, then at Amira.

			Amira’s fists clenched against the leather binds. The silent words sent a burning sensation down her throat, followed by hot tears in her twitching eyes. The eyes the Trinity debated gouging out. Defiant rage radiated through her body, warming her lungs and sharpening her thoughts. They would not die like this. Hadrian did not die, protecting Amira in his final moments, only for her to fail. She, Maxine, and Nova needed to survive – to make his sacrifice matter, to help the people sobbing in the neighboring train cars, to fight and rage against this broken world. Amira gritted her teeth and struggled against the binds.

			“It’s time to disembark anyway,” the lead Elder said, oblivious to Amira. “We can continue with her inside the facility.”

			The facility? Amira sat rigid as the Elder loosened the chair’s straps. He shoved an electric baton against her temple.

			“Not a wrong move,” he said softly. “Don’t think because I didn’t start with pain, that I’m the weak one. It’s not mercy.”

			Amira harbored no such illusions. She raised her chin to meet his gaze and spat in his face.

			“An animal,” the one-eyed Elder crowed, apparently gleeful in his validation. “All of their kind are. I bet she’s Children of the New Covenant or Remnant Faithful. Ha! Children indeed. Am I right? This one dresses like she’s from the cities, but she’s of the holy communities originally.”

			“Agree,” the lead Elder said with another appraising stare at Amira. He wiped her spit from his cheek with a slow, deliberate gesture. Through her fury, Amira bristled at the accuracy. Hadrian and Eleanor Morgan had also guessed, upon first meeting her, that she came from the compounds. Something in her eyes, a look, they had both said. An energy she harbored. How did she give away her past so easily? How deeply had the scars of her compound childhood etched into her body, deeper than subsequent decades could erase?

			“Watch your tongue, good Elder,” a senior-looking marshal said as he pulled Nova from her cage. He bound the child’s wrists as he cast a harsh glare at the maimed Elder. “Elder Reznik has pushed for unity, with good reason. Look how much stronger we are together.”

			The man’s lip curled, the caked blood around his eye cracking. “I know the new position. But let’s not forget who’s in charge, eh? There’s a reason we’re the leaders. Without the Trinity, those mixed-blood trash would be living in hovels, squatting behind the trees for a shit. Isn’t that right, Hale? Get in here and be useful.”

			Amira spun around. The train door had been thrust open during the exchange and a new team of marshals spilled into the train car. One of them was a tall Black man in his mid-twenties. In the eight years that had passed since their last encounter, Jesse Hale’s smooth, handsome features had become chiseled and lean, his teenage softness gone. His eyes also gained a hardness to them, born from years of living and learning the realities of the world. What had happened to him since Hadrian handed him off to Westport police? Amira recalled his stubbornness when Hadrian had interrogated the then-boy in Dr. Mercer’s Baja home. Jesse had been in a relationship with Hannah Slaughter, Reznik’s young and vicious first wife, and stubbornly believed that the Trinity would free him. But when Hannah Slaughter escaped from custody under the cover of a Trinity attack, Jesse had been left behind. Clearly, circumstances had changed in the subsequent years – somehow, he had gotten out of prison. But was he a different kind of prisoner here, surrounded by the bigoted Trinity men?

			Amira met Maxine’s eyes and their wordless exchange revealed a shared thought – could Jesse be a possible source of hope? He knew them. Would he help, under the right circumstances?

			Jesse crossed the train car in stony silence. He avoided eye contact with the Elders, even as the maimed one spoke again.

			“Hale, bind the dark one,” the Elder said, cruel amusement peppering his words. “You’ll know how to handle your own, right?”

			“That’s enough!” the senior marshal next to Jesse shouted. He glared at the Elder with undisguised hatred. “We have a job to do. If you can’t join, get out of our way, or I’ll have to waste Elder Reznik’s time with the likes of you. Wouldn’t want that, right, oh holy one?”

			Amira blinked in surprise. When she was growing up at the Children of the New Covenant, a marshal would never speak that way to an Elder. The men might have all held collective power over her as a young girl, but they also had their own hierarchies, ones they took seriously. But it was clear, under Andrew Reznik’s leadership, that old structures were evolving into something new and complicated.

			The Elder, however, reacted with even more shock than Amira. He bounded toward the marshal, bellowing about respect and seniority, while the more clinical Elder tried to separate the two. Nova stood to one side, confused, and another pair of marshals pulled Maxine out of the train car.

			“Wait.” A cold voice cut through the commotion and Amira’s heart sank. One of the new marshals, a large man with a crew cut, stared directly at her. The Elders stopped their bickering and followed the marshal’s gaze.

			“Don’t you idiots recognize who this is?” the marshal continued. “This is Amira Valdez.”

			Maxine’s face turned a shade of white that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a corpse. It was fitting – Amira was as good as dead now. It was only a matter of how soon and how badly she died. Amira’s vision began to blur as a sickening wave of adrenaline poisoned her body. If she hadn’t been sitting, she would have fainted.

			The marshal, observing her reaction, smiled with satisfaction.

			“Who?” one of the Elders snapped at the marshal, his cheeks an uneven, ruddy red.

			“Amira Valdez, the cloning scientist of Aldwych,” the marshal said with exaggerated patience. “She’s New Covenant and Elder Reznik wants her. She can Vessel even better than the primary wife. Commanded a whole mech army when the Elder fought her.”

			At this brief mention of Hannah Slaughter, Jesse stiffened but managed to hold his stony glare as he yanked Amira out of her seat. Amira swayed as she stood, but forced herself to breathe. She had to regain control of herself. She couldn’t panic.

			“We’ll take her to Mrs. Reznik, then,” one of the Elders said. “She’ll know what to do until the boss arrives.”

			Something hard and smooth pressed into Amira’s hand. She closed her fingers around it and stole a glance downward – a small glass vial of clear liquid. Her eyes widened. Jesse faced her, his dark eyes expressionless. But he mouthed two words. Drink it.

			Exploiting the distraction of the argument, Amira raised her bound hands to her lips and downed the clear liquid. It ran a cold trail down her throat, leaving a faint tingle on her tongue. She didn’t know with confidence that Jesse meant to help her, but her options were limited and she needed to take the risk. Though he could have just given her a poison, perhaps to spare her imminent torture, Amira had a strong suspicion, from the clearness of the liquid and the quantity of the dose, that Jesse had just given her Tiresia.

			The drug that fractured human consciousness.

			But also – a mind-control drug, used by the Trinity to command their own congregants, to steer them against their will.

			What would it do to Amira?

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Hive Mind

			Sunlight seared Amira’s eyes as Jesse pushed her out of the train car. She stumbled forward, immediately falling into a line of prisoners. They blinked in confusion, twisting their heads to scan their surroundings.

			They stood in front of the parked train, beyond which were rows of bungalows – long narrow buildings with pointed roofs that glowed with solar power. A lone building stood apart from the bungalows, a simple and unimpressive two-story structure without windows. Marshals strolled through the complex in pairs or led rows of prisoners down gravel paths. The air was stale with the smell of sweat and engine grease. Heat baked the unpaved ground beneath their feet, creating cracks in the dense earth, and hot wind billowed through Amira’s hair.

			Nova followed Amira outside and joined the line of prisoners, hands bound in front of her like the others. She stole another glance at Amira, eyes wide and expectant. Maxine’s blonde hair glinted several heads farther down the line.

			Amira had just processed those essential details before the Tiresia took effect. The edges of her fingers numbed. That was the first thing she noticed, followed by a tingling on her scalp. Her breath became labored, her awareness of her body increasing. But she had experienced this before, taking Inuk’s Sinna in Free Greenland, so she closed her eyes and focused on the sensation, feeling each strand of hair independently on her head. An even stranger, liquid sensation traveled across her skin and spread inside her. For a moment, Amira felt less like a solid object, a consortium of tissue and bone and blood, than a series of particles bound with water. The boundaries between her and the surrounding air, the ground, the people to either side of her, lessened. Particles, all of them, just with slightly different formulations.

			She chased the feeling and extended it outward, like a satellite casting a signal in every direction. And other signals called back to her. Amira swayed where she stood with closed, heavy eyes, connecting to their distinct frequency.

			Through the windowless building, a cluster of souls stood in a pen, like animals in a barn. Only these souls were human, dull fright emitting from their shivering bodies. They moved in unison, swinging their arms and running under the pen gate into a wide, yawning room that looked like an obscene obstacle course. An Elder stood in the center of the space, wearing the trademark helmet of a commander, blue light snaking through the device and the skin under his temples. He waved his arms, directing the group toward him, and Amira felt the invisible tug like a hook under her navel, reeling her forward. The prisoners ran around the perimeter, before charging over a series of cafeteria benches that had been erected along one side. They climbed and clambered across the tables with heavy feet, crossing from one side to the other. Some stumbled and fell, their faces planting to the ground. One twisted their ankle, and Amira felt their sharp pain as though it were her own. But then her mind wandered to the fastest one in front, feeling the steady drum of their heart.

			“Hey!”

			The shout, followed by a lancing pain on her right hip, snapped her back into the sunlight. One of the marshals had struck her side with an electric baton, and its burn built steadily across her hip bone. Amira had been leaning forward with knees bent, as though prepared to jump. She had been ready to leap, to climb. She tore her gaze from the building, but retained an awareness of the people inside, moving through the strange obstacle course at the direction of the commanding Elder. It lingered like an itch in her mind, one she longed to scratch.

			But Jesse passed in front of her. Their eyes met and he gave a barely perceptible shake of his head. The message was clear. Don’t let on. Keep it hidden.

			She swallowed, forcing herself into the present, into her own body and mind. But other minds crowded her own, as though a hundred other voices were battling for space in her head. She pressed her bound hands together and dug her nails into her skin, savoring the reassuring, gentle bite of pain. Her pain, from her body.

			“Move,” a marshal ordered, and the line obeyed. Silent, they marched in single file across the train track toward the bungalows. The prisoners before Amira shuffled and moved like the cattle raised on the Children of the New Covenant Compound – in motion, but not present. Perhaps in shock, or resigned to whatever befell them inside those bungalows. Amira extended herself down the line of souls, but none answered her.

			Except one.

			Nova’s tiny frame radiated from the lifeless line, a glowing aura of light around her. Or was that Amira’s imagination? Though the child faced away from Amira, an invisible line had extended out from Nova and Amira grabbed it, the two of them sensing each other. The air between them crackled.

			Fear pulsed from Nova, but also a surge of excitement. He gave it to me too. The thought took form in Amira’s mind, followed by the image of a vial in Nova’s fingers. So they were both under the effects of Tiresia. But why?

			“Wait! These two need to go to Mrs. Reznik.” Jesse Hale addressed a marshal at the front of the line. “Just confirmed with Elder Abernathy. They’re high-value prisoners.”

			He pointed at Amira and then Nova. Farther up the line, Maxine’s head spun around and she opened her mouth to speak, but Amira jerked her head sideways. No. If only she could reach out to Maxine the way she could with Nova. Though she didn’t know what Jesse Hale had planned for them, following him seemed a better course than whatever awaited the rest of the line. It bought Amira time to seize an opportunity.

			The marshal cast a contemptuous glance at Jesse. “All right, move on, then.”

			Without eye contact, Jesse grabbed Amira’s arm and pulled her out of the line. He gestured at Nova and the child followed them with careful, deliberate steps that didn’t belong to a nine-year-old. Nova tossed her hair, hands locked behind her back. She earned several curious stares down the line, despite the general atmosphere of helpless terror. Maxine cried out to Amira, but the wind drowned her words.

			Jesse steered Amira and Nova toward a smaller bungalow on the far edge of the complex, away from the building.

			“Where are you taking me?” Amira asked Jesse in a low voice. Her tongue dried like a ball of cotton.

			“Where the Elders told me to,” Jesse said. “Just stay quiet, and you might get out alive.”

			Do we run? A silent question from Nova.

			Not yet, Amira thought back.

			Still walking, they volleyed thoughts and memories back and forth with each other. Small bursts of words and colors that mingled with Amira’s own thoughts, until they formed a single, blurry haze of ideas. People in the chair on train car six, screaming under the Elders’ tortures. Some lost consciousness, while others sobbed and begged. Others stopped screaming and their eyes took on a distant, almost ecstatic sheen, and when this happened, one Elder would nod to the other and they would order them dragged away. A few died, and a marshal would mop the floor.

			Then Amira understood what she had previously guessed. This was a Tiresia manufacturing farm, and all of these prisoners were the livestock. Some would be put to pain and terror, creating the conditions to extract the consciousness-fracturing chemistry of Tiresia. Others, who were less effective as suppliers, would be trained into the Trinity’s army, marionettes steered by a puppet master as the drug melded their conscious minds into a single fighting unit – one that would launch attacks on Westport and beyond.

			This realization passed between Amira and Nova like an exchange of breath. Air in, air out. Memories of Hadrian also blended together in their silent conversation. Nova in Iceland, playing board games with Maxine and Hadrian, his tattoos glimmering under the dim cabin light. Hadrian circling Amira on his ship during their first encounter, talking about Rozene.

			My mother. The words rang in Amira’s ears in a child’s voice.

			Yes, she thought. And my friend.

			Hadrian’s dead.

			Yes.

			Silence followed, but the air between them crackled with emotion, like a surge of electricity.

			They reached the small bungalow.

			“Wait,” Jesse said, and he pulled Amira and Nova by their elbows toward them. Amira tensed, but her eyes widened as Jesse loosened the binds around their wrists.

			“Keep your hands behind your backs,” he said. “Keep pretending. When you need to, you can break free. Not before.”

			Nova nodded and Amira followed suit. Already disoriented by the Tiresia, she wondered if she had imagined it. But no, the leather strap hung so slack around her wrists, she used her fingers to keep the bind together. Relief warmed her chest. Jesse was helping them, after all.

			 Jesse ushered them through the door. Amira held her breath. She already knew who was inside. Her mind shivered and stretched through the concrete walls, sensing the small figure reclining behind a desk.

			“Well, a face from the past,” Hannah Slaughter trilled as they stepped into the room. “Still ugly as ever. Pregnancy’s made you puffy, I see. Congratulations.”

			Forcing down her fear, Amira took a step toward Hannah. Reznik’s wife had retained her beauty. No longer a teenager, her features had become sharper, with hollow cheeks and an angular chin. Strands of hair hung defiantly out of her bonnet, the color of mahogany wood. But her blue eyes retained their sharp cruelty, piercing Amira like daggers.

			But under the effects of the Tiresia, Amira saw other things as well. The dusty wall behind Hannah shivered, like billions of grains of sand vibrating against each other. Hannah pulsed in a similar fashion, her energy attuned to a different frequency. Beyond the walls, next to the train outside, Amira could count the exact number of people in the line of prisoners. Each person became a single conscious entity that Amira could single out in her altered state.

			From Hannah, Amira sensed a second entity.

			“I guess congratulations are in order for you too,” Amira said.

			If Jesse had tensed at the mention of Hannah’s name on the train, he turned into stone now. His back straightened and the muscles in his arms went so taut, Amira almost expected them to snap like rubber bands.

			But Hannah only curled her lip.

			“You think you’re clever,” she said. “Half of the old bats on the Trinity can spot a woman in the family way. It’s one of the most important things we can do, right? But I can Vessel like no one else in this community. They say it’s a sign of holiness, to be able to Vessel rather than be Vesseled. Control instead of being controlled. An unusual state for a holy woman. I know everything that’s happening. I sensed you when you came off the train. You give off a special…stench, is the only word I have for it. And who’s this little brat?” She nodded at Nova.

			The child had stood in complete stillness behind Amira and Jesse, but at Hannah’s last words, she bounced on the soles of her feet.

			“Girls like you think you’ll come out ok if you follow the rules,” Nova said. Though her tone was high and childish, something sharp and astute hid between her words. “But you’re not special or different. The Elders will treat you the same as us, in the end.”

			Hannah blinked, her eyebrows threatening to disappear around her forehead. Then her face darkened.

			“I think my husband won’t mind if I get started on you ahead of time,” Hannah said, her glittering eyes dancing between Amira and Nova. “He wants you alive, but that’s about it.”

			“Hannah, come on,” Jesse said. “We don’t have a lot of time. If we’re going to break for it, now’s the time to do it.”

			Hannah looked as though she’d been slapped. Her lip twitched and her eyes switched from angry to wounded.

			“We talked about this,” she said between gritted teeth.

			“No, you talked and I listened.” Jesse’s voice rose. Next to Amira, his hands bunched into fists. “We can leave. I’ve been talking to their friends in Westport about getting out, and they want something in return.” He jerked his head toward Amira. “This is that chance. If we give them over, we can make a break for it and they’ll protect us. We can be together. We can never do that here.”

			“Yes, we can,” Hannah interjected.

			“We can’t, and you know it.” Jesse enunciated each word, his voice tired and strained. “When the baby’s born, they’ll know it’s not the Elder’s. What if it comes out with my skin color? What do we do then?”

			Should we run? The thought sliced through Amira’s ears, cutting over the sound of the couple’s bickering. They could shed their loose bindings and attack. Behind her, Nova shifted the weight between her feet. Amira scanned the room. No visible weapons she could grab. Small windows that were sealed shut, proving useless for escape. The door stood ajar behind them, but armed Trinity guards would catch them running. Could they make it into the open desert? How far would they get?

			But Maxine’s still here. Amira’s thought, echoed by Nova. They couldn’t leave Maxine. Whatever fate awaited them, Maxine would receive something worse. As much as Amira needed to rescue Nova, letting Maxine die a terrible death would be too high a price. They had to find a way to leave together.

			The argument between Jesse and Hannah had reached a crescendo.

			“That’s crazy!” Jesse shouted.

			“It’s not,” Hannah shrieked, but her voice had thinned and stretched beyond the boundaries of reason. “Elder Hammond’s third is about to give birth. I’ll swap the babies out, my midwife will do whatever I say! That’s the benefit of Vesseling. I can make them. They’ll punish her, and we can keep things the way they were.”

			“And what will they do to our baby?’ Jesse said. “What will you let them do?”

			Hannah didn’t answer. Her mouth formed a thin, determined line, but her shoulders trembled beneath her voluminous dress. Jesse turned away, face twisted in disgust.

			“Jesse,” she whined.

			A jolt shot through Amira’s body. There, on a shelf nestled between the familiar red-spined books on the sermons of Elder Cartwright, sat a helmet with wires running along its side. Hannah Slaughter’s headgear, used for her Vesseling of those under the influence of Tiresia. On Hannah’s head, it could control Amira and others in this complex under the drug’s influence. But on Amira’s….

			“What if they blame me?” Jesse said to Hannah. Both stood now, inches apart from each other and bodies stiff with desperate anger. “Would you let them? Would you point the finger at me to save yourself?”

			Be ready to distract them. Amira sent her own fraught message to Nova and drew a deep breath. She tugged at the binds, letting them slide to the floor. Adrenaline tingled through her fingers. Now was the moment.

			She charged.

			Loud noises erupted behind her, the sounds of a scuffle. Cries and a loud thud. Amira jumped onto the desk, her fingers extended toward the helmet.

			A hand circled around her foot and she jerked sideways. Her head struck the wooden shelf and stars exploded in her vision. Pain followed, dull and dizzying. Behind her, Hannah pulled at Amira’s foot while Nova ran at them, also liberated from her binds. Jesse stood nearby in a daze. The child’s legs swung wildly, landing sharp-looking kicks on Hannah’s chest and face. Hannah screamed and her grip around Amira’s foot loosened.

			Seizing her chance, Amira shot to her feet. With frantic, shaking hands, she gripped the helmet and placed it over her head. It came to life, blue light dancing in the corners of her eyes.

			The helmet gripped her like a vise, shrinking against her skull. A hot, pinching sensation snaked across her temples as the device pressed wires under her skin. But seconds later, the world blinked, and then unfolded like a beautiful, perfectly bound book.

			She had worn a helmet like this before, to deadly effect, when facing down the Trinity’s fighters in Victor Zhang’s house many years ago. But this was different, under the effects of Tiresia. Her mind expanded across the scene, taking in every detail. Just as she could sense every strand of hair on her head, she sensed each person, Trinity and captive alike, around her. They flickered like fireflies, those under Tiresia shining the brightest. A shiver pulsed through the mass of people as she rose, the hive sensing her presence.

			And then she was no longer in the bungalow – at least, not entirely. Her viewpoint leapt through the walls, and she flew across the gravel pathways, past the trains and back to that strange building, where people ran across the obstacle course of cafeteria benches. Their heartbeats, fluttering in exhaustion and fear, reverberated in Amira’s own chest. Anguish seeped into her, the pain not only of Hadrian’s death, but of others. Family members dying on beds in the adjacent bungalows, other loved ones missing and never found. As the people ran in circles like mice on a wheel, struggling to break from Tiresia’s grip, they grieved.

			A flood of emotion erupted inside her and Amira let out a long, wild scream. It reverberated between her ears, and other ears as well. Around a man in that room, webbed in blue light.

			Small fingers closed around her hand. Amira opened her eyes. Nova looked up at her with an open, expectant gaze and tugged her arm. Hannah yelled something. She lay on the floor nearby, Jesse pinning her down with a pained expression. 

			“Run,” Nova said.

			Amira grabbed Nova by the arm and sprinted for the door.

			The sudden sunlight seared Amira’s vision outside, but she stumbled down the bungalow’s steps. The helmet swayed atop her head, but the blue lights shone and Amira continued to sense others, under Tiresia, nearby. She reached out and found Maxine through the mental haze, bound and fearful amid a tight crowd of prisoners. Though she feared what came next, Maxine worried more for Amira and Nova. Amira sent her a signal as best she could. I’m coming.

			Jesse joined them outside. He hurled himself at the door and slid a metal bar across the arched handle, locking Hannah inside. Loud fists pounded against the door, accompanied by furious shrieks. Jesse turned to Amira with dark, stern eyes.

			“We have to go now,” he said.

			“We need to find Maxine,” Nova shouted back. “Where is she?”

			“Neverhaven take you.” Jesse spat on the ground, but he scanned the scene around the train. “She’s not there anymore. They load the people from the trains into the longer bungalows there, to get sorted.”

			Amira swayed under a rush of fear. Her mind flew back to the bungalows and she found Maxine again. The female prisoners cowered in a corner, avoiding the gaze of the marshals, who grabbed random women from the group. Picking them, to make Tiresia or use it.

			Maxine would only be sorted one way – the one that would punish her most.

			“Let’s go that way, then,” Amira said to Jesse.

			She lifted Nova, who immediately climbed onto Amira’s back and locked her skinny arms around Amira’s shoulders. The girl was heavy, but not as heavy as the hundred other minds ahead, now alert to her presence after the scream. Amira ran toward the bungalows, Nova bouncing on her back.

			The train lay between them. Another row of prisoners, now men, shuffled out of the train cars and lined up on their knees outside. A marshal swung a baton. He turned, eyes widening at the strange sight before him – a pregnant woman running with a Vesseling helmet and a child clinging to her back, followed by another marshal, wielding his own baton.

			“Hey, you there, stop,” the marshal yelled at Amira, but it was too late. He didn’t know it yet, but the prisoners in the building had stopped circling the obstacle course, had stopped their strange trek over the benches. They now charged together, with single purpose, toward the Elder who had been steering them around the room against their collective wills. His face knotted in alarm behind his helmet. He screamed as they grabbed him, dragging him to the ground with wild hands. They pulled and tore at him, and Amira screamed again.

			Outside, the marshal advanced on Amira, electric baton raised.

			Nova’s head poked around Amira’s helmet.

			“They’re going to bury us alive,” Nova cried to the line of prisoners. “I remember it. They give you the drink and then put you in the ground. When you come out, you do whatever they make you.”

			Panicked chatter spread down the line. Jesse leapt forward and struck that first marshal with his own baton. The man sank to the ground, mouth open in surprise.

			Get the helmet, Amira commanded into the Conscious Plane, and the people in the large room answered. An older woman wrestled the helmet from the Elder’s bruised, bloody head, cradling it in her arms. The others formed a shield around the old woman as they ran toward the door.

			Back outside, a second marshal emerged along the train line, striking Amira with his baton. The pain stole the air from her lungs, so sudden she couldn’t even scream. But as she fell forward with Nova’s weight on her back, her mind returned to the prisoners, running through dark hallways, snaking toward the exit. Now without the Elder to command them, they had become a different kind of hive mind – leaderless, but powerful in their shared purpose. Some attacked passing guards, others kicked open doors. Other prisoners spilled out of dark cells. A marshal fired a mag gun from the end of the hallway, and two of them fell to the ground, dead. Amira knew they were dead from the way peace enclosed them like a warm blanket, the way they hovered above the scene before their presence melted away.

			Chaos ripped through the building and the same chaos unfolded outside by the train station. Jesse battled the second marshal who attacked Amira, wrestling him to the ground. The line of captives had broken, the prisoners scattering. Some took for the open desert, only to be chased by Trinity marshals. Others darted between the buildings, seeking shelter, while a handful of men and women fought directly against the marshals, whose batons were no match for the willful crowd.

			Through the chaos, Amira retrained her focus on the bungalows. Maxine was in there, somewhere. What had happened to her friend in that short time?

			“Let’s keep moving into the bungalows,” Jesse, now at Amira’s side, said. A thin trail of blood ran from his lower lip. Nova locked her arms tight around Amira’s shoulders, her breath hot on Amira’s neck.

			“This way!” Amira yelled. She ran. The newly scattered prisoners turned their heads; a group of them followed her. Their sweat salted the air, the stench of fear hovering in the spaces between their bodies. They were close, but not yet dosed with Tiresia; they felt distant, more distant than the other mass of people now spilling from the large building. The two groups of captives, new prisoners and old, merged into a single, panicked mass.

			Amira ran at the head of the group, head low. Once they saw the blue light of her helmet, the marshals would target her. The pulse of a stunner flew inches above her head, and bullets kicked dirt into the air in front of her. Amira’s heart sank. The marshals near the buildings had more than batons as weapons.

			Gunfire erupted and screams followed as two of the charging prisoners fell to the ground, stunned or shot. The others followed suit, all collapsing to the ground in unison for cover, including Amira. A sharp, tangy smell, of mingling sweat and blood, choked her as she crawled forward. Dust burned her eyes and dirt clung to her fingernails, but she continued to pull through the crowd, searching for another weapon she could wield against the Trinity.

			An old woman curled sideways in a fetal position several feet away. Her white knuckles gripped the shiny metal helmet pressed against her stomach. Amira’s heart leapt. She inched forward. Gently pushing the traumatized woman’s hands away, Amira’s own fingers found the helmet and pried it free. Keeping low, she slid the helmet onto Nova’s head.

			If the connection between them was previously an invisible, golden thread, it had become a hard chain. Nova shone like a beacon through the conscious clutter, dimming every other thought and person around them. The child’s fear glowed like an ember in Amira’s own chest. But Nova’s thoughts rang clearly in her head.

			Maxine’s in the dark room behind the door. I can feel her. A dim grey door leapt into Amira’s vision, in contrast with the bright sun outside. She’s scared.

			Amira loosened her grip and Nova slid down Amira’s back before running away. The helmet bobbed precariously on her head. Jesse had taken position behind a large box, returning fire at the marshals. Amira pushed past a screaming woman and followed Nova.

			Together, they ran to the far end of the row of bungalows and burst through the main door. Humid, thick air greeted Amira, summoning sweat around her temples. Her eyes had not adjusted to the dark room, but the Tiresia acted as her vision, sending her forward toward a group cowering behind a large wooden gate.

			I’m scared, Nova thought.

			Amira’s eyes adjusted and she understood why. The bungalow was a single long, open room, save for the isolated pen with the wooden gate. But in the room’s center, dark streaks marred the floors and large steel hooks hung from a beam overhead. Amira ran toward the gate, reluctant to stare too long at the wider room. Fear hung in the air, the Tiresia heightening the sense of evil about the place.

			“What’s going on here?” The gate burst open and a single marshal emerged, armed with a baton.

			A dark figure leapt behind him with a wild shriek. Maxine locked her arms around the marshal’s neck, her hair flying as the marshal swung wildly behind him, trying to shake her off. Other prisoners emerged from the shadows, attacking the marshal with kicks and blows. Nova looked away, arms tight at her sides and the oversized helmet balancing atop her head. In a few minutes, it was over.

			“You’re ok,” Maxine said with a relieved sob. She scooped Nova into her arms.

			They returned outside with additional prisoners in tow. The marshals appeared to have been pushed back. Jesse no longer took shelter behind the boxes and a crowd of prisoners gathered around the bungalows. 

			The surrounding escapees, still under Tiresia’s spell, turned to face her. Amira felt each one as an individual, like fingers on her hand that she could bend and move, but they were also a collective, powerful whole. She steered them into a circle, forming a protective barrier around Maxine and Nova. The ones on the edges grabbed what they could – fallen weapons, pieces of shrapnel to use as shields, and armor from unconscious marshals. The prisoners from the train, realizing that a counterattack was happening, joined the circle. Though Amira could not control them as she could the Tiresia-afflicted prisoners, she welcomed their ranks. That had been the plan – with strength in numbers, they might survive the next steps.

			“How do we get out?” she asked Jesse.

			“The way you’re going,” Jesse replied. “This building is quickest. Follow me!”

			He kicked the door of the nearest bungalow open and led the surge of people inside. Amira did a double take as she entered, causing those under Tiresia to falter, some crashing into each other.

			The bungalow had been set up like a medical ward, with two long lines of hospital beds, each equipped with a medical bot and an IV drip. All the beds had a wire that connected to a large blinking machine in the room’s center. Each bed’s occupant writhed and twitched, but lay powerless against the array of straps and binds keeping them in place. Some of them moaned in a half-waking state, while others screamed with wide eyes. Drones buzzed and hovered across the long room, dipping to examine the captives. At each bed station, a tube fed an orange liquid into one vein, while another tube led to a clear sack, through which clear liquid fell in small drops.

			Amira reached her consciousness outward, scanning the helpless people in front of her. They were not under the effects of Tiresia. But their twitches of unmistakable agony, their clawed hands and pitiful cries provided all the explanation Amira needed.

			They were the manufacturers.

			She stood in the heart of a Tiresia farm.

			A hand pulled at her arm. Jesse leapt into her line of vision, his eyes stern and urgent.

			“We need to go now,” he said.

			“We have to free them,” Amira said. Already, others were freeing the nearest captives, unbinding straps and pulling out IV needles. A young man ran to another man strapped on one of the beds and threw his arms around him, sobbing.

			Jesse shook his head. “We don’t have time. You can’t save them all.”

			“We have to.” Amira’s voice broke and she ran to one of beds on the far end of the room, finding a boy no older than fifteen, unconscious. She wrestled against the bindings, fighting hot, frustrated tears.

			The marshals burst into the bungalow and opened fire. Screams echoed across the long hallway. Feet stampeded toward the opposite exit door but some, like Amira, stayed stubbornly in place, trying to free the captives. A bullet ricocheted against the overhead lamp, casting the room in complete darkness.

			The screams grew louder, but the gunfire ceased. It was too difficult to fire, with nothing to see. But then green eyes emerged from the darkness. Night vision – the marshals, activating a convenient feature of the latest Third Eye technology.

			Amira screamed in frustration. The helmet still gave her heightened senses, but with the opposing force equipped with night vision, they were on their way to a one-sided massacre. She squeezed the unconscious boy’s hand, hoping he would feel something of her compassion, before she turned away.

			She steered the Tiresia hive toward the exit doors, but ran toward the machine in the center of the room. Back at Victor Zhang’s house, she had made a giant prism shatter with the force of her mind when Elder Young had attacked her. She would have given anything to repeat that trick, but despite all her focus, all her rage and purpose directed at the machine, it stood intact, lights blinking back at her.

			Removing the helmet, she reeled as the world shifted again, putting her back in the narrow confines of her one fragile body and mind. It disoriented her, but only for a moment. Taking a deep breath, she threw the helmet as far as she could toward the marshals. They immediately opened fire at the sight of the blue helmet, but she had already turned back to the machine and kicked through the glass casing around its center. The glass shattered, scattering across the dark floor, and she tugged with frantic urgency at wires, circuit boards, anything of the Tiresia apparatus that she could destroy.

			And then she ran.

			On the way out, she grabbed at IV drips and tubes from beds she passed, anything she could do to end their suffering and disrupt the flow of Tiresia.

			Sunlight again. She blinked, her eyes adjusting as noise raged around her. An engine roared and a hundred shouting voices added to the cacophony.

			Her ears started to ring. She fell to her knees; her pulse pounded at her throat. A sense of dread crawled across her skin, the realization of a looming presence.

			Reznik.

			“Amira! Here.” Maxine’s cry sliced through the din.

			Amira scanned through the plumes of dust and found Maxine and Nova hanging from a hovercraft. At least ten vehicles hovered a foot from the ground, rumbling as people frantically climbed aboard. Those who had already boarded helped pull others up. Some wore the distinct symbol of the Trinity Compound, with its glaring eagle, but a row of red vehicles led the line of escape. Atop those vehicles, figures in black masks fired at the Trinity marshals as they exited the bungalow, holding them back.

			Amira ran toward Maxine and Nova. Her ears rang louder.

			The doors from the bungalows burst open and a new wave of Trinity marshals spilled into the open desert, guns raised. The silhouette of a tall figure strode behind the sea of marshals. He stepped into the sunlight, a man with dark hair and hollow eyes.

			Their eyes met and Amira’s eardrums rattled, drowning out all other sound. The Tiresia helped her distinguish him through the frantic crowd, though she probably didn’t need the drug to know Reznik’s presence. While others screamed, lost in the throes of fight or flight, Reznik surveyed the scene with detached calm. He was angry, yes, but purpose belied his frustration. He raised his weapon and Amira ducked, darting to one side. If Reznik wished to shoot her, he’d succeed. No one aimed a weapon like him, thanks to a combination of his skill and the intuitive effects gifted to him by early Tiresia exposure.

			His mag gun burned into the sand, inches away from Amira’s foot. Through the crowd, Reznik smiled. He was toying with her.

			Amira ran toward the line of red hovercrafts, casting anxious glances behind her. Their rescuers continued to fire on the Trinity marshals, but the reinforcements had shifted the tide of the fight. Reznik’s marshals advanced. They fired on the hovercrafts, on Amira, on others trying to escape.

			And then heat grazed her neck.

			Amira spun around. Jesse Hale faced the row of Trinity fighters, unleashing a ball of fire through a large weapon over his shoulder. Several marshals pulled up shields with their left hands, but a number fell to the ground engulfed in flames. They fell backward, screaming, knocking Reznik to the ground. His face twisted in fury, a glimpse Amira caught in a split second, before Jesse grabbed her arm and pulled her toward the hovercrafts.

			One of the masked figures leapt forward, helping to pull her up. Jesse hauled himself up of his own accord before disappearing into the craft’s interior.

			“Easy, easy,” the deep male voice said. “You’re pregnant.”

			“I noticed,” Amira said, before letting out a wild, shrill laugh. In the last few terrible hours, fighting for her life and the lives of others, she had almost forgotten her condition. But now her back ached and a sharp, alarming pain blossomed in her abdomen.

			The figure pulled her next to Maxine and tapped sharply on the hovercraft’s side. Sitting atop the vehicle, Amira gripped the side rail as the hovercraft sped forward. They raced away as a convoy while the remaining Trinity marshals fired fruitlessly at the departing vehicles. The series of bungalows grew smaller with each passing second, until they vanished under a hazy horizon.

			Soft arms found their way around Amira. She looked down to find Nova squeezing her neck, while Maxine wrapped her arms around them both. They stayed in that position, numb with shock and clinging to each other in raw desperation, like injured gulls caught in high, stormy waves too far out to sea.

			The masked man approached them. A tattoo shone on his right arm and Amira blinked in confusion. She knew that tattoo. The man pulled his face covering aside and Lee’s face grinned at them.

			“Found you at last,” he said. “Anyone hurt?” His grin faded as he took in the shell-shocked trio.

			Wordlessly, Amira gestured him toward her. He knelt next to her and she wrapped him into the group’s embrace. Safe at last, she started to sob. The sobs became wails, loud enough to be heard over the engine’s roar, and as she held her friends closer, Amira didn’t care if her tears never stopped. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			No Shelter Here

			“How did you find us?” Amira cradled a hot mug in her hands as she spoke, waiting for it to cool enough for that first, blissful sip of tea. A medical drone buzzed around her, trying to scan, poke and prod her, and she resisted the urge to swat it away. The pain in her abdomen had lessened after the drone had administered a stabilizer, designed to prevent premature labor and miscarriage. Anything beyond that, Amira reasoned, was unnecessary.

			“Maxine’s emergency signal,” Lee said. He blew gently across her mug and patted her hand, threatening to send Amira into another gale of tears. She had cried during the trip north and again when they stepped out of the hovercraft into the high trees and dense vegetation of the Pacific Northwest. The blue outline of mountains rose above the towering pines, the familiar landscape of home. There was no sign of Westport, however. They took shelter in cabins nestled in the woods, where people had emerged to greet and treat the new arrivals. Many of the Trinity escapees still bore the obvious signs of shock after their ordeal.

			“Elaborate,” Amira said with a shaky laugh.

			“When you were being attacked, you both sent out emergency messages,” Lee said. “You might not remember, there was a lot happening, I’m sure. But Maxine was able to send her coordinates. We immediately took our three fastest vehicles and our best fighters to the location, but it took several hours and you were already gone. We found Hadrian—” Lee paused, his face tightening in grief. He tried to speak again but his lip trembled and the tears came. Amira joined him. She leaned forward, crying into his shoulder.

			“But you followed our trail,” Amira finished for him, rubbing his arm. She managed a small smile. Lee had saved them, despite the odds. Hadrian would have been proud.

			“I followed your trail,” Lee agreed, wiping his eyes. He drew a deep, shuddering breath. “Hovercrafts leave signs they were there, even when they’re gliding. And as you know now, we’d been talking to Jesse Hale, turning him. He’s been feeding us good intel after we helped him get released from Westport custody. He wanted out of compound life. So we contacted him and learned where you were being sent. Told him to help you however he could until we could get a rescue party together. We sent two hovercraft with our drones out right away. I came later, after I…recovered Hadrian.”

			Amira continued to sob. She had cried so much in the last twenty-four hours, it felt as natural as opening a door. But this time, relief mingled with her grief. She had not expected Hadrian’s body to be recovered, that he would be anywhere else but that lonely stretch of Compound Territory. He could have the proper burial that he deserved, celebrated by those who loved him.

			They had taken refuge in one of several hideaways Lee had established outside of Westport. This one was located fifty miles south of the city, not too far from the Oregon coastline. Westport had become too dangerous a place to focus their operations, Lee explained to Amira. Too many attacks from the compounds and their sympathizers, combined with the threat of Tony Barlow and the Aldwych Legion; Lee had enemies from both directions in the city. The police force had sympathizers to their cause, like Amira’s old friend Detective Dale Pierson, but law enforcement had been overwhelmed by the scale of the violence in Westport, and didn’t appreciate people like Lee who operated outside of the law.

			“So we keep our technology and our bases outside of Westport now,” Lee said as they walked past cabins and tents. “We still have our operations in the city and some well-placed people in the right places – Julian got fired from that Titan expedition after you escaped, but his radio show is more popular than ever and he’s been making connections at the Academy. D’Arcy’s busy and far away in space, but feeds us intel as much as she can. But those old hiding places in Sullivan’s Wharf and the farms near the Pines are gone. We’ve been flushed out of our own home.” Bitterness salted his voice.

			“I miss Westport,” Amira said. “I’m going back, no matter the risk.” She drew a shaky breath but had stopped crying – walking helped her refocus, gather herself.

			“Well, eventually we all will,” Lee said darkly. “Aldwych is going to fall. We’ve gotten intel from people like Jesse and others in law enforcement. Reznik is planning a big push to take the district, and as you just witnessed, he’s got the power and the tech to have a good chance of succeeding. The city is overwhelmed. All of the higher-ups in Aldwych know it’s a risk, which is why they’re all in space now – Barlow’s on the Osiris station, most of the Council are on the Mesektet. If it all goes to shit, they’ll take off for Titan and find a new place to fuck up.”

			“That can’t happen,” Amira said. Her hand flew to her belly. Whatever kind of person came out of her, she wanted that child to experience the Westport she loved, the one she called home. To live on a planet that had more hope and opportunity for her, not less. And Aldwych was a part of that better future. As much anger as she felt for Tony Barlow, Aldwych was bigger than Barlow. Many talented, good people worked there, conducting research and making scientific breakthroughs that would make the world better. All of that couldn’t burn to the ground or fall under Reznik’s control.

			“Everyone in this chunk of forest agrees,” Lee said. “At least, about the city as a whole. When that push happens and Reznik attacks, we’ll be there to defend Westport. With our bare hands, if we have to. Hopefully, it doesn’t come to that. We’re trying to prevent that from happening in the first place. Hacking Trinity spaces on the Stream, disrupting their attacks and operations. But there’s only so much we can do, when we’re hiding from our home and living in tents. And Reznik is winning over public opinion in a lot of parts of Westport.”

			“How?” Amira asked, frustration creeping into her voice. “It’s insanity. Do people not realize what he is?”

			Lee gestured Amira down the trail path. They approached a group of survivors from the Tiresia farm, who spoke in a seated circle with one of Lee’s colleagues.

			“They’ve been telling us interesting things,” Lee said to Amira, his voice low and confidential. “Apparently, under torture, the Elders tried to get many of the women to confess to being recruited by Tony Barlow to be cloned up in space.”

			“That makes sense,” Amira said, her stomach twisting as she took in the frightened, haggard faces of the survivors. “They hate the idea of cloning and it’s an easy crime to pin on someone they want punished.”

			“I think it’s more than that,” Lee said. “I think Reznik is trying to push a narrative that has some truth to it – that compound girls are being exploited and abused, still, by the Pandora project. He knows it’ll win him sympathy. Even if people acknowledge he’s bad, he just needs to make Aldwych look worse.”

			Unease prickled Amira’s skin, sending goosebumps across her arms. Lee was right.

			“What can I do?” Amira asked. “I want to help however I can.”

			Lee laughed. Another new experience for Amira. His face came alive when he smiled, somehow making him look older and younger at the same time.

			“The best thing you can do right now is take care of yourself, Amira,” Lee said. “You’ve got more than enough on your plate. If you want to keep that pregnancy, you need to stay low, take care of yourself, and do what you need to do to have a healthy, safe delivery. And Nova…she could use your help too.” A shadow passed across Lee’s face. He nodded toward a clearing between the huts, where Nova walked barefoot on the crushed pine needles. She crouched to examine the base of a tree trunk, poking at it with a stick. Lee stared at her with the typical concern one would have for a child who had been through severe trauma, but Amira knew it was even more complicated for Lee, who had loved Rozene. The tattoo on his arm spoke to his grief over Rozene’s death, and Nova was all that remained of her.

			Amira patted his arm. “I’ll take care of her. Find out what the Pandora project means for her. I’ll do better for her than I could for Rozene – I promise. Do you happen to have a holomentic machine here?”

			That same grin again. “Of course. We knew you’d be back one day, Amira. And we can’t have you without that machine. At this point, you’re a package deal.”

			* * *

			They held a ceremony for Hadrian the following night. People came from Lee’s other bases, including some familiar faces from the ship days – compound children Hadrian had taken in when they escaped to Westport, struggling to adjust to the shock of modern city life. Many had stayed on, it seemed, to work for Lee and resist the increasingly powerful compounds. Amira exchanged smiles and kind words with many of them.

			It felt less like a funeral than a party. Speaker drones flew through the trees blaring loud music, no doubt terrorizing the local wildlife. People howled at the moon and wore glowing contact lenses in tribute to Hadrian, running through the dark. A remake of an older song that was popular during the Cataclysm blared through the campground, its political lyrics timelier than ever. There be no shelter here. The front line is everywhere.

			Others took a more subdued approach – gathering in clusters around the clearing, drinking and sharing fond stories of their eccentric but loyal friend. Several of the NASH officers who had worked with Hadrian attended; they stood out in their crisp uniforms, largely keeping to themselves in a somber circle. A few smiled when a zealous mourner took a canister of silver spray paint and scrawled slogans across the cabins. Some political slogans, but mostly phrases of Hadrian’s that brought his voice, his distinctive speech, back into Amira’s head. She laughed, wiping away more tears.

			Hadrian would have loved it.

			The man of the hour lay in the center of the clearing atop a makeshift pyre forged from chopped wood. Wrapped in cloth, he looked smaller, so different from the outsized figure he had been in life. Fragile and still. Mourners approached the pyre and pulled the fabric back to see his face one last time. Maxine shuffled forward, holding Nova’s hand. When Maxine peeled back the fabric, she unleashed a single, terrible wail and fell forward, pressing her face against his. Nova’s reaction was more muted – she reached underneath the cloth and found Hadrian’s hand, clutching it in silence. Amira couldn’t see Nova’s face but the simple gesture tore like a hot poker through her heart. Her throat burned and she turned away.

			Amira hovered around the pyre but didn’t go up. She couldn’t. During her days as a student at the Academy, she had seen her share of cadavers and knew that Hadrian would look even worse up close. She wanted her last sight of him to be his final moments alive in the desert, fighting until the end. It wasn’t the best memory of him, but a fitting one to end their time on this world together.

			The ceremony itself was more hushed and somber. They gathered around the pyre like a large family at a campfire, ready to tell stories late into the night. And they did. Maxine spoke, along with several other compound escapees. But none of their speeches ended like Maxine’s.

			“The truth is, I loved you,” Maxine said, wiping her eyes. “It came over time, but when it did, it was a love that sunk into me like sharp claws, one that would never let me go. It scared me. I survived by being strong, unafraid to be alone, and I kept men, especially, at a distance. I could never do that with you, but I also couldn’t let myself love you fearlessly. I’m sorry for both of us, for that.”

			Amira sobbed as Maxine stepped away, her shoulders sunken like the weight of all her regrets rested on them.

			Lee broke down as he stepped forward, but regained his composure and delivered a beautiful speech that had the group laughing and crying in equal measure. He ended it by thanking Hadrian for seeing the potential in him, for pushing him when he needed it but always being there for him, without conditions.

			“Everything good I am today, every good thing I do, originated in you,” Lee said. “You’d probably have some smart-ass thing to say if you were here, listening to me. You were never entirely comfortable with saying what you felt. You showed us you cared with the things you did. Your actions always spoke for you, right up to the end. And I’ll honor that in my own life – with action over words. We’ll all carry on your legacy, the way you taught us. All those people we saved from the Trinity yesterday – I think you’d be smiling, to know that’s what we did right after finding out you were gone.”

			Several mourners in the crowd murmured their assent.

			Lee pressed his lips together and nodded with a final air, before stepping back. He found Amira’s eyes across the funeral pyre and beckoned her forward.

			Amira’s heart sank. Public speaking was never her strength – despite all her challenges on the Pandora project, the task she had dreaded the most was giving her first briefing to Dr. Singh. The staring eyes around the campfire bored holes through her thin veneer of composure. One wrong move, and she would crumble. And she hadn’t prepared anything ahead of time. She’d started the skeleton of a speech on her Eye, but tears always blurred the words away.

			Pretend Hadrian’s watching, Amira thought. Imagine what he’d want you to say.

			Through the oppressive blanket of stares, a grinning, mischievous face poked through the crowd. Hadrian folded his arms, leaning next to Lee.

			“He’s a tough act to follow, love,” her imaginary version of Hadrian said to her. “Not everything’s a competition, mind. But if it were, you could always just repeat what he said with some prettier words.”

			Amira’s mouth twitched in a faint smile and she stepped forward.

			“I didn’t trust Hadrian when I first met him,” she began.

			“Speak up!” someone shouted across the pyre.

			Amira cleared her throat. “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t trust him. I had to climb through a hole in a fence and past security cameras to get to him. And when I met him, we both needed things from each other, and were trying to be the one in control, the one not being taken advantage of. We had that in common, I think, because of how we grew up.

			“So it wasn’t an easy or natural friendship. In fact, for a long time, I would have called us more allies than friends. But we came to trust each other. We cared about the same people and had the same goals. We went through some crazy things together. And by the end of it, he wasn’t just one of my closest friends – he was almost my brother. When Rozene called him her best friend when I first met her, I felt sorry for her. Now, I see how lucky she was to have him as a friend – as was I.”

			Maxine wiped her eyes and gave Amira a warm smile. Next to her, Nova’s eyes glowed under the firelight. She tore her gaze away from Hadrian’s pyre and turned to Amira with a curious, thoughtful expression.

			Amira continued. “I know that if Hadrian were able to linger on this Plane and see us now, he wouldn’t be surprised by this ceremony. He knew people loved him. He knew he mattered to us all. But what hurts me the most about his death – and it hurts so much – is that I don’t think he would have felt that he deserved this. He didn’t believe in himself the way we believed in him.”

			Her voice cracked. She gulped air, struggling to continue. Maxine appeared at her side, Nova in tow, and wrapped her arms around Amira’s shoulders.

			“He had a lot of regrets about his past and a mistake he made,” Amira said. “Some of you might know the story, others don’t – it doesn’t really matter now. All I can say is that behind everything, he was his harshest critic. He never forgave himself for something I immediately realized was not a burden he needed to carry. But I think that’s what drove him. He wanted to help everyone he came across from the compounds, like they were his own children. Because for him, they were his children. Our pain was his pain, in many ways.”

			From the shadows, Hadrian had stopped grinning. The look he gave Amira was both pained and relieved – as though an old wound had been reopened but then healed, through examining it again. Amira learned the story on a moonlit night in Mexico. Hadrian had turned his father, Elder Harold Reznik, over to the Cosmics as a bitter, abandoned teenager. His actions helped lead to the Elder’s torture and death, though the Cosmics likely would have found another way without exploiting a lonely, angry child.

			Amira sighed and continued.

			“I know how to do a lot of things. I can read people’s neural patterns and memories. I know neuroscience, astrophysics and how to put on a space suit and survive in zero gravity. But Hadrian taught me the most important thing I could learn. That it’s never enough. You can’t save the world on your own. You can’t save everyone who needs to be saved and stop every act of suffering out there. But you can always be kind to those who come in front of you. And you can be with other people who make the same choices. To be kind, always.”

			Amira stepped back and exhaled. A small hand curled around her own. Nova looked up at her, wide eyes pooling with sadness. Amira squeezed her hand, wondering, for the briefest of moments, which parts of Nova grieved for Hadrian the most. Was it a child’s grief for a caregiver? Or had those traces of Rozene surfaced, aching for the loss of an old friend?

			As the fire rose and the wood crackled, Amira turned her tear-stained face to the sky. The stars blinked through the clouds, casting their ancient light on that oldest of human experiences – saying goodbye to those we love, and in doing so, acknowledging death. It gave Amira comfort and clarity, like the cool air against her face. The pain and loss she felt was an old pain – felt many times before and to be felt many times again. Somewhere else in that night sky, Tony Barlow was sitting alone in his station office, trying to vanquish human mortality. Fighting it, raging against its inevitability. But in that moment, surrounded by grief but, more importantly, love, Amira wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Pulling Threads

			Like most children her age, Nova liked to ask questions. In the first few weeks, her questions centered around Amira’s holomentic machine. How it worked, what it did, and of course, why Amira and the other adults felt she needed to be subjected to its probing insights.

			“The needle hurts,” Nova would add as an afterthought during their sessions, rubbing her forearm with a pout on her lips.

			Every child psychology book would instruct Amira to respect Nova’s inquisitive mind and do her best to answer those questions honestly and fairly. But Amira was quickly learning what Lucia Morgan had warned her of – Nova was not really a child. Not an ordinary one, at least.

			“Didn’t you want to travel to Westport to learn more about yourself?” Amira asked instead, in response to Nova’s repeated refrain of why. “Lucia told you that the man you were meeting had this machine, right? That it could tell you what was going on in your head.”

			Nova stamped her feet, but her eyes flashed with something more complicated than childish impudence – the recognition of being caught in a game.

			“Well, yes,” Nova said with a haughty sniff. “But Maxine and Hadrian kept secrets from me. They didn’t want me to know all this stuff. Why did they change their minds? Were they wrong the first time?” She grinned, perhaps relishing the thought of her caregivers being in the wrong.

			Amira shrugged. She would not take the child’s bait. “Sometimes adults are wrong,” she conceded. “And sometimes, they made decisions like that because they know you’re too young to understand everything. That didn’t mean that they never wanted to tell you, but wanted to wait for the right time.”

			Nova nodded solemnly, absorbing this measured answer. “But it’s too late now, right?” she prodded. “Now that I found out from Aunt Lucia, the cat’s out of the bag, like Maxine says sometimes. You have to tell me things now.”

			“I suppose so,” Amira said, feeling the first itch of irritation this hour. With each passing session, her tolerance threshold shortened and she lost her patience sooner. Not for the first time, she marveled at the resiliency of those who raised children.

			“Do you want to get started?” Nova asked sweetly.

			“What do you think?”

			“I think I’m annoying you,” Nova said. “You’re not used to having to be patient and wait before you get what you want. So you’re mad at me.”

			Amira smiled. In those early sessions, she would feel guilt and shame when Nova spoke that way, and rush to reassure her how much she was loved. But after several setbacks, she learned. Nova, like a lot of ordinary children, listened carefully to what adults around her said and picked up their phrasing. That’s exactly what she had just done – parroted a conversation with Lee that Amira had thought was private. But Nova had been paying attention from the next room in their cabin, and took her new ammunition to their next holomentic session.

			Unlike other children, Nova had learned the art of emotional blackmail with an unusual degree of sophistication. She wielded an arsenal of self-pitying language and baited phrases that belied a truth – the child was hurting, and didn’t know how to ask for empathy in a healthy, honest way.

