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The repetitive shriek of the ferry's klaxon drowned out Sento's pounding on the cabin doors. She hammered three or four times on each before switching.

“Everybody out! You have to get to the beach. The ship is sinking.”

Frightened inmigrantes crowded the passageway. Hundreds of desperate black, brown, and white faces searched the armed woman's face for reassurance. She feigned a smile.

I'm scared I won't make it either. I'm more scared I won't get answers.

Sento urged them toward the stairs and doors onto the deck. A freezing Antarctic wind tinged with spray greeted them.

There weren't enough life vests.

“The AI is still in control. Wait for the crew's instructions. They'll tell you what to do.”

Finished with the staterooms, she checked other spaces where she'd seen the group of pilgrims headed to Isorropia. They hoped to find a new start. They packed themselves into closets, heads, corners under stairways. The ferry from Punta Arenas was overcrowded, but that was standard for smugglers of human beings, the coyotes. She sought out an old woman.

Stray tawny hairs drifted in front of her eyes. She flicked the hairs behind her right ear. Someone once said she had the face of Aphrodite but the jaw of Hercules. Who said that to me? I wish I could remember.

The shipowner admired her buff upper arms and shoulders. He hired her as security for the trip from Chile to Nordenskjöld. He gave her a flak jacket. He compared the trip to rowing across a pond. She bought a pistol to protect herself.

The engine room was flooding.

Sento found the woman. She was a disidentified. Like ghosts, the disidentified inhabited a place between society's light and dark. They were living husks, legal non-entities, socially dead, without names, with all data about their existence expunged from every database and document that might have stored facts and figures about their lives.

“We have to go. We're taking on water.”

“Go away.” The voice was muffled behind a gauzy cloth.

Sento's eyes lingered on the tulip-shaped welt on the woman's forehead. The flower signaled an environmental crime of the worst kind. The bony growth warned the public to ignore the marked woman or face sanction. As if absently attacking an itch, Sento raised her fingers to her hairline, expecting to find a similar welt of disidentification.

Nothing was on Sento's brow, but the younger woman thought there should be. Instinct as vague as the sun dogs on the Antarctic sun suggested something similar had happened to her. In her case, the procedure was a failure, or botched. She couldn't nail down her feeling. She removed a food pack from her pocket and lay it near the woman's bare, calloused foot.

The ragged woman's shiny eyes stared at the meal. “They'll report you. They'll put you in jail.”

The Bureau of Environmental Security didn't always ignore illegal acts of compassion, but Sento wasn't worried. “I don't think there's any bessies on this rust bucket. Come on, we have to leave.”

“You have a beautiful heart. A little water, maybe?”

Sento handed the woman a sealed bulb of fresh water. When they first met, Sento wanted to ask about the crime, but the woman wouldn't know. Dissing—invented a century ago as a response to public outcries against capital punishment—not only erased all official traces of life, but the latest practices permanently damaged parts of the brain that held memory important to identity.

The woman probably didn't know her real name. Her memory was an empty shell, excised like a painting from its frame. Sento's memory was a frame with only a few flakes on the canvas, frustrating in its fragmentation.

Twenty-three months, one week, five days ago since I last knew my name or where I'm from. Was I dissed? Was I hurt? Or have I always been this way?

She had two facts: The date she woke up in an operating room and a certainty as solid as the spine of the Andes that the answers to her identity were at the bottom of the world. If she did not find the answers, she was condemned to a life like the damaged creature on the Kildare's deck.

The dissed woman tore open the water pouch with hands that belonged to a skeleton. “Do you know why the ship has stopped?”

“Engine failure. We're running out of time.” Sento hadn't seen any crew since the order to abandon ship. They were frightened too. They paid her to keep the inmigrantes away from them. That didn't mean let them die. as far as Sento was concerned. “Please. You'll drown.”

She reached out to the woman's greasy clothes, but the elder shrank away.

Immigrants peered out a nearby porthole, terror in their faces. One screamed. A motorboat sped away from the ferry toward the beach below the hamlet of Nordenskjöld, a kilometer or two away. Sento recognized the captain and cursed him.

She protected the old woman from the building chaos. “We have to go. Now.”

“Iso.” Koi Nahim, one of the pilgrims, 11 or 12 years old, dropped to his haunches near Sento and the woman, his mop of black, curly hair in need in a comb. “Come to Isorropia, both of you.”

Sento first heard the name spoken by the pilgrims on the road south. It represented salvation. The word meant something different to Sento.
“At least he pronounces it correctly,” the woman said. Sento wondered if she was once a teacher. “Idiots say 'I so.'” The elder dropped the gauze cloth, which hid sores on her lips, to bite into the food pack. “Isn't that right, boy? It's the way moronic dreamers talk about Isorropia.” She said the first syllable like the “e” in “equal.”
“Iso.” The youth nodded to add emphasis.

“It doesn't exist.” The woman relished the chewy food. She ignored the pandemonium. “Think El Dorado or Eden or similar nonsense.” The woman addressed Koi. “Child, Isorropia is about as real as the million euros in my hip pocket.” She rasped and dismissed Koi. “Go back to your rat hole and dream your dreams.”

Sento dreamed of a city as well, like an heirloom diamond, mysterious and captivating.

The youth lifted his head in defiance and marched off.

