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      Still coming to terms with Sarissa's shocking resurrection, I hurry back toward my family, hungry for their company. After so many years apart, I can’t believe we’re finally reunited. Ava rescued them and brought them here just as she promised. But as I near the spot on the long-abandoned underground train platform where I left my family, I falter.

      They are no longer alone. A small group surrounds them, chattering and laughing. My mother’s face is a beacon of pure joy. Tavi smiles and gestures animatedly, speaking with someone whose back is to me, and Frankie zips between people like a bouncing ball.

      How do I face my family after everything that’s happened?

      I haven’t planned what I’m going to say. Scratch that. What I’m going to tell them. There is so much they need to know.

      But is this the right time to share the fate of my oldest brother?

      Or that I killed people in my escape, desperate to avoid Deran and me ending up back in Cygnus's hands?

      How about my pride, thinking I knew better, accidentally subjecting the man I love to the horrors of ALERT?

      Not to mention the way I abandoned Sarissa, the one true friend I made in the dome.

       I shake my head to dispel the miserable thoughts. No, I can’t admit the truth. Not today.

      Today, I treasure being part of my family again. Savor spending as much time with them as I want with no one barging in unexpectedly to snatch them away. Appreciate how, for once, no one is spying on us, and we can enjoy each other’s company without the fear something we say or do might get us into trouble.

      In fact, the less I say, the better.

      Decision made, I move forward. My mother beams when she spots me. How I’ve missed her! “Darling! Was it lovely seeing Sarissa again?”

      “I’m still recovering from the fact she’s alive, but, yes, it was wonderful to see her, hear her laugh, and spend time with her. I didn’t realize how much I’d missed her.”

      “I can relate! Do you remember Katie?” She points at a woman, part of the surrounding group, and I study her face.

      With abrupt clarity, recognition hits. My mouth pops open. “Aunt Katie?”

      A smile that hasn’t changed in all the years we’ve been separated transforms her face and softens her brown eyes into warm, golden honey. My father’s sister opens her arms to me. “Chiara, dear!”

      As I slip into those arms, the tears come. I’m crying in front of strangers, and I don’t care. We hug fiercely. When I can speak, I ask the obvious. “How are you here?”

      “The same way most of us are. Finding ourselves alone when all those nearest and dearest to us have been lost, knowing death is never far in this wretched place. Makes leaving the old life and joining this marvelous, caring community a simple choice.”

      Revealing word choices I file for later digestion.

      I was only six the last time I saw her, so it’s fair I remember little about her circumstances. Although I want to ask, she either senses the question or my indecision on timing because she brushes away the stray curls from my face. “There will be plenty of time to catch up later, dear girl. For now, go. Spend time with your family. I’m sure you have much to discuss!”

      As if everyone hears, the group melts away, leaving me alone with my mother and brother and sister. I can’t help myself. I open my arms and gather them in, still awed by the thought—they’re all here!

      Almost all here. Xanin and my father are still missing.

      But no pessimism today! We hug a while longer. Then I release them, studying them in turn.

      My mother looks younger than she has in years, as if all the cares and concerns weighing her down have been obliterated. While her hair remains gray, her pale blue eyes sparkle with life, and I feel her energy, a silent torrent rushing beneath the surface.

      Tavi is more striking than I remember, gorgeous raven hair emphasizing her ice blue eyes. Taller than me for a while now, I envy her height. She still moves with her customary grace. Surely if she’d lived in another age, she would’ve been royalty!

      I suddenly register something. None of them are wearing masks. Closer study reveals no nose filters either. Is the air here clean? If so, how?

      No, I will not dwell on such mysteries, just be thankful my family are not outside being subjected to foul zone air!

      An impatient hand tugs mine, and I grin at the culprit. “What’s up, Frankie?”

      “Mom said I could show you my workout space!”

      I laugh. About to say he sounds like his brother, I remember I don’t want to bring up grim memories. “I’d love to see.”

      He pulls me along, and I glance over my shoulder. Smiling, my mother and sister follow.

      We walk the length of the platform, passing the endless colorful tents lining the ground floor level. Scores of personal touches make each of these spaces a home. A wooden box containing random metal pieces, artfully arranged. The well-worn embroidered cushion on a carved wooden rocking chair. Three sets of shoes, neatly lined up on a flat, elliptical black stone, the sizes implying a household. Some tents even have signs with the family name proudly displayed.

      Above us, the tents on the upper levels are similarly personalized, but these floors somehow seem fuller, messier than down here. The difference is an almost invisible line on this level, past which the chaos doesn’t extend, creating an unobstructed “highway” for people to travel along.

      Frankie stops, and I nearly bump into him. We’re in front of a salmon-colored tent, wider than most of the others we’ve passed. With a flourish, Frankie opens the flap.

      The comforts contained within surprise me. A small sitting area, with a kitchen toward the back. Two side tents attached to the main section. The lounge has two comfortable chairs and an inviting couch, and the kitchen area contains a table and stools fronting the counter behind, sporting the same hot plate and combination oven as Sarissa’s. The sink is within easy reach, and a small refrigerator is tucked in the far corner.

      A far cry from the “camping” scenario the outside of the tent city implies. Still absorbing the tiny personalizations of crockery, knickknacks and soft furnishings transforming the space into a proper home, I trail an impatient Frankie. He leads me toward one of the side tents. Grinning, he stops inside the opening, waiting for my reaction.

      The space is divided in two, one clearly Frankie’s “room” and the other his workout area. A treadmill and weights are on the floor, and a pull-up bar attaches to the platform wall.

      “Wow!” I don’t have to feign excitement. “Where did you get all this?”