			But Amira knew that giving in would do neither of them favors. She needed to dig deeper.

			“You know what, Nova?” Amira said. “Let’s start by finding a memory of when you first felt someone was annoyed at you. Relax, take an extra deep breath, and tell me about it.”

			Nova sighed, glowering at Amira in an uncanny imitation of Rozene.

			“There are so many,” Nova said with a faintly tragic air. “This one time, Hadrian got annoyed with me when I wanted to go outside and play. He was scared someone might find me.”

			Colors and shapes swirled across the holomentic platform, bright at first, until they dulled and solidified into the familiar tones of the house in Greenland. Wood floors and walls, warmed by a gentle, crackling fireplace. Snow dusted the windows and wind billowed outside. Nova’s memories contained an incredible amount of detail – far more than Rozene’s or any other adult Amira had read. A product of childhood, when everything is new and every detail matters.

			Although for Nova, of course, it was more complicated.

			On the holographic screen, Nova bounced on the living room couch in front of the window. With each jump, she slammed her palms on the cold windowpane. The glass rattled and shivered, accompanied by a heavy pounding sound.

			“Trying to make a break for it, pet?” Hadrian’s voice, deeper than real life, filled the air, and Amira shuddered against a dull, aching grief. At least it was dull. Those first memories of Hadrian unearthed during Nova’s reading sessions had come too early, the pain still raw, and Amira had to fight for composure until the end of the session, when she could excuse herself to cry.

			“I want to go outside,” Nova said, continuing to bounce on the couch.

			“I can tell,” Hadrian said drily. He had relied heavily on sarcasm with Nova, Amira observed, when the stress took its toll. “But I already told you it’s not safe today, all right? Let’s find a board game or something.”

			“But I’m bored with board games,” Nova whined. “That’s why they’re called bored games. Get it?”

			Hadrian barely managed an appreciative chuckle. “Listen, pet, I don’t like being in all day either. I used to work in a space station and fly back and forth to Earth on a shuttle. I could go wherever I wanted. Want to hear that story about the time I almost crashed again?”

			“No,” Nova said, her whine reaching a deafening pitch. “I want to go outside.”

			“Go to your bloody room,” Hadrian snapped, his low growl stopping Nova in her tracks.

			Amira’s stomach twisted in empathy watching the scene – partially for Nova, who was acting out as any frustrated child would, but mostly for Hadrian, forced into a role he had never asked for.

			Because of Rozene’s death. Because of Amira.

			“How did you feel when Hadrian got upset with you?” Amira finally asked Nova.

			“Mad,” Nova replied. When Amira let the silence linger, she kept talking. “Sad too. I didn’t mean to annoy Hadrian. I just wanted to play outside, like before.”

			Another memory flashed across the hologram, a common occurrence when holomentic subjects expanded on memories and feelings, triggering connected memories. But this memory introduced a new color palette – bright blues, earthy reds and browns. Dust, sand, and sagebrush that didn’t belong in her childhood memories of Greenland.

			“Hold on,” Amira said. “Pause.”

			“What?” Nova asked.

			“Not you, Nova, sorry – I’m asking the holomentic machine to pause.” On the holographic platform, a frozen, blurred image displayed several figures running down a hill. Streaks of color against a sandy backdrop. Amira frowned and she leaned forward, scrutinizing the image. Then, she recognized the white coloring on top of two figures as bonnets.

			Children playing on the Trinity Compound. A memory of Rozene’s, one Amira had seen before during their own holomentic sessions, of her running around New Mexican hills with other compound children.

			And to Amira’s left, Nova sat in her chair, legs swinging, and stared at the image on the hologram. Her eyes turned into suspicious slits as she absorbed the scene, one extracted from her memory, but from a place she’d never been, with people she’d never met.

			“That’s one of my mom’s, right?” Nova asked.

			“Yes,” Amira said. Her fingers trembled as she clutched her holomentic sensor wand. So soon, they had reached a precipice, with uncharted territory beyond. How should she handle this? Nothing in her textbooks or past experience prepared her for this – asking a child to interpret a memory that wasn’t hers. Not entirely, anyway.

			She would wade forward, carefully.

			“Your mother used to play on those hills,” Amira said. “We talked through them together, back when I read her memories. They were happy times for her, before her life became harder.”

			Nova nodded, stealing a sidelong glance at Amira. “I know,” she said. “I remember when her mom used to get mad at her.”

			Amira un-paused the image on the holographic platform. Reverting back to Nova’s thoughts, it displayed a new reel of memories. A girl with dark red hair, running down a creaky hallway while a woman’s angry voice trailed behind. That same girl in a kitchen, choking back tears over the sink while a fight raged at the dining table behind her.

			The scene shifted to an older Rozene Hull, in an all-too-familiar position. She sat in an Elder’s office, while a girl’s muffled cries broke through the walls. A fan sputtered and rattled in the corner.

			Amira drew a sharp breath. Another memory she had seen before, although this one was faded, less vibrant than Nova’s recollections of her own, young life.

			“Nova, tell me why you’re here,” Amira said.

			“I wasn’t there,” Nova said. Her forehead wrinkled with agitation. “That’s my mom, not me.”

			“Just try to describe it,” Amira said. “From what you know.”

			Nova frowned. “I – she – was in trouble. She annoyed a lot of people, like I annoy people. Always broke the rules, but she had more rules to follow where she grew up.”

			“What about this memory in particular?” Amira pressed. “Do you remember a fly buzzing?” A detail Amira recalled from her reading of Rozene. She held her breath.

			Nova closed her eyes. The memory lingered on the holographic platform, still and static. A buzzing sound filled the cabin. Amira exhaled loudly as a small fly rattled against the grimy office window. More details appeared – the radio playing a sermon in the background, Rozene tapping her fingers. Colors brightened around the scene, like the second layer of an oil painting.

			In her chair, Nova gripped the armrests and drew loud, shallow breaths.

			“Nova?” Amira asked.

			“I don’t like it,” the child said. Tears crawled down her red cheeks. “Stop, make it stop!”

			“Stop throwing tantrums and focus,” Amira said tersely. “You’re fine, your vitals are good. Just take a deep breath and focus on the memory.”

			“No!”

			“Nova,” Amira said, her voice laced with warning.

			Nova screamed. A piercing scream that cut through the air and Amira’s frayed nerves.

			“Fine,” Amira snapped.

			With a silent mental command, she switched off the holographic platform. She walked briskly to Nova and began removing the wires and sensors on her temples.

			The child shot up from the seat, rubbing her arms. She cast a dark, wounded scowl at Amira.

			“You did this to my mom too,” she said. “Got in her head. Made her worse.”

			The words knocked the air out of Amira’s lungs. When she stood there, unable to speak, Nova climbed out of the chair and stomped out of the cabin.

			The morning’s holomentic session stayed with Amira the rest of the day. She leaned back against a tree near her cabin, replaying Nova’s memories and words. Her parting shot still stung like a slap to the face. It was true. While Amira had ultimately succeeded in repairing Rozene’s fractured, tampered memories, the cost had been high. The holomentic reading process was a relentless invasion into Rozene’s most private, intimate thoughts and fears. It took so much from a young woman who had already had so much taken from her.

			And now, Amira inflicted the same pattern on Nova. Fumbling in the dark, digging into not one conscious mind but two sets of memories and experiences. Aside from a few rare cases of multiple personality disorders, there was no case study or template Amira could pull from. Dr. Mercer had promised her that one day, her true mettle would be tested when she was forced to operate outside of what textbooks and classes had taught her. She was there now, and she was lost at sea, flailing in the choppy waves.

			Worst of all – she disliked Nova. The thought made Amira’s insides bubble with shame, leaving a hot, sickening sensation in the pit of her stomach. It was wrong and absurd to dislike a small child to begin with. But the realization had struck her moments after Nova stormed out of the cabin. She did not enjoy Nova’s company, did not find her to be a kind, thoughtful child. The child’s carelessness had gotten Hadrian killed. That was probably the root of Amira’s feelings – they had undertaken great danger to rescue Nova, and Hadrian paid the ultimate price. And after rescuing Nova, perhaps Amira had hoped it would be a type of reunion, a way to see Rozene again. 

			But Amira felt no connection with the child as she had with Rozene. Nova might have carried some of Rozene’s memories, echoes of a different life, but she was ultimately a spoiled, entitled brat who had been shaped by her isolation from the outside world.

			Unable to sit with her thoughts any longer, Amira rose and walked down the path toward the creek. The forest rustled around her, birds calling to each other from high trees. Clear water lapped at smooth stones. Jesse Hale sat alone on the creek’s edge, throwing rocks into a churning stream.

			Amira took a seat beside him on a slab of rock.

			“Prettier than home, isn’t it?” she asked.

			Jesse grunted, keeping his gaze on the water. “I don’t know. The desert is nice too. It’s just different.”

			Amira let the silence settle before she spoke again.

			“Thank you,” she said. “For saving us. For helping me.”

			Jesse shrugged, but something in his posture relaxed. He had been bracing, perhaps, for a conflict.

			“I needed to help you to get out,” he said. “It was part of a deal, not because I cared about helping you.”

			“I’m still alive either way,” Amira said. She pressed her palms into the cold rock, tilted her head back and inhaled the mountain air. Birds flew overhead, toward Westport.

			She itched to ask Jesse why he defected, but knew that it would be the wrong question – at least for now. Her suspicion was a combination of factors – Pierson slowly turning him in prison, Jesse growing tired of the humiliating, insulting racism of the Trinity Compound and a slow falling-out with Hannah Slaughter. His last encounter with her at the Tiresia farm attested to those factors. Any of those issues alone would be difficult, painful knots for Jesse to untangle, ones Amira could help him with through her holomentic machine.

			But for now, she took an indirect approach.

			“Was it difficult to leave?” she asked.

			Jesse finally looked at her with his cool, assessing eyes. If he guessed at the questions behind her question, he didn’t betray any emotion. Instead, he cast her a lazy, indifferent smile.

			“Life is difficult,” he said. “I’ve never had it easy – all I’ve done since I’ve been born is survive. And that’s why I left – to survive. But of course it’s hard to leave everything that you know and turn your back on the people who raised you. You know that. But as Elder Cartwright said, right is never easy.”

			And with that, he threw a heavy stone into the water, watching it sink under the murky current.

			* * *

			“Amira? Can you wake up?”

			“Hmph?” Amira rubbed her eyes with one hand, fumbling in the dark with the other one. Maxine was shaking her shoulder – gently at first, then with more vigor.

			“I’m up,” Amira grumbled. Her surroundings were pitch black, the kind of darkness one only finds away from the city. Grabbing her Third Eye from the nearby end table and sliding it on with clumsy hands, Amira caught the time. Two thirty in the morning.

			“What’s happening?” Amira asked, suddenly wide awake. Her heart skipped. “Is everyone ok?”

			“Just follow me,” Maxine said. She helped Amira to her feet.

			Outside Amira’s cabin, they crossed the main path to the opposite cluster of cabins, their Third Eyes shining like flashlights to illuminate their path. Twigs and branches crunched underfoot, each step loud against the forest’s silence. Amira swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry. What had happened?

			A dim light shone from Maxine’s cabin. The door creaked as Maxine pushed it open, her feet light. Inside, they found Lee at the foot of a large bed, patting a lump in the sheets. The lump of sheets turned out to be Nova, curled on her side. Her face looked painfully small and fragile under the covers, her eyes contrastingly wide. The girl shivered and cried. Terrible, frightened whimpers that dissolved any lingering anger Amira felt toward the child after the day’s events.

			Amira knelt at Nova’s eye level. The child’s eyes remained open but unseeing, as though she hadn’t registered Amira and Maxine’s arrival. Lee continued to pat Nova’s shoulder with a light, gentle touch, but his broad shoulders stiffened with concern.

			No change, he mouthed at Maxine.

			“Nova,” Amira said in her softest tone. “What’s happening? Talk to me.”

			“My head hurts,” she moaned. “There’s someone else inside it. I’m trying to push them out, but I can’t.”

			A hushed silence fell. The muggy cabin air drained from the room. Maxine and Lee exchanged nervous glances but Amira leaned against the bed, closer to Nova.

			“It can be confusing when you wake up from a dream,” Amira said gently. “Especially in a new place. You’re in a cabin, remember? You’re Nova and you’ve had a very hard couple of days. Just keep breathing and you’ll wake up.”

			Though Nova’s cries were frightening, Amira recognized the typical effects of a half-waking state. Night terrors, sleep hallucinations – many unsettling things occurred at night. Feeling like a different person, or that a presence was invading one’s sleep, was not uncommon.

			But Amira remembered her own experience in Free Greenland, with Inuk’s Sinna drug – that strange moment in which other conscious entities invaded her own mind and body. Was Nova experiencing something similar, thanks to the effects of Tiresia?

			Nova gulped and let out another high cry.

			“I can’t get them out,” she said again. Terror thickened her voice. Her soft cries cut the air like a hot knife.

			Finally, Amira grabbed Nova’s small fingers, squeezing them. She wanted to avoid waking the child further if she could help it, but Nova wasn’t pulling herself out of her confusion successfully. It was time.

			Nova’s clammy hand jerked under Amira’s grip. The child’s eyes widened farther, panic pooling in her dark pupils. Her breathing became fast and shallow.

			“Nova, you’re awake, dear,” Maxine said from the other side of the bed.

			“He’s got a needle,” Nova screamed. “He’s going to do it again. Like Nina and Jessica.”

			Amira’s mouth slackened. She drew a sharp gasp.

			“Rozene?” she whispered.

			Nova blinked and turned to Amira with unconcealed, childlike fear, but another layer behind her eyes revealed something more complex. Resentment. Distrust.

			“I don’t want to be like this,” she said, and in that moment, she became a girl of nine again. She burst into tears, squeezing the pillow with her fists and burying her face. Lee patted her shoulder as the child cried herself, exhausted, back to sleep.

			“Hadrian mentioned episodes like this before,” Maxine said outside the cabin, where she conferred with Lee and Amira. She folded her arms tightly against the night chill. “But this sounds worse. What does this mean, Amira?”

			“I don’t know yet,” Amira said. Her jaw clenched as she spoke. “I told you what Barlow did. He tried to put Rozene in another person. I think that was part of Rozene showing up, when Nova’s brain was in a different, less alert state.”

			“You mean Rozene’s…inside there somewhere?” Lee’s face paled under the cabin’s dim light. 

			Amira suppressed a sigh. “I don’t think it’s as dramatic as Rozene trapped inside another body, although Nova described it in a scary way. I think Nova’s dreaming brain is sorting through memories and experiences that it knows don’t belong to her, and that’s causing tremendous stress. It fractures her sense of identity. But again, I don’t really know. I’m trying to figure it out, but I can only do so much at a time with my holomentic machine. Especially when she…when Nova…won’t cooperate.”

			Amira sank onto the cabin’s front step, bending forward and pulling her hair in frustration. Pain tugged across her scalp and she pulled harder, as though she could rip the problem out of her head.

			“Amira?” Lee’s voiced sounded small and distant.

			Amira released her hands and looked up, eyes misty.

			“This is beyond me,” Amira said. It hurt to say the words aloud but a faint relief punctured through the wall of tension she carried, to admit what she knew. “I’m out of my element. And treating Nova also affects me, directly, and that makes it hard to be objective.” She rubbed her belly with a grim smile, stood up, and walked in silence back to her cabin before Maxine and Lee could respond.

			* * *

			“But, Amira,” Maxine said gently, “there’s no one else who can do what you do.”

			Amira’s dark mood continued over campfire porridge the next morning. Groups gathered around small fires, eating and trading news with animated voices while a hologram in the clearing displayed a live feed of news from the Stream.

			Amira shrugged and Maxine fell into silence. Their small group was the quietest that morning. Nova sat between Lee and Maxine, rendering open conversation about the events of last night impossible. The child seemed cheerful and lively enough, adding extra chocolate chips to her porridge without asking and tapping her feet with impatience after finishing her bowl.

			“You can go play, if you’re done,” Maxine said to Nova, who immediately shot to her feet.

			“What about equipment?” Lee asked Amira as soon as Nova went out of earshot, running around the campsite. “I can get you what you need from Westport.”

			“It’s not an equipment thing,” Amira said. “It’s figuring out, based on my readings of Nova, how to treat her. Do I try to reconcile the parts of Rozene’s consciousness that she clearly has? And how do I do that? There’s no cure or treatment I can pull out of a textbook. I’ll have to experiment with different methods.

			“Or,” Amira continued in a louder voice, into the silence, “do I accept that Rozene’s memories don’t belong in Nova and try to remove them? Try to eliminate her memories?”

			“Like what was done to Rozene?” Maxine asked, eyebrows raised.

			Amira nodded grimly. “Not something I’ve done before, since it’s illegal and dangerous. But in Nova’s case, it might actually be easier, since they’re not really her memories. Easier to uproot and pull away without causing psychological damage. But I’d need help to do that.”

			Her jaw fell. The bowl of porridge slid down her fingers, nearly clattering to the floor. On the news hologram in the clearing, Hugo Landry, the man she saw on the news in Greenland, blinked under a flashing red headline that read, Whistleblower reveals more Aldwych secrets.

			“Amira,” Maxine said in warning, “are you thinking what I think you’re thinking?”

			“That’s a lot of ‘thinking’ for one sentence,” Lee said, deadpan, and Maxine punched his arm.

			“This is serious, Lee. Amira, no.”

			Nova had appeared at their campsite, bouncing on her heels.

			“That’s him,” Nova said. “The man in the city I was going to meet. Aunt Lucia said he could help me. Look, he’s famous.”

			Now Lee’s jaw dropped. Amira stood and advanced toward the platform, taking in Landry’s shrewd face. She had gone to great lengths to keep Nova from reaching him. But now, this defector from Aldwych might be just the person they needed.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Westport Again

			The morning fog thinned, unveiling the magnificent city ahead. One moment, the car sped past farms and forest, and the next, the dramatic skyline of Westport broke through the mist. Low clouds hovered around Aldwych’s tallest skyscrapers. Even from a distance, the city’s lights shone like a million fireflies – the yellow trails from commuter shuttles, blinking red lights from tall towers, and the glow of buildings coming to life for a day’s work.

			A lump rose in Amira’s throat. She didn’t try to stop the tears that ran down her cheeks. She had seen more of the world now, and more of space than she ever cared to again, but Westport would always be her home. Now that she was back in its orbit at last, its energy drew her in. A surge of confidence warmed her veins. Maybe she could do this, after all.

			“It’s so big.” Next to her, Nova pressed her face against the car’s cold, rain-splattered window. “What if we get lost?”

			Amira smiled. “We won’t,” she said. “I know my way around.”

			The car pulled over on the edge of town, near the end of the Blue Line. Amira and Nova stepped out on a street lined with brownstone houses, stacked together in neat rows. A train screeched in the distance. Dogs barked through a window. The car flashed its lights once, then turned around and sped away in the direction from which it came – preprogrammed by Lee to return to the campsite, albeit in an indirect way to avoid tracing.

			Amira pulled from her coat pocket a device the size of a bottle, wrapped in a blue waterproof tarp. She pressed a button on the end and it expanded into a drone umbrella. Its metal wings spreading, it rose into the air with a gentle whir until it hovered directly over Amira and Nova, shielding them from the rain. As they walked down the street, the umbrella followed directly above them.

			Nova shrieked with glee, jumping in the air and swatting her hand at the drone, which bobbed well out of her reach. Amira couldn’t help but grin as well. As a child, she had spent many cold and rainy nights locked out of the house, tied to a post outside for misbehavior on the compound, when she could only dream of something so simple to keep her dry. When she bought her first umbrella in Westport, after months of walking to Academy classes in the rain, she felt as though she had stepped into an alternate world.

			A better world.

			“Can we get a coffee?” Nova asked. They walked through the neighborhood and had come to the first street with commercial buildings – shops, restaurants, and a small neighborhood café across the street.

			“Aren’t you a little young for coffee?” Amira asked. But she gazed longingly at the dim lights through the window, imagining the hot, steamy mugs being sipped inside. The umbrella kept them dry, but it was still a cold morning.

			Nova shrugged. “I guess, but I have this memory of sitting in a place like that. It was scary, because it was new, but also fun. Maybe that would be helpful?” Shrewdness crept into the corner of her eyes.

			Amira pressed her lips together. Nova was trying to manipulate her, of course, to get what she wanted. But it was also likely true. Amira had recalled memories of Rozene’s when the Trinity escapee had first moved to Westport, when she would sit alone in coffee shops and watch other people go about their day with a mixture of awe and envy. If Nova had a lingering memory of those moments, it could be beneficial to trigger more.

			And she was cold.

			The door chimed as they entered the café. A handful of patrons sat in booths, but the counter was manned by a robotic barista who swayed on wheeling feet. Nova bounced with excitement at this new revelation – Free Greenland had fewer service robots – and ran to the counter.

			“You can have hot chocolate,” Amira said, before ordering herself a decaffeinated Americano, her drink of choice when she was at the Academy, always enjoyed after a morning run and before her first class, although her pregnancy now required her to eschew the caffeinated part.

			They sat in a booth, cradling their hot mugs with gloved hands, in contented silence. For Nova, everything was new, and for Amira, everything was familiar. They sipped their drinks with distant smiles as faint music crackled overhead.

			Behind them, two men and a woman were in deep conversation over their hearty pancake breakfasts.

			“…can’t lose another shift because the trains are down again,” one of the men said. “I don’t care if they need to scan my Eye fifty times and strip-search me in front of the entire station, they need to keep the trains moving. I need the work. I have bills to pay. Why don’t they put more security drones on each train, if they’re so worried about attacks?”

			“They sure have plenty of security in Aldwych,” the woman said to sullen grunts of agreement.

			“I guess if you don’t want to get blown up or have your eyes clawed out by a random crazy, you need to work at the district,” the second man said bitterly. “I chose the wrong job. Only, wait – I didn’t choose shit. Never had the money to earn a fucking science degree, did I?”

			Amira took a long sip of coffee, its steam warming her cheeks. She had heard similar conversations during her time in Westport, in Sullivan’s Wharf and other parts of town that never benefited fully from the wealth of Aldwych. D’Arcy’s success had been a rare exception. Most people who grew up in working families lacked the resources and connections to work in the district’s higher-paying jobs. Most of her fellow Academy students came from other cities, or wealthy northern Westport neighborhoods like the Pines.

			“Look at those assholes out there,” the second man growled, and Amira shrank into her seat. Across from her, Nova’s eyes widened, but her gaze flew to the window rather than the nearby booth. Amira followed her. A crowd of protesters stood on the busy street in the rain. Their gloved hands waved anti-Aldwych and pro-compound placards. Shut down the district. Reznik was right. Aldwych lied, compound girls died. Burn the ’Wych.

			“Didn’t you just agree that the labcoats have too much power?” the woman asked with a gruff laugh.

			“Doesn’t mean I’m pro-compound,” the second man said. “That’s the problem. The enemy of my enemy isn’t my friend. But now the Trinity people have idiots like them brainwashed. They’re trying to radicalize my son – I caught him watching some videos on the Stream. This series about turning Westport back to traditional values and other bullshit. They’re just as bad. Maybe worse.”

			And with that, the man rose from his seat and marched outside.

			“Not again,” the woman groaned. The other man sighed.

			“Let’s pay before he starts a fight. I can’t deal with drone cops on top of everything else.”

			“We should go,” Amira said to Nova. The fragrant coffee sharpened her senses, but the interaction behind them left a curdling dread in her growling stomach. Outside, the man shouted at the row of protesters, pointing to them. Would one of those demonstrators possibly recognize Amira, a wanted figure by the Trinity? Were they just compound sympathizers, or something more dangerous? And in either case, what would happen if police drones arrived?

			She expected an argument, but Nova rose from her seat in silence, downing her final sip of hot chocolate. They weaved through the café, passing a small hallway with restrooms, before Amira found an exit.

			They stepped outside into heavier rain and a back alleyway. Sirens wailed in the distance. Amira activated her drone umbrella and they continued their trek north, deeper into the city.

			Amira gripped Nova’s hand, afraid she might lose her in a fragile moment. The joy at being back in Westport had dampened like the fallen leaves piled on the wet sidewalk. The city had changed. Amira had been told as much many times before, but it was different to experience it firsthand. They had been in Westport for less than an hour, but had already witnessed the fractures and danger wrought by the compounds. And the Cosmics.

			Amira had wanted to complete some additional stops along the way, but that was clearly not an option. They needed to meet with Hugo Landry, and quickly.

			They boarded the train to the northbound Blue Line. If Amira learned one useful thing from their detour, it was that the trains that didn’t go through the district lacked security. A risk for the citizens of Westport, but a benefit for her and Nova.

			Once aboard, Amira adopted the distant stare of the typical Westport train commuter, but Nova peered excitedly around her as the train car bumped and swayed, earning some warm smiles from people around her.

			“She looks like that poor girl they cloned,” an older woman said to Amira with a sad nod.

			“You’re right, she does,” Amira said. Behind her tight attempt at a smile, her heart hammered. What had she done? She, Amira, was a somewhat public figure – though Barlow hadn’t blasted her face all over the Stream as a wanted fugitive, given that it would reveal her as a former prisoner of the Osiris, she had done the interview with Rozene to announce Nova’s birth. People had seen her on the Stream. And now, she traveled with a redheaded girl who looked nothing like her. How long would it take one of these glassy-eyed commuters to put two and two together?

			“Ok, we’re getting off at the next station,” Amira said to Nova with forced calm.

			She gripped Nova’s hand tightly as they wove through the crowds in Brixton Station. Robots and humans mingled on the platform, moving with the same mechanical focus to their destinations. Small shops along the station offered greasy food and electronics. Nova tugged in every direction but Amira pulled her close.

			Behind her, an older couple stood out amid the sea of people. Every time Amira turned around, the gap between them closed, their watery gazes fixed on Amira. Her shoulders tensed. Was it her imagination? Or could they be operatives of the Trinity Compound? Barlow hadn’t put out a warrant for Amira, but Reznik certainly had.

			Amira blinked her Eye to life and sent a message to Lee and his group.

			We’re one station south of the Academy stop. Concerned about tails. Where to?

			“Can we stop for a snack?” Nova asked.

			Amira didn’t answer, jaw set as she steered Nova toward the exit. The seconds stretched with agonizing slowness as she waited for the flickering ellipses in the corner of her eye to turn into a response.

			And then, text appeared. A different scrawl than Lee and Maxine’s, one she hadn’t seen in years.

			Make your way to the Academy. Come in through the back entrance, meet me at the library. Good to see you again, Amira! – Julian.

			Amira’s joy proved short-lived. A commotion erupted behind her. The older man had fallen to the ground, snarling as onlookers tried to help him up. The woman pointed toward Amira, eyes flashing.

			Amira sprinted toward the exit, Nova’s skinny legs trailing behind her. The girl stumbled up the stairs but picked up the pace after Amira pulled her upright with a single, forceful tug on her arm. Amira pushed and shoved through the crowd, ignoring the indignant cries and stares it earned. They needed to lose the couple.

			Sunlight and a cacophony of noise greeted them on the open street. The rain had stopped, but a wet sheen clung to the sidewalks. Skyscrapers glinted around them and the roar of a commuter shuttle drew their eyes upward. It flew low, faces peering from round windows. Amira pulled Nova again, running down the street. 

			They rounded a corner, then down an alleyway between buildings. Amira’s memory flashed to another time when a Trinity operative chased her down a quiet alley near the Satyr Road – a lifetime ago. How much longer would she be chased?

			A rusted set of stairs, leading down to an apartment’s basement level, caught her eye. She dragged Nova down the steps and pressed a finger to her lips. The enclave shielded them from direct view above. Moss ran up the brick walls, unleashing an earthy scent at odds with their industrial surroundings. A heavy security door with bars blocked them from entering. Amira clenched her jaw and crouched low in the enclave, gesturing for Nova to do the same.

			Footsteps echoed down the alleyway, followed by panting.

			“I saw them turn here,” someone said. An elderly, feminine voice. The footsteps drew closer, slowing.

			Amira pressed a hand over Nova’s mouth. The child’s wide eyes rolled upward toward the sound of the noise, but she remained silent.

			“Maybe she came out the other end,” the man replied.

			“She’s not that fast,” the woman said. “Pregnant witch. Maybe she ran into one of these buildings.”

			Amira sent a desperate message over her Eye.

			Hiding in an alleyway behind the Academy. Being chased and they are closing in – help.

			But a second later, a loud thud echoed from farther down the alley, followed by a rustling noise.

			“This way,” the man snarled, and the footsteps quickened.

			Amira exhaled, leaning against the stairwell. Her eyes turned up to the door and she nearly screamed.

			A pale face stared at her through the barred door. The young woman raised a finger to her lips. Amira’s hand flew to her chest and she took silent gulps of air, trying to steady her hammering heart. Nova, thankfully, had also remained silent but stared at the woman with a round, open mouth.

			The woman opened the door, wincing against the loud creak it made, and gestured them inside.

			“I saw you running through the window,” she said, “and triggered one of our building’s security drones as a distraction. We use it whenever something sketchy is happening in the alley.”

			They stood in a hollow, greying corridor with peeling walls and black linoleum floors. Cheap student housing, to guess from its proximity to the Academy and the woman’s youthful face.

			“You ok?” the woman asked.

			Her heart rate finally down to something resembling normal, Amira nodded.

			“I think that lost them,” Amira said. “But can we wait another minute or two to be sure?”

			“Of course,” the woman said, gesturing them into a side door. Her apartment.

			“We don’t want to impose,” Amira said, but Nova interjected.

			“I’m hungry!” the child said.

			The woman’s face cracked into a wry grin, and she motioned the girl inside.

			It was typical student housing – compact and messy. Pans piled up on the sink and a musty smell lingered in the air. Academy equipment filled the shelves and tables – textbooks, personal student-issued electronics and a lone microscope sharing space with the crumbs on the kitchen table. A few of the molding plates would have made excellent specimens for study.

			The young student found an assortment of unhealthy snacks for Nova while Amira peered out the window into the alleyway. No sign of the couple, but leaving still felt dangerous. Julian had sent her several frantic Eye messages after her own, and Amira curtly responded that she was working on a plan.

			“We need to get to the Academy library and meet someone there,” Amira said to the student.

			The woman grinned. “There’s actually an underground tunnel from these buildings to the campus library,” she said. “I can take you there.”

			“Is that new?” Amira asked with interest. She had no such luxuries at the Canary House, of course, where two train stops separated her from the Academy. The price of living in the vibrant Riverfront district.

			The woman nodded. “They started it two years ago, for safety reasons. A lot of attacks have been happening lately, including some around the Academy. They target students.”

			Amira’s mouth formed a grim line. More evidence of Westport’s changes. She could fall asleep on the train ride home without fear back then.

			Amira sent Julian a silent message through her Eye, telling him where to meet her.

			Now that Nova had been sated with sugary snacks, the three left the apartment for the tunnel. On the same level as the girl’s basement apartment, it featured the same greying walls and linoleum floor, its curved walls topped with a thin stream of fluorescent lights.

			“You were here before I started my first classes,” the young woman said to Amira, confirming her suspicions that the student had recognized her. “But your pictures are still on the wall there, from the Pandora project. I saw your interview with the cloned woman when I was in high school at the Pines, and I was so inspired by you. Any way I can help, I will.”

			Amira blinked in surprise, several times over. A teenager from the Pines had seen her awkward interview with Rozene and proclaimed her a role model? Found her inspirational? And the Academy still touted her successes?

			“I was suspended when the Aldwych Council charged me,” Amira said. “Even after I was cleared, they never officially lifted the suspension.”

			The Academy student shrugged. “Politics, I guess. But your name still carries a lot of respect in these halls.”

			Amira nodded, eyeing her guide with new interest. She looked very young – likely a first- or second-year student – but already had a better political grasp than Amira did when she was first assigned to Pandora.

			“What about the Cosmics?” Amira pressed. “They recruited a lot when I was a student here. What do they think of me?” A sudden rush of anxiety seized her and Amira began to reexamine her words. It wasn’t public knowledge that she had escaped from the Osiris station, or even been a captive there. Only the elite circles of the Cosmics knew about Amira’s relationship with Barlow, and her role in the pivotal event of Eleanor Morgan’s death. How would a Cosmic – and they boasted many Academy professors among their ranks – react to the sight of Amira in the library? And what if this student was a Cosmic herself? Had Amira said the wrong thing?

			But the student’s nose wrinkled.

			“Most people I hang out with see them as a weird cult these days,” she said. “They show up on campus, but it’s more popular with the professors. Some of them talk about it a lot in their lectures. It’s kind of crazy. My quantum physics professor said we aren’t guaranteed to continue to exist in parallel worlds, like he used to hope, and our generation needs to focus on ways to prevent death. Moving brains into other people’s bodies and stuff like that. He’s obsessed with it. Anyway, you should be ok. The professors don’t really go to the library; they have mechs bring all of their material to them or just download stuff into their Eyes. It’s more of a social thing for the students.”

			“How much longer?” Nova whined, but Amira shushed her and squeezed her hand. She had hung on to every one of the student’s words, fascinated. In the world she left eight years ago, the Cosmics dominated Aldwych, a newly unified movement that seemed unstoppable. She had been in the Galileo building with their elite, who held the keys to Aldwych’s most powerful institutions. But while they still clearly held significant power, it comforted Amira to learn that the tide could change, the next generation not under their sway.

			“By the way,” the young student said, lowering her voice and nodding meaningfully at the bouncing child. “Is she…is that…?”

			“Yes,” Amira said. The student’s eyes widened.

			They reached a narrow set of spiral stairs at the end of the tunnel, a rickety elevator off to one side. Amira immediately went for the stairs. She’d experienced enough bad luck with elevators for one lifetime. At the top, she pushed a door open, Nova and their new companion behind her.

			The familiar mustiness of the Academy library greeted Amira on the other side. She inhaled the smell of old books, stale coffee, and something oddly sweet and out of place, a scent like crushed, dried flowers. The library was five stories high, with a section for shelves of hardcover, printed textbooks from the heyday of traditional publishing, as well as a vast computer interface with digitized books and research materials. Isolated rooms lined the main, circular structure, study rooms for students seeking an additional level of quiet, as well as sensory chambers where students could experience digitized historical recordings firsthand. Amira had spent many hours in one of the sensory chambers, experiencing early holomentic therapy sessions performed on Cataclysm survivors.

			But the entrance from the apartment tunnels had led them into a quieter, more isolated corner of the library. A narrow room lined with old books and cozy chairs. Amira’s grin stretched wide. She had curled up on those chairs on many late nights, falling asleep with a book in her lap.

			“Amira!”

			Julian bounded down the stairs, arms outstretched. Amira gasped, then laughed and accepted his tight embrace. Since her awakening on the Osiris station, she had only seen Julian as a small, waving figure through a slivered window on the hidden Mesektet spaceship. He had helped Amira and Lee steer themselves in stealth toward one of the transport pods and return to Earth. Up close, Julian looked the same – with a curly mop of dark hair, sharp features, and intelligent brown eyes that now carried a hint of world-weariness. He had been the passionate idealist of their circle, speaking truth to injustice on his radio station and sometimes frustrating Amira with his stubborn, ideological rigidness. But while he was still clearly an activist at heart, his covert work on the Titan ship suggested that he had learned to be pragmatic, to compromise for his ends.

			They broke apart. Julian bent down toward Nova, offering a hand.

			“You must be Nova,” he said. “I’ve heard a lot about you from my friends Maxine and Hadrian. They said you’re really good at jigsaw puzzles and board games. Hadrian said he could never beat you at checkers.”

			“He beat me a few times when we first started,” Nova conceded, but smiled rosily at the compliment. She shifted her feet shyly but stayed close to Julian, clearly warming to him with a speed Amira could only observe with awe. Julian always had a natural ease with children, never talking down to them in the forced manner of most adults.

			“Who’s this?” Julian asked, before extending a hand to the young student.

			“I study astrophysics and molecular biology here,” the woman said with a careful smile. “I helped Amira hide and get here. But I’ll let you catch up. Don’t worry – I’ll be discreet. You’re in a good part of the library to keep a low profile.”

			Julian nodded, apparently satisfied. He had always viewed the average Academy student with a degree of scorn, for their elitism and lack of understanding of the wider city they called home, but never failed to be polite with the people directly in front of him.

			“You should give my art class a try,” he said with a grin. “Have you heard about it? I’m guest-lecturing for the semester. ‘Urban Landscapes’ – a history of graffiti in Greater Westport.”

			The woman laughed brightly and saluted them as she left, but Amira turned to Julian with a baffled expression.

			“An art class?” she sputtered. “In the Academy?”

			“Times have changed,” he said with a laugh. “I won’t take full credit, but I definitely played a part. Aldwych has started realizing that a community that only studies science, math and engineering has some…I don’t know, limitations. That’s why they started recruiting a handful of artists and creators for their Titan missions, including me, thanks to D’Arcy. Anyway, after I got into the program, I suggested to the Academy board that if you want well-rounded people to graduate from your programs, then maybe, just maybe, they’d at least benefit from some more courses in the arts.”

			“What an idea,” Amira said drily. She had taken one literature course during her tenure at the Academy and had always wished there had been opportunities for more.

			“I heard I got you fired after I escaped,” Amira continued, recalling her previous conversation with Maxine and Hadrian. “Sorry about that. It would have been useful to have you still working on that ship, learning what Barlow’s up to.”

			Julian waved his hand dismissively.

			“Amira, I got on that ship to help get you out,” he said. “Mission accomplished. But yes, after you escaped, they started culling down the people on that ship. They never traced me directly to the rescue – Maxine and Lee did a great job of hiding evidence of our friendship on the Stream – but anyone who wasn’t a die-hard Cosmic got let go. Anyway, I’ll speak out about it all one day on my radio station, once I think people will actually believe me.”

			“A hidden spaceship is a hard sell without evidence,” Amira conceded. “But there has to be something we can do.”

			“Let’s talk about that later,” Julian said, lowering his voice. His eyes dropped meaningfully to Nova. “I want to show you something first.”

			They descended the stairs to the lowest level of the library. A strange, tingling surge of adrenaline spread to Amira’s fingertips. Apprehension gnawed at her, the sense of something significant approaching. Next to her, Nova’s back straightened, eyes wide and alert. Was she having a similar reaction to wherever Julian was leading them?

			At the lowest level, they came to a door with a security sensor. Julian bent down, his eyes glowing under the scanner’s red light, until red became green and the door clicked open.

			In the center of the low-ceilinged, sparse room stood a tall, thin prism. Triangles of glass blinked within the larger structure, creating a dense, complex maze of shape and light. Amira frowned. At about twelve feet, it was far smaller than the massive structure in Victor Zhang’s house – the one that had disseminated Tiresia across a mile radius, and the same one she had shattered in a miraculous moment years later – but it bore the same fundamental shape and design.

			“Recognize this?” Julian asked.

			“Yes,” Amira and Nova said at once.

			Amira spun around to Nova, startled.

			“You’ve seen one of these before?” she pressed Nova.

			The child shrank back, a sliver of guilt playing across her features, and Amira softened her tone.

			“Is it one of those memories that isn’t really yours?” she asked. “Something from your mom?”

			Nova relaxed slightly, though a shyness lingered on the edges of her smile.

			“Yeah,” she said. “I remember being really scared. I said prayers and got ready to die. There was a whooshing sound, of lots of people fighting. I hid behind something. Then I remember you screaming at the old man, and the glass broke and flew all over the place. There was a fire. Then I moved inside my mom, everything got tight and scary around me, and she ran away.”

			Julian raised his eyebrows but said nothing. Amira frowned and pressed her lips together, chewing on Nova’s words. She had used the word ‘I’ to refer to both herself and Rozene – telling the first half of her story from Rozene’s point of view, and then from her own, in the womb at the time. Rozene had started to go into labor during the escape from Victor Zhang’s house, enduring the battle with the Trinity Compound while her teeth gritted under the weight of contractions. When the escaping marshals set the house on fire, Rozene managed to run out the front door, before giving birth away from the danger. A moment Amira would never forget and one, it seemed, that was powerful enough to be passed down to Nova, to be recalled clearly without the aid of a holomentic machine.

			Amira gestured back at the prism. “Is this the same type of device we saw at…well, what Nova just described?” The larger prism at Victor Zhang’s house had functioned as a light-based dispenser for substances, including Tiresia – the source of her and Reznik’s childhood exposure to the drug.

			Julian nodded, grim. “Pretty much,” he said. “With all of these compound attacks, the government got interested in that old technology again and gave the Academy a large grant to research it. In partnership with Aldwych, of course.”

			“Of course,” Amira said.

			“This is an upgrade to what the old-school Cosmics built,” Julian said. He gripped the roped barrier that fenced the prism. “Smaller, but apparently more concentrated with the photon technology, or however this thing works. I don’t know. There’s a reason I never took a science class that wasn’t mandatory. But yeah, I thought you might want to see this. They’ve just started ramping up security around the Academy, and it’s not for the well-being and safety of the student population. This is why.”

			Amira murmured in agreement. Julian could be overly cynical, but in this case, his assessment was probably right. Her stomach twisted. Did the Trinity know about this useful weapon in the bowels of the Academy? If Reznik did, he would undoubtedly find a way to use it. Perhaps the couple that had chased Amira had been in the area to case the Academy, to test the security barriers around the campus.

			Or, Amira thought with an unpleasant squirm, they knew nothing about it, but you just brought them closer to discovering it, leading them here.

			Amira closed her eyes and shook the thought away. She couldn’t question every movement she made, lest it bring the world to its knees. She had to move on, to try to stay one step ahead.

			Leaving the basement, they settled into an even quieter part of the library, an isolated reading nook on one of the upper levels that Julian reserved to keep out curious passers-by. As they walked to the new location, Amira stole glimpses at Academy students poring over books, lost in their research, and her heart twinged with traces of envy. Though many students succumbed to burnout after their first degree, her tenure as an Academy student were the best years of Amira’s life.

			A few passing students took in Amira’s pregnant belly – not unheard of in the student population, but certainly unusual – and Amira pulled her coat tightly around her. Her pregnancy had become impossible to conceal, even with the baggiest of clothes. A month had passed in Lee’s woodland hideout and her body had changed dramatically in that time. Her back ached and when they finally reached the smaller reading nook, she sank into one of the cushioned sofas with a deep sigh. Dust tickled her nostrils and the air was stale, but she didn’t care. She was suddenly ravenously hungry.

			Julian ran out to pick up food from one of Amira’s favorite takeout trucks near the Academy, and returned with a set of hearty falafel plates. The crunch of that first, blissful bite into the greasy, perfectly seasoned dinner made Amira close her eyes, lost in the sensation.

			Once they settled Nova in with food and some child-friendly digital entertainment, they sat together on the sofa and talked in low voices.

			Amira started by telling Julian everything. The circumstances of her captivity, being pregnant with her own clone, the consciousness transfer to her unborn child. Though he likely knew pieces of it already, he listened with serious attentiveness until she finished speaking and drew a long, deep breath.

			“So Barlow wants to create a setup where someone can give birth to a version of themselves,” Julian said slowly. “Live again and again, passing your conscious mind from one body to the next. Is that right? Is that even remotely possible?”

			Amira nodded. “It’s not a crazy idea, based on what we know. The idea of transferring our consciousness into a computer system or a machine has been thrown around forever, in Stream movies and even in Academy classes, but that’s not how the human brain works. The brain is more complex than any computer we can design, and we’re designed to exist in bodies. And downloading ourselves permanently in the Stream would probably drive us insane at a certain point – our minds know the difference between virtual reality and the material world, and it would feel like an incomplete, partial existence, I think. But because the brain is so complex and diverse, starting with a replication of yourself – a clone – to transfer consciousness makes the most sense.

			“But even in clones, the human brain isn’t identical. We’re constantly being shaped by our environment, our experiences. That’s why Nova is the way she is right now – from the moment she was born, she wasn’t just a blank template for Rozene to come in and occupy. She had her own experiences to shape her brain’s development, even in the womb. That’s why I’m struggling and need this other person’s help. Hugo Landry.”

			“I’ve been in contact with him,” Julian said. He wrinkled his nose. “He’s…interesting. Definitely a little paranoid, not that I blame him. But open to meeting. We go to him tomorrow. He doesn’t want to communicate with you over the Stream. Says it has to be in person.”

			“Fair enough,” Amira said.

			“But this whole mind transfer thing,” Julian continued, his eyes alight with fascination. “It puts all of the Titan stuff into context. Back when I was on the Mesektet, Barlow visited, gave us lectures. I had to keep a low profile, hide in the back. He kept talking about how life as we know it will be very different on Titan, and not just because we’re living underground on a moon far from the sun. Lots of talk about building a different kind of society that values lifelong learning and growth, rather than preparing for something after death. He never came out and said what you just told me. But he did talk about how science is pushing us to incredible places right now, where there’s even proof of what happens after death, and it means that we should be focused on living the best lives possible.”

			“That part’s true,” Amira said, and her throat tightened. Eleanor Morgan’s final moments were proof enough for her – eternal oblivion awaited them all. All her memories, her experiences, her sense of self would one day be gone. The truth that the faith of compounds, and countless other faiths over the centuries, had tried to provide comforting fictions against.

			Amira understood why Barlow raged against it. Though she had been horrified to learn the truth of his experiment on Rozene, the notion of conquering death had reeled her in, an alluring hook that kept her at Barlow’s side long after she should have run away.

			And now, here she was. Lying across a molting couch, cradling a swelling belly with a new life inside of her. A child resting nearby, breathing softly. Would they die, like everyone else eventually died? Or did they represent a new kind of life, a daring leap in evolution?

			All might depend on Hugo Landry.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Freightland

			They left early in the morning, under the cover of the Academy’s quietest hours. Students either woke up for their first classes or surrendered to sleep after a late night, allowing Amira, Nova, and Julian a quiet trek across the dark campus quad. Amira stole longing glances at the moss-covered brick buildings and lush, imported tropical plants that lined the walkways, the site of so many good memories. There would be little greenery where they were going.

			An hour later, Julian’s car pulled to the edge of Freightland. Amira thought she had explored every corner of Westport, but some of its secrets managed to evade her. This pocket existed on the easternmost edges of the city, a stretch of land between outer Bedlam and the mountains.

			They stood on a hill overlooking miles of abandoned trucks, stacked atop each other in long, winding rows through flat prairieland. A massive, open graveyard of metal and rust. Freight cars with different colors and different rates of decay glinted in the sunlight. Their backs were open – most of them dark, empty mouths, but others appeared to be occupied. Long, makeshift homes with blankets and furniture inside, refuge for those who lived on the edges of Westport society, both literally and figuratively.

			“It’s massive,” Amira breathed. She squinted against the searing sunlight.

			Behind his sunglasses, Julian’s face stretched into a wide grin.

			“A byproduct of the public transportation push before the Cataclysm,” Julian said. “After the bullet trains killed the need for highway driving and high-speed shuttles made transporting goods more efficient, we didn’t need trucks to haul freight across North America. This is where most of the trucks out west came to retire.”

			“Can I climb them?” Nova asked. She leaned forward, pulling rebelliously at Amira’s hand.

			“Probably,” Julian said cheerfully. “But not right now. We should stick close and move quickly. We’re supposed to make our way to the middle and Landry will tell us how to find him, apparently. And before you ask, I don’t know exactly what that means. We’re going to find out. But let’s be on guard. This place does have a reputation for being a little…dangerous.”

			They descended the hill into the colorful, industrial maze. As they navigated through winding paths, stacks of trucks towered above them, shielding them from the sun. The path was quiet, the hushed atmosphere of a hallowed place. A heaviness surrounded them, and even Nova moved with light, careful steps. Wind occasionally whistled through the tunnels of trucks, a low, mournful sound. The taste of rust hung in the humid air, the wind carrying the faint odor of trash.

			Occasionally, they passed a freight car, usually on the second or third level, that looked to be inhabited. Footsteps clanged above them as invisible occupants retreated farther into their dwellings. Weathered faces peered out of others, eyes narrowed in suspicion. Other areas had signs posted, warning them to keep out. Messages threatened to shoot trespassers on sight, some even more colorful promises involving drones and battery acid. They steered around those areas, taking alternate paths deeper into Freightland.

			“Who are all these people?” Amira whispered to Julian.

			“Disgruntled Aldwych scientists?” Julian said with a low chuckle, before his face tightened with seriousness. “It’s a mixture of people who end up here. I’ve heard it’s mostly elderly people who survived the Cataclysm, but lost a lot in the process. Their homes, their minds. It was a traumatic event, obviously, and some people never fully adjusted back to normal life. Then you’ve got people who’ve fallen on hard times in Westport and other nearby cities – lost their jobs, couldn’t pay their bills. Basic income would help a lot with those situations, as I’ve said on my radio show at least once a week, but anyway…I guess this beats the streets and homeless shelters for some people. And then you have your outcasts, fugitives, eccentrics – people who want to live off the grid.”

			Freightland was certainly off the grid. As they drew deeper into the maze, Amira’s chest tightened, squeezing the air out of her. The maze of trucks grew denser, choking the narrow passages through a never-ending sea of metal. She scratched the skin at the base of her neck and attempted to slow her breath.

			“Are we close?” Amira asked Julian. “I think I’m getting a little claustrophobic.”

			“We should be, according to the map marker on my Eye,” Julian replied. “Just breathe, ok? You survived being hurled into space in a small cargo container.”

			“This is different,” Amira said, though she couldn’t articulate how. Her skin itched and she fought the urge to claw at it, to burrow through the sheen of discomfort that enveloped her.

			Nova, in contrast, had grown more animated deeper into Freightland. Her careful steps had transformed into light skips, as she darted diagonally down the path and slapped the trucks’ sides with her small hands. Occasionally, she ran up to one and began pulling herself up a lone wheel or car like a spider monkey who had found an especially bountiful banana tree.

			“Take it easy,” Amira called, but Julian patted her arm with a reassuring smile.

			“She’s a kid,” he said. “They have energy. They need to explore the world around them. Let her burn off some steam, after everything she’s been through.”

			“She’s not just a kid,” Amira said.

			“But she still is, on some level,” Julian insisted. “In the absence of what we know, we should lean on the side of treating her like a child. She’s not Rozene.”

			“I know that,” Amira said, but heat spread across her face and neck. She knew that all too well.

			And yet, a part of her hoped that this current adventure into this awful place would bring them closer to that reality. Perhaps, with a reconciliation of the consciousness transfer between Rozene and Nova, a part of Rozene would return. She would, in some form, come back. And Amira could say all the things to her that she wasn’t able to say. That she was sorry. That she had failed her, just when a new phase of her life should have begun.

			“Hang on.” Julian held out an arm to stop Amira in her tracks.

			They reached a small clearing, a circle of freight boxes around them. A sign in the center read Fuck Off in sloppy, painted blue.

			“The Fuck Off sign,” Julian murmured. “This is our rendezvous spot.”

			“Lovely,” Amira said. Nova gasped, then giggled at the sign.

			They stood in the center of the clearing, until breathless anticipation turned into impatience. Their surroundings remained silent and isolated. They hadn’t seen any evidence of habitation for the last thirty minutes. This deepest part of Freightland wouldn’t appeal to anyone but the most extreme of exiles.

			Then, a low, muffled sound cut through the stillness. Amira strained her ears. The buzzing of an insect.

			Nova shrieked. A dark shape rose from the shadow of one of the freight containers. It was the largest mosquito Amira had ever seen. Too large to be a mosquito – its body the size of a large rat, with a stinger at its base and insect eyes glowing an unnatural green. Thin wings flapped at its sides and spindly legs hung from the heavy body.

			Julian tensed, pulling Nova close to him. Amira stepped forward. The mosquito buzzed and dipped around her, as though scanning her. She let it, keeping her eyes open as it examined her face. It was a drone of some kind. The more she listened, the more she could detect the mechanical timbre to the buzzing. The eyes, no doubt, contained cameras.

			Julian lunged forward with a sudden, lightning-quick motion and struck the mosquito against the side of the nearest metal container. It hit the surface with a soft, crunching sound. Amira shrieked at the streak of blood that appeared across the silver wall.

			The mosquito reeled, still flying in the air but with two hairy legs missing.

			“Ouch,” a tinny male voice said, dripping with amusement. “Rude.”

			They all jumped.

			“It talks,” Nova wailed.

			“Holy fuck,” Julian moaned.

			But Amira understood. “Sorry, M. Landry,” she said. “That’s some incredible biotech.”

			“You can thank my better half,” the voice replied. “While you help him fix it. Now follow me, if you please.”

			Wordlessly, Julian and Nova fell in line behind Amira as they entered the freight container’s tunnel. The drone buzzed and dipped ahead of them, darting from wall to wall like a real insect. They kept a careful distance.

			The tunnel opened into a large dark room made of freight cars stacked atop one another, with metal sheets as their ceiling. Drone lights cast a dim orange glow above them. As Amira’s eyes adjusted to the dark, she had to blink several times to grasp what she was seeing.

			Plants crawled up to the ceiling, and with them, a strange beige substance. It had spread over, but not entirely coated, the silvery freight walls. It protruded, its texture thick and spongy.

			Nova ran up to the nearest wall and poked it. She shrieked with alarm, leaping back and holding her fingers in front of her wide eyes.

			“It’s alive,” she cried.

			Amira approached and ran a careful finger across the nearest patch of beige. Sure enough, it was soft to the touch, something organic and fleshy. She turned to Julian with raised brows.

			The drone continued to buzz overhead, ignoring them.

			“Be careful with it,” a man’s voice echoed. “It’s still growing.”