“Harmless little son.” The dissed woman sighed. “Everyone wants a new life, sooner or later. That's Antarctica's promise, now that the West Antarctica Ice Sheet is practically gone.”

“We'll both be gone if we don't get away.” Sento lifted the old woman to her feet.

The klaxon stopped and the interior lights dimmed.

A tall, dark-skinned man in a tattered parka came up to Sento. “The batteries are failing. So are the pumps.” Hosea was the pilgrims' leader. They'd talked a little.

“What about the lifeboats?” Sento said. “Have you lowered them?”

“They're gone. They're weren't enough.”

“There's hundreds of people still here.” Sento suppressed her shock. The rising panic was infectious. “Fucking coyotes.”

“What do we do?”

Sento mind raced. She'd seen another boat on board, wrapped in plastic in the cargo hold.

“How do we get it out?” Hosea said.

When they boarded at Punta Arenas, the Kildare's captain showed Sento a printout of all the passwords and DNA identification override codes to the ferry's com network. She needed them to access restricted spaces. Her minds-eye com network implants hadn't worked since she woke up in Valparaiso two years ago, but she knew of a console in a utility room.

As Kildare wallowed in the swell, Sento led Hosea to the console. Her hands trembling from fear and cold, she tapped in the pass codes and accessed the ship's AI. “All we have to do is tell the cargo bot to bring the boat to the deck.”

Sento and Hosea stepped outside. A cranky, demanding Arf! Arf! reached her. Sea lions had gathered on nearby rocks, below a sheer cliff that knifed into the Weddell Sea. Behind the cliff rose mountains crowned with glaciers. The pinnipeds' yap sent a spike of anxiety up her spine, signaling another unpleasant crumb of memory. Like a submarine's periscope, the feeling meant something dreadful lay below the surface of her consciousness. As always, though, the substance was out of reach. One thread tied everything together: home.

Hosea tapped her shoulder and indicated Kildare's cargo deck. A six-meter bot crawled out of a hatch carrying a bundle wrapped in milk-white plastic. The bot and its bundle resembled a spider carrying an egg sac. Sento cut off the plastic, which revealed an inflatable boat about five meters long, complete with electric outboard motor. It was already inflated. Overhead, a derrick slewed into place, guided by the ship's AI. A hook lowered, and inmigrantes attached it to the boat. On cue, the ship's AI lifted the boat and lowered it to the icy water.

A Jacob's ladder draped over the ship's side. The ladder handled only one person at a time, or a parent holding a small child. Sento stifled her impatience. It would take hours to offload the ferry. The navigation AI kept the ship's head into the breeze, but the sea boiled. Immigrants puked or lay on the deck, seasick. The frenzy magnified Sento's own terror, but the act of guiding pilgrims to places on the boat kept her focused and calm.

The boat settled low in the water, overloaded. The beach was only 250 meters away, though the immigrants would have to push through breaking surf. Most people were soaked to the skin and hypothermic by the time they collapsed on the dry land.

Sento marveled at the determination of the immigrants, a laser-like focus on survival at all costs, of striving toward an abstraction of hope in a land none of them had seen, except in holo-pics or vids. Poets and promoters called Antarctica “The Last Frontier.” After the Warming, Antarctica was the only continent not conquered by humanity en masse. That was changing.

Her place was on shore as well, though not with the pilgrims. She followed the feeling like a migrating bird, driven on and on southward. Only a sense of duty, of doing a job until it was done, kept her on Kildare until everyone was off.

Hosea fought to bring the boat back to Kildare for another load. The remaining passengers on deck urged him on as twilight approached for the four-hour night. Darkness was as deadly as the freezing sea.

Sento felt Kildare rock sharply to port. The roll surprised her. Is the AI trying to compensate? Instinctively, Sento donned one of the remaining life vests.

Kildare rolled further to port, making the climb down the flapping Jacob's ladder nearly impossible. Arms and hands reached down to loved ones who had made it to the boat, but the foaming sea between them was a chasm akin to a castle's moat. Sento winced when a child's arm was crushed between the boat and the hull.

The ship drifted against the background of the ramshackle town. 

The cargo bot knocked—pushed?—an immigrant into the water. The others stampeded in the narrow space. The Kildare pitched forward, then rolled 45 degrees to port, then back to starboard, the ship lumbering as if drunk. Immigrants dropped into the frigid sea, belongings falling after them as if trying to catch up.

The bot appeared unaware that it tread on humans like an angry bull. Sento remembered something about semi-autonomous industrial bots, about an emergency shutdown lever or switch. Another roll of Kildare dropped her to the deck as old men and toddlers tripped over each other. She crawled toward the bot, and she spied a bright yellow patch on the side of its body. A round red button poked out from a box. Sento reached out, and pain stiffened her entire body.

The water was so cold that her muscles seized, and she took huge, panting breaths. She'd fallen into the sea. The bot pushed me. Something splashed beside her, and she snagged loose clothing floating in the chop. The attempted rescue was irrational, but instinctive. She couldn't help herself.

A baritone voice deep within her mind yelled “Kick! Kick!” and she kicked her feet. The movement turned her body toward the shore, and though the salt water stung her eyes, she saw the surf crashing on the pebbly beach. The cold sucked the heat out of her body like a vampire. In pain, she kicked again and pulled with her free arm, dragging the immigrant. She echoed the voice: “Kick! Kick!”

