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			Chapter One

			Wilderness

			The Green line to Bedlam was the oldest train route through Westport, a clogged, aging artery through the city’s industrial zone. Inside one of its trembling cars, Amira Valdez pressed her face against the cool window, exhaling with forced steadiness. She had not felt this anxious on a train since her escape from the Children of the New Covenant Compound ten years ago. The train shuddered as it passed over a battered section of the tracks. Amira clenched her fists, digging her nails into her whip-scarred palms, another remnant of the compound.

			Amira’s morning commute to the Academy was normally a pleasant one, but today was Placement Day, and far from ordinary.

			She pulled away from the window, where the tracks ascended above ground and the dense, grimy brick buildings of the Riverfront district came into view. Academy students filled the train car, all prepared in their own way for the most important day of the year. A gangly young man with a green mohawk leaned against one of the central poles, muttering a string of equations. Another student grimly performed lunges near the door, inciting glares every time new passengers boarded. No one made eye contact. Talented students abounded at the Academy and assignments were limited. Assignments in space would be even rarer.

			Space. Her mentor, Dr. Mercer, called it the world above the world. For Amira, the research stations orbiting overhead represented everything the compound was not – unburdened by the past, a place that welcomed the unknown and challenged the idea of the unknowable. She belonged there. But if she failed to place well in the Aldwych district, the epicenter of the city of Westport’s Lower Earth Orbit industry, today’s exams would mercilessly destroy her dreams of working spaceside. Those countless hours she’d spent as a lonely child, hiding on the roof and searching the night sky for space-bound shuttles, would mean nothing. She had to succeed. Amira chewed her lower lip, forcing down her doubts.

			The outlines of Aldwych’s imposing skyscrapers rose in the distance as the Green line turned east. A faint trail of smoke from the Galileo building signaled a recent shuttle launch. Amira ran her finger along the condensed window glass, tracing the shuttle’s skyward path toward the stations. Waves of adrenaline pulsed through her small frame, growing stronger as she neared the Academy’s stop.

			You’ve waited a long time for this day, her inner voice encouraged. You know you’re ready. This is what you were meant to do. This is who you’re meant to be.

			The train announced its arrival at the Academy with a dull, screeching wail. The student reciting equations switched to a torrent of expletives. As she stepped outside, Amira’s heart quickened at the sight of the Academy’s elegant, angular walls, the sleek architecture of its buildings amplified by the comparatively grim, industrial neighborhood that surrounded it. Despite Oregon’s mild climate, the Academy adopted a distinctly tropical aesthetic. The school’s founder conducted her research in the Brazilian rainforest and brought the jungle back with her. Synthetic palm trees lined the walkways and vines crawled over the self-consciously modernist buildings, their concrete walls made to look like timber. Amira touched the founder’s statue every time she passed it, as though she could absorb the late scientist’s essence through the marble.

			The Academy’s main building hosted the Placement Day trials. Its corridors were remarkably silent save for Amira’s echoing footsteps and the occasional somber-faced student shuffling by. A dull-eyed teaching assistant ordered Amira to Room Four. So her fate would be decided there. Amira took a steadying breath and followed the instruction, striding with as much confidence as she could muster beyond the lecture hall.

			A small, pale figure emerged from the lecture hall’s towering doors. Amira’s best friend, D’Arcy Pham, grinned excitedly, raising her fist in triumph. Though the knot in her stomach tightened further, Amira returned the smile and they clasped hands briefly. D’Arcy mouthed the word ‘Pandora’ before turning around the corridor.

			Amira blinked with surprise. The Pandora project, spearheaded by a team of elite Aldwych scientists, was really a collection of projects with one common theme – a desire to push the boundaries of science as far as law, budget and human understanding would allow. It was no surprise that D’Arcy, a top quantum programmer at the Academy who custom-made her own Third Eye, had placed well – but Pandora? The project was both unusually prestigious and clandestine, even by the standards of insular Aldwych.

			And there it was – Room Four. Amira found no external indicators of what awaited her beyond the door, but she had a reasonable guess. She managed to evade one test in her ten years of study, but she would not face the panel without completing it. Just as police officers had to be shocked before they could inflict the pain of a nano-pulse Taser, Amira would have to lay her own mind bare before she could become an Academy-approved therapist and holomentic reader.

			She exhaled, memories of glimmering space stations and night skies dancing in her mind’s eye, and walked through the door.

			* * *

			Amira sat still, arms folded in her lap with sensory pads attached to her forehead and temples. She breathed deeply and closed her eyes when the first needle entered her wrist. The standard dose of Nirvatrene, cooling as it found her vein.

			“Are you ready?” A lanky young man with horn-rimmed glasses pulled up a seat next to her, monitor hovering over his knees. “Nervous? I can change our background to a beach or park, or whatever you prefer.”

			“I’m fine.” The walls were white, windowless and sterile.

			“All right then. We’ll submerge in a few minutes.”

			In the seconds before her thoughts would no longer be hers alone, Amira allowed herself a final moment of calculation. Her skills as a holomentic reader, the latest breakthrough in thought-visualizing neuroscience, did not interest the Placement Panel. This exercise was ultimately a psychological evaluation, intended to deliver a verdict on her emotional stability for a position that gave her access to patients’ innermost thoughts. A verdict on the soundness of her mind, not what she could do with it.

			The sensory pads warmed against Amira’s face, joined by an odd, pulling sensation in the back of her head, as though an invisible hand tried to reel her in like a fish on a hook. She struggled to concentrate on the door, but it grew harder and harder to focus. The hologram table to her right projected images from her brain as she experienced them, in flashes of shapes and color that formed three-dimensional scenes. Initially dim and blurry, they took form while the man, her assigned reader, adjusted dials and dragged his fingers across a large monitor.

			Amira clenched her fists. She fought to keep her expression neutral, but the glimpses of memory continued to appear, gaining clarity and strength under the reader’s skilled navigation. 

			This was only the first step. The reader probed the first level of her consciousness and would move in deeper as he navigated the complex neural map in front of him. Any Academy student could learn to read the map of the human mind – the real skill, one Amira possessed in abundance, was knowing where to look.

			Amira shivered. If this reader could find points of weakness the way she could, the next hour would test her like nothing else.

			“Ok, Amira, let’s start,” he said. “In the interest of treating this like a proper therapy session, let’s focus on a moment from your past and dissect what it means together. In your profile, it says you were originally born in one of the religious compounds in the southwest. Correct?”

			Amira suppressed a sigh. As she had dreaded, she would have to relive the compound, the epicenter of all her traumas, to pass her final test. 

			“Yes,” she said. No sooner had the words escaped her lips, the tugging sensation returned.

			“What do you think of when you remember life on Children of the New Covenant?” he asked. An open-ended and vague question, a common tactic to start off a holomentic therapy session. Amira closed her eyes and centered her thoughts on the word ‘compound’. Other words darted into her thoughts as well, along with images and sounds – of violence, of terror – that would never leave her, but she resisted, struggling to focus on the word alone and not the memories it evoked.

			And there it was, clear and vivid on the nearby hologram – the compound, at night. It gave off an otherworldly light from a distance, its pale, round buildings glowing like craterless moons rising out of the Sonoran valley. It was the only source of light for hundreds of miles on those typical nights marred by ashy clouds or smog from the western cities. Its inhabitants left those cities generations ago to escape the modern world’s liberties and license, but civilization still found ways to reach them.

