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			Chapter One

			The People vs. Amira Valdez

			Amira stumbled along the cracked rivulets of the vertical farm’s slaughter floor, rusted hooks only a foot above her head. She tried to blink away her double vision. When this was an active kill room, so much blood must have run down those rivulets, as livestock experienced their final moments upside down. Through a curtain of black hair, she touched the ridged skin where her ear had been torn away by an angry man’s teeth. A dark shiver ran down her spine and she chased it away with a swig of cheap whiskey. Her throat burned. 

			Through the dirt-streaked glass windows, a sea of grass rustled in the wind. Vertical farms – working ones, unlike her current hiding place – lined the trainway, elegant structures that rotated with the sun. Suburban lights twinkled in the distance, the Pines neighborhood stretching out to the Pacific Ocean. And even further away, to the southwest, Westport’s skyscrapers glittered across the horizon. 

			Westport. The only home she cared to claim, the city that saved her when, as a frightened teenager on the cusp of marriageable age, she escaped her life on the Children of the New Covenant Compound. She found friends and success at the famed Dunning Academy, and a promising career as a neuroscientist, cultivating a remarkable gift for holomentic reading. With deft fingers and a flick of a holomentic machine’s controls, she could navigate a person’s memories, dreams and subconscious, displaying their mind’s eye on a holographic platform. She could wander through the maze of the human mind, exposing its dark corners to help her patients heal. 

			She had rejected the compound for a life of her choosing in Westport. Now, after the controversial Pandora project, an effort to create the first human clone, the city had rejected her. She had fled a police station after being blamed for an armed attack in which the project’s lead scientist had been shot and its main human subject, Rozene Hull, abducted by the fearsome leaders of the Trinity Compound. Amira had eventually rescued Rozene from her captors – but that failed to answer the question, in the eyes of the Aldwych district’s laws, of whether she had been guilty of the attack in the first place. 

			The flashing light on her ankle monitor winked at her, a cruel reminder of how far she had fallen. She was on a tether, stretched as far as the courts of the Aldwych district would allow. She crossed her legs and wrapped her hair into a thick bun. After a drunken pause, her foot shot forward and kicked the already fragile glass wall. A cool breeze trailed in, scented by crushed pine leaves from a nearby wall of towering trees. Crickets sang in the dark. She giggled and lay on her back. Blue streaks glowed across the ceiling, graffiti drawn with illuminating paint. 

			The companion robot Henry’s wheels announced his presence on the slaughter floor before he spoke. The robot had been designed for companionship, not stealth. Amira wanted neither. Tomorrow morning, she would lose everything. 

			“M. Valdez, your friends have a message for you.” He dipped in a low bow, in the perfect impression of an English butler from another era. 

			“I don’t want to speak to anyone, Henry,” Amira said, voice slurring and thick. Despite her many years in Westport, she never grew comfortable talking to machines as if they were human, the way ordinary people did. The compound drilled some lessons into her that were too deep to unlearn. 

			The companion robot wheeled from side to side, as though considering the concept. For years, he had been Dr. Mercer’s only company at his Pacific Northwestern mountain retreat, but Amira’s lonely mentor had moved on to better things. He had loaned her the robot after the Academy suspended her, leading to her expulsion from the Canary House in the city’s Riverfront district. Dr. Mercer’s house had been too far for the ankle monitor, but she hadn’t wanted to stay there, anyway. Her current home, isolated and wracked with decay, suited her mood better. 

			She had also protested the robot’s company, but he had proved useful in keeping her somewhat functional – washing last night’s vomit out of her hair, supplying her with a steady stream of water and protein bars, and reassuring her when she woke in her makeshift bed of bundled rags, yelling and kicking, in the throes of old nightmares. 

			“M. Valdez?”

			Tearing her gaze from the darkening skyline, Amira faced the robot. Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth, and Amira had to untangle her spinning thoughts to argue with the machine.

			“I’ll respond to their message later, Henry. I know what they have to say.”

			“But they’re here. They’re waiting on the lower level, near the elevators.”

			Amira blinked. The concrete surface underneath her tilted and she held out her hands to steady herself. Someone – her friends – had left the city to retrieve her. But she didn’t need to be retrieved. Not yet. The trial would start tomorrow, and she would have no shortage of curious, hostile stares to contend with. Amira Valdez, the compound girl turned neuroscientist turned disgraced defendant. She had one more night to be alone and unbothered. 

			“M. Valdez? Should I send them away?”

			“I’ll deal with them,” Amira groaned as she forced herself to stand. 

			The elevator, miraculously, still worked. It rattled as Amira descended to the lower floor, sending vibrations up her feet. A sickly metallic smell lingered inside the car, the elevator wide enough to carry trays of plants or frightened cows. Her ears rang, one of the many warnings that tomorrow morning would be a rough one. She slid the metal grating aside and stepped into the dark ground level. 

			D’Arcy, who had been crouching on the bare floor, sprung to her feet at the sight of Amira’s silhouette in the dim room. Julian leaned against a graffiti-streaked wall, his smooth features stern but not unkind. An aspiring artist, he couldn’t resist stealing glances at the glowing, neon graffiti.

			“This would be a cool spot for a mural,” Julian said. “I’d call it Rural Gothic, or something. This is an old-school farm. Would be a great commentary on rural decay.”

			“Not now, Julian,” D’Arcy snapped. She threw a small drone into the air, which cast a bright light across the room. Under the bulb’s flickering glare, the two women stared – Amira’s features twisted in annoyance, D’Arcy’s in alarm. How bad did Amira look? She had only been alone for two weeks – not counting Henry, and Amira didn’t. 

			“Amira, what are you doing hiding up here?” D’Arcy asked. Her oldest and closest friend never wasted time on niceties. “This place is so grim. We’re worried. All of us. The— the hearing’s tomorrow morning. You’re not going to—” 

			“Relax, I’m not skipping trial,” Amira said. “I’ll be there – I don’t have a choice.” 

			But in truth, she had entertained the idea of defying the fearsome Aldwych Council and becoming a hermit of some kind. With a well-placed blade and mechanical precision, Henry could relieve her of her ankle bindings. She could travel north, learn how to fish and forage. Live a wild, free life. Give up her holomentic machines and dreams of working in the space stations that orbited the Earth. She had been there, after all, and only found killers, convicts and ruthless Cosmics, a pseudo-religious organization as dangerous as the compounds and ten times more powerful. Those same Cosmics dominated the Aldwych Council that would judge her tomorrow. No matter that she was innocent of all charges. No matter that she had uncovered the real saboteurs of the Pandora project – one of their own, in alliance with dangerous, zealous Trinity Compound Elders. Her adventures had proved inconvenient for the Cosmics, and they would ensure that she paid for them. 

			As though reading her mind, D’Arcy shook her head. 

			“Don’t give up, Amira,” she said. “You have a chance. Not everyone in the Aldwych Council is out to get you. There’ll be others who are sick of the Cosmics, who might listen to your story. It’s not like you to give up.”