			The silhouette of a short man emerged from the other side of the room, framed by a metal door. He stepped forward, revealing dark brown hair that curled in every direction and heavy, bloodshot eyes.

			“Well, you found me,” Hugo Landry said. “Or maybe I found you. It’s a pleasure to meet the little clone, M. Nova, and the almost-as-famous Amira Valdez.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Vine and Blood

			They faced each other in an uneasy standoff – Hugo on one side, and Amira, Julian, and Nova on the other, all sizing each other up. The drone stilled, perched on the organic wall. It looked even more unsettling when not in motion.

			Finally, Amira broke the silence.

			“When Nova ran away to Lucia Morgan, she said she was trying to meet you,” Amira said. “That you would try to fix her. What’s your relationship with Lucia Morgan?”

			“The same relationship I had with a lot of people in Aldwych,” he said. “She paid me to be a fixer. Memory erasure, false memory implants, that kind of thing. She was president of the Cosmics, so she had a lot of enemies to deal with in Aldwych.”

			Amira’s nose wrinkled in disgust. “So how much did she pay you to read Nova?”

			“Nothing. I asked her to find Nova and bring her to me.”

			Amira’s nails bit into her palms. Next to her, Julian stiffened.

			“What?” Amira asked. She studied Hugo with a new eye. She had assumed that Lucia orchestrated Nova’s journey across the country. But if Hugo was telling the truth, he had been the puppet master. But why? Amira’s hand flew to Nova’s shoulder, and she pulled the child closer.

			Hugo smiled. It did little to soften him. Sharp intelligence glinted like a cold blade in his eyes and weary lines cut across his face.

			“I called in an old favor with Lucia,” he said. “I’ve got a lot of dirt on her and reminded her of that when she decided to hide in Colorado and feel sorry for herself. And at this stage, she hates Aldwych almost as much as I do. It wasn’t hard to put her to work.”

			“But why?” Amira asked. “You’re in hiding. Why did you want Nova?”

			“To help her,” Hugo said with a light but firm air. “When I learned from my Cosmic contacts what Barlow did, manipulated her consciousness, it was a final blow for me. I had already messed things up by getting involved in Pandora, so I knew I was responsible for what they did to that poor kid. I was also curious – I’m a holomentic reader in the end, whatever else I am. I’ve gone into a lot of minds, and while they’re all different, it’s clear she’s something else entirely.”

			Heat crept up Amira’s chest, warming her neck.

			“So after years of doing dirty work for powerful people in Aldwych,” Amira said, “tampering with people’s memories, harming them…I’m supposed to believe you suddenly got a conscience and you’re doing this out of the goodness of your heart?”

			“It wasn’t sudden,” Hugo said. “But yes – I’m ashamed of what I did in Aldwych for so many years, for terrible people. It’s a district of lies. I watched live on the Stream when the Soma got attacked – when you nearly got killed.” He pointed a stubby finger at Amira. “I knew it was about the Pandora project right away – the one I had crept in on in the middle of the night, so I could erase three people from a girl’s memory and keep a secret safe. Hired by Alistair Parrish himself, to cover up for the Cosmics and their dealings with the Trinity. And look what happened! Torture, death…whatever they did to you.”

			His hand waved to Amira’s pregnant belly. She raised her chin with defiance. He was fishing for information, and she refused to take his bait.

			“Or maybe you’re still working for them,” Amira said. “A lot of people are looking for me and her. They’d pay a big ransom.”

			“And yet, despite all of these concerns, you still came directly to me,” Hugo said. “Sought me out, and I’m a guy who doesn’t want to be found. By Aldwych, anyway. How fucking nervous do you think I felt when he contacted me?” He nodded at Julian.

			“But you’re still here,” he continued, his eyes boring into Amira like small, dark blades. “Because you’re desperate. You need help. I know better than any of your friends what you’re dealing with. So, reader to reader, let’s talk. You don’t have to trust me completely – I sure as hell don’t trust you yet. You may be on the run now, but I know for a fact  that, eight years ago, you sat on the Cosmic Summit that put Barlow in power. If you were in that room, you played the game too. But we’ve got common enemies and a shared problem we want to fix. Let’s get this kid some food and rest, and we can go from there. You can read me, if you want to learn more about me.”

			Amira folded her arms, her face fixed in a mask of skepticism. A bold move, to offer his mind to a fellow holomentic reader. He knew, from her track record, what she was capable of with a holomentic sensor in her hand. Like a dog rolling on its back to expose its neck, perhaps Hugo Landy meant to show his sincerity.

			Or it’s all an act, a harsher voice chided in Amira’s head. Perhaps he’s Clouded himself to hide certain memories. Or he’s even tampered with his own memories to hide his worst crimes.

			“We’ll see later if that’s necessary,” Amira said coolly. “If you really want to help, let’s get down to it.”

			They followed Hugo through the opposite door, into another, even larger room made from stacked and cut-out freight cars. The same strange substance climbed up the walls and when Amira stared closely, its surface almost seemed to shiver in response. The ceiling was high, with a makeshift second level along one side. It was a living space at war with itself, a mass of contradictions. Electronic equipment sat in the corner, wires and cords snaking across the floor. Monitors, cameras, lab equipment and, of course, a large holomentic reader, set apart from the rest of the technology. But the room also had plants under artificial sunlight strobes and long vines crawling between boxes and up the walls. Nature battling through an industrial graveyard.

			“Honey, we have company,” Hugo yelled into the room.

			Movement pulled Amira’s gaze to the second level. She sucked in her breath as a figure emerged from the dark corner. A younger man in his thirties, with a trim figure and cropped hair. He strode toward the edge of the metal floor. There were no stairs to aid his climb down. Instead, he walked toward the wall and swung a foot out to the side, followed by his hand.

			Julian let out a soft exclamation next to Amira. The man’s foot disappeared into the fleshy part of the wall. His hands also sunk into the soft surface, fingers curling. With slow, deliberate movements, he climbed before a stunned audience down to the lower level, hands and feet sinking into the wall.

			“Never seen that before,” Julian muttered.

			“I’ve heard about biotech projects in Aldwych, but it’s not my area,” Amira said, leaning sideways toward Julian. “There was a club in the Academy called Students for Organic Urbanism that pushed for more advanced biotech in Westport, like they have in Asia and other parts of the world.”

			“That’s right,” the man said. He wiped his hands on the front of his pants before extending a hand. “Hani Nabila. This is my little gardening project.”

			“My better half,” Hugo added in way of introduction. “I dig into people’s brains. He digs into walls. Makes the city come to life – literally.”

			“What’s the purpose of the organic matter?” Amira asked, fascinated. She studied Hani’s face, the way his dark eyes shone behind a crinkled, confident smile. His warm brown skin, the same color as the rusted earth around the compounds, was at odds with his prematurely greying hair. Hani was at least twenty years younger than Hugo, but that wasn’t the only stark contrast between them. Where the Aldwych fixer fidgeted and shuffled across the room, Hani moved with a fluid, easy confidence.

			“Getting out of the business of concrete and metal,” Hani replied. “We curbed some of our worst impulses after the Cataclysm, but could do a lot more to coexist with our environment. Imagine if instead of constructing buildings from materials dug out of the earth, we lived in structures that could grow and heal themselves, generate oxygen into the air and take in carbon dioxide. It would be a more harmonious, healthy way of expanding our cities. It’s already happening in places like Delhi, Kuala Lumpur, Jakarta. We’re just behind here because of our fixation with space.”

			“It’s where the money is,” Julian agreed with enthusiasm. He shook Hani’s hand with a broad grin, his posture relaxing for the first time since their trek through Freightland. Amira suppressed a smile. Julian could be easily won over by people who spoke his language.

			“Do you want to have a seat?” Amira asked. Hani panted slightly after his trek down the wall.

			“You’re the one who should be relaxing,” Hani said with a gentle nod at Amira’s belly. “Why don’t you have a rest upstairs? All of you. You can deal with Hugo when your mind and body are fresh.”

			Words stuck to the roof of Amira’s mouth. She had come prepared to spar with Hugo Landry, former Aldwych fixer and defector, but Hani had disarmed her. The haggard, unkempt man in the Stream video she watched in Greenland carried all the markings of a lone wolf, someone driven to desperate isolation. And isolated they were, albeit in an environment that grew stranger by the minute.

			Her thoughts muddled and her belly suddenly heavy, Amira couldn’t argue with Hani’s prognosis. She needed sleep. A deep, uninterrupted sleep to help process the last month. She had narrowly evaded torture, run for her life many times over, grieved for a murdered friend. And she still wasn’t safe.

			The room blurred and Amira swayed on her feet.

			“Like I said.” Hani’s voice came from behind a thick fog. Julian’s strong hands gripped Amira’s arm, keeping her upright, while the shorter man slid an arm around her waist. “Less talk, more sleep.”

			Amira didn’t remember climbing the walls or lying to rest on the second floor. She only recalled Nova’s soft, deep breathing next to her, a heavy blanket around her chilled shoulders and a dull ache in her stomach as she drifted into a heavy, dreamless sleep.

			* * *

			It was dark when Amira woke up. A wave of vertigo seized her and sweat clung to her forehead. She rolled onto her back, the dizziness accompanied by a surge of nausea. She tried to slow her breathing, but her heart drummed blood into her ears. Pain asserted itself through her panic, a dull ache in her shoulders and a sharper, more violent pain in her abdomen.

			With shaking fingers, Amira pushed back the blanket and peered down toward her feet. Her hands slid between her legs and pulled back quickly. Blood, hot and thick, shone on her fingers, appearing almost black in the dark. Its rusty tang stung her nostrils.

			Amira screamed. More accurately, she tried to scream. Only a strangled cry came out. Her body sank into her makeshift bed, every bone heavy like lead. Her vision flickered as she fought a new wave of dizziness.

			After drawing a deep breath, she screamed again.

			“Amira?” Julian’s blurry frame appeared at her side. His hands felt like ice as they closed around her wrist, in search of her weak pulse. He cursed at the sight of the blood on her hands.

			“She needs a hospital,” he said to someone far away.

			Nova’s red hair bobbed in her vision, her small face unreadable in the dark.

			“Not enough time,” a male voice said. “The nearest hospital is in Bedlam and there’s no quick and easy way to fly out of here.”

			“You don’t have an escape plan?” Julian cried. “What happens if Aldwych finds you here?”

			The other person spoke but the pounding in Amira’s ears drowned out their words. Her eyelids grew heavy, unbearably heavy, and she forced them to stay open. If she lost consciousness, what if she never woke up?

			Another male voice joined the panicked chorus around her, gentle hands feeling her face and raising her legs. Amira surrendered to the inspection, too weak to protest. New sounds joined the echoes in her ears. A high scream and a pleading man.

			Forgive me, Amira.

			Her heart seized. Here she was, lying on the ground and bleeding. But it wasn’t like her dreams. There was no blue light, no pool of blood, and no one to forgive yet.

			Perhaps this wasn’t it. It wasn’t her time yet.

			With that comforting thought, Amira’s eyelids flew shut and she surrendered to the invisible weight pressing down on her.

			* * *

			Amira opened her eyes again. Sunlight peered through cracks in the sheet-metal ceiling, casting a pallid glow over the second level. She winced and pushed the heavy blankets aside. With shivering hands, she found the now-familiar curve of her pregnant belly. A motion stirred inside her – a kick. A sob of relief erupted from her, a ragged, animal sound.

			“You were in the early stages of a miscarriage,” Hani said from a corner of the room. His black hair, streaked with grey, stood out against the backdrop of the beige organic wall. “But we were able to reverse it and get you stabilized.”

			“How?” Amira’s question came out as a rasp. With consciousness came a desperate thirst. Hani gestured to Amira’s right, where a water thermos rested at her side. She raised it to her lips, closing her eyes as the cool water ran down her parched throat.

			“We had some emergency medical supplies,” Hani said. “Nothing to halt a miscarriage directly – didn’t plan for that, since it’s nothing Hugo and I would have to worry about.” He chuckled. “But there were some good stabilizer injections in there. I used those while Julian ran out and found a neighbor in Freightland who had the ideal supplies and the willingness to share them. We got very lucky there – most people here don’t want to deal with anyone else.”

			Amira swallowed back the lump in her throat, tears burning her eyes as she ran a protective hand over her belly. The memory of Rozene’s near-miscarriage returned to her with visceral force – her friend’s small, colorless face as she was wheeled out of the Soma ward, and those agonizing hours that followed, waiting for any kind of news. The longer she lived past Rozene, the more Amira had inherited her painful experiences, the more she learned all that Rozene had endured. It had almost become unbearable.

			“So the baby…?” Amira managed.

			“Will be fine,” Hani said. “At least, the pregnancy will continue. But consider this a serious warning sign. This might have been the result of all the stress you’ve been dealing with. If you don’t rest and take care of yourself, it could happen again.”

			“I didn’t choose all of this stress,” Amira said. Anger filled her like a hot desert wind, burning her from the inside. She was on the run from both the Cosmics and the Trinity Compound. She didn’t invite trauma – it found her.

			“I know that much is out of your control,” Hani added kindly. “Believe me, I didn’t expect to be living in this wasteland, hiding from the most powerful people in North America. But there are little things you can control – or at least try to. Nurture yourself. Treat yourself and your body with as much kindness as you can.”

			“I’m not one of your plants,” Amira said, but with less conviction. Her anger lowered to a simmer, dampened by grim resignation. In the last month, she had crossed oceans and continents, running into the unforgiving jaws of danger. Amira had operated with the same zeal she had eight years ago – as though she weren’t pregnant and coming out of a long state of hibernation in space. Hani was right. Her body and mind could not sustain this ruthless pace without breaking.

			With a dismissive wave of her hand, Amira sank back and rested her head on the floor.

			“Since I’m fine, though, I want to start working with Hugo,” Amira said, eyes closed. “And look into Nova. I have a drive with recordings of all of my past readings.”

			“Actually,” Hugo boomed from downstairs, “I’d vote for giving Nova a break from the holomentic machine for the near term. I’d like to start with you.”

			Amira raised her head. “What do you mean?”

			“Nova is the product of an attempted consciousness transfer, right?” Hugo said. He eyed her from the lower level, hands in his pockets. “An early attempt. You’re a later attempt – you and your unborn child. Yes, I figured that out. Of course Barlow tried his work on you a good eight years later, after he presumably learned some things.

			“So if we’re looking at how to help Nova and get this done correctly, we should probably start with you. Find out what Barlow did differently with you.”

			Amira stared back at him. Realization tugged at the outer corners of her mind. Hugo might be right. But there were limitations.

			“I was unconscious the entire time on the Osiris station,” Amira said. “I couldn’t tell you what happened to me. I was being chased down a hill in outer Westport and then I woke up on the Osiris station, pregnant.”

			“Not entirely true,” Hugo said with a small smile. “Come on, I know how they sedate people for experiments in Aldwych. You were unconscious for most of it, but not everything. You probably have flashes of memory. And for the rest of it, that’s what my holomentic reader will dig out. This won’t be a therapy session, kid. We’re going on an excavation.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			A Traitor’s History of Aldwych

			“Let’s go back to the moment with the needle, when you heard the voices,” Hugo said. “Maurice can stab you again if it helps.”

			“I’m fine,” Amira said with more than a hint of irritation. “That mosquito makes me uncomfortable.”

			“Sounds perfect for creating the most uncomfortable situation of your life.”

			She lay down on the cold floor, both arms adorned with needles. Her black hair splayed around her and her belly extended toward the high ceiling. An unusual position for a holomentic reading, which were usually conducted upright. But Hugo Landry had proven, over the last week, that he didn’t shy away from the unusual. He conducted some sessions over a chorus of screeching, industrial music, others in complete silence. He read her in the dark, under harsh strobe lights, with her back pressed against the organic walls that made her feel like she was in a whale’s churning belly.

			Horizontal holomentic readings were discouraged by her Academy professors because patients could easily fall asleep, turning the session into a different kind of reading. But Amira was at no risk of falling asleep. Nova loomed above her, shining a blue light into her face with a grin that could only be described as impish. The tables had turned.

			The sharp smell of chili rellenos wafted from the stove as Julian cooked and Hani expounded the virtues of buildings having an organic exoskeleton.

			“They can absorb sunlight and power the building within,” Hani said, tapping a foot. “A little challenging in the Pacific Northwest, of course, but look at all the solar-powered train tracks we’ve managed to use. They just need to conserve.”

			“Maybe a little quieter,” Hugo said with exaggerated restraint. He pinched his fingers together like a conductor during a symphony, bringing down a crescendo. “I’m at work here.”

			Amira closed her eyes and unleashed a loud sigh. Hani’s tapping foot became a ceaseless hammer in her ears. The blue light above her glared; it pulled her into dark corridors and hollow rooms with an endless, eerie sound of tapping water from an overhead pipe.

			“There it is,” Hugo cried, triumphant. “That tapping water. That drip, drop. I’m amplifying it on the sensors. Hold on to it while I submerge.”

			Voices echoed in Amira’s mind, accompanied by lazy footsteps.

			“Close your eyes,” Hugo commanded.

			The shadowed silhouettes of figures stood around Amira. They spoke through a haze, their words indecipherable. Water dripped.

			An invisible hook pulled on the back of her head and the sensory pads on her temples warmed. The hook dragged her deeper into the memory. She fought it, but the ground beneath her swayed and she plummeted, falling to nowhere.

			Barlow cut through the darkness.

			“We’ve reached the stage where we can begin the transference effect,” Barlow said. “It will be timed as the fetus’s first brain cells develop, three weeks in. One brain to another.”

			“The dose seems low,” a woman interjected. “Isn’t this what you gave the other girl?”

			“The dose was never the issue,” Barlow said. “A little goes a long way with Tiresia, remember. And Amira is a different kind of patient as well. Unlike M. Hull, she’s had a long history with Tiresia from an early age. Her consciousness is already fractured, always ready to leap into the Conscious Plane at the first signs of stress. It has done half of the work for us. The trick is in getting her consciousness to transfer correctly, fully, into the fetus.”

			“So you’re taking a completely different course,” another man shouted. His voice reverberated in Amira’s ears. “First it was in the later stages of pregnancy, now it’s three weeks in? How much of a brain is even in a fetus at that stage?”

			“Very little,” Barlow said. “But that’s the beauty of it. It hasn’t developed on a separate trajectory yet, when it would be harder to absorb another set of memories and neural connections. It’s a blank slate, one we can begin to fill. And the transference isn’t a one-time process. This is only the beginning….”

			The hook pulled again, the cloudy light of the Osiris station dissolving. Murky sounds blended into a low murmur, like water spiraling down a grimy sink. Water dripped above her; feet tapped from far away.

			Amira opened her eyes to find Nova gaping at her.

			“A little close, honey,” Hugo said to the child. “Give her some space.”

			Amira pulled the sensors from her temples. They left sticky residue on her skin, along with a patch of heat.

			“Did you record that?” she asked Hugo.

			“Of course,” he said, removing the needle from her arm with practiced efficiency. “Although I don’t think we’ll need to revisit it to gather the essentials. How clear was the submergence for you on the McKenna Scale? Any cross-memory cycles?”

			“It was distant but clean,” Amira said. “About an eight.”

			Her shoulders relaxed, only a little. It was comforting to talk to a reader who knew the same terms and concepts as she did, who could unpack the layers of subconscious memory with an understanding of its limitations. Whatever else Hugo Landry was, he was a highly capable holomentic reader.

			And possibly a brilliant one. Like Amira, he injected creativity into his reading technique. She had scored at the top of her class in the Academy for mastering the theory, but also knew when the rules could be broken. Hugo operated with a similar ethos. He clearly enjoyed the chase of following a string of memories and finding the right thread. His timing was impeccable – an important but unsung skill in holomentic reading, to pause the cognitive process and force the subject to focus on the right memory.

			In another life, she could have spent hours with Hugo, talking about their shared trade. Even enjoyed his company. But with every breakthrough came the reminder that this person had used his abilities to tamper with Rozene’s memories. To nearly kill her. Nothing he did for Amira now would change that history.

			Amira rubbed her shoulders and rose to her feet, refusing Hugo’s extended hand. Her pregnancy had reached the stage where movement became something she had to plan, to think about. And her miscarriage scare several weeks ago also lingered in her mind, a ghost that chased her in dark moments. She wobbled as she stood.

			“The memory also looked pretty clear to me,” Hugo said. “Even though you weren’t really awake in that moment, your conscious mind picked up enough of your surroundings to be read on the machine. That’s good. It means we can probably extract other memories that technically happened when you were under. Your history with Tiresia might be a factor – your conscious mind slips out of your immediate self more easily than the average bear.”

			“It’s not unusual for coma patients to pick up their surroundings in their subconscious,” Amira retorted. “I’ve done readings of the comatose during my Academy years. They sense a lot. And I wasn’t even in a full coma.” She folded her arms in defiance. Her nerves were sharp, with frayed edges. It exhausted her to hear, repeatedly, how her unwilling dosage of Tiresia as a teenager – still a child – had made her different.

			“Fair enough,” Hugo said, raising his hands in mock surrender. “Let’s not get bogged down in the academics of how readable your memories are, and talk about the important thing here – what Barlow just revealed to us. One, he changed his approach to the consciousness transfer after Rozene. She was much further along in her pregnancy when he dosed her with Tiresia, while he started in the early stages with you—”

			“Do you think he’s right?” Amira interjected. “That a less developed brain is the best way to transfer consciousness from one body to the next?”

			Hugo’s bushy brows formed a flat, contemplative line as he considered the question. “It’s possible. Ultimately, the optimal model is a receiving brain that is as similar to the original mind as possible. We know that brains are elastic and develop through life experiences. I don’t know that those early months in the womb represent such a divergence that it would make a difference. If I had been in the room with Barlow at the time, I probably would have recommended a different approach. But that brings me to the second piece of information we learned today.

			“Barlow said, ‘This is just the beginning.’ Meaning that the transfer process isn’t a one-and-done kind of deal. It’s a process. That makes sense to me, and justifies him doing that first transference early into your pregnancy. He’s trying to make things stick, for your memories and core cognitive processes to work its way into the fetus’s brain as it takes shape and forms its architecture. I think there’s a good chance that what he did with you will look very different, and more successful, than what we’re seeing with Nova.”

			“But that means that there are other moments like this,” Amira said. “Other sessions where he administered Tiresia and did whatever else to me. We need to find them.”

			Hugo nodded. “I’m going to study this reading closely and find some specific situational triggers that occurred when Barlow was in the room with you, doing this very process. That should help us in the coming days. Now, rest.”

			“I’ll rest when Nova’s better,” Amira said, but she yawned. She had forgotten how physically taxing a holomentic reading could be on the receiving end.

			Hugo’s mouth formed a grim line. “We might find something that helps with Nova’s disjointedness, but I think you’ll have to brace yourself for the possibility that she can’t totally be healed. That we can’t undo what Barlow did.”

			Amira scowled, but didn’t reply. The truth of his words reached her, but left her bitter and hollow. She would not accept that nothing could be done for Nova. They had come too far, and too much had been lost, to give up. If she had to have every hidden memory from the last eight years on the Osiris station mined, she would acquiesce. Hugo could crack her mind open like an egg and spill every painful, dark moment of her life onto the concrete floor.

			Julian had left last week, finally comfortable that Amira and Nova were safe and secure. At least, as secure as they could be. A routine of sorts had been established. Holomentic readings, time in Hani’s greenhouse, exercise by climbing the organic walls.

			And every evening, story time under the stars.

			It started early on, an unspoken rite to close out a grueling day, and Amira never resisted. After dinner, they climbed a ladder along the freight home’s exoskeleton to the makeshift rooftop. They stretched across blankets to protect themselves from the cold metal floor, and gazed into the night sky.

			Unlike Compound Territory, the skies were never clear here. The city still reached the heart of Freightland, its smog and haze smearing the skies. But stars still fought through clouds and pollution, blinking their ancient light back at them. Shuttles rose from the Galileo building and left a smoky trail on their ascent. Red lights blinked as they traveled up and west, toward the NASH station or directly to other, smaller stations in space. The world above the world.

			After a period of silent gazing, one of them would launch into a story. Hani spoke of life in Kuala Lumpur, with its vertical farms that stretched into the air alongside skyscrapers and tropical plants lining the coast, forming a barrier against the sea. Amira, with stories of her early years on the compound. Whipped palms and cold nights in the shed, when she let her mind wander and fly across the desert, until she could untether herself from her cruel surroundings. Even Nova shared stories of her time in Free Greenland, of running downhill between colorful houses and quiet evenings by the fire with Hadrian. Occasionally, other details crept into the stories that didn’t belong to a child in a cold, isolated home. Details Amira recognized as Rozene’s. But she never interjected when Nova blended her past with Rozene’s. She listened in silence, smiling at the moments when her friend emerged from the shadows.

			But no one had better stories than Hugo Landry. Tonight, he chronicled the history of Aldwych in a low, lazy voice.

			“Once upon a time, a terrible thing happened in a single day,” Hugo said. “We still don’t know if it was a horrible accident, or intentional. And if it was intentional, we don’t know who did it. But one day, every airplane in the air dipped their noses and plummeted to the earth. They fell in the sea, in stretches of grass and into cities. Everyone in the planes died, of course, and everyone in the planes’ paths died as well. One plane hit a nuclear facility in China, and everyone within a hundred-mile radius melted like wax under a hot flame.

			“We donated blood, lit candles, and cried together. But quick enough, we started fighting. All of the divisions we carried before the Cataclysm stretched out wider than the Grand Canyon. We blamed each other. We had different ideas of the solution – to believe in higher powers, to defeat our enemies, to invest more in our militaries or science or schools. But the people who feared the way the world was going hit back hardest. They declared war. Some of them ran countries, while others ran isolated communities in desolate places. They created more death and fear. And the droughts only made everything worse. The match that lit the world ablaze.”

			In front of Amira, Nova’s small shoulders stiffened. Amira rubbed her back reassuringly. Nova had likely been given the summary of the Cataclysm before by Hadrian – no person alive, young or old, didn’t know that history – but Hugo told it with a certain, poetic detail that Stream articles and lectures couldn’t replicate.

			“But just as good things come to an end, so do bad things,” Hugo continued. “We had our global wars, droughts, famines, turmoil and tribulation. Then the world started to right itself again. The dangerous people crawled back into their holes, waiting for their moment. We built things up again, and tried to do it better. To learn the mistakes of the past. And that’s how Aldwych came into being.”

			“A simplification, dear,” Hani cut in. “Many of the Aldwych corporations were around before the Cataclysm. And its spirit extended beyond North America. You don’t hold the monopoly on ground-breaking science in this corner of the world.” He sniffed dismissively, and, having heard his stories of Kuala Lumpur, Amira agreed with him.

			“Yes, my darling,” Hugo said with closed eyes. He massaged his temples. “But sometimes nuance can muddy a story. This is an epic saga we’re talking about, and you’ve got to stick to the big themes. Hope. Hubris. Tragedy.

			“Anyway, the new administration in North America wanted to take an ambitious approach to rebuilding after the Drought Wars. Not just in terms of infrastructure, but ideas. We weren’t going to be a land of guns and superstition. No, we wanted to be a land of noble scientists and big discoveries. And we’d build big skyscrapers and shiny railways around them, to show that’s what we cared about. And so, on a snowy day in Anchorage, Alaska, a trio of self-made billionaires who got rich off the Drought Wars but had backgrounds in the sciences met with the president and proposed a large-scale investment in a growing city in Oregon, to create a metropolis dedicated to science.”

			“Specifically,” Hani chimed in, “the kind of science focused on getting us into space and off this planet, rather than learning how to live better on it.”

			“Not only space,” Amira began defensively, but her voice trailed away at Hani’s faint laugh. It was the same history she had learned at the Academy, only told with a different emphasis. She never knew that the founding trio of Aldwych – Alissa McKenna, Jideofor Okoye, and the distinctively named Abacus Stewart – had all profited from war before learning how to profit from the peace. She had long abandoned her romantic illusions about the district. Nevertheless, the history still surprised her.

			“The district grew, and by focusing on the right things, science became profitable,” Hugo continued. “For some. The people who manufactured things for the district or transported cargo into space didn’t get a full share of the pie, of course. You needed the right degrees and connections to make it in Aldwych. Some people could break through, though. I came to Westport from Quebec with barely a dollar in my pocket. I had two things going for me – I was willing to do the dirty work that others wouldn’t do. And I made a connection with a well-connected scientist, from a legacy family.”

			Dread ignited in Amira’s chest. Her tongue grew heavy and dry. She had a good guess at who Hugo Landry had grown close to.

			“I didn’t realize you had a friendship with Barlow,” she said. When Hugo didn’t correct her, she continued. “But wait – you tampered with Rozene’s memory on Alistair Parrish’s orders – not Barlow’s. In fact, that could have ruined Barlow’s plans, since it did so much damage to the last surviving Pandora subject he could clone.”

			“We were no longer friends at that point,” Hugo said. “Not to mention, money is money. Or it was, back in the day.”

			“What made you fall out with Barlow?” Amira asked. Curiosity tainted her voice. Hugo knew Tony Barlow better than she had realized. And he now pitched himself firmly against Barlow and his plans. What information did he possess about Barlow that could be useful to her?

			Hugo let out a gruff laugh. “That’s a story for another night. I think I’ve supplied you all with enough nightmare fuel. Sleep well, kids. More fun to come in the morning.”

			Amira helped a half-sleeping Nova down the ladder to bed. The child’s skinny arm felt small and fragile in Amira’s grip. If she fell, she would break, so easily. Emotion overwhelmed Amira in a single moment.

			“What’s wrong?” Nova asked over her shoulder. Her high voice carried into the still, humid night.

			Amira wiped her eyes as they reached the bottom of the ladder, back to the second level. “I just miss your mom,” she said. “A lot. I wish I could have said goodbye to her.”

			Nova nodded. Through the dark, her face shone with a solemness well beyond her years. She gripped Amira’s hand. Amira took a step back, startled, but Nova held on.

			“I know,” Nova said. “I can tell by the way you look at me sometimes. You wish I was more like her. I know you fought before she…died. You were mad at each other. I…. She thought you were going to get into danger. She was worried because she cared about you, but she couldn’t say it that way. So she said you were reckless and selfish. Is that what made you sad?”

			Tears clung to Amira’s cheeks. They passed her lips, tasting of salt. She drew a deep, shuddering breath.

			“I shouldn’t have said the things I said,” Amira managed through heaving sobs. “I regret it, every day. It’s like shrapnel inside me that I can’t get out. It hurts, but I don’t know how to live without it, because I need it. It’s how I carry the reality that she died because of me.”

			Nova stared up at her. Hani appeared at Amira’s side, wrapping her in a comforting embrace.

			“Maybe you should have this talk in the morning,” Hani said gently. “It’s been a tiring day.”

			“I don’t mind,” Nova said with that same solemn air. “Don’t stop because you’re worried about me. I’ve seen lots of bad stuff.”

			Hani raised his eyebrows. Amira laughed, drying her face with her sleeve.

			“Maybe you can say what you wanted to say to her to me,” Nova continued. “It might make you feel better.”

			Amira smiled, but another bout of sobs erupted from her. Was that true? Did any meaningful part of Rozene exist in Nova? Or had this child only inherited flashes of a past life, a tempest of moments and nightmares?

			Two memories burst into Amira’s vision like flashes from an old camera. Rozene the last night she had seen her alive, staring at Amira with stony resolution as Amira stumbled drunkenly into an elevator, neither woman giving ground. And then Rozene again – lying in the same farm level, amid dust and debris, the back of her head opened by a gunshot. Amira closed her eyes, trying to blink the past away.

			But she couldn’t. It would follow her, all of it – the good and the bad, her moments of triumph and regret. Even her death might not vanquish it. The growing life inside of her might carry those memories and relive those moments. Had Barlow considered that hidden curse of immortality? That the pain of the past would continue, that regrets could never die?

			Amira pulled her shoulders back and gathered herself. She faced Nova – so small and vulnerable before her – and spoke.

			“Rozene, I’m sorry,” Amira said. “You were right about all of it. You doubted yourself, but you knew more than me in many ways. I wish I had listened. I wish you were still here, watching Nova grow. It could have ended another way. I hope that there’s another universe, parallel to ours, where you’re still alive and have that happiness you kept searching for. In this one, I hope you’re at peace. Forgive me.”

			And as she spoke, another memory bubbled to the surface. A more recent memory, but one that felt even more distant, surreal. Amira in a shuttle, the icy mountains of Free Greenland flying past, and a voice asking Amira for forgiveness. A calm settled over her, a sense of the universe closing a circle.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Friends and Foe

			The next day, Amira contacted Inuk. She had to leave Freightland to do it, out of Hugo’s security concerns, but considered it a worthwhile risk to take. That drug he had shared with them, Sinna, had not only given Amira glimpses into a convincing future, it had also been therapeutic. It had left her with a sense of peace and mental clarity the following day.

			Perhaps it could help Nova as well.

			“You want to give a hallucinogen to a child?” Inuk asked. His broad grin at seeing Amira’s face over a Stream video conference wavered once she explained her request. The hologram of his head flickered out for a brief second.

			Amira stood in a private booth in a Stream immersion center on the edge of Westport. The staff called it a chamber, and with its dark walls and plush red carpeting, the description fit. Lee had recommended this particular Stream center for its high degree of security and propensity for discretion. Hopefully, it lived up to its promise. Amira could have sent a message to Inuk directly through her Third Eye, but Hugo insisted on a secure, anonymous conference through a third-party conduit, in case their conversation was intercepted and Amira’s location compromised.

			“Can it harm children in any way?” Amira asked. A genuine question, rather than a challenge. “You said it was safe for me to take, and I’m pregnant.”

			“I mean, not medically, but…it’s a lot for a young person to experience,” Inuk said, rubbing his chin. “We use it for insight and an expansion of our minds. Kids haven’t really lived enough life for that to be needed, you know?”

			“Yes, but you’ve met Nova,” Amira said. She chose her next words carefully; Inuk and Hadrian were close, but even Hadrian didn’t know at the time what had been done to Nova. “She’s different. Wise beyond her years. And she’s struggling with everything that happened. I think a small amount of that stuff might help with my holomentic therapy sessions with her.”

			Inuk’s eyes still betrayed his concern, but he nodded at Amira’s words.

			“She’s an old soul,” he said. “I’ve always sensed that about her. But I still don’t know how I feel about this, Amira. You experienced yourself how dosing on Sinna can take a dark turn. I don’t want to do that to a kid that’s already been through so much.”

			“It’s a valid concern,” Amira replied. “Think about it. I can come back in a week, and we can talk then. Ok?”

			“Sidenote, it’s been good to see you.” Inuk’s face stretched into another wide grin, one that made his eyes crinkle. Amira returned a wavering smile, but her hand flew self-consciously to her growing belly. She was expanding by the day, and not just in the obvious place. Her ankles swelled and ached every morning, and her normally slim face had become puffier. When she caught her reflection in the mornings, she would poke and prod at her fuller cheeks with a frown.

			“You as well,” Amira managed to reply at last. “I’m glad you’re ok.” An awkward silence hung in the air before Amira ended the call.

			Alone in the Stream immersion chamber with booked time to spare, Amira scrolled through the news. The chamber gave her the option of listening to an article, watching a story on a holographic video, or a full immersion into a news story, complete with smells, temperature sensations, and other effects. Immersion stories about conflict were popular and sure enough, the top trending stories were about Trinity Compound attacks. Compound militants disrupt Gradient rail line. Bomb explodes in shopping mall, ten injured.

			But a particular headline caught Amira’s eye. With a wavering finger, she selected an icon for a story that read, Trinity defector describes horror, division in compound inner circle. Her breath stilled at the female face on the screen. Though the face had aged and thinned, she recognized the dark curls and round eyes of Marlee Ballard, the girl Rozene had a forbidden romance with on the Trinity Compound – and who had helped Amira rescue Rozene from Victor Zhang’s house years ago.

			The video’s caption identified her as Marlee Ballard Fitzwilliam, her maiden name followed, presumably, by a married name. She wore a stiff grey cardigan over a yellow dress, but no bonnet. The young woman wet her lips as she spoke haltingly at first, but then with increasing confidence, into the camera.

			“People used to disappear when they didn’t live up to the teachings,” she said. “They’d be banished and sometimes killed. But now, you’re either rewarded for being a Vessel or you become Vesseled in the war against the cities.”

			“Can you describe for our audience what a Vessel is?” a woman off camera asked.

			Marlee nodded, folding her hands across her lap.

			“When someone steers the army into the fight,” she said. “We call it Vesseling because it’s like the person is a ship, steering all the people inside it and moving them through the water to where they need to go. Some people have a talent for it, and others can’t do it. It’s a sign of holiness and proximity to the Conscious Plane if you can Vessel.”

			“But if you can’t?” the questioner prompted.

			“You’re recruited to fight,” Marlee said. “Everyone, including old women and children. They’re preferred, even, because the Feds don’t assume they’re a threat like they do the marshals. They can sneak into places in the city without suspicion. But yes, everyone has to serve. And people who break the covenants…some of them fight, and some of them disappear to our training grounds outside of the Trinity. The Elders will tell lies to their families when someone’s taken – they’ll say that the girls were recruited by the scientists at Aldwych to be cloned, when really, it was the Elders who stole them away. They torture them there, to make the drink that allows Vesseling. I saw it myself, when I visited with my husband. That’s why I left.” Her lower lip wobbled and her eyes turned liquid with tears.

			The interviewer pressed her for details on the torture, and Marlee recounted scenes familiar to Amira. The long row of buildings, filled with people strapped to IV drips jerking against their restraints. Men, women, and children, prisoners in hospital beds while drones hovered like vultures above them. The Tiresia farm.

			Amira clenched her fists. The scenes described by Marlee conjured vivid memories that Amira wished she could bury, the sickening terror of watching others suffer and waiting for her turn. But anger also curdled her blood. The public knew about the crimes taking place around the Trinity Compound. The massive, wide-scale suffering. Why didn’t the authorities do anything to stop it? To raid the facility and arrest those involved?

			She swallowed back a bitter sensation in her throat. Hadrian led the last open raid on the Trinity Compound eight years ago, and it had been a disaster. The Trinity had used Tiresia to repel the NASH security forces trying to rescue their colleagues. And these Tiresia farms were full of captive civilians, both from the compounds and outside of them. The North American Alliance didn’t want to take the risk and trigger humiliating headlines.

			And so Reznik operated with impunity. No justice would come from above. The cities had taken a defensive, rather than offensive, stance. And the elite of Aldwych fled into space. Their circles of power focused their energies on Titan, toward leaving the world’s chaos behind, abandoning those who couldn’t afford to join them.

			If Amira and her friends wanted to stop Reznik, they were on their own.

			Or were they? A flurry of comments and responses ran below Marlee’s interview. Some clearly came from compound sympathizers, slurring her as a traitor and harlot. But they were drowned by messages of support, solidarity, and outrage at the Trinity’s crimes.

			But stating an opinion on the Stream was one thing. Would those people actually join a fight, if a battle in Westport was brewing? Especially if the target was Aldwych, that most divisive of districts?

			Amira’s ears sharpened as Marlee mentioned a familiar name.

			“…Hannah Reznik especially. You know her as Hannah Slaughter in the news.”

			“We find her maiden name fitting,” the interviewer said with a hint of dark humor. “She’s been connected to some of the worst, most brutal attacks in Westport after she escaped from custody. But she hasn’t been seen in the last few months. Has she defected, like you?”

			Marlee let out a huffing sound between a sigh and a laugh. “She would never. But she hasn’t been seen because she’s pregnant, and it’s starting to show. And the rumor among the Elders’ wives is that the child is not Elder Reznik’s.”

			She leaned back with a dramatic air, her eyes flashing in triumph. Amira recognized that vindicated expression, and saw herself reflected in Marlee’s face. No doubt Marlee had also experienced Hannah Slaughter’s cruelty and relished in this small act of revenge.

			But Amira couldn’t muster any satisfaction. Her mind returned to the creek by Lee’s campground, where Jesse Hale sat with distant eyes and a closed tongue, trying to hide his heartbreak. She recalled Hannah’s desperate pleading to Jesse during their final fight. So many had been harmed by Hannah Slaughter Reznik, including Hannah herself.

			“If that’s true, is Hannah safe?” the interviewer asked breathlessly. The question earned a slew of mocking comments and visuals from the several million Stream viewers who witnessed the live interview.

			Marlee shrugged. “Hard to say,” she said. “No one knows where she is.”

			Amira pulled her hoodie tightly around her head as she left the café – partially for the rain, but also to evade the watchful eye of a thousand street cameras. Did she have to add Hannah to the mix of threats? If Hannah was truly missing, it meant one of two things – Reznik had killed her or banished her. It was possible, Amira surmised, that Hannah had been put in isolation, to give birth quietly and then have the child passed on to someone else. That would allow her to continue in her very effective role at Vesseling Reznik’s armies. But Amira doubted that Reznik would go out of his way to protect her, if the rumors were already flying – and now public.

			And if Hannah had been cast aside by the compound system she had fought so hard to uphold, what would she do? Where would she go?

			A hand closed around Amira’s arm and she screamed. A force tugged her into an alleyway off the main street. Amira spun around, fist raised, to find herself face to face with Detective Dale Pierson.

			“Easy,” he said in a scratching whisper. “You’ll draw attention.”

			“How did you find me?” Amira asked between ragged gasps. An invisible vise closed around her chest.

			“Lee,” Pierson said, as though it were the most obvious thing in the world. “He’s been tracking the city cameras to keep an eye out for you around Freightland. Saw you go into this café, which he apparently recommended to you, and asked me to check in on you, make sure you were ok.”

			“I was ok until about thirty seconds ago,” Amira said. She winced as she bent forward and arched her back, trying to work some of the pain out of her spine.

			“Wow, you really are pregnant,” Pierson said. He stared at her, his thin face stretched in a dazed expression.

			“More pregnant by the day,” Amira muttered. The adrenaline began to subside, replaced with a swelling discomfort in Pierson’s presence. Their last encounter eight years ago ended in a kiss. An impulsive moment, after Amira had spent the better part of the day running for her life, and one she immediately regretted. The unspoken weight of that kiss hovered in the air between them now, and they both put a step’s distance from each other. Pierson’s hands dug into his jacket pockets, Amira’s around her belly.

			“So, any news I should know about?” Amira asked, breaking the silence.

			Pierson cleared his throat. “Yeah, there’s a big crackdown coming to Westport,” he said. “Because of all the fears of a bigger attack. A Trinity operative got onto NASH from the Pacific Parallel – he was caught capturing the shuttle schedules to the other space stations. Got all of the Aldwych higher-ups nervous. So they’ve asked Westport PD to up their surveillance, break up demonstrations, that kind of thing.”

			“But they won’t get to the Osiris from NASH,” Amira said. “That station will only be accessible from the Galileo building, or…other stations.” Her voice trailed off at the memory of her escape from the Osiris.

			“Doesn’t matter,” Pierson said. “The compounds are testing Aldwych’s weaknesses and finding holes. They’re going to launch a full attack on the district – it’s just a matter of when and with what kind of force. Everything is going to escalate. And of course, Westport PD is caught in the middle. They don’t want us involved in their affairs until they realize they need us.” He spat on the ground.

			Amira laughed. At least some things hadn’t changed. From their first interaction in a Westport jail, Pierson hadn’t been shy about his resentment of the Aldwych district’s power within the greater city.

			The laughter dissolved some of the tension between them. Pierson’s shoulders relaxed and he rubbed the back of his neck, stealing a sly glance at Amira.

			“I guess I also hoped you could give me some insight,” he said. “You were at one of the Trinity’s fucked-up training camps. And I heard from Hadrian’s people that you used to sense stuff about Andrew Reznik. Had a weird mental connection with him, could tell when he was close. Any of those senses been kicking in lately?”

			“Not since he nearly shot me on the Tiresia farm,” Amira said, and a realization struck her like a nanopulse taser. Although Amira sensed Reznik at the Tiresia farm when he neared her, she no longer had the nightmares that plagued her years ago. She used to dream of Reznik’s childhood memory of watching his father die on the Tiresia station. But since she had returned to Earth, her dreams were hers alone. What did that mean?

			Pierson’s frown deepened, lines of worry spanning his forehead.

			“But if something does happen, or I get intel in a more conventional way, I’ll be sure to let you know,” Amira elaborated, her cheeks flushing. She sounded cagey but hadn’t meant to be. She just had no desire to be in close proximity with Reznik anytime soon, even if it meant gaining insight into his plans.

			They parted with an awkward hug and Amira returned to the main street. Her pace quickened as the rain fell harder. Grey smoke rose from chimneys, bleeding into the colorless sky above the city. A gloomy day.

			Amira’s thoughts darkened as well on her lonely, wet track back through Freightland. She no longer shared Andrew Reznik’s nightmares. But she had plenty of nightmares of her own. The same image of her lying in a cold, metallic room in a pool of blood. A terrible scream, tearing her throat, rising from her outstretched mouth. She could recall the lines around her face from the effort of the scream, the way tears escaped through her squeezed-shut eyes.

			And through it all, a plea for forgiveness. But who, still alive, would Amira be willing to forgive?

			* * *

			“You took all the steps to make sure you weren’t followed?” Hugo’s head, more disheveled than usual, jutted from behind a monitor.

			“Every single one,” Amira said. She threw her bag on the table with a theatrical flair and unpeeled her rain-soaked jacket. She had taken the most roundabout way to get back to their isolated corner of already-isolated Freightland, and the weather had punished her for it. “Your mosquito robot monster also triple-screened me for tracers.” She refused to call it Maurice.

			“Good.” Hugo clapped his hands together and motioned Amira toward the monitor. “I’ve been doing some analysis on Nova’s dreams and neural patterns during sleep. Some very interesting stuff.”

			“You’re reading Nova’s mind at night?” Amira frowned but pulled a seat next to Hugo, peering at the monitor. Charts and lines danced across the screen but in the center was a single large video stream composed of muted colors and moving shapes. Scenes kept shifting, dissolving together, some clearer and more focused than others. A reading of a human dream state.

			“Is that a problem?” Hugo asked with an arched brow. “When you first got here, you and Julian were telling me about her having night terrors, waking up with this idea that she was sharing her body with multiple people. I figured her dreams were a good place to start while you and I did more direct, invasive holomentic therapy. Spare the kid the worst stuff, right? Anyway, take a look at this section here.”

			Hugo selected a thumbnail with a nail-bitten finger and a new reel displayed on the center screen. A child playing in heavy snow atop a hill dotted with colorful houses. Nova in Free Greenland. And another child ran beside her, with a bonnet over the same dark red hair. Rozene. They spoke in the garbled language of dream state – some words clear, others more an expression of emotion than coherent sentences.

			“Her subconscious mind, trying to process and reconcile the idea of her mother’s consciousness inside her,” Amira said aloud.

			Hugo nodded. “That’s how I’d interpret this dream as well. A lot of Rozene Hull’s dreams pop up in my readings – hers directly. Others are like this. She’s picturing her own mother as a kind of imaginary friend who lived with her in Greenland. An attempt to reconcile, as you so nicely stated, the two separate sets of memories, as well as the idea of another person’s mind consolidating with your own. It’s a crazy thing to come to terms with, if you think about it – we’re creatures who thrive on our individuality, our unique sense of self. The idea of not being entirely your own person, of being the product of someone else, is an inherently unnerving one. And isn’t that our biggest fear around death? That our selfhood will be gone?”

			“It’s what Barlow exploited at the Cosmic summit,” Amira said. “He proved, thanks to me and Eleanor Morgan, that death is the end of the self, and then dangled his experiments with Tiresia as the cure. That we can continue on, from one body to the next. If he can get it right,” she added drily.

			The corners of Hugo’s mouth stretched into a wry smile.

			“My professional estimation, between my readings of Nova and you, is that he hasn’t gotten it right yet,” he said. “But he’s close. Very close. More so with you. But look! This is the part I wanted to show you.”

			Back on the screen, the two girls had sunk into the snow, carving angels through the white powder with outstretched hands and loud, shrill laughter. Then, the laughter changed.

			Amira’s shoulders stiffened. The laughter dimmed and echoed through the monitor, its timbre more sinister and male. She held her breath. She knew that laugh.

			The two girls rose from the snow, heads forming a smooth arc in the air until they were upright. The bonneted girl’s arm swung, like a marionette on a string, and struck the other child.

			The scene tinted red, the color of fear, before the screen went dark.

			“She woke straight up from that one,” Hugo said, closing the video with a nonchalant air. “One of those nightmares that your mind forces you out of, because it’s too much to continue processing.”

			“That’s from a memory of Rozene’s,” Amira said. She forced calm into her voice, but dread curled like a vine around her heart. “The compound Elders gave her and some other girls Tiresia, and made them attack each other for their entertainment. After pretending to bury them alive.” Amira swallowed.

			Hugo let out a low whistle. “So that’s a high-trauma memory that should be deep in Rozene’s conscious imprint. But I haven’t seen that yet in Nova’s dream reel. Instead, we get hints at it in dreams like this. Snow instead of sand. Two kids instead of runaway teenagers. It’s in there, the memory, but it’s not fully absorbed and processed.”

			“It’s a traumatic memory and she’s a child who isn’t ready to handle it. Is that a problem?” Amira asked, but she already knew the answer.

			“For the purposes of transferring human consciousness from one mind to another, I think it is,” Hugo said. “In fact, I think it’s the key to helping Nova. And also ensuring that your own mind transfers correctly to that growing little critter inside you. You won’t like it, but I think I’ve figured something out. Something big.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			The Binding Agent

			Amira sank into the nearest seat, ignoring the shiver of the organic wall behind her, while Hugo paced the room. She sighed and rubbed her belly, mostly to stay calm. Hugo’s words had sent a kinetic thrill through her veins, but also fear. What would she, and Nova, have to do to fix Barlow’s experiment?

			Longer strands of Hugo’s hair stood out in different directions, waving like small antennas as he picked up his pace. His eyes danced with excitement, darting in every direction around the room. Outside, through the window, Nova played with Hani in the dirt, crafting a toy from scraps of metal.

			“When I wiped out Rozene’s memories of Victor Zhang and friends, what do you think the hardest ones were to erase?” he asked Amira.

			“The pivotal, life-changing, traumatic ones,” Amira said quickly.

			“Why?”

			“Because those are the memories that carve the deepest neural pathways in our minds,” Amira said. “The ones we can easily recall in vivid detail, that don’t get lost in the usual mental clutter of the day. The ones that linger.”

			“Exactly.” Hugo waved a hand in the air, like a conductor before a symphony. “I had to dig deep, find linked memories and triggers in her neural pathways to extract the details that Alistair Parrish wanted me to erase. He didn’t realize you can’t truly erase a memory, though. You can scramble it, make it irretrievable, twist it beyond meaning to the person. But you unraveled my work. What was the thread you pulled that undid it all? What memory did you uncover?”

			“The same one we just spoke about,” Amira said. Fire leapt from her chest to the base of her throat, her anger rekindled. “The one where Rozene was given Tiresia and buried alive. She was hidden behind a dark shed in her memories. When I got her to open the door and fight through, the memory came back.”

			Hugo nodded, his expression distant. He turned to Amira and a new glow of respect shone through his eyes.

			“We are defined, in large part, by our strongest memories,” he said. “Memory makes a person. Our greatest triumphs and traumas, our loves and our fears. When the elderly develop Alzheimer’s – rarer than before the Cataclysm, but still not uncommon in Westport – they cease to become the people they once were. They’re shells, with only agonizing interludes when they remember. Our strongest memories are the fabric of our individual selves.”

			“So for a successful consciousness transfer,” Amira added, rising from her seat, “those strongest memories have to follow.”

			“Exactly!” Hugo bunched his fists and bounced on his heels like an excited child that had found a prized toy under the bed. “If you want Rozene to shine through more clearly in Nova, you have to bring those defining memories out. And if you, Amira Valdez, want that clone inside you to become you, you need to make sure your pivotal memories make it into that forming brain. Everything that hurts and everything that made you feel happiest. The times you’ve felt most alive. All must bind to that new life.”

			Amira’s heart quickened. Her eyes met Hugo’s and for the first time, she looked past the Aldwych fixer who had caused so much harm and saw someone she could understand – a scientist at the moment of a pivotal breakthrough. Electricity crackled through the air. Hope coursed through her like a drug, the incredible high of possibility.

			Her mind raced with such intensity, she barely spoke or ate during dinner. When Hani added some extra salad to her plate, Amira finally broke her trance and dove into her meal. Her body demanded more food than before and after years of controlled diets at the Academy for fitness tests, she could finally nourish herself the way she needed to.

			Nova chatted happily about the games she and Hani played during the day, oblivious to Amira’s change in mood. A good thing. The child had experienced enough, in this life and Rozene’s combined. Let her, for now, live in her own happy world.

			That thought lingered with Amira on the climb to the rooftop. She lay on her back, letting the others share stories during their usual stargazing. But she stole a glance at Hugo, which he immediately returned a nod of understanding. They would talk further, soon.

			As Hani helped Nova to bed, Amira and Hugo lingered on the roof. Amira tipped her head back, letting the cool breeze exhale across her forehead and ripple her hair. The sharp scent of metal hovered around her, along with more typical city smells – smoke from factories and engine oil from the shuttles that ran in a ceaseless current across Westport. Crickets chirped, their song mingling with the distant growl of the city.

			“Nova’s going to have a hard time recalling those terrible memories,” Amira said. “There are so many. Even many of Rozene’s good ones are tinged with the bad – Nova being born after we narrowly survived a fire, for example. It’s a lot for a child to take in. But I did have the idea, even before this, of using a specific drug that I tried in Free Greenland, called Sinna. It made me more empathetic, at peace with my past…time became less linear….”