      “Jake—you’ll meet him sometime—said he was getting too old to use them, so he gave them to me.”

      “Well, bless Jake!” I inspect the treadmill. Nothing like the fancy state-of-the-art machines we had in the CC HQ gym, but clearly in great condition. And functional!

      Still grinning, I turn to Frankie. “So, what will I have to pay you to use your gym?”

      He laughs, delighted. “Nothing. You’re my sister! I only charge my friends.”

      “Ah! An entrepreneur too, now, are you?”

      “I need to make coin somehow.”

      “And what do you need coin for?”

      “A rainy day.”

      Such a simple explanation. But how does a twelve-year-old know about such things? Shouldn’t he be having fun and being a kid?

      Anger threatens to surface, destroy my happiness. Of course he can't relax. This is the world Cygnus created for us. One where everyone has to grow up faster than they should.

      Just as well I have plans to get us out of here. As soon as we have Xanin, we’ll go. Far away, where we’ll be beyond Cygnus’s reach forever.

      Determined not to let thoughts of Cygnus destroy the mood, I point at the dumbbells. “Those are some serious weights. How much can you lift?”

      When he rushes over to show me he can heft the heaviest ones, albeit with some effort, I clap and shout, “Bravo!”

      His grin as he lowers the weights is sheepish. “I’m still getting used to those.”

      The clink of china draws my attention. Mom and Tavi bustle about in the kitchen. “Let’s go help, shall we?”

      Frankie’s face twists into a “if we really have to” expression, but he obliges. As we enter the main living area again, I peek through the open curtain to the other side tent, and spot another divided section with rooms for my mom and sister. Each space expresses their personalities, so it’s easy to differentiate.

      Noting my interest, Tavi darts forward. “Do you like my room?”

      I study the artwork on the wall, the pretty coverings for the cushions on her bed, her careful use of light and fabric to make the space seem larger than it is. “I love it! Where did you get the art?”

      A shy smile. “It’s mine.”

      “I never knew you could paint so well.” I’m about to ask where she learned, then realize it might have been in the taboo-for-tonight “camps.” “Will you paint something for my space?”

      Her face flushes with pleasure. “Of course!”

      Unable to resist, I hug her. I’ve missed human contact. And to reconnect this way with my family… it’s indescribable.

      “I thought we were going to help Mom.”

      Frankie’s plaintive voice reminds me he doesn’t want to miss out. I stretch out an arm, and he runs forward, sneaking inside our hug. We enjoy the moment, none of us wanting to let go. I open my eyes and catch Mom swiping a tear away. But she’s beaming, and I haven’t seen her so elated in years.

      Reluctantly, I release my siblings. “Can we help?”

      Mom shakes her head. “No, darling. Sit at the table and tell us what’s happened since we last saw you.”

      I tense. There are too many things I don’t want to share. Too many things which could spoil my goal of simply reconnecting with them as they are. I settle for the only answer that suffices.

      “Do you mind if I share another day? Honestly, I’m shattered. Besides, I’d rather hear how you’ve all been.”

      My mother pauses in buttering the bread she’s busy with and eyes me. Something in my face must give away my need to not talk about myself. Though she raises an eyebrow, she resumes her task, speaking as if she hadn’t just interrogated me without words.

      “I couldn’t believe Katie was here! We only ran into her in our second week, which should give you some idea of how large this community is.”

      “Apparently, from the crowd around you when I got back from Sarissa’s. Who were they?”

      “Mostly neighbors from the old days, but some are new friends. All good people, a lot of them with stories more tragic than ours.”

      Her matter-of-fact statement telegraphs her acceptance of the reality of this life. How she can be so calm about it is beyond my comprehension. But I don’t plan to dwell on the negative today. “Tavi, how about you? Have you made some lovely friends?”

      “Yes. Everyone’s so sociable. None of the wariness we had back in—” She breaks off, but I can finish the sentence.

      The Camps. The place no one wants to talk about and a wish I’m willing to grant today.

      “Any cute guys in the mix?”

      A coy smile. “Yes, but none as handsome as Deran. What’s the story with him?”

      My mother is paying more attention to my body language than I gave her credit for. Before I can answer, she interjects. “Now, Tavi! We agreed we wouldn’t talk about him tonight. Chiara’s already said she’s tired. Let’s at least allow her a day to recover before you hound her about her boyfriend.”

      Bemused, I stare at my mother. Did she work that out, despite the clear strain between Deran and me, or did Sarissa tell her?

      Either way, I’m grateful for her intervention. Some silent communication passes between Tavi and my mother that’s difficult to interpret. Then she shrugs. “Most of my friends are in my work group.”

      “Work group?”

      “Don’t worry—you’ll be assigned your own soon. It’s the group of people you do your rotations with.” At my frown, Tavi elaborates. “We all have assigned tasks to keep this place running smoothly. We rotate the work, so we don’t get bored. Also, so some of the heavier or more odious tasks—like cleaning the bathrooms—aren’t always assigned to the same people.”

      I nod. “Smart. If you make people clean their own mess, they’re likely to keep it tidier.”

      Tavi giggles. “Well, I think that only holds true for some people.”

      “I always clean up after myself when I’m done showering,” Frankie pipes up.

      I ruffle his hair, grinning when it flops over his eyes again the moment I let it go. How I’ve missed the sight. “Good for you, little man! Keep up the good work. A tidy space is a sign of a tidy mind!”

      They all stiffen, and I know I’ve said something wrong. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      My mom is the first to recover and offers a tight smile. “We try not to say things like that. That director of yours loved pointing it out.”

      Irritation flares, and I have to fight to keep it from my voice. “He’s not my director. To be honest, if he were here, I’d happily wring his neck!”