			Amira snorted. Ignoring D’Arcy’s crestfallen face, she took another swig from her whiskey bottle. If they were dragging her back to Westport – and why else would they come all this way? – she had no intention of returning sober. She was already a disgrace to the Academy, to Aldwych. Why not play the part?

			A loud tutting sound interrupted her thoughts. Julian approached her, uncharacteristically business-like. He had always been the passionate activist to D’Arcy’s pragmatist but tonight, the couple switched roles. 

			“If you don’t care about yourself, maybe you’ll care about the others who depend on you,” Julian said in an even tone. “I have a message from Tony Barlow.”

			Coldness spread across Amira’s chest, a chill that no amount of whiskey could neutralize. She closed her eyes and tilted the bottle, wetting her lips. She counted to five. As a holomentic therapist, she had played enough tricks to avoid being prey to them. 

			She sighed. “Proceed.”

			“Drink some water,” Julian said. “Or Bottled Rehab. You need to sober up, starting now.” 

			D’Arcy shot Julian a warning look before turning back to Amira. “Barlow needs you back. He’s taking the Bullet train from… you know where, to be at your trial. Things aren’t good with Rozene.”

			“Given Tony Barlow’s definition of good, I’m not sure that’s a bad thing,” Amira retorted, but the statement had the desired effect. The skin on her neck prickled; a cold sensation cascaded down her spine. A well-connected scientist within Aldwych’s most elite circles, Barlow held an unofficial and undefined role on the Pandora project. Amira never trusted him. And her instincts had been proven right. 

			Rozene Hull, another damaged compound girl, would have been the final victim of the Pandora project if Amira hadn’t fixed her tampered memories. Instead, Rozene Hull gave birth to the first human clone, a fact known to only the people in the room and a few others.

			But only Amira and Tony Barlow shared another secret. And three months into the clone Nova’s life, the first signs of trouble must have begun. It hadn’t taken long. 

			“What kind of trouble is Rozene in this time?” Amira ventured. D’Arcy winced, but Amira had not meant to be callous. Ever since they first met, Rozene Hull had been in some kind of mortal peril. It bonded them, but it was also exhausting.

			“Not just Rozene,” D’Arcy said. “Barlow said she’s in good health. It’s more… strange things, between her and the baby. Things he can’t explain easily, he said. You’ll have to see them for yourself.”

			Amira bit the tip of her tongue, tasting blood through the alcohol. Of course strange things were happening. What else could result from transferring part of a person’s consciousness into another body? Anger hummed inside her at Barlow, not only for what he had done, but for burdening her with this knowledge. For taking what should have been a seminal scientific breakthrough that would change lives – successful, safe human cloning – and turning it into a sinister experiment, one that required her to become his deputy of damage control. In return, he would protect her from her ever-growing list of enemies. But could Barlow save her from the Aldwych Council? Could anyone?

			Amira sank to the floor with bent knees, burying her face in her hands. Dehydration kept her from crying, but a low moan escaped her lips. 

			“I’ve made a mess of everything,” she whispered. “I put you in danger. Why are you here?”

			“Because we care,” D’Arcy said, heated, but Julian knelt beside Amira. 

			“Listen,” Julian said, placing an arm on Amira’s shoulder. She flinched at his touch but met his eyes. “I know the last month’s been hard. Everything you thought you knew about Westport, about the future you wanted, has been turned upside down. You watched people die. You almost died.”

			“But dammit, Amira,” D’Arcy interjected. “Fucking pull yourself together!”

			Amira gasped, as though splashed with cold water. Her face flushed with indignation, followed by a sudden surge of shame. D’Arcy’s throat had been cut in the Soma building’s shiny lobby. It had been horrible to witness – one of the most reliable scenes to feature in her current reel of nightmares – but nothing compared to what D’Arcy experienced that night. It was unfair, Amira countered in her mind, to compare her suffering to D’Arcy’s, to feel guilt for not handling the aftermath better. The human psyche didn’t keep score against others, or theorize away feelings. Amira was in pain. Perhaps the last few weeks were exactly what she needed to process that pain. But perhaps it was also time to move on, as D’Arcy had not-so-subtly stated. 

			Amira rested the bottle on the floor and massaged her temples. Hesitation flickered in D’Arcy’s eyes – Amira’s closest friend rarely lost her cool, especially when it came to the actions of others. It was not in her nature to judge, unless you showed her a bad line of code. 

			Amira smiled. Then, after a pause, she laughed. 

			D’Arcy followed, her features relaxing, and even Julian broke into a smile. Henry, trained to mimic human emotion, decided to join in, and his electronic bray only made them laugh harder. 

			Amira shrugged at D’Arcy. She was not all right, not completely, but a fog lifted inside her. She had laughed for the first time since that day in the desert, when they had rescued Rozene from the Trinity Compound’s leader, Elder Young. When she had learned too much about the underbelly of Aldwych, and herself. 

			“I’m sorry,” Amira said, wiping her eyes. “I guess I fell into that self-pity spiral they taught us in Introduction to the Negative Mind back at the Academy.”

			“I remember that class well,” D’Arcy said, already scanning the room for Amira’s limited possessions, to pack her things away. “First year. Remember when Dr. Mercer had us memory scan that old patient from the Drought Wars Memorial Hospital? I think some of those Pines kids were scarred for life.”

			They walked down the gravel path out of the vertical farm, flanked by two other abandoned, high rise farms. Three towers of concrete, layered with different levels for vegetation and livestock before the Synthetic Meat Act had banned the last vestiges of factory farming. D’Arcy had shuddered when Amira led her through the kill floor to gather her remaining possessions, her pale features whitening further at the sight of the hooks. 

			Back on the first level, Henry peered through the now-lighted window. His small face followed their path, a hand waving goodbye. 

			A twinge of guilt strummed Amira’s chest. “Do robots feel lonely?” she asked D’Arcy. “Or is that just emotional blackmail we’re seeing?”

			“People want to feel missed,” D’Arcy said. “That’s why they’re programmed to act like puppies, to express sadness when we leave. But who knows what they feel?”

			Amira sighed. She scratched her neck, stealing another glance at the window.

			“He’s not needed here,” she said. “And I could send him back to Dr. Mercer, but he doesn’t need him either. What does a companion robot do without companions?”

			Hours later, after taking the day’s last, swaying Blue Line train to Westport, Henry sat in the Canary House’s musty living room with folded hands. The robot’s presence earned curious stares from several Academy students poring over lecture notes into the late hours, but nothing compared to the stares directed at Amira. A few first-year students stepped carefully around her on the way to the kitchen, as though she were radioactive. Amira stretched across the couch and cradled a large Bottled Rehab drink in her lap. 

			“You’d think they’d never seen a drunk felon before,” she muttered, pulling her hoodie around her head. 

			“Technically, you’re not a felon yet,” Julian said. “You’re a defendant about to go on trial. You haven’t been convicted of anything.”

			“Yet,” Amira said darkly. Gloom had descended over her again like a shadow. Now that she was back in the Canary House, surrounded by things she could no longer have and people whose adventures in Aldwych had just begun, regret seeped into her thoughts. Perhaps she shouldn’t have come here for her last night of possible freedom. The bright living room lights seared her eyes and triggered the dull beginnings of a headache. 