In her half-conscious state, the voice was accompanied by a shrouded face that shined like a new silver coin. The water's chill brought to mind the emotion of a woman, older by a few years, diffuse, jealous, a loving rival.

Sento touched bottom. After another kick, she had enough purchase to stand up, but no energy to reflect on her phantoms. She collapsed prone on the beach, coughing. She vomited sea water and the remains of her dinner. Her body vibrated with cold.

Her shivering kept her from standing, but the tide was ebbing, leaving flotsam from Kildare among the detritus of past tides. Bodies punctuated the mounds of driftwood, seaweed, and barnacle-encrusted garbage. The woman Sento had dragged ashore lay an arm's length away, her skin blue, her sore-encrusted lips white, her eyes already milking over. The bone welt on her forehead was like a stone on the grave she would never lay in.

I've survived.

Sento's ears popped and water drained away. Men, women, and children keened over dead loved ones. If she put her arms out for balance, she could stand, and her eyes focused on Koi, who stared at her as if she were an apparition. She fell to her knees, gravity overcoming her weakened muscles.

A silver thermal blanket adorned his shoulders, and he handed one to Sento. Donning it, her trembling eased, and her mind regained awareness of what had happened. The bot had knocked her over the side when she tried to shut it down. Deliberately or by accident, she couldn't say. She wiped salt from her eyes and searched the horizon.

“Where is it?” Sento raised her voice at Koi. She couldn't hear herself for the roaring in her ears. “Where's the ferry?”

He shook his head, mute, as if stunned. He knelt in front of Sento and cupped her face in his hands. Her body was so numb from the cold that her emotions slowed to a crawl, but she heard Koi say with the certainty of the saved, “Boat is gone.” He gazed over the bay, the horizon empty, the sun already below it, resting from its low-energy journey. “We go to Iso now.”

Isorropia. A city of ice and dreams.
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Sento was dirty, hungry and tired, but relatively unscathed. She was angry as well. The coyotes had abandoned her and the pilgrims. The survivors stood like zombies, blank-faced and lost. She had little in common with the pilgrims, beyond the betrayal. While they were searching for a new beginning, she was on a hunt for herself.

Nordenskjöld was on her right. A camp, probably full of refugees, was on her left. She took tentative steps.

“Sento!” Hosea hobbled up. “Where are you going?”

Sento barely had the energy to speak. “The town.”

“But that's where they went.”

“Who?”

“The captain. The crew.”

Sento stopped. The town was a collection of shacks. A whirring wind generator stood over it. “I'll take my chances.”

“Sento, wait. We need your help.”

She bit her lip. She tried to help on Kildare. What good did it do?

“Stay with us for a few minutes. We need to find shelter. Can you help?”

A few camp dwellers approached, bringing food and UN blankets. No one came from the town.

Sento sighed. “Just until you're settled.”

The refugee camp had a rough street grid and makeshift signs in Spanish, Portuguese, and English. As she stared at them, a bearded man brushed against her. She put her hand on her pistol. He grinned, his teeth stained and his beard matted, more kin to the dogs that darted in front of her than the humans. He had an aura of familiarity, not unlike the old woman, but without the welt. It was another of Sento's foggy recollections. He gestured to follow, then disappeared down a narrow alley.

Compelled to follow, Sento turned the corner, but he had vanished. She found herself surrounded by metal. Hands on hips, she examined one machine with the scrutiny of potential ownership. She already knew a fragment of its history. She touched the chrome arm, which needed polish. She thought of the silvery man.

“Be careful,” said a doughy man at a table. “It bites.”

“I know,” Sento said. An identification number and a stenciled KILDARE marked its flank. “It nearly killed me.” 

The man lifted a soldering iron from a circuit board. “I brought it here this morning from the beach. You must be one of the survivors of that shipwreck. How did it try to kill you?” He folded his arms, mirroring Sento's thoughtfulness.

“Pushed me overboard.”

“Doesn't surprise me.” A line of smoke wafted up from the board. “Worst AI programming south of the equator.” He scratched the wispy whiskers on his double-chin. “Poor quality catches up to the maker eventually.”

The man called himself Bruce Nay. He had acquired three large shipping containers, creating a home, a workshop, and a warehouse packed with tens of thousands of parts from bits of wire to generators the size of a man's head. His energy impressed Sento. Kildare's cargo manipulation bot was parked outside among larger pieces, including a modified ground car with caterpillar tracks. Sento eyed the nooks and crannies of the salvage yard.

Nay said, “Most people called me Bruce.”

“The survivors need a place to stay, just for the night, so they can regroup. Is anyone in charge here?”

Bruce laughed. “It's a refugee camp, not a military base. Are you proposing to squat, or forcibly take over?” He indicated Sento's gun.

“They're peaceable. They've had their fill of violence.” Sento imagined breaking the Kildare captain's arm. “The survivors'll pay somehow, I think.”

“This isn't a hotel. Don't expect room service.” Bruce spoke as if shipwrecks and drownings happened every day.

Sento heard a northern European accent to his English. “I suppose you'll offer a discount due to the lack of towels.”

Bruce frowned, then smiled. “I appreciate sarcasm. It so happens I'm cash short at the moment. Anything, euros, renminbi, even US dollars would be good. What about you? Are you with them?”