      My vehemence returns smiles to their faces.

      “If you feel that strongly, you’ll fit right in.” Mom is still grinning as she puts the finishing touches on the plates of sandwiches. “Shall we eat?”

      “Ooh, yes, please! I’m ravenous!”

      A chuckle as she and Tavi each carry two plates to the table, but it’s my turn to laugh when Mom places the plate with the biggest pile in front of Frankie.

      “I see you work up an appetite in that gym of yours.”

      His smile is cheeky, but he only nods as he tucks in.

      Mom waves apologetically. “I’m sorry I can’t offer more. We knew you were coming, but Thane refused to give a definite time or day.”

      I squeeze her hand. “Mom, simply being here with you is enough. The food is a bonus. Thank you!”

      A glint in those eyes as she smirks. “I’m glad to see you haven’t lost your manners.”

      Snickers follow, and I shake my head as I bite into the sandwich. My eyes widen. Unable to believe what I’m tasting, I open the bread, finding roast beef, cheese, and pickles I would never have expected to see down here.

      “Wow! These sandwiches are delicious. You can feed them to me anytime! Do you really get all these ingredients down here?”

      Mom nods. “Yes, the resistance has some innovative ways to ensure we all have food. Excellent food, in fact. No additive, preservatives or other junk in it.”

      Her phrasing makes me wonder if she’s talking about the coercion serum added to the food in the dome. Only now do I wonder what other unhealthy things the conglomerate added.

      But now is not the time for such gloomy contemplations. I eat, savoring every morsel, vaguely aware of the ongoing conversation. Tavi and Mom chattering about what happened at work, discussing people they know, Frankie chiming in with what he did other than exercise.

      Occasionally, they lapse into that silent form of communication again. Mom scowls at Tavi when she alludes to Deran a second time. Tavi purses her lips at Frankie when he mentions the pit. The smile Mom and Frankie share when he details his workout. Then, a while later, another glance between Mom and Tavi, before Mom expertly steers the conversation away from the person they were talking about. No explanations for any of it.

      I can’t help feeling left out. I know I shouldn’t. Surely they had to invent a way to communicate without talking in “the camps.” Then and there, I vow to learn this silent language of theirs rather than envy it. A task I can accomplish if I spend enough time with them.

      Again, I marvel at how incredible it is to be around them with no curfew. No one looming outside the door, ready to burst in at Cygnus’s command and separate us again.

      Before the gloomy memories take hold, Tavi laughs. Realizing I missed the last sentence, I replay it in my mind.

      Tavi speaking to Frankie. “I bet you didn’t think if you showed Chiara your workout space, you’d have to share it with her.”

      Frankie’s chipper reply. “I’ll let her use it all day if she wants. I’m just so happy she’s here.”

      Tears come again as I squeeze his shoulder. “Thanks, Frankie. I’m equally thrilled to be here with you! And I promise not to hog your gym.”

      General laughter follows. The joy here is inconceivable, considering we’re in a dark, underground tunnel, with none of the luxuries of the dome. I recall Frankie’s elation when showing me his gym, Mom’s quiet pride in her kitchen, Tavi’s satisfaction as she displayed her artwork.

      How awful were the camps that they can rejoice in these humble surroundings?

      Then again, they are no doubt as grateful for the small mercies as I am. We’re no longer under Cygnus’s thumb. Blessed to have a safe place to stay, with enough to eat and drink, judging from Frankie and Tavi's faces, no longer as painfully thin as they were before.

      From the way Mom moves around with her usual energy, without sign of the pain so obvious on our last visit, there must be adequate medical care too.

      Then there are the friends they’ve made.

      Living underground in a tent on an abandoned railway platform doesn't even factor into the equation.

      We finish our simple meal, with more anecdotes from my family about the funny things they’ve experienced here, and I lean back, replete. A yawn slips out. “Oh, sorry!” My hand is too late covering my mouth.

      Frankie guffaws. “I could see your tonsils!”

      I smile, but it takes effort. The past few days have suddenly caught up with me, and I’m struggling to keep my eyes open.

      “Magies vol, ogies toe.” The moment the words leave my mother’s mouth, I remember all the times she said it when I was a child.

      Laughter burbles out. “Yes, Mom, your food did me in. It was delicious, and now that my stomach’s full, my eyes are ready to close.”

      Not expressing any surprise I remembered the meaning, she grins. “You can sleep in Frankie’s room.” I open my mouth to object, but she shakes her head firmly. “We have an exceptional couch he can sleep on. Isn’t that right, Frankie?”

      Again, a look between them and Frankie’s quick to agree. “Yes!”

      Too weary to argue, I nod. “Thanks, Frankie.”

      I rise, and we all share hugs before Mom shoos me off to Frankie’s room. “There’s a bathroom about ten tents further down the platform. You can’t miss it. Use Frankie’s shower bag on the shelf above his bed. Towels are kept in the bathrooms, so no need to hunt one down. Now, sleep, my child.”

      With a soft kiss on my forehead, she ducks out of the room, tucking the flap behind her so no light creeps into the space from the adjoining living area. I’m still thinking I should’ve thanked her when I flop onto the bed and pass out.
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      I open bleary eyes, conscious of the crust rimming them. After clearing the crud, I blink, then stare at the salmon roof overhead, trying to make sense of it. It flutters in the breeze, and the memories of the past few days crash back.

      Hushed voices from the living area next “door” interrupt. The recent trauma and lack of sleep war with the need to get up and embrace my family again. Exhaustion wins.

      When I next wake, I know exactly where I am. No sounds emanate from inside, but I catch snatches of conversations outside and beyond. I stretch, my body demanding I get up this time. I need the bathroom!