			“You won’t be convicted,” D’Arcy reassured her. “And you can sleep in my room, like I said earlier. It’ll be like the old days.”

			“The old days are over,” Amira said with a sad glance at a young student engrossed in a quantum theory textbook. “It’s fine, D’Arcy. After sleeping on rags the last few weeks, the couch is a better transition bed. I’ll be happier here.”

			And with Henry nearby and the chatter of students distant in her ears, Amira sank into an uneven sleep. 

			Blue light crawled across her vision as she navigated a stark corridor. The tunnel tilted and turned as she floated through, rotating upside down. More blue light shone at the end of the passageway. A sudden terror seized her. Muffled screams trailed from the distant room – soft at first, but rising in volume. Terrible, heart-rending screams, thick with pain and despair. A howling that almost sounded inhuman, except for the occasional word that reached her ears. 

			“Don’t look! Stop! Don’t watch!”

			The world shifted underneath her and Amira lay in a crimson pool. Blood ran out of her and she unleashed a scream of her own. 

			Amira cried out, burying her face in her hands. They came back wet – her face was streaked with tears. The living room’s bright light had dimmed, the only source of light a warm orange lamp in the far corner. All of the students had gone to bed, leaving her alone. Mostly alone.

			“Do you need comfort, Amira Valdez?” Henry intoned next to her.

			“I’m fine,” Amira snapped. The robot’s presence shook her back into reality, the nightmare on the space station receding from her mind’s eye. “I just had a nightmare.”

			Dogs barked in the distance and birds chirped outside. The windows sweated with the damp, early morning air of the Pacific Northwest. Amira frowned and blinked twice to activate her Eye. The time displayed in the corner – 5:23 a.m. 

			The last time she suffered from a recurring nightmare, of a burning house, she barely escaped with her life when Victor Zhang’s seized home caught fire. Dr. Zhang had been a Cosmic who ran afoul of the Trinity Compound. They murdered him and used his home in the American Southwest as a base, until Amira and her friends caught up with them. She could still taste the smoke on her tongue, feel the heat in her nostrils as Hadrian threw her through a window outside. It had been the most terrifying experience of her life, the day she and her friends had rescued Rozene Hull, who then gave birth to the first human clone underneath a withered tree. 

			Now, she awoke every night to the sound of a man’s screams in her ear. Was this another event waiting to happen, or a present-day nightmare unfolding for someone far away? Amira shuddered and rolled off the couch, ready to return to the waking world. Whatever the dream meant, it was more than a dream.

			* * *

			As she stepped out of Aldwych station with D’Arcy at her side, Amira was greeted by none other than Detective Dale Pierson. And the usual rainfall that eased Westport into the morning hours. 

			“The criminal mastermind arrives,” the boyish Westport officer said with a glance at Amira’s ankle monitor. “So you didn’t attempt a second, daring escape?”

			“I think I’ve pushed my luck on escapes,” Amira replied. Pierson’s mouth twitched. The last time they had come face to face, he chased Amira out of the main Westport police station and across a set of maglev tracks. A high-speed train aided Amira’s flight from Westport justice, after she had been falsely charged with Rozene’s abduction. 

			But Westport PD dropped all charges against Amira after she sent them the holomentic recording of a compound man who had witnessed everything. Its contents proved that it was Elders from the Trinity Compound, not Amira, who were behind the crimes against Aldwych, including the murder of Victor Zhang. They attacked Aldwych, seeking to eliminate the last surviving subject of the Pandora project and end the perceived abomination of human cloning. The evidence had placated Westport law enforcement, even eliciting an apology from Detective Pierson, but the Aldwych Council proved more difficult to satisfy.

			D’Arcy squeezed Amira’s hand. “It’ll be ok,” she said. “I wish I could come in there with you and yell at the judges myself, but I can’t miss another day of work. I can at least walk you to the Judicial.”

			“And yelling at judges probably won’t be the best way to support your friend,” Pierson said drily. 

			D’Arcy let out a loud huff and marched out of the station. After exchanging knowing glances, Amira and Pierson followed, D’Arcy’s bob of black hair bouncing with righteous indignation ahead of them. 

			“We had ten holo-whatsit experts view your data,” Pierson said as they crossed Aldwych Square. “All of them confirmed it was undoctored. What more convincing does the Aldwych Council need?” Pierson spat on the ground. If the excitable detective loathed one thing, it was the scientific district’s unique powers within Westport, a city within a city subject to a different set of rules. 

			“This isn’t about my guilt or innocence,” Amira said. “This is political.”

			Pierson scowled. “I figured as much. I’ve been talking to your buddy, the crazy guy with the tattoos and the weird accent. Hadrian. He has the same problem as a NASH officer – when it comes to Aldwych, he’s always got one hand tied behind his back. Doesn’t help, I guess, when your law enforcement jurisdiction is in space.”

			“Have you heard from Hadrian lately?” Amira’s throat knotted at the mention of her unlikely friend. Though he officially worked at the North American Space Harbor, the closest station in Earth’s geostationary orbit, his job took him many places, often in secret. 

			“He’s been on the hunt,” Pierson said. “Searching for his team after that crash in the desert.”

			Amira nodded, her mouth dry. Hadrian and his crew had come to her rescue on the Carthage station. But while Hadrian managed to fight his way onto the shuttle carrying Amira as hostage, the rest of his NASH team followed them in another vehicle. Amira and Hadrian had crashed through Earth’s atmosphere into the Southwestern desert. No one had heard from the crew on the other shuttle since. Amira shuddered at the memory of those terrifying minutes. A welt of scars filled her palms where she had tried to push a melting escape door open, joining the many other scars she had earned on the compound. A collection of old wounds, forever growing. 

			Together, they passed the main fountain in Aldwych Square. Above them, the familiar Soma building stretched to the sky. Nothing in its shiny onyx exterior hinted at all that had transpired only months ago. Amira’s heart fluttered, but they pressed ahead to the Judicial complex. 

			Nestled between the Soma and the Avicenna corporations, the Judicial complex lived up to its unimaginative name, a muted, concrete building at odds with the surrounding opulence of the square. But within its walls, the greatest minds and most powerful players of Aldwych gathered. Waiting for Amira. 

			D’Arcy wrapped Amira in a tight hug. “You’ve got this,” she said. “We’ll talk after the trial’s over. We’ll celebrate with drinks at Sullivan’s Wharf. Have a normal night, for once.”

			With a warm smile and a wink, D’Arcy disappeared into the sea of lab-coated Aldwych commuters making their way to work. 

			Pierson hovered at the entrance, hands pressed in his pockets. 

			“I’ve already submitted my testimony,” he began. “But I’ll linger, in case they decide to summon me for follow-on questions. I hate this place, Valdez, so I hope you appreciate that I’m here for you only. And maybe also to find one of those hired shits who attacked my police station.”