			With the luxury of distance and time between her and her place of birth, Amira let herself see the unsettling beauty of the place, the hushed calm that descended over the desert when the sunlight dissolved over the mountains. The solar power that fueled the compound left the pathways and low buildings glowing with an eerie, bluish light at night. But Amira knew the secret lives that existed within each of those orb-like houses, the hidden violence and despair contained within every wall. The way people disappeared, never to be spoken of again except in quiet whispers. The way women and girls barely ranked above livestock, a means to an end.

			Her face grew clammy at the sight of the barbed wires around the compound walls and she pushed the image aside with effort, closing her eyes. Her heart quickened as sound replaced sight, screams and cries from old punishments. The burning of Chimyra, warm and thick in her throat, at the start of the Passage Ceremony. Another tug in her head. 

			The scene in the hologram shifted to a young girl with long black hair. No older than thirteen, the girl shivered on her knees in a small shed. She lifted her shaking hands to gaze at her palms, which were raw and bleeding in thin trails onto the floor.

			“Amira? Are you ok?”

			The man’s voice, though distant, cut through her thundering heartbeat. Amira swallowed and nodded. Biting her lip in frustration, she redirected her thoughts back to her first image of the compound at night, but she could feel the man probing deeper into her thought patterns, the sensors warming slightly against her temples.

			“Ok, let’s focus on that memory for a minute. I see a lot of fear activated around the prelimbic cortex, very conditioned fear, of course. Why are you in that small space and what brought you there?”

			Amira’s mouth went dry. That was the first night she tried to escape, and the punishment was predictably severe. She had spent months building her resolve to leave, knowing the consequences of failure…and then she had failed. Residual pain flashed across her palms, and she balled her fists.

			Opening her eyes, Amira could see the images in the hologram shifting again, from the shed to a large crowd in a clearing. Most were children or teenagers, rapt and bright-eyed, flanked by stony-faced adults in long black coats. No trees or clouds shielded them from a fierce sun, though shadows from nearby hills stretched in their direction. The Gathering. 

			Amira grimaced, trying to redirect her thoughts to the shed, to the smell of blood and fear, but it was too late.

			“The Gathering?” the man asked with interest, dragging his fingers along the words that appeared on his monitor. “What does that mean? Is that what I’m looking at right now?”

			He’s good, Amira thought. He knew when to prod further and follow an idea, and when to hold back on what he suspected to be true. They were moving closer together toward a defining moment, one that ultimately brought her to this very room. A moment she never wanted the Academy, or anyone, to expose. She dug her fingernails into her palms.

			“Let’s focus,” the reader said, not mentioning whether he registered Amira’s mixed feelings of respect and resentment. “Tell me about the Gathering, and how it led to your first escape attempt.”

			“The Elders brought all of the children from the three biggest compounds together,” Amira said carefully. “My compound participated in the Gathering, along with the Trinity and the Remnant Faithful compounds. Everyone here thinks they’re all the same, but the compounds don’t trust each other. They hate secular life, but they still have different doctrines, different cultures and methods from each other, which is why they fought separately by the end of the Drought Wars. The Gathering was meant to unify the compounds, make them stronger against outside influences trying to change them. To mobilize fractured communities against a common enemy.”

			In the hologram, a line of young girls walked along a rocky trail, Amira among them. She fidgeted with her silver lace veil, a flimsy shield over her hair and eyes that let splinters of sunlight through, and an older woman appeared at her side, swiping, cat-like, at Amira’s hand. Further ahead, a similar team of boys marched in single file, singing one of the Trinity Compound’s spiritual hymns. The Elder at the forefront sang louder than all the boys combined in a surprisingly rich baritone. He bore the same traits as most compound spiritual leaders – older, charismatic and zealous, or able to appear as such. He had multiple wives of various ages, who hovered silently around him like shadows.

			“I notice the hike is gender segregated,” the reader said, pulling Amira back into the room.

			“It was for the Remnant Faithfuls,” Amira said. “Although I’m sure the other Elders didn’t object. My compound – Children of the New Covenant – was only strict when we became teenagers, but on the Remnant Faithful Compound, they separate boys and girls at the age of five, even within the family home. When they first arrived at the Gathering, the kids watched us like it was Sodom and Gomorrah in action.”

			The reader laughed lightly before raising his hand to extract a still image from the hologram, showing a blonde girl lunging at Amira. On the still-moving hologram, the girl shoved Amira to the ground, wiping her hands theatrically on her billowing dress. She kicked sand in Amira’s face for good measure. The old woman leading the hike remained at the front, defiantly oblivious.

			“What happened there?” he asked. Amira sighed.

			“That girl came from the Trinity Compound,” she said. “They saw those of us with darker skin as ‘polluted’ and unclean.”

			“White supremacy, from what I’ve read, is a core tenet of Trinity’s values,” the reader said bluntly.

			“Less so than before, but it’s still there,” she said. “They believe that only light-skinned people can access the Nearhaven, the parallel dimension that’s untainted by modern evils, when we die. It’s part of what’s kept the compounds from uniting, despite how small they are alone. Some of the Trinity Elders probably fought against the Gathering in the first place.”

			The hologram cut to the last day of the Gathering. Young Amira stood in the heart of the crowd, flanked by rocky hills and sparse patches of juniper trees.

			In the absence of other outlets in the compounds, ceremony became a competitive sport. Children learned the rules of the game quickly, waving their arms in a trance the way they watched their parents pray at Passage and Unveiling ceremonies. Though most were too young to consume Chimyra, they knew enough to mimic its effects, swaying and shrieking at imagined sights from hidden worlds. The Elders had other tricks to convince their followers that they were glimpsing into the Otherworlds – tricks Amira only learned after escaping. Holograms, sensory machines and bubble screens embedded in the temples, parlor trickery enhanced by the hallucinogenic powers of Chimyra. But on Gathering day, they deployed no illusions on their youngest congregants. The ceremony relied on faith alone.

			Three banners loomed behind the podium, one for each compound. The Trinity leaders stood on the platform, all Elders save for a teenage boy in the corner. The boy scowled into the distance, past the crowd in an impressive display of apathy.

			Another young man, handsome and smiling, led the crowd in a hymn. The hymn they collectively swayed to originated from Amira’s compound, no doubt a political concession on the part of the Trinity, the unmistakable leader of the event. Elder Avery Cartwright, hero of the Drought Wars and discoverer of Chimyra, was Trinity, after all. 

			The singer delivered the simple harmony with such conviction that Amira had hummed along, though by that stage, she no longer believed in the words. The simple melody struck a chord with her, reaching those deep corners of her heart that she kept hidden and buried, even from herself. Music, a binding agent in her loneliest moments. 

			The men at the podium surveyed the crowd with cold appraisement. Amira barely noticed the small group at the time, but with hindsight, they became sharp and clear in her mind’s eye. Time gave memories power and form – with each revisiting, it illuminated new angles to the same moment. The singer raised his right arm and the children’s voices swelled.

			Through the Cataclysm’s embers, I walk without fear

			Through faith and submission, Nearhaven is near

			A strange buzzing sound cut through the chorus and faces turned upward toward a pentagon-shaped drone, hovering ominously over the crowd. It darted from side to side briefly before it ascended and turned south. The children stopped singing and began chattering excitedly about the machine from the cities. Amira glanced at a widening gap in the crowd. Two compound men ran downhill toward the ceremony, arms aggressively waving. Scouts, alerting the presence of intruders.