      Considering I fell asleep in what I arrived in, there’s thankfully no need to change. Not that there’s time! I dash outside, the light momentarily blinding me. I nod politely at the group assembled nearby before sprinting down the platform, counting tents.

      Turns out there really was no need. The bath house—clearly labeled as such—is enormous. One expanded tent stretching for the space of at least two dozen smaller ones. The dark olive green reminds me of the color of SerSent’s uniforms. Was this pilfered from the conglomerate?

      I rush inside, along a corridor spanning the long edge of the rectangle, with two openings near the center, one for men and the other for women.

      Ducking into the women’s side, I’m stunned to encounter stalls with solid walls and actual toilets. Civilization! Grinning, I run into a stall, shut the door, and relieve myself.

      Only when I exit the stall do I inspect the space more closely. Was this plumbing already down here when the resistance first occupied it? And where are they getting water for the showers along the far edge?

      I spot pipes running along the walls. Ah! So not part of the original station. Something the resistance installed themselves. Impressed by their ingenuity, I explore further, finding several wash basins where I can clean my hands and face.

      Although refreshed, I want to take advantage of the showers. How long has it been since I washed properly?

      I debate borrowing soap and shampoo and jumping into the shower then and there. But then I’d have to get back into these grimy clothes. Nothing for it but to return to the tent and grab what I need.

      When I near the solitary salmon-colored tent, I spot my mother outside, chatting with the same group who were there before. No sign of Frankie or Tavi. As I join, I can’t resist giving her a hug. It’s bliss to have her so close again!

      I tell her I’m off to bathe, and she grins, wrinkling her nose. “About time!”

      Laughing, I shake my head, then duck inside the tent and grab what I need.

      Minutes later, when warm water cascades over me, I revel in the luxury of simply getting clean again. I take my time. However, reality intrudes and I’m aware there must be a cost here somewhere—also, that others no doubt want to use the shower.

      Reluctantly, I finish up, then step out of the stall, feeling like a new person. I stroll back to my family’s tent. My mom still chats with the same people. As I draw closer, I gather from the conversation that most of them are neighbors, cheerfully nattering about the latest news.

      Their freedom here to indulge in (idle?) conversation strikes me. Had they all still been living in the zone, this would never have been a possibility. I don’t recall a single time my parents ever spent more than two or three minutes conversing with their neighbors. They were all too exhausted.

      News turns to discussion of how pleased they are by the addition of new overhead lights to mark the pathway more clearly. I’m guessing the pathway means what I labeled a “highway” last night.

      Before I can ask, Ava arrives. “There you are! Thane’s waiting.”

      Her voice cuts through the conversation, and the group falls silent. If I hadn’t gone back to sleep, I might’ve been inclined to punch her in the face for being so rude. As it is, I take stock and find myself remarkably calm. Fortuitous if I’m about to face Thane.

      One look at my mother’s worried face and I gather I shouldn’t tarry. But the stubborn streak in me makes me want to, just to see what Ava will do.

      However, I'm more concerned about upsetting my mother than poking the bear. Huh! Funny how so many of her quirky expressions are coming back now that we’re together again. Or is it because we can enjoy one another without someone looking over our shoulders that my mind is free to explore other avenues and recall these fascinating details?

      I give Mom’s shoulder a brief squeeze. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      “We may not be here. Our work rotation starts in a few minutes. If we’re gone, make yourself at home.”

      I nod, then follow an impatient Ava.

      The walk is longer than expected, and we rise as we travel until we reach the uppermost level. Interestingly, it is still below ground, but this level has no tents. It must’ve been the main floor of the train station. A wide circular mezzanine level has small rooms all around the outside, and more in the tunnels branching off in several directions. Shops?

      Our destination is the room at the farthest end, more robust than the others, with more concrete and less glass. A station master or security office in a past life?

      Much to my surprise, Ava knocks. When a voice calls for us to come in, I have flashbacks to all those times entering Cygnus’s office. I fight the urge to give the conglomerate’s slogan as I follow Ava inside.

      While not a large room, the area is well appointed and clearly a space for giving orders. I cast a hurried glance around, but the doors to the adjoining rooms are closed, leaving the question whether Thane lives here unanswered.

      “Good morning, Chiara.” Bright eyes study me.

      Ugh, another reminder of Cygnus! My voice is cool when I answer. “Hello, Thane.”

      Ava flops into a chair off to the side, but she doesn’t speak.

      A second later, another knock comes on the door, and I turn, suppressing a gasp when Deran enters.

      He’s irresistible, the spiky hair I love standing on end, face and body cleaned and spruced up with no remaining sign of the fake injury patches. Longing for him overwhelms me, but I force myself to stay where I am. He’s made his feelings abundantly clear.

      Still, this doesn’t negate the warmth bubbling up in me because he’s here. I won’t have to face this alone. And even though he may not forgive me, he’ll never let anyone take advantage of me.

      Standing a little taller as he approaches, I offer a tentative smile. He only nods, no sign of that gorgeous grin. Hardly surprising his eyes are those steel doors again, giving no hint of what he might be thinking.

      I wait, unsure of where this meeting is going. I don’t have to wait long. Thane moves toward me, reaching for my face, and I flinch. Another leader wanting to touch me without permission?

      His smile is sardonic. “Nothing sinister, I promise.”

      Next to me, Deran tenses as Thane reaches for me again. I brace myself. His hand bypasses my face and lifts the hair that would’ve covered my comm link. His eyebrows rise. “You removed your comm link?”

      Relieved this is not what I thought it was, I release the breath I was holding. “Yes. I didn’t want them trailing me.”

      I can see he wants to ask how I did it. Or when. Instead, he says, “You know they can’t track you in the zone?”