“I'm making my own way.”

Sento brought Hosea, his wife Awilda, Koi, and the others to the yard. Bruce scratched his beard as he watched the decrepit group trudge in. He admitted that he was a squatter, the same as everyone in the camp. “The Chileans and Argentinians have been fighting over the Antarctic Peninsula for centuries. Even the Brits had a claim once, though they can hardly keep their country together these days, so I hear.” He lunged at a young woman fingering a scratched box alone on a shelf. “Don't touch that. That's the only one I have.”

The woman, Gwen by name, moved her hand away. Her eyes met Bruce's.

Though his mouth opened, no sound emerged for a second or two. “I mean,” he said, quietly, “be careful, please.” He lowered his eyes, then glanced back at her.

Hosea handed Bruce a few coins and a small tablet computer. The squatter picked up his soldering iron. “You're leaving tomorrow, right?”

“If you want us to,” Hosea said.

Gwen examined another piece of broken electronics.

“Maybe two nights,” Bruce said, a sour, pained looked on his face, “if you pay.”

The junk yard was like a hedgerow, or a forest with a thick understory. Enterprising  pilgrims discovered tarps or blankets which they draped over the junk as if it was ready-made frames. It was soon a camp within a camp. Sento kept an eye out for the feral-looking man who had led her here, but he did not reappear. One pilgrim started a fire in a tiny, but cozy open area.

As the flame flared, Sento remembered a moment in her childhood. She was five or six, in a shelter near the ocean. The sand was soft, the artificial light low, and the adult sleeping next to her breathed deeply. Father? The adult's arm, a man's arm, was draped over her. “Snug as a bug.” The warmth of his words and his strong arm nearly overwhelmed her. She searched the pilgrims' faces, as if expecting to find him.

Disappointed, she extended a hand to Hosea. “Well, Mr Taft, I wish you luck.”

Hosea took her hand, reluctantly. “Please, it's Hosea. You're not staying with us?”

The childhood memory faded. It was another fragment, like the dusty piece of a jigsaw puzzle found under the living room sofa, disconnected from everything.

“Where will you go?”

Sento didn't know the answer.

Koi stood a short distance away, eyes pleading for Sento to stay. “We won't be here long. Iso is near.”

How is he so certain? “Your people will be fine, Hosea. They trust you.” Sento laid her hand on his shoulder. She brushed her finger on Koi's cheek. She liked the immigrants, especially Hosea's pilgrims. They were undaunted, even bound, by the misfortunes they shared. Awilda worried Sento the most. Even as the others recovered a little from the disaster, her condition had deteriorated. She constantly held her belly as if trying to sooth herself and the unborn child. Older women around the fire whispered in pity.

Sento wasn't an inmigrante, however. She wasn't running away, escaping a bad situation, or looking for a new start. She was running toward something, though she couldn't say exactly what, except that it was south. It was probably called Isorropia.

“At least rest a while with us,” Hosea said. “You're part of our family now.”

Hosea's claim struck Sento as odd, but she admired him for his strength and compassion. She was certain she had true family, at least a father. She felt less certain about a mother, but there was a strong hint of a sibling, probably a sister. Persuaded by Hosea's offer of tea, she took a seat in the huddled gathering. She didn't have to leave immediately.

Hosea rested on a barnacle-encrusted box with his elbows on his knees, his arms around Awilda, protectively, like a cocoon. His face worked as if he was trying to solve a vexing problem. The woman's face was blank, as if an organ in her body had been removed before she realized what had happened.

“Excuse me, but where are your children?” She recalled seeing the couple with a boy and a girl.

Awilda's eyes snapped on Sento, first angry, then they watered, and her hand went to her mouth, as if to stifle a scream. Hosea tightened his grip on his wife.

Koi's whispered, as if he were an apparition. “Eles se foram.”

They are gone. Sento heard plenty of Brazilian Portuguese on the walk from Valparaiso. Gone. On the beach, Hosea and Awilda kneeled over bundles of fabric, arms, and legs at odd angles, like rejected dolls, and the cries of grief. Alive, aboard the ship, the girl was about four, with intelligent eyes. The boy was two or three, constantly crying, from hunger or anger, Sento didn't know. Both were now silent.

“I'm sorry,” Sento said.

“They were beautiful,” Hosea said. “Good and kind. Never any trouble. Always obedient.”

Sento gestured to Awilda's swollen belly, hoping to make up for her social blunder. “Your baby is safe.”

“I don't feel safe.” Awilda wiped her eyes. “What do we do now?”

“We came her hoping to find Iso,” Hosea said. “We've lost everything, though. All our belongings were on the ferry.”

“I don't want to stop,” Koi said. “Iso wants us there.”

“Your name. Sento.” Hosea was eager to change the subject. “Is it Japanese?”

Is it? I don't know. It's all I remember. Sento asked herself occasionally if her name was Japanese, or perhaps Korean, but an inner voice said No. It felt like a partial name, a half-forgotten name, or a name made up of pieces of a true name, like an ancient piece of pottery with chunks missing.