			Seconds later, loud bangs cut through the hum of voices, followed by colorful plumes of smoke. Panicked screams erupted, and the crowd scattered in every direction.

			At the top of the surrounding hills, a pack of imposing armored hovercrafts, bearing the North American Alliance’s insignia, materialized from nowhere. Armed men spilled from the sides of each vehicle, weapons pointed. They moved in formation around the frenzied throng’s perimeter.

			Amira’s pulse rose in a sharp crescendo on the nearby monitor. She turned away from the hologram, gripping the sides of her chair to steady herself.

			In the hologram, the younger Amira ran up a steep hill, panting as her thick floral dress billowed oppressively around her. She stepped over its hem and stumbled forward into the dirt, her nails digging into the hot sand. The sounds of the raid, cries and bursts of smoke canisters, grew distant as she zigzagged through the rising terrain.

			A patch of color caught the corner of her eye and before she could turn, something shoved her forward and she fell on her knees. A boy, the same teenager who stood in silence on the podium, ran past her toward the top of the hill. Spitting out sand, Amira followed.

			Running along the ridge behind the boy, Amira realized that she no longer recognized her surroundings. The cacophony of the raid vanished, leaving only wilderness, a harsh landscape of dead junipers and dust whipped by angry winds. 

			“Stop!” she called out to the boy. “Stop, we need to go back!”

			The boy stopped but did not turn. Amira caught up with him, following his gaze.

			Across the valley sat a house unlike any she had seen before. Perched atop a cliff, its sharp angles and sloping sides glinted in the sunlight, but its most striking feature was a beam of light rising directly from its center, clear through the high noon’s haze. 

			The boy suddenly fell to his knees, clutching the sides of his head and rocking back and forth.

			“What’s wrong with you?” Amira cried. “What’s happening?”

			Amira’s ears rang, faintly at first but louder with each passing second, her head pulsating as the ringing rose in pitch. She sank to her knees near the boy, who thrashed on the ground. The sound drowned out the wind, her own moans and her senses, as she buried her forehead against the hot earth. She twisted in an agony she’d never known, the sound cutting through to every nerve, down to her bones.

			Then it stopped.

			She lifted her head, leaving a damp patch of sweat on the sand where her forehead had lain. Something shifted within her. Her arms jerked and twitched of their own accord. She held her hand before her eyes and did not recognize it as her own. She willed her fist to close and it did, but the movement felt foreign and unnatural.

			“This is the end,” a thick voice said, and Amira realized she was speaking back in the Academy’s reading room, where the man stared, transfixed, at the hologram. She tried to stand but her legs rebelled, sinking further into the ground. “We can stop now, it—”

			“You’re doing great, Amira, we just need to submerge a little further.”

			The sensors heated up again and Amira returned to the desert. Her heart fluttered in rising panic.

			Don’t let him see, Amira thought desperately. Fight back. For a moment, the hologram flickered, but she couldn’t push aside the girl in the desert.

			The boy went limp next to her.

			The young Amira screamed and without warning, the ground beneath her disappeared. She floated high over the ridge, like a marionette bound to invisible strings, swaying in the air. She hovered over the body, her own, now motionless under a voluminous dress. Her long black hair whipped in every direction under gusts of wind and she instinctively tried to brush it aside, but her hands remained with the rest of her below. Mind and body, detached. A wave of peace washed over her, dissolving her initial sense of panic. The taste of rust filled her mouth, though she had no mouth or tongue to speak of in her detached state. It didn’t bother her. For the first time that day, since the start of the Gathering, nothing aggravated or frightened her.

			Someone, or something, watched her from her high perch. Eyes trained on her, felt more than seen. Neither predatory nor friendly, merely an observer to her own detachment.

			Something else invaded her solitude. Something to her left. Tearing away from the surreal sight of her own body below her, she expanded her range of vision.

			The boy floated beside her, hovering over his own body. He was not a solid object, like the shape on the ground, but she recognized him as the scowling, distant child who ran with her up the hill. A presence who sensed her, as she sensed him.

			Her conscious mind remained in suspense, surveying the landscape and the small figures below her with detached curiosity, a spectator on a theater balcony watching someone else’s story unfold.

			In the distance, the strange beam of light from the house flickered, then vanished. 

			New figures came into view, men in black robes running along the ridge, and in an instant, Amira dropped to the ground, retching, her body her own again. The calmness of the moment vanished, but the taste of rust lingered in her mouth.

			The Elders approached, running to the boy first. His face turned the color of curdled milk as they lifted him, but his eyes found Amira’s before the men carried him away. The boy’s head jerked to one side in a subtle gesture that Amira returned with a silent nod.

			Say nothing. 

			Hands gripped the sides of her head and Amira gasped. The interviewer removed the sensors. She pressed her head into the back of her chair, light-headed, a common sensation in the immediate aftermath of a reading. The room, with its white walls and monochromatic machinery, felt vivid and real compared to the foggy world of her memories, all sharp lines and edges.

			“What happened there?” the man asked, unable to suppress the curiosity from his voice.

			Something happened beyond her control years ago. At the time, she feared she had accessed the Conscious Plane, a level of transcendence forbidden without an Elder’s guidance, but her years in the Academy had provided another explanation. Dissociation, the separation of mind and body. A known phenomenon, but rarely as extreme or pronounced as Amira’s experience at the Gathering. The panel would declare her unfit to be a reader in response. Someone with a tenable grip on reality, they would pronounce with an appropriate mixture of firmness and empathy, could not delve into the minds of others. Despite her undeniable skill and years of hard work, a single memory would unravel everything. All those years, wasted. 

			Amira hesitated. She couldn’t lie, at least not completely. Holomentic machines, though built to heal, also functioned as effective interrogation devices. The map of her neural activity would pick up an outright lie when the brain center for imagination, not memory, highlighted on the nearby monitor. The heat and fear of the Gathering fresh in her mind, she gripped the armrest to hide shaking hands. She could not go back to the compound, or end up on the street, as other compound escapees often did. She would not fail. 

			“I don’t know exactly,” she said slowly, a truth in the broadest sense. “But looking back, I think it may have been a panic attack where I disconnected somehow—”

			“I’m sorry, I meant after you were found? After you and the boy got what looks like heatstroke. Were you punished for getting so far away?”

			Amira gaped at him. Did he not see her separate from her own body? She recovered, arranging her face to show the shape of polite introspection.

			“They didn’t question me too much,” she said. “The Feds arrested most of the Elders and their marshals for unlawful assembly. A power play. They have so little influence over the compounds that they couldn’t pass up an opportunity to charge so many Elders at once. Everyone was frightened. The remaining adults took us back that night. The Elders were released by the Feds – by the Alliance forces the next day – on some technicality. The punishment came months later, when I tried to escape. I’m sorry, did you mean to continue the reading?”

			“I did, but the machine’s acting up,” he said with a dismissive nod toward the holographic table. “It went black when you fell down next to that other kid who was freaking out. Not sure what happened, but it came back on when the men found you on the hill. I’ll have to get it looked at, but I certainly have what I need for today.”

			He shook her hand and gestured her toward the door with a slight smile.

