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      Don’t crush it! Carefully, I manipulate the controls guiding my airpliers, watching on screen as the camera in the tip of the pliers brings the microscopic gear into view. With minuscule adjustments, I angle the airpliers to grip the precious gear without damaging it, then ease it from the workspace to the waiting robotic hand.

      While nanites can repair most injuries, even reattach severed limbs with a 99.23743% success rate, they can’t recreate them. At least, not yet. Limbs devoured by feral creatures (supposedly roaming the tunnels under our city), lost to explosions, or obliterated by other accidents equal a body which can’t be made whole again.

      It’s my job to change that. When Cygnus (Cirrian Conglomerate’s Director, and my benefactor and boss) assigned this current project, he requested I invent something linking a robotic limb to the patient’s residual neural tissue. My answer? These tiny intelligent gears. Once inserted and activated, fiberoptic tendrils unfurl, seeking the body’s nerves, then smart-connecting to transmit signals between robotic limb and brain. Voilà! Integration facilitating movement.

      I purse my lips in concentration as I maneuver the gear for placement. Almost there. Then Director Cygnus (as I’m allowed to call him) will use his vast power to arrange a visit with my family. Maybe even work his magic to wrangle a call with the one I haven’t spoken to in over a decade.

      “Chiara!”

      I startle so violently I drop the gear. It tumbles onto the workspace, and my gaze dashes after it, worried it will disappear. Only when I’m sure it’s settled on the workbench, safe, where I can reach it again, do I turn and glare at Sarissa. “What?”

      Sarissa grimaces, the action highlighting perfectly accented cherry-red lips. “Sorry.”

      My best friend looks so contrite I have to smile. “You’re forgiven.” I wag a finger at her. “But only because I didn’t lose my gear. What’s so important you had to interrupt?”

      “The director wants to see you.”

      The director. Much as he has a soft spot for me, he’s still the single most powerful man on the planet—and not someone to trifle with. Also, someone who seldom asks for me mid-project. Have I done something wrong?

      Dread leadens my bone marrow, turning my legs into gelatinous goo. My hands shake so much they knock over a nearby sample tray. I fumble for a rag, dabbing at the spilled liquids, the action an excuse for time to compose myself.

      Being the friend she has become, Sarissa would recognize my trepidation if I looked at her. Evidently, she doesn’t need eye contact to know how I feel. She places a hand on my arm and gives an encouraging smile. “You’ll be fine. He’s not going to eat you.”

      “Are you sure? I’ve heard his teeth are pretty sharp.”

      Sarissa giggles. “Come on! You know he’d never use them on you.”

      I wince. “So you say, but whenever he asks for me, it’s like being summoned to the headmaster’s office at the academy.”

      “Aw, it’s not that bad. You know you’re not in trouble. You’ve done so well on this project!”

      Still, I can’t shake the feeling this visit isn’t a good thing. “Do you know what he wants?”

      “No. Only that you’ve been summoned. So you’d better get moving.”

      Sarissa makes a shooing motion, and I tug my hands free of my gloves, then, reconsidering, put them back on. If I have to shake his hand—perish the thought—at least he won’t know mine is sweating. A wild grin escapes. Small victories.

      Not removing the rest of my lab gear, I scurry to the elevator assigned to whisk the censured to the director’s office. If he asks, I’ll tell him I didn’t want to keep him waiting because I was removing my PPE. In truth, it’s a shield. Although my specialized lab coat won’t make me less apprehensive, I’ll have more confidence if I’m wearing it.

      Why can’t Director Cygnus just leave me to play in my sandpit? I’m in my element there. After all, not every girl gets a fully stocked lab and unlimited resources to work with. But no, he had to interrupt! And when I was so close…

      The elevator dings, and I step inside, tapping the button for the top floor of CC headquarters. Deliberately, I link my fingers in front of my stomach so I don’t fidget. What could Director Cygnus possibly want with me today?

      An eternity seems to have passed since the day he swooped in and rescued my family. Saved us from our broken world. Traumatic as that day—and those that followed—were, it’s all in the past. While that awful day meant separation from my family, every action was for our benefit. Our lives are so much better now. All thanks to Director Cygnus.

      Because of him, my family have opportunities they never could’ve dreamed of, and I have my lab (and a stellar underlying education) to invent to my heart’s content. I’m proud to say my inventions have played no small part in healing our world.

      And I’m back to wondering what the director wants. Is it a new task for my R&D labs, or something to do with me, specifically?

      The elevator glides to a stop. It’s time. My breaths are shallow as I exit and approach the woman anchored behind a desk squatting directly in front of the director’s door.

      “Mask!” she snaps.

      I fumble it off. Hag Lady inspects my face, then gives a single nod to the door behind her. “He’s expecting you.”

      Incapable of speech, I round the desk, wishing I had stopped to take a sip of water before getting into the elevator. Too late now. The black-garbed guards flanking the door observe as I raise a shaky hand to knock.

      “Come!”

      The command comes: imperious, cold, demanding. So like him. Or rather, how he behaves with other people. Reminding myself my fear is unfounded, I nevertheless stiffen my spine and lift my chin as I enter his sanctuary. A lamb to the slaughter. I stifle the urge to giggle. Where is my head at today?