When she had money for a net account, she searched “Sento” and found thousands of hits, but nothing felt familiar or correct. She wasn't even sure of her age. Maybe 28 or 29. She paid a street vendor in Santiago to sequence her DNA, but there were no hits on the births or deaths databases. She spoke near-perfect Spanish, but the vendor asked if she was American. Sento didn't know, but didn't say so. The vendor remarked on the quality of her clothes. Too good for the slums of Valparaíso.

“I'm sorry if I offended,” Hosea said. “It's been hard, you see—”

“No, it's alright. We're all hurting.” Despite his unease, Sento sensed a quiet confidence, a natural calm that kept him balanced in difficult moments. It also suggested a distance from others, even his wife, as armor against a painful world.

“Back aboard the ship—“ Hosea bit his lip, holding back emotion. “We were a little afraid of you.”

“Afraid?” Sento wasn't sure what Hosea meant.

“You always had a scowl on your face, as if you were permanently angry.” Hosea grinned. “I stayed out of your way, but I saw you with the dissed woman. You were kind to her.”

The ulcerated face of the disidentified woman came back to Sento. “She was alone.”

“Are you alone? I mean, are you traveling alone?”

Of the few facts Sento was certain, her solitude was one. “Yes, I'm on my own.”

“Are you heading for any place in particular?”

The only other certain fact about herself was her compelling need to find Isorropia and her identity. Watching Koi, though, dance around in the sun like a crazed rodent, she kept the name to herself. Am I as touched as he is? Even so, the craving to find Iso was her best companion, always with her, never faltering, never doubting. “Just moving south.”

“South eventually ends, you know.”

“I've been sick, and, well...”

“I'm sorry. Awilda always says I ask too many questions.”

Sento didn't mind the questions, but she had no answers. One thing encouraged her: the memories. With each kilometer, the memories of what she supposed was her former life became more frequent and stronger, as if she was getting nearer a kind of transmitter, allowing her to home in to her self. The disquieting sound of the sea lions in the bay. The silver man. I saw him again yesterday, when I was in the water. The voice urging her to kick was male. That was new. The menacing older woman always nearby was not. Sento feared her.

* * *
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Hours later, as she lay in a nook in Bruce's workshop, Sento's consciousness hovered at that place where people met deceased relatives or mythic creatures from other worlds. Her heart jumped, and she raced through a maze, gun in hand, shouting an order to halt. She chased a person, hooded, all in black, visible only in its outline in the intense moonlight. A bullet whizzed by, and she fired her pistol, a different weapon than the one she bought in Punta Arenas. The figure disappeared, and she awoke with a start at Koi's jostling.

“They've come! They've come!”

Terrified voices and orange flickers blew away the fuzz of her dream.

Koi pushed her blanket away. “Please help us. They're burning everything.”

Sento's boots tightened around her feet. Out in the street, parents carried babies and crying children and half-packed knapsacks while smoke hung heavy over the shanties and tents. Her mind flashed to the sinking's horror, but she was on dry land.

Two single shots from a handgun were succeeded by the tat-tat-tat of automatic weapons. Sento retrieved her pistol and realized she hadn't cleaned it since its immersion in the bay. Worried it might misfire, she buckled and zipped her flak jacket.

Two more shots popped in the cold air and she ran to the pilgrim's camp. She heard shouts and found two men beating a figure huddled on the ground. The figure whimpered, protecting his head with his arms.

“Hey! Stop!” She pulled her gun, a nine-millimeter. The assailants, both teenage boys, broke and ran.

Sento gave chase to the nearest. They weaved into and out of the warren of tents and lean-tos, resembling dancers, pushing off jerry-built walls and jumping over skittering bots. Sento yelled at the boy to stop as if the words had special power, but he stayed one step ahead.

Unbidden, the still fresh image of her dream overlay her consciousness like a double-exposure. The fleeing hooligan pushed a barrel in front of Sento and she dodged it like a slalom skier. In tandem, the dream-image sped through the squalor like a fox in a forest. The boy nearly lost Sento when he made a 90-degree turn, but she made the turn. The alley where he hid was pitch dark and she held out her weapon. He was invisible in the darkness.

She called on him to surrender, but a glint of metal made her flinch, and an aluminum pipe caught her head in a glancing blow, not even hard enough to break her skin. The surprise magnified the large creature in the corner of her eye. It was the wild-looking man who led her to the salvage yard. He stepped in and shoved the attacker off-balance. He fell to the mud and sewage-soaked ground.

Ignoring the wild man, Sento held her gun at the boy's head, cocked. She was ready to kill him; he had tried to kill her. It would be so easy. The boy's face was a blur, same as the hermit-like creature. In the dream, she fired on her quarry. Did he die? Yes. In the fetid alley of the refugee camp, however, she did nothing. Her trigger finger would not move, as if paralyzed.

The boy on the muddy path saw her hesitation, scrambled backwards a meter or two, and ran off. Sento lowered her weapon, wondering what had held her back. I couldn't do it again.

Sometime before Valparaíso, she had killed a man. She knew its truth as sure as she knew that she had let her attacker go. In the same way she knew nothing about the boy, she remembered nothing about the man she had killed, and it ate at her soul like acid.

Sento loosened her grip on her gun, and she stared at it as if it were a cancerous tumor that could not be removed. She flicked on the safety and holstered it. As before, the creature disappeared.