			Amira managed a bitter smile. She had not forgotten that the Aldwych Council, the same tribunal she would stand before, had sent mercenaries to seize her from Westport custody. Thanks to a tenacious Hadrian, a furious Pierson and her own quick feet, they had failed. But in the end, she couldn’t evade their summons. 

			“Throw an extra punch for me,” she said. They hugged with an adolescent stiffness – neither of them touchers – and parted ways.

			With Pierson gone and her friends at work, Amira stood in the center of the entryway. The oak doors stared back at her, dark and heavy. With a deep breath, she pushed her way inside. There was no time for hesitation. If she lingered, fear would swallow her. So she moved forward. 

			She strode down the hallway at a steady pace, her heels echoing on the Judicial building’s marble floors. For the first time in a month, she didn’t want to be alone. Even Henry would be a comfort now. 

			* * *

			“Not guilty on all counts.”

			Amira’s voice rang through the chamber, stronger than she felt. Dim lights winked at her from the towering ceiling, casting shadows over the row of grim faces on a high platform. Behind the Aldwych Council, a beautiful mosaic stretched across the wall. Scenes of planets orbiting suns, of figures swathed in light raising their arms to the stars. Buildings rising from the ground, ships sailing to distant worlds. Icons of science and faith, reason and emotion. Which side would Amira face today?

			An elderly man cleared his throat. 

			“Very well, M. Valdez,” he croaked. “So you deny escaping from Westport custody after you were found next to Valerie Singh’s body, covered in her blood? You deny that you remained a fugitive from justice, evading Westport and Aldwych security after escaping from Westport custody?”

			“Well, no—”

			“And you deny sneaking onto the NASH space station in the cargo hold – as contraband – before moving covertly around our space-based facilities?”

			“I did all of those things, but—”

			“This is a cut and dry case,” a woman said, cutting through Amira’s protests. She sat apart from the Aldwych Council, but the panel let her speak. A small woman with stringy blonde hair, she spoke while her Eye device flashed in her left pupil. A multi-tasker, even as she pronounced a woman’s guilt. “She broke the law, she admits as much. Let’s wrap this up.”

			“This is more than a question of technicalities,” a white-haired woman on the Aldwych Council said. She spoke in a booming voice, eyeing the interrupter with thinly veiled contempt. “I do not care if she left a Westport district police station, when they have long ago dropped all charges against her. I also don’t care what happened on NASH, since that is also out of our jurisdiction. I would like to know if this compound girl had a role in the attack on the Pandora project, and if so, why.”

			Relief and anger battled within Amira’s constricting chest. The term “compound girl” bit her like a pointed blade, but the woman meant well. She wanted facts. 

			“I’m from a compound,” Amira said, and a weight lifted from her as she vocalized that once-painful reality. “I grew up on the Children of the New Covenant Compound in northern Arizona. I wore a bonnet, I drank Chimyra, I learned the faith. And then I ran away to Westport before they could marry me to some older man, to have children and do chores until one of those things killed me. My loyalties lie here, in the city where I learned neuroscience and have been given everything I wanted. Every choice, every possibility. I didn’t want to be on Pandora at first, because it hurt to go back and remember how I once lived. But I would never have sabotaged the project and harmed the people involved in it.” Her voice cracked at those last words. A vision of Valerie Singh, lying askew in her own blood, was conjured in her mind’s eye. 

			“So you escaped from Westport custody to find the true culprits?” the white-haired woman asked. 

			“Yes. And to rescue Rozene.”

			“But that rescue, it seems, proved fruitless,” the woman continued with sudden energy. “She hasn’t been seen since the abduction, has she?”

			Amira’s jaw clenched. How could she have been so naïve? The kindness had been a ploy. The woman on the Council had been fishing for information about Rozene. Only the few that had joined Amira knew that the Pandora project’s last subject had survived, and was now living under Dr. Mercer’s observation in the Baja peninsula with her newborn clone. And she needed to keep it that way – at least until they knew what Barlow’s experiment had wrought. 

			“Let’s cut this dance short,” a smooth, clear voice echoed through the court room. Tony Barlow strode up from the entrance, nodding with smiling eyes at Amira before joining her side in front of the Council. His unsettling blue eyes scanned the Council members with casual familiarity. 

			A surge of relief warmed Amira’s veins – an unusual reaction to the cryptic scientist, but much about this day proved unusual. Surrounded by the hostile stares of the courtroom, Tony Barlow was at least a familiar, reassuring presence. A complicated ally, but an ally all the same. His unnatural calm normally left Amira with an uneasy tightness in her stomach, but here, it became a balm for her mounting nerves. 

			“M. Barlow,” a young, muscular Council member said, emphasizing the M. The Aldwych equivalent of throwing a punch, given that Barlow held a doctor title several times over. A man dangerous in many different subjects. “I don’t believe you’re on trial today.”

			“Not as of yet,” he said. His tone remained as neutral as his face, but carried with ease across the room. “But I am here, as the new head of the Pandora project, to represent my chief assistant, Amira Valdez.”

			His words sent the courtroom into a buzz of excited chatter. Members of the Aldwych Council exchanged glances, eyebrows raised in meaningful alarm. 

			“You mean your former assistant,” the male Council member said slowly, with a lopsided smile. 

			“Current,” Barlow said with his trademark patience. “She is my active second on all of my current work.” 

			“But there’s no more Pandora project,” the white-haired woman said. “The Council banned the use of additional test subjects for cloning until the Soma can demonstrate some regard for safety.”

			“Anne, if you want to know something, you can simply ask,” Barlow said, a slow smile spreading across his face. “Firstly, let’s drop the charade with M. Valdez. She is clearly not a criminal, but a resourceful woman who finds herself in dangerous situations that prove no match for her talents. Even Westport Police, a zealous group fixated on curbing Aldwych’s power, have concluded as much. We need to put her back to work, not waste her time because you want to interrogate her about the aftermath of that terrible Soma attack. Because she’s a compound refugee with little power and resources, she’s therefore an easier target than me.”

			The ground around Amira’s feet began to blur as tears welled in her eyes. She blinked them back, avoiding the Council’s searing gaze. No one, aside from Dr. Mercer, had given her such high, public praise. She loathed Barlow for what he had done and yet, here he was – her strongest and unlikeliest champion.

			Behind the Council, the woman with the stringy blonde hair had ceased whatever activity she performed on her Eye, both pupils unblinking and trained on Barlow. Her knuckles whitened as she gripped her knees. 

			“Come out with it then, Barlow,” she barked, earning startled glances from the Council. “Stop toying with us. Is the girl alive?”

			“Yes.”

			Gasps and exclamations followed, but the woman only leaned forward.

			“And did she give birth to the clone?”

			“She did.”

			The chorus of alarm swelled, until the chatter became so loud that the elderly man who first interrogated Amira banged on his desk. The screen that covered the desk’s surface rippled and a large gong behind the Council sounded a deafening bellow. Everyone clapped their hands over their ears but fell into obedient silence. Aldwych, at times, had a flair for the dramatic.

			“Well, then, Barlow,” the man wheezed. “You accuse us of playing games, but you’re clearly having your fun. Where is she? Why is she not returned to the Soma, under proper observation?”