			Amira exhaled audibly, breathing freely for the first time in the room, but her hands trembled as she walked down the hallway. Psychotic breaks, multiple personality cases, even the final brain signals of the dying – all could be captured in some form by the machine. But the holomentic device failed to display the moment on the mountaintop. Only death was undetectable by the machine. So either the examiner misinterpreted Amira’s dissociation as a mechanical malfunction, or the moment itself was…what, exactly? Why had it failed to read that moment on the ridge?

			The house in the middle of nowhere, anchored by the mysterious beam of light, hovered in her racing mind as she approached the panel room.

			* * *

			“Valdez? Amira Valdez? Excellent. Have a seat.”

			The room looked the same as every other in the Academy – spacious, polished, but lacking in charm. Amira liked it regardless, with its geometric furniture and high, echoing ceilings. Here, they would declare her fate.

			The yawning window to her right overlooked the Academy’s pool, an extravagant, costly structure flanked by synthetic palm trees and plastic lounge chairs. She had spent countless hours doing laps there and even more floating on her back, staring out through the clear ceiling as shuttles and helicopters passed silently overhead.

			Amira did her best to ignore the crystalline water and focus on the panel before her. A severe woman and a short, round man sat behind a metallic desk. Both wore the requisite violet lab coats of senior professors. A flat screen on the desk’s surface displayed a string of text alongside Amira’s profile picture. It was taken several years ago, but she looked the same – light brown skin and angular face offset by her eyes, almost as black as her hair. She wore the same expression in her profile that she wore now – thoughtful and stern, except for her mouth, which turned up at the corners in a subtle, almost cryptic smile. The slight frame of her shoulders slouched in the image. She straightened her back and crossed her ankles, compensating for her poor posture. The man on the panel smiled brightly in her direction, but the woman scrutinized her in an unabashed manner.

			“You know this already, but you passed your physical.”

			“Yes,” Amira said. “Fifteen miles.”

			“You’ve also scored consistently high on your academic reviews,” the woman said, running her long fingers across the screen. “Let’s see…aeronautics, physics, some neo-quantum physics, genetic engineering, bioengineering. Excellent across the board.”

			Amira nodded, keeping her gaze on the stern woman’s face. The professor’s eyes were the color of dried olive pits, her hair cut in that fashionable, unevenly chopped style. Little warmth emanated from her person, or even a trace of personality, but then again, this was a meeting that required formality. A District of Aldwych Jury insignia was fastened to her breast pocket, indicating a position on one of the district’s most powerful governing bodies, second only to the elite Aldwych Council. The man, on the other hand, was small and genial, with tufts of dark hair springing from his face and round features that reminded Amira of an affable koala. Her mouth twitched as the comparison set in, followed by a pang of guilt. Unlike the woman, he seemed kind, eager to tell her what she wanted to hear.

			“And outstanding recommendations,” the man added, nodding encouragingly at her. “Including one from Dr. Mercer himself.”

			“But your strong suit,” the woman continued, “seems to be neuroscience, including holomentic interpretation, dream analysis and old-fashioned therapy. Your coursework suggests this is also where your true interests lie, multi-talented as you are. Very interesting, especially for a young woman with your…unusual background.”

			As she feared, the compound reared its ubiquitous head again. The woman paused, waiting for a response, but Amira was well versed in deflecting the topic. After months of planning for this moment, an offhand remark would not unseat her.

			“It’s an exciting line of study, and a rewarding one,” Amira said. “We know the body so well, but the mind is something we’re still just beginning to scratch the surface of.”

			“The community you came from is known for its interest in manipulating the minds of its followers,” the woman said with shrewd eyes, scanning through a file on the desk’s monitor. “Hallucinogenic drugs, forced mental conditioning, ideas of unified thought and action. Has that factored into your decision to specialize in holomentic reading?”

			“Only in showing me the difference between science and manipulation,” Amira said quickly. “The place I came from uses lesser technology to control others. I want to help people suffering from past trauma and study consciousness without bias. I want to help people control their own minds, especially where past trauma has made that challenging.”

			“Hmm. And where would you ultimately like to take those skills?”

			Amira pulled herself upright in her seat. “One of the space stations,” she said. “The Carthage or Volta, perhaps, or maybe even the Osiris station someday.”

			The woman snorted audibly. The man raised his eyebrows.

			“The Osiris station?” he said. “Ambitious!”

			“Quite,” the woman said drily. “Very ambitious, especially for a young woman of twenty-five with only seven years of higher education. You are talented, of course. You’ve been through a lot and have a very compelling history, which never hurts in this atypical climate we find ourselves in. But to do research on one of the stations, especially the Osiris, is reserved for the seasoned and the true elite. Only the best in the world go into space, no matter how they score at Placement.”

			Amira nodded. The words stung, but she suspected the woman was not being purposefully harsh – the Academy had never assigned someone so young to the stations. The Volta station’s chief scientist, Victor Zhang, was producing some of his best research at one hundred and forty-six years, and his advanced age was not an anomaly. And it was foolish to mention the Osiris – its notorious secrecy had inflated its myth in the public consciousness, inspiring wild theories about the station’s purpose. An interest in the Osiris may have suggested a speculative mind, not a serious, inquiring one. Regret gnawed at the corners of her thoughts.

			The man, reading her expression, chimed in. “But an excellent long-term goal. With the right inclinations and a willingness to work, you can do anything, and I truly believe that. If you—”

			“After careful review by the board,” the woman continued, “we have found an assignment for you that we believe will truly benefit all. You will remain here in Westport, so you can continue your classes part time, and avoid the usual break that throws so many of your promising colleagues back.”

			Amira stared at her, making eye contact for the first time in the room. “Here in Greater Westport?”

			“Yes,” the woman said with a wry smile. “You’ll like this as well – it’s with a little project underway at the Mendel-Soma building in the Aldwych district. You want to join the elite and push boundaries. The Pandora initiative has a special effort underway to do just that. A small team of geneticists experimenting with embryonic replication technology. No doubt you’ve heard of it?”

			Amira’s heart sank. She held the woman’s gaze, silent as her heart pounded at the base of her throat. Of course she had heard of it. Everyone had. It was all over the news, debated in coffee shops, the focus of the media from every possible volatile angle. The last thing Amira wanted.

			The woman waited for an answer, brows slightly arched. Amira smothered her disappointment and lifted her chin, plastering cool acceptance over a practiced smile. “Pandora. The Cloning Division.”

			* * *

			“You must be very excited,” the man with the koala hair said, trailing after Amira on short, waddling legs. “I’m Perkins, by the way.”

			She managed a smile. “I am.”

			They crossed the winding stairs that led from the Dunning Academy of New Science’s main complex to the courtyard, a spacious quadrangle overtaken by lounging students and exotic plants. Amira moved as though the wind were carrying her, dragging her where it pleased. Under the deceptively bright Westport sky, the Osiris space station felt further from her grasp than ever. Before reaching the world above the world, she would have to survive the political minefield of Aldwych. Her lie during her Placement exam would not be her last. She forced herself to keep smiling. 

			“Ah, what a wonderful coincidence!” Perkins waved excitedly at a tall man in a white lab coat. “Dr. Barlow, yes? Do you have a minute? This is M. Amira Valdez, one of our best and brightest, and the newest member of your group. Amira, this is Tony Barlow, one of the doctors on the Pandora project.”

			“Nice to meet you.” Barlow nodded distractedly in her direction.

			“A very talented student,” Perkins continued. “Brilliant at holomentic reading. She will be providing some much-needed psychiatric support that I believe Dr. Singh herself had requested.”