			“I know exactly what you’re talking about,” Hugo said. “And I think it’s a good idea. That’s the perfect time to ease her into the things she’d rather forget. Get some, and we’ll use it.”

			Amira nodded. Inuk, hopefully, would get back to her. She could probably try to procure the drug in another way, but she trusted what Inuk had given her. That was what Nova needed.

			“How did Barlow not think of this?” Amira asked aloud. “He’s so methodical and can see an issue from every angle. I’ll say this about him – he doesn’t have the ego of some of the black labcoats, the top scientists. He asked me questions and was genuinely excited, I think, when I told him something he didn’t know.”

			“Barlow is methodical,” Hugo agreed. “And that’s part of the problem. He tested his theories and focused on the transference process from a logistical point of view. How to separate consciousness, what kind of brain development was needed for the clone. What bits and pieces make the whole. I think he didn’t put enough thought on to defining memories because he just doesn’t have as many powerful memories in his own life to draw from. It didn’t occur to him.”

			“He is very unemotional,” Amira noted, taking a sip from her half-nursed bottle of beer.

			“It’s not just that,” Hugo said. “Barlow hasn’t lived that much life. He knows a lot about a lot of things, but he hasn’t experienced the parts of life most people seek out. Falling in love. Falling out of love. The quiet joy of watching the sun come up with close friends. Falling back in love again.” Hugo paused and a wistful serenity passed across his face. “It’s a shame. He’s spent so much of his life trying to become immortal that he failed to actually live.”

			Amira traced her fingers along the bottle’s cool, glassy surface. Her eyes returned to the night sky, to the clouds that shielded Barlow and the Osiris station from view. When Barlow had walked with her through the jungle in search of Eleanor Morgan, he recounted his childhood hikes through the trails near his Oregon home – and how he hadn’t connected with nature in a long time. Amira knew many things about Tony Barlow, but still shockingly little about his past, his background, and personal life. The most obvious reason for this had never occurred to her; that there wasn’t much to learn about Barlow.

			Sadness struck her like a wave, pulling her in directions she didn’t want to go. Why should she empathize, even pity, someone who had disregarded her own well-being? Her bodily autonomy? But her empathy wasn’t something she could switch off, the way Reznik had learned how to do as his father screamed in agony against a gurney’s binds. And that wasn’t something she wanted either.

			“Why does he want immortality so badly?” Amira whispered. “We all do, of course. But to go through such extremes, to cause so many people to be hurt, to give up his own happiness…why? And this way of doing it…he obviously can’t get pregnant. I mean, there are womb transfers and many operations he could take to get to that stage, but at his age, it would still probably be impossible, assuming he’d take that kind of extreme route. How does all of this benefit him?”

			Hugo let out a low whistle. He sat himself closer to Amira and leaned in with a confidential air. Amira had spent enough time with Hugo at this stage to recognize the beginning of one of his epic stories.

			“You know Barlow’s a pretty closed book,” Hugo said. “But in our time, coming up in Aldwych together, he confided in me one late night at the Avicenna. A memory he considered asking me to erase, but decided to keep in the end. He had a very comfortable childhood – big house on the coastline, two rich scientist parents who set him up for greatness. He spent hours playing on the house’s deck, in view of the ocean, and even more hours running through the forests. Not a lot of friends, but spent most of his time with his mother. But like a lot of happy kids, he was oblivious to the problems beneath the surface. He learned later that his father was basically a war criminal in hiding. Fought overseas during the Drought Wars, and then took the fight back to North America.”

			“Against the cities?” Amira asked. She had been holding her breath as Hugo spoke, transfixed by this fascinating glimpse into Barlow’s past.

			“Against the compounds,” Hugo said. “He committed atrocities in the Southwest, as part of an anti-fundamentalist militia. We tend to frame the Cataclysm and the Drought Wars as a battle between secularism and fanaticism, modernity versus people who wanted to take us back to the Dark Ages. And for the most part, the compounds instigated most of the terror, but it got a little more grey than that. Some believed that the Elders only understood force, and we’d have to stoop to their level to win. Barlow’s father was one of them.”

			“What did he do?” Amira asked, her voice tightening like overstretched guitar strings. She was no longer lying on her back; she faced Hugo with crossed legs and a hungry expression. All of Barlow’s cryptic smiles and veiled comments had betrayed a haunted past of his own – she had always sensed it, and now, Hugo was about to confirm it.

			“He and a group of fighters raided a smaller compound in Utah,” he said. “A breakaway community from the Remnant Faithful that was rumored to be stockpiling weapons for Elder Cartwright – a man who Reznik seems to be trying to emulate, if you think about it, by unifying the compounds against a common enemy. They approached the compound from all sides. Then, drones flew overhead and released a chemical agent known as the Big Drop. Ever heard of it?” Hugo leaned toward Amira, tiny lights dancing in his eyes. He wet his lips, as though relishing the thrill of his dark story.

			“No,” Amira said with an apprehensive shake of her head.

			“Yeah, it’s been internationally banned for decades,” he said. “And the history books tend to not mention it as often, seeing how it was mostly used by the winning side. The ‘right’ side, who of course could never do wrong. It was a pretty ruthless biological and psychological weapon against the compounds. When exposed to the Big Drop, people feel like their skin is on fire, even though it’s not. And if that isn’t bad enough, it also messes with your vestibular system, creating the sensation of vertigo and perpetual falling. Got the name Big Drop because it was meant to simulate the effect of falling out of a burning plane, as so many did during the Cataclysm – but also, for a religious person from the compounds, it could feel like you’re descending into the Neverhaven, the parallel universe full of suffering and mayhem.”

			“That’s…I don’t know what to say.” Horror seized Amira’s insides, releasing a sickening wave of nausea.

			A clang sounded behind her. She peered over her shoulder to make sure Nova hadn’t wandered back up to the roof.

			A hand emerged from below and gripped the step rail. Amira sucked in her breath but it was Hani, pulling himself back onto the roof. He joined them, sitting next to Hugo and rubbing his shoulder.

			“The little one’s sound asleep,” he said. “I’ve got the dream sensors attached to her temples for recording. And of course, we’ll get a loud beep if she wakes up.”

			“She’s nine years old, not a baby,” Hugo said with a playful pat atop Hani’s hand. “She’ll be fine. But you’ve just come up in time for the really scary stuff. I’m telling M. Valdez here about Barlow, and why he is the way he is.”

			Hani’s eyes widened, and he traded a significant look with Hugo before smiling at Amira.

			“Nothing excuses what he did to you,” Hani said. “This story doesn’t change that, of course.”

			Amira nodded, but impatience warred with the nausea curdling in her stomach. She needed to hear more.

			Perhaps sensing her frustration, Hugo continued.

			“They drop this chemical over the entire compound,” he said. “So we’re talking the Elders’ temple, where weapons might be found, but also houses full of families. Everyone runs out through the front gate, screaming and stumbling around. Slapping invisible flames off their arms, clawing at their ears, wailing. Old people, children, women carrying babies in their arms only to drop them on the ground, because the pain’s so intense. And as they’re running, the militia shoots them. Picks them off, one by one.”

			Amira’s hand flew to her mouth. Her pulse quickened at the base of her throat as she conjured the horrific scene in her mind. Bonnets flying and screams rising in the hot desert air, bodies spasming and hands extended to the high noon sun. The cold stutter of gunfire and innocent people falling to the ground – almost a mercy at that point, their agony at an end.

			Hani shook his head, face tight with disgust. Hugo rubbed his shoulder.

			“A lot of excuses were made about the Drought War period,” he said. “It was a war, people reasoned, and it was a different, crueler time. And most people don’t know the worst of it. That’s why everyone reacted with shock at the Tiresia experiment on the Osiris station. It hit a nerve. But even for the Drought Wars, this was beyond the realm of what the North American Alliance could excuse. So when Barlow senior was identified years later, he learned that war crime charges were coming.

			“He panicked, tried to persuade Tony’s mother to leave the country with him, to take the family far away and start fresh. But she was horrified when she realized what the man she married had done. Refused to leave. Disgusted not just with him, but with herself for unknowingly marrying a man who could do something so evil. At least, that’s how Barlow told the story to me. Hard to say what was going on in his mother’s head and he seems to hold a very idealized version of the woman – almost described her like she was a saint, ready to single-handedly rebuild the world after the Cataclysm.”

			“Maybe she was,” Hani said. “In his own way, Tony Barlow believes he’s making the world a better place. It would be a fitting way to honor his mother, in his mind.”

			“True,” Hugo conceded. “But whatever she may or may not have felt, we know what she did. A Stream article search will tell you as much, but you do have to dig a little deep – once Barlow became more influential in Aldwych, he used his connections to have police records closed to the public. But nothing stays hidden forever on the Stream. Anyway, one rainy afternoon, Barlow’s playing with his toys upstairs to drown out the sound of a fight below. Shouts, cries, glass breaking. Then comes a gunshot.”

			The sound reverberated in Amira’s ears. She blinked, unnerved. The image of a rainy window came to her, rivulets of water streaking down the foggy glass and a child’s small face in its reflection. The same flash of a foreign memory she experienced while on Sinna in Greenland. She closed her eyes, shaking the image away.

			“Tony Barlow runs down the stairs,” Hugo continued, “in time to hear a second gunshot. He charges into the kitchen to find his father lying in a pool of his own blood. More blood bubbling out of his chest. He keeps running, because while he loves his father, he loves his mother more. Blood streaks trail from the kitchen to the living area.

			“He finds his mother lying on the floor by the living room window. She’s also bleeding and has a gun in her hand. He runs to her. She’s still alive but losing consciousness quickly. She sees her son and looks at him, reaching a hand out toward him. He grabs her hand in his.”

			Amira closed her eyes again. She couldn’t visualize the scene as clearly as she could the window upstairs, but a desperate, helpless feeling pooled inside of her, a dark well that threatened to overwhelm her. The desire to speak, but not knowing what to say. What did you say when the most important person in the world was dying before you?

			“She grips his hand and Tony Barlow swears he sees regret in her eyes,” Hugo said. “Not for killing her husband, but for turning the gun on herself. Because it meant leaving Tony, and because she was afraid of death. He watches the panic in her eyes when she realizes what’s going to happen. ‘Tony,’ she says to him. ‘Please—’”

			“Forgive me,” Amira finished. A strange, tingling sensation coursed through her, accompanied by a ringing in her ears.

			“Good guess,” Hugo said. “Needless to say, that tragedy affects Barlow to this day. I’d theorize that watching his mother die in front of him gave him that drive to conquer death. Prevent that kind of loss and pain that he felt. Overcome that powerlessness. You and I are essentially glorified therapists, right? The psychology makes sense.”

			“You need to read me,” Amira said. The tingling spread to her fingertips and numbed her tongue. “Now.”

			“What?” Hugo asked. Hani rose to his feet.

			“Downstairs,” Amira said. “Strap me to the holomentic reader and describe what happened to Tony Barlow again. Please.”

			They climbed down the stairs in silence. Amira’s skin tightened, as though her body strained to hold the fear curdling inside of her and at any moment, could rupture and break. Her hands shook as Hugo attached the sensors to her temples. She jerked when the needle punctured her vein, but she clenched her fist against the warm liquid snaking up her arm. Most of her times under the holomentic reader had occured under some degree of duress, but she had never wanted to be read more than now. She needed to be read.

			She needed to know.

			“Ready?” Hugo asked. Swallowing, Amira nodded and closed her eyes.

			Hugo recounted the scene, starting with that first gunshot, in his vivid, lyrical way. Amira pictured the rain-splattered window and the small child’s face. Her knuckles tightened at the sound of the gunshot. Her mind wandered down the stairs to the living room.

			“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Hugo said.

			Amira opened her eyes. On the holographic platform, a child knelt on a soft grey carpet in a dimly lit room, hovering over a bleeding woman. Behind a large window, mist clung to tall trees and rain fell over the distant ocean.

			The woman had brown hair tied in a neat bun. Blood stained her grey cardigan. Her eyes were blue, the same light, glassy color as Tony Barlow’s. The muscles on her neck strained as she craned her head up, toward her son. Her face knotted with pain.

			“Is that her, or is Amira just using her imagination?” Hani asked. His eyes darted with desperate hope between Amira and Hugo. “She could just be visualizing the story, right?”

			Hugo shook his head with a scowl and walked toward his computer monitor.

			“The reader’s showing that she’s accessing the memory portion of her mind, not the creative part,” he said to Hani. “But even without that, take a look at this article. Does this look like her?”

			His hands formed a square and he pulled them apart. A two-dimensional box flew from his monitor to the center of the room, expanding to display a text article with large print. On one side of the article was a picture of two adults, a male and female. Prominent Oregon couple die in murder-suicide after war atrocity revelation, the headline read.

			And under the woman’s photograph read the name Jane Corbitt-Barlow. The same brown hair, light blue eyes, and thin face.

			“Have you ever seen her before?” Hani asked Amira.

			Amira almost laughed, but her mouth was too dry, too numb from the shock, to muster a sarcastic response. Instead, she shook her head.

			“Well, it looks like your situation is a little more complicated than we had assumed,” Hugo said as he removed the sensors from Amira’s temples. “You’re not only carrying your own clone, with your own consciousness transferred. Looks like Tony Barlow, the man who craves immortality, couldn’t resist injecting a little bit of his own mind into the mix as well.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Family

			The next few weeks passed in a fog. The daily motions of Amira’s life in Freightland continued – meals, play time with Nova, and daily exercise along the organic walls – but the waking hours blurred together. The sleeping hours, on the other hand, heightened into something else. Every night brought Amira vivid, terrifying nightmares. The dream at the shopping mall returned, her fetus bursting through her belly. In others, it struck her from within, or slowly killed her with poison. Tony Barlow became a constant presence in her sleeping mind, a looming shadow over every scene. In one, she landed on Titan with her baby in her arms, only for Barlow to emerge from a cave and snatch it away. She chased him, desperate, through an underground network, but the spongelike, mossy walls shrunk around her. The constricted tunnels compressed Amira like a boa constrictor, forcing the air out of her lungs, until she woke up gasping.

			Sweat clung to Amira’s forehead. Her heart pounded against her ribs at a dizzying speed. She gulped for air and leaned back until her head touched the cold metal of the wall behind her. Sunlight shone through cracks in the ceiling above, where the metal sheets connected with rusted nails.

			She rolled to her side, avoiding the sight of her pregnancy. But she couldn’t ignore the dull ache in her hips and the way her legs cramped every morning when she stood. Her breath quickened as she climbed down from the second level. The holomentic machine and its accompanying equipment lay strewn across the main floor, untouched for the last week. Nova had not been read, and Amira wanted to know nothing more about her time on the Osiris station, and the life inside of her. A portion of it included Tony Barlow – his memories, his thoughts – and that was enough to send hot bile up her throat.

			She stepped outside of the house and crouched to urinate behind the nearest freight car. Her bare feet sank into the cold damp ground as she knelt, struggling for balance. There was a makeshift toilet a minute’s walk away but more frequently, she struggled to reach it in time, and eventually, she’d stopped trying. A hot drop of urine splashed against her ankle and she cursed. She slid her foot away, only to stumble forward. Her hands flew in front of her, stopping her from falling forward with her pants around her knees. She held back a sob.

			But why should she hold back? She had escaped the Osiris station and the man who put her there. But he still hounded her, a part of himself growing in her womb. Every subtle movement inside of her, every kick and quickening, reminded her of that fact.

			Amira unleashed an angry torrent of curses into the morning air.

			Her voice echoed down the lonely, jagged corridors of Freightland. Early morning mist clung to the stacks of freight cars and lined the walkways. She sucked in a deep breath of cold air and yelled another string of obscenities.

			When she got back to the house, Hugo was heating pancakes over his makeshift stove.

			“Feel any better?” he asked in a carefully mild tone. He had no doubt heard her curses, along with half of Freightland.

			Amira grunted and poured herself a cup of coffee.

			“Aren’t you supposed to be skipping caffeine while pregnant?” Hugo said. He avoided Amira’s eyes while he loaded the pancakes onto a plate.

			“I’m not going to be pregnant for much longer,” Amira said. “What?” she added at Hugo’s wary expression. “This isn’t the compound. It’s legal, even at this stage. It’s my right. Why would I let this…why would I let it live, knowing what I know now?”

			“You’ve absorbed some of Barlow’s memories,” Hugo said. “You. Not the fetus, but you. We don’t know how much of Barlow’s consciousness made it into your clone. And it may not be more than what you have. It was a desperate, foolish move on his part. It probably wasn’t very successful.”

			Amira scoffed, relishing the loud clang of her coffee mug slamming onto the table. “Any amount of Barlow is too much. Do you know I pitied him? When you were telling me about his past? I actually felt sorry for him, right up until I found out what he did.”

			The grainy coffee stuck to her tongue, filling her mouth with a sharp, bitter taste. The image of Barlow’s mother leapt into her mind’s eye. Wet blood on her fingers as she extended them toward Barlow. She closed her eyes in disgust.

			“You have a memory of what happened to Barlow,” Hugo said. “And yet you’re still Amira Valdez. It hasn’t altered you in any fundamental way. All I’m asking – and you’re right, Amira, it’s your right and choice – is that you don’t assume anything about your clone yet. Let the holomentic reader answer those questions.”

			“Not everything can be solved by a holomentic reader,” Amira snapped. “We can’t keep using it as a crutch for every problem.”

			“Agreed,” Hugo said carefully. “But you came to me for help, and I’m trying to help you. And Nova. Let’s keep trying. And maybe we can do that without the reader. We’ve got company coming today.”

			“Company?” Amira asked, and right on cue, the red light over the front door flashed. Hugo’s mosquito rose from its sedentary state in the corner and flew out the side window.

			“Looks like they’re about ten minutes away,” Hani called from across the room, where he read a book to Nova. He nodded toward a monitor displaying the many Freightland pathways to the Landy household. In one corner, two masculine figures walked side by side in heavy boots.

			Amira frowned. But Nova leapt from the sofa and ran toward the front door.

			“Wait a minute, dear,” Hani called, before turning to Amira. “Do you want to get out of your pajamas? It might feel good.”

			Amira bit back a retort, hiding her face behind her coffee mug. But she got dressed and, at a sluggish pace, made her way outside.

			The two figures rounded the corner.

			“Inuk,” Nova cried, running toward them.

			Amira’s jaw slackened as Inuk, laughing, lifted Nova off the ground and pulled her into a tight, warm embrace.

			The other figure pulled back a hoodie and Lee’s smiling face emerged. He approached Amira and wrapped his arms around her shoulders.

			“I’ve heard it’s been rough,” he said. He drew back and rubbed her arms.

			“What are you both doing here?” Amira asked in a thick voice. Confusion tangled her thoughts. Why had Inuk traveled all the way from Free Greenland? He never got back to her with an answer on the Sinna. And if that’s why he was here, he could have had it delivered through discreet shipping, rather than leave his beloved homeland to deliver it. And Lee had a full plate as well. Had something gone wrong?

			“You asked for a certain product when we last talked, and I wanted to bring it in person,” Inuk said. “Wow, it’s green in this part of the world. My country needs a name correction. But this city’s going to give me a panic attack. Hadrian wasn’t fucking around when he said I hadn’t seen an actual city yet.”

			“You could have shipped it,” Amira noted. Her voice wavered, just slightly, as she took in the sight of a man she never expected to see in person again.

			Inuk’s eyes crinkled. “I missed you all. And it’s getting serious here.”

			“What does he mean?” Amira asked Lee.

			“I’ve got news,” Lee said. “Let’s go inside.”

			They gathered around Hugo’s makeshift dining table, a metal sheet propped up by two barrels. (“In the Pines or the Rails, I could charge a thousand dollars for this by calling it ‘industrial chic’,” Hugo had cackled the first time they had dinner together on it.) Nova sat between Inuk and Lee, tapping their shoulders at random intervals with high-pitched giggles. Hugo and Hani sat on the other side, close together. And Amira took the end seat, isolated and surveying the group with folded arms.

			Lee took a deep breath, eyeing each person in the group before speaking.

			“Aldwych has put out an arrest warrant for Amira,” he said. “They’ve finally gone public. Posted a financial reward for her to be turned in to the Legion’s custody.”

			“What?” Hani rose from his seat.

			Hugo leaned back, his face a mask. Nova glanced, startled, at Lee before her gaze turned to Amira with an expression reminiscent of Rozene – all knotted brows and a pensive, suspicious frown.

			But Amira leaned forward and pressed her hands into the table. Her body vibrated with indignant resolve. “What are they accusing me of?” she asked. “What excuse are they giving for my warrant?”

			Lee’s jaw tensed, revealing a bitter smile. “Stealing Aldwych secrets,” he said. “And also assault of Aldwych employees, in violation of the Space Research Territorial Agreement.” He recited the last charge in a mocking imitation of a bureaucrat.

			Amira joined him with a dark smile of her own. “I guess we did knock out the entire Osiris station during my escape,” she said. “And I am carrying Aldwych technology on me.” She patted her belly with enough force to make Hani wince.

			“How dangerous is this going to get for Amira?” Inuk asked, his face lined with concern. “Aldwych isn’t exactly popular these days.”

			“Any kind of financial reward will bring out the greedy and desperate,” Lee said. “But here’s where it gets interesting. The North American Alliance has not extended a warrant of their own. And neither has Westport PD. So it’s only Aldwych trying to arrest Amira. Outside of the district, she’s technically not a fugitive.” He nodded at Amira.

			“So Westport and the federal government aren’t taking direction from Aldwych like they used to,” Amira said. Her mouth formed a satisfied line. Pierson would be dancing with glee at the unexpected act of defiance from his superiors. Or maybe he had pushed for it himself.

			“They see the writing on the wall,” Hugo finally said. He rose to his feet. “The optics of Aldwych have been damaged so much, they’re not worth going out on a limb for. The public is fed up with the violence and chaos. No one’s going to think Amira’s a danger to society for ‘stealing technological secrets’. And Aldwych might implode entirely. The powers that be are going to let them handle their own internal affairs.” Triumph gleamed in his eyes. Perhaps he took some credit, with his grainy Stream videos dedicated to exposing Aldwych secrets.

			“They’re up to something,” Lee said. “I got word that the Leclercq administration wants to have a conversation with Amira. And Hugo. And a whole lot of others. They want a townhall of sorts with different power groups within Westport.”

			“With me?” Unease crawled up Amira’s spine. A head of state – the administration that oversaw all of North America – wanted to speak with her. What did that mean?

			“How do we know they don’t just want to find my location and hand me to Barlow?” Amira asked.

			“They’d just put a warrant out if they wanted that, probably,” Lee said. “I bet they want to know what technology you allegedly stole…something so serious that the Cosmics were willing to acknowledge your disappearance and escape to get it back.”

			“No,” Hani said. “It’s too risky. We’ve gone to great lengths to hide, Hugo and I. This could expose us. I’m sorry, Amira, but your presence here is now a danger to us. I’m happy for you and Nova to continue to stay here, but not if you’re going to be on video conferences with the administration and every power player in Westport.”

			“This is our chance to expose everything,” Hugo said, rounding on Hani. His tone was gentle but firm. “It’s a risk, but we have to take it. I didn’t come here to hide forever. I’m here to expose Aldwych, to take them down.”

			“We still have Nova to help,” Hani retorted, louder. “I won’t allow it.”

			They stepped away from the table, to continue their argument with a thin veneer of privacy. Nova’s frown deepened and Lee put an arm around her. Inuk turned to Amira with raised brows.

			“What do you think?” he asked.

			Amira sank into her seat.

			“The last time I needed clarity,” she said, “I got it from your drug. I think we could all use a little help right now.”

			* * *

			They each swallowed a capsule during dinner – Amira, Lee, Inuk, Nova, and Hugo. Lee had protested at first, before Inuk insisted that it had to be a communal affair or nothing. Only Hani was exempt, assigned to watch nearby, sober, in case Nova needed any care during the trip. Nova chewed on the capsule and her mouth puckered at the bitter taste. Hani doted on Nova throughout dinner, anxious for signs of trouble, but the child cleaned her plate with her usual, businesslike air.

			They gathered on the rooftop. It was a clear night, unusually clear for the city. Stars shone overhead and dark clouds drifted lazily toward the ocean and the Pacific Parallel. Amira inhaled the cold night air, letting it fill her lungs. Her chest became heavier, but she knew the cause this time – becoming more conscious of her breathing as the Sinna kicked in.

			They knelt in a circle, except for Hani, who lingered in a corner on the roof. As a child, Amira had taken her fair share of Chimyra, a requisite for life on the compound. But it had not been like this. They had always knelt in rows with clasped hands while an Elder railed from a high podium, guiding them into parallel worlds. Fear rippled through the crowds, the temple heavy with apprehension of what was to come.

			With their small group in Freightland, there was nervousness, but also a shared excitement. Whatever they faced, it would be met together. Lee clasped Inuk’s shoulder and grinned at Amira. Hugo smiled across the roof at Hani, their prior argument shelved for the night.

			“It’s like the Revival,” Nova murmured next to Amira. Her small hand gripped Amira’s with surprising strength.

			Amira’s head snapped toward Nova. The child remembered Rozene’s experiences at the Trinity Compound’s ceremonies. Nova returned Amira’s stare. A silence hung between them and in that moment, Rozene Hull looked back at Amira, if only for a second.

			“It’ll be different,” Amira said.

			“I know,” Nova replied.

			Their surroundings shifted. Subtly at first. The distant lights from the city became brighter, and when Amira jerked her head, they formed lines across her vision. The freight cars became brighter, miles of color that stretched in every direction from their rooftop perch.

			“I feel funny,” Nova said. “Like I’m going to throw up.”

			“Breathe,” Inuk said gently. “It can start that way, but it’ll pass real soon, I promise.”

			Nova made a loud, gulping noise before her shoulders relaxed. She sank back into Hani’s waiting arms. The man had shot from his corner with lightning speed, ready to help.

			The now-familiar knot of tension tightened around Amira’s stomach, threatening to overwhelm her, before it released. Ecstasy flooded her body, a warmth that flowed from her head to her fingertips. She closed her eyes and inhaled.

			“Look at the moon,” Nova cried. “It’s moving.”

			They all looked up. As Amira narrowed her eyes, she saw it – a gentle pulsating light. The stars, too, flickered and danced. Or were they shooting stars?

			Overwhelmed, she returned her gaze to the ground. The textured blanket they sat on took a pattern. The mandala, over and over across the fabric. The universe’s geometry, revealing itself again.

			For the next hour, they pointed at what they saw. Tricks of light, changing shapes. They reacted with excitement to each new, shared discovery. As a neuroscientist, Amira knew that many psychotropics made people impressionable, more likely to agree with others, but the communal nature of the experience left her warm and content. She smiled across the circle at Lee. Emotion swelled within her, a beautiful and sad nostalgia for a moment that was still in progress.

			“Hadrian would be so proud of you,” she said.

			Instead of turning pink or descending into silence, as he usually did in the face of a compliment, Lee smiled back. An open smile, with a flood of emotion pooling behind his eyes.

			“I knew he was,” he said. “I just wish he said it more.”

			Time jumped forward and the group was laughing at something Amira couldn’t remember. Her own mouth opened in laughter.

			Then Nova stood in the middle of the circle, spinning around with outstretched arms. Her head tilted to one side, her red hair trailing behind her.

			“How do you feel, Nova?” Hugo asked.

			“Better.” Her eyes closed and calm settled across her face. A calm Amira had never seen Rozene achieve.

			Hugo and Amira exchanged a look. They had intended to use Nova’s altered state to bring Rozene’s traumatic memories to the forefront. A silent conversation passed between them, a question to each other about whether it was the right time.

			Then Hugo shook his head.

			Let her be, a male voice spoke in her ears.

			“I wanted to dislike you,” Amira said aloud to Hugo. The rest of the group turned to face her. “I was so angry over what you did to Rozene. It angered me that you wanted a second chance. So many girls at the compound never got a chance to have a second arc to their lives. And maybe I also felt threatened by you, because you’re a better holomentic reader than me.”

			“I’m definitely not,” Hugo interjected. He let out a loud giggle, and the entire group followed suit, dissolving into laughter, including Amira. Why was she laughing?

			“You’re special,” he said. “We both have good instincts, but you have more empathy than I ever could. You know how to do what the patient needs, not what you need. And that’s something most readers never achieve.”

			“Eleanor Morgan told me that the jobs of the future would involve the heart, not the body or the head,” Amira said. “She’s another person I wanted to hate, but couldn’t. I miss her.”

			“Maybe we should stop trying to hate the people that hurt us,” Lee said, slurring his words. “Maybe hate the system they came from, or the things that made them that way. I don’t know. Guys, I’m really, really high.”

			Inuk roared with laughter. Amira broke into a smile.

			After a time (and who could say how long?), they settled into contemplative silence. The group moved away from the blankets, feeling the sensation of the metallic floor. Amira lay on her back next to Nova, their hair spread out and their hands folded over their abdomens. Nova rested her head on Amira’s belly, listening for a kick.

			Amira felt more than the kicks. When she closed her eyes, she sensed every movement happening inside of her. A body floating in amniotic fluid, all tiny fists and feet. She could sense the small face moving, the heavy lids squeezing shut. A soul in suspense, hearing the outside universe through a murky, liquid world, waiting for the first inhale.

			“Who are you?” Amira murmured.

			The clone didn’t answer. Not in words, at least. But something shifted in Amira as she lay on the cold floor. The sky above her darkened into a starless black and the ground beneath her softened, yielding like Hani’s strange, organic walls. Clouds floated around her ears, muting the surrounding conversations.

			She floated, submerged in liquid. She was inside herself, but also acutely herself. Her legs curled beneath her inside the womb. But when she tried to move her arm, her hand found Nova’s soft hair. After a moment, she shifted between the two perspectives – mother and child, born and unborn. A person about to die and a person about to become.

			Amira exhaled, returning to the outside world. When she opened her eyes, tears ran down her cheeks. She was going to die soon. She knew it. Death lurked in the shadows with an arm extended, waiting for her. That was what the pool of blood meant, the dreams of her screaming. A plea for forgiveness. She was going to die.

			“Bad trip?” Lee spoke above her. His rough hand found hers, squeezing it.

			“My trip is almost over,” Amira said. “And it’s been a good one. I’m ready.”

			The patterns in her vision dissolved, refocusing on Lee’s face. His brow tightened, eyes alight with concern.

			“We should start coming down soon,” he said. “It’ll be normal again.”

			“I mean life,” she said. “I’m going to die soon. And it’s ok.”

			The worry spread further across Lee’s face. And then his features shifted, moving as though reshaped by a pair of invisible hands kneading clay. His face rearranged into Hadrian’s.

			Amira’s own face rearranged in response, slackening with surprise before her mouth curled into a sad smile.

			“Old friend,” she said. “I miss you. I always will.”

			“Let’s get you some water.” Hadrian became Lee again, the young man helping them all to their feet.

			Inuk laughed. “We’re fine,” he said. “And if we weren’t, water won’t make a difference. This is a journey and, good or bad, it’ll end.”

			Nova burst into tears.

			The group converged on Nova with such purpose and swiftness, Amira raised an arm to shield her. What if they crushed her? But Hani wrapped an arm around Nova’s shoulder as the child’s head burrowed into Amira’s arm.

			“It’s ok, kid,” Inuk said, kneeling before her. His pupils, dilated like two bowling balls, shone with kindness.

			“They shot me,” Nova wailed. “They shot me while I was running to my baby. She watched me die.”

			Amira froze. Across from her, Hugo reeled, his face scarred with shock but also something more complicated. Relief, perhaps, or triumph, as Rozene reasserted herself under the haze of the trip.

			“Who shot you?” Hugo asked Nova.

			“The Trinity,” Nova said through heaving sobs. Her face darkened into a scowl. “In their flying shuttle. Leaned out the side and fired at everyone. There was nowhere to run. I raised my arms to surrender, but it didn’t matter. I ran because I wasn’t going back, to be a prisoner. I had been a prisoner for enough of my life. Better to die. But I didn’t want to die!” Her teeth clenched as tears fell, splattering onto the hard rooftop.

			A small cry escaped Amira’s throat. Nova had transformed in word and demeanor. This was Rozene. At least, as close to Rozene as she would ever get again, beyond visiting the unmarked grave outside the city where Lee had buried her.

			“She survived, Rozene,” Amira said. “She lived, and we’re all taking care of her as best we can.”

			Amira’s hand trembled as she stroked Nova’s hair, letting the child sob and rage.

			“I remember it,” Nova said. “It hurts to remember, because I was so scared and angry that I died. I dreamed about it, but didn’t want to remember. But it kept coming back to me. That’s why I ran away and came here. I wanted to forget, and Lucia said that you had made me forget before.”

			Nova addressed Hugo now, who had crouched beside her and Amira. He placed a burly hand on top of Nova’s head.

			“Tell us more about the moment you died, Nova,” he said. “It’ll help, no matter what you decide to do. If you want to remember or have it taken away.”

			Amira turned to Hugo, surprised. Nova’s version of Hugo’s offer, to erase her memories, differed from Hugo’s stated intent to Amira. What was going on? But the warm ecstasy in Amira’s veins, the love she felt for them all, drowned out those concerns.

			And Nova needed her now. The child buried her face in her hands and rocked back and forth.

			“I ran away from the open side of the farm,” she said. “I kept my arms in the air, like it would make a difference. Then I fell to the ground. It was so fast, I didn’t feel any pain at first. Then I felt this heat across my back and this heaviness…everything was going dark.

			“Then, I saw everything from above. The rush of wind from the hovercraft, blowing the rubble around. My own body, lying on one side. I didn’t feel scared anymore. I knew I was dead, and everything went quiet and calm. I floated higher and higher into the air, still looking down at my body.”

			Amira swallowed. Her fingers itched for her holomentic sensor, to navigate Nova’s memory and display it with sharpening clarity across a holographic platform. But she had seen a moment like this before, when she watched Eleanor Morgan’s final conscious moments after death. And this was Nova’s story to tell. Amira tightened her grip around Nova’s shoulder.

			Nova was no longer crying and rocking herself. She leaned back, pushing her hair from her face with a decidedly adultlike movement. Her eyes shone with sudden clarity. Her mouth formed a thin, determined line.

			“And then, I saw me,” Nova continued. “Me, my daughter. I’m both, right? I was just a baby, crying on the ground. I felt this pull behind me, trying to drag me higher and away from everything. But when I saw my baby, I felt so much. I could feel her fear and confusion. It was like tug-of-war, but between death and life. Then, things started to shift. I could see from the baby’s vantage point, but only for a moment, like a light turning on and off. I felt this warm peace, and then I would feel hunger and cold, deep in the pit of my stomach.

			“I wanted the peace, but more than that, I wanted to be with my baby. To see her grow, to protect her. I remembered what you told me, Amira, about the experiment and what it might mean. It frightened me – I didn’t want to take her place, to deny her – me – the chance to be her own person. But still, I fought the pull and stopped rising into the air. Instead, I came closer to the earth, toward Nova. And then, it was just cold, hunger and fear – until you came and found me.”

			Nova sighed, drawing a shuddering breath. Her solemn eyes found Amira and settled there, laced with sadness and understanding. Amira’s skin chilled at the memory of rubble and smoke, of Maxine’s cry of grief slicing through the air. But amid the death, a sliver of hope when she found Nova, upright and bawling. Alive.

			But Hugo leaned forward. A strange light flickered across his eyes – the kindling excitement of a new discovery.

			“Did you choose?” Hugo asked Nova. “In that moment, did you remember making a choice to return and merge with the baby? Could you have just let it go and died?”

			Nova frowned. Her lower lip pushed out as she chewed over the question. “I think so,” she said. “I felt a pull in both directions, but in the end, I wanted to live. I wanted to see my daughter grow, to guide her – her and I, together. And somehow, I knew that I would be able to linger on.”

			Hugo nodded and turned to Amira. “Remember that,” he said. “When the time comes. You might have to be deliberate and purposeful about the moment of transference. When you can choose to transcend death and try again.”

			The drug’s effects on Amira had begun to fade. She could feel the body high dissolve, the usual aches and pains of her pregnant frame reasserting themselves. Her mind also sharpened and dulled at once – her senses normalized, but she was losing that spiritual clarity that engulfed her moments before, when she knew she would die and accepted it wholeheartedly. Old anxieties prickled her skin. Would her own death follow the same trajectory as Rozene’s? And did she want it to?

			It didn’t matter. At least, not as much as Nova’s recovery. The child beamed now, stretching out her hand to hold Amira’s.

			“I understand now,” she said. “I’m not my mom, and there aren’t two people fighting inside of me. I can learn from her life but make my own choices. It’s weird, but it’s ok.”

			“It’s ok.” Amira wrapped Nova in a tight hug. Her throat burned from the surge of emotion that flooded her body. Nova was undoubtedly glowing from the aftereffects of the Sinna, and wasn’t magically cured of all psychological distress in the future. But tonight had been a huge leap through uncharted waters into progress – a step toward healing her fractured sense of consciousness and identity, allowing Rozene and Nova to reconcile their unique selves into someone new.

			From Hugo’s joyful face, he had reached the same conclusion. While still holding Nova, Amira’s arm extended out and her hand clasped Hugo’s. Everything would be all right.

			“What’s that?” Hani’s voice came out high and thin.

			Lee shot to his feet. He stared with a slackened jaw toward the city.

			Amira followed his gaze and rose, slow as a melting glacier, to her feet.

			Red light glowed over the distant ocean, spreading like ink across the black night sky. Smoke hovered around its fiery edges. Was that fire in the center of the strange discoloration? Amira frowned and inched toward the edge of the roof.

			A deep rumbling followed, as though the earth itself were groaning in pain. The ground trembled, causing the roof they stood upon to rattle in a confused clang of metal. Amira gasped, dropping to her knees for safety. Nova and Hugo followed, but Lee and Hani stepped forward, toward the presumed source.

			“Is that the Pacific Parallel?” Lee asked.

			“It’s too far out into the ocean for us to see it from here,” Hani said. “But that’s the exact direction of the space elevator, so it must be related to it. What happened there, for us to be able to see all that smoke?”

			“An accident?” Lee asked. “Or an attack.” The inflection in his voice hinted that his second statement was not a question. A shadow passed across his eyes, one that mirrored the chill in Amira’s chest.

			The rumbling continued. Sirens wailed through the city. Ice coursed through Amira’s fingers. Something terrible had happened.

			Confused voices trailed through the air. Across Freightland, dark figures emerged on rooftops and stacked crates, staring at the sky. Hundreds of silhouettes, more than Amira had ever expected from their quiet trek to Hugo’s shelter. The normally isolated had come out of their dens, unable to resist the surreal sight before them.

			They stared in stunned silence at the burning sky. Hugo and Hani clasped hands and Nova sought refuge between Amira and Lee. Inuk stood apart from the group, running his hands through his hair as he paced in a dazed state. None of them spoke. The smell of smoke reached Amira, tinged with salty seawater. The chorus of sirens grew louder, more urgent, until the entire city seemed to be wailing in unison, crying for an unknown loss. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			A Waking City

			“What do you mean it was destroyed?” Hugo dolloped a spoonful of pancake batter onto his pan with more force than necessary. The pan sizzled, releasing the scent of breakfast into the air.

			But Amira wasn’t hungry. The morning had brought some clarity, but even more questions. The drugs, she suspected, also dimmed her appetite.

			“That’s what I said.” Lee paced around the expansive room, never pausing in movement or breath. “The Parallel’s destroyed. The compounds blew up the fucking thing from its anchor in Lower Earth Orbit. The entire cable went down. It crashed and rained fire down on the base island where they load cargo. Apparently, it triggered a tsunami that hit Hawaii. They were prepared, but still.”

			Hugo unleashed a stream of expletives and flipped his pancakes.

			“How many dead?” Amira asked. Clammy fear assaulted her senses. D’Arcy’s father worked as a stevedore loading cargo to the Pacific Parallel. So did Miles.

			“Unknown,” Lee said. “Rescuebots have only just been able to access the Parallel, the fires and smoke were so intense. But I’d guess anyone who was working or present on that island is gone.”

			The ground swayed and Amira leaned back against the kitchen wall. The organic texture greeted her with a soft, pulsing sensation and she closed her eyes. The walls, while still strange, no longer frightened her. There was something soothing about her surroundings responding to her touch.

			“This is going to change everything,” Hugo said. “Or maybe not. With the Pacific Parallel destroyed, that’s going to cut off critical supply lines to NASH and the space stations. You can bet that NASH will be struggling now to evacuate tourists and other nonessential people out of there and back down to Earth. The research stations will also be hit, to a large extent. They need that supply line, and the Atlantic Parallel can only do so much from so far away.”

			Amira opened her eyes. When she had infiltrated the NASH station years ago, in search of Rozene, she had passed a window where hundreds of space tourists floated in the vacuum of space, encased in a giant net. The image had felt surreal then, and even more so now.

			“However,” Hugo continued with a dramatic flourish of his spatula, “that won’t trap Barlow and the Cosmic elites. They can take direct shuttles to and from the Galileo building in Aldwych. They can hunker down in the Osiris and that hidden spaceship of theirs. You can bet that they’ll fortify Aldwych to the hilt now, and pressure the North American Alliance for a serious crackdown on the compounds, now that their bottom line has been affected. It’s not just a war between Cosmics and compounds anymore. This is a major escalation, and you can bet the government will become a proper player now.”

			Amira’s head spun. As a child growing up in the compound, she had longed for the powers outside the New Covenant’s walls to burst in and take her away. To do something. But any federal crackdown on the compounds was less likely to be a rescue of its suffering residents than what she had experienced at the Gathering – smoke bombs and chaos, arrests and terror.

			She sat down. A tingling sensation ran down her arms, warming the tips of her fingers. From the moment she had woken up, Amira felt different. When her clone stirred or kicked, it no longer felt like a separate entity moving within her, but a part of her – like an arm or leg extending. A steady awareness asserted itself as she moved through Hugo’s house, that she was not a lone person navigating the world, but part of something bigger.

			And that awareness made her press her palms against the cold table and meet Lee’s eyes.

			“I want to meet with D’Arcy,” Amira said. “And her dad.”

			“Her dad?” Lee frowned.

			“He’s part of the stevedores’ union,” Amira said. “I bet they’ll have opinions about what to do after this attack.”

			Hani and Nova descended the walls to the main level. After reaching the main floor, Hani approached the group with folded arms.

			“You should talk to other workers within Aldwych,” he said. “Not the upper labcoats, but the people who keep things running.”

			“And Westport PD,” Amira said with igniting excitement. “They’re police, but they also have a part in any action against the compounds or Aldwych. They were asked to crack down on the city. Do they actually want to?”

			“What action are you talking about?” Hugo asked, but Lee now rose to his feet and began pacing around the table. He shared an animated smile with Amira. Sunlight through the window caught the tattoo of Rozene’s name on his arm.

			“A summit,” Lee said. “Like the Cosmics had, all those years ago. But we decide – as a city – how to handle both this compound attack and Aldwych. What happened to the Parallel happened because of the way things are. What the government has done and chosen not to do. We decide what needs to change, together, in this summit.”

			“Before something worse happens,” Amira agreed. “Before either Reznik or Barlow gets the upper hand, at all of our expenses.”

			Inuk nodded from across the table and beamed at Amira.

			“Now you’re thinking like an activist,” he said.

			“This sounds noble,” Hugo said with a laconic flourish of his hand. He stabbed a piece of pancake with his fork. “But incredibly dangerous. We’re supposed to be in hiding. Even if we stay virtual during this summit, we’re painting a big target on our backs. I signed up to help you and Nova, not to get snatched by the Aldwych Legion.”

			“Hugo, why did you make those videos talking about Aldwych’s secrets?” Amira asked. “So people would listen and do something, right?”

			“Yes, but—”

			“Do you think people just spontaneously rise up and take to the streets after hearing something in the news?” Inuk pressed. “I mean, they do sometimes. But behind it, people need to get organized to make change happen. I could tell you how we did it in Free Greenland after the Cataclysm. It takes moments like this.”

			Hani hovered over Hugo as he dug wordlessly into his breakfast. Hugo’s dark eyes darted between the group at the table, avoiding his partner’s eagle-sharp glare. After taking his last bite, he sighed.

			“All right,” he said. “This gives me heartburn in at least ten ways, but I’m in.”

			Amira helped Hugo wash the dishes after breakfast. For several moments, they worked in silence, foamy suds climbing up their hands. Tension hovered in the air between them, but it wasn’t Hugo’s reluctance to confront the outside world that gnawed at Amira. A question from the previous night’s adventures lingered in her mind.

			“Last night, you told Nova you could erase Rozene’s memories,” Amira finally began. “Was that true?”

			Hugo paused. His soapy hands hovered over the sink, his face unreadable. Then he turned to Amira.

			“No,” he said. “I wouldn’t have.”

			“Because you couldn’t or because you would refuse?” Amira pressed.

			“Both,” he said, lowering his voice. “You saw how difficult it was for me to erase Rozene’s memories of one guy who came to visit the Trinity Compound. To take out a whole set of fragmented memories and feelings from another person’s life? I’d do way more harm than good. I’m done breaking people and locking parts of them away.”

			“So then why—?”

			Hugo raised a hand to cut Amira off.

			“Yes, I lied,” he said. “I told the little kid what she needed to hear. That she had options. Why do you think she ran away and boarded a train by herself to travel across the continent? She didn’t just want answers. Lucia told her I could ‘fix’ the nightmares and the confusion, because that’s what I did back in Aldwych. I wanted her to come around on her own, and accept who she is. Is that so awful?”

			A lump rose in Amira’s throat. She shook her head. No, it wasn’t awful. Lying to Nova was the lesser of two evils. And how many times had she lied to Rozene? Told her that everything would work out? To be a holomentic reader was to live in an ethical labyrinth, forever navigating dark corners and shadows. Amira had administered drugs to a child last night, hoping that the ends would justify the means.

			And they had. Nova would be all right. There would still be more work to do, and difficult days for Nova ahead. But last night proved that she could be helped. She could live, exist with two sets of memories inside her and reconcile them into a single identity. A small miracle in its own right.

			Dishes washed, Amira found Nova on the couch. The child sat cross-legged and peered out the cut-out window, where a trail of black smoke smudged the early morning sky. Her face betrayed the truth of her – mouth open in a childish awe, but her eyes tempered by an older wariness, born of a previous life with its share of danger and disaster. Her brows tightened and she became Rozene, a woman who knew what the Trinity was capable of and could only imagine what they would do next.

			* * *

			Before they had finished packing and preparing to leave Freightland, the signs emerged of a city changed by the Parallel attack. Lee, stationed at Hugo’s monitors, called to them from the lower level.

			“There are protests at Sullivan’s Wharf,” he cried. “The stevedores are refusing to unload the last cargo that came in from the Parallel.”

			“Good,” Amira called back. She helped Nova cram her rumpled clothes into her backpack.

			“And the trains have stopped,” Lee added.

			“What?” A shirt slid out of Amira’s hand. Nova looked up at her, frowning.

			“The Green Line, Blue Line, all of them,” Lee said. His fingers rattled across the keyboard before his hands flew to the monitor, expanding articles and message boards across the living room. “See when you come down. Even the train lines to Aldwych aren’t moving. Maybe they’re on strike?”

			Amira let out a low whistle. The trains were the bloodstream of Westport. The city would be lifeless without them running. She had seen the trains shut down once in all her time in Westport – eight years ago, when the Trinity used Tiresia-controlled robots to attack the Green Line train. She shuddered at the memory of the machines, with their spider limbs and ghoulish grins.

			“Maybe we should stay put,” Hugo offered from the kitchen. “See how this plays out.”

			“Relax,” Lee said. “We’ve got a safe spot for the meeting. The stevedores’ union is guaranteeing our security.”

			“Given what happened to the Parallel, I don’t know how much faith I’d put in their ability to secure a location,” Hugo grumbled, but he continued to pack his essential equipment.

			Amira ushered Nova to finish packing before making her own descent down the spongy wall. Her fingers curled into the soft, pulsing surface and she enjoyed its warmth. Despite her initial reaction to Freightland, she would miss this strange, unique place. At the base, Hani placed two hands on the wall and mumbled something indecipherable. Gratitude, perhaps, or a goodbye.

			“What’ll happen to the walls after we leave?” Amira asked her as the group began their trek across Freightland.

			“They’ll continue to grow and spread,” Hani said. “They don’t need constant care like plants do. They’re hardier than that. With a little sunlight, rainwater and space to grow, they’ll thrive.”

			 Amira smiled. If only their own survival were that simple.

			* * *

			Even the far edge of Midtown revealed a changed city. The normally bustling streets were quiet, reduced to a few pedestrians crossing the street in broad steps and food-delivery drones speeding overhead. The sirens and roaring engines of overhead shuttles were gone. The air itself felt still, as though the city were holding its breath.

			“It feels like home after a Revival ceremony,” Nova observed. “After everyone walks back from the temple and shuts themselves inside their houses.”

			Amira nodded. Nova wasn’t wrong. Fear hovered like a thick fog around them. It infected Amira, spreading like black ink through her veins. The hairs on her neck stood to attention, her eyes scanning the empty streets for signs of danger. The click of a mag gun or a figure moving in the shadows between the skyscrapers.

			An engine rumbled in the distance. Instinctively, Amira crouched. Nova also fell to her knees, clutching her ears.

			“It sounds like the one…” the child moaned. She didn’t need to elaborate which vehicle she meant. Lee patted Nova’s shoulder.

			“It’s ok,” he said. He touched a hand to his ear. “This one’s for us.”

			A small shuttle emerged, curving around the nearest building. It hovered in place midair before lowering into the center of the street. The door flew open and a round head, framed by thin, greying hair, poked out.

			Amira gasped. “Mr. Pham.”

			D’Arcy’s father waved with a broad grin and gestured them into the shuttle.

			“Any trouble along the way?” Lee asked, businesslike, as they strapped into the shuttle.

			Mr. Pham shook his head.

			“Streets are dead,” he said. “I’ve never seen the city like this. Even Aldwych isn’t working. Hey there, Amira.”

			His eyes crinkled as he smiled at Amira, reaching out to squeeze her hand. He managed to avoid even a fleeting glance at her pregnant belly, a gesture that brought stinging tears of gratitude to her eyes. Mr. Pham had aged considerably since Amira last saw him. Grey streaked his thin black hair and even when he was sitting, his back troubles were apparent. He winced slightly as he reached for the seatbelt buckle, but flashed a big smile at Nova.

			“Are we going to hide again?” Nova asked.

			“Not exactly,” Mr. Pham said before turning to Amira and Lee. “The stevedores’ union has been meeting all day and we’ve had some talks with the city. We’ve got a formal sit-down planned tomorrow – with the city and their federal reps – to negotiate what to do next.”

			The shuttle was airborne now, gliding between Midtown’s skyscrapers. It moved northwest, toward the coast and Sullivan’s Wharf.

			“You can bet Aldwych is putting the pressure on them now,” Hugo said. “Telling them they need a security crackdown and to put the city back to work.”

			Mr. Pham nodded.

			“That’s what our early talks with the city are telling us,” he said. “And I’ve got my other intel.” A smile touched his lips.

			“D’Arcy?” Amira asked. “Is she involved as well?”

			Mr. Pham’s smile turned into a beam.

			“She’s not playing ball with her bosses,” he said. “She’s cutting off the Ninevah’s Stream services to the other space stations and that big monster ship they’re building to Titan. Hurting their ability to talk to each other encrypted.”

			Lee let out a low whistle.

			“I bet Maxine’s already having a field day with that,” he said with more than a trace of envy. Both prolific hackers, Lee and Maxine shared a sometimes-friendly rivalry over their technical abilities.

			“Meaning the Osiris is isolated?” Amira asked. Adrenaline warmed her veins. Barlow and the Cosmics, cut off from Aldwych resources for the first time. But fear tempered her excitement – this could also mean ramifications for D’Arcy.

			“Not quite,” Hugo said, but unmistakable glee spread across his face. “There’s still their satellite comm system. And they can fly their shuttles to NASH for direct communication with Earth. But we’re talking about the same NASH that was on the upper side of that space elevator attack. It could be damaged or compromised. It definitely makes them vulnerable.” He leaned back in his seat with a satisfied smile.

			But Amira turned back to Mr. Pham. “What does this all mean for the union?” she asked.

			“The government wants us back to work,” he said.

			“No doubt pressured by Aldwych,” Hugo interjected, but a medley of glares silenced him.

			“No doubt,” Mr. Pham conceded. “They want us assisting the construction robots with the immediate repair of the Pacific Parallel. And they want the majority of us shifting to loading their most important cargo through the Galileo building in Aldwych in the meantime.”

			“But it’s not safe,” Nova cried. Her cheeks flushed as the group in the shuttle turned to her in surprise, but she smiled in apparent pride, happy to have contributed to the conversation, when Mr. Pham winked at her.

			“You’re right, and that’s why we’re not doing it,” he said. “We’re on strike. Our first stevedores’ strike in over fifty years. We’ve been taken for granted for decades, but we’re done with that. We lost people on the Parallel last night. Their families haven’t buried them yet, and we’re still being told to go to work so rich scientists in space stations can keep playing around with their equipment and eating the nice meals we sent them in cargo boxes. They need to realize that we’re done playing by their rules. We’ve got a virtual meeting with the city in two days.”

			“Two days?” Amira asked. Her mouth felt dry. The smoke from the Parallel attack still smudged the sky above them. The dead had not been buried yet, as Mr. Pham told them, but the world continued its unrelenting spin. What if it was too fast? They needed time to prepare, to strategize.