The smoke and flickers of orange flame brought her back to the moment, and she raced back to the Kildare camp. Gwen tended to the unmoving figure on the ground. A mob surrounded a large, bearded man—called Ox—his blood-matted hair draped over a dirty, frightened face. He screamed as the mob looped a line around his neck and tied his hands behind his back. They were going to kill him in revenge.

He doesn't deserve to die.

Sento pushed her way through the mob to Ox. They let her pass without objection. Sweat from the chase ran down her temples.

Ox spat in her face as Sento took his arm. “Filthy inmigrante.”

Sento summoned all her strength not to twist Ox's arm and tear his ligaments. “I'm trying to help you.”

“Fuck you, and fuck all your kind.” The rage in his face was magnified by his dread.

Sento said, “Do you want to live? Or do you want to die?”

Ox bared his teeth, but said nothing.

Sento lifted the loop of rope from Ox's neck, ignoring the protests of the mob. Hosea appeared beside her, but he was placid, if pale. She handed the rope to the farmer, and led Ox roughly to the edge of the camp. He came from Nordenskjöld.

“Why?” Sento said.

“Why what?” Ox spat out a tooth.

“Why attack these defenseless people?”

“Because you're killing us! My people came here a dozen years ago to start a new life. Things were going fine until inmigrantes showed up. Every one of you is fouling our world, just like people have done for a hundred-thousand years. Everywhere, humanity has done nothing but corrupt and pollute the land. Now it's happening to Antarctica, and there's nowhere else to go.”

Ox limped toward the town, and Sento watched the back of his parka, illuminated by the conflagration of the camp. The world has gone mad. Ox had lumped her with the pilgrims, which she couldn't accept. Instead, she was overcome with the sense that she was on home turf she had sworn to protect, and failed. It was another vaporous memory.

* * *
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A film of gray ash settled on the remnants of the refugee camp, reminding Sento of a dusting of snow. The Kildare survivors gathered in the tiny square of Bruce's yard, the aluminum shells of robots and vehicles like hovering skeletons. Next to the smoky fire, he huddled under a blanket with Gwen, his pinched face searching in the fire for answers, or deliverance. Is he comforting her, or she him?

Sento suppressed a twinge of jealousy and despair. The angry townspeople had sentenced the refugees to death. They didn't need to kill them outright. Antarctica would do it for them. News chan images would distribute the true message: Inmigrantes were not welcome in the unpromising land of the Great Southern Continent.

What next? Bury the dead? Hadn't these people just buried the dead? First the drowned, now the burned. How will the third group die?

Hosea came up beside Sento. The fire's destruction revealed the graceful curve of the beach. He squinted, as if trying to see something in the distance. “It's time to move on,” he said.

Glancing at Hosea's face in profile, with its Roman nose and strong jaw line, Sento rejected the possibility that the shipwreck and the fire had enmeshed her future with the survivors'. But her resolve to continue by herself was wearing thin.

“Iso.” Koi stood behind Sento and Hosea.

“Koi, even if you knew where it was, these people are in no condition for a cross-country journey.”

“It's south.”

“South to where?” Unlike the journey through the Andes, she had no trail to follow, or border guards to bribe, or relief agencies to pester. Like the pilgrims, she wasn't sure of next steps.

“I've heard rumors of inland settlements since the day I got here,” Bruce bit into a UN ration pack. “There's always been a trickle of people heading south from here. None of them come back.”

Sento blinked away an image of frozen or decayed corpses stretching for a hundred kilometers. They didn't wait for permission or a threat to move on.

“Perhaps they don't come back because they found what they're looking for,” Hosea said, thoughtful, as if considering an irrigation problem.

Awilda emerged from a catatonic funk. “What are we supposed to do? Stay here?”

The circles under Awilda's eyes were dark. Her skin was dry and cracked. Sento read increasing instability in her manner, which might prove dangerous to the refugees or herself.

Awilda's green eyes settled on each pilgrim in turn. “I'm going to have a baby. I can't have it here, but I can't go back.” She glanced at the bay. South America was as distant to the refugees as the moon. “If we stay here, we'll die. Why not die looking for something better?”

“Iso,” Koi repeated.

“You say the word like it's Heaven.” Bruce sipped a liquid ration.

“Oh, it is!” Koi brightened, as if asked a question he loved to answer over and over. “It's like Heaven. Warm, bright, with all the food you can eat. It's safe and everyone loves each other. No hate, no sickness, no problems.”

“A dream,” Hosea said, laying a hand on Awilda's belly.

“A mirage,” Bruce said. “The rumors are consistent, though. Sometimes that means there's a nut of truth to them. I suppose it's possible someone tried to settle Antarctica's interior, but failed.” As if debating it in his mind, Bruce shook his head. “No one has ever found Iso or put it on a map. It doesn't exist.”

“Like El Dorado,” the dissed woman said.

“Antarctica is a big place,” Hosea said. “It's bigger than America north to south, east to west.”

What if the people want it kept a secret?

The woody fumes and thoughts of secrets triggered another of Sento's memories, shrouded by a shamanic gauze of colors, shapes, echoes of voices, and emotion. The strongest sensation was a fragrance, thick, pleasant, erotic, and forbidden. The scent hinted at the beeswax candles of the Cathedral of Saint James in Santiago, or the outdoor grills of street food vendors. It was sweet, cloying, sensual, and ... agarwood. The word startled Sento like an unexpected bell. With its recognition, her faced flushed. Her hands shook. The thing or person she feared had no name in her recollection, but the curtain over her past had a new pinhole.