			“I may have heard something to that effect,” Barlow said.

			He paused, and Amira realized that he was staring directly at her right hand. She closed her scarred palm reflexively and returned his gaze. His expression was difficult to read, but she was clearly being viewed with new interest.

			“Which Holy Community did you come to us from?” Barlow asked.

			“Ah, yes,” Perkins said before she could answer. “What a story! To escape from that awful place in the desert and end up here. Barely a possession to her name when she arrived, Dr. Mercer told me.”

			“Children of the New Covenant,” Amira replied, careful to keep her voice neutral.

			“I watched a Stream documentary on them,” Perkins said. “Fascinating. The New Covenants are a more diverse lot than the Trinity and Remnant Faithfuls, are they not?”

			Amira glared with eyes like dark razors and Perkins snapped into silence. She turned away guiltily from the genial man’s crestfallen face.

			“Interesting.” Barlow nodded again. “If you will both excuse me, I have a rather urgent meeting to get to. I look forward to working with you, M. Valdez.” He shook both of their hands, giving Amira a final appraising look before he turned toward the main building.

			“A strange man,” Perkins whispered rather loudly as they watched Barlow walk away. He appeared to have forgotten Amira’s glare. “But a very talented and brilliant one, they say. They’re all like that, these men and women who devote themselves to the riddles of science. Aldwych demands the dedicated. I imagine you will feel quite at home among them, my dear.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Westport

			When Amira arrived in Greater Westport ten years ago, armed with a tattered shoulder bag carrying clothes she would never wear again, the noise and chaos of the metro stations overwhelmed her. Now the trains incited a strange, kinetic excitement. The stop near the Academy was one of the city’s main intersections, an imposing, towering strata of tracks, platforms and rusted stairs that rattled above and beneath the streets. The highest train level was also the fastest – the Gradient line, which traveled between cities on the continent, and the Bullet, which could reach anywhere Earthside in a matter of hours. The slowest routes remained underground and dated back over a hundred years, carrying rattling electric cars through Westport’s scattered stations.

			Amira knew them well. The Orange line took her to and from the Academy, but she could also get there through the Green and Gray lines. The Red line ran in a semi-circular path along the oceanfront through Northampton, Sullivan’s Wharf and the Westport Harbor, turning toward bustling Midtown and the cloud-slicing towers of Aldwych.

			Aldwych. A city within a city. Technically, a district within the city of Westport, but Amira knew better than to consider Aldwych part of any world but its own. Within its boundaries, elite scientists defined the laws. Justice existed for those who contributed to the district’s power and knowledge, provided they knew their place within Aldwych’s complex, delicate ecosystem, where even the color of a person’s lab coat marked their caste in the scientific order.

			Amira gazed numbly out the window where the station signs flashed by in a river of concrete. Her small frame swayed rhythmically in the train car, bathed in absinthe-green light. A battered, hologrammed TV screen delivered the news in static fits.

			“…no official word yet on why ISP security forces were denied access to the Carthage station, but Mendel-Soma sources suggest that experiments with radioactive components made travel to and from the station too perilous at present, rendering inspections impossible…. In other news, the Volta station’s chief, Victor Zhang, has been conspicuously absent from Aldwych press conferences in the last month.”

			An old woman in a brown coat coughed violently. Amira glanced at her briefly before training her eyes back on the TV.

			“In the meantime, President Hume is considering a formal hearing on the genetic research giant’s highly controversial ‘Pandora’ project, following the deaths of its two volunteer subjects this past summer. Much of the criticism has centered on the use of subjects that are perceived to be among the most vulnerable….”

			Amira stood up. Why hadn’t she brought music with her? Trying to drown out the news report, she could only think of New Covenant hymns, ones she hadn’t thought of in years that came bubbling up from the dark undertows of memory. Songs of sin and salvation, of realities spread across space and time like beads on a necklace, some sparkling and beautiful, others marred and broken. A dull throb settled in her temples where the holomentic machine’s sensors had sucked the past out of her.

			Shrieking brakes signaled the train’s approach to the Riverfront, and Amira departed, ascending from the grimy station to the familiar scent of foaming canal water and moss. Candy-colored graffiti lined the walls along the station’s exit, bearing the usual slogans. Remember the Cataclysm. Human Workers First. We All Bleed the Same (Except Robots, But Fuck Them). She joined the frenetic rush of bodies that always greeted her as she stepped out into the sunlight.

			It was an unusually warm late afternoon for September and the Riverfront’s denizens gathered in force along the waterfront’s main promenade. Young students crowded the walkway, spilling out of the neighborhood’s many bars and cafés into a swelling tributary of heavily tattooed street performers, transients and artists with makeshift displays. The sun dipped behind the red brick buildings, illuminating the waterway and the crowd in a muted, peachy glow.

			Amira loved to walk this street on cool summer evenings or warm autumn days, but today an invisible, suffocating fog weighed down on her, slowing her progress through the jostling crowd. Pandora. The word clung to her thoughts like a clawed jungle animal onto a tree. Lyrical and taunting. She pushed against her fellow pedestrians, twisting past a pair of musicians lazily strumming their guitars in harmony.

			Placement Day had ended with a placement, one she would have never imagined. Her bewilderment swelled with each step, accompanied by a growing sense of injustice. Had the panel intended to sabotage her career before it even began? Had she been a fool to mention the Osiris station? Why else would she have walked away with Pandora’s cloning project, the most hated endeavor in Westport, on her resume?

			Her apartment was several blocks from the main waterway, close enough to hear drunken shouts in the later hours but far enough away to sleep through them. Affectionately named the Canary House due to the many birds that had overtaken its pipes and roof, it was one of several Academy-owned student residences in the area. The weathered brick exterior, coated in creeping vines, gave the Canary House a quiet charm.

			Amira entered the common area, finding complete silence in the wake of Placement Day. A young male student with a mop of dark hair slept on a forest green couch, buried under a blanket of chemistry books, but the first floor was otherwise abandoned.

			Amira arrived at her bedroom, one of eight on the third floor. A note taped to her door, written in a tight, distinctive scrawl, read ‘Music & BBQ on the roof’.

			Amira threw her bag unceremoniously on the edge of her wire-framed bed. Though cluttered with books and bio-paper, her room had little in the way of decoration; the only personalized features were a pair of cactuses along the windowsill and a large three-dimensional map of the human brain on her desk. Her only prized possession in the New Covenant, a hand-held telescope unexpectedly gifted by her father, had not made the journey to Westport. Not that she would be able to star-gaze through Westport’s smog. 

			She forced the window open and stepped out onto the fire escape that led to the roof. The hum of music and animated chatter swelled near the top of the building. The scent of charred synthetic kebab hung in the air, sending a wave of nausea through Amira’s body. Of all her stories about life in the compound, few details shocked her fellow students more than the fact that its residents ate real meat, slaughtered from living animals, in defiance of the Synthetic Meat Act. Most of the students were born well after bio-tech advances rendered synth meat cost-effective, leading to a ban on factory farming. Butchery was an alien and frightening concept to them, but one Amira knew well.

			Amira stepped onto the roof and a pair of skinny arms slipped around her shoulders. D’Arcy’s wide grin faltered slightly as her eyes met Amira’s.

			“What happened?” she asked. “You got placed, didn’t you? There’s no way––”

			“It’s Pandora,” Amira said.

