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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.”
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