      “I didn’t. But I wasn’t taking a chance.”

      Thane nods. “You’re aware Cygnus uses them to monitor and quell rising rebellions?”

      “No, but it makes sense.” I recognize the next logical point. “So, if you don’t use or reconfigure the comm links, how does the resistance communicate?”

      Interest sparks on Thane’s face. “You think we can reconfigure them?”

      “Perhaps. I never really considered it until I said it. But you didn’t answer my question.”

      Thane’s face turns inscrutable, and I think he’ll ignore the question, but after a sharp glance at Ava, he replies. “The resistance uses handheld radios, but their range is limited. Unfortunately, to about a city and a dome.”

      “Then how do you communicate with the resistance in other domes? I know there are groups outside of Cirrian based on the trouble Cygnus had in Roxile. Or are you not part of the same group? All working independently?”

      Thane’s face shutters completely, and I realize I’ve overstepped my bounds. With hindsight, I guess this could’ve sounded like I was Cygnus’s spy, trying to divine the resistance’s inner workings. No point asking if I’ll get one of the handheld radios. These are probably only given to those who have proven their loyalty and have a genuine need for one. Since I have no need or desire to communicate with anyone in the dome, I let it ride.

      Thane turns questioning eyes on Deran. “Well?” The spark of antagonism I witnessed when we met yesterday shines through, a fully developed flame today.

      Deran glares back like Thane’s the enemy. “Exactly when do you think I would’ve had time to remove mine? I mean, considering I was a prisoner for ages, and you did nothing to change that?”

      This hostility is not a side of him I’ve seen, and rather disturbing. Deran’s eyes are a flinty gray, face set in hard lines, body tight as a tiger about to pounce. Nothing like the caring man I know. Or knew.

      I have to accept he may be forever changed because of the atrocities he committed while under the influence of ALERT.

      But Deran’s question is valid. How many weeks did Ava watch me? And never once did she step in to help. Even when the mercs took us captive. If I hadn't killed our assailants in the explosion, would the resistance have allowed them to take Deran and me back to Cygnus?

      What would it have taken for them to act?

      I have no way of knowing whether I can fully the trust the resistance yet or not. Without doubt, I need to exercise the same caution here as I did in the dome. Watch and wait, then make a more informed decision.

      Thane shrugs. “Still thinking the sun shines out of your butt, brother? You aren’t the only person I’m responsible for. I had other, more pressing matters.”

      “Anything other than me, right?” The bitterness in Deran’s tone is unmistakable. Again, I wonder about their history. Clearly, now is not the time to ask.

      Thane nods at someone hovering in the background, someone I hadn’t noticed, and I wince when I see the dreaded “gun.” The same one I once had, pilfered from a clinic when I pretended to need a new comm link so I could study them. Lost when I blew up my greenhouse, and we fled from the mercenaries.

      Deran spots it too, but his face remains impassive. He turns so the man can put the barrel against the side of his head where his comm link resides. There’s no hesitation on the man’s part as he presses the trigger and the clamps shoot out, extracting the comm link. I cringe, remembering the pain, but Deran doesn’t even blink.

      Curious what they do with the discards, I watch, noting the way the man opens the catch chamber and shakes the bloody tech into a silver bag. A static bag! One which will kill any signals the comm link may transmit.

      Face sober, Thane hands Deran a sterile towel, which he uses to clean the area. Deran’s face still hasn’t changed—I can’t believe he isn’t on the ground howling in agony. I shudder, remembering the excruciating pain both times my comm link was removed.

      I turn to Thane. “Aren’t you going to offer him some Nanogo?”

      “Our supplies are limited. We only use it in extreme cases.”

      Anger rises. “Well, if you won’t give him any, then let me fetch some of mine.”

      Thane’s eyes light up, meaning I’ve blundered into some sort of trap. He motions to the man who removed the chip, and the man produces a can of Nanogo, which he sprays onto Deran’s wound. Tension eases from Deran’s face, but he remains mute.

      I glance from Deran to Thane and back again. “I don’t know what the deal is with you two, but aren’t we supposed to be on the same side?”

      Thane stares at Deran for a second longer before returning his attention to me. “How much Nanogo do you have?”

      Ah! So that was his game. Well, since Thane isn’t being forthcoming, and because this is an excellent opportunity to present my case, I decide it’s time to take matters into my own hands. Better to be in control than the controlled, like I was for over a decade.

      “How would you like the formula for Nanogo so you can produce as much as you need?”

      Thane’s eyes widen, flitting to Ava, then back again, his interest plain. “You know how to make Nanogo?”

      “I do.”

      Crossing muscular arms over his impressive chest, Thane frowns as he leans back against his desk. “Why do I have the feeling this is going to cost me?”

      “Because it is. When I wanted my family rescued, there was a price. Now, if you want the Nanogo formula, you’ll save Xanin, my older brother.”
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      Thane straightens, arms dropping to his sides. When he speaks, the words come slowly, making me realize how carefully they’re chosen. “To be clear, if we bring your brother back to you, you’ll give us the Nanogo formula, and show us how to make it?”

      Not trusting my voice, I nod.

      What if he says no?

      Thane’s eyes turn shrewd. “How about you give us the formula now if I promise to save him?”

      “No deal.”

      I glimpse the anger before Thane hides it. “You’re willing to let people suffer, perhaps even die, for the sake of timing?”

      I expected this, so I’m prepared. Now is not the time to back down, not if I’m to make Thane believe he’ll only get what I promise when he’s fulfilled his end.

      “I’m not the one responsible. Cygnus and the conglomerate have kept the Nanogo from the people outside the dome. I won’t have you guilting me into giving up the formula before I see my brother.”