			“You too?” D’Arcy said with an excited shriek. “I’m going to be in the quantum division, programming the Stream to work in space, to get ready for the Titan colony. We’ll be working together. Do you know which team you’ll be on?”

			“Not a team so much as a den of wolves,” Amira said, unable to suppress the note of bitterness. “It’s the cloning project.”

			D’Arcy opened her mouth to speak and then closed it again. In the crowd at the center of the roof, several students shot brief glances in Amira’s direction, their expressions a mixture of pity and suspicion. Word traveled quickly.

			“But why?” D’Arcy managed to say, shaking her head. “You’re not a geneticist. Why put a therapist on a cloning project?”

			“I’ve got an idea.” The voice belonged to Julian, Amira’s friend and D’Arcy’s long-term partner. He reached for the old-fashioned radio the Canary House students kept on the rooftop and raised the volume.

			“The increased scrutiny of the Pandora cloning project,” the radio announcer said, “comes as inside reports suggest that the third and last surviving subject of the project, an unnamed young woman, is in precarious health and displaying increasingly erratic behavior. The nature of her complications has not been revealed, but similar reports preceded the deaths of the previous two subjects, both of whom died while carrying their unborn clones in the third trimester. Pandora, a rare collaborative effort between high-ranking Aldwych scientists, encompasses a number of controversial and challenging projects. With the latest setback to Pandora’s cloning effort, Dr. Valerie Singh faces renewed pressure to shut down a lifelong dream.”

			“So the last one’s dying,” D’Arcy said with disgust. “They’re getting desperate. It’s not just the compound crazies, everyone in Westport will turn on Pandora.” 

			“Notice what they said, though,” Julian replied. “Erratic behavior. It’s not just a medical problem, or something to do with the cloning process. They need a neuroscientist because there’s a psychological component at play.”

			“But what about the last two?” D’Arcy asked impatiently. “Did they both have nervous breakdowns and commit suicide? It seems unlikely.”

			“Maybe not so unlikely. They’re using former compound girls, because they’re the only ones desperate enough to volunteer. They—”

			Amira turned away from her friends, leaving them to continue their argument as though she wasn’t there. The ground swayed slightly before she remembered to breathe. She steadied her hands on the rooftop rails. Julian and D’Arcy’s sparring voices faded into the background as the cityscape stretched out before her. The distant towers of Aldwych, normally a source of awe, even hope, never looked more ominous than they did now.

			Amira replayed the interview with the Placement Panel in her mind, finding new hints in the woman’s questions about her compound upbringing. Although cautious, she had greeted the assignment as an endorsement of her talent, to join the most high-profile experiment in North America. Now, her placement seemed too coincidental. Did the panel believe that, as a former compound girl, she could empathize with the dying subject in ways that others could not? Or was she being used as a political prop, a compound girl done well, to deflect from the young, pregnant woman dying in the Soma building? Amira’s resume did offer a perfect counterbalance to the rumors shouted across the Stream that Pandora was exploiting some of Westport’s most vulnerable citizens – a compound escapee, overcoming adversity to survive, thrive and help other compound escapees. Amira winced at the potential headlines, not that she was likely to warrant her own feature story. Compound survivor, overcoming her past to help others. In Pandora, a chance to make a difference. Amid turbulent cloning effort, a story of triumph.

			Aldwych loomed over the city, its heart in more ways than one. All roadways, train tracks, air shuttle pathways gravitated to it, like a whirlpool dragging ships into an unstoppable current.

			And the next morning, Amira would become part of that current; a new world in which she would either navigate or drown beneath its glassy surface.

			* * *

			That afternoon, the Blue line departed Westport under a gloomy, gray sky for the mountains northeast of the city. Amira gazed through the window with wonder, as beyond the Pines district the dense topography of brick and concrete slowly gave way to nature. Rows of vertical farms were Westport’s final compromise with its surroundings. Located on the edge of the city zone, the towering structures were stacked with layer upon layer of lush farmland, its vines and branches hanging over the buildings’ sides. The vines curled around the windows like fingers and Amira smiled to herself, imagining green hands emerging to wave at the passing train. The lower levels contained the final remnants of legal livestock, milk cows lazily chewing cud under artificial lights, while the upper levels carried everything from basic vegetables to exotic tropical fruits, each floor climate controlled to suit the produce’s natural environment. Massive panels of vertical grassland sat on rolling green hills in the distance, their inclined surfaces rotating in the direction of the sun. Amira squinted, unable to find workers tending the farms. Had they been replaced by machines, spared from toiling under the cruel elements that she had been forced to endure in the compound? Or were they laboring somewhere in the structures’ shadows, invisible to those who didn’t want to see them?

			The mountains drew near. Amira never tired of their familiar outlines, the quiet power of their permanence. The temperature always dropped slightly when the train crossed into the shade of the snow-capped peaks. The quiet unsettled her – living in Westport for so long, she sometimes forgot how silent and still it could be in the world’s final stretches of wilderness. She shook off another residual memory of compound life, its bitter aura lingering after her holomentic exam.

			Dr. Paul Mercer lived above Clementine, a mining town on a remote pathway into the mountains. Once Amira exited the station at the town’s entrance, it required a bus ride followed by a brief hike to reach his property gate. He greeted her at the front door with outstretched arms and a warm smile.

			“My favorite student!” he said. “How long has it been?”

			They sat on the main deck, absorbing the sun’s waning warmth and enjoying a breathtaking view of the mountains. Dr. Mercer’s humanoid robot, named Henry, brought them glasses of iced tea.

			“What’s its purpose exactly, other than housework?” Amira asked Dr. Mercer in a soft voice when Henry returned to the kitchen, wondering if robots possessed a hearing range.

			“Henry’s a ‘buddy’ robot,” the former professor replied. “You’ve encountered them, my dear, and know it’s insensitive to use the term ‘it’. Henry helps around the house, but I acquired him for company. Not in that way, of course, although other robots exist to serve all types of human urges. Henry is simply a friend, a source of conversation in my voluntary exile.”

			“I should have come to see you earlier,” Amira began uncomfortably.

			“Nonsense! I know how busy they keep you at the Academy. And especially you – I heard from Perkins about your assignment to Pandora.”

			Though Dr. Mercer had raised the very topic she made this trip for, Amira felt a compassionate curiosity about her former mentor, a man she hadn’t spoken to in over a year. He took his time showing her around the house and discussing his remodeled deck, displaying the enthusiasm of the committed suburbanites he used to ridicule. Clearly, he appreciated Amira’s company more than he would admit.

			“Have you heard from others at the Academy, Dr. Mercer? Do you keep in touch with them much?”

			“Not really,” he said. “I rarely talk to anyone back in Westport these days. Perkins told me that he approved your assignment there, through old-fashioned email, of all things. I threw away my Third Eye, nightmarish devices if you ask me. Who decided that we need computerized contact lenses that actually block your vision? Anyway, your assignment – I have my issues with the Academy getting into bed with Aldwych, but I will say that they could not have gained a more deserving pupil. Frankly, you have more talent than most of those lab-coated clowns over there.”

			“Paul always speaks highly of you, Amira Valdez,” Henry said. He was short, about Amira’s height, with features typical of companionate robots – large, almost childlike eyes, a soothing voice and a soft exterior comprised of smooth, silvery fabric.

			Amira smiled stiffly at Henry. Robots did not exist in the compound, but she had grown comfortable in her limited interactions with functional models in Westport, such as the police units that issued loitering tickets to curfew-defying bar patrons. Friendship robots, however, were another story.