			A hand squeezed hers. Next to her, Inuk’s eyes shone with determination but kindness.

			“It’s the right thing to do,” he said. “Those people on the space station that took you aren’t taking their time. They’re sitting around in a circle, like we are, planning their next move. And they have all the power right now. If we’re going to get the advantage, we have to make some big moves, and quickly.”

			“And we already are,” Lee continued. “D’Arcy’s helped us out and the union’s announced the strike. What else can the rest of us do to help, ahead of this meeting, is the next question.”

			“Public opinion,” Hani said.

			The group turned to him. When he didn’t elaborate, Lee frowned.

			“You mean on the Stream?” he asked. “We do that. My people in the woods debunk Reznik’s propaganda, and hack both compound and Aldwych comms as much as we can.”

			“That’s tactical,” he said. “But what counter-message are you giving? What story are you telling people? It’s easy to say what’s wrong, what isn’t working. It’s harder to say what should be done instead.”

			The group settled into meditative silence. The skin on Amira’s arms tightened, making the hairs stand on end. The baby inside her gave a small kick and she ran a soothing hand over her belly. All her life, she had been running from the compounds. When Westport wasn’t far enough, she made working in space her life’s goal. But when her new home’s flaws revealed themselves and her illusions about the space stations shattered, Amira was adrift. She had nothing to run toward.

			No longer. She leaned back as the shuttle slowed and dipped toward the ground. Around her, her family prepared to land. Hani and Hugo rested against each other’s shoulders. Nova played a hand-slapping game with Inuk. Lee and Mr. Pham leaned forward in their seats, lost in their plans. The effects of the Sinna from last night lingered. It brought clarity to her thoughts and injected hope into her veins. She had a family to fight for and a story to tell.

			The ship landed in front of a nondescript warehouse in a quiet stretch of Sullivan’s Wharf. Amira knew it by the salty mist that touched her face as she stepped outside. Gulls cried overhead and the ocean rumbled nearby. Moss grew along the brick and concrete buildings down the street, a far cry from the wide glass windows and sheen of the skyscrapers downtown.

			“Welcome to headquarters,” Mr. Pham said.

			The warehouse opened. Julian emerged, his familiar mop of curly black hair bouncing as he ran toward them. Maxine followed, stumbling slightly in her open-toed wedge shoes. Broad grins stretched their faces.

			Nova ran into Maxine’s arms, squealing with excitement. Julian pulled Amira into a tight embrace.

			“You’ve been doing ok,” he said, his tone somewhere between a statement and a question.

			“More than ok,” Amira said. “I think we’ve figured out how to care for Nova. We had a breakthrough last night.”

			“And then that shit at the Parallel happened,” Julian said, before coughing. A shadow passed over his face. “I did a five-hour special on my radio this morning, so my throat’s a mess. I’ve been working with the union, helping give them some intel on this giant hidden spaceship that they’ve been supplying cargo to the last few years. And working on their talking points for the negotiations, although they don’t need my help there.”

			“We don’t have a lot of time left,” Mr. Pham said. He pushed his hands into his pockets and his shoulders slumped, as though the weight of the next two days had caught up with him. “Everyone’s working hard, but there’s only so much we can do in the time we’ve got.”

			“We can do this,” Amira said to no one in particular. Eyes turned to her. “I know how I can help. Hugo and Nova, too, if they want to. All I need is a camera and a good Stream connection.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Higher Ground

			The world had changed, and yet so much looked the same.

			The Riverfront was a shadow of its former self, but still alive. A busker played a guitar near the waterfront, her lively melody at odds with the somber tone of the pedestrians strolling the bridge overhead. Artists set up stands along the main canal walkway, hawking trinkets and paintings. Even with the city shaken, business carried on. Through windows, bar-goers hunched around screens that broadcast live Stream feeds with the day’s news.

			Amira’s face radiated from every screen.

			On screen, her eyes stretched wide open, betraying her nervousness, but she spoke in a calm, clear voice. Through a smoky bar door, her voice trailed into the street.

			As you can see, I’m pregnant. I didn’t plan to be. I didn’t choose to be. But I’m carrying my own clone because of the scientific and political goals of the Cosmic movement.

			On the street, Amira pulled her coat tightly around her waist. A futile attempt to conceal her pregnancy – her belly pushed defiantly through the baggiest of clothes. She tightened the hood around her face, keeping her long dark hair tucked back. It was reckless to be outside this night – recklessness bordering on insanity. But she couldn’t sleep or sit still. Adrenaline from delivering her public address chased her as she stepped into the night, a shadow at her heels. She needed to move, to walk the city she loved and find out if it loved her back.

			“Do you believe it?” a man asked his companion outside of a popular Riverfront bar. Amira slowed her pace but kept her head down.

			“It’s so crazy, it has to be real,” the companion replied. “I wouldn’t put anything past those people.”

			“I mean the last part,” the man said. “About people being able to live forever. Do you think it’ll work?”

			Amira didn’t wait to hear the answer. She crossed the street, her feet light against the damp pavement. The audio from her address trailed away but she knew the next words.

			What happened to me followed what happened to Rozene Hull, the first person to be successfully cloned. But she was more than cloned. An individual on the Pandora project, Tony Barlow, decided to take the experiment further. He used a drug invented by the Cosmics, called Tiresia, to transfer Rozene’s consciousness into her unborn clone’s body. He did the same thing to me. And he did it because he believes it’s our best chance to live forever. To transfer our minds from body to body as we age. I’m his ultimate test.

			The smell of river water climbed her nostrils, a familiar, musty smell that had followed her every day when she returned home from the Academy. Should she go to the Canary House? Her fingers itched to touch its mossy brick walls, to see the warm orange lights in the upper windows where students studied all night for the next day’s exam. But it was too risky. She was already risking so much, being here.

			But the night air energized her, along with the conversations around her. Every passing window revealed her face on a screen. People gathered together around tables, bars and in clusters outside, all talking about the address. Citizens of Westport were so immersed in their discussions of the shocking Stream broadcast from an Aldwych neuroscientist who hadn’t been seen in eight years, none of them noticed the lone figure weaving through the late evening crowds in a billowing coat.

			The conversations around her blended together, but recognizable words broke through the din. Cosmics. Compounds. Clone. Snippets of conversation followed.

			“I feel sorry for her and those other girls, but why did they sign up to work on a secret Aldwych experiment?”

			“It’s like those compound people were right about the cloning thing the whole time.”

			“So only half of the population gets to live forever? What happens for people who can’t get pregnant?”

			“How do I get some of that Tiresia stuff?”

			Amira’s jaw tensed and she ground her teeth. Those types of comments emerged like blisters in the Stream chat during her live broadcast several hours ago. But the dread simmering inside her rose to a boil at hearing those words from living, breathing people mere feet away. How could they speak so casually, so flippantly, about what had been done to her and Rozene?

			But through her frustration, she also understood. If Amira had been one of them, a spectator far removed from Aldwych and this had happened to strangers, would her main takeaway have been that crimes were committed? Or, more likely, that she might be able to live forever? She had acknowledged that hope in her broadcast.

			He lied, he abused his power and subjected Rozene and me to this experiment against our wills. But let’s put aside his methods for a minute. File away how it all happened, and whether it could ever be justified. Is human immortality possible? Should we still seek it out, even if it was done in a bad way by bad people? I can tell you from my observations of Rozene’s clone, Nova – who I’m not showing on camera to protect her privacy, as a child – that it is. She’s not Rozene, exactly, but Rozene is in there. Her memories and past experiences have carried on. So with each rebirth, under Barlow’s model, we could become someone new but still carry on what we’ve learned and who we’ve known and loved into our next shot at life. And despite everything that’s happened to me, I’m grateful I may get to carry on and try again. Maybe the next life will be kinder to me.

			Amira wiped at her eye with her knuckle. Parts of her speech had been carefully crafted, pored over with Julian in those frantic hours before the broadcast. But that part had been honest – perhaps the most honest thing she had ever said.

			As she walked toward the Riverfront’s second bridge, where the walkway dipped to the lower level along the water, a crowd gathered in a circle. A woman tapped her temple and a holographic image shot from her Third Eye. Amira, almost life-sized, speaking into a camera.

			The real Amira hovered nearby, next to a trash can, where she pretended to look in her pockets for something to throw away.

			“The whole thing’s pretty long,” a man cradling a beer bottle under one arm said.

			“Relax, this is just the highlights,” the woman with the hologram called back.

			The wavering image of Amira spoke.

			But Tony Barlow and the Cosmics don’t intend to give us all immortality. This technology isn’t available to the majority of people watching this right now. He intends to take it to the Titan colony, where only hand-selected people will have the opportunity to benefit from consciousness transfer between bodies.

			Amira and Julian had debated the inclusion of one detail – the secret ship, the Mesektet, hidden behind the Osiris station. The public knew of the official voyager ship that was scheduled to depart a decade from now, for a colony intended to be fully established in 2275. Barlow and his Cosmics, according to Julian, would leave much earlier – within a year. While Amira longed to tell the full truth, Julian had advised against overwhelming her message.

			“Think about it,” Julian had said. “You’re already telling them about a successful attempt to make humans immortal, and the fact that the scientists who invented it aren’t sharing the technology. Throw a secret escape ship on top of it? You might start sounding like a conspiracy theorist.”

			“You’ve been on it for the last few years,” Amira said, her tone heated. “How could you want to keep it quiet?”

			“We want to get the urgency of the situation across,” Hugo interjected. “A bunch of criminal scientists are about to make a getaway across the solar system. We should equip the public with that information so they can do something about it. From there, the details of the ship will get out – trust me.”

			The group around the hologram watched Amira’s compromise statement. Their breath fogged in the cold night air.

			And this hand-selected list doesn’t encompass the already elite group picked to go to Titan from the general population around the world. These are a group of Cosmics, insiders with their own vision of life on Titan. When I escaped from the Osiris station, I discovered, along with my rescuers, that they plan to leave for Titan earlier, through hidden technology forged on the Osiris.

			“So it’s not aliens that they’re dissecting on the Osiris,” someone in the group slurred. “They’re just finding new ways to keep rich people alive and away from the rest of us.”

			The crowd murmured in angry assent.

			Of course, if you live on Earth, nothing will change for you. This conscious transferring technology won’t benefit you in any way. And it’s not just about living multiple lives in new bodies. Tiresia and this consciousness transfer could help people in other ways. Instead, the Trinity Compound has gotten ahold of it. They’re creating it the same way that you saw it made with Andrew Reznik’s father years ago. And they’re using it as a mind-control drug. To control their followers on the compound and to attack us all. To bend society to their will and replay the days after the Cataclysm.

			Amira had wondered how invoking the memory of the worst event in the world would be received. And now, in person, she could see the effect firsthand. Eyes widened and shoulders tensed. Active listeners exchanged wary glances. Passive listeners leaned forward, now fully engaged. The desired nerve had been struck. Most denizens of the Riverfront area were too young to have experienced the Cataclysm and the subsequent Drought Wars directly. All had grown up during a time of healing and rebuilding.

			But they had also grown up hearing stories from their grandparents about those early years. The death, destruction, and overwhelming climate of fear as conflict spread across the globe. Amira had heard those stories as well, of course, although told from the compounds’ perspective. The events of the last few years, culminating in the brazen destruction of the Pacific Parallel, drew uncomfortable, and undeniable, comparisons with the past.

			Amira wandered away from the group, keen to avoid attention. Her lips curled into a gentle smile at the sight of an old haunt – the late-night pizza bar overlooking the river. The place she met Hadrian for the first time. The memory sent both warm nostalgia and an aching sadness into her heart. Her life had changed that night. Julian and D’Arcy, she recalled, had left their table to watch a bat struggle to fly away from the riverwalk. A small moment in a big, chaotic city where over a million people performed the dance of everyday life – falling down and getting up again.

			The screens at the pizza bar stretched across the upper balcony – half of them tuned to sports, the other half displaying Amira’s face. Subtitles ran across the footage, covering her belly. Aldwych whistleblower alleges Cosmic-led conspiracy, the breaking news headline read. Amira folded her arms, lips pressed together in disapproval. Was she an Aldwych whistleblower? She readily placed that label on Hugo, but didn’t see herself as part of Aldwych, despite her former assignment to the Pandora project. She had been captive longer than project participant.

			Amira didn’t need to hear the broadcast or read the subtitles to know the last part of her address. The words flowed from her like the runoff streams from the mountains north of Westport. They required no rehearsal, her message clear and succinct. Tony Barlow had persuaded the Cosmics to unite under his vision eight years ago, and now Amira needed to unite a much larger audience with a common understanding.

			In the coming days, you’re going to be told the lie that you have to pick a side. If you don’t help Aldwych’s powerful, you’re enabling the compounds. That if you oppose the cruelty of the compounds, you’re feeding into the Aldwych machine and enabling a broken system to continue. You don’t have to choose. We can stand against both and we should. Reznik offers a past that we left behind for good reason. Tony Barlow offers a future that hasn’t learned from the mistakes of the past. We need to demand a different present, a better way for us now. One with accountability and fairness, where people’s rights and safety come before convenience. One that doesn’t look away from abuses that happen in the Southwest, or within the skyscrapers of Aldwych.

			And maybe that future can also include one where we can pass our consciousness from one body to another – or even share our conscious minds to better understand each other. But if we don’t create a better world for all, we don’t deserve to live forever.

			Amira took quieter streets on the walk back to the station. Defiant revelers stumbled back home, leaning against brick walls and solar-powered streetlamps. Through a thicket of brownstone homes, drone lights shone above the Academy in a moving pattern. They glided together to form a message. Stay strong, Westport.

			Amira’s mouth twisted in a bitter smirk. A vague, sentimental gesture from one of Westport’s most powerful institutions. The money spent on those drone lights could have been better spent on medical care for the injured Parallel workers, or a donation to the stevedores’ union.

			The words dissolved as the drones regrouped, forming a new phrase.

			Amira’s jaw fell slack.

			And remember: you don’t have to choose.

			* * *

			Down the stairs into the Riverfront train station, Amira paused and hung on to the rail for balance. Shouts and a high-pitched voice echoed from the main platform. Not an unusual occurrence for a late night in Westport, but ice spread to Amira’s fingertips. The clone inside her gave a defiant kick.

			At the platform, a small female figure swung wildly around a gathering crowd. Disheveled hair broke through an askew bonnet and dirt clung to her long dress.

			Amira froze.

			“Arrest me!” Hannah Slaughter shrieked. “I destroyed your space elevator! It was me. My final act before I go to a higher calling. I’m the greatest Vesseler of the holy community of the Trinity, and no one will ever be better than me. Who’s a Fed here? Who’s police? Tell me.”

			The crowd stared in stunned silence. No one took her claim of destroying the Pacific Parallel seriously, or Hannah would have risked being thrown onto the train tracks. At best, carried away in cuffs. Instead, a man approached her from behind.

			“Lady, you need help?” he asked. “You don’t look well.”

			Amira swallowed back a surge of bile in her throat. Hannah did not look well. The young woman’s eyes protruded, bug-like, from a waxen, colorless face. Her fingers curled and scratched at her sides as she spun wildly in circles. She resembled the compound children on Hadrian’s ship who had been under the effects of Elysium.

			“Do you know they’re kidnapping compound girls on that spaceship?” Hannah raged. “Those scientists want to clone our girls so they can live forever. That dark bitch on the Stream didn’t mention that part, did she? The men are going to steal us so they can make clones possessed by rich scientists. And you all don’t care.”

			“Someone call the police,” a man said. “She’s talking nonsense.”

			“Doesn’t sound like nonsense to me,” a woman grumbled.

			Amira frowned. It was the lingering question she didn’t know how to address in her speech – if only half of the population could birth a clone, what happened to the other half? How would men like Barlow achieve immortality? The answer seemed to lie in Barlow’s clumsy attempt to transfer part of his consciousness into Amira. Hannah’s conspiracy theory about kidnapped compound girls carried a kernel of truth – female bodies could be hijacked and exploited by the wrong people, due to the nature of consciousness transfer.

			Hannah’s neck twisted sideways and up, her eyes widening under dark circles. A wild, ghoulish grin stretched across her thin face. The effect was so frightening that Amira took an instinctive step backward. She drew her coat tighter around herself.

			“One of you is reaching out to me,” Hannah whispered. “I can feel it.”

			Amira’s chest constricted. Hannah had picked up a scent, and was searching. It wasn’t Elysium. She had overdosed on Tiresia.

			Through her fear, the puzzle pieces began to connect in Amira’s mind, forming a picture of the broken woman in front of her. Like the crowd, Amira didn’t believe that Hannah Slaughter had single-handedly taken down the Pacific Parallel. That had to have been a larger operation from the Trinity, and she was no longer part of those operations. She had been banished or left fleeing, pregnant and with nowhere safe to go. But before she left, she took the only weapon she had in her arsenal – a large quantity of Tiresia. A desperate move, perhaps, to control those around her and maintain some degree of power.

			Hannah spun around, scanning the crowd with wild, dilated eyes. Several people took a step back. The man who had offered her help extended an arm toward Hannah’s shoulder, but recoiled when Hannah swatted him away.

			Amira’s ears rang. She retreated up the subway steps. Though Hannah was loaded beyond her limit with Tiresia, none of the people standing around the platform had taken it, meaning she could not control them. She could only flounder and frighten.

			But Amira was different. She had been exposed to a large dose of Tiresia as a child. She was more susceptible to dissociation. She shared a connection with Reznik, who received the same exposure as she did, at the infamous Gathering of compounds.

			And apparently, Hannah, in her current state, could sense Amira as well.

			“You!” she shrieked. A finger flew in Amira’s direction.

			Amira ran up the stairs. Her feet skidded on the linoleum tile and her heart pounded. The ringing in her ears grew louder. Why had she gone out tonight? It had been beyond foolish. She had narrowly escaped Hannah and the Trinity Compound before on the Tiresia farm. Hannah’s ragged breathing behind her betrayed her determination to not let Amira succeed again.

			At the top of the stairs, Amira ran toward the main exit, climbing over one of the turnstiles. She groaned with effort as she hoisted her pregnant body up and swung her legs over. Hannah’s steps echoed across the subway walls behind her in loud, sharp taps.

			“Getting harder to run, you old sow?” Hannah jeered behind her. But she also panted loudly, winded after the ascent up the stairs. She looked ill and underfed, with hollow cheeks and a thin frame that even her compound dress couldn’t conceal.

			Amira’s knee’s trembled as she ran out of the station. Cold night air greeted her on the near-empty Riverfront street. A stitch blossomed on her left side and her lungs burned. She clutched the painful area below her ribcage and forced herself forward.

			Hannah burst through the station exit behind her.

			Dizziness overcame Amira, sending her body sideways. She stayed upright but stepped into a puddle, cold rainwater sloshing at her ankles. Something pulled and tugged at her thoughts, an outside voice forcing its way in. A voice thick with anger and fear.

			Stop. Turn around. A command in her mind, sharp like a robot’s metallic fist banging on a wooden door. Amira jerked her head from side to side, as though she could shake Hannah’s thoughts out of her, but the voice pushed in deeper.

			The back of her neck grew warm. The mental fog thickened, the ringing in her ears becoming a scream. The dark street in front of her began to blur. An image of Freightland emerged in her mind’s eye, rows and rows of containers seen from a high hill.

			No.

			The Freightland scene dissolved. The Academy library came into view – the giant prism in its basement.

			Amira cried out. The fog lifted and the ringing in her ears lessened. The street came back into focus. She was still running, her legs searing from the effort. In front of her, a busker packed her guitar.

			“Help,” Amira gasped.

			Hannah let out a growl of frustration behind her. The busker looked up and frowned.

			“Help,” Amira cried again, louder. She pulled down her hood.

			The busker took in the scene. Her eyes flickered with recognition at Amira, then widened at the sight of Hannah running after her. Amira couldn’t speak, hoping her eyes betrayed her desperation.

			She ran past the busker. Her eyes scanned for her next steps – a well-lit street or the next crowded station, a place where someone might help her.

			A loud scream tore through the air, followed by a more muted thud. Amira spun around. Hannah lay sprawled on the rain-streaked sidewalk, clutching her knee. The guitar case jutted out into the pathway. The busker nodded at Amira before leaping forward and pinning Hannah down. A man ran toward the scene.

			“Help me, she tried to attack that lady,” the busker called to him. “On Elysium or something. Call the cops.”

			Hannah’s furious screams faded as Amira rounded the corner.

			Several train stops later, Amira reached Sullivan’s Wharf. Though no longer out of breath as she stepped off the platform, exhaustion struck with resounding force. Energy drained from her with each step, her limbs heavier than lead. Her breath became shallow as she imagined lying on one of the cots in the Sullivan’s Wharf warehouse, the moment when she could forget everything that happened. Despite her best efforts, shame spread through her veins like a poison. Hannah had seen Freightland and the prism at the Academy in Amira’s thoughts. What if she used that knowledge to put others in danger? What kind of damage would she cause from those fleeting insights into Amira’s mind?

			Amira fought the urge to ram her head against the nearest wall. How could she have been so foolish, after everything that had happened to her? Her mistakes with Barlow – her arrogance in thinking she could handle the situation alone, that she didn’t need to trust those around her – had cost her eight years of captivity and so much more. And here she was, sneaking out late at night like a rebellious compound teenager, in a city where enemies lurked around every corner. Did she want to go back to the Osiris?

			Amira stopped in her tracks and leaned against a wall, reeling. She did want to go back. Not as a captive, but as something else. As a fighter, a force for justice. She needed to face Barlow, one last time, but with the upper hand.

			The world dimmed and blood pounded in her ears. Amira pressed her forehead against the cold wall until the wave of dizziness passed. She filed thoughts of Barlow away. When the time came, she would know what to do. Her fate ended in a pool of blood on a metallic floor. If that was in the Osiris, so be it.

			With light steps, she re-entered the warehouse. A security robot scanned her face and let her pass through the door. She silently thanked whoever programmed that robot to operate without passing judgment on the people it protected.

			“Thank you,” Amira said.

			The robot stood motionless and expressionless. It gave no recognition, but Amira still beamed at it.

			She climbed the stairs to the sleeping quarters. After blinking for half a minute, her eyes adjusted to the dark hallway. Open rooms led to makeshift cots where her friends and allies slept. In one, Nova curled up next to Maxine, perhaps dreaming of memories from a lifetime ago.

			“Amira? What are you doing up?”

			She turned around. Inuk lay in a cot in the room to her right. Lee and several stevedores snored nearby.

			Amira crept into the room. Sweat clung to her forehead and her heart fluttered with exhaustion.

			“Are you ok?” Inuk whispered.

			Amira sank down next to his cot. She propped an elbow on the top of the cot and rested her face next to his.

			“I think I made a big mistake,” she said.

			“The speech? You did great.”

			“Not that,” Amira said with a sigh. She ached to tell someone what had happened, but wasn’t ready to lay her many failings at Inuk’s feet. Instead, she let the silence between them hang. Inuk exhaled slowly, his breath warm and pleasant against her face. It was too dark to read his face, but his body was still. Amira was also still, but her mind and heart were racing toward an invisible ledge. One step further, and she would plummet, headfirst, past the point of no return.

			She stepped to the cliff’s edge and spoke.

			“I felt a connection between us in Greenland, and again last night,” she said. “Was that the Sinna, or could there be something between us?”

			Inuk drew a sharp breath. The seconds that followed stretched with agonizing intensity.

			“There could be, but there can’t be anything more,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

			The ground vanished beneath her and Amira fell. Her fists clutched the blanket on the cot and she steadied herself.

			“I have a man back home,” he said.

			“Oh.” Amira’s voice came out high and thin.

			“I like women as well,” Inuk added. “And people who are neither or both. I like you a lot, Amira. I’m attracted to you. But my man…he’s the only one for me.”

			“I understand,” Amira said, but she didn’t. How could she? The closest thing she’d had to a meaningful relationship had been Miles, and that was so short. A blink of happiness in her life, a prelude to a different future.

			Inuk’s hand found hers in the dark and squeezed it. In turn, tears welled in her eyes. But relief dampened the sting of Inuk’s kind rejection. She wouldn’t wonder any more about what might have been. She had asked the question and gotten her answer. And, she realized, the sting was less about Inuk in particular – she felt a connection with him, it was true, but she mostly wanted the possibility of love.

			“I don’t know for sure if I’ll get to live another life,” Amira said, her voice soft and laced with sadness. “But if I do, I want to find someone. I want to experience love. If I have one regret about this life, it’s that I never prioritized that. It was always my career in Aldwych, going into space. That was important, too, but not everything. I told myself it wasn’t possible for me at first – that I wasn’t capable of loving someone and being loved. And then that it would happen later.”

			Inuk rubbed her shoulder. “It could still happen,” he said. “You have a long life ahead of you.”

			Amira smiled sadly. “I don’t think I do.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			The Art of Compromise

			Amira drew every eye when she entered the conference room. ‘Conference room’ was a generous description of the arrangement for the most important meeting of their lives. A giant holographic platform had been set up in the center of the warehouse’s main room, courtesy of Lee. Wires spread out like a web from the main platform, disappearing into the walls. Maxine handled the Stream security, ensuring their location couldn’t be hacked during the conference.

			Long tables formed a square around the platform, all chairs facing inward. Amira took a seat at a center table. Inuk, seated on the other side of the platform, met her eye. They exchanged a smile. They had talked late into the night and both felt better for it. Nova bounced from table to table, placing pots of coffee on pads. Amira sighed longingly as the nutty scent reached her. After a moment’s pause, she poured herself a cup. After taking Sinna twice and undergoing a lifetime of stress in a matter of months, what was a little caffeine for her pregnancy?

			Hugo pulled up the chair next to her. “Figure it’s good optics if we’re seated together,” he said. “Two former Aldwych employees and holomentic readers, united on behalf of the people of wider Westport.”

			“Can’t hurt,” Amira said. Her fingers drummed against the table. Despite her preparation, fear clung to her. Which representatives would the federal governing authorities bring? And would the Cosmics be in attendance? The prospect of facing Tony Barlow again, even separated by the vacuum of space, produced a surge of bile in her mouth.

			“Testing,” Lee said. He hovered over the platform with a small computer in his hand, oblivious to the growing crowd of stevedores spilling into the room. A few surveyed the complex array of wires and equipment with a hint of amusement.

			The hologram flickered to life. A series of red boxes rose and rotated in the air above them, a virtual carousel. One of them flashed, and text appeared in the center of the platform.

			Ninevah Station requesting entry. Invite?

			Amira sat upright and ceased her drumming. With a wave of his finger, Lee issued the invitation and D’Arcy Pham’s head appeared, replacing the flashing red box.

			“Early as always,” Mr. Pham said.

			“Hi, Dad,” she replied with good cheer. “Hey, everyone, glad to see you again. Oh, Miles, I didn’t expect to see you here. Welcome.”

			Amira’s stomach plummeted like a broken elevator. Entering the room from the opposing door, Miles gave D’Arcy a casual wave. He found a seat on one of the corners. He whispered to the person next to him before he caught sight of Amira. The muscles on his lower jaw tensed, a barely perceptible motion, and his copper-toned face turned a slightly lighter shade.

			Amira’s mouth formed a polite smile, and he managed a nervous, tight nod of his head. She gripped her cup of coffee, hardly registering the heat against her fingers.

			“Yes, welcome,” Lee added with a note of edge to his voice. Was it loyalty to Amira? “Glad to see you get involved again.” He added a subtle inflection to the end of his sentence, his point impossible to miss.

			Miles cleared his throat. “I’ve always been active with the union. And we need all the representation we can here.”

			“It’s good you’re here, Miles,” Amira said. She kept her tone neutral – neither too excited nor too apathetic. The balance must have been struck, because some of the tension in the room dissipated. Miles gave Amira a tight, grateful smile before turning back to his companion.

			Another red box flashed, then a third. Lee issued their invitations and two additional faces appeared. One was a woman with razor-straight black hair and a starched shirt; the second was none other than Detective Dale Pierson.

			Amira suppressed a groan. Pierson had earned a seat at this table, and would be a good ally from Westport police. But Amira also looked forward to the addition of people she didn’t have a complicated romantic history with.

			Next to her, Hugo giggled into his coffee. He had read enough of her memories to discern the source of her discomfort. She kicked his ankle under the table.

			Additional faces joined them now, rotating in the air above them. Captions under their faces revealed names and titles. The raven-haired woman also worked for Westport PD. An old man with a silver tie represented NASH. Two women, both covered in tattoos that made Hadrian’s appearance look subtle, represented the North American Alliance federal forces. To Amira’s surprise, Naomi Nakamura waved brightly at the crowd, the representative for lower-waged Aldwych workers who had been neglected by the district’s machinations. She reserved her cheeriest smile for Amira.

			And a man with deep, sunken eyes, offset by a red bow tie, represented President Leclercq. The name below his heavily lined face read Baxter Morita. Amira had expected the federal government to bring a larger team – there were at least twenty stevedores in the room – but Hugo nudged her with his elbow.

			“There’s a team behind him,” he whispered to Amira. “Look in the corner above his forehead. They’re all going to listen and strategize in the background while Morita speaks. He’s got an Eye feed telling him what to say.”

			Amira swallowed. A good, simple strategy for presenting a unified front. The union had planned their negotiating position, but any divisions that came up would be laid bare for all of the rotating heads to see. They presented strength in numbers and an impressive, diverse team of workers. But there was also power in a single voice.

			“Looks like we have everyone but senior-level Aldwych,” Lee said.

			“There won’t be an Aldwych rep,” Morita said. His voice, gravelly and deep, carried across the room. Speaker drones hovered in the air, ensuring all could hear equally. “We met with them earlier and their position was clear enough. We decided to keep them out of this conversation, partly out of courtesy to certain parties around your table, and also so we can discuss the problem of Aldwych freely.”

			Amira and Hugo exchanged raised brows. There was no point in concealing their reaction. It was more than notable that the federal government of North America would push the corporate powerhouse of Aldwych out of a critical conversation. It might have indicated a frustration with the Cosmics and their unwillingness to compromise.

			Or there could have been other reasons for Aldwych’s absence. Perhaps Aldwych and the government had reached a shared agreement ahead of this meeting. There was no need to put Barlow and his henchmen in the room if the government spoke with their voice. The gesture to make Amira and Hugo, alleged traitors, more comfortable might have also been a double-edged maneuver – it delivered a subtle threat, a reminder that the powers of Aldwych wanted them in custody.

			Amira straightened in her seat and smoothed her ponytail. Her pregnant belly emerged above the table and Morita surveyed her with unmasked interest. His eyes bored into her but she kept her expression smooth, like the creamed coffee in her hands.

			“Shall we begin?” Lee asked. He stepped away from the platform and the heads stopped their maddening rotation around the room. Instead, they formed a grid in the room’s center, although the heads had the ability to rotate, presumably to scan their surroundings. When a person spoke, the green outline around them flashed.

			“I think we have all necessary parties,” Mr. Pham said with understated reserve. “Welcome, everyone. Let’s talk about the future.” He spoke with such mild-mannered casualness, Amira would have guessed they were at a pub after work, discussing the coming weekend.

			“We can’t talk about the future while this strike continues,” the NASH representative said, to the furious nods of the two armed forces representatives. “What happened at the Parallel was a tragedy on a level we haven’t seen since the Cataclysm. I understand that, and I grieve for you. Your losses resulted from our failings as a security team, one we will rectify. But—”

			“There’s always a ‘but’,” a stevedore near Amira, a woman in her late fifties, said to a chorus of dry laughter.

			“But,” the man continued, eyes flashing, “this is also a humanitarian issue in space. We depend on the delivery of key supplies from Earth. Food, medicine, chemicals, and fuel to keep our operations going. The Sherpas’ Guild are up in arms. They’ve lost their livelihoods, too, and are now stranded up here with us. There are people in NASH and its serviced stations that depend on a solution being found.”

			“We understand that, Terry,” Mr. Pham said in an even tone.

			“What I’m hearing is that our work is critical,” Miles added. “And as of now, it’s also very dangerous. Our lives matter as much as those people in NASH. That makes it very reasonable, in our opinion, to be compensated accordingly. If robots could do our work, we wouldn’t be having this conversation right now. What we’ve asked for in the charter we sent ahead of time is what’s also humane and fair – proper pay and proper security for the work we do. And we’re not cutting off anyone’s medical supplies or food. There’s another space elevator on the other side of the world, remember? You can use space shuttles to ship supplies from that harbor. That costs more, of course, but you could handle some extra cost to keep the space stations floating.”

			Amira’s eyes widened. Miles spoke with a polished professionalism far beyond what the young, brash man she knew was capable of. But then again, this wasn’t the same Miles she had known. Eight years had passed. He had a partner, a family. The thought gave Amira a strange comfort. The Miles she had betrayed, and who had then given up on her, was different from the man in this room.

			The NASH representative, Terry, stammered slightly before responding.

			“You – you’re already compensated with the Space Pay Scale,” he said. “You get a NASH salary, not city locality pay, despite the fact that none of you, unlike me and my team, live in space. A generous concession made during the last stevedores’ strike.” His jowl quivered at that last word.

			“But we don’t get the same kind of pay that Aldwych gets, do we?” asked another stevedore, a woman with silver hair, who leaned back in her chair. “Despite our work keeping the two of you together. NASH and Aldwych. We’re the lifeline. And now I understand that you all want us to continue our cargo loading in Aldwych itself. Feed freight into those little shuttles on the Galileo building. Sounds pretty difficult. And dangerous.”

			“Especially dangerous these days,” Hugo continued, drawing interested stares. “If I were Andrew Reznik and looking for my next strike, I’d go for Aldwych. The last supply line on this side of the world to the space stations. If he wants to trap the Cosmics in Lower Earth Orbit – or travel up to them – the Galileo is the next step. He’s been there before, if you’ll remember.”

			A deep silence followed, as though all the air had been sucked from the room. A cold sensation crawled up Amira’s spine. All of them remembered Reznik’s escape from the Galileo building, but for Amira, the moment brought back sharp, vivid memories. The sensation of the wind whipping her hair at the top of the Galileo, engines screaming as shuttles tore into the sky and Barlow glaring at her through the chaos, a distance between them that could not be crossed. That had been the moment they had reached their impasse, no longer able to compromise for their own ends. Her fate had been decided on that rooftop.

			Morita’s head took center stage on the platform. He cleared his throat.

			“You would have insight there, M. Landy, given your extensive history with the district,” Morita said, emphasizing the word ‘extensive’. “And you also bring us to the government’s impasse. We’re willing to address the unions’ legitimate grievances about compensation and rights, along with the other functions in Westport that are on strike that we see you’re also representing today – the train workers, the shuttles, and so on. But we cannot let the space industry fall to a band of dangerous extremists who might do anything and everything we can imagine if they get into space. Try to crash NASH into the Earth for all we know. Do you want the compounds to control space? I don’t.”

			“Reznik isn’t going to crash anything into the Earth,” Amira said. Every face, both in person and floating overhead, turned to her. Interest animated Morita’s face. The two North American Alliance military officials surveyed her with curious expressions. Pierson suppressed a smile.

			“And why would you say that, M. Valdez?” Morita pressed. “Doesn’t the ideology of your…holy communities talk about a Nearhaven and a Neverhaven, and that we’re a world that is closer to the darker parallel world? Wouldn’t an Elder have an interest in punishing a sinful world with fire and destruction, like the Cataclysm did long ago? My condolences, by the way, on your condition,” he added after a pause. A suggestion, perhaps, made by the committee of people out of earshot.

			Amira inclined her head to acknowledge his comment and arranged her face into a placid smile. She had dealt with people like Morita all her life, although never quite as powerful. They saw her first and foremost as a compound girl, and she had to make herself both as impressive and nonthreatening as possible to become worthy of respect in their eyes.

			She could play that game. For the moment.

			“He doesn’t want to destroy the world,” she said. “He wants to control more of it. Expand the influence of the Trinity Compound. If he were another Elder, I might agree with your concerns. But Reznik isn’t that kind of Elder. He’s rational. Strategic. I’ve spoken with him, when he tracked me down in Las Vegas. He’s not a true believer of the compound faith. If anything, he believes in power, and his right to advance the compounds, after what the Cosmics did to them. That’s how he’s been so effective at finding people in the cities sympathetic to his cause – he has a legitimate grievance and a vision for the future.”

			“Interesting,” Morita said, in an even tone that did not convey any interest at all. His eyes shifted uneasily around the conference room. Searching, perhaps, for a new conversational target, to redirect the discussion.

			“But you don’t have a vision to counter his,” Amira said. “You want to keep things as they are. Go back to the world as it was before Reznik started causing trouble for you and before the Cosmics’ secrets came out. But on that, I agree with Reznik and Barlow. I don’t want to accept things as they are. The world needs to change. When it doesn’t, people like them are able to exploit others. Play into their fears and hopes. This city, and the world above the world, are about to come under attack. If you want our cooperation in saving it, you need to understand that we’re not going to accept things as they are either. We need to fix what’s broken.”

			Underneath the table, Hugo nudged Amira’s ankle with his foot, a gentle, friendly gesture. Maxine beamed at her from across the room. Lee raised his thumbs in a silent salute.

			Morita covered his mouth and cleared his throat. When he redirected his gaze at Amira, his dark eyes, the color of oil, carried a new coldness to them.

			“You’re threatening to undermine the security of the city you claim to love in order to get your idealistic and unrealistic demands met?” he asked with a curled lip.

			“Sure,” Amira said.

			Miles erupted in laughter, forcing him to bury his face in his coffee. But Maxine folded her arms and glowered at Morita with unveiled contempt.

			“You haven’t even asked about our additional demands,” Maxine said. “Who are you to call them unrealistic?”

			“I’d like to hear them,” said the Westport PD officer.

			“As would I,” one of the North American Alliance commanders chimed in.

			Morita let out a frustrated groan and gestured for the group to speak.

			“We need rights for people in the compounds,” Amira said. “When I was there, I was whipped, beaten, and locked in a shed more times than I could count. And that’s just the surface of what goes on there. Federal workers came to deliver medical supplies and food every few months, but no one helped me. No one even told me I could be helped…until one of them saw something in my face and knew I needed it. They told me about a train beyond the hills that would be taking off that night. Otherwise, I might still be there now – or dead. It’s not enough to just declare war on Reznik and arrest his Elders and marshals. What happens after Reznik’s gone? What about the Children of the New Covenant, the Remnant Faithful, the satellite compounds? There needs to be a long-term change where you don’t just sit back and do nothing.”

			“We’ve provided a list of actual policy recommendations for what tighter law enforcement on the compounds would look like,” an older stevedore added, casting Amira a sidelong glance that veered between sympathy and annoyance.

			“This puts us at much higher risk,” one of the tattooed North American Alliance officials said with a frown. “Authorization for arrests, inspection of Revival ceremonies…we’d get shot at. And I know that this’ll sound ridiculous coming from a Fed, but this is overreach. It’s excessive.”

			“You didn’t have a problem with arresting people and being excessive when the Cosmics asked you to,” Amira said, bitterness thick on her tongue. The memory of the Gathering remained one of her most vivid, for many reasons. It had been when she first fully dissociated her conscious mind from her body after receiving Tiresia exposure. A plot, constructed by Barlow and others, to test the effectiveness of Tiresia, and their prism dispersal method, on a population that no one cared to pay attention to. But she also remembered it well because she had been a frightened child. She had been singing compound hymns under the watch of Elders when a drone announced the arrival of the North American Alliance for a surprise raid. The smoke from the tear gas had seared her eyes and throat in those first, panicked moments. Then, there had been that frenzied scramble up the hill, over sliding rocks and hot sand, before Amira and Andrew Reznik had their minds bound.

			“That’s right,” Maxine added. She stepped out of her corner, behind the speakers and wires, her heels clicking toward the platform. “You’re happy to crack down on the men with guns when it makes for a convenient Stream story. But you won’t raise that same effort for the women, the girls, and the young boys they don’t like. You didn’t help me either when I was being called an abomination and everything else under the sun.”

			“And you know what?” Now Julian spoke. “You’re kind of right. It’s not a job for your armed soldiers to handle. You can’t shoot and arrest your way through a broken society. Keep reading our list of demands. We need social workers, doctors, psychiatrists. Educators, deprogrammers. People that can help those who want to leave the compounds, and do it in a way that makes them safe and supported when they make a new life for themselves outside the compound walls. That’s how you help the compound girls everyone claims to care about. We’ve given this some thought, if you haven’t noticed. Years of thought for some of us.”

			The Alliance official who had spoken shrugged. “Fair enough,” she said. “Sounds like a lot of work that isn’t my problem.”

			Maxine scoffed but didn’t offer a rebuttal.

			“That’s also an area where the city could do more,” Pierson said. His remark prompted a nod from the other woman from Westport government.

			“We have programs and services for those escaping the compounds,” she said. “They clearly aren’t enough. I’ll be reaching out to the Leclercq administration in the coming days to discuss how we could expand the programs already in motion.”

			Morita grunted but, after a moment’s pause, as he presumably concurred with his colleagues, he offered his assent.

			Amira hid a smile behind her cup of coffee. When she caught Maxine’s eye, Maxine winked back at her. Early into negotiations, they already seemed to have the upper hand.

			Perhaps sensing this, Hugo pressed his hands on the table and leaned forward.

			“The next nonnegotiable demand is to increase the oversight of scientific research in space,” he said. “The NASH officers are there to protect scientists doing their work, which is fine, but no one up there polices Aldwych. We’ve all turned the other way for years over the abuses on the Carthage station – prisoners being experimented on. And don’t give us that bullshit about them signing waivers for lower sentences. I’ve done work up there that will haunt my dreams for the rest of my life. Stories I’d be happy to go public with….”

			“Done,” Morita said, his tone short and irritated. “We’ll talk specifics down the road. But in return, we need a concession. A lifting of the Stream communications blockade on the stations.”

			“I can do that once you announce the plan for greater space oversight to the public,” D’Arcy said. She had been silent and motionless for the entire meeting, but now spoke with a firmness that made Amira and Mr. Pham beam. “That’ll give us the confidence that you’ll actually follow through. Keep in mind that people have just learned that a group of scientists are planning to leave for Titan and take the secret of human immortality with them. I think some inspections are the bare minimum people are going to expect, don’t you?”

			Morita groaned. The Westport official scowled in response.

			“It does concern me that there are allegations of secretive work being done for an early Titan voyage for the Aldwych community,” the Westport official said. “If someone from Aldwych were here, I would ask about it, but in their absence, I’ll say it to you, Baxter. If true—”

			“We don’t know it’s true,” Morita said quickly. “We have her allegations.” A hand emerged from the square image, the holographic finger pointing at Amira.

			“And mine,” Julian said with a hint of a growl. “I was on their ship. I have proof. And a radio station where I can talk for hours about it.”

			“If true,” the Westport official continued, unfazed, “it would be a serious violation of the Interstellar Research code and the agreement between Westport and Aldwych. I will be demanding a full investigation. And I’m sure my city won’t be alone in that regard. The hundreds of thousands of people around the world who signed up for the Titan colony had the expectation that they would be the first humans to arrive on the moon. That clause was part of the contract. I imagine other countries and organizations will have questions.”

			Tension now hung thick in the room and was evident in the series of faces hovering above them. The initial atmosphere of the meeting had been spirited and contentious, but the last few exchanges had elevated emotions for all parties. Mr. Pham leaned over to whisper in a companion’s ear. D’Arcy’s face on the hologram had gone white, even her lips colorless. Hugo shuffled in his seat next to Amira, his breath audible.

			Amira’s hands trembled. She clenched her fists to stop their shaking. Anger cut into her like a hot knife through butter, slicing and fracturing her thoughts. The government had called her a liar. They hadn’t omitted Aldwych out of the conversation out of concern for her and Hugo – they had anticipated this very situation, that there would be questions with no good answers. They didn’t care about what was done to her, about those who had suffered in the compounds for decades and those who now suffered in Reznik’s Tiresia farms. Everything they had agreed to had been done under duress. Bile soured Amira’s tongue. Morita and the smug cadre behind him were probably planning their own escape from the planet, looking for a ticket on Barlow’s ship.

			Above the platform, Morita’s floating head babbled away, blaming the city of Westport for failing to put a tighter leash on the Cosmics. Pierson looked ready to leap through the hologram and throttle one of the most powerful people in North America. The NASH official also looked ready for a fight, his eyes sharpening into small, glinting beads.

			Amira rose from her seat. She wobbled slightly under the weight of her belly and Hugo raised a hand to steady her. All eyes turned to her, the bickering now subsumed by silence. Without a glance at Morita, she gestured toward Maxine and Lee to follow her. They stepped forward, confusion and interest playing out across their faces.

			Amira addressed Mr. Pham. “I’m good with the terms that have been agreed to so far,” she said. “And will do all I can to help protect the city, provided you get what you need for the union. I’ll leave you to negotiate the particulars with the city and the government while I check with my friends on…something.”

			Outside of the conference room, Maxine and Lee rounded on her.

			“Amira, what are you doing?” Maxine asked, face etched with alarm. “Is everything ok?”

			“A question for you both.” Amira pressed her hands together and bounced on her heels, debating how to proceed. “If you were President Leclercq or one of her cronies and you wanted to get to Tony Barlow’s secret ship to Titan, how would you do it?”

			Maxine’s frown deepened but Lee, perhaps guessing Amira’s intent, nodded.

			“They have their own version of the Galileo building in Toronto,” he said. “North American Alliance One is the name of their shuttle. Can fly right into space. Without that, and with the Parallel gone, they’d have to use the Galileo building or the Atlantic Space Harbor.”

			“And the Atlantic Space Harbor is owned by Europe,” Maxine said. “It now has to load all cargo needed in space and evacuate everyone in space who needs to get back to Earth. They’re busy and may not be inclined to shut it all down to give Leclercq a courtesy ride up.”

			“So it’s their private shuttle or the Galileo in Aldwych,” Amira said, her words slow and deliberate. “Next question. Could you hack into their Alliance One shuttle and ground it?”

			“What?” Maxine squawked, but Lee nodded in shrewd realization.

			“You want to force them to come here if they want to make a getaway,” he said.

			Amira smiled. “They can’t turn their back on Westport and our agreements if they need the city secured from Reznik,” she said. “Otherwise, they can just hop on a shuttle to Barlow and fortify until they’re ready to launch to Titan. It would tie their safety to ours.”

			“And also teach them a lesson in humility,” Maxine added with relish. Her earlier alarm was gone. Thoughts swirled behind her clear blue eyes – perhaps she was already strategizing the next steps of Amira’s idea.

			But Lee raised his hands and leaned forward, dropping his voice to a whisper. “That all sounds good, but you’re talking about hacking into the North American Alliance’s most secure transporter and destroying federal property. If they find out we did it, they won’t take it lightly. It could undo everything that just happened in that room. They’ll treat us worse than what they’d do to Reznik if they capture him.”

			Maxine scoffed. “We got into NASH, remember? When Amira went up to find Rozene…and I doubt those Alliance clowns have tighter security than Aldwych. D’Arcy can help us as well. And Amira’s right – if they turn tail and try to live the immortal, cloning life on Titan, that’ll also undo everything.”

			Lee and Maxine stared at one another with an unusual intensity. A silent conversation played out between them. Amira folded her arms over her belly, letting her friends work out any further concerns or roadblocks.

			And then together, they broke into broad, mischievous grins.

			“I think we just got our most challenging assignment yet,” Maxine said. “Sure you can handle it, Lee?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			A Fiery Road

			Amira floated on her back in the Academy’s main indoor pool. She glided her arms through the water in slow, dreamlike motions to keep from sinking. Her black hair spread across the water like a veil and she closed her eyes. She had spent countless hours in this pool as a student, but never alone. Through the glass ceiling, the starless sky spread out like black ink. Even the moon was invisible.

			A lone shuttle would occasionally fly by with blinking lights. The city had begun to awaken again. The trains and shuttles resumed operations after the successful negotiation for higher wages and labor rights secured by the stevedores’ union, which had been extended to all unions within Westport. But many Westport residents remained at home, bracing for a coming storm. Drones flew along designated sidewalks all hours of the day, delivering food and other supplies to people who boarded their windows and hired security robots to circle their yards.

			But a week had passed and the storm had yet to arrive. They weren’t eventless days, of course. Reznik delivered another public Stream message, declaring responsibility for the Pacific Parallel attack. He also took credit for Lee and Maxine’s successful hack of Alliance One – an act that was as logical as it was convenient for Amira. Lee had managed to launch the empty vessel into the air before plunging it into a thicket of trees west of Toronto. The Stream footage had evoked old news reels of the Cataclysm, when thousands of planes had fallen from the sky. No doubt, it proved too evocative an image for Reznik to pass up on.

			On the massive screen on the other side of the pool, Reznik’s face stared out into the empty room. Every Stream news channel had broadcast little else that day. There was no audio, but Amira could remember Reznik’s cold monotone as he unleashed his usual stream of threats. He justified his attack on the Parallel by accusing the Cosmics of abducting compound women to carry clones for the Cosmic elite, allowing them to transfer their consciousnesses into new bodies. A statement that, like most of Reznik’s speeches, carried a degree of truth. Aldwych had sought out people from the compounds to carry clones, since they lacked the prenatal genetic engineering that complicated the process (but did not make cloning impossible, as the lines of city women around Aldwych Square attested to). But there was no evidence of either abduction or recruitment, as Amira had discovered in Lee’s camp. Reznik demanded the release of these alleged hostages, or warned that consequences would follow.

			And now, the city braced for those consequences. Everyone, it seemed, but Amira.

			Let them panic, Amira thought. She let her head sink under the water. Water pooled in her ears, dulling the noises of the outside world. In that state, weightless and nearly soundless, she could better sense her clone. Being underwater mirrored the state of in utero, allowing her to veer between herself and the emerging life inside of her. Her clone, like her, was calm. Resting and waiting for the world’s absurdities to reveal themselves.

			A garbled sound broke through the water. A voice, calling her.

			Amira rose, pulling her head out of the water.

			Miles crouched by the edge of the pool. The synthetic palm tree above him cast a shadow over his face.

			“Everything ok?” he asked. A line of concern stretched across his forehead, his eyes forming two small, deep wells.

			Amira glided toward the water’s edge. “Just relaxing,” she said. “It feels good to be weightless for an hour or so, with…you know.” She gestured toward her belly.

			Miles smiled and Amira managed a smile back. They had renewed their rapport in the last few days and grown more at ease with each other. Miles shared a picture of his wife and two children – all broad smiles and waving hands, straight out of a picture book. Amira shared less wholesome kernels of her life, telling Miles about her experiences since awaking from her sedated state on the Osiris. Miles had reacted with horror and a new resolve. He had originally planned to return home to the Pines after the union negotiations and keep a low profile, but events had changed his mind.

			“It doesn’t end just because I’m not on the front lines, you know?” he said while helping load sandbags around the Academy. “What happens here will eventually trickle down to the Pines and beyond. My kids will grow up with the ramifications of who wins in the coming days. I want them to have a better future than we were dealt.”

			Amira understood, all too well. She had been conversing with her unborn clone – a conversation without words or defined thoughts, but an exchange of feelings. If she lived long enough to give birth, a date fast approaching, her clone would start life in very different circumstances from Amira’s early years. Amira would start again differently. The idea still felt surreal.

			But more importantly, what kind of danger would await that new life once she was born? Was this how people felt during the Drought Wars, bringing children into a world that seemed on the verge of destruction?

			Miles helped Amira climb out of the pool. Amira wrapped a towel around herself and knotted her wet hair into a tight bun. Birds chirped from speakers along the walls. Artificial sounds in an artificial place. Amira’s toes clung to the synthetic grass that stretched around the pool. At least they hadn’t added sand. She stood in one of the small vacuum dryers near the locker rooms. An invention from an Academy student – with a press of a button, it could transform a person from soaking wet to dry in twenty seconds.

			“This is crazy,” Miles said as Amira dressed herself in loose pants and a top. It was unclear whether he was commenting on their surreal, pseudo-tropical surroundings or the general situation they found themselves in.

			“Let’s go onto the roof,” Amira said.

			Winding metallic stairs took them to the Academy building’s rooftop. A gentle breeze cooled Amira’s bare shoulders and she threw on her jacket. Around them, the city lights glittered under a cloudy night. The immediate neighborhood around the Academy, composed of older brick buildings and abandoned factories, was mostly dark, its residents gone or hiding within boarded-up homes. But across Midtown, the skyscrapers of Aldwych shone with defiance. The familiar shapes of the Avicenna, the McKenna-Okoye Complex, and the Galileo buildings reached to the sky. The dark Soma building, its two towers coiled like stranded DNA, had been lined with blue lights. Red lights burst from the top of the Galileo, illuminating trails of smoke as space shuttles full of cargo launched from its rooftop. The stevedores were now back at work.

			Feet dangling from the edge of the roof, Amira and Miles discussed their friends and the events of the past week. Amira’s chest warmed as they talked; she appreciated the company. Lee had returned to the forest outpost to oversee the hack of Alliance One and prepare the others for the coming attack. Maxine had gone with him but returned to help organize their allies within Westport. Hugo and Hani lingered at the Academy, debating a return to Freightland. Nova had been holed up in the Canary House with Julian, after they agreed it was the safest of their stomping grounds for her to lay low for the near future.

			Inuk left yesterday. They said goodbye at the front gates of the Academy before he left for Union Station on his long journey back to Free Greenland. Their parting had been friendly, but still left Amira with a heaviness for the rest of the day. As she sat next to Miles, the same heaviness settled in Amira’s chest. The weight of possibilities and chances that were never taken.