      A raised eyebrow from Thane. Beside me, I sense Deran’s grin, but when I glance his way, his face is still a stone mask. An internal smile, then. Well, at least I could squeeze that out of him.

      Finally, Thane allows a grudging smile. “Ava told me you were tough. I hadn’t realized it extended to more than the physical, surviving out there.” His wave is vague, but I know what he means.

      Time to close the loop. “We have a deal, then?”

      To my surprise, Thane shakes his head. “I need more details before I can agree.”

      Astatine! I was hoping he wouldn’t ask. But I must hand it to him. He’s making sure he can deliver because he wants the formula. Desperately. If he can’t deliver—or rather, can’t deliver soon—he’ll negotiate a different deal.

      I remind myself to refuse to take no for an answer, then plunge in. “I have no idea where my brother is, but I suspect he’s been turned into a mindhunter.”

      The “no” is obvious on Thane’s face even before he speaks. “How are we supposed to save one of Cygnus’s thugs? I’m sure you know what those people are capable of.”

      “I am. But if you’re serious about getting medicine for your people, you’ll get Xanin.”

      Frustration leeching through in every line of his body, Thane paces. I want to smile, but don’t, recognizing he paces like I do when he’s trying to find an answer.

      Deran and I wait in silence. Ava’s glaring at me, but the man who removed Deran’s comm link left at some point.

      When Thane halts and faces me, I square my shoulders, ready for the next onslaught. “You know this only complicates matters? How about giving us the formula when we locate him?”

      “No. Since you’re so well informed, I’m sure you know as well as I do that most mindhunters live on the floor below Cygnus’s penthouse apartment.”

      Shockingly, Thane laughs. “It seems you’ve considered every angle.”

      I don’t tell him it took me weeks to figure all this out, in case I ever got the chance to ask. Best he doesn’t know I’m not quick on my feet in verbal battles. From the smirk on Deran’s face, he’s aware of this and gloating because he knows something Thane doesn’t.

      Uncomfortable because these two will not give up on whatever’s between them, I repeat my request. “My brother for the formula.”

      Thane sighs, clearly resigned. “Do you know for sure he survived the procedure?”

      For the first time, I hesitate. The thought hadn’t crossed my mind, but I saw two procedures, and one of them failed. Only a 50% chance Xanin survived then?

      No! I refuse to believe Xanin died! From our last meeting, he knew what was coming. With his acute need to protect our family, he would’ve done whatever it took to live.

      But is willpower alone enough to survive?

      My voice is stiff when I finally answer. “You’re right. I can’t say for sure, in which case our deal becomes you bringing me his body or definitive proof he didn’t.”

      “And if we can’t do that?”

      What is it with Thane, insisting on asking the tough questions? Oh, right. He’s the resistance’s leader. He’d have to, to keep his people alive and around for as long as they have been.

      But I’m worn out by the negative conversation. Too emotionally spent to account for every scenario. “We’ll deal with it when the time comes.”

      Movement beside me draws my attention. Deran’s hand drops back to his side. Was he going to hold my hand, give me some emotional support?

      I sigh. If he was, he remembered what I did to him before he could complete the action.

      Done with talking, and impatient to be out of here, back with my family, I’m snippy. “Can I go now?”

      Thane shakes his head. “Not yet.”

      Irked, I snarl. “What else?” My irritation doesn’t seem to phase him, but am I sensing Deran laughing under that detached exterior?

      Thane spreads his hands. “I know you’ve only just arrived, but you may have gathered everyone plays a part in this community. We work together, or we fail together.”

      “Really? That sounds too much like Cygnus’s ‘all for one and work for all.’”

      I jump when Deran laughs. “She’s got you there.”

      Thane scowls, the only recognition he gives Deran. “Chiara, this is no joking matter. If people don’t pull their weight here, we won’t survive.”

      Allowing another sigh, I roll my eyes. “Fine! Whatever. My family mentioned work rotations, so if Sarissa wearing dungarees didn’t telegraph it, my family set me straight."

      He nods approvingly. “Maddy’s only been here a few short weeks, but she’s already contributed so much.”

      Hearing the admiration in his voice, I relax. Poor choice.

      “If you’re going to live up to your family’s reputation, I’m sure you won’t mind me asking you to complete some tasks for us.”

      Alarm bells sound in my mind. “What sort of tasks?”

      “Nothing I’m sure you haven’t already been doing, based on Ava’s observations.”

      I spare the hateful minx an acerbic glare. Even as I do, another part of my brain tells me keeping busy will be advantageous. If I had to sit on my hands and wait for news of Xanin, I would drive myself and my family up the wall.

      “Tell me what you want, Thane. I’m not here to play guessing games.”

      Another snort from Deran. I ignore him, waiting for Thane’s answer.

      “How about a show of good faith, that you’re willing to cooperate with us while we figure out what’s happened to your brother, and how to get him back if he’s alive?” I’m about to tell him he’s not answering the question when he continues. “Perhaps you could start by making more of whatever healed Tandize’s mother?”

      I’m so floored by the request, words desert me for a second. “You have a lab?”

      Thane smirks. “Don’t get too excited. It’s rudimentary at this point. Tandize has endeavored to make it functional.” His voice turns dry. “Even then, it will be nothing like the lab you had at CC HQ.”

      I grin, excited about the first thing in what feels like eons. “Oh, I’m sure we can do better than that.”

      “Exactly what she told me you’d say.”

      I frown. “Tandize hasn’t worked the solution out herself yet?”

      A shrug from Thane. “She knows what chemicals you used, but apparently, it’s not as simple as that. From her report, the difference is in the way they’re combined.”

      Allowing another smile, I nod. “She would be right.”