“Sento, what is it?”

Hosea's voice penetrated her internal fog, clarifying her thoughts, like focusing a lens. Someone did this to me, took away my memory, my identity, when I threatened him... or her. Sento had lost her memory shortly before arriving at the hospital in Valparaiso. Whatever the cause, it was unconnected to anything, until now. Agarwood. Incense.

“Sento, you look pale. Are you sick?”

“I'm fine.”

Hosea shoved his hands into his pockets. “I heard the stories too after we left Panama. I never spoke to someone who lived there, but it sounded so real, that it had to be true. About ten of us banded together to try and find it. We were all aboard the ferry. Gwen was one.”

“They all drowned, except you, Awilda, and Gwen,” Sento said.

“I believe in it more than I ever did before,” Hosea said. “What choice do I have?”

Bruce scoffed. “You people are insane. We need to rebuild the camp. Start over here.”

“And get attacked again by the town?” Sento's hand went to her holstered gun. “They burned the camp last time. They might do worse next time.”

Bruce sneered at Sento. “Iso doesn't exist. You people need to get used to it.”

“Why do you want to stay, robot man?” Awilda scoffed. “You live in the middle of a pile of scrap, and all your customers are dead.”

Bruce held his hands to the fire, unresponsive. Sento wondered how he did the delicate work of electronics repair with his stubby fingers. He's afraid, like all of us.

“Sento, you haven't told us what you think,” Hosea said.

“If I say Isorropia exists, what then? Are you going to pack up your wife and walk there? Are any of you going to believe a lunatic child or a crazy woman who doesn't even know her real name?” Sento meant herself, bouncing her fist off her chest for emphasis. Her throat closed as the loneliness of the past months and years squeezed her heart.

“It's the only hope Awilda and I have. Gwen, too.”

It's my last hope to know who I am.

Bruce mocked the refugees. “If you head south, you'll walk into the most dangerous, hostile land on the planet. There's nothing there. It makes the deserts of the world look like tropical jungles. If you don't freeze in the six-month night, you'll die of starvation.”

Hosea took the hand of Awilda. “My wife is right. We die here, or we die trying to find something better. That's all we've been doing for a year.”

Bruce stared at Gwen, pain on his face. “Iso is a dream. You'll die chasing a dream.”

Gwen shrugged. “What else can I do?”

Bruce whispered. “You can stay here with me.”

Gwen squeezed his hand.

Hosea raised his head, preparing to speak to the listening inmigrantes. “I'm leaving with Awilda. I'd be obliged if you all came with us. We have a better chance as a group, like those old wagon trains back in America, where I grew up. They helped each other when things broke down, or people got sick. We probably won't find Isorropia, but we might, after all.” He lowered his head and closed his eyes.

Without hesitating, Koi said, “I'll go with you.”

Gwen followed suit, though Bruce shook his head, resisting the tide. When eyes turned to Sento, she looked at each pilgrim. Upon reaching Antarctica, all of her thoughts and emotions were imbued with the word home, and her universe had changed. She was the native, they were strangers, and she couldn't stiff-arm these people who asked for her companionship. She would still follow her own way, though it would run on the same trail as the pilgrims.

Word spread quickly through the camp that the Kildare refugees were leaving the bay and going south into the wilderness. Like a chorus, all the inmigrantes in the camp joined the decision. The fire had destroyed their lives as well. At that moment, all the refugees became pilgrims, not just Hosea and his group. The morale of the camp turned from despair into hope, even high spirits. Children played in the devastation. Adults found boxes or fashioned bags out of shredded tarps and began to pack their belongings.

Bruce returned to his workshop and closed the steel door to the recycled shipping container.

Hosea said to Sento, “Are we insane?”

“We're desperate. It's a kind of insanity.”

Sento watched the activity. They'd forgotten—or forced themselves to forget—the hopelessness of their situation. It was the only way to face the unknown.
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Chapter 3
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From the diary of Artemis Macedon

I stalk her on behalf of the man who keeps me alive. I observe and scrutinize her every move because he demands it. I send reports to him, but keep my private thoughts in this diary. He says he'll tell me when to act, when he's ready. “In the meantime, be invisible, but keep her from harm.” A hard thing to do, but not impossible for a feral. I care about her too. I pointed her toward the salvage yard, because Bruce Nay is a good man, but it was pure chance when I encountered her during the chase. I had seconds to take out the militiaman. Saving her saved me, because if she had died, my patron would've abandoned me, and life out here is fucking tough.

When I found her by accident, I nearly screamed in shock. I thought my patron was crazy to think she might turn up. He wasn't.

Let me back up. I spend a lot of time scrounging in garbage dumps. It's sickening what people throw out, even in a remote station where resupply might be days or weeks away. Sickening, but good for me. The rubbish tip between Nordenskjöld and the refugee camp is a gold mine for single worn-out socks or scraps of food left in a tin can. As I was foraging, I spotted her in the group of survivors. I saw that ship go down and all those people drowned. I was horrified, but they had taken the chance and Antarctica is never kind and only occasionally tolerant. After seeing her, I couldn't keep myself from sneaking up on the group. It was easy to hide myself from the slovenly vigilantes that call themselves an “indigenous defense force.” They're ignorant and dangerous. I got close enough to hear the survivors talking. She called herself “Sento,” but that didn't compute. It must be a cover, or a nom de guerre, or possibly a fragment.