			Barlow cleared his throat. “I can assure you that M. Rozene Hull is under more than proper observation, but not in the Soma. She is a young woman with a newborn, nearly killed when a team of well-connected compound men attacked the building, determined to sabotage our important work. Why would I return her to a place of trauma, in a district where security has clearly been compromised?”

			More than a few faces tightened with anger, including the mysterious woman’s. Amira suppressed a smile. Barlow’s retort had been undeniably clever. He had implied, without outright stating, the involvement of the Cosmics in the attack on the Soma, while providing a legitimate explanation for his secrecy. He had thrown the Council, many of whom were Cosmics, a curveball. 

			The young woman, unofficial attendee but prominent spokeswoman, counterattacked. 

			“We’ve all read the Westport PD’s report,” she said with a faint sneer. “Alistair Parrish acted of his own accord, with highly personal motives. He was stripped of his Council membership within an hour of the findings being made public. He is dead, now hovering in the Conscious Plane, perhaps watching us now, in which case I say that he did not represent us. We do not affiliate with regressive terrorists from the Southwest.” She tilted her head to the ceiling and clenched a disapproving fist, as though addressing the man’s ghost. 

			Amira swallowed, daring a glance at Barlow that he did not return. So the woman was a Cosmic. A powerful one, in all likelihood, if she could speak openly over the Aldwych Council. 

			“And yet Alistair Parrish’s actions revealed some uncomfortable truths,” Barlow persisted without mercy. “The Cosmics do not treat women as chattels, demand reproductive slavery and persecute the gender non-conforming. But Cosmic ideology does not sit well with the notion of human cloning. You have not yet developed answers to the questions it triggers – do clones ascend to the Conscious Plane? Where do the replicated souls fit into the universe’s conscious web? You dislike questions you can’t answer easily, so you will always have adherents who might challenge Pandora, as much as the official line might state otherwise.”

			Several Council members squirmed at Barlow’s words, while others traded approving glances. Aldwych was no monolith. Amira knew this, but had never seen it laid out so clearly before her eyes. Cosmic and skeptic, traditional and modern – the Council hummed under Barlow’s words, an uneasy cauldron of ideas nearing the boil. 

			The woman stood up. “Tony Barlow, you are accusing us of something without foundation.”

			“As are you, by bringing Amira Valdez here today.”

			“Enough! They are not the same.”

			“Lucia, you know me,” Barlow said, softening his voice for the first time since his unannounced arrival. “We will talk after this. I’ll have answers for you, and a plan that will include all of Aldwych’s many voices. I respect the Cosmic movement, but only ask that you trust and respect me in turn. I am loyal to this district and its vision. Every decision I make stems from that aim. Now please, let’s vote on the trivial matter of my assistant and her adventures, and get on with it.”

			The vote began immediately, without further debate. Amira held her breath, even as Barlow eyed her with a reassuring twitch of his mouth. The elderly man, the Council’s leader, called the courtroom to order. 

			“Amira Valdez, you have been cleared of all charges. Now please, remove yourself from this Council and ensure that you never find yourself before us again.”

			Relief flooded Amira, making her head light. Blood hummed in her ears, but she managed a tight smile. She nodded, departing the courtroom with a curt bow.

			She was free. 

			More accurately, she was free from incarceration, on the Carthage Station or some remote labor colony on Earth. Tony Barlow, in front of the Aldwych Council, had claimed her. 

			* * *

			Pierson let out a triumphant war cry, nearly spilling coffee across his thin frame. Still ten feet away, Amira’s face told the story. 

			“All charges?” he asked. 

			“Everything,” she said. “Tony Barlow vouched for me.” The cryptic scientist had lingered behind in the courtroom, chatting with several of the judges. Politicking, as only he could. 

			Amira and Pierson stood next to the Judicial complex’s sole standalone café, manned by an ornery-faced robot who took both verbal and mentally signaled orders. Amira used mental commands regularly in her holomentic work, summoning devices into her hands and turning lights on and off, but considered anything else pure laziness. But this was a special day, one for breaking rules. 

			Turkish coffee, light foam, she thought, hearing each word in her mind as she stared at the barista-robot with a probably unnecessary level of intensity. 

			The machine’s eyes blinked before it swiveled away, its arms moving with the verve of the Hindu goddess Durga, summoning metal frothing cups, cartons and paper cups. A minute later, it handed Amira a perfect but scalding cup of coffee. 

			Pierson surveyed the scene with a faint smirk tugging at his face. 

			“I wouldn’t have taken you for a lady with refined tastes,” he said, tipping his own cup back to reveal grainy, brown sludge. 

			“Yes, you would have,” Amira said, taking a delicate sip and closing her eyes. “You called me a fancy Academy kid when you were interrogating me, remember?”

			“Oh come on, I was just trying to get under your skin,” Pierson said, his voice rising an octave. “It’s in one of the first chapters of any interrogation manual. And it worked, obviously, if you remember it.”

			“It was a high stress situation,” Amira said. “One where some details are foggy and others stick with you, as real and urgent as everything in this big, noisy room. I remember everything you said. Remember, I’m an interrogator too, in my own way. The difference is that I use my powers to help people.” With that, she tilted her cup in a friendly, teasing salute. 

			Only something was wrong. 

			The room had gone quiet. 

			On the other side of the courtroom doors, a crowd gathered, transfixed, under a hanging screen. The normal display of court case schedules had been replaced by live Stream footage, the words “breaking news” in flashy red. 

			“What’s going on?” Pierson murmured, stepping toward the screen. 

			Amira followed. She barely noticed the hot coffee splashing down her arm. Her tongue was fuzzy and bitter with sudden fear. A large map of North America filled the monitor, zooming in on the American Southwest, until it settled on an infamous stretch of New Mexico.

			Home of the Trinity Compound.

			“… only minutes ago, we received our first glimpses of the surviving NASH officers, now confirmed as captives of the Trinity Compound.”

			Amira’s pulse quickened. The screen cut to grainy footage of a row of figures in NASH uniform, four men and one woman, kneeling in the sand. They formed a single row with their heads bowed, flanked by masked men.

			The room spun. Memories flashed across Amira’s frontal lobe, a kaleidoscope of senses. Similar masked men standing in the dead silence of the Soma building’s mezzanine. The flash of a blade. The smell of blood, forming dark pools across the marble floor.

			“Hey, Amira? Amira!”

			Pierson’s hand circled her elbow in a careful gesture, as though contact could make her explode. For a moment, she thought it might, but she drew several deep breaths and blinked the past away. The present was frightening enough. 

			A familiar, hollow face now filled the screen. The room was already silent, but as Andrew Reznik spoke, dull eyes boring into the camera, his voice sucked all the remaining sound and motion out of the room. 

			“I speak to you, sinner and congregant alike, as the new Chief Elder of the holy and sacrosanct Trinity Community,” he said in his low, calm monotone. “A compound that has spent decades trying to live in peace, according to our principles, despite continued aggression from the North American Alliance and other puppet organizations of the rogue scientists of Aldwych. Once again, you have provoked us, and given us hostages. You can see that they’re alive and unharmed, which is more than your government can say about our prisoners of war.”