      With all that’s transpired since the night Deran and I handed Tandize and her mother over to David so the resistance could help them, I’d forgotten I made the formula a mystery. Just in case there was the slightest chance she remained Cygnus's minion.

      Relieved this doesn’t seem to be true, I ask, “What else?”

      “She’s been talking up a storm about you and the wonders you’ve accomplished. I’m sure you can come up with some ideas about what might be useful to us.”

      While I’m surprised I’m not given orders about what to work on (maybe he isn’t Cygnus?), I’m reminded of my earlier warning to myself. Add Deran’s animosity toward the man and I’m even more leery of him.

      Despite this, trust is a two-way street. I’ll only know if I can put any faith in him if I can verify it. I’ll agree to some inventions, but only to coerce Thane into rescuing Xanin sooner.

      “Oh, I can think of a few things that fit the bill.”

      “Such as?”

      I’m not the only one playing hardball. Fine, he can have an answer. “How about something to resist ALERT if your people are captured?”

      His eyebrows shoot up. Then his eyes glitter. “You can really deliver that?”

      “Have I disappointed you so far?”

      Gaze thoughtful, he shakes his head. “No.”

      I’m shocked Ava didn’t tell him I’ve already found an antidote. It was the only way to get Deran to cooperate in our escape. But when I study her, I find no signs she knows. She must not be aware of everything that happened while Deran and I were at the mercenaries’ mercy.

      Maybe this is the reason she didn’t step in and help? She had no idea how rough things were?

      Until she proves this true, I’ll keep these suspicions on the back burner. Isn’t this the only way Deran and I survived in the dome? Not trusting anyone except each other?

      “If I’m going to create these things for you—more of Tandize’s mother’s potion, and a way to counteract ALERT—can I expect some answer about my brother by the time I do?”

      “Yes.” Thane’s instant agreement makes me question whether he’s already searching for my brother. This would explain why he didn’t ask more questions about Xanin. I should’ve asked my mother. But I was avoiding talk of Xanin last night, wasn’t I?

      Abruptly, emotion wells up, and I want to cry. I can’t face another world where I have to pretend and scheme and distrust people again. I so fiercely need things to be normal.

      Don’t think about that now. Focus on what’s important!

      Exhausted, my body sags. I can’t anymore. “Please, may I go now?”

      Either Thane’s accomplished what he wants, or he has other things to attend to. He nods. “Ava, show our guests to their new quarters.”

      But Deran intervenes. “Not so fast, mate. We’re not going anywhere until you tell us what happened to David.”
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      Deran’s guilt is obvious, his desire to know David’s fate painful to witness. Unable to stand the combined weight of the blow, I sink into a nearby chair.

      Again, I berate myself. How could I have thought I knew better, made the choice for Deran, decided he was better off not knowing about ALERT?

      If only I’d told him. But no, I ran away from what I knew was right. I couldn’t face the recrimination he would’ve leveled at me had I confided in him.

      Ultimately, I got it anyway, didn’t I? Miserable, I remember our “conversation” in my greenhouse while still the mercenaries’ captives.

      I want to curl up in a ball on the chair, shut my ears to Deran’s misery, close my eyes and sleep. Make the world around me go away.

      Then I’d be running from the problem again, wouldn’t I? Sighing, I sit straighter. This was my fault. I need to accept the blame and make amends.

      As a result, I’m as tense as Deran as I wait for Thane’s answer.

      Thane scowls, his gaze accusing. “No thanks to you, he’s alive.”

      I’m on my feet before my brain catches up as I register I intended rushing Thane and striking him. However, the reptilian part of my brain, set on survival, points out his size—and those muscles, covered in multi-colored tattoos which only accent the bulges in his exposed arms. He could snap me like a twig—hold me off the ground with one hand—and my piddly short T-Rex arms wouldn’t even reach him to land a punch.

      My feet stop, and I use my voice instead. “Nice, Thane. The man’s upset enough as it is, and you have to add to his burden? What kind of leader are you?”

      Ice-blue eyes pin mine, piercing in their intensity. “A realistic one. People should know their limitations.”

      I snort. “I’d like to see you do better if you were subjected to ALERT.”

      “I’d kill myself before I gave up my people.”

      His delivery leaves no doubt as to its veracity, but I have an answer for this, too. “And what if you were bound, hand and foot, and couldn’t harm yourself?”

      The eyes change, speculative now. “How would you know this happens?”

      My own eyes close involuntarily, trying to block those images of the brainwashing floor. When I answer, my voice is soft. “Does it matter? Isn’t the important part that sometimes, no matter what you do, it isn’t your choice?”

      Deran swears, and Thane and I jump. “Will you finish explaining already?” Deran’s voice is so low it’s near a growl. “He’s alive, but is he well?”

      Thane sighs. “He is. We got him out before Cygnus’s enforcers arrived.”

      Deran’s relief is tangible, his voice strangled. “May I speak with him?”

      “I’m afraid not. We moved him to another city to keep him safe, and, as I already explained, we have no way to facilitate inter-dome communication.”

      My mind reels, remembering the state I found David’s home in. Did that seem like the resistance got there before the enforcers? Chairs broken and upended, shattered dishes on the floor, shelves stripped bare. I suppose frustrated enforcers could’ve done that.

      But Thane is unwilling to provide proof of David's survival. Yes, he says he’s not able to, but is this merely an excuse?

      If so, to what end?

      My tired brain struggles with questions which have no answers, puzzles which can’t be solved. At least, not now. When I’m more rested, might I obtain the proof Deran needs?

      Another more pressing question pops out. “Thane, if you knew Deran gave David up, you must’ve known his… situation.” Thane remains tight-lipped, so I press on. “How come you didn’t intervene? Stop them? Get Deran out?”