			“Dr. Mercer, you should come down to Westport more,” she said, turning back to the professor. “It must get a little lonely up here. Everyone at the Academy would love to see you again.”

			Dr. Mercer waved his hand in a dismissive gesture.

			“Westport has nothing else to offer me. Henry and I are perfectly happy up here. We go down to the little town once a week for lunch at the café and take a walk on the trails afterward. These new buddy bots are incredible, you know. My brother passed away a few years ago and it was hard. We were close, even as adults. When I purchased Henry, I set up a voice for him that sounded just like my brother’s – his inflections, his speech patterns. Quite remarkable! You can program past recollections, so Henry can bring them up in conversation. We used to surf on this beach in San Diego, and Henry reminds me of our adventures by the water. Did I mention to you that my final retirement home will be in Baja? I have some beachfront property there, a parting gift from the Academy if you’ll believe that, but the construction isn’t done yet. Anyway, the old stories…it’s impressive, almost like hearing voices from beyond the grave. A new era indeed.”

			Amira nodded, but the notion of reviving the dead’s voices left a hollow sensation in her chest. Did Dr. Mercer really feel that this shivering set of silver limbs could replicate his memories of his brother? Amira hoped that her mentor’s lonely life in Clementine had not dulled his judgment. She needed his advice. 

			When it started to rain, they retreated into his study, a warmly lit room flanked with bookshelves and various gadgets. A traditional holomentic machine stood in the corner, not remotely as sophisticated as the models available at the Academy. She wandered around the room, examining the motion-based photographs hanging from the walls – the professor waving with colleagues at the Academy, collecting awards at various ceremonies, passing plates at Thanksgiving dinners.

			“So, my dear,” he said. “The Pandora project…the creation of the first human clone! Quite a starting assignment. And quite a name, by the way. Pandora. Valerie Singh almost begs for the negative press.”

			He smiled encouragingly but Amira’s eyes were distant, her thin brows fixed in somber lines across her forehead.

			“Do you think they’re just bringing me on as a prop?” she asked, finally articulating the question that plagued her all afternoon. “Using me to deter accusations that they’re exploiting girls from the compounds?”

			Dr. Mercer considered the question, leaning back in thoughtful repose in his oversized rocking chair. Amira always admired that about him, that he never treated any question of hers as insignificant.

			“No, I don’t think so,” he responded. “That would be a foolish move, and the Pandora team are not fools. They’ve made mistakes, no doubt about it, but doing something that transparent would be laughed off by the people of Westport and they know it. No, Amira, I’m sure you have been given this assignment because you possess skills and talents they need. Don’t doubt yourself.”

			“Should I be nervous at all then about this assignment?”

			“Ah.” Dr. Mercer smiled. “A lot to unravel with that question. I would say ‘extremely cautious’ would be a more appropriate response. This is a high-profile project full of high-profile characters, with considerable stakes. And the cloning effort is the most ambitious project that the Pandora group is attempting – that I know of, anyway. If it succeeds, it will be a watershed moment for humanity, one that will change how we have families and more deeply, how we perceive ourselves as navigators of our own evolutionary story. If it fails, however, as I’m sure your former home desperately hopes it will, the ramifications will be felt in Aldwych for years to come, and likely become a black eye on your resume.”

			“And I would take a good share of the blame if the subject dies,” Amira said.

			Dr. Mercer nodded thoughtfully. “You need to have your own interests at heart, my dear. No one else will protect you on Pandora, you can be certain of that. It just baffles me that the Academy is so eager to put young people in such a precarious position.”

			“Is that why you left?”

			Dr. Mercer sighed and gestured toward one of the photographs, in which he stood smiling in front of the Avicenna building.

			“I never approved of the Academy’s pact with Aldwych,” he said. “The district is too powerful and its reach extends into space, where the laws become murky and enforcement nearly impossible. Look at the Carthage, exploiting prisoners for test subjects. To offer our students to them was dangerous; I said it then and I see how true it is now. But the alliance with Aldwych had deeper problems.”

			“Science for profit.”

			“Well, that’s nothing new,” Dr. Mercer said dismissively.

			Amira picked up a photograph on the end table. A small group of scientists posed in front of a statue in Aldwych Square. Amira identified several famous faces from Stream newscasts but didn’t recognize others, despite the impressive array of badges on their lab coats. The caption below read, ‘Associates and Friends of Sentient Cosmology’.

			“You’re not in this one, Dr. Mercer.”

			For the first time during her visit, Dr. Mercer’s genial air faltered and he fidgeted in his chair. He eyed the photograph in Amira’s hand.

			“No, I’m not, thankfully,” he said at last. “I avoided that rabbit hole, although there are many in that picture who I respect greatly. I keep it as a reminder of what happens when scientific inquiry becomes polluted by wishful thinking.”

			“Some famous faces there,” Amira said. “Dr. Alvarez from Galileo, Felicity Knox from McKenna-Okoye’s space division. Competitors, right? Why are they all posing together? Is this some kind of cross-Aldwych organization?”

			“Yes, and you know them,” he said. “They started recruiting at the Academy right before I left, despite many objections from faculty. They call themselves the Cosmics.”

			Amira knew of the Cosmics. They had become a regular sight on the campus’s quadrangle in recent months, sweating in sleek, tailored pantsuits as they distributed pamphlets, paperbacks and free Eye downloads to passing students. A quick skim of their literature revealed it to be a New Age religion of some kind.

			“Yes, the Cosmics,” Dr. Mercer said under his breath. “It started off well enough, you know, as many things do. An astrotheorist developed a theory to tie together what we know about the universe – the Quantum world, dark energy, dark matter, predictive consciousness – with a spiritual understanding of our existence. Many of the founders were ex-compound, if you didn’t know.”

			“No!” Amira said, horrified.

			“There are some core tenets they share,” Dr. Mercer said, pouring Amira another cup of iced tea. “The Conscious Plane, the level of existence where all things are bound together and the individual soul is subsumed into the whole. They also subscribe to multiverses, which science has all but conclusively proven exist in some form. But unlike your former community, they don’t project morality to these different realities. There is no heaven or hell concept. What was it they taught you? If you eat your peas and have many children under holy matrimony, you go to the Nearhaven, whereas if you disobey the Elders, you go to—” 

			“The Neverhaven,” Amira finished for him. “The shadeless and waveless world, in which the Cataclysm never ended, and the ground burns beneath your feet.” She flushed. Even years later, she could recite the Elders’ sermons to the word.

			“Exactly. So the Cosmics are more benign than your Elders in that sense. But it’s dangerous to try to fill in the gaps of our knowledge with anything other than scientific proof. That is what religion has tried to do for centuries, and these Cosmics are no different, even if they use scientific jargon to make it more palatable. They’re everywhere in Aldwych now, and I fear they will try to remake the District in their image.”

			“Are they involved in Pandora’s cloning effort at all, do you think?”

			Dr. Mercer laughed.

			“Henry will pitch me off a high cliff before Valerie Singh has anything to do with the Cosmics,” he chuckled. “But that doesn’t mean they’re not involved in some way on Pandora, and it certainly doesn’t mean they’re not interested. Watch yourself, Amira. Watch yourself, and remember what drives you and what made you one of my best, most dedicated students.”