			Reznik paused, continuing to stare at the screen. A nervous shiver ran through the crowd. Words from a darker time, before the uneasy détente between the cities and the religious compounds in the American Southwest. Hostages. War. The new Trinity leader had picked his words carefully, and the pause was also not accidental. There was a subtext to his words, Amira realized with a pulse of adrenaline, intended for specific ears. 

			“We are not the extremists your government and your Stream have painted us to be,” Reznik continued, his coal dark eyes shining underneath his low brows. “And we also know that the radicals of Aldwych do not speak for the majority of you. So know that it is now to Aldwych I speak, and to their Cosmics in particular – you will hear our demands and answer for your past crimes, or face the consequences. It won’t just be the blood of these soldiers on your hands – we know you won’t care about a few more lost lives, since you don’t value life at all. To you, it is something to be purged when convenient, or replicated in a lab in some high tower. No, we will hit you where you will hurt – with the truth. In thirty days’ time, we will expose the extent of your crimes.”

			Reznik’s face vanished, replaced with a bewildered, speechless news anchor. After collecting herself, she turned to her colleague, to begin dissecting every word of Reznik’s message. 

			The crowd, broken from its trance, also dissolved into excited chatter. Pierson’s Eye flashed and he let out a stream of obscenities. 

			“Back to work,” he said to Amira. “My boss is having a meltdown. I’ll have to go explain to him that the Trinity Compound is more than a little out of our fucking jurisdiction and NASH hostages aren’t our problem to solve.” With an indignant huff, he joined the crowd spilling into the courtyard outside. 

			From the courtroom entrance, Tony Barlow leaned against a wall with folded arms. He was oblivious to the nervous hum around him, his gaze fixed on the screen with a distant, almost dream-like quality. Catching Amira’s stare, he smiled in his usual, cryptic way and walked to her. 

			“Somehow, we’ve been upstaged,” he said. “But our work must continue. Let’s go to the Soma and clean up our files. You can view M. Hull’s latest medical report from our friend to the south. And at the end of the day, come with me. We have someone important to meet with.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The Rails

			“And where, exactly, are we going?”

			“Patience, M. Valdez.” Tony Barlow gazed ahead as their car sped down narrowing lanes and up a steep hill. “That trial was the foreplay. M. Lucia Morgan will require a debriefing after the commotion I caused.”

			“She’s a Cosmic, isn’t she?” Amira slid out of her shoes with a faint sigh. It had been a long day. After the adrenaline of the trial, somehow upstaged by Reznik, she had spent her working day staring at the Soma screens with glazed eyes, reading the same report multiple times before the words sank into her brain. Facing a hostile Cosmic would at least give Amira focus. 

			“She’s the official spokesperson for the movement,” Barlow said. “And the president, young as she appears. Her mother, Eleanor Morgan, was one of the astrophysicists and neuroscientists who founded the movement, thanks to her breakthroughs in understanding the role of consciousness in quantum theory. Her mother is far away now. Lucia doesn’t have her mother’s critical mind, but she is an effective administrator, a herder of cats. She has a brother, who is effective at nothing, sadly. You’ll meet him soon.”

			Amira’s pulse quickened. Streetlights and street scenes sped past their self-driven vehicle – pedestrians on sidewalks, eating from kebab skewers while their Third Eyes flashed. Stores closing down, while others with more nocturnal purposes turned on their open signs. The Satyr Road, epicenter of Westport vice, sat on the other side of the city but its influence bled into every neighborhood – neon lights, stumbling bar-goers, legs in fishnet stockings peeking through dim windows. 

			Amira longed to return to the Canary House, to celebrate with D’Arcy and Julian. But Barlow had a plan, and Amira had no choice but to follow. 

			“And what about what happened after the trial?” Amira asked. “Are we going to talk about Reznik?”

			“I have no doubt that M. Morgan will broach that topic without our prompting,” Barlow said with a smile. “In fact, I don’t want to prompt her at all. I’d like to see what she chooses to say – and not say – about that subject. You’ll understand why soon enough.”

			“Because the Cosmics and the Trinity Elders were friends until recently,” Amira said. “At least, some of the Cosmics. You want to see if Reznik’s address surprised her and if she knows what he’s talking about, those terrible crimes and secrets.”

			Barlow nodded appraisingly. 

			“Well said. Amira, you have an undeniable talent for perception and for wringing facts out of people. But let me show you another… style of operation. One in which you’re not constantly on the attack, in search of answers. One in which you sit back, and let your opponent reveal themselves through the silence. Observe M. Morgan but also, observe me.”

			“So is Lucia Morgan your opponent?” Amira asked with a shrewd sidelong glance. 

			Barlow’s profile, framed by the streetlight, was unreadable. 

			“You’ll find that with the Cosmics it’s never as simple as opponent or ally,” he said at last. “They change, depending on the situation.”

			Shops and bars gave way to quiet streets as the car swerved into the Rails. Few could afford the modern townhomes and geometric high rises in this neighborhood, populated by Aldwych’s scientific elite. The streetlights softened, the traffic dimming. This was a quiet place, where great minds went to rest. Alistair Parrish’s daughter had been struck by a car here, turned into a vegetable and instigated a city-wide ban on human-driven cars. Now in the dark, they only passed a few bicycles on their lonely trek up the steepest hill. 

			They exited the car on a quiet street. Barlow approached the last townhome on the cul-de-sac and bowed to a stately robot at the door. The machine scanned him before stepping aside. 

			On the townhome’s second level, they found the stringy-haired woman, Lucia Morgan, pacing an open, round living room adorned with potted plants. An elegant indoor fountain gurgled from the room’s center and Morgan circled it like a maddened panther in a historical zoo. Her eyes narrowed at the sight of Barlow and deepened further as she took in Amira’s presence. Amira straightened her back, keeping her face neutral.

			“You took your time, Barlow,” Morgan said. Her dark eyes, a startling contrast with her white-blonde hair, flickered with sullen curiosity in Amira’s direction.

			“On the contrary, dear Lucia,” Barlow said smoothly. “Westport traffic took its time. You know how impossible it is to get out of Aldwych after five o’clock. We could probably get a shuttle into space faster.”

			Morgan snorted but appeared oddly pacified, her brow softening as she wound her stringy hair into a tight knot above her head. She never stopped moving. Her feet, encased in old-fashioned stockings, shifted across the marble floor while her fingers tapped restlessly at her sides. If her pupils weren’t so normal, so focused on her two guests, Amira would have presumed her to be on Elysium. 

			A man sat cross-legged on a divan, playing with a holographic puzzle. His fingers flew as they dragged jagged shapes across the air, forming patterns of color at his eye level. He hummed and rocked back and forth, lost in his work. 

			“Good evening, Orson,” Barlow said in a light, good-natured tone. 

			“It’s not a good evening,” Orson replied without a glance in Barlow’s direction. He continued his work without pause, his eyes matching his dull monotone. “Lucia is mad at me. She swore and broke a plate.”