			“Do you think he’ll go for it?” Miles asked, pointing toward Aldwych. “The Elder, I mean? That he’ll attack?”

			“I do,” Amira said. “It’s the only option he’ll take. He can’t go back now.” She had seen enough of Reznik’s mind – literally – to know that although he was calculating, he had enough of a vendetta against the Cosmics to make compromise untenable. Whatever the Leclercq administration might have offered him (and after their summit, Amira had no doubt they would also reach out to Reznik with similar overtures), the opportunity to destroy the Cosmics and seize the Osiris station would be too great for Reznik to pass up. Reznik would strike, and do so in a way that they wouldn’t expect.

			But Amira knew of one vulnerability she couldn’t allow Reznik or his supporters to exploit. The prism in the library basement had been bolstered with additional security after Amira stressed the danger of the device falling into the wrong hands. The city had largely dismissed her concerns, more focused on protecting Aldwych directly, but Pierson needed no convincing. Two officers from his beat guarded the prism room entrance and security drones circled the perimeter of the Academy.

			Amira blinked in surprise as text appeared in the corner of her Third Eye. A message from Pierson.

			Come down to the dining hall. You have a visitor. It’s urgent.

			Miles and Amira rushed down together and crossed the campus’s main quad. Crickets chirped through the tropical trees – real, unlike the ones around the pool – and the smell of lilacs permeated the air. Amira sucked in cool air, forcing herself to remain calm. Visitor. Urgent. The lack of detail in the message left an unpleasant chill in the pit of her stomach. Perhaps sensing her unease, Miles walked beside her in silence.

			Inside the dining hall, Amira was greeted by the smell of frying grease and the harried, pale face of Detective Pierson.

			“What’s wrong?” Amira asked, but the answer was already evident by the streak of red over Pierson’s shoulder. Nova bounced on top of a dining bench, her red hair flying in every direction. She leapt onto the floor with an excited squeal at the sight of Amira.

			“Nova,” Amira cried, and the child wrapped her arms around Amira’s waist. “How did you get here? Where’s Julian?”

			“She took herself here, apparently,” Pierson said with raw exasperation. “I’ll contact him right now. He’s probably in a panic.” His eyes turned distant, presumably at the memory of the countless times the young detective found himself in a panic.

			“I took the train,” the child said. “I know the way from…before.” Her childish excitement faded, replaced with a solemn expression. Her arms dangled to her sides as she looked up at Amira. “I had a bad feeling. I wanted to come help you, like you’ve helped me before.”

			Amira bit back a sigh. Nova’s concern touched her, clearly more genuine than her earlier manipulations, but Amira’s evening had just become more complicated. She knelt to look Nova in the eye.

			“Nova, the best thing you can do to help is to stay safe,” Amira said. “You don’t have to worry about me. I’ve been in danger many times before, and I know how to take care of myself.”

			“But you might need someone like me,” Nova said, her tone on the edge of whining. “I can help you, like I did in the desert, when we were prisoners. We can talk to each other with our minds.”

			Before Amira could respond, Miles tapped her shoulder. She frowned. The dining hall had gone quiet. The handful of remaining students had all gathered around a screen at the far end of the room.

			Nova ran toward the screen. Miles, Pierson, and Amira followed, but Pierson already had a finger to his ear, cursing at some update coming in from his Third Eye.

			As they approached the screen, Amira understood why.

			Another address from Reznik.

			But this one was different. Instead of the usual colorless wall behind him, the better to offset his dark, hollow eyes, Reznik stood underneath the night sky. The camera tilted at a strange angle, pointing upward; Reznik appeared to be standing atop a concrete block. Buildings rose behind him and a shuttle flew overhead. Several masked figures in marshal uniforms formed an ominous flank to his right. One carried the flag of the Trinity Compound, the eagle and cross whipping in the wind.

			Amira’s throat tightened. She stood behind Nova; her hands flew protectively onto the child’s shoulders. Reznik was in the city.

			Nova’s shoulders, all sinew and sharp bones, suddenly spasmed. On the screen, Reznik grabbed a masked figure and forced them onto their knees. He pulled the black mask from the person’s face to reveal a head framed with dark curls. Marlee Ballard, Rozene’s first romance when they were teenagers on the Trinity.

			Nova cried out.

			“While we attempt a rescue of our brave, holy women from the scientists of Aldwych,” Reznik said in a cold monotone, his eyes directed at an invisible crowd beyond the camera, “some traitors choose to go willingly. To sacrifice their bodies and their souls to an evil project that undermines the balance of the parallel universes we know to be in existence. To guarantee a place in the Neverhaven.”

			Marlee’s eyes closed and her lips moved in a silent prayer. Anguish contorted her face and her shoulders heaved. Nova lurched forward and clapped a hand to her mouth. Amira held her back, gripping her arms.

			“Just breathe,” Amira said to her. “Don’t look.”

			But Nova, like Reznik many years ago, couldn’t turn away from the impending horror.

			Reznik’s cold eyes turned directly at the camera. His gaze bored into Amira like a drill.

			“Listen to me now,” Reznik said. “No scientist in a space station can cheat the natural law of death. And any that attempt to prolong life beyond the body’s death commit a crime – the continuation of life on this dimension, when the Nearhaven awaits the faithful. We don’t fear death because we know what awaits us. Something better than this world. That is what you will be denied if you surrender to the fear of death and collude with the evils of Aldwych.”

			He faced Marlee. Through the dark, the glint of a mag gun shone in his left hand.

			“No one cheats death – including this traitor.”

			Reznik raised his arm.

			“Don’t look,” Amira said again.

			The bang made everyone in the dining hall jump. On the screen, Marlee toppled sideways, her curls still upright on the half of her head that remained. Blood and chunks of bone spilled down her shoulder and spread across the ground where she landed.

			Nova’s small body shook from head to toe. Miles made a motion toward her but Amira stopped him with an imperceptible shake of her head. Although all her instincts screamed at her to pull the child away, to shield her, it was Rozene, not Nova, who witnessed Marlee’s death now, and Rozene had a right to grieve as she saw fit.

			“City of Westport, join me or face the Neverhaven,” Reznik bellowed at the camera. It was the first time Amira had heard Reznik’s voice rise above his normal, cold speaking volume, and it sent chills across her body. The wind pulled at his short dark hair, making it rise into clustered spikes, and his eyes shone with wild, terrible fury.

			“Turn it off,” someone said.

			The screen went blank and as though broken from a trance, the group in the dining hall erupted in a flurry of commotion. Some gathered in small groups, speaking in urgent, low voices. Others walked with grim resolve toward the exit – returning to their dormitories, perhaps, or escaping to join family in more distant locations. Pierson paced and shouted at the person on the other end of his Third Eye. Miles stood in a daze, hands gripping his hair.

			Amira knelt and hugged Nova with a fierceness that drowned out everything else in the room. Nova’s body heaved and shook with sobs, but Amira held her close. Amira didn’t need Tiresia in that moment to know the rage and grief burning inside her friend, that made her skin hot to the touch. Amira felt it too. Marlee had saved her life, long ago. When Amira launched a daring rescue of Rozene from Victor Zhang’s house, then occupied by the Trinity Compound, it had been Marlee who let her inside and distracted the guards. Years had passed since Marlee and Rozene had been together, but Marlee risked her own life regardless.

			And now, she was dead. Her body abandoned on a lonely street, soaked in her own blood.

			Hot, thick rage spread through Amira’s veins and burned in her throat. Her arms ached and released Nova before her grip became too tight. Ignoring Miles’ inquiries and Pierson’s pleas, she ran outside the dining hall and through the library. Her footsteps clanged across the winding metal steps up to the rooftop. They followed her – Pierson, Miles, and Nova. But Amira didn’t look back at them. Blood pounded in her ears. Every nerve ending in her body was alight, like a million sparks from a single bonfire. Thoughts of unions and negotiations, Barlow and Titan, all moved to the back of her mind. She had one focus now.

			Revenge.

			Stopping Reznik, here and now.

			Cold, damp air greeted her outside on the roof. Light drizzle touched her cheeks, but did nothing to dampen the fury warming her from within. She rushed to the edge of the roof and leaned against the rail. To the south, an orange glow rose in the distance. A fire. Likely the first of many. On both sides of the fire, lights streaked between buildings. Reznik’s soldiers on the march. Sirens began to wail across the city. Fear became a smell she could taste in the air, a tangible thing spreading beyond anyone’s control.

			Amira blinked back tears and with a second blink, activated her Third Eye.

			“Lee?” Amira said. His name came out as a rasp. She could have sent a mental message but, like Pierson, she needed to talk, to shout if necessary.

			“I know, I know,” Lee’s voice came back in her ear. “We knew this was coming and we’re ready. We’re getting into the city cameras right now, the drones, the bots, all of it. We’ll have their location soon.”

			“Keep doing that,” Amira said. “And when you’re there, patch my Eye into your network.”

			“Everything ok at the Academy?” Lee asked. Concern tinged his question. “They shouldn’t be there yet. And we can send you all their route once we figure out where they’re going.”

			“I’m not concerned about Reznik right this second,” Amira said. “I need those cameras because I want to find Hannah Slaughter.”

			Next to her, Miles frowned. Pierson mouthed a question with bugged eyes. What?

			The fire in the distance grew bigger, flames now visible. The sirens wailed to the south, and other noises punctuated the night. Broken glass. Remote screams.

			“Interesting,” Lee said after a pause. “Do you think she’s working with Reznik still?”

			“Probably not,” Amira said.

			“Then why leave the safety of the Academy and go on a hunt?” Pierson exploded next to her. “Amira, this doesn’t make sense. She’s not a threat.”

			“Let’s hope not,” Amira said. “Because I want something from her. I’m stealing her Tiresia.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			The Dead and the Dollhouse

			“Amira, what are you talking about?” Miles followed Amira down the winding stairs, steadying himself on the rail. “Why do you want her fucking mind-control drugs?”

			Pierson and Nova trailed behind. Pierson’s face mirrored the alarm in Miles’ voice, but Nova surveyed Amira from the top of the stairs, the picture of calm. Her brows formed two stern, straight lines and her mouth pursed in a thoughtful frown. She looked so much like Rozene, in that moment. And like Rozene many times before her, Nova’s silence carried a hidden understanding.

			“Amira!” Miles yelled.

			Amira rounded on them.

			“I’m getting Hannah’s Tiresia because she wants to use the prism locked up downstairs,” Amira said. “She may or may not know how to make it dangerous, but she’ll try. The difference is – I do know how to use it. I’m going to get her Tiresia and disseminate it across this city before the Trinity does. It’s the only way we’re going to win this.”

			A stunned silence followed.

			“Amira, stay where you are,” Lee said. “Hole up and protect the prism with everyone else there. We’ve got this.”

			“You don’t,” Amira said. Tears stung her eyes and a fresh wave of anger kindled in her lungs. “Reznik took down the Pacific Parallel days ago. And that was the warmup to whatever he’s got planned for tonight. How many people are going to suffer, and die, while you follow his path with your little hacked drones? Hope that security bots and Westport PD are able to stop all the people under his control? No offense, Pierson.”

			“None taken,” Pierson said with a sigh.

			“I’ve had enough,” Amira said. “How many more Marlees have to die tonight because we’re hiding up in here, waiting for things to happen? I’m not doing it. I took risks eight years ago and they didn’t pay off. But that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t take a risk again. We have to. I’m going out there and I’m finding Hannah. Don’t even think of stopping me.”

			Amira unleashed an angry exhale. Pierson and Miles took a dutiful step back, but Pierson eyed Amira with sullen defiance.

			“You’re now one of the most recognized faces in this city,” he said. “You’re pregnant. Very pregnant. Ready to give birth any day now, right? The city’s on fire. And your plan is to run out into the night and look for a murderous woman who wants you dead and take her most precious possession from her?”

			“With your help, yes.” Amira folded her arms.

			The others answered her with silence. Miles shuffled his feet, conflict playing across his face. Pierson stared back with open mutiny. Lee said nothing on the other end of the line.

			Amira spat on the ground and ran out the door.

			“Maxine,” Amira called into the night. Hanging tropical plants whipped at her face as she darted across the campus quad, racing toward the main gate.

			“I’m here, dear,” Maxine’s honeyed voice answered into her ear. “Heard it all. I’m pulling up the camera feeds now and running them against our psycho bride’s smug little face. Any idea where we should start?”

			“Try a three-mile radius around the Academy,” Amira said. She had begun to pant as she walked at her fastest pace. “She knows the prism’s here and she knows it’s important. She might already be trying to find a way in.”

			Footsteps slapped against the sidewalk behind Amira, accompanied by soft but audible breathing. Amira craned her neck behind her to find Nova chasing after her, struggling to keep up.

			“Nova, this is dangerous,” Amira said. She stopped and they faced each other.

			“Call me Rozene tonight,” Nova said, “if that makes you feel better about it. That’s why I’m here with you. I ran away last time, and I died. I don’t want to wait for something bad to happen. And like you said, everywhere is dangerous now.”

			Amira swallowed. Under the stream of lights connecting the palm trees above them, Nova’s face shone with a very adult expression of certainty. But could Amira let a child – because in the end, she was still a child – accompany her into certain danger? Did she have the right to refuse Nova?

			Unlike Amira, or anyone else in human history, Nova had experienced death before. She knew the risks and what would await her. And this time, she had no means of living again. She knew all this, and still wanted to be here. To risk it all, as Amira did. Who was Amira to stop Nova, when she wouldn’t let anyone stop herself?

			Amira turned and continued her trek out of the Academy. Past the gate, a police hovercraft sped across the abandoned street, low enough to make rainwater spit up from the pavement. She stopped, Nova close behind her. Amira leaned forward, cradling her belly. After only a block of fast walking, her entire body ached.

			“Maxine?” Amira asked.

			“No sign of her in the last hour,” Maxine said. “I’m going further back in time, and further out. Give me a minute.”

			But despite the dull pain in her knees and the way her feet swelled against her shoes, Amira itched to move. She chose a direction – northeast, toward the Riverfront – and beckoned for Nova to follow. Their feet splashed through puddles and slid along the slick sidewalks. Amira’s anger dimmed into a glowing ember deep in her chest, her energy redirected toward the hunt. She last encountered Hannah in the Riverfront district. If she were in hiding, waiting for her moment to strike, it seemed unlikely that Hannah would venture far from whatever shelter she had claimed. She might still be in the area.

			“Ok, a sighting at last,” Maxine said in Amira’s ear, her voice sugary with triumph. “Walking alone on Factory Row. Not a lot of cameras there, so it doesn’t tell us where she was going.”

			A grainy image appeared in the corner of Amira’s vision and she stopped in her tracks, reeling. She had never gotten used to navigating with her Eye. The average Westport resident could have a conversation, cross a busy street, send a message and look up the weather simultaneously with their Third Eye, but Amira was a product of open skies and the uncluttered world of the compounds. One thing at a time.

			“What is it?” Nova asked, tugging at Amira’s sleeve.

			Amira shushed her. In the footage, a young woman with hunched shoulders crossed an empty street. Strands of long hair poked out from an expansive hoodie. A clock in the lower-right corner showed the time as 6:39 p.m., just over an hour ago. Even with the poor quality of the camera – security around Factory Row took a lower priority to the wealthy districts closer to Aldwych – there was no mistaking Hannah Slaughter’s sharp, cruel face.

			“And a second one,” Maxine said.

			The street in Amira’s Eye changed into an indoor scene, the camera perched above a cashier. A line of people stood under fluorescent lighting, including a young woman in the center line.

			“A pharmacy?” Amira asked with a frown.

			“Consumer data tables show she purchased prenatal vitamins, a green tea, and appetite-suppressing gum with cash,” Maxine said. “Figured she’d use cash, so it was surprisingly easy to query from the pharmacy’s database. Anyway, the important thing is that this particular pharmacy is only two blocks from the street with our first Hannah sighting. Meaning….”

			“She must be based in that area,” Amira finished. Her pulse quickened. “Send me the coordinates.”

			Amira’s choice of direction had been a good one. Factory Row sat between the Academy and the Riverfront district, its decayed streets and mossy brick buildings a familiar sight from Amira’s train commute as a student. There were buildings in the district for which Amira could count the number of windows on each floor. Once the industrial heart of Westport, it had never fully recovered after the Cataclysm, when newer technologies replaced the dense neighborhood of factories for mechanical parts, textiles, and chemicals. Only the plants for robotics survived, leaving entire rows of abandoned buildings adorned with graffiti and broken glass.

			A perfect place for a fugitive to hide.

			They jogged through the quiet streets in silence, past lightless buildings and boarded windows. Fear crawled up Amira’s spine, like a thousand venomous spiders with sharp legs and sharper fangs. It wasn’t just the coming confrontation with Hannah that unsettled her – a sense of loss welled inside of her, from familiar places changing beyond recognition before her eyes. Vibrant streets had emptied, the laughter from rooftops and balconies replaced with the occasional dog’s warning bark. The Westport she knew and loved was gone. Would she ever get it back, after tonight?

			Factory Row stretched before them. Amira leaned on a lamppost, catching her breath. The lightless streets, not solar-powered like the majority of the city, stretched like black streaks of tar into the maze of factories. Nova gripped Amira’s hand. Her palm was damp, nearly sliding away. They walked into the dark street. Amira blinked, activating a flashlight in her Eye, set to the dimmest level.

			Some of the factories showed signs of use. They bore mended windows and chains around their gates. Others were bruised and cracked, their entrances strewn with broken bottles and trash. Amira wrinkled her nose at the stench coming from an alleyway.

			“My ears are ringing,” Nova whispered.

			Amira closed her eyes. She felt it too. A faint sensation, unlike the violent pounding that accompanied any proximity to Reznik, but suggestive that someone under the influence of Tiresia was nearby.

			“Maybe there?” Nova pointed down the street. Amira squinted. On an upper level of a large building, a dim light shone.

			They had to start somewhere. With airy steps, they crossed the street. Amira turned off the flashlight in her Eye to avoid drawing unwanted attention. The air stilled with the coolness that always followed rain. The street quieted, without a single barking dog or distant siren. And yet at this same moment, several train stops away, Reznik’s army tore through the city, causing untold damage. Amira bit her tongue, tasting blood, as she pushed the factory’s heavy door open. It yielded with a low groan.

			Inside, she blinked to adjust to the darkness. Next to her, Nova let out a faint cry and Amira squeezed her hand in reassurance.

			Through the dark, shapes started to take form. Amira’s heart seized.

			A grey, ghostly face looked back at her, only feet away.

			Too shocked to scream, Amira took a step back. The face didn’t move or react. Behind it, slightly to the left, another grey face glowed through the dark. Then another, and another, all in a clean diagonal row at the same height.

			Nova stayed quiet but squeezed Amira’s hand so tightly, pain throbbed in the spaces between her knuckles.

			With a deep breath, Amira turned the dim light in her Eye back on.

			The grey faces stood in perfect symmetry, attached to equally grey, feminine bodies. A line of robots, assembled and ready for shipping. Up close, the faces lost none of their ghostly pallor, but the gentle curve of their lips and round eyes gave them a softer, more human quality. Amira furrowed her brows and peered around them. Hairless, the backs of their heads were sheer, revealing the dense array of wires and chips inside. So complex, and yet nothing close to the complexity of the human mind.

			Her heart rate back under control, Amira turned her flashlight to the rest of the expansive room. They stood in the middle of some kind of robot factory. The model in front of them looked to be a service robot – human-looking enough to be comfortable, but not enough to be deceptive. On the far end of the room, another line didn’t have faces at all, shaped like scorpions low to the ground. Robots for construction or digging, perhaps. On a long, wide table behind them, a collection of heads lay in varying states of assembly, surrounded by screwdrivers and assorted tools.

			Beckoning Nova to follow her from behind, Amira weaved through the maze of craft tables and disassembled machines. The flashlight in her eye followed her gaze across the dark room, casting light on metallic body parts and expressionless faces.

			Something pulled Amira’s jacket down and her heart lurched. She spun around to face Nova, who was tugging at her sleeve.

			“Upstairs,” the child mouthed, before pointing a finger toward a set of wide stairs.

			Nodding, Amira inched forward. The ringing in her ears had evolved into something noticeable, a faint but persistent vibration in her canals. The stairs creaked and groaned beneath her feet. She paused, holding her breath and motioning for Nova to stay still. But no movement came from the dark space above them.

			On the second level, the light first seen outside glowed in the far corner. Up close, it revealed itself as a rusted lamp, twisted to shine over a makeshift sleeping space. Bunched and soiled clothes formed a bed on the floor. Empty bottles and wrappers lay strewn across the floor around the bed. Several bricks stacked together formed a low nightstand, hosting a glass of water, a container of pills and a paperback copy of The Teachings of Elder Cartwright.

			A cold wave of satisfaction washed over Amira. This was Hannah’s shelter, her current home. And a sad place for the primary wife of the Trinity Compound’s chief Elder. Amira searched herself for sympathy and found none.

			“Maybe she’s hidden the Tiresia somewhere,” she said, barely above a whisper, to Nova. “Check under the floorboards, anything that looks loose or out of place.”

			They went to work. Amira pulled at the pile of clothes and rags, which unleashed a sour, raw smell into the air. Sweat from overworn clothes, body odor mixed with something sickly sweet. Dirt clung to Amira’s hands as she moved the bricks apart.

			A low thud echoed across the second floor. Nova yelped and flew to her feet. Amira twisted around in time to feel a terrible, familiar tugging sensation in the back of her head, a thousand invisible fingers clawing and burrowing into her mind. She steadied herself and pushed the mental intrusion back.

			From the dark, a white face emerged, all glaring eyes and sharp teeth framed by a mess of mahogany hair. Hannah’s hands rose, one carrying a blade that glinted under Amira’s flashlight. Hannah ran toward them, mouth open in a raging scream.

			“Nova, get behind me!” Amira yelled.

			Falling to her knees, the child scuttled sideways toward Amira like a crab, surprisingly fast. Amira knelt and her fingers closed around one of the bricks. Her mind spun in a million directions, not helped by the Tiresia-addled woman struggling to break into it. Should she run, wait, or attack? Hannah’s hand with the dagger lifted higher and Amira’s body made the decision. She hurled the brick at Hannah. It flew unsteadily through the air before finding Hannah’s shoulder with a stomach-twisting crunch. Hannah fell sideways with a terrible scream. The knife flew from her hand and clattered onto the floor. Amira darted forward and grabbed it.

			“Bitch!” Hannah shrieked. She screamed the word several times before gripping her shoulder and wailing.

			Nova cowered behind Amira by the makeshift bedroom, but her eyes shone like a hunter’s underneath the grainy lamplight. Amira circled around Hannah, her knuckles white where she gripped the knife. She knew nothing about holding a knife and even less about fighting with one. But she could wield it and hope for the power of persuasion.

			“Hannah, enough,” Amira said. Hannah’s eyes flew open, still welling with pain but alight with comprehension. “Whatever you have planned, you can’t succeed. Give me the Tiresia you have left. Go have your baby and live a long, safe life. Maybe you can be with Jesse again. It doesn’t have to end badly for you.”

			“I’ll kill you, bitch!” Hannah screamed. The force of her rage struck Amira like a physical blow. It rattled her limbic cortex, flooding her body with rage of its own. Had this been part of what made Hannah such an effective Vesseler, spurring others to attack? Amira reeled where she stood, letting the caldera of emotion simmer. Behind her, Nova must have felt some of its effects as well, because she let out a low sound between a growl and a cry.

			“You’re done, Hannah,” Amira said through gritted teeth. “Don’t you see that? You can’t buy your way back in. That’s not how it works. Even if they throw you a bone, give you a reward, you’re going to lose in the end.”

			“I won’t,” Hannah shrieked, eyes bulging. “I know how to win. I’m not like you. You left because you were too stupid and too weak to know how to deal with the men. You and her.” She waved a contemptuous hand toward Nova, before clutching her shoulder again. Her eyes squeezed shut, presumably against a fresh wave of pain.

			“You’re not like me,” Hannah said, softer this time. It came out like a mantra, more for her than them. “You only know how to survive. I can rule over them. The Holy Plane listens to my prayers and opens doors for me that it hides from others. Even my husband can’t see them. He doesn’t believe like I believe.”

			Amira stepped forward. Through Hannah’s babbling, she understood her bold proclamation about the Trinity Elder. During her terrible confrontation with Reznik in Las Vegas, he had voiced his own lack of faith to Amira.

			“You’re right about him,” Amira said to Hannah. “He’s not the holy vessel that the Trinity and the other communities believe him to be. You know it and I know it. So why continue to serve him? It’s a fantasy to think that—”

			It happened in a flash of movement and color. One moment, Hannah writhed on the ground. The next moment, she stood upright in a blur of motion, an arm forming a lightning arc toward Amira’s head. Stars exploded in Amira’s vision and she swung wildly with the knife tight in her grip. The blade jerked in her hand as it struck something firm but yielding. Hannah screamed again. Nova unleashed her own scream behind Amira.

			Amira regained her balance, her vision refocusing. The flashlight shook and spasmed and Amira caught a glimpse of Hannah Slaughter, hunched and limping, running down the stairs.

			“Hannah,” Amira bellowed and ran after her.

			Even with her injuries, Hannah made good work of the stairs. Amira and Nova fumbled in her wake, a cramp seizing the left side of Amira’s abdomen. Crashing noises signaled Hannah’s flight across the factory’s main level. The flashlight caught an overturned table, tools and robotic heads rolling across the floor. Hannah stumbled away, nearly colliding into a second table. Blood dripped visibly from her shoulder, dark spots leaving a breadcrumb trail across the floor.

			Amira continued the chase. She ran across the factory floor, nearly tripping over a robotic leg.

			“Hannah!” she cried again. “Stop, please.”

			But Hannah continued her swift, if uneven, pace toward the main door, caught by Amira’s light.

			Desperation and anger surged like an electric current in Amira’s veins. The door loomed ahead, a portal into a maze of streets where Hannah could lose them. Nova trailed behind, panting.

			Amira blinked. She turned the flashlight off, plunging the entire room into pitch darkness. She skidded to a stop.

			Ahead of them, a thud pounded the air, loud enough to clap in Amira’s ringing ears. A second thud followed. Gasping, a soft, gurgling sound, filled the room.

			Silence hung in the long seconds that followed.

			With shaking breath, Amira stepped forward. She blinked again to turn the flashlight back on.

			A long shape stretched across the floor in front of them.

			“Nova, stay back,” Amira called over her shoulder. A lump twisted in her throat, making it hard to speak. Her pulse throbbed at her neck. She took slow, dizzy steps toward the motionless shape.

			Hannah lay facedown. Her arms bent in different directions and her skirts billowed around her knees. Blood, dark and thick like oil, pooled around her head. It stuck and clotted in Hannah’s hair. Amira didn’t need to turn her over to know that she was dead. A large machine, intended to cut metal, protruded from the table in front of Hannah. She had presumably run straight into it in the dark, and the sharp lever pierced her head.

			“Is she going to be ok?” a small voice asked. Nova, hovering back.

			“Stay back,” Amira said again. Her own voice sounded far away. Something wet soaked the left side of Hannah’s skirts, not dark like the blood. Amira knelt by Hannah, careful to avoid the swelling pool of blood. She swallowed back another wave of dizziness and reached into Hannah’s shirt pockets. Cold liquid greeted her fingers before they circled around smooth, thin glass vials. Her heart skipped a beat. Tiresia.

			Glass clinked as she pulled them out of Hannah’s pocket. One of the vials had broken, spilling its contents into the fabric, but four sealed vials survived. Amira cradled them in her trembling hand. The clear, neutral liquid betrayed nothing of all the suffering that went into its creation. Who had suffered unimaginable agony and terror to produce those slim vials? How many others had been tortured without producing the drug in the Trinity’s farm? Guilt gnawed at Amira for every second she didn’t smash the vials into the ground.

			But destroying the Tiresia wouldn’t change the past, and what those nameless people had endured.

			The events of the next few hours, on the other hand, would change everything.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Under Siege

			Amira and Nova didn’t speak as they made their way through alleyways, under bridges and over train tracks back to the Academy. The sounds of a battle rang in the night air, seemingly from every direction. What had started as a localized fight had spread across the city. An explosion rumbled in the distance. Lesser noises, the rattle of gunfire and falling debris, rose in the pauses between wailing sirens.

			They moved in silence partly to listen to these noises, to discern how close they were to the fighting. Maxine had been silent ever since they entered Factory Row, leaving them without a navigator. But Hannah’s death also hung in the air between them, a weight with its own gravitational force, making each step heavier for Amira than her own pregnant body. Reznik’s wife had been vicious, cruel, and dangerous. The world was a safer place without her in it.

			But had that been Amira’s decision to make? She had blinked all light out of the room in hopes of stopping Hannah’s escape, not expecting a fatal outcome. She was no stranger to death, but this had been the first one she had directly caused. She killed Hannah.

			Next to her, Nova stared straight ahead as she walked, her face a strange mixture of stony resolve and worry. Her brows formed a stern line over a knotted forehead and her jaw was set. Amira’s fingers tightened around the Tiresia vials in her pocket. A part of her ached for that Tiresia connection she had shared with Nova in the Southwest, if only to unravel the child’s emotions after Hannah’s death.

			Killer. Killer. Killer.

			The word rang in Amira’s head, a taunt and an indictment. A sinking feeling followed, the sense that she had crossed a threshold she could not return from. She had ended a life, with all the possibilities that entailed. Two sets of potentials, if you counted Hannah’s pregnancy. Hannah would never become a mother, see Jesse again, have the chance at redemption.

			“I’m all right,” Nova said abruptly.

			Amira stopped, and Nova turned to face her.

			“Don’t worry about me,” she said. “I know you’re upset, and a lot of that is because I saw everything. I won’t tell anyone if you want.”

			“It’s not about that, Nova,” Amira said. She buried her face in her hands, massaging the skin around her eyelids. Guilt gnawed at her disjointed thoughts. Killer. Through the gaps in her fingers, Nova stared up at her with wide but blank eyes.

			“I had to get the Tiresia from Hannah,” Amira continued. “I’m just wondering if I could have done it differently. A way where she didn’t have to…to die, and where you didn’t have to see…. You’ve already been through a lot.”

			“She was bad,” Nova said. “When I was on the train, in that little cage where you found me, I had to watch while the Elders hurt people. I heard them scream. Some of them died. Hannah wasn’t there, but she knew that happened and didn’t care. She controlled people and made them do horrible things. It’s good she’s dead.” The child drew a deep breath, a visible tremor running through her body. The stony façade crumbled and Nova’s face twisted with anguish as she began to cry.

			Amira dropped to her knees, with some effort, and threw her arms around Nova. The child gulped and sobbed against Amira’s shoulder, dampening Amira’s jacket. For the second time that night, she had to comfort Nova through unspeakable trauma. Another explosion echoed in the distance.

			“I want them all to die like that,” Nova wailed.

			“I know,” Amira said. Nova, she realized with an unpleasant lurch, carried more than she let on. The Sinna had helped her reconcile her identity with Rozene’s consciousness, but she now carried a second lifetime of suffering and traumatic memories, more than any child should bear. She had been buried alive in the desert, caged in a filthy pool, witnessed torture and death, and, just hours ago, watched Marlee, someone she cared for, murdered. Amira had been oblivious and self-centered. Hannah’s death was far from the most traumatic thing Rozene had experienced, even tonight.

			“Don’t you want them all to die?” Nova asked. Though muffled, her voice dropped in intensity, her tone calmer.

			“I just want it to end,” Amira said. She wiped her eyes. “All this suffering and violence. It doesn’t need to happen. It never does. And I don’t want anyone to die. Including me.” A sob broke through her chest.

			They knelt in the middle of the street until Nova’s cries died down. The sounds of a city under siege rumbled in the distance, but Amira stayed rooted to the pavement, her body calm and still. She had nowhere else to be, as long as Nova – and Rozene – needed her. That sense of purpose rooted her to the cracked pavement beneath their feet, and made her strong. Was this what motherhood yielded? Perhaps she carried the instinct, after all.

			When they resumed their trek to the Academy, Amira stole glances south, toward Aldwych. The district’s skyscrapers, adorned in glittering lights, still extended into the clouds. No smoke rose from their towers, though the shuttles from the Galileo had ceased. Amira’s heart stilled. The stevedores had hopefully left their shifts and taken themselves out of harm’s way. Reznik was coming.

			Smoke dirtied the air at the end of the street. It hovered as a yellow-grey fog, before the acrid burning smell reached Amira’s nose. Nova coughed.

			“What’s happening?” she asked.

			Around the next building lay the Academy’s campus. Loud noises fought through the neighboring brick walls, shouts, and loud bangs. Though the sun had disappeared over the Pacific hours ago, the sky directly overhead glowed a dim red.

			Ice crawled through Amira’s veins. The fight had reached the Academy.

			“Follow me,” Amira said. Crouching low, she led Nova toward a familiar building, down a set of stairs.

			Chaos greeted them in the halls of the student building. Doors to dormitories flew open, students dragging suitcases and sacks of laundry out of their rooms. Wealthier students programmed transport drones to deliver their possessions elsewhere, presumably to comfortable family homes outside of the city. Other students ran out of the tunnel pathway that led to the Academy, faces tight with panic.

			“Get that kid out of here,” a young man shouted at Amira. “The campus is under attack.”

			“I shouldn’t have stayed,” another man, covered in holographic tattoos, wailed to a sympathetic but equally panicked friend. “But I had a biotech exam on Thursday. They don’t let you take those over the Stream.”

			“Are they in the Academy? The Trinity fighters?” Amira asked a woman who was surveying the scene with folded arms. Her cool demeanor and jet-black hair reminded Amira of D’Arcy, and the woman didn’t disappoint as she cast a wry smile at Amira.

			“Not yet,” she said. “I just came from the library. Looks like Trinity crazies are trying to bust through the front gates and scale the walls. Luckily, we’ve got police and security drones fighting them off. I’m even thinking of going back there to grab some books, before they lock everything off. It’s probably safer than running.”

			“They can’t lock the doors yet,” Amira said. She wet her lips and swallowed back a wave of fear. “I’ll message Pierson, the detective inside. I need to get in.”

			“I bet you do, Amira Valdez,” the woman said with a wider grin. “My roommate met you before you did that crazy speech. She’s around here somewhere. We all support what you’re doing, by the way. Even the ones who’re panicking right now. And this must be the clone, M. Nova Hull.” She leaned down and offered a hand to Nova. “It’s a serious honor to meet you.”

			Nova shook her hand with a shy, wary smile.

			“So the library’s safe, for now?” Amira asked. She liked this student, every instinct screaming to trust her, but still avoided mention of the prism.

			The woman nodded. “There’s something going on there, though. That’s why everyone’s freaking out here.”

			She gave Amira and Nova a lazy salute as they turned down the tunnel toward the Academy.

			A door swung open at the end of the tunnel and they came face to face with Julian.

			His face crumpled in relief. He leaned into Amira, embracing her in silence, before bending down to Nova.

			“I don’t know whether to hug you or throttle you,” he said. “Are you both all right?”

			“Hannah’s dead,” Nova said, before walking past him toward the stairs. “I’m going to find something to read.”

			Julian turned to Amira, his expression dazed.

			“We’re fine,” Amira said. “Fine enough, all things considered. What’s happening up there? Nova, stay with us!”

			“They’re attacking around the Academy gates,” Julian said. “It’s not a huge group. Pierson heard a larger force, with Reznik, is marching toward Aldwych. This seems to be a side project, or a group that splintered off. They started writing anti-Aldwych stuff on the Academy walls and tried to get in.”

			“Do they look compound?” Amira asked. She folded her arms and looked up at the ceiling with a shiver. Did they know about the prism inside the Academy, or had they just come here to attack an institution affiliated with Aldwych? The answer would determine how prepared – and dangerous – their attackers would be.

			“They look like people, Amira,” Julian said with an air of exhaustion. “I don’t know. It’s dark outside. People are shooting at each other. I don’t know more than that.”

			“They’re compound.” Someone spoke and a door behind them opened. Amira leapt at least a foot in the air. She spun around. Hugo stood at the door leading to the prism room with arms folded.

			Heavy footsteps rattled the ceiling above them.

			“Quick, get inside,” Hugo said. He locked the door behind them with a decisive slide of a bolt. Amira pressed her hands against the cold metal. Would it be enough to keep the Trinity at bay?

			Deeper into the hallway, they entered the prism room. Nova immediately ran toward Hani, who scooped her up in his strong arms.

			“You shouldn’t be here,” Hani said, his voice muffled into Nova’s red hair.

			“Tell me about it,” Julian grumbled. “This has been quite a night.”

			“And it’s not over,” Hugo said. He rounded on Amira. “I heard you went exploring. Did you find anything?”

			Amira held up the clear vials and it was as though the air left the room. Everyone stilled, even Nova. Behind Hugo, the prism glinted behind its barricade under the flickering basement bulb, as though winking at them.

			“You know how to use it with the prism, right?” Amira asked. “To disperse a chemical across a radius?”

			Hugo nodded, his eyes wary under bushy brows.

			“But that wouldn’t just expose the Trinity people to Tiresia,” Hugo said. “It would hit everyone within range. Students, people in their houses…us. Given the size and schematics of this thing, it could hit half of the city if it was toggled right.”

			Julian sucked in his breath.

			“Amira, we can’t do that,” he said. “It’s immoral. Inflicting a mind-control, consciousness-altering drug on a population against their will. Remember how you felt when the same thing was done to you?”

			“I know,” Amira said. A feverish heat spread from her forehead to the tops of her shoulders. “But if it gets into the Trinity’s hands, it’s going to be worse. I can stop them, if we do this right. Reznik’s army is all controlled by Tiresia. People, machines. If I can leverage the prism, the way it was intended, we can stop the attack on Aldwych. I can disperse Reznik’s army and disable his machines.”

			“I don’t know, Amira,” Julian said. “It’s like pointing a mag gun at someone when you don’t know how to use it. If they take it from you, it’s over. What if you trigger this thing and the Trinity are able to wrestle control from you? They’ll have even more people under their control.”

			Amira opened her mouth to retort, but the words died in her throat. Julian had a point. Beyond the obvious ethical considerations, it was risky. Injecting Tiresia into a battle, in which both sides wielded it as a weapon, could end badly.

			Nova squirmed in Hani’s arms. He released her and she stepped toward the group as they debated.

			“People are going to die if we don’t do something,” Nova said. “They’re killing people now. I can also help Amira. We can talk to each other when we take that stuff. We should do something.”

			A deep rumble drew every eye up to the ceiling. The force of it rattled the walls, made them take a step into the room’s center.

			Hugo raised his hands.

			“For now, let’s just get this thing away from dangerous hands,” he said. “If they use it, everyone agrees, we’re in trouble. We can debate the ethics of whether we use it when we’re not in mortal peril. Sound reasonable?”

			In agreement at last, they set to work. The prism was too heavy for them to move, but the guard bots around the room had been trained to transport it onto a customized drone platform that could fly out of the facility. One by one, Hugo began programming the drones’ instructions.

			Moments later, the ground around the prism changed color, its cool surface vibrating. Nova gasped as the tile beneath the prism parted from the floor and lifted off the ground. The drone engine at its base groaned from the effort but several seconds later, the prism was in the air, atop a wide, levitating platform. It hovered in the center of the room, rumbling like an exceptionally loud wasp.

			“Now we just fly it out of here,” Hugo said with a satisfied clap of his hands.

			Hani rolled his eyes. “Would’ve been nice if they hadn’t put it in a closed basement,” he noted while hoisting Nova atop the platform.

			“It’s like a magic carpet,” Nova said, a hint of glee escaping through her otherwise somber air.

			But Amira’s stomach curdled at another rumbling sound above them. What would they find outside? The grey tinge to Julian’s face suggested he had the same concerns.

			“Let’s move,” Amira said. “And be ready for an attack.”

			They made quite a scene as they advanced down the corridor toward the main library level. A flank of security robots led the group, followed by a pregnant woman, three men, a levitating platform with a giant, glinting prismatic device and a small child atop it, followed in the rear by yet more robots.

			A security door slid open and a charred robot skidded into the room.

			Amira leapt to one side to get out of its way. Smoke and the tangy scent of singed metal trailed in its wake.

			On the other side of the door, a trio of Trinity marshals stood with mag guns in hand. Behind them, an Elder with long black robes pointed at the prism. An eyepatch concealed one eye, but the other widened like a veiny orb. His jaw hung slack. Amira unleashed a startled cry. It was the same Elder whose eye she had maimed in New Mexico. His weathered features twisted into a snarl as he reached that mutual state of recognition.

			“Attack!” he yelled.

			The security bots responded in kind, opening fire on the marshals. Chaos erupted around them. The sharp whizz of mag gunfire tore through the air around them, mingling with hot smoke and dust where bullets struck the narrow corridor walls. Panicked screams filled the tunnel. Hugo tried to push the platform backward; Hani took cover with Nova behind the prism. Julian crouched behind one of the security bots before the machine crumbled under a barrage of mag gunfire.

			“Get behind the prism!” Amira yelled. She struggled to find cover behind a pair of security robots, but the Elder’s leering face appeared through the gaps between their mechanical heads.

			“The pregnant bitch on the train,” he crowed. “Amira Valdez, the greatest traitor the Holy Country has known. Now that I know exactly who you are, I have even more regrets about not plucking your eyes out.”

			The robots unleashed a coordinated volley of counterfire. The marshals retreated, raising their left arms in a blocking motion. Clear shields expanded from thin handles in their hands, forming a glass-like oval barrier between their bodies and the robots. Bullets bounced off the shields and the heavier magnetic fire reverberated with deep, gong-like sounds.

			Air deflated from Amira’s lungs, as though she had been punctured by a sharp pin. The Trinity had enhanced their weaponry to include North American Alliance-grade shields. No doubt sympathizers in the cities had played a part.

			Amira joined the others behind the prism. Julian grabbed her hand, his own palm sweaty as he pulled her onto the platform.

			The marshals formed a tight unit, firing around their shields. They targeted the line of security robots and within a minute, two of the eight machines lay in smoldering ruins on the ground.

			“You can see you’re trapped and outgunned,” the Elder called from the other side of the prism. “We’ll pick off those remaining hunks of junkyard metal before long. You can save yourself time and get a quicker death by handing over that device.” He gestured with a gnarled hand at the prism.

			“Do you even know how to use it and what it’s for?” Hugo shouted back.

			The Elder chuckled. “We’ll figure it out. Maybe take you alive with us, so you can show us your Aldwych tricks, with some of my favorite ways of persuasion.”

			“Don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m suddenly less inclined to surrender,” Hugo said. He delivered the line with dry humor, but his eyes bulged with fear beneath a clammy forehead. Next to him, Hani squeezed his hand. Amira pushed Nova farther into the center of their sheltered prism side, the better to protect her from a stray bullet.

			“Looks like Elder Reznik’s primary was right about this one,” one of the marshals said to the Elder. “They didn’t want us to find it. Sometimes, the women have a good mind for things.”

			“Didn’t expect to be undone by a fellow female, did you?” the Elder said to Amira, sniggering. “One who knows her true place in this universe and how to help her people.”

			Amira clenched her jaw, too rattled to find the right retort, but Nova’s small head popped around the prism.

			“Hannah’s dead,” the child cried out. “Like you’re going to be dead. She tried to do what you’re trying now, and it didn’t work out well for her.”

			The high, childish giggle that followed froze Amira’s bones.

			“We don’t need a disgraced wife to make use of it,” the Elder said, but his snarl couldn’t hide the surprise and doubt in his voice. Clearly, they knew nothing of what the prism did and were counting on Hannah’s considerable talents as a Vesseler to leverage a surprise weapon in the battle. A mutually beneficial arrangement, in which all parties would earn Reznik’s favor. Without Hannah, the Elder and his small team faced a steeper climb.

			“Surrender,” one of the marshals bellowed.

			“Fuck you,” Julian shot back.

			Behind their shields, the Trinity marshals fired.

			The platform swayed under the force of the gunfire. A tunnel of heat roared above Amira, singeing the edges of her hair. Mag gunfire, barely missing her. The remaining robots fell in front of them, the stench of charred metal mingling with the tangier, more human reek of sweat and fear. Screams and shouts flooded her ears and the world became a confusing kaleidoscope of movement and color. Amira squeezed her eyes shut and curled into the smallest ball she could manage, oblivious to the quivering, panicked bodies crammed around her, all fighting for safety behind the prism. How long would they all last?

			A loud, hideous crack forced Amira’s eyes open. She dared a glance around the prism. One of the marshals fell to the ground face-first, landing with a sickening crunch. A second one raised his mag gun only to drop it a second later. He fell forward and gripped the mangled collection of tissue and bone that once comprised his kneecap, unleashing an ear-splitting scream. The third marshal was quicker. He spun around, shield still activated, and yanked the bewildered Elder behind him.

			The smoke from the melee faded, revealing Pierson, Miles, and Maxine standing in a row. Maxine cocked her mag rifle and pointed it directly at the remaining two Trinity fighters.

			“Hello again, Elder,” she crooned. “You seem to have strayed a little far from the main battle.”

			“Convenient for me,” Pierson said. “Easier to pick you off when you separate. Your zombies and groupies upstairs are all either shot, on their way to the hospital or arrested. Which do you want? I’d prefer putting you under arrest, but I’ve learned how to be flexible.” A vein on his forehead throbbed. His eyes formed two angry slits as they locked on to the Elder.

			“Neverhaven take you, heretic,” the Elder said. “The Holy Trinity does not acquiesce to your laws.”

			“Ooh, he’s learned some big words,” Maxine said. She tilted her head toward Pierson but also didn’t take her eyes off her target. “I’d like to shoot him. Can I please shoot him?”

			“It’s coming!” Nova yelled. She twitched next to Amira before pressing her back into the prism.

			Before Amira could react, the marshal guarding the Trinity Elder sprang to action. His shield arm swung in a fluid arc and he released the metal handle. The shield retracted faster than the eye could detect. The metal handle broke apart midair and the air whistled as small shards of metal flew in every direction. The word ‘flew’ was horrifically accurate. Instead of scattering as gravity dictated, they took literal flight, rising in the air, curving and speeding in different directions.

			One metal shard plummeted into Miles’ stomach. He unleashed a startled bellow as blood blossomed from his abdomen.

			Maxine leapt to one side but a shard clipped her calf and she fell with a shriek.

			Amira screamed. Her skin was suddenly on fire, ignited in panic. Three additional shards of metal spun around the prism, forming an agonizing arc toward the five people huddled around the translucent structure. Nothing shielded them from their charge.

			They pressed together. With animal instinct, Amira turned away from the shards, shielding both her belly and Nova from their sharp, glinting edges. Her body, coursing with adrenaline, folded in on itself, every limb tucked in to make herself as small a target as possible.

			A second later, Hani screamed near her. Julian followed.

			Pain, white-hot and cold at the same time, seared the softest part of her right leg, just above her knee. It sliced her skin and bit her flesh. Her throat tore with the force of her scream. A cloud of red blocked her vision. Her body spasmed and reeled with the simultaneous urges to vomit and faint. She gulped a lungful of air and screamed again.

			Gunfire ricocheted through the narrow corridor. More shouts, screams.

			Then silence.

			The shock of the stab subsided but the pain persisted. With shaking hands, Amira reached back to her leg. Her fingers curled around the cold metal, so sharp and jagged. With a cry, she pulled it away. The wound burned with each agonizing movement, so she yanked it out with a single, jerking motion. Tears streamed in rivulets down her cheeks. The shard clattered onto the platform, now lifeless and motionless.

			Her own agony managed, Amira took inventory of her surroundings. On the platform, Hugo held Hani down, all soothing words and gentle touches, as he examined a shard buried in Hani’s back. Julian grimaced, his face a mess of sweat and tears, as he wrestled a shard out of his left bicep. Nova huddled in a shaking ball.

			“It’s coming, it’s coming,” she moaned.

			A wail rose from the other side of the prism. Pulling herself sideways, Amira peered around the glass structure with a hammering heartbeat.

			She was lying down, but her knees still buckled beneath her.

			Blood streaked the floor around a cluster of metallic and human bodies. Her eyes vibrated in their sockets, but Amira forced herself to focus, to find shape and meaning in the terrible scene before her.

			The bodies belonged to the Elder and three marshals. All lay on the floor, lifeless. The Elder’s neck twisted like a broken puppet’s on the floor, his exposed eye staring, unblinking, at the ceiling.

			And feet away, Amira’s friends knelt in a tight cluster. Maxine had a hand clamped to her mouth, her shoulders heaving. Pierson hovered over Miles. He twisted his head to position his ear over Miles’ mouth. He grabbed Miles’ wrist, fingers pressed in search of a vein.

			Amira slid off the platform. Her knees buckled again as she landed on her feet. Miles. No.

			“Lee, send an ambulance bot here now,” Maxine cried into the silent corridor. “He’s not breathing.”

			Whatever Lee said into her ear made Maxine stand up and kick the nearest wall. She screamed, whether from pain or frustration.

			“Here, let me help.” Hani rushed to Pierson’s side. Without preamble, he began administering CPR. Amira went numb, as though she had been doused with icy water. While Hani pumped Miles’ chest and Maxine rocked on the balls of her feet, Amira paced in silence. She stepped over a trail of blood and winced. She couldn’t look at Miles. Not like this. His body looked smaller, more vulnerable in its current state, but it was harder to take in what she couldn’t see – the spouse and the children waiting for him at home, unaware that he was dying in a torn-up Academy basement. Helping her.

			Miles’ chest heaved and they all cried out – in surprise and joy. His eyes flew open, bewildered and searching. They passed over Amira and her heart leapt into her throat. She struggled against all the words she wanted and feared to say. That she would always care for him, that she would always wonder and regret, where he was concerned. That she was sorry, but couldn’t say what for.

			Miles spasmed. Violent motions that shook his entire body, making his chest bounce like a child’s toy. Hani yelled something but Amira’s ears couldn’t unscramble the words over the rising horror inside of her, the realization that no ambulance or medbot would reach them in time.

			When it was over, Hani slumped over Miles’ body, shoulders heavy in defeat. Maxine cried and Pierson leaned against the wall, head buried in his hands. Julian, Hugo, and Nova had left the shelter of the platform and joined the group in a silent vigil. But Amira could only stare at Miles.

			She had seen her share of the dead. She had even grieved someone in a pool of blood. But Miles’ face, already greying and waxy, left her bruised with shock. She’d known him, his body, so intimately in life, had felt so alive around him, that his death felt not only wrong, but unnatural. How could he be gone? How could he never run another shift on the Parallel, walk into a room with that unmatched swagger, or never laugh again?

			Amira stepped backward. Her head hummed, a headache building in the base of her skull. The emotions in her head became too dense and cluttered, like a crowd on a subway platform trying to board a morning train.

			“He almost went home,” Pierson said, as though to himself. “He was going to get dinner at home with his family. But he said it wouldn’t have felt right if he hadn’t stayed.” He wiped his eyes.

			Amira’s shoulders seized and her fingers clenched. She couldn’t be here. Every moment she waited, the heavier her thoughts sunk inside her, threatening to pull her to the blood-streaked floor. And the more it put everyone else in danger.

			The Trinity, once they figured out what had happened, would keep coming. She had to meet Reznik.

			“Amira, what are you doing?” Alarm smeared Maxine’s teary face.

			Amira climbed back on the platform. Pain shot through her leg where the metal shard struck it, but she carried on. The platform swayed, ever so slightly, under her weight until she steadied herself.

			Nova followed and Amira pulled her up.

			“How do you fly this thing?” Amira asked.

			“I can steer it from my Eye,” Maxine said, barely above a whisper.

			“Good,” Amira said. “Hugo, you’re coming with us.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			To Aldwych

			The platform climbed into the night sky, passing across brick buildings and flickering streetlamps. Amira, Nova, and Hugo formed a strange trio on a strange vehicle, each clinging to a side of the tall prism that centered the flying platform. Nova hadn’t been wrong when she compared it to a magic carpet ride. The moon hung low in the sky, casting an ethereal glow over the dark cityscape. The grid of streetways below them shone a bright electric blue, bereft of cars and shuttles.

			Parts of the city seemed to be under a spell, all stillness and uneasy calm. But closer to Aldwych, flames rose from intersections and danced across the sides of skyscrapers. A gust of wind carried the hot smell of smoke. Hair whipped around Amira’s face and she tightened her grip around the prism, pulling herself away from the edge. After walking along the edge of the Soma building, she had been inoculated against a serious fear of heights. But she wasn’t so fearless to gaze directly below her to the dizzying, distant ground. Her leg throbbed but Hani had administered a healing sealant before they took flight, and the foamy white substance worked its magic on her wound.

			“Incoming!” Hugo shouted over the wind. His finger shot toward a blinking light in the sky. “Can Maxine get us lower, so we’re not sitting ducks?”

			Maxine’s voice crackled in Amira’s ear. “I’ll drop you to building level.”

			The platform dipped, threatening to send Amira’s stomach to the soles of her feet. Next to Amira, Nova closed her eyes.

			“Remember when we went around the building and I couldn’t move anymore?” she asked. “You gave me something to keep me going.”

			Amira managed a laugh. “An adrenaline blocker, mixed with a muscle stimulant. Luckily, we don’t have to move here.”

			“Just hold on for dear life,” Nova said.

			“And not get shot out of the sky,” Hugo added. The lights drew closer and a whirring sound accompanied them. Police drones. Siren lights blinked from their tops as they glided directly overhead, not breaking pace or changing course.

			“Guess they weren’t interested in us,” Hugo said. “They’re heading toward Aldwych, into the action. Is that where you’re taking us?” His eyes shone through the dark, accusation burning in their dark centers.