Her swimmer's shoulders and upper arms were as muscular as I remembered. Her manner was confident. Her mind was sharp. In many ways, she was the same woman who'd worked for me. She had changed, though. She looked cautious, skeptical, diffident toward others. Whatever she'd experienced had worn on her. There I go, pretending I'm a cop again, pulling psych profiles out of my ass, but it was impossible for me not to think something was very wrong. I'd seen people months after they'd been disidentified, and it's as if they'd shrank, like the way an iceberg melts into the sea. She hadn't.

I reported what I saw to my patron. I'm not a real feral, not one of those lunatics who believe the only way to human salvation is rejection of every technology after the invention of agriculture. I look like a feral, all wild-eyed and wild-haired. I probably smell like a feral. I've seen them, and I've been downwind. Phew! At first, I thought my patron was one of those people who secretly help the ferals, but don't want to live that way, something like giving money to contemplative nuns. Hedging their bets, or assuaging their guilt, or thinking that symbolism is the same as acting out your beliefs. But my patron's requirement that I keep an eye out for Sento was different.

Is it really her?

I had to be sure. Always check your facts. Double-check. Use your own eyes. I followed her into the camp, staying just close enough to hear the survivors talk. They needed shelter. I thought of Nay. I'd brought him stuff—broken bots, discarded tools, an actual paper book once—from the rubbish tip over the months, and he was good to me.

Now I can watch and wait. Bait and wait. Like fishing. Only I don't want to hook her. Not yet.

Maybe she doesn't remember her real name, or only a part of it, and enough remains of her identity to keep her almost, but not quite whole. It must be a weird thing to experience. Most importantly, why is she here? You'd think she'd want to put as many kilometers as possible between herself and Antarctica. It doesn't make sense, except to my patron, I suppose, though he doesn't explain himself to me. 

Why protect Sento? If the man who exiled me—not my patron—finds out she's here, she's dead. The attack on the camp proves it. Someone down south is watching them, advising them, prodding them. There's a common interest between the two. He was involved. I'm still afraid of him, in spite of two years out here alone and out of sight. I see the signs: new uniforms, new com gear, the guns. If they intended to drive off the migrants, the plan worked. Most importantly for me, and my patron, Sento survived, like I have. She's going with them, which means I'll follow, at a distance, stalking.  

It's my chance to set things right, but my patron has to let me go, like a hunter letting loose a hound.

He has to do it before I go insane.
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Chapter 4
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Elita Soares loved First Harvest ceremonies, though this was the first since her election as First Citizen. The events encompassed everything she cherished about her Isorropia. More importantly, she banked their success as political capital against future elections. She needed every ounce of goodwill they generated if she were to win reelection by more than the tenths of percent margin of her unexpected victory. She lived on a political razor's edge. A few swing votes going the wrong way, and she was out on her ear. Most of her predecessors had left the ceremonies to staff, but she took charge of them on her first day in office and for this ceremony, she ordered her minions about in the farm's concourse like a field marshal, approving every detail down to the fragrances. The scent of agarwood is perfect for a sweet day celebrating balance.

In a few minutes, she would lay a diminutive porcelain plate of fresh broccoli, red lettuce, and a single slice of wheat bread in front of the guests at the high table. With the gesture, she symbolically delivered on her promise as Isorropia's leader: to preserve, protect, and sustain her people and its way of life. Elita's breast swelled with pride.

“You seem thoughtful today, my dear.” Benjamin Soares was Elita's father.

“I'm thinking about miracles.” Over a half-century, extending the pioneering work for the northern hemisphere's Mars programs, Isorropian horticulturalists in City Farm 14A had turned the ice and rock deserts of Antarctica into a bread-basket more productive per hectare than North American farms at the height of the Carbon Age. All with selective breeding and without man-made fertilizers and other banned technologies. As 24-hour winter sunlight streamed into the cantilevered roof of the largest conservatory ever constructed, Elita reflected on the triumph of Isorropia over the cause of so much environmental destruction: wastefulness. “It's our city, right here, in this food we're about to eat. Every calorie and molecule grown with an absolute balance of inputs to outputs, Father. Ισορροπία. Balance. It's an old, old dream. We've done everything right.”

Other miracles came to mind, such as her come-from-behind win. Taking in the Australians was too much. It upset the balance we love. Voters said no more. 

“You've done well with the farm project, Lita.” Ben's eyes twinkled. “You deserve the compliments I saw on the com boards.”

At least I've pleased him on something, for once. Elita touched her father's cold, metallic arm in thanks. As the heir to the Soares political dynasty, the public expected her to follow her father's old-fashioned, open-handed politics, but she saw the writing on the wall, and broke away, winning on her own. It hurt him, and inviting him to these ceremonies was a way of mending fences.

Ben winked. “I wouldn't agree we've fixed everything. We still make mistakes. We're still imperfect examples of homo sapiens.”

Mistakes? She'd called out the government when the previous leadership decided to welcome hundreds of refugees in the ragtag flotilla that
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