			“Orson, just because I’m mad doesn’t mean I’m mad at you,” Lucia said. Kindness and impatience battled in her voice, the tension playing out in her hunched shoulders. “I’m mad at Tony Barlow here, because he’s a bad man and he makes my life hard.”

			“That’s true,” Barlow said, matching the gentleness in Lucia’s tone, one normally reserved for small children. Orson shrugged. 

			Amira frowned. She didn’t need to scan Orson’s brain to realize that he had a developmental variance of some kind. That was the correct term found in her Academy textbooks. The compounds used less neutral language for an atypical mind. Abomination. Stunted. Neverhaven-cursed. She had seen adults like Orson at the compound – their limited language and childlike manner attributed to excessive Chimyra exposure during pregnancy. But it was unusual to see a person like Orson outside of the compounds. Developmental issues were rooted out through genetic engineering during pregnancy, or addressed through rigorous childhood therapy. 

			“My mother’s fault.” Lucia addressed Amira with a low voice and a heavy scowl. “She did too many experiments on herself while she was pregnant with him. Said we should leave him as nature intended, even though nature didn’t do shit in this situation.”

			“Try using the jagged pieces on the sides,” Amira said to Orson. She shifted her body sideways as she approached him, pointing at the floating pieces out of his vision. “You can turn the tower into a rocket.”

			“To space,” Orson said cheerily. “I can figure it out myself.”

			“You sure can,” Amira said. Orson’s eyes turned, briefly, to Amira and he smiled. Lucia’s expression softened in turn. But it only lasted a second before her features tightened and a shadow passed across her eyes. 

			“Congratulations, Tony,” Lucia said with a bitter smile, pouring herself a glass from a rolling bar tray. “You got your new minion exonerated and you get to scheme another day. You must be so pleased with yourself. Jumping around from station to station, and lab to lab in Aldwych, doing what you want. It must be nice to be clever without effort, and to have power without accountability. But if you’re really the head of the Pandora project’s cloning division, like you announced in front of the entire fucking Council today, then you must realize that you now have a boss. The Soma put up the resources, and Avicenna and the Galileo also pitched in. Three companies, expecting some results. Return on investment. There’s a waitlist of ten thousand women looking to clone themselves. There’s money on the line. And now you tell us that Rozene Hull and her clone are alive but in an undisclosed location? What game are you playing, Barlow?”

			“A long one,” Barlow said. “For many reasons, it is best that M. Hull remain where she is. I ask that you trust me on that account – you know me well enough to know that I don’t flout protocol or antagonize my benefactors unless I have very good reasons. Reasons, Lucia, that are ultimately to your benefit. But I believe I can make us both happy, and appease the Cosmic subordinates breathing down your neck.”

			At this, Lucia Morgan let out a low, grim moan and pressed her hands on the back of her neck, as though the pressure of her position, as head of the formal Cosmic organization, was a tangible source of agony. 

			“Where is the clone?” she asked, rubbing her eyes.

			“A safe location,” Barlow said. 

			“Give me a region. A bone.”

			“The Baja peninsula.”

			Amira turned to Barlow, eyes wide. He’d given Lucia Morgan the truth, and a narrow truth at that. Barlow responded with a subtle incline of his head and a reassuring smile in his eyes. Trust me, it said. But while Barlow was many things, nothing he had done in the past made him trustworthy. 

			But Lucia Morgan nodded with a thin, satisfied smile. 

			“So some rich, Westport retiree scientist is manning the ship,” she said. “They better have impeccable security. I mean impeccable, Barlow. Birds should evaporate if they fly too close to the windows. And how long do you intend to keep M. Hull, tanned and glowing with new motherhood, away from Westport’s eye?”

			“M. Hull needs to remain where she is for further observation,” Barlow said. “But that doesn’t mean she has to be invisible. A Stream interview, one week from now. And I can assure you, personally, that the clone is healthy and physically normal. I will give authorization to move the cloning project out of the trial stage and into the patented, public stage. Aldwych may begin cloning anyone willing to sign a waiver and pay for the service. Once the interview with mother and child goes public, I imagine those patients on the waitlist will be happy to move forward.”

			Lucia shot a shrewd glance back at Amira.

			“Do you feel it’s safe to do so?” she asked Amira. “Based on what you saw on the project?”

			Amira’s heart leapt to her throat. There was so much she could say. Despite her youth and her anxious handwringing, Lucia Morgan was undeniably a powerful figure in Aldwych. A few words could lay all of Barlow’s sinister secrets bare. He used the cloning project for his own ends. He transferred consciousness between two living souls, without knowing what that would mean. Nothing about this is safe.

			But would it benefit Rozene to expose Barlow? Would Lucia Morgan keep Amira on the project, where she could protect Rozene and her child, or would she toss her to the wolves, as she seemed keen to do at the trial? For now, Barlow intended to keep Amira under his wing, and she would have to play along with his games as a result. 

			As she glanced at Barlow, it was clear that he knew as much. The corners of his mouth curled in a faint smile. Hot anger pulsed through Amira’s veins, but she turned back to Lucia with a cool expression.

			“I believe so,” she said. “The cloning technology itself is effective. The issues Pandora experienced stemmed from Alistair Parrish’s sabotage of the project. With him gone, a random woman off the street shouldn’t face any of the dangers we saw in the Soma building. Pregnancy is a safe business these days, and clones don’t change that equation.”

			“Good,” Lucia said, clasping her hands together. “But the public won’t be convinced without seeing mother and baby together, surrounded by soft lighting and warm and fuzzy music. That needs to happen soon, Barlow, and no surprises. Make sure this one is included,” she added, jabbing a finger at Amira.

			“Me?” Amira’s mouth dried with a sudden intensity that made her glance longingly at the bar cart. “Do an interview?”

			“You’re the face of this operation, like it or not,” Lucia said. She paused, before letting out a low cackle. “And you’re definitely more Stream-friendly than Barlow, with his dead, creepy eyes. You know how to smile without looking like you’re about to steal someone’s kidneys.”

			“Speaking of unsettling individuals,” Barlow said, not reacting outwardly to Morgan’s insult, “it looks like the Trinity Compound has new leadership. Should we be concerned about Andrew Reznik?”

			The gleeful smile vanished from Lucia Morgan’s face, as though it had been slapped away. 

			“Everything is under control,” she said with gritted teeth. 

			Barlow sat down on a red ottoman, stretching his arms across the back rest. The confident posture of a man with the upper hand, preparing for a long conversation. Interestingly, he had broached the subject of Reznik directly, rather than wait for Lucia to volunteer anything. A power play, perhaps, to disarm her while she was gloating. Amira took her cue from Barlow and joined him on the plush seated cushions.

			Lucia, on the other hand, remained standing. Her bony shoulders climbed up her neck, her clenched posture reminding Amira of an ornery vampire bat. Orson continued to work on his puzzle, humming faintly.