      “Are you asking for your peace of mind, or his?”

      Stumped, I stare. I underestimated how astute he is. In fact, I don’t know nearly enough about him. I need answers. Soon. Before I get too enmeshed with the resistance—or more specifically, their leader—then find out he’s not who I thought he was.

      “Ava, move your butt and show these people to their new accommodations. I have other concerns. Oh, and start their training.” His irritation is obvious. Before I can open my mouth again, he’s gone. Out the door and across the open floor, down the stairs at the far end. Beyond reach.

      Deran stands next to me, appearing as shattered as I feel. Surely, he must be somewhat relieved David is safe?

      Or does he have the same reservations as I do?

      Ava stands. “Well, that was entertaining. But like the man said, time to get you out of here.”

      Something else Thane said springs to mind. “What did he mean by ‘training?’”

      An impish smile lights her face. “Don’t worry—we’ll get to that in due course. Something I’m sure I’m going to enjoy a lot more than you.”

      I glare at her, but she flounces out of the office without another word. About halfway across the mezzanine level, she turns and yells back at us. “You’d better follow if you want a place to sleep tonight.”
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      The moment I’m moving again, my brain stirs. Something about the last order Thane gave is bothering me. Was it the bit about training? No, I can live with that. His irritation? Not that either.

      Then it hits me like a brick to the stomach. I grunt, stunned by the revelation, and Ava glances back, checking on me.

      I wave her on, not wanting her to know what I figured out: Thane was the lone monitor I accidentally ran into in the zone that night!

      Is this why he was alone? Because he wasn’t a real monitor? My mind spins with possibilities. He was on a mission. Perhaps spying on me and he didn’t expect the encounter? Or coming back from the dome, laden with stolen goods. Something small, like microchips, or I would’ve glimpsed a bag.

      Even as these thoughts assail me, I recall where else I’ve seen him—in the videos Deran showed me of his sister, Carys. Mentally, I replay the scenes, confirming Thane was her boyfriend. Did this cause the fierce animosity between Thane and Deran?

      Much as I long to ask him, with Ava here, I dare not.

      Then I remember I ran off without Deran. I turn back and find him trailing us. He can easily catch up with his long legs, but he obviously prefers keeping his distance.

      I sigh, turning my attention ahead again to Ava. A few minutes later, she stops, waiting for me to catch up. “It gets trickier from here. Stick close,” is all she says when Deran reaches us.

      About to ask how that’s possible with all the tents in straight lines, I realize my initial perception was incorrect. Here, the platforms are much wider, with multiple rows of tents. In fact, what would’ve been a field of them had we been outside. In the countryside. Once upon a time. Before CC destroyed it.

      I halt the staccato thoughts. They will get me nowhere and only make me frustrated and angry again. I should get more information, knowledge which can be helpful.

      “What did Thane mean by ‘training?’” I repeat the question Ava didn’t answer earlier.

      Either she feels more inclined to talk, or wants to show me up in front of Deran. I don’t miss the way she eyes him before speaking. She catches me watching her and smirks. “As part of the resistance, you need to know how to defend yourself.”

      “Defend myself?” Surprise has me repeating her like a parrot.

      “You know, fight back if someone attacks you.”

      “Who is going to attack me here?”

      “Who says this is where you’ll stay?”

      The question gives me pause. “What do you mean?”

      “Do you think everyone hides out here forever?”

      “I wouldn’t know, now would I? Neither you nor Thane have exactly been forthcoming with details.” My voice is cold, unlike the heat of my rising ire. Exactly who does she think she is? And would she stop looking at Deran like that?

      “Chill, Dollface. There’s a time and a place for everything. You’ll learn in due course.”

      I sputter. “Dollface? Don’t ever call me that again! And stop being so astatine condescending. If I had a chance⁠—”

      “You’d what? Beat the stuffing out of me?” Ava snorts. “I’d like to see you try.”

      Calm down! You’re letting her get under your skin!

      After a few deep breaths, I speak in more measured tones. “I survived out there in the zone on my own. You watched me, so you know it’s true.” Irritation flares again. “If I’m so helpless, how did I defeat those mercenaries on my own? And why didn’t you help?”

      Ava huffs. “You did okay on your own, so I didn’t have to step in. Besides, you had it under control, didn’t you?”

      Her tone makes me trust her even less. I can’t know after-the-fact whether Ava would’ve helped.

      “I concede you’ve come a long way since the night I had to save you—the night you wouldn't have survived if it wasn't for me.” Another smirk. “Did you ever figure out I was the reason you and Deran couldn't re-enter that day? Did you guess I blew up the building in Cirrian?”

      I rock back on my feet, memories as fresh today as they were back then. Deran and I trapped in the zone after visiting David. The conglomerate had locked the network controlling the dome, meaning Deran’s exit device (or entry in that instance) wouldn’t work. Our quest to make his gadget more powerful so it could break through the additional security layer freezing the dome’s network. Ava running into us. The snarky defiance on her sensuous face once she recovered from the shock.

      I’ve wondered since then whether her appearance was as accidental as it seemed, but her shock seems more genuine now in the face of her revelation.

      “You did that? You started the fire?”

      Ava shrugs, but she’s pleased with herself. From his expression, Deran’s just as floored as I am.

      I lapse into silence, recalling the chaos that explosion and the resulting fire caused. We’d never had a fire in Cirrian before. People rushed about, frantic, not knowing how to respond, creating more mayhem.

      Two people died in the explosion, and others were injured. Her pride chills me. Beyond doubt, this answers my question. Ava is definitely a “permanent” problem solver.
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