			“You said you wanted to expose Aldwych and atone, right?” Amira asked. “What did you think that would involve?”

			“Blowing the whistle and racing headlong into a battle are two different things,” Hugo said. “I’m on your side, Amira. But when you insisted I come with you…I left Hani injured back there. Do you know how hard that was? What if I never see him again?”

			“Welcome to my world,” Amira said. Anger salted her words. Hugo didn’t have a monopoly on losses in this struggle, and more than his weight in responsibility. “You know how to disseminate Tiresia and control the range. You know how to do these things because of the company you kept. And that’s what you need to do.”

			“Don’t accuse me of not doing my part,” Hugo said. “I know what I’ve done. I’ve also saved this kid from a lifetime of psychological torture. I’ve helped prepare that mini-Amira growing inside of you from meeting the same fate. I’ve put myself at risk many times over and we’ve all paid a high price, Amira. I’m not your enemy.”

			Amira sighed and her shoulders slumped. The weight of Miles’ death struck her with renewed force and the remaining anger drained away. Her body was exhausted. Her mind was stretched and frayed like torn cloth. She forced herself back to the night they all did Sinna on the rooftop. She had understood Hugo in that moment and moved past her resentment. Amira closed her eyes, searching for that feeling.

			“I know,” Amira said at last. “I’m sorry. I’m angry, and I’m afraid.”

			With visible effort, Hugo extended a hand away from the security of the prism. He squeezed Amira’s wrist.

			“We all should be,” he said.

			“Look!” Nova said. The glittering lights of the Aldwych skyline reflected in her eyes, long streaks of blue and red.

			Amira followed Nova’s gaze and her jaw fell. The Galileo building was on fire. Flames wreathed the top of the building, where rooftop platforms hurtled shuttles into space, toward the many stations orbiting Earth. Black smoke billowed with furious intensity from two points on the roof. Additional fires streaked from windows in the building.

			“Maxine,” Amira said.

			“I see it,” Maxine said into Amira’s ear, her tone tight and clipped. “I’m trying to see if Lee has more intel. Should I change your course?”

			“No,” Amira said. The certainty in her voice surprised her. But though fear enveloped her like a red cloak, threatening to blind all her senses, she could not turn back. If she turned back now, she wouldn’t know how to find her way back here, into the fray. She would go into hiding, or be hunted. She exhaled, her throat raw and ragged against the cold wind.

			Slowly, the Aldwych skyline drew nearer. Amira held Nova’s hand, their fingers curled tightly together. Loud bangs rose into the air, along with the more blurred roar of a crowd.

			“Got the update,” Maxine said. Amira tapped her temple and Maxine’s face projected into a hologram in front of her eyes, the woman now visible and audible to the others on the platform. “The Trinity broke into Aldwych, of course, and breached the Galileo, of course. A small group of fighters made their way up to the shuttle pads. When it became clear that they were going to win, Aldwych decided to shoot at the shuttles to prevent them from getting up to space.”

			“What?” Amira cried. She gripped Nova’s hand so hard, the child yelped in pain.

			“It gets worse,” Maxine said. “They didn’t evacuate the stevedores who were working tonight. They started to, apparently, but then the rescue shuttles turned back when Reznik fired on them. Mr. Pham told me that most of them are still trapped in Aldwych. Caught between a burned-out building and an attacking army.”

			Rage filled Amira like a poison, making her dizzy enough to grip Hugo’s shoulder for balance. The stevedores had accepted the terms of the agreement based on a promise for security as they did their work. Aldwych and the city of Westport had betrayed them. She had been foolish to think it could have ended any other way.

			Amira trembled and a red haze drowned her vision. She hadn’t felt anger like this since she had shared a conscious mind with Andrew Reznik, absorbing the cold fury that consumed him as he put bullets into his enemies. Fitting, then, that she would face him soon. But it was those out of her reach – the Cosmics and the cowards in Westport’s municipal skyscrapers, those who had decided to leave innocent people to die – that she longed to punish.

			Her teeth rattled in her mouth as the platform shook in the turbulent air. They entered the borders of Aldwych and could already feel the chaos below – the heat of fires, the percussive beat of gunfire and infrastructure collapsing. A sea of people trailed into the Aldwych Judicial Complex, its giant doors ripped away and scattered like broken bone shards on the courtyard floor. They moved in and out of other buildings like ants, clusters of them gathered behind burning vehicles, firing on the machines that Westport sent in lieu of people.

			“Amira?”

			Hugo shook her shoulder. Maxine’s face still hovered in front of them. It was she who spoke, their navigator, asking for their next course of action.

			“Land us somewhere in the district,” Amira said. “Close enough to be near Reznik but away from shooting range. Maybe a few blocks away, or inside one of the buildings that isn’t on fire. I don’t care where – we’ll figure it out.”

			Hugo sucked in his breath. Perhaps he understood, at last, that Amira would not be convinced to turn back. Nova scanned the skyline with wide, searching eyes.

			“I’ll try to keep you from being seen on the way,” Maxine said, before her holographic face vanished. The pause after her departure was a lonely one. Cold wind rippled through Amira’s hair and she leaned forward on the platform, energized. Below her, people were dying. In the smoldering Galileo, people who could be saved ran for their lives. Her world, once fraught with politics and machinations, had narrowed into something very simple.

			People needed her. And she would answer.

			The platform rose higher into the air over Aldwych Square and twisted southward. Through a gap in the surrounding skyscrapers, the high hills of the Rails shone, dotted with the lights glowing from spacious townhomes. What were the wealthy elite of Aldwych doing right now, the ones who weren’t in space with Tony Barlow? If they remained in the Rails, it would have been fortified with every type of security drone and robot the district’s wealth could buy. But more likely, they had fled to second homes in more remote places, in the Rocky Mountains or along the Baja Peninsula. Unlike the ordinary, suffering people of Westport, they could escape the disasters of their own making.

			A bright object whistled past them, shooting from the ground into the sky. The platform swayed from the disruption. Nova shrieked and Hugo yelled. Amira gripped the side of the platform and peered down.

			A small group near Aldwych Square gesticulated wildly at the flying object in the sky. Three people and a strange prism atop an open platform must have made for an interesting sight. One of the small group carried a large weapon over their shoulder, a type of bazooka. Its barrel, dark like one of Reznik’s empty eyes, pointed directly at them.

			“Maxine, we need to move faster,” Amira said.

			“On it,” Maxine said, and the platform shot up with stomach-dropping force. Hugo moaned and pressed the side of his face to the platform floor. Nova and Amira held each other tightly, leaning against the prism for support. Amira’s teeth chattered. A direct hit, and they would be gone. An indirect hit, and one or more of them could fall off the platform. She closed her eyes to block out the dizzying heights, the city lights spinning around them, and counted in silence. One, two, three.

			Another missile rushed past them in a streak of heat. Hugo screamed. Nova began to cry.

			Four, five.

			What kept Barlow calm when their shuttle from the Carthage station had caught on fire, streaking toward the Earth? Everyone around them had screamed and panicked, but Barlow remained in his seat, eyes closed and lips moving in a silent meditation. He was not a true believer in the Cosmic faith. He feared death, more acutely than most.

			But Barlow had a mission. A life goal that superseded everything else and every moment, no matter how challenging. That, perhaps, kept him calm – the determination that he would end the inevitability of death, and couldn’t die beforehand.

			Six, seven, eight, nine.

			Amira tightened her grip around Nova’s shoulders. She burrowed her back into the glass prism so hard, her spine ached. She couldn’t die yet. Destiny awaited her in a metallic room, surrounded by a pool of blood. She would live, but needed Nova to survive as well.

			“Almost there,” Maxine said in Amira’s ear. “Hang on.”

			Amira kept her eyes squeezed shut against the chaos. Her ears popped as they climbed higher and turned again. The cacophony of battle dimmed; the air cooled. The platform beneath her rumbled and slowed. Then it dropped. Not fast, but a steady descent that made her ears pop again. Nova muttered an old compound prayer – something Rozene had done when death inched closer. Amira hugged herself and crossed her legs, bracing for impact.

			And then, the strangest sound – a bird chirping.

			Amira’s eyes flew open. The platform came to a stop. It hovered, about four feet off the ground, in the middle of a beautiful garden. Tropical trees stretched around them, their bright green leaves drooping. A stone walkway curved through tufts of Japanese grass. Floating lanterns cast a soft blue light over the strange scene.

			“Not a bad idea, Maxine,” Hugo said. He clapped his hands in approval and crossed his legs. “We should have some peace and quiet before we get set up.”

			“D’Arcy suggested it,” said Maxine in Amira’s ear.

			Amira blinked in confusion. “Where are we?”

			“The Avicenna gardens,” Hugo said. “Guess you haven’t been in this building in Aldwych before? Right, Pandora’s cloning work was all in the Soma. The gardens are a nice little surprise in the center of the building, and part of their sustainable farming pledge. I used to eat my lunches here back in the day.”

			Amira craned her neck upward. Four high walls encased them, crawling with vines and stretches of vertical patches of grass. Stars blinked overhead. The Avicenna had a square carved into its center, where the garden lay bare underneath the sky.

			“It’s beautiful,” Nova said, before turning to Amira. “Why couldn’t I have been cloned here?”

			But the distant rumble of another explosion snapped them back to reality. The hushed tranquility of the gardens was an illusion – just outside the Avicenna’s walls, a battle raged. And if any of their attackers caught their trajectory, they could expect visitors shortly.

			Hugo went to work. He pried open a latch at the base of the prism, a vial of Tiresia between his teeth.

			“Careful,” Amira said. “That’s a serious dose. If it breaks in your mouth….”

			Hugo took the vial out of his mouth, casting an irritated sidelong glance at Amira.

			“I’ll fly out of my body and transport between dimensions, I know,” Hugo said with the subtlest hint of sarcasm. “You’ll need these, by the way.”

			He pulled something out of the prism’s base and extended an open palm. A series of blue wires with an array of sharp, clawlike needles at both ends, like a miniscule, modernized version of the whips the Elders used on her on the compound.

			It only took her a second to understand. She placed one of the cords along the side of her forehead.

			“Tap the switch on the end to activate it and synch it with your Eye,” Hugo said.

			Amira cried out as the wire curled and the sharp, needlelike ends dug into her skin. They poked her temple veins, a smooth vampire bite that left no trace of blood on her fingers. The other ends clung to the skin just underneath her hair. She applied the second one to the other side. Now expecting the pain, she managed to suppress another cry.

			“These are an upgraded version of what the Trinity Compound uses, by the looks of it,” Amira said to Hugo. “How do they work, exactly?”

			“Tiresia, as you know, enables a person to detach from their individual identity and tap into the wider consciousness that they call the Conscious Plane,” Hugo said. “When a group of people have all ingested Tiresia – whether by mouth, vein, or this photon thing I’m about to deploy – they all have access to the same shared consciousness, but they’re all on an equal footing. And as you know from experience, it can be very disorienting. These little head things basically filter out the Tiresia to enhance some effects and dull others. You’re able to reach into the minds of others in that dissociated state while maintaining firm control of yourself, without losing that mind–body connection as easily. So perfect, in other words, for controlling people.”

			Amira nodded, massaging the skin around the device with her fingers. Hugo’s explanation confirmed what she had long suspected about the devices, and made sense based on her understanding of the neurological effects of Tiresia. Her fingers shivered over the smooth, cold wires. She recalled the wild, thrilling surge of power when she first wore the helmet in Victor Zhang’s house, moving robots as though they were an extension of herself. She had done the same thing in the desert when attacked by the Trinity convoy.

			But people were different. On the Tiresia farm, when she connected across the dusty landscape to the prisoners in the buildings, she felt like an invader. If reaching into the robots felt like slipping on a glove, accessing a person felt like burrowing her fingernails into a person’s raw, bleeding skin. She sensed their fear, their desperation with every uncontrolled movement. It would be harder to do what she needed to do now.

			Nova took two vials from the platform and handed one to Amira.

			“We drink together,” Nova said.

			Hugo stole a glance at them, brows raised.

			“Are you sure you want to be a part of this, Nova?” Amira asked. “This could get ugly. I’m not sure I’ll be able to control everyone. Remember, there are Trinity people with helmets like these, commanding people.”

			“I can help you,” Nova said. “Why do you think I came along? Since when has sitting back and doing nothing worked out well for me? I’m doing this too.”

			Even if Amira wanted to argue with Rozene – because in that moment, the determined face boring into Amira was Rozene’s, not Nova’s – there was no time. A red haze spread across the night sky above them, coming from the direction of the Galileo. The building burned, with unknown numbers of people inside and around it.

			“It’s ready,” Hugo said. “I’ve got the remaining doses of Tiresia in this thing. You sure you want to do this?”

			“Fire it up,” Amira said. An invisible hand curled around her heart, making every beat heavier, but she straightened her spine and turned her gaze skyward.

			The prism emitted a beam of light. It shot like a beacon into the night sky, and a hazier, thinner light spread out from every direction. That light carried a dose of Tiresia to everyone within Aldwych, friend and foe alike. Hugo received heavy exposure with his proximity to the prism.

			And Amira and Nova were about to receive even more.

			“Cheers,” Amira said. She and Nova clinked their vials together before tipping their heads back, draining their clear contents.

			The Tiresia went to work immediately. The blood in Amira’s veins cooled and her extremities lost all sensation. Every strand of hair came to life on her scalp, tingling and standing to attention. Her teeth ached and she ran her tongue across them, aware of the subtle texture across the jagged enamel. The clawed wires curled across her skin and became a part of her, as essential as her bones and tissue. Blue light burst into the corners of her hazy vision. It chased away the numbness in her body, grounding her where she stood.

			Her lips curled in triumph. Her lids fluttered. Her mind swelled and pulsed between her ears, too expansive to be contained within her narrow skull. And so Amira extended herself outward, reaching into the veil of the Conscious Plane. With her temple sensors, she could reach out more easily, targeted and purposeful. The clone inside of her stirred and listened. It conveyed no thoughts, but expressed an alertness, a desire to absorb whatever Amira would experience in the coming hours. Amira then reached out of herself and found Hugo, still sitting on the platform. Regret and fear flooded his thoughts, Hani’s smile prominent in the spaces between. Guilt pulled at the edges of his thoughts, but when Amira probed further, his mind became murky, like a swamp after a heavy rain. Amira switched over to Nova, who was a churning tempest of feeling. Fury and focus, her wrath tempered by heartache. A kaleidoscope of memories. But as Amira reached to her, Nova steadied herself and reached back. They exchanged a subtle volley of thoughts – a neurological handshake – and extended out together beyond the gardens, through concrete and walls, outside to Aldwych Square.

			Hundreds of minds greeted them. Amira reeled, seized by sudden panic, but Nova anchored her, and Amira’s mind floated and wandered across the square. Clusters of civilians shielded themselves behind burned vehicles and barricaded doors. Groups of Trinity fighters moved through the pedestrian walkway, armed with varied weapons. Each group included a leader in the center, distinguishable by the helmets streaked in blue light on their heads. Westport’s robotic police force took up their own positions, attempting to slow the Trinity’s advance into the Galileo building. The dead lay scattered, unreadable to Amira but visible as dark streaks across the square.

			Not all the civilians crouched and cowered. Some smashed windows and ran into buildings, their thoughts thick with anger and indignation. Searching for the Aldwych scientists who created this chaos with their lies and secrets.

			But the Tony Barlows of the world were far away. The only Aldwych workers who hid themselves in buildings and makeshift shelters were lower-level labcoats and laborers, caught in the crossfire. And the stevedores. Amira drifted into the Galileo building, her mind flying through metal and concrete in search of consciousness. She found it. A cluster of people on the eighty-seventh floor, gathering around the stairwell. Fires blocked their way down.

			“What’s happening out there?” Hugo asked. He now lay across the platform, head cradled in his hands. Speaking appeared to take great effort for him. “I’m a little freaked out here.”

			“You’re picking up on the panic outside,” Amira said. “It’s chaos. The Trinity’s trying to get into the burning Galileo, Westport PD are trying to stop them. There’s a lot of people caught in between. We need to get people out of the Galileo first, since the police aren’t doing anything. Maxine, are you still there?”

			“I’m here, dear,” Maxine said. Her voice came out louder and tinnier in Amira’s ear, under the effects of the Tiresia. “And we’re also connected to Lee. He and the kids are trying to help where they can.”

			“We’re ready, Amira,” Lee chimed into her other ear.

			“Good,” Amira said. “Lee, can you hack into some kind of shuttle that could ferry people out of the building? A police hovercraft or an EMT vehicle, maybe?”

			“Can I…?” Lee muttered something under his breath that Amira couldn’t hear, but his offense at her question was clear. He had, to be fair, hacked into the North American Alliance’s most guarded presidential transport vehicle. “Where do you need it?” he asked, louder.

			Amira gave him instructions to take the flying vehicle to the Galileo’s eighty-seventh floor on the north-facing side. Toward the end of their conversation, Amira’s knees buckled. The ground swayed and she toppled sideways into the Japanese grass.

			“Amira?” Hugo called out.

			She held up a hand to silence him. Nova crouched next to her. Amira inhaled the sweet, green scent of the grass and let its blades stroke her cheek. It was overwhelming, she realized, to function and converse in her present body while also navigating the hive mind around her. She could do one well, or both poorly.

			“I need to focus,” she said, her tongue thick and heavy as she spoke. “Hugo, if you can turn that prism up, please do it. Nova, if I need to come back here, pull me in.”

			And with that, she left her body behind and leapt, unguarded, into the Conscious Plane. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			Fire and Moonlight

			The stevedores huddled in a tight group on the eighty-seventh floor. The ceiling rumbled above them, threatening collapse at any moment, and heat rose from the stairwell. One glanced downward, confirming the presence of smoke pooling from a lower floor. They could risk it and try to run past, but enough had gone wrong tonight. No one wanted to toy with fate. A man broke away from the group and explored a scientist’s office, pressing strong hands against the wide glass windows. Outside, many stories below, cars burned and clashes raged on the streets. There were no safe places, no good options.

			A bright light shot into the sky, a single vertical line extending to the heavens – or more accurately, the cluster of space controlled by rich scientists. The other stevedores joined the man at the window, gaping. A strange sight on a night that already bordered on the surreal.

			The people fighting below them had also noticed the light. They stopped in their tracks and pointed. Exclamations and curses followed. Fear ran through the district like an invisible current, drowning everything it touched.

			Amira followed that current, connected but also apart from it. She returned her focus to the stevedores on the eighty-seventh floor, with their desperate hope and their dwindling options. They were harder to stay with – farther away from the Avicenna and less susceptible than the compound fighters who had been dosed with Tiresia. But they clearly had begun to feel the effects of the prism’s light. They reeled, exchanged anxious glances, and fiddled with their ringing ears. With each passing second, their thoughts and recollections became clearer to Amira, their conscious minds less tethered to their bodies.

			She called to them.

			Stand together, away from the window.

			They snapped to attention like soldiers in a parade. Backs straightened and shoulders tensed. Several stepped backward, obeying Amira’s command. Others floundered in place, feet spasming and limbs jerking in resistance to the strange impulse in their heads. Amira focused on the thought, convincing herself of its utility – just step away from the window, and all will be well – in the hope that it would convince these frightened, disoriented people.

			It worked. The remaining stevedores stepped back and stood in a tight cluster around the door.

			Lee’s shuttle rose and hovered level with the window. The Westport police insignia shone on its side. A current of dread passed through the group of workers. Where had the police been hours ago when the Trinity attacked? Had they come to help them or arrest them, to hide the evidence of their failure?

			Amira tried to override those doubts, to replace them with reassurances of rescue, but a face emerged from the shuttle’s driver window. Lee grinned at the stevedores and raised a thumb.

			Amira didn’t need to direct the nearest man to grab a large table, nor a nearby woman to help him. But together, they hurled the table at the window, several feet away from the shuttle, and leapt back as glass shattered and a fearful gust of wind tore through the office. Papers scattered, equipment tottered and fell from desks, but the group of stevedores linked arms and walked toward the shuttle. Lee opened the side door, positioning it as close to the open window as possible. The effects of the Tiresia had begun to reach him, so Amira willed him to be steady, focused on the rescue. 

			“I thought you were going to hack it and let it fly itself,” Maxine said in Amira’s ear. Her tone dripped with cheery wryness. “Was it too hard to breach the impregnable fortress of Westport PD security? Afraid to ask Pierson for his password?”

			“Go ahead and laugh,” Lee said, his speech slightly slurred. “But me and a few of the other kids wanted to head into the city anyway, and I figured I might as well do the rescue in person. Might be easier to get them into the shuttle when they see it’s me, and not some unmanned police vehicle. Make Amira’s job easier.”

			“Very charitable of you,” Maxine said with a low, earthy cackle.

			The last person boarded the shuttle and the door swung shut. Amira spared no time for relief, nor amusement at Lee and Maxine’s banter. Clashes still raged below and the Trinity was not retreating, even after the Cosmics’ destruction of the Galileo platform. More concerningly, Amira couldn’t find Reznik. His followers overran Aldwych Square, shooting down police drones and burning down the Judicial Complex, but Reznik remained elusive. She knew Reznik’s conscious imprint better than anyone else’s, even Nova’s, and had even shared his body and conscious mind for a few, terrible minutes in the Galileo building. But as she repeatedly scanned Aldwych Square, she failed to find him among the crowd.

			He was there. When she pulled back slightly, returning to her own body, her ears rang with fierce intensity, as they always did when Reznik approached. She sensed him, the same way she sensed a cold breeze on her neck or a shadow moving across a dark alleyway. But Reznik, she realized in that moment, did not take any Tiresia during the battle. He remained apart from his commanding generals, soldiers, and captives, unable to feel and connect with them in the Conscious Plane. It made sense. After his exposure to Tiresia as a child and the uneasy connection with Amira it caused, Reznik would likely avoid anything that might make him vulnerable, more open to others. The Trinity leader had survived by building high walls around himself, his mind a labyrinth of tunnels and doors, with dark rooms behind them.

			The lack of Tiresia in his system would make it harder for Amira to find him. Perhaps until she did, she could use that to her advantage. If Reznik didn’t know she was present, she could control his followers, force them to stand down, without Reznik unleashing a counterattack.

			A police drone, armed with machine guns on its belly, sped above Aldwych Square. It dipped low and the nearest group of Trinity fighters formed a tight circle, heat radiating out of their bodies like sweat. The Elder with the blue-lighted helmet panicked and the group broke formation.

			The drone opened fire, spraying bullets in a straight line across the ground. The gunfire tore through the paved ground, cracking tiles and spraying dust, until it reached the Trinity fighters. Bodies jerked and fell. Screams and bellows rose over the chatter of gunfire. Amira felt each mind extinguish, one by one, lost to the Conscious Plane. The center of the squadron had been decimated, at least ten dead and more wounded, while those on the outer edges stared in horror.

			Then the Elder gathered himself and issued a command.

			Fire back.

			The surviving fighters raised guns simultaneously and pointed them at the drone, now forming a circle around the square to prepare for a second attack. Bullets missed the speeding drone, ripping through windows and spraying glass in every direction. But others struck the device, rattling across its body. They bounced off, doing little damage to the flying vehicle.

			Stand down, Amira commanded, and the fighters reeled. Several lowered their weapons, confused. The Elder struggled to pull them back under his control. An older woman fell to her knees, clutching her head and unleashing a terrified wail. The Elder pulled out a handgun and shot her through her left temple.

			Stop, Amira commanded the Elder, but the man repelled her, the mental equivalent of a hand swatting her across the face. The helmet gave him greater focus, like her own, making him less susceptible to her commands. Amira pressed him again, frustration mounting, but he steered the fighters to continue their fire.

			A marshal broke away from the group and leapt on the fountain in the square’s center. Taking shelter behind the statue of a female scientist, he fired a missile atop his skinny shoulder. He buckled under the weight of the weapon, but the missile shot out of its cannon, forming a red streak that drew eyes across the square.

			It struck the drone.

			The drone erupted into a ball of fire and streaked in a diagonal descent toward the ground. It emitted a metallic screech while burning, as though it were screaming, and fell toward the entrance to the Galileo building, where a barricade of police drones blocked the Trinity’s advance.

			“Oh shit,” Lee said in Amira’s ear.

			“What’s happening?” Maxine asked.

			The drone struck the barricade and the explosion unleashed a ball of fire. The ground rippled across Aldwych Square. The heat roared in every direction, accompanied by a rumble that shook every eardrum in the district.

			“The end,” Lee said. “They’re going to retake the Galileo in a matter of minutes. I’m flying toward Midtown. Let’s all jet. We’ve got our people out. Best we can do now is help anyone else caught in the crossfire and get away. Let the Trinity and Aldwych destroy each other.”

			Lee’s prediction proved correct. Trinity fighters spilled over the barricade, shooting at the remaining police robots that still stood upright after the explosion. The marshal with the missile climbed to the top of the fountain statue, raising his weapon in triumph to a chorus of cheers.

			Amira shifted her focus to a group of civilians still trapped behind a smoldering bus.

			Run.

			They crouched low but ran across the square in the opposite direction of the Galileo building. The Trinity fighters paid them no attention, focused on climbing over the last defenses into the building. Black smoke billowed from the barricade and blew west, toward the ocean. The civilians ran in the same direction and soon passed Aldwych station.

			Amira followed them, steering them down narrow streets and under bridges. They crossed a set of maglev train tracks to enter a residential area marked by dense brick buildings.

			A small group of people waited for them.

			“Here,” a woman said, waving a bottle of water. One of the fleeing Aldwych workers in a light blue lab coat took the bottle and waved her thanks. Several front doors opened and people emerged from their houses, beckoning them inside.

			“You can hide here!”

			“We’ve got a security drone. Come in and you can contact your family.”

			A wave of gratitude surged through the group and, though she was now a mile away, overwhelmed Amira. Westport residents braved a city on lockdown and opened their homes to people fleeing the carnage, including Aldwych workers. The institutions they had negotiated with had failed to deliver on their promises, but the city was changing, regardless. Perhaps the city would continue to demand that change, long after the last embers died in the smoldering ruins of Aldwych.

			Amira returned to Aldwych Square. She weaved through the minds of the Trinity fighters in Aldwych, trying to steer them away from the Galileo building.

			Leave. People here will help you. You can escape.

			Two people, a man and a woman, broke rank. They stumbled sideways, running toward the train station. Emboldened, Amira pulled several young teenagers, barely strong enough to lift their weapons, out of the crowd. A nearby Elder shouted over the din. Triumph rose in Amira’s chest. Reznik’s army was breaking apart.

			“Amira!”

			An older woman pushed the Elder back, her fury unleashed by Amira’s counterpull on her psyche, and ran out of the square. The Elder fired toward her but a pair of women tackled him to the ground.

			It’s happening.

			“Amira! Please.”

			She spun and spiraled through the square. There were too many people, too many minds, and her grip weakened. Something tugged at her arm – was it her arm? Or one of the many arms around her, throwing makeshift grenades or raising guns? Smoke streaked out of windows and trailed up the Galileo’s stairwell, but a stream of Trinity fighters ran up the stairs regardless, propelled by the Elders’ commands. They didn’t want to be there. They didn’t want to burn, but couldn’t stop their aching legs from running. Amira fought to reach them, but her arm kept hurting, her body jerking sideways.

			“I’m turning it off. Stab her if you have to, dammit!” Hugo, shouting from somewhere far away.

			Amira shrieked at a sharp, stinging pain on her shoulder. She opened her eyes. The garden’s floral air greeted her, along with Nova’s panicked face, inches from hers.

			“Amira, wake up,” she cried. “He’s coming.”

			Amira was lying in the grass on her back. She pulled herself up, fumbling at the wires on her temples. Hugo ran toward them, abandoning the platform. The prism no longer emitted light, its glass surfaces dull and lifeless.

			“What?” Amira asked. Her fists grabbed tufts of grass as she tried to sit upright.

			“Help,” Nova said, on the edge of tears. “Please, get up.”

			And then she knew. The blurry edges of her world came into sharp focus. Her body answered her commands and her senses heightened. Her ears rang. Cramps seized her stomach.

			Amira turned to the right. A light shone in the building and through its window, a tall figure with dark hair and darker eyes stared out at them. His hands rested at his sides, one of them gripping a small mag gun.

			Nova screamed. Amira shot to her feet. Reznik swung an arm and the window shattered.

			They turned and ran – Nova toward Hugo and the platform, Amira in the opposite direction. Every muscle in her body screamed at her to run, to escape, but her mind clung to a greater purpose. She was the one Reznik wanted. Perhaps she could give Nova and Hugo enough time to escape.

			Nova dropped to the ground, Reznik’s first shot flying inches above her head.

			“Come after me, you coward,” Amira yelled. “Fight your equal.” She darted behind a large, drooping tree and Reznik rounded toward her.

			“You’re not my equal,” he said in his usual cold, hollow tone. Always calmer than the situation dictated, numb and empty.

			“Prove it,” Amira panted. His steps drew closer, heavy boots on soft grass.

			“I see you’ve accepted your fate as a Vesseler,” he said. “And you’ve got yourself better toys than us. That city technology – those wires and that prism. You made one shatter, a long time ago. How did you do that?”

			“I don’t know,” Amira said. Her pulse raced against her temples with such force, she expected the wires to be ejected from her skin. She wanted to scream, to vomit. The cramps in her stomach sent a wave of pain down to her thighs, forcing her to hunch over behind the tree.

			“You say that a lot,” Reznik said, low and taunting. “I don’t know, I can’t tell you. But you had a lot of secrets to reveal on the Stream. Well done, by the way. The Elders of past generations have said nothing good came from the heretical Stream, but I’ve found a winning strategy from telling the truth on it.”

			Amira peered through a forked branch on the tree. Reznik walked toward her at a lazy pace. In the far corner of the garden, Hugo and Nova pulled themselves onto the platform and took shelter behind the prism. Amira sent a silent command for Maxine to fly them up and out of the Avicenna. She’d find her own way out.

			Not yet, Maxine immediately chided her in a message across her Third Eye. You can still get over there.

			Did she not yet understand Reznik’s talent as a shooter?

			Amira pulled off her jacket. She threw it to one side of the tree and darted in the opposite direction. Reznik’s shot caught the end of her shoe, the magnetic heat burning her heel. She screamed, but fell forward toward the next tree. Covered again, she kicked off the shoe. Her trick had bought her a fraction of a second, which likely saved her. But her skin tightened as she realized where Reznik had chosen to fire.

			“You’re not shooting to kill me,” she said. “You aimed for my foot. Hoping to keep me alive for something?”

			“You don’t have the fastest reflexes,” Reznik answered. “Being with child – sorry, cloned abomination – doesn’t help you. Not like that little clone there – she’s quick on the uptake. It’s rare for me to miss, Amira Valdez.”

			“She’s like you, I suspect,” Amira said. Reznik hadn’t confirmed his interest in keeping her alive, but his slow pace conveyed as much. He wanted her, or information she possessed. She could buy time for Nova and Hugo if she dangled the right carrot before him.

			“She can sense events before they happen,” Amira continued. “One of the effects of a heavy Tiresia dose, which she got before she was born. Her ability is like yours – you can sense things seconds before they happen. People might think it’s intuition, but it’s more than that. All our brains subconsciously know our actions before we take them, but thanks to Tiresia, you can make conscious decisions based on a split-second window into the future. Did you know that? Mine is a little different. I don’t see seconds ahead, but I can see more distant events – dream about them. I dream them, and in the future, they happen.”

			Reznik’s footsteps came to a halt. His breath was soft and shallow, his tall frame so close on the other side of the tree.

			“And what do you see in your future?” Reznik asked. “What awaits the famous Amira Valdez?” He spoke barely above a whisper.

			Amira pressed her back to the tree trunk. Her hand flew to her pregnant belly. Her heart quickened and another cramp seized her abdomen.

			“I end up somewhere in space,” she said. “Screaming in a pool of blood.”

			“Your own, or someone else’s?” Reznik asked, his deep voice rich with amusement.

			“Your guess is as good as mine,” Amira said. “Either way, it doesn’t look like I’m going to die here, surrounded by pretty grass and blue lanterns.”

			“Who are we to thwart the will of the universe?” Reznik said. “I can work with that.”

			He leapt around the tree. Within a second, his tall frame hovered above Amira and his hand gripped her throat. He pressed her against the tree, his dark eyes boring into hers.

			Amira! A message from Maxine flew across her Eye. Hang in there. We’ll get you out.

			But those reassurances meant little with Reznik’s face inches from hers. The ringing in her ears turned into a high, screaming whistle.

			“Is it true, then, that you can cheat death with your clone?” Reznik asked. “The Aldwych scientists want to live forever. Could that really be?”

			Swallowing, Amira nodded. Reznik’s dark eyes glowed with an intensity she had never seen before, even in those moments after he had relived his darkest memories and laid them bare to the world. Whether it was joy or rage, she couldn’t determine.

			“But you have to transfer yourself through pregnancy,” Reznik pressed. “Barlow is a man. How do they expect to live forever? Will that luxury only exist for females?”

			“Barlow is…looking into options to transfer a man’s consciousness into another person’s body,” she said, her voice thin and quavering. “Someone who can get pregnant. And a clone can also be implanted in a surrogate body. There are possibilities.”

			Reznik’s mouth twitched and he nodded in apparent satisfaction. “So that’s why he wants our girls. Bodies to use and discard, as I’ve said on the Stream. I was right.”

			Keep him talking. Another message from Maxine.

			“Yes,” Amira said. Tears spilled from her eyes. “Discard them, like you do. Like all you Elders do.”

			Reznik’s stony demeanor unraveled – first into anger, and then settling into a cold smile.

			“You don’t want those scientists to use them,” he said. “Traitor that you are to your people, I know you have principles. What if you could do it your own way?”

			Amira sniffled and drew a shuddering breath. Confusion clouded her mind, broke through the fear overwhelming her.

			“What do you mean?” she whispered.

			“Get me up to the station,” he said. “I’ll kill the scientist, Barlow, and the rest of them. Profess your public loyalty to me and the faith of the Trinity, and I’ll let you carry on your work in secret. You can keep doing your research. Find a way to succeed where the other scientists have failed. Do it your way. And then share the secret with me.”

			Amira stared at Reznik, the pair of them frozen underneath the tree. She searched his cold eyes for some sign of mockery or deception, but only found him staring back at her, waiting.

			But the terror she felt moments ago began to dissipate, draining through her pores like sweat. Reznik needed something from her. He held the weapon and the strength, but she had her own form of power.

			“It goes against everything the compounds believe,” Amira said. “No Nearhaven or Neverhaven. You can’t have the faith without death.”

			“We both know I’m not a true believer,” Reznik said. “You, in fact, are the only one who knows that about me, Amira Valdez. It’s…a difficult thing for me. That you know me better than anyone else. But the faith of the compounds can evolve, for the betterment of all. Those who live honorable lives are rewarded with immortality. Sinners are able to redeem themselves with a second chance, an opportunity to live again. Imagine me, if I had a different kind of childhood. Maybe my second life could be different.”

			Amira shook her head. After all she had been through that night, this moment was the most surreal.

			“You think after everything you’ve done, after everything you put me through,” Amira began shakily, “that I’d work with you? That I’d trade dealing with Barlow for dealing with you?”

			“Perhaps,” Reznik said. “You can either accept that offer. Or I can shoot you now.”

			With a swift motion and a cold smile, Reznik pressed the barrel of his mag gun to her forehead. The metallic end, still hot from gunfire, dug into her skin and brought tears to her eyes.

			“Choose,” Reznik whispered.

			“Amira!” Nova yelled across the gardens.

			An engine growled overhead. Reznik’s eyes rolled up to the source of the noise and Amira slid farther down the tree. Before Reznik could react, windows crashed behind them.

			Masked figures in red robes spilled out from broken windows and barreled through the garden’s nearest door. The Aldwych Legion. Mercenaries employed by the district when their interests didn’t align with the city of Westport. Amira had escaped them when they tried to seize her from Pierson’s custody. Once again, they had found her in a vulnerable state.

			Reznik spun around and fired at the nearest guard. The shot left a gaping, smoking hole in the center of their chest. The masked figure fell, dead before they could even scream.

			Reznik wasted no time. He leapt forward, firing two swift shots at the next two targets. They both fell, shrieking as melting tendrils of skin fell onto the soft grass. The other guards finally returned fire, but Reznik darted between the trees, evading them. His arm flew around a willow trunk and found another target.

			Amira crawled across the grass toward the prism. The skin on her forehead burned and blood ran into her right eye, smudging her world in dark red. Her legs ached and a wave of vertigo nearly knocked her sideways. Panic propelled her forward. Nova and Hugo were blurry shapes before her, shouting and beckoning her toward them. The prism shone like an anchor in the dark, lush battlefield, guiding her way.

			A force struck her from behind, shoving her to the ground and knocking the wind out of her lungs. Pain lanced her pregnant belly. She screamed as a rough hand pressed her face into the damp, green earth.

			“You’re staying with me,” Reznik snarled. He fired his weapon again and a loud, short scream followed.

			And then, another scream. Smaller and higher. She could barely move her head, but Amira twisted her neck toward the prism. Two legion guards had seized Nova and Hugo. Nova kicked behind her, small teeth bared, but proved no match for the giant guard. The guards dragged them away and Amira screamed again.

			The shuttle that had announced the Legion’s arrival dropped to the garden’s center, hovering inches above the mossy terrain. The guards shoved Nova and Hugo inside.

			The Galileo’s insignia glowed on the shuttle’s flank. Amira’s heart dropped into her ribs. The shuttle could reach space.

			Reznik pulled Amira up with him, the gun back against her head. He stepped backward, dragging her in front of him, as the remaining Legion guards advanced. They formed a semicircle, eyes dull and unreadable through their masks.

			“I’ll shoot her,” Reznik said.

			“Kill her, and Dr. Barlow will rain the Neverhaven down on you,” one of the masked guards said.

			“So I get to meet him, then?” Amira didn’t need to see Reznik’s face to know the wide, cruel grin that spread across it. “Good. I’d like to teach him some hard lessons before I put an end to his little immortality experiment.”

			The Legion’s shuttle rose into the air. A second one touched down in its place. The guards circled around Amira and Reznik, forming a tighter noose around them.

			A surge of light caught Amira’s eye. The prism glowed, light bouncing from its edges, until a beam shot from its top point to the sky. Amira’s eyes widened. Hugo managed to activate the prism before the Legion grabbed him. The wires on Amira’s temples glowed, warming her skin.

			The guards spun around toward the prism. Reznik seized the opportunity by taking several long steps backward. He dragged Amira with him, keeping the gun to her head. Amira’s entire body vibrated with adrenaline, ignited by a sudden sense of urgency. This was her chance. She had a gun to her head, was surrounded by Barlow’s personal army, but here was a narrow window to turn the odds in her favor.

			She closed her eyes and extended herself outward, beyond Reznik’s grip and across the strange, beautiful garden, toward each of the red-robed figures who floundered in place. Into each focused, frightened, thinking mind, one by one, until she reeled them in.

			The guards lowered their weapons and fell to their knees. A few buckled in place, reluctant to obey the mental command burrowing in their minds. Reznik shot one of them.

			“No!” Amira yelled. She wavered, and another Legion guard rebelled, turning his weapon toward Reznik. The Trinity Elder shot forward and grabbed the guard’s head. A blade flashed under the garden’s blue lantern light and the guard screamed as Reznik’s arm made a violent, jerking motion. The scream became a low gurgle as blood poured from the guard’s throat.

			“Everyone down, or you’re next,” Reznik said.

			The combination of Reznik’s and Amira’s different forms of persuasiveness had the desired effect. The rest of the Legion guards sunk to the ground with hands over their heads. Reznik grabbed Amira’s arm and dragged her toward the remaining shuttle. Amira shifted her mind toward the pilot inside, and he leapt out of their way onto the grass. Reznik glowered at the cowering figure, but kept his gun trained on Amira.

			“Sit,” Reznik commanded.

			Amira fastened her seatbelt with shaking hands. Reznik slid into the pilot’s seat. He handled the controls with one hand while keeping the gun trained on Amira. His eyes smiled as he drove the shuttle upward, gliding vertically out of the deep tunnel of the Avicenna. Amira whimpered at the sudden surge in force during their ascent, her eyes threatening to rattle out of their sockets.

			“Take out your Eye, or I’ll gouge it out,” Reznik said.

			Amira gave him no time to make good on his more-than-credible threat. She tilted her head back and pulled her lens out of her left eye. Reznik snatched it from her fingers and threw it to the shuttle floor. His shoe ground into the soft lens, tearing it apart.

			Amira swallowed. Her last tether to Maxine, to her friends, was gone.

			“Just you and me now,” Reznik said, as though reading her mind. Perhaps he could, to some degree. Under the buzzing thrall of Tiresia, she could certainly read his.

			Next to her, Reznik trained his cold eyes on the shuttle radar, but his mind danced with conflicting emotions. Triumph for escaping the Legion, in their own shuttle no less, but also desperation. A chance to live forever. To evade death. No matter that he was chief Elder to the most holy Trinity community. If anyone was destined for the Neverhaven, it was him. How many had he already sent there, some more slowly than others? His memories became a haze of red, punctuated by contorted, screaming, pleading faces.

			And fear. It crawled like a vine around Reznik’s consciousness, as he sensed Amira’s presence there.

			“Get out,” Reznik said. He waved the gun at Amira, a perfunctory threat. “Don’t even think of using your Vesseling on me. I’ll pitch you out of this craft.”

			“It could be useful, for where we’re going,” Amira said. Because she had accepted as much – she would never take Reznik’s offer or collude with him. But right now, they were going to the same place together. She needed to save Nova and Hugo. She needed to get to Barlow. And at the moment, Reznik was integral to reaching that goal.

			If he didn’t kill her first.

			“I mean it.” Reznik’s mouth twisted in an unpleasant snarl. “We may share a connection of the mind and spirit, Amira Valdez, but you will not control me.”

			Amira sunk back into her seat. “I don’t imagine anyone ever has.”

			“No.” A dark cloud passed over Reznik’s eyes as he steered them up and away from the Avicenna building. “Only the laws of the universe control me these days. And perhaps, with this Aldwych technology, not even that.”

			“Do you fear death?” Amira asked. “Or do you just not want life to end?”

			“What’s the difference?” Reznik asked with a snarl. But Amira reached into his memories. He was so close, and it was so easy. A grey-tinged memory unfolded of Elder Bill Young, weak and whimpering on a bed, pulling the blankets up to his chin like a child. He looked up at Reznik with unmasked terror.

			And then Elder Young, gasping, as Reznik’s hands tightened around his throat. The soft crunch as his sinewy neck strained against Reznik’s grip. But Reznik was too strong, too determined.

			“I said stop!” Reznik bellowed, and Amira shrank back toward the passenger window. Outside, city lights shone around them. Her city.

			“There’s a difference,” Amira continued. “In one case, you don’t want to die because there’s so much to live for. You don’t want all of those experiences, all of those memories of people and places to just…come to an end. As though they never were. In the other case, you just don’t want to die because you’re afraid of what follows.”

			Reznik spat. “You should stick to your mind-reading toys and avoid the philosophy. You’d make a terrible Elder. What terrible sermons you’d preach.”

			Before Amira could muster a retort, a loud rumble drew her gaze out the front window. Ahead of them, the top of the Galileo building smoldered. But between the patches of flames, a shuttle took position on the charred remnants of a landing pad. The Aldwych Legion’s shuttle.

			Nova.

			Amira clenched her fists in her lap. She leaned forward on her seat, anxious to leap out of the shuttle toward her friends.

			“I do have something to live for,” Reznik said, as abrupt as he was cold. “Revenge. One lifetime isn’t long enough to make the criminals of Aldwych suffer. To advance the holy communities and let them thrive again. Don’t you want the same? To make the people who harmed you pay? Think about it – you could find a moment of weakness and maybe get your revenge on me.” He turned to Amira with a chilly, lopsided smile.

			Amira’s fists unclenched and she ran a hand over her belly, steadying herself against another cramp.

			“I just want to live without all of this,” she said. “I want to be safe and in peace. I want my friends to be safe.”

			Reznik cast another amused glance in her direction.

			“One thing at a time,” he said. “Here – hit that button when we fly over the roof to auto-land the shuttle. They’ll fire on us. I’m getting some additional weapons from the back. One wrong move, and you die first.”

			They neared the landing pad. Up close, the rooftop was more intact than expected. Fires still burned, yes, and only one shuttle stood. But the Galileo still made for a capable gateway into space. For how much longer remained to be seen. Fearsome plumes of smoke billowed from the lower windows and a red fire glowed at the base of the building.

			Amira slid into the pilot’s seat as Reznik disappeared into the back of the shuttle. She pressed the landing command and gripped the steering wheel for comfort.

			A fresh, rumbling sound drew Amira’s gaze to her right, out the front window. Another shuttle sped toward the Galileo. Lee. Hope surged in Amira, filling her lungs. Her shuttle began its descent toward the landing area.

			The side of the shuttle bellowed and the vehicle swayed to one side. An Aldwych Legion guard poked out of their shuttle, a heavy rifle trained at Amira. She gritted her teeth, biting back panic, and veered the shuttle to the right before the guard unleashed another volley.

			Reznik emerged from the shuttle’s rear. He surveyed the scene in a flashing second before kicking the side door open on the passenger side. He leaned out of the shuttle, one hand on the guardrail, and fired a single shot at the Legion guard. The red-robed figure crumbled to the smoldering floor.

			Reznik pushed Amira aside and commandeered the shuttle. Amira moved away with no objection; she was no pilot and landing was about to become precarious. Outside the window, Lee’s shuttle reached the building. Sweat pooled in her palms. She gripped the guardrail to steady herself.

			The shuttle veered and dipped as Reznik steered through the flames in search of a safe landing point. Each drop sent Amira’s heart plummeting. She longed to dissociate, to cast her mind across the Conscious Plane into the neighboring shuttle, to access Nova’s and Hugo’s minds, reassure them that help was coming. But she couldn’t. She needed to focus, to be present for the opportune moment.

			Reznik pulled the steering wheel. Outside the shuttle’s open side, the rooftop’s smoldering ground flew by, only ten feet away. Now.

			Amira jumped out the side door. Time dragged as her legs kicked against the open air before the ground neared. Her feet met the hard roof first. She fell forward, landing on her knees and hands. The rugged asphalt scraped her palms and her joints buckled from the force of the fall, but she successfully shielded her belly.

			Hot wind rushed her face. Amira scrambled to her feet with difficulty, her pregnant body threatening to lose balance, and darted sideways, just evading the volley of bullets that cracked the spot where she landed. Without looking up, she moved in a zigzag until she found shelter behind the wreckage of a large Galileo transport. She crept into its burned skeleton and peered through one of its ash-streaked windows.

			The Aldwych Legion redirected their fire to Reznik. Two figures stood outside the Legion’s shuttle while another worked to clear debris and embers from the launching pad. Attempting to launch themselves into space, Amira realized with a sudden lurch. The shuttle windows gave no clue to Nova’s and Hugo’s states, too distant and obscured by smoke.

			Reznik had landed his shuttle, but under fire, he returned to the pilot’s seat and pivoted his vehicle to face the Legion. His thoughts reached Amira like static from an untuned radio, in sporadic fits. He wanted to kill them all, but to keep the ship intact. He needed to seize Amira again, keep her close. Her intrusion into his thoughts left him frightened and enraged. He would make them all pay. He would win.

			A third shuttle barreled toward the rooftop. The Legion’s shooters spun around and aimed their weapons at Lee, who dodged their fire with a dizzying turn. The two shooters fell as Reznik fired two loud, clean shots. Smoke emitted from his gun barrel and through the dark, his mouth curled into a satisfied smile. Reznik’s dark eyes glowed as he restarted his engine.

			Lee’s shuttle picked up speed, barreling across the Galileo rooftop toward Reznik.

			“Lee, no,” Amira whispered.

			Reznik’s eyes darkened through the pilot window. He opened fire on Lee, but Hadrian’s protégé didn’t maneuver or break speed in his charge. His face was invisible from Amira’s position, but she didn’t need to see Lee to know he was intent on stopping Reznik, no matter the cost.

			Reznik fired again, cracking Lee’s pilot window, but the shuttle continued along its path. Snarling, Reznik leapt out the side of his shuttle. A second later, Lee’s body hurtled from his passenger side. The shuttle landed on the ground, skidding toward Reznik’s seized vehicle.

			The two shuttles collided – Lee’s passenger vessel against Reznik’s stolen Legion vehicle. It was not a dramatic explosion, but the crash of metal on metal grated Amira’s ears and a fire erupted from the collision’s center.

			The two men stumbled and coughed, but Reznik was the first to regain composure. He advanced on Lee, gun at his side.

			“No!” Amira yelled. She struggled to pull herself outside of the safety of the wreckage to reach her friend. She grabbed a beam above her head to weave around the broken shuttle door, but a terrible stomach cramp stopped Amira in her tracks. Stars exploded in her vision and she doubled over, eyes squeezed shut against the pain. She sucked air into her lungs with ferocious intensity until the cramp subsided. Loud bangs and a strange buzzing sound echoed from the other side of the door.

			Amira opened her eyes to find a dark puddle between her ankles. Her shaking fingers ran up her left pant leg. One side was wet.

			“No,” she moaned. Her waters had broken. And the cramps were the start of her contractions.

			Her teeth chattered against the rising horror of the situation, but Amira swallowed her terror back. She had no time to deal with this now. Somewhere, in Aldwych or in space, lay the cocktail of drugs that could delay labor. She would find it, once she saved her friends.

			With a loud grunt, she pushed the broken door aside. On the platform, dark shapes flew around Reznik, dipping and striking from above. Reznik swatted them away and aimed his gun at the spinning objects. After a stunned moment, Amira’s eyes widened. Small drones shaped like mosquitoes buzzed around Reznik with charged pincers, attacking him without pause. Lee crouched nearby, untouched by the machines, as he reloaded his weapon. His tattoo of Rozene’s name glowed green in the dark.

			Amira’s heart swelled in hope. Hani’s machines had been sent to help the fight. Hopefully, Lee’s other comrades would send enforcements as well.

			The familiar rumble of a starting engine turned Amira’s gaze away. The last surviving Legion guard had cleared the debris and started the space-bound shuttle. Heat erupted from its base and the engine’s growl turned into a roar.

			“Stop!” she yelled. She ran across the clearing, past dying fires and around crumbled wreckage, toward the shuttle. Waving her arms, she opened her mouth to scream.

			“Take me with you!” she screamed. “I’m about to give birth. Isn’t that what Barlow wants me for? This is your chance.”

			Tears stung her eyes and her throat burned. Had she lost her mind? After months of running, was she about to walk back into the Cosmics’ open jaws? All Amira knew in that moment was that if she didn’t leave on that shuttle, Nova, and Rozene, would be gone forever.

			The shuttle stopped. The engine died and the door flung open. The guard stepped down, gun trained directly between Amira’s eyes.

			“Put your hands in the air,” the guard bellowed. “Get on your knees.”

			Amira’s legs cramped so severely that falling to her knees came naturally. She struggled for balance, her belly pulling her forward and her fingers numb with adrenaline.

			The guard inched toward her. He moved with hesitation, as though frightened of an unarmed, pregnant woman surrendering herself to an unknown fate.

			A streak of red flashed behind the guard. Nova leapt onto the guard’s back and flung her bound arms around his neck. She pulled him and kicked furiously at the backs of his knees.

			“Nova, no!” Amira yelled. She struggled to her feet. The guard spun around, lifting his weapon, as Nova clung defiantly to his neck. They became a spinning tangle of fists and billowing red robes.

			A shot rang out. It bellowed across the roof of the Galileo, tearing through the cold night air.

			Nova screamed and ran back to the shuttle, where Hugo beckoned her inside. The guard lay crumpled on the floor, a dark puddle pooling from his robes. His torn mask revealed a youthful face with light stubble.

			Reznik lurched forward and lowered his gun. His other hand gripped his side and he walked in unmistakable pain. Clenching his jaw, he raised his weapon toward Amira.

			“You’re right,” he said, triumphant. “This is your chance. We’re going up.”

			Lee charged at Reznik from the side and collided into him with the full force of his body. They fell into the fire from the burning shuttles.

			“Lee!” Amira screamed.

			She ran toward the fire, where two dark shapes thrashed in the flames. Time stretched in every direction like a metal coil coming undone. Her legs burned but she couldn’t run fast enough. Every second was a moment closer to Lee’s death.

			Screams rose from the flames. Reznik’s memories flooded Amira’s vision. She stumbled to one side, struggling for balance, unable to see in front of her. A man’s face screamed in agony. Reznik’s, then his father’s, under the cold blue light of the Osiris station.

			Andrew, don’t look. The voice rang in Amira’s ears as though the dead surrounded her, reliving their final moments. Reznik’s pain brought back memories of his father’s pain, the moment that had defined his every subsequent action, his life’s direction. His vision became Amira’s vision – a haze of red and orange, the shimmer of heat. Amira’s ears rang and rattled like broken bells. Somehow, through it all, she found Lee’s legs jerking and writhing and she pulled them toward her, away from the fire.

			Reznik hovered above them. Amira knew this without seeing it directly. She needed no holomentic machine to sense her conscious tether to Reznik tightening and slackening, pulling and releasing, a struggle in his final, agonizing moments. In the fire, his mouth stretched in a wild scream and his body spasmed, but the Reznik hovering above surveyed his own death with cool detachment. Relief, even. He knew, now, what his father might have suffered. He no longer needed to imagine, as he had done countless nights while failing to fall asleep. He would know what lay within the Conscious Plane, if anything at all.