			“Lucia, we’re all friends here,” Barlow said. “Or at least, we have common enemies. I know you don’t support the branch of the Cosmics who are sympathetic to the compounds. Like your mother before you, I adhere to the original principles of the movement and believe – no, I know – that I can help you bring them back in line. But I can only do that if you let me – and Amira – help you. We can’t help you unify the Cosmic movement again, and strengthen your position, if we don’t know the extent of the danger you face.”

			Amira clenched her fists, pressing them into her lap. She had been on the receiving end of Barlow’s skillful persuasions, but the effect of his words on Lucia Morgan were still impressive to behold. As someone who burrowed into people’s minds and triggered memories with the right word, Amira could recognize a master of manipulation at work. Lucia’s face transformed with shock at the mention of her mother, but the thin line of her mouth relaxed at the words that followed. Bring them back in line. Unify. Strengthen. Lucia Morgan, it was clear, valued control above all else, and Barlow’s carefully chosen words were balm for her frayed nerves. Even her shoulders released some of their extraordinary tension.

			“It’s nothing you haven’t already guessed, Barlow,” she said. “We had Elder Young under a certain amount of control—”

			“Until you didn’t,” Amira said with heated anger. The memory of the Soma building under attack, of glinting knives and screaming security alarms, flooded her senses. 

			“Until we didn’t,” Lucia agreed with a grudging nod at Amira. “But the old school and even some of the new Cosmics are sympathetic to the compounds, more so with this new, dead-eyed guy in charge. Tony, he’s dangerous.”

			“To Rozene?” Amira asked, her pulse quickening at her throat. “Is that what he wants from you?”

			Lucia snorted.

			“I don’t think the new Elder has revenge on a compound girl as his first concern,” she said. “The old one – that Bill Young clown – was a lecherous old goat with a wounded ego. He’d chase a wayward bride into the bowels of his Neverhaven just to make a point. This new one is different. I don’t know if women even interest him at all.”

			“Men?” Barlow asked with interest. “That could be devastating for a man in his position.”

			“No, no, no,” Lucia said with a huff of impatience. “That’s not what I meant. Just that he’s cold. Clinical. Doesn’t have the usual motivations that these compound leaders have. The young brides, the worshippers. He’s got a bigger agenda, and I’m sure it’s a bad one, no matter what side of the Cosmic fence we all sit on.”

			“How do you know all of this?” Amira asked. 

			Lucia rounded on her. “From talking to him, you dolt!” Venom tinged each word. “You didn’t think we kept communication channels with compound leadership after the whole mess went down at Victor Zhang’s house? You think that I, president of the largest organization within Westport, have to sit and twiddle my thumbs and wait for news on the Stream? Once this young psychopath took the reins, I called him with my heartiest congratulations. It’s what you do when you need to size up your new opponent.”

			Opponents and allies. An endless dance, played out behind closed doors. But were Lucia Morgan and Reznik really opponents? Did they even know, themselves?

			“Do you feel you have sufficiently sized him up?” Barlow asked.

			Lucia frowned. “Not yet. I talked to him for two hours on the Stream in a virtual space, looking into his eyes the whole time. Only thing I saw were his eyes looking back at me. Same as that video he just leaked – nothing behind them. He told me he wanted to focus on our common goals, not our differences. But then a few hours ago, I see a bunch of NASH captives and hear that we need to answer for our past crimes, whatever the fuck that means.”

			Amira sank deeper into the ottoman, hope deflating from her in a long exhale. Lucia Morgan didn’t know what Reznik’s threat meant or what his next move with the hostages would be. Or was she lying? Amira’s fingers itched for her holomentic sensors, for the chance to open up this woman’s innermost thoughts and extract everything she knew. But to her naked eye, Lucia’s tone and facial expressions suggested that she was speaking the truth, depressing as it was.

			But next to her, Barlow leaned forward, surging with confident energy.

			“Lucia, I only ask for your time and your cooperation for the near future,” he said. “We’ll get you the interview with Rozene, but if you allow Amira and me to operate in relative peace, I believe we can get you more information about Andrew Reznik and the Trinity Compound’s next steps. Amira is a very gifted holomentic reader and I have my sources. Elder Reznik mentioned Aldwych atoning for past crimes. Perhaps the best place for us to start is with the original criminals.”

			“Of course you’d know about every crooked thing that’s happened in this hellish city, Barlow, but—” Lucia’s eyes widened, before they flashed with a dangerous glower. “Don’t you dare, Tony.”

			“It’s time to pay a visit to an old, familiar face to us both,” Barlow said.

			“No!”

			“Who are we talking about?” Amira asked with a grimace.

			Lucia groaned. Barlow turned to Amira with a placid smile.

			“Eleanor Morgan,” he said. “Lucia’s mother, and founder of the Cosmics.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The Puppet Show

			“Eleanor Morgan? I thought she was in retirement or presumed dead.” D’Arcy frowned, dolloping a hefty amount of baba ghanoush onto a twice-recycled paper plate. 

			“In your world, aren’t those considered the same thing?” Julian asked with a smirk. “Most of those Aldwych scientists don’t know when to quit. Victor Zhang was, what? One hundred and thirty when he died?”

			Amira winced at Julian’s flippant remarks about the renowned scientist, whose corpse she found in a wine cellar only months ago. But D’Arcy’s anxious stare pulled Amira back into the present. 

			“Apparently, she’s been in hiding for the last fifteen years,” Amira said. “Resigned from the Avicenna and gone off the grid. Even Lucia Morgan doesn’t know where she is exactly, but Barlow seems to have some idea. D’Arcy, this is so strange. I thought I’d be helping Barlow observe Rozene and continuing to run the Pandora cloning project. But the minute I’m cleared, I’m doing nighttime runs into the Rails to watch Barlow plot and scheme with Cosmic leadership.”

			They stood in front of a makeshift buffet table in the main level of a docked cruise ship. A carnival-like atmosphere had overtaken the ship. All around them, teenagers ate from heaped plates and even fuller glasses of alcohol. A few ran along the upper mezzanine, whooping and spinning under the obvious effects of Elysium. The more industrious of the ship’s occupants, all escaped compound children, worked in the adjacent galley to prepare large dishes. The man in charge of the ship, Hadrian, was far away from them all – traversing the American Southwest in a hovercraft along with a rescue team, barreling toward the Trinity Compound. They responded the only way they knew how – with a watch party, to witness the live broadcast of the daring attack on the once untouchable compound stronghold. 

			“What did you expect, Amira?” Julian said as they stepped away from the buffet line. “This is a shady place. Everything in Aldwych is tinged with politics. People like Barlow spend their entire day plotting and scheming – and if they get some extra time after their lunch break, a scientific breakthrough might happen.”

			D’Arcy laughed lightly but Amira’s jaw tensed. Barlow had managed a breakthrough beyond Julian or D’Arcy’s imagining – a potential step toward human immortality. But though it pained her on a primal, physical level, she couldn’t tell them Barlow’s secret. Even Lucia Morgan, head of the Cosmics, and the Aldwych Council weren’t aware of what Barlow had done. How could she force the burden of such dangerous information on her two closest friends?
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