			The knot in Amira’s stomach tightened at Dr. Mercer’s warning, so starkly delivered. Her senses heightened, just slightly, as they had always done in the compound before an impending punishment – the birds chirped louder, the sun grew a little brighter through the window. The flickers of doubt that followed her from the Academy grew stronger. She was a neuroscientist, not a politician. Was she out of her depth in the political jungles of Aldwych?

			They walked together along the gravel path leading to the main road down the mountain, Henry shuffling behind them. Amira stopped abruptly, facing Dr. Mercer.

			“I’ll come visit again soon,” she began. “I should have come a long time ago, before all of this, but I’ve been so busy—”

			Dr. Mercer raised his hand.

			“Don’t worry about me here. Life is for the young. Go forth and live! And if Pandora lives up to its reputation, I suspect I’ll be hearing from you again before too long.”

			On that ominous note, he turned back, leaving Amira to continue down the path to the trains, alone.

			* * *

			“Are you sure you don’t want to go out tonight? There are some great bars down by Sullivan’s Wharf.”

			Amira studied D’Arcy’s face, attempting to discern how badly her friend wanted to spend the night drinking before their first day in Aldwych. An enormous plate of Ethiopian wat lay between them, nearly stripped of injera bread and surprisingly flavorful synthetic lamb, along with a half-empty bottle of hybrid wine. The rich food left Amira sedated, dulling the anxiety of her conversation with Dr. Mercer, and the coming day ahead. She hesitated.

			“Don’t you girls have an early morning tomorrow?” D’Arcy’s father called from the living room. “You don’t want to walk into those shiny buildings with hangovers.”

			“I’d prefer to stay here,” Amira admitted, silently thanking Mr. Pham.

			“Of course,” D’Arcy said kindly, reaching for the wine bottle, as if to formally seal the decision to stay in. Although she shared a room with Julian in the Canary House, D’Arcy visited her father for dinner at least once a week. Amira accompanied her more often than Julian did, relishing the opportunity to cook and escape the Riverfront’s exhaustive pace.

			“Mind if we finish off the wine, Dad?” D’Arcy called out, refilling Amira’s glass with a wink.

			“I suppose you girls have earned it.” A soft note of pride crept into Mr. Pham’s gruff voice. “Although I’ll never understand exactly what it is you do, no matter how many times D’Arcy explains it to me.”

			A stevedore, D’Arcy’s father worked in Sullivan’s Wharf, loading cargo destined for the space stations. On occasion, he accompanied the cargo to the Pacific Parallel itself, the offshore platform where one of Earth’s two space elevators hurtled supplies and souls into space. Though the Stream provided countless images of the Parallel’s loading docks, anchored in choppy Pacific waters, it fascinated Amira to imagine Mr. Pham nonchalantly pushing crates, syntharette in mouth, under one of the greatest structures ever built.

			“Saving the world,” D’Arcy said, her smile faltering as she turned back to Amira. She gestured upstairs.

			D’Arcy’s childhood bedroom was a living exhibit to her twenty-five years on Earth, a vortex in which no object, once it entered the room, seemed to escape. There were stuffed animals and long-deactivated play robots from her childhood, posters of Vietnamese pop idols on her walls, books on physics and programming that spanned her school years. Every time Amira entered, she discovered some new facet of D’Arcy, a relic of an old hobby or fascination. Patterns drawn on the walls that would eventually become glowing, intricate tattoos. D’Arcy sat on the bed, the bedspread covered with anime characters, and Amira could picture her friend as a girl of seven, building her first computer from the wharf junkyard’s scraps.

			The room rattled as a train passed overhead, sending the entire building into seismic fits and drowning out the distant, drunken shouts of stevedores returning from night shifts.

			“I still can’t believe you grew up here,” Amira said, holding her glass of wine high as she joined D’Arcy on the bed. “It’s like a completely different city by the water.”

			“It’s as much a part of Westport as the Riverfront or Aldwych,” D’Arcy said. “One of the few parts of the city that didn’t get bombed out during the Cataclysm, so it was never rebuilt. It’ll always be home. It made me realize what mattered to me. I saw the conditions that Mom and Dad worked in at the Parallel and knew I wanted a different life.”

			Outside the barred window, the moonlight caught the ripples in the Pacific waters. The indigo glow reminded Amira of the compound at night. Though she dreamed about the desert from time to time, she never looked back on it as home.

			“Amira, you’ve had this dark look all night,” D’Arcy said. Impatience tinged her normally warm voice. “Try to see the bright side. Pandora is pretty elite for a couple of students like you and me. You’re on the most problematic part of Pandora, it’s true, but you get to work with Valerie Singh and Alistair Parrish. It’s not the space stations, but Pandora’s still a big deal. It’s where all of the great minds across Aldwych get together, break through their corporate barriers, and push the limits of science.”

			“Easy for you to say,” Amira said. “You get to write code to make sure cat articles on the Stream work in deep space. Everyone loves the Stream. I’m stuck treating a dying girl on a project everyone hates, when I could be doing experiments on one of the stations.”

			“Why are you so bent on getting into space anyway?” D’Arcy asked. “I’ve never understood that.”

			Like an involuntary reflex, Amira’s eyes turned back up at the night sky.

			“Space is where the boundaries are really pushed,” she said. “You know the psychology of space travel is a major area of study, especially with the Titan voyage. Learning how to keep people sane on long space missions, surrounded by nothing and hundreds of millions of miles away from home – I could make my mark there.”

			A textbook answer, but a truthful one. As much as D’Arcy may have wanted to, she would never understand the way Amira’s heart swelled, as a child hiding on her rooftop, when something man-made passed across the night sky. She couldn’t understand the hope the stations contained within their insulated, carbon walls, the potential for a better world than the restrictive life in Children of the New Covenant. 

			Nor could she understand that for Amira, the more physical distance she put between herself and the place of her childhood, the safer she felt. She wrapped her arms around her middle.

			Realizing that her gloom was beginning to affect D’Arcy on a night of celebration, Amira changed the subject. An hour later, both sat cross-legged on the floor, laughing hysterically as D’Arcy’s holo-camera displayed footage from last year’s Climate Day celebrations at the Academy. The festival had devolved into pandemonium after an enterprising student botanist chose the day to unveil a new, fast-growing liana vine that responded to artificial light. Within hours, it had taken over the main auditorium and the neighboring swimming pool, emitting the smell of rotten eggs as it reached the chlorinated water. Students fled in a panic, as though the vines were a deadly nerve agent. 

			Amira drained her glass and stretched across the floor, wiping tears of laughter from her eyes. D’Arcy turned off the holo-cam, her eyelids drooping.

			“It’s kind of funny,” Amira said.

			“What is?”

			“That man I met from the project, Barlow? He knew I was from a compound when he saw my hand. He asked me which ‘community’ I came from. I’ve never heard anyone from the city call them communities before. Only people from the compounds say that.”

			D’Arcy frowned slightly. “Well, he’s part of the project and they’ve been recruiting girls from the compounds, right? Maybe he picked up the language from them.”

			“That’s possible.” Amira drummed her fingers lightly, Barlow’s strange, appraising expression fresh in her mind.

			D’Arcy pulled herself onto the bed. Her breathing grew heavy with sleep after several minutes. Amira joined her on the bed and succumbed to exhaustion shortly after, her sleep punctuated by dreams of the desert, the choking vines along the Canary House, and the relentless scream of oncoming trains.
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