			Reznik tried to pull Amira toward him, into the Conscious Plane, as they had done before, but Amira stayed in her body. She needed it to drag Lee away from the flames, to tear his shirt apart before it melted into his flesh, to check for a pulse. Her ears rang and her consciousness fought to separate from the horror all around her – from Lee’s pain, from her own, from the danger Nova faced. But she stayed.

			Reznik’s body stopped moving. Flames crackled around it and a hideous, acrid stench of burning flesh carried through the wind. Above them, Reznik rose toward the glittering stars, as Eleanor Morgan had done in Amira’s holomentic reading of her death. He was not a tall man with dark hair and hollow eyes, but a glowing light that faded with each passing second, dissolving into the wider Conscious Plane that vibrated in every molecule, every conscious being Amira could sense around her, forming a single fabric across the universe.

			It was only when Lee drew a shuddering, ragged breath, and Amira sobbed with relief, that she realized Reznik was gone, his presence forever out of her reach.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			Betrayal

			Lee’s face was a mess of smoke and oozing blood, which highlighted the whites of his eyes as they bulged at Amira.

			“Call for help!” Amira screamed at the bevy of mosquitoes. “Get Pierson, get an ambulance, do something.”

			A lone siren wailed. A police shuttle sped toward them, its red and blue lights flashing. Someone had been watching through the machine’s small, angular eyes.

			“Amira,” Lee said, his voice frighteningly thin. “The shuttle, you have to get to the….”

			“You’ll be ok,” Amira said, gritting her teeth against the start of another contraction. “The burns aren’t bad, now that I’m looking at them. I mean, they are, but nothing a good medbot can’t fix. You’ll have scars, but they’ll just add to your air of mystery.” She laughed and wiped her eyes.

			But Lee’s eyes twitched with a frantic, urgent energy. “No, the shuttle. Hugo.”

			Hugo. He had beckoned Nova back into the shuttle, after failing to leave it to help fight the guard. Beckoned, with unbound, uncuffed hands.

			An engine rumbled again. The launching station kicked into high gear, raising the Aldwych Legion shuttle from the platform. The floor below the shuttle parted and a propulsion rocket latched on to the shuttle’s base. It ignited.

			“No!” Amira said.

			With a powerful burst of heat and light, the shuttle shot into the air, as so many had done over the years from the famous Galileo building, and Nova and Hugo hurtled upward to space. To Tony Barlow and the Titan ship.

			By the time the emergency shuttle landed, and Pierson and Maxine stepped off, Amira was pacing in a state of shock and rage.

			Pierson ran directly to Lee, who had managed to prop himself upright with a great deal of effort. A medbot accompanied him and went to work examining Lee’s burns. Maxine advanced on Amira, slowing when she caught the expression on Amira’s face.

			“Hugo contacted the Legion,” Maxine said. “We caught it too late – we were so focused on rescuing you from Reznik, we didn’t pick up the encrypted message he sent out from his Eye. Hani’s a mess. We’re pretty positive he didn’t know. But why, after leaving Aldwych and helping us…?”

			“It doesn’t matter,” Amira said. Her body pulsed with fury, threatening to explode. It was as though with Reznik’s death, all of his fury at the world had transferred into her. “We don’t have to know why he betrayed us. We just have to stop him. He has Nova. He’s going to take her to Barlow, because he couldn’t get me.”

			“I know,” Maxine said with her best soothing tone. “We will. Listen, they’re seizing the Osiris.”

			“What?” Through her rage, Amira blinked in confusion. “Seizing the Osiris? Who?”

			“Everyone,” Maxine said, and for a moment, a grin flashed across her face. “Well, not exactly. But Hadrian’s NASH buddies defied orders and issued an arrest warrant for everyone on the Osiris station. Apparently, the Cosmics threatened to shut down the Ninevah station because of D’Arcy helping us, and that was the final straw. The Stream has been going crazy the last few hours as well – people demanding their governments do something, other countries refusing to cooperate with the North American Alliance on their action…or lack of action as Westport burned. It worked – your message worked. We’ve gotten word on the more hidden channels on the Stream that shuttles are leaving from the Atlantic Space Harbor toward the Osiris station as well. And once they get to the Osiris, they’ll discover the hidden Titan ship behind it. A lot’s been happening in the last few hours. Amira? What’s wrong?”

			Amira doubled over at the onset of a contraction. There was no mistaking it for anything other than a contraction this time. Muscle cramps like nothing else she had experienced seized her entire body, the pain swelling from her abdomen down to her legs, making her knees buckle. Her chest tightened and she struggled to take a sharp breath.

			Pierson and Lee peered behind the medbot, both of their faces tight with confusion. But when Amira met Maxine’s eyes, an understanding passed between them. Maxine’s eyes widened.

			“You need to get to a hospital now,” Maxine said.

			“I need to get up to space,” Amira said, her voice as strained as her patience. “This is secondary. I just need something to delay it and keep me moving.”

			“Oh, Amira….”

			But Amira stormed away from Maxine and any further debate. She stepped into the emergency vehicle, over the protests of Pierson and Maxine, and rummaged through the supplies. She swore. Why had she made this harder than necessary? She extended a hand outward.

			“Medication Partumtardix, single dose to me,” she said. A shelf latch clicked open and a single vial flew out from a drawer into Amira’s hand. She clasped it and assembled it into a syringe. Most medical emergency vehicles used voice commands instead of mental ones, to avoid possible errors in an emotionally charged emergency situation. But the SmartRoom technology allowed medical professionals to act quickly, focusing on their patient without having to search for the equipment they needed.

			Maxine joined Amira in the van. “Are you sure you want to do this? It could be dangerous. You won’t be doing Nova any favors if you get yourself hurt.” Maxine stumbled on that last word, perhaps unable to say something more serious. Killed.

			Amira sighed. “I’m not sure of anything, Maxine,” she said. “Except that I need to get to that ship and to Nova.” She gritted her teeth and plunged the syringe into her side. The pain was fleeting; in seconds, a gentle warmth spread across her muscles. She shuddered as the warmth reached her neck, releasing a mountain of tension at the base of her skull. The effects of the Tiresia, she realized then, were fading. Her last dose had begun to wear off. Perhaps that was a good thing. The prism sat inactivated in the heart of the Avicenna, lessening her ability to control others, and it was unlikely that the Cosmics hiding above them were dosing themselves.

			Amira turned to Maxine. “How do I get into space?”

			“How do we get into space,” Maxine said, with the corrective tone of a schoolteacher dealing with a belligerent student. “Pierson’s staying here to get Lee moved somewhere safe. But I’ve been sitting out too much of this fight, behind my computer screens. I’d like to get our girl back. And teach Hugo a lesson in how to choose your friends.” Her eyes formed two angry slits, blue and sharp as chips of glacier ice.

			Ten minutes later, the emergency shuttle sped away toward the forests south of Westport, lights blinking across the night sky. Amira stood alone on the rooftop, amid the smoldering wreckage of two battles waged in a single night on its surface. Only one shuttle launcher remained, but that was all they needed.

			Maxine returned from the stairwell with two cups of hot chocolate. Steam rose from the biodegradable paper cups, releasing a sweet, rich scent into the air, at odds with the burning metal around them. She handed a cup to Amira with a grin. Amira raised her brows.

			“Found a vending machine right below us, on the next level down,” Maxine said with a shrug. “What’s the big deal? I’m thirsty and we could use a little nourishment.”

			She sipped her drink, Reznik’s charred corpse only feet away. Maxine tapped her foot impatiently. Amira stared at the sky, searching through the partings in the clouds for their ride.

			Their immediate surroundings were eerily silent and still, save for the crackle of dying fires and the more alarming structural groans of the building beneath them. (“It might all come tumbling down on us any minute,” Maxine had said cheerfully before beginning her quest for a vending machine.) But in the distance, horns honked and indecipherable chants rose into the air. Well past midnight, people took to the streets to demonstrate.

			“I love this city,” Maxine said with a ferocious intensity. The skycraper lights reflected off her shining eyes. “Always have. We have that in common, Amira. You and I spent our time in Westport in very different ways, but this city’s been good to us. It loved us back.”

			Amira sipped her drink, its warmth spreading inside of her. Her eyes welled and she nodded. Her loyalty to her home had been shaken since her assignment on the Pandora project. But the city was more than the machinations of Aldwych, its corrupt, opportunistic officials, and its many flaws. The city was a greater organism, and its people were its heart and bloodstream. The people who gave refuge to others during the attack, who braved the streets at this late hour, were a testament to that fact. The city had, indeed, loved her back.

			The growl of a shuttle drew Amira’s gaze upward. The two women stepped back as a space transport vessel descended to the launching pad. The NASH insignia blazed across its side.

			“Finally,” Maxine said.

			Lee, Maxine, and Hadrian’s children had been in communication with sympathizers in NASH, Hadrian’s former team. When they shared word that NASH law enforcement had turned on the Cosmics and that a storming of the Osiris was about to occur, Maxine requested that one of those ships make a mild detour.

			“Landing on Earth is not a mild detour,” Amira had said at the news.

			“I’m very charming,” Maxine replied.

			The shuttle door unsealed with a whistle of air and the latch opened. A NASH officer leaned out, waving her hand.

			“Ready, ladies?” she asked.

			They boarded and fastened themselves in the two remaining seats. Amira drew fascinated stares from the two facing rows of NASH officers, all bedecked in their full tactical gear. A few familiar faces winked at them – officers who had been present for Hadrian’s funeral.

			“You’re more pregnant than you looked on the Stream,” a younger man noted.

			Amira and Maxine exchanged a glance before leaning back in their seats. A rusty taste of iron filled Amira’s mouth. This was it. She was returning to space, and to Tony Barlow, not as a prisoner but part of a fighting force. Not alone, but still vulnerable. The mood in the shuttle matched her own. A current of apprehension rippled through the NASH officers, an invisible shiver that Amira felt from her scalp to her toes.

			“Thank you again for doing this,” Maxine said, breaking the tension.

			“Hadrian would have wanted it,” an officer called back in reply. “He’d be smiling if he could see us all.”

			Maxine’s lips trembled, clearly overcome by emotion. Instead of trying to speak, she simply nodded.

			The shuttle vibrated. A deep bellow rose from the building, the groan of beams bending and metal scraping against metal. The Galileo beginning to collapse on itself.

			“Time to go,” the lead officer in the front yelled. “Prepare for launch.”

			Two forces hit Amira at once. The shuttle tilted sideways at the last second as the launch pad hurtled them into the sky. Amira’s brain rattled inside her skull and her eyes threatened to pop out of their sockets. Her entire body threatened to disassemble into a collection of bone and tissue across the floor. How could something so fragile as the human body hold steady against such brutal force?

			Next to her, Maxine spewed hot chocolate across the narrow space at the opposing NASH officer, who barely seemed to notice. Several closed their eyes, while others let out small cries. These were seasoned NASH officials who made regular launches into space, but the ascent had clearly gone wrong. Instead of going straight up, they rose at a diagonal incline. Outside the window, fire encased them and beyond the flames, the dark expanse of the Pacific Ocean stretched in every direction, punctuated by the lonely lights of traveling ships. If the shuttle failed to break atmosphere and reach Lower Earth Orbit, they would join those ships in the cold water.

			“Stay calm!” the lead officer yelled without a hint of composure. “We’re still climbing.”

			The shuttle shook and rattled, every screw and bolt threatening to break away. Would it all just come apart in high atmosphere? Amira preferred that to falling. She would just suffocate and lose consciousness before fire could consume her or water could break her bones.

			She squeezed her eyes shut, a small whimper escaping her throat. There was too much force exerting against her to scream. She longed to disassociate, to leave her body again and observe the chaos from the dispassionate perch of the Conscious Plane.

			Instead, she turned inward. The life inside her hummed at a matching frequency, and Amira’s perspective shifted with a sudden lurch. She was small and curled in a warm, dense liquid. The womb muffled the noise and violence of the outside world, but less so with each passing moment. The cocoon of the womb stifled her and her small body longed to move, to break free.

			Not yet. Amira sent a silent message to the emerging person inside her. Stay just a little longer. You don’t want to join us yet.

			She returned to the shuttle. The screams had subsided, as had the rattling sensation. They glided smoothly through space, the starry sea staring back at them through the small portal windows.

			Next to Amira, Maxine was apologizing to the officer who took the brunt of her rebellious stomach. The officer laughed.

			“You’re not the first person it happened to, and you won’t be the last,” he said. “Never fun being puked on, but worse things happen in space.”

			Amira’s stomach knotted. Worse things certainly happened in space. They might experience them soon enough.

			Now free of gravity’s oppressive weight, the NASH officers unbuckled themselves and floated down the shuttle to the navigation controls. The main officer spoke through the intercom system, conversing with other ships. Amira unfastened her own seatbelt and gasped as her body rose into the air. She had experienced weightlessness many times before, but it had never felt as disorienting, but freeing, as it did now. Her pants, still wet from her waters breaking, relaxed away from her legs. She rolled forward, doing a summersault in the shuttle’s center, relishing the lack of pressure on her back for the first time in months.

			Nearby, Maxine took a more defensive approach to their new situation. Gripping the shuttle’s side rails, she climbed toward the top of the shuttle to confer with the chief officer.

			A group of officers huddled around a window. Amira glided over to the next window, holding on to the rail to steady herself as her legs floated behind her.

			And there it was – the massive ship that had been hidden behind the Osiris station through an ingenious solar shield, destined for the Titan colony ahead of schedule. Only now, it was no longer hidden. A number of NASH vessels had docked along the Osiris station. The legendary research facility had now been boarded and stripped of its mystery.

			The Mesektet looked nothing like the official voyager ship being built for the Titan colony. While that ship resembled a conventional space vessel, only larger, Aldwych had made some interesting design decisions for its hidden vessel. It comprised two wide sections with a thinner, cylindrical structure in between, connecting them. Windows circled the main bodies – Amira had once seen Julian wave at her through one. The thought gave her comfort. Julian was no longer on the ship, but he knew its inner workings and had told Amira nothing about its content. Presumably, that meant there was nothing remarkable about the ship itself – nothing to take them by surprise.

			At least, she hoped.

			Other shuttles advanced on it now, encircling its outer spokes where the docking bays waited.

			Maxine glided toward Amira. “Some ships from the Atlantic Harbor started boarding. Apparently, after NASH discovered them and tried to board, the Mesektet sent out a pulse that knocked out communications on the closest ships, but did nothing else to stop the advance. They were expecting to get away without anyone noticing, not be boarded by a fucking army of ships, pirate-style. It’s a free-for-all now. Any ship that can find an open docking bay is going in.”

			“Including us?” Amira asked. A lump swelled in her throat.

			“We’re going in,” Maxine confirmed. The casual confidence and jokes from the Galileo rooftop were gone – her eyes were wary and somber. She grabbed Amira’s wrist and placed something cold and metallic in her hand. A nanopulse taser.

			“Not safe to use real guns in space, unless you’re trained to the hilt like these NASH people,” Maxine said. She pulled out a long knife. “But we’re going to have to be ready. I don’t know Tony Barlow and those Cosmics like you do, but I can’t imagine they don’t have some kind of a plan. Or that they’ll go quietly.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			The World Above the World

			Cool air greeted them on the other side of the airlock, shortly followed by the sound of gunfire. The officers took several heavy steps in their gravity boots before shedding them – the ship had artificial gravity, a luxury typically found only on the larger space stations, rather than transport vessels.

			“Stay back,” a NASH officer called to Amira and Maxine, before gesturing the rest of the group forward. Amira crouched behind a box, the taser slipping in her sweaty palm. The officers disappeared down a dark hallway, where the sounds of clashes bounced off the metallic walls. Gunfire broke out sporadically but with far less frequency than the fighting in Westport. While the walls of spaceships carried insulation and layers designed to be impervious to all kinds of forces, a direct mag gunshot to the wrong place could spell disaster. Amira clenched her jaw every time a shot rang out, imagining her body being sucked into an airless vacuum seconds later.

			After several agonizing moments of silence, Amira and Maxine advanced with long, light steps. Though barely armed and alone, they had not come to hide in a corner. Nova was somewhere in this ship, possibly in the middle of an ugly battle. Still, Amira’s hands trembled as she traveled down the dark pathway. They reached the end of the spoke and entered the main body of the ship.

			Soft lights in the halls’ corners illuminated their path, but the ship had the feeling of a cave system, a labyrinth of dark, narrow walkways. They passed rooms with locked doors and the walkways also opened up to wider rooms with different purposes – a kitchen galley, complete with large industrial freezers, a number of engine rooms and supply areas. Maxine held her knife in front of her. The light cast eerie shadows across her sharp, searching face, her blonde hair almost a neon yellow. Amira spun around every time they reached a new corner or fork in the pathway, bracing for signs of danger, but their surroundings were quiet and still.

			Amira and Maxine spoke in low whispers, and only when needed. Both women reached the same conclusion. The lower third of the ship, the part they now navigated, was reserved for the more functional aspects of the voyage. Mechanics, food, storage. The Cosmic passengers likely lived and conducted their research in another area – perhaps the upper side of the ship. If so, they would find the Cosmics there.

			“What if they have escape shuttles up there?” Amira said. “Nova could already be off the ship.”

			“Don’t think that way,” Maxine said. “They aren’t safe on Earth either. Where would they go and hide? I think they’ll stay here and try to repel us back.”

			That thought gave Amira little comfort. A lot could happen in a fight where one side had everything to lose. If Nova were with them, what would happen to her?

			Heavy boots clanged somewhere deeper in the ship. They could have belonged to friend or foe. From every spoke, ships docked and new passengers landed, seeking to bring justice to the Cosmics, who had lied to the world before planning to flee it, armed with the greatest scientific breakthrough in human history. These intruders would be angry and dangerous. They might not ask which side Amira and Maxine belonged to before attacking. Amira tightened her grip around the taser and inched closer to Maxine. They moved together through the dark, shoulders touching, breath hot and shaking. The dark stretched out before them like a long silence, one waiting to be interrupted.

			A light flashed ahead. Maxine held out an arm, blocking Amira’s way.

			A trail of red lights came to life across the ceiling down the corridor, illuminating several figures in a scuffle. A red-robed figure swung and struck a man across the head. Shouts and curses traveled down the walkway.

			An Aldwych Legion guard charged toward Amira and Maxine.

			“Oh no you don’t,” Maxine snarled. She rushed forward to meet him. Before Amira could shout at her, to tell her to stop, Maxine unleashed a fierce scream and the knife in her hand flashed. The guard fell backward and Maxine leapt on top of him, stabbing him repeatedly.

			By the time Amira reached her, Maxine was standing again, wiping blood off the blade. Her breathing was loud and shallow, blood tinting her fingers and the edges of her blonde hair.

			“You guys ok?” a woman with a long black braid shouted at them from the end of the hallway. Her two male companions ran up to them. One of them kicked the Aldwych guard before nodding with satisfaction.

			“Dead,” he pronounced. “That’s the fifth one we found down here. We came from the Atlantic harbor an hour ago. Most of them seem to be held up deeper into the ship, so that’s where we’re going. Need any stunners? We’ve got a whole bag of them.”

			But the dark-haired woman stared at Amira, taking in her face and wide, pregnant belly. Her eyes flashed with recognition.

			“It’s the lady from the Stream,” she said to her companions, before grinning at Amira. “You’re a hero for what you did. And now you’re here…are you going to kill him? That Cosmic, Barlow?”

			“I don’t….” Amira’s tongue felt heavy and coated with cotton. Her heart pumped against her ribs and she fought back a wave of dizziness. This was not what she had wanted. Armed vigilantes running through dark corridors, cutting people down. A justice from darker times, not unlike her life on the compound. She wanted Nova safe, and for Barlow to be stopped – but not in a melee of blood and terror.

			Maxine cleared her throat and spoke. “We need to find him,” she said, casting a concerned glance at Amira. “You know her situation. She’s in labor now and needs medical attention. Barlow has some knowledge we need. We want him to pay, but not before he helps Amira and fixes the damage he did to her. Can you give us cover as we get to him?”

			Amira dipped her head and retied her ponytail to conceal the surprise that must have been playing out across her face. She marveled at Maxine’s seamless blend of truth, half truth and fiction, delivered with such ease. Raising her head, she cast a silent glance of gratitude to her friend.

			The three fighters inflated their chests and straightened their shoulders. “We’ve got you covered,” the woman said with a flash of pride. She smiled, revealing several gold teeth.

			Amira and Maxine both did a double take.

			“Are you compound, dear?” Maxine asked the woman as they ran down the next corridor.

			“We don’t call them compounds where I’m from,” the woman said. “I live in Croatia, but come from a Fatherland Colony in Hungary. We grew up preparing for war with the outside world, which is how we three know how to take care of ourselves. Turns out those skills are gonna be useful, right? We can take down these liars and abusers who kidnapped women for their sick experiments.”

			Amira frowned, unease crawling like a thousand bugs across her skin. So these people, from a European version of the compounds, even if they were no longer members, believed Reznik’s propaganda. They existed in that uncomfortable medium – sympathetic, it seemed, to Amira, but not in total disavowal of the world they came from. What would they think if they knew Reznik lay dead on the Galileo’s rooftop?

			When Maxine’s eyes met Amira’s, they carried the same doubts. But she didn’t reply or stop following the fighters. A silent agreement settled in between them – these people were not to be trusted, but were useful in the current situation. They ran behind them, the woman’s braid swinging ahead as she cradled her decidedly space-unfriendly mag rifle.

			The corridor widened into an open room – a large mess hall, from the long dining benches that stretched across it and the empty cafeteria counters on one side. Amira’s mouth tensed at the memory of similar dining benches in the Trinity’s Tiresia farm, the ones they made their prisoners run over for training. Bodies lay across the floor. Some wore the red robes of the Aldwych Legion; others wore the black robes of elite Aldwych scientists. Others were more nondescript – perhaps civilians like their three new unlikely allies who had stormed the ship, or others Cosmics who had planned for the Titan voyage. Amira walked stiffly around them, scanning the scene with a heavy heart for a smaller figure amid the carnage.

			“I don’t see her,” Maxine said in a quavering voice.

			“Who’s her?” the female fighter asked. “Looking for a woman?”

			“Meant Barlow,” Maxine said. “I got my pronouns mixed up. It’s been a day and a half.”

			The fighter cackled, stepping directly over the corpse of an Aldwych scientist. “Child abuser,” she said, and spat at the body.

			Amira’s unease grew. But ahead, a yawning, round glass window stretched from the highest point on the ceiling to the floor. It revealed the long cylindrical tunnel that led to the front of the ship.

			They ran forward and pressed their hands to the glass.

			A strange, chaotic scene stretched out before them. The entire circular wall of the cylinder was coated with the same organic, fleshy material that lined Hani and Hugo’s home in Freightland. Vines and other plants grew out of it. A platform cut through the center of the long room, covered on both sides with vertical farmland – short, dense trees with ripe fruit, long rows of vegetables and cornstalks. Blue veins ran across one side of the wall like a spine – upon closer examination, they revealed themselves as clear pipes that presumably sent water across the farmland. The entire midsection of the ship was alive with flora, fauna, and more artificial forms of organic matter created by Aldwych. It also lacked artificial gravity. This became evident by the mass of people floating and bouncing off the walls as a furious battle ensued.

			Civilian fighters, NASH officials, and Aldwych guards glided through the air, wielding stunners and sharp weapons, attempting to hack at each other through zero gravity. An Aldwych guard reached a NASH officer and swung a knife. The officer jerked backward, drops of blood spilled out of his neck and formed red, sinister orbs that traveled through the open space. Drones also flew in every direction – unlike their human counterparts, they moved without the constraints of zero gravity. They flew toward the ship’s intruders, attacking them with electric currents and stunners. One simply impaled a civilian through the stomach before flying away to its next target.

			Amira stood in stunned horror at the window until the woman with the braid shook her shoulder.

			“See that latch on the far end?” she said. “That’s where the elites are going to be hiding. They’re going to let their machines and their mercenaries do the fighting for them and hope they come out on top. But we outnumber them! They can’t kill us all.”

			And with this triumphant sentiment, the woman ran toward the airlock to one side of the giant window. Her comrades followed. Maxine took Amira’s hand.

			“What do we do?” Maxine asked.

			Amira groaned. Her contractions returned. This one was milder than the ones before, but a precursor to the grueling labor that was coming. She ground her teeth and pressed her head against the window.

			“We go in,” she said. “And stick to the walls. But Maxine – if you want to stay here, please do. You don’t have to die over this. These people are all dangerous. If any of us survive this, I want it to be you and Nova. Compound girls need to thrive in this new world.”

			Maxine laughed, a throaty laugh that rang through the echoing room.

			“You’re in that category too,” she said. “And compound girls also need to stick together. I’m not afraid of these clowns. We can do this.”

			Amira’s throat tightened. She threw her arms around Maxine and sobbed into her shoulder. Maxine’s warm, familiar scent filled her lungs and Amira held on to it, in case she never experienced it again. The thought made her sob louder. Miles was gone, Lee injured, Hugo had betrayed them, and Hani was heartbroken. The makeshift family that held hands under the stars in Freightland had fractured, a promise broken. It couldn’t handle another loss.

			They opened the airlock and passed through the other side. When the second door opened, both women were immediately lifted into zero gravity, gliding outward. Amira gripped Maxine’s wrist and pushed with her feet toward the nearest point on the wall. Amira sank her fingers into its spongy surface. Maxine also found her footing, and the two women climbed toward the other side. Amira gripped vines along the way, the stain of chlorophyll under her fingernails. She pushed her toes and hands into the wall, always keeping at least two appendages secure as she climbed. To let go would mean floating away, into the open battlefield.

			Amira reached for a long, thick vine, but it cracked apart in front of her. The whistle of a stunner pierced her ears. She craned her neck around just in time to see a security drone racing toward her, a stunner pulse emanating from its clawlike hands.

			Amira grabbed Maxine’s hand for balance and pressed her feet against the soft, yielding wall. She held her breath, counting the seconds as it drew nearer. At the last moment, she pushed herself off the wall. Still holding on to Maxine’s hand, she flew outward in an arc, her taser in hand. She unleashed the stunner inches away from the drone and it reeled as the invisible pulse spread in every direction. Without gravity to anchor it, the drone shot backward against the pulse’s wave and collided into a second drone.

			Maxine pulled Amira back to the wall and they resumed their climb. They moved faster now, panting from effort. Amira’s entire body ached, another contraction threatening her, but she let out a ragged exhale and kept moving. Dead bodies now floated around them, leaving trails of spherical blood in their wake. The figure who had been impaled had their midsection ripped open, their intestines and other organs spilling out of their body and floating in place.

			“Almost there,” Maxine said between gasps. “Don’t look, just keep moving.”

			The surrealness of their surroundings prevented the horror of the mangled bodies, the death and terror from paralyzing Amira like a snake’s venom. The flesh walls, the lack of gravity and the crawling vines formed a landscape straight from a nightmare, and Amira recited that thought as a mantra.

			This isn’t real. This isn’t real. Don’t look, it’s not real.

			The airlock door, now about fifteen feet away, opened and a chorus of triumphant cries followed. The woman with the black braid wrestled a Legion guard near the airlock. One of her friends fired at another drone that, Amira realized with sudden horror, had been advancing on her. It sped away and the man raised his thumb at Amira with a broad grin.

			A loud crack followed.

			That grin froze in place as blood poured out of the man’s teeth. He spiraled away from the airlock, arms and legs spread; gore leaked from the back of his head.

			A large mech robot crouched on the other side of the airlock, anchored to the ground. It fired a second bullet at the other man, killing him instantly.

			The woman let out a primal scream. She kicked herself forward, shooting toward the robot as it spun in her direction. Her arms extended, she reached it before it could turn to face her and she grabbed its head in her bare hands. Propping her feet against its body, she twisted and pulled its head away from its mechanical neck, revealing an inner world of wires and circuit boards. Another fighter joined her, prying away its gun arm.

			Amira reached the door as they threw the dismantled robot’s head into the cylindrical room to an eruption of jeers. Additional fighters who had made their way across the room, including several NASH officers, bundled around the door as they pried it open, holding on to each other for support.

			On the other side of the airlock, gravity returned. The woman, now without her comrades, fell to her knees and pounded the hard grated floor with her fists. Amira and Maxine also reeled, struggling to their feet. Amira’s pregnant body, wracked with another contraction, made standing by herself impossible. Maxine pulled her to her feet as the fighters disappeared around a corner.

			Gunshots erupted. Screams and loud thuds joined the deafening noise.

			“Kill them, kill them!” a familiar voice shouted.

			Next to Amira, Maxine bared her teeth.

			Hugo.

			They followed the fighters. A wide, multi-leveled room greeted them. The main level stretched deep into the ship, rows of doors on each side. Stairs led up to a platform on the second level, where Hugo stood behind a row of guards. One of his burly arms held Nova at his side, despite her furious kicking.

			“Stay back!” he yelled. “I’ll hand over the child if you let us go. That’s what you came for, right? Don’t force us to hurt her.”

			The dark-haired woman raised her gun, every muscle on her back tight and coiled for an attack, her fears of exploited compound girls confirmed. But others hovered uneasily, some lowering their weapons. Perhaps a few recognized the red hair and heart-shaped face of the first human to be cloned, or took Hugo’s threat at face value.

			“Why, Hugo?” Amira called out. Several faces turned to her in surprise. Hugo’s face whitened at the sight of Amira. Nova ceased her kicking, staring at Amira with those round, serious eyes that first surveyed her from the cage on the train. The noise in the room dimmed.

			“I believed you when you said you wanted to expose Aldwych’s crimes,” Amira continued. “Lots of people around the world believed you. We thought you were one of us. What happened? How did Barlow get to you?” She scanned the expansive room for a familiar face with balding hair and cold, unsettling eyes, but Tony Barlow was nowhere to be found.

			“I couldn’t keep it up,” Hugo said. He spoke with a thinner, higher pitch, as though his words were painful to speak. “Hiding in Freightland, living in the dark. Before you came, the Cosmics contacted me. Said if I shared what I learned about the consciousness transfer process, from observing you and Nova, that you could both be left alone.”

			Amira let out a hard, harsh laugh. “And you believed them?”

			“No,” Hugo said. His shoulders slumped, his entire body the picture of misery, but he shrunk farther behind the armed Legion guards. “I knew they’d want you eventually. But I knew they wouldn’t kill you, like the Trinity Compound would have if they won – if you kept up your madness, running into the center of every fucking fight. This is the safest place for you, Amira. Barlow knows about our breakthroughs. He knows how to keep you alive, to make the transfer work successfully. You don’t look well, Amira. I bet you’re in labor, or close enough to it. This is the safest place you can be.”

			“You can keep telling yourself that,” Amira said. Her voice shook. “But even if that were true, and Barlow had my best interests at heart, it’s not just about you, me, and Nova. That’s what you never fully understood.”

			“Why are we talking to them?” the woman fighter shouted. “There’s nothing these people say that isn’t a lie.”

			“We have a child to protect,” one of the NASH officers shot back. “Stand down. We won’t endanger a hostage.”

			The shouting swelled, emotions rising like smoke from a hundred campfires into the expansive room. Hugo and the guards kept their guns pointed at the new arrivals. The NASH officers argued with the civilian fighters. Nova squirmed fruitlessly against the grip of both Hugo and a Legion guard.

			“No one has to get hurt!” Amira yelled, before falling to her knees. She groaned as a full contraction seized her for a long minute. Sweat beaded across her forehead. The noise in the room dimmed as all eyes turned to the pregnant woman, the one whose Stream address had brought them to this point, struggling to speak.

			“Where’s Tony Barlow?” Amira continued with some difficulty. “Let me talk to him. Dr. Barlow, I know you’re here. Face me! Look me in the eyes. This is about what you did to me.”

			The armed woman spat on the ground.

			“You’re negotiating with exploiters of compound children?” She rounded on Amira and pointed her gun in her direction. “I’ve had enough of this.”

			“So have I.” Barlow’s voice, clear and smooth, filled the room. A door swung open on the lower level and the Cosmic leader stepped into the open. “Protect M. Valdez. Clear out the rest of the room.”

			A gunshot struck the woman through the neck and she collapsed, her mouth open and eyes glazed.

			The second her body hit the ground, chaos consumed the room. Hugo ran away, letting go of Nova, but a bullet from one of the civilians cut him down.

			“Cease fire!” a NASH officer screamed. “This is a contained spaceship and we could all die. Hold back!”

			But every side had started to fire at the other. Bodies fell to the ground, Aldwych guards tumbling over the rails to the lower level.

			“Nova!” Maxine cried. The child had broken free and run down the stairs, arms shielding her head. Maxine crawled toward her, knife still in her hand. Amira followed on her hands and knees, keeping her head low.

			Barlow moved toward them, not bothering to protect himself as bullets flew. His face glowed greyish-white under the dim light of the lower level, his expression unreadable. Even as the world fell apart around him, Barlow gave nothing away.

			A sharp, metallic clang rose from the upper level. A low, hissing sound followed, of air escaping. The horrified cry of the NASH officer broke through the din. Red lights flashed overhead, bathing the scene in a bloody glow. A warning siren sounded, a low, mechanical refrain accompanied by words.

			Warning. Oxygen breach. Warning. Oxygen breach.

			The room was losing air.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Across the Plane

			The world drowned in red light. Time slowed and noise dimmed, as though the room had been flooded with water. The invisible water muffled the screams of panic and the continued gunshots. Some attackers were determined to fight to the end. Others moved, as though in slow motion, toward the airlock door to escape. They pulled and clawed at the door, but the ship’s system had sealed their quadrant to protect the lives in the unaffected parts of the vessel. They were trapped, and with that realization, the screams rose.

			Amira, Maxine and Nova united in the center of the blood-streaked floor and wrapped their arms around each other. Amira could still breathe but it felt harder, heavier to draw in air. There was oxygen in the room, but it was disappearing at a rapid rate. Instinctually, they huddled together and inched away from the remaining survivors – those who had evaded the bloodbath of the shootout but now awaited suffocation.

			Hugo clambered from the top of the stairs, falling to the lower level. He crawled toward them.

			“Amira! This way.”

			Hands seized her arms. Amira looked up to find Tony Barlow’s glassy eyes staring at her.

			“There’s an emergency shelter room,” he said in her ear. “You and your friends can reach it. Follow me.”

			He pulled Amira to her feet. Amira gestured for Maxine and Nova to follow. Maxine carried Nova, both their faces stricken with fear. Barlow steered them toward the other end of the room, casting anxious glances over his shoulder. Each step became more difficult. Amira’s breathing became ragged, the pain in her abdomen threatened to make her hyperventilate and her feet became lead weights along the floor. The red light became dimmer as her vision tunneled. Her knees buckled.

			Barlow pulled her up to keep her from collapsing onto the floor.

			“Just a little farther, M. Valdez,” he said. “You must live through this.”

			They reached a heavy door at the end of the room. Barlow placed Amira on the floor next to Nova, who had started retching. Maxine helped him turn the wheel that opened the heavy door. It opened with a loud creak.

			Maxine carried Nova through the door. Barlow turned around and grabbed Amira by her ankles, dragging her forward. Amira lay on her back. Red lights flashed above them on the ceiling. A window at the top of the ship revealed the stars. Amira’s heartbeat fluttered weakly. Her lungs burned.

			“This is your fault, Barlow,” a man wailed down the hallway. Amira craned her neck. Hugo crawled toward them, dragging blood across the floor. Behind him, the remaining survivors lay around the door, in various states of consciousness. Hugo gasped, head lolling to the floor. It rose again, along with his hand.

			A gun.

			Barlow grabbed Amira under her arms now, trying to pull her faster into the room. He crouched low, his chest level with hers.

			Hugo fired, the gun’s crack barely audible over the ringing in Amira’s ears.

			Pain tore through Amira’s side, a blinding pain that drowned all her senses. Heat spread deep into her skin, searing tissue and stealing the last breath of air from her lungs.

			Barlow stumbled, but pulled at Amira with a forceful heave. Her world blackened, then came into being again. She passed the door and it swung shut. Maxine turned the wheel and pulled the latch.

			The door sealed shut and fluorescent light blinded the room. The sound of a ventilation system followed. Amira gasped as her lungs filled with sweet air. Nearby, Maxine and Nova gulped and coughed. Barlow had told the truth. This sealed room gave them shelter from the failed system outside. But for how long?

			Amira rolled to her side and fought her way to her hands and knees. Then, she collapsed.

			Her head pressed against the floor. Pain returned to her left side, a burning, throbbing pain on her ribs. She pressed her fingers where her flesh burned, feeling the hot, stickiness of blood.

			She had been shot.

			“Amira, are you ok?” Nova called from across the room. Her voice quavered. Maxine cried out and rushed to her side.

			They were in a small room lined with shelves and drawers, all loaded with food and medical supplies. An airlock door was open, leading into a second room with a metallic gurney in the center. Barlow crawled over the raised part of the door before turning around. His lips whitened and trembled as he spoke.

			“We both need medical attention, Amira,” he said. “This way.”

			“Stay back, Amira,” Maxine snarled. She lifted her knife. “I’ll finish him off.”

			“If that’s for anyone to do, it’s me,” Amira said. Barlow’s face slackened, his eyes wide with shock, but when Maxine pressed the knife in Amira’s hand, his shoulders slumped in resignation. He collapsed over the door ridge with a lolling head.

			“Stay back,” Amira said to Maxine.

			Amira crawled toward Barlow.

			“You’re hurt,” Maxine pressed. “Amira, I’m getting supplies from the shelf. Don’t move.”

			“How long does the air last?” Amira asked Barlow.

			“About twelve hours, with the four of us,” he said, his voice thin. “Although it may soon become three.” His hand clutched the space between his ribs. Blood flowed through his fingers, a deep, dark red spreading across his white shirt.

			Amira’s lungs turned to ice. They had both been shot with the same bullet, betrayed by the same man.

			Barlow’s eyes watered as he surveyed her with abject misery. But Amira’s heart sank as blood flowed from her own wound. It had missed her unborn clone, but struck the side of her chest. She bled quickly, too quickly. Her mind turned inward, to her clone. She floated in the womb, unharmed by the bullet but under attack from all directions, her body forcing her out.

			She would not live. Amira would not live.

			The end, the moment from Amira’s dreams, approached. Blue lights shone overhead and blood spread across a metallic floor.

			Only the room was wrong. The medical room, the one through the next door, was the right place.

			“Get inside,” Amira said to Barlow. The pain in her chest nearly blinded her with its intensity, but she dragged him over the ridge and followed him into the second room. A sterile, metallic smell greeted her, accompanied by the more immediate scent of blood and sweat. Amira pressed a button by the door and it swung shut. Maxine shouted from the other side, her words muffled.

			“Dead people on this side,” Amira said to Barlow. “Living people over there. We can drain the oxygen from this room into that one, right?”

			Barlow nodded. “That red button there, by the door.”

			Tears salted Amira’s lips as they fell down her cheeks. Another contraction came. She rolled to one side and wailed.

			Unable to lift her up, Barlow propped her against the gurney. Amira cried softly as the contraction passed. She cried for her own pain, for Maxine and Nova in the room next to her, for all the people dead and dying outside of their shelter. And she cried for herself.

			“You’re not done yet,” Barlow said. “Yours isn’t as grievous as mine. It may have missed the lung. Let me find you something for the pain.”

			“No,” Amira said. “You’re not injecting me with anything again.”

			Barlow leaned back, eyes closed. “Fair enough,” he said. “No painkillers for me either. I’ve earned this death.”

			“Yes, you probably have,” Amira said. The pain in her side lessened, replaced by a heavy pressure. Her body felt cold all over. Fists banged on the door outside. Maxine shouted, her voice alight with panic.

			“Your mother died like this too,” Amira continued. “Bled out, while you watched her.”

			Barlow stiffened. Emotion flickered across his light blue eyes. “Did Hugo tell you that part of my history?”

			“He didn’t need to,” Amira said. “I saw it. Your memory. It’s mine too. You did that – transferred a part of yourself into me.”

			Barlow closed his eyes. The last color in his face drained and he slumped to the floor. Blood flowed from him in earnest now, pooling in every direction.

			“Amira, forgive me,” he whispered. “I’m afraid. You don’t have to forgive me, but please stay with me.”

			Amira leaned over Barlow and pressed her hand over his chest, to slow the bleeding. It wouldn’t save him, but perhaps she could give him another few minutes on this earth, to grieve and regret.

			“Forgive me,” Barlow said again. Desperation tinged his voice.

			“I’ll stay with you,” she said. Blood slicked her tongue, filling her mouth with the taste of iron. “I’m scared of death too. On that, we understand each other. I don’t want to go. I don’t want this to end.” Tears flowed in earnest down her cheeks. “I had hoped that I’d come back. That your experiment would work. I was so furious at what you’d done to me, and yet part of me hoped that you succeeded. I hated you for passing your memories on to me, and yet they helped me understand you. You’ve made me suffer, my friends and so many others have died because of you – because nothing mattered to you more than finding a way to live on. And now you’ll die. You won’t carry on. My memories of you are flashes of what made you this way, but they’re not the whole of you. So no, I won’t forgive you, Dr. Barlow. But I will be with you, until the end.”

			She slid back against the gurney, exhausted by her speech. Sharp pain seared her lungs with every breath.

			Barlow nodded, his own eyes wet pools of sadness and fear. He lifted his bloody hand from his chest wound and Amira clasped it in her own. They stayed that way – Barlow lying on his back, bleeding, and Amira holding his hand. His breath became shallow and ragged, the fear in his eyes fading to something softer, a somber understanding of a great ending. Amira thought of their first meeting – how he shook her hand with an appraising stare, asked her what holy community she had come from. He saw something in her then, but she knew nothing yet about him. Neither had expected it to end this way – airlocked in a lonely medical room, each dying at their own pace.

			A deep gurgle escaped Barlow’s throat and his hand slackened in Amira’s. She turned her head to the ceiling. Was Barlow surveying the scene from a higher plane right now? All that she knew told her that he was present, perhaps in terror at his coming end, or perhaps he had found the peace and acceptance of death that had eluded him all his life.

			Maxine banged at the door again. A strange, tearing sound joined the banging, accompanied by shouts. Nova shrieked something from behind the door. They were wasting oxygen with their screaming. Wasting it on her.

			Amira collapsed on her back. Pain flooded her body – it returned to the side of her chest and the contractions were now a persistent, unstopping agony in her entire midsection. Blood soaked her back – Barlow’s, mixed in with some of her own. It clung to her clothes and warmed her skin, even as her body grew colder. A melody played in the back of her mind, a song she couldn’t remember the name of. It brought back memories of the world outside of this cold, lifeless room. Amira and D’Arcy walking down the Riverfront with elbows linked. Lazy afternoons at the Academy, floating in the pool. Lazy mornings with Miles in the vertical farm outside of Westport.

			Amira screamed. She wasn’t ready. She wasn’t an old woman who had experienced a lifetime of love, travel, mistakes, and seasons, a full life with highs and lows. Like Barlow, she had chosen a shallow existence dominated by a single focus. And she would die like Barlow, cold and alone.

			Her mouth twisted in agony, saliva running down her chin, and she screamed and wailed. She shouldn’t have locked out Maxine and Nova. She needed them now. She didn’t have to die alone. Her heart pounded against her ribs. An attempt to raise her head ended in a rush of dizziness. Too weak to reach the red button and let her friends help her, only the end remained.

			She pushed. Even with her body weak and bleeding, instinct drove her to push. Her teeth clenched hard enough to chip the enamel. She screamed and pushed and screamed and pushed.

			Exhausted, she sank back into the bloody pool. She felt heavy and weightless at once, her body sinking into something beyond the cold metal floor. Her vision softened around the edges, a cloud of black descending over her. She sank deeper.

			A reel of memories unraveled like a roll of film in her mind’s eye, sharper than recollection in her life, more poignant than any dream. Life on the compound, the punishments and the small moments of happiness. Her parents. The train pulling into Westport. Dr. Mercer. D’Arcy, Julian, the Academy. Rozene smiling at her over a shared joke about compound Elders. The frenetic fear of traversing the Soma building, the aching pain of Miles’ death. So many moments and people. Time sped forward, through danger and joy, until it brought her back into this room, making her peace with Barlow before he died. She felt it all again. Her experiences, and also those of others whose lives had crossed her own. Rozene when Amira unlocked her memories, Eleanor Morgan when she surveyed Amira through the barrel of a gun, Barlow scrutinizing her across a train car. She knew them all, she saw them all at last for who they were, and she grieved for them. She grieved for herself, for all she could have been and done, and all she didn’t do.

			A final push, and her body surrendered its pain and its power.

			* * *

			Amira floated above her body. It made for quite a scene. Barlow dead nearby, blood everywhere, her palms exposed at her sides as she lay with open, unseeing eyes.

			And amid all that blood, an even bloodier infant lying and wailing on the ground.

			The baby kicked its feet. It balled its tiny fists and let out a healthy scream. It reached through Amira’s dispassionate observance of her own demise, warm music to her ears. If she had ears. Her ears were down there, on her body with the rest of her. And the baby – those were her ears, as well. She heard the screams as her own, high and immediate, and also from above. She rose higher above the scene, peace enveloping her like a blanket. It warmed her, drew her in. When she merged with the Conscious Plane, Amira Valdez would be gone, but she would merge with something greater and more beautiful than any single life.

			Below her, the baby cried louder. Its cries tethered her to reality, anchored her to the world. It would die soon, without her to feed it, care for it. It needed her.

			She wanted to live. The need reasserted itself and with it, the fear returned. A harsh sensation, like a splash of cold water. It brought back all that had made her alive – her pain, her joy, her instinct to exist at all costs. She held on to that feeling and stopped her ascent away from her body.

			Instead, she drew closer. To the baby. To herself.

			The door burst open. Maxine hurtled into the room, followed closely by Nova. They knelt by Amira’s body, knees soaked in blood. Maxine shook her shoulders, screamed into her ear.

			Amira drew closer.

			Maxine let out a terrible wail. She knew that cry – Maxine made the same sound when Rozene died. And Hadrian. Grief, raw and searing.

			Nova inched away from Amira and moved toward the baby. From above, Nova – Rozene – was a crown of dark red hair, focused on the infant. She crossed her legs and scooped the infant into her lap. The umbilical cord remained attached to Amira. Nova put a hand on Amira’s leg and another on the baby’s forehead. The child rocked in place, in her own world, while Maxine wailed at her side.

			Amira drew closer. Some part of Nova called to her, reminded her how she came into being. In the end, I wanted to live. I wanted to see my daughter grow, to guide her – her and I, together.

			Nova had spoken those words. Amira focused on the baby – her clone, a part of her, waiting to emerge, to transcend the boundary between one life and the next.

			And then, Amira lay in Nova’s lap. The child’s face peered down at her, stroking her cheek. She was hungry. And cold.

			Alive.

			She screamed again.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			One More Turn

			It was always a little lonely in the airlock. Jarring, even. But Amira savored those few moments when no one briefed her on the latest Earthside developments or asked something of her. She could stand, with her long blue robes and folded arms, and feel the cold space station air prickle her skin.

			With a gentle smile, she stole a glance outside the nearest portal window. Earth glowed through the sea of darkness, a swirling orb of blue, brown, and feathery white. It was summer in Westport. She owed the city a visit after a busy schedule in Southeast Asia, discussing the latest trade deal with Titan.

			The opposing airlock door opened. Amira drew a sharp breath, always imagining some danger on the other end. A plume of poisonous gas. A wild tiger, ready to tear at her throat. Or maybe nothing at all, and the airlock would open into empty space, sucking the life out of her in seconds. Something quick that she couldn’t recover from, and this life would be her last. A common fear, when she was months away from her next regeneration. A vulnerable time.

			She had passed her latest cloned body only moments ago on her way to the airlock. Being that dangerous period in life, she liked to keep her clone close, so she stayed at the Hypatia station until the time for transference came. One of many, a fetus floating in a tank, immersed in liquid with an umbilical cord attached to an artificial placenta. An unsettling sight, but Amira found the incubation rooms fascinating.

			The Hypatia boasted some of the best incubation tanks in space, although most people preferred to clone themselves on Earth these days. Better for bone density. A few people still carried their clones in their own pregnant bodies, but that was a relic of a simpler time. Machines could mimic the gestation process from start to finish, preventing the need for female bodies to complete the cloning process. A critical stipulation to the mass adoption of consciousness transfer – Amira had not allowed it to occur until no person needed to depend on another for immortality.

			The vials of Tiresia clinked in the deepest pocket of her robes. Another stipulation – anyone who wished to clone themselves and continue their life in their next body had to make their own dose of Tiresia. No volunteers, no Tiresia farms. The process was now painless, of course – even enjoyable. A deep sleep, often the best Amira got in years.

			The airlock door finally opened. The woman on the other side was surrounded by a retinue of guards, both human and robot. She wore green, which complemented her dark red hair. Her solemn eyes brightened at the sight of Amira, and the two women embraced. They broke apart, examining each other. About the same age this time, now on the same regeneration cycle. They chose their late nineties – still young enough to not require extensive health treatments, both bodies and minds sharp.

			“How have the new Titan immigrants been faring?” Amira asked her friend as they strolled into the visiting ship.

			“It’s the same challenges,” Maeve said. “It’s cold and dark, and people resent the new arrivals. Things haven’t changed much, in that sense.”

			This lifetime, her name was Maeve. While Amira Valdez always kept her name with each birth, changing it even when her guardians tried to rename her, the other woman had gone by many names over the last four centuries. Rozene, Nova, Finn, Julia. Maxine, after an old friend long dead. And now, Maeve.

			“The idea of human nature changing when you move people to a different rock on the solar system was probably one of the stupidest ideas to come out of Aldwych,” Amira said. “And they had more than their fair share.”

			Maeve smirked. “Each time we meet, you seem to take the world a little less seriously,” she said.

			“The luxury of time,” Amira said. “Life gets easier and the bad times become more distant. It’s easier to laugh at myself, and the rest of it.”

			She reached for her ear, idly stroking the cartilage. In her first life, a man ripped it away with his bare teeth. Her bevy of assistants and surrounding dignitaries nearly fainted with horror when she told the story. They barely believed the stories about the compounds and their war against Aldwych. A few found Amira’s past more plausible, having experienced at least two centuries of life themselves. It had been two hundred and forty years since the technology of Tiresia became widespread. Now, almost everyone planned the recycling of their bodies the way they prepared for a skin rejuvenation treatment.

			And when they grew tired of life on Earth, they branched out to the moon or Titan.

			It was in this capacity that Amira and Rozene’s latest incarnation often met. As emissary to Titan, Maeve would negotiate the terms of immigration between Earth and Saturn’s moon, as people traveled in both directions. And Amira, one of three emissaries for Earth, would use her holomentic reading skills to help new arrivals from Titan adjust to life back on the mother planet. It had been rewarding work, so she kept doing it, learning new techniques over the years. Occasionally, she thought of trying something different, but every time, her vocation called her.

			“We should consider offering more simulations of Titan life to prospective immigrants,” Amira said. “The way you introduce Titan’s citizens to trees and waterfalls. That used to be the shocker for them when they came here – all the light and color.”

			They seated themselves in front of a wide window with a full view of Earth. To one side, the Osiris station floated, a ghost in the dark. Rather than destroy it, the public elected to turn it into a museum, to allow future generations to learn and reflect on the suffering that occurred within its walls. Amira visited it at least twice in each lifetime.

			She and Maeve prepared to visit it now, together.

			Inside the Osiris, a robot ran a scanner over each woman’s Eye, to download a guided tour of the facility. Amira disabled hers with a polite smile. She knew it all by heart now. She relished walking through its corridors anonymously, the other visitors unaware of her own history with the place.

			Inside the last patient room, Amira reeled. It happened every time, without fail. The same bed where she had spent eight years remained untouched, as she requested. One of her friends had found her there. Lee.

			So many friends had come and gone. She forgot more details about them as time passed, each lifetime chipping away her memories as new ones were made. Their laughs, their turns of phrase. D’Arcy, Maxine, Lee, with his poor, burned face – she flashed their pictures across her Third Eye, studying their faces to connect them to her memories.

			Maeve ran a hand over the bed’s steel frame.

			“Do you ever think this’ll be your last time?” she asked.

			“Every time,” Amira said softly. “But it never is. I’m moving into my next body in four months.”

			It had become more common, in the last fifty years, for people to end the cycle of regeneration, and surrender themselves to the Conscious Plane. Others didn’t make concrete plans, but took risks that amounted to the same outcome. They climbed mountains without equipment, took small pods into the deepest corners of the ocean, lived dangerously. Anyone could still die in a number of ways, but most lived with a degree of caution, knowing that life could be as long as they wished with the right planning.

			But for some, it became a hollow pursuit. Life lost meaning when it never ended. It lost its urgency, its joy. They lived until they had done all they needed to do, and then braved the other side of the Conscious Plane.

			Amira held on. Perhaps it was the part of Tony Barlow that still lived on in her, with his memories of life cut short too soon. His final mark on her, passing his fears into her so she could carry on. But moments passed her where she doubted that urge. She had learned from past mistakes, expanded her knowledge, practiced kindness in everything she did, and was loved by many. It took many lifetimes to perfect that practice, and now she had achieved it. What was left for her? What was next?

			Amira reached out to Maeve and clasped her hand. In a single moment, a rush of memories passed between them – not of quiet, sedated meetings in space stations, but of running through a burning building, tearing across the desert and standing under a juniper tree in the rain, bringing a life like none other into the world. The beginning of it all. Amira reeled, overcome by emotion.

			“One more turn,” she said to Maeve. “Once more, together, and then I’ll be ready to die.”
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