      Upon entering the room, I halt just inside the doorway, slapping my right hand palm down over left hand palm up, keeping my elbows elevated and straight out to the side. Then I slide my hands apart until my fingers catch at the ends, curling them up into a squashed delta symbol and drawing my hands together again. “All for one and work for all!”

      “Chiara! So good to see you.” Voice significantly warmer than when he bade me enter, Director Cygnus lounges behind his enormous hewn wood desk, rocking back in his (yes, real leather!) executive chair as greets me. Intense hazel eyes follow me into the room, but he makes no move to rise, so no handshake required. Small mercies!

      “Thank you, Director. Likewise.”

      His laugh is jovial, but I never know how he manages it, considering his thin lips barely stretch enough to reveal his perfect teeth. “I am pleased to hear it. How is your project coming along?”

      For a fraction of a second, I tense again. Did I miss a deadline? No, impossible. Even though I’m known for losing myself in my projects, it took only one failed deadline to make a point of setting several alarms, so I never repeated the error. Director Cygnus isn’t very nice when I’ve vexed him. “On schedule, thank you, Director. I’m close. It’s a matter of fine-tuning the link now. I should have a functional prototype soon.”

      Cygnus beams and claps his hands. The sharp, unexpected sound tenses my muscles as I repress the urge to jump. “Excellent! How do you feel knowing you will improve the lives of countless citizens?”

      I relax, taking in his evident excitement, basking in his approval. I allow the smile I’ve repressed to surface. “Incredible! Thank you, Director Cygnus, for the opportunity to help these people. I can’t wait to see the wonder on the first person’s face when they use their new interactive limb!”

      Glittering eyes study me. Did he notice my earlier apprehension? I hope not because it irks him when I’m afraid. The director has told me repeatedly I have nothing to worry about from him. Or is he just taking in my tumbled dark hair (a mess, since I haven’t been home in days), the dark circles under my topaz eyes, or my waifish frame?

      Uncomfortable under the director’s continued scrutiny, I subdue the shiver as sweat trickles down my spine, surreptitiously moderating my breathing until a modicum of calm returns. “May I go, Director?”

      With an audible huff, Cygnus rises from his chair and stalks around his desk toward me. I try not to cringe. Remaining where I am takes all my willpower. At only five foot five, it’s difficult not to feel inadequate with him looming over me.

      When he stops before reaching me, my breathing stutters back to normal. He perches on the corner of his desk. Not that it diminishes him. As if reading my thoughts, he says, “Sit, Chiara.”

      Wooden legs dump my body into the chair behind me. He hovers over me, his six-foot-one height seeming more than it is.

      “I want you to assign your current project to someone else.”

      “What? I mean… pardon? But… I… my family—” The words stammer out before I can stop them. Before I remember who I’m talking to. Director Cygnus may be gracious where I’m concerned, but how many times do I have to remind myself he’s still the director?

      Cygnus waves an impatient hand. “Yes, yes, I’ve pulled some strings so you can still celebrate your achievement with your family. In fact, I’ve even managed to set up that meeting tomorrow.”

      Stunned, my mouth opens and closes, but no words emerge. This has never happened before. As Director Cygnus has often apologized for, rearranging my family’s (equally hectic) schedules so they can spare time from their own dreams to meet with me is nearly impossible. If we all want to be our best, we should focus on finishing current tasks before rewarding ourselves for partial ones. As a result, I never get to see my family until I finish a project. Successfully. Why, then, would Cygnus allow me to see them now, with the project incomplete?

      My brain races until I realize he’s waiting. How could I forget? “Thank you, Director Cygnus. You are most generous.”

      The words stick. While Director Cygnus may be charitable towards me, this is out of character. There must be another reason. Has something happened to someone in my family? My thoughts arrow to the one missing member. The one I regret never saying goodbye to. Is there news?

      Cygnus’s face gives no hint of an answer. Instead, he ignores the thanks he typically adores and presses on. “I have a new project for you.”

      An answer. Not the one I was hoping for, but an explanation. To warrant such an unprecedented move on his part, this new assignment is either incredibly important or time-sensitive. Curiosity jabs me. “Certainly, Director. What do you need me to do?”

      “Create a cold fusion energy source.”

      I blink, mouth gaping wide. I know, I know, I shouldn’t be swallowing flies in front of Director Cygnus. But did he just say, “cold fusion energy source?” Clearing my throat doesn’t quell the squeakiness when I speak. I don’t care. “Excuse me, Director?”

      His mouth thins into obscurity, displeasure creasing deep grooves into the corners. “You heard. A cold fusion energy source. I know I don’t need to explain the concept to you.”

      I’m having trouble breathing. Someone has shoved a gigantic ball into my throat, blocking my airways. My lungs want to explode. How can he give me a project which seemingly defies the laws of physics? More importantly, if I can’t do what the director asks, how can I keep my family safe?
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      Unable to breathe, I shove my head between my knees. I’m more worried about living than caring what the director gleans from my display. At least with my head down low, I can think without the additional burden of concealing my emotions. I wouldn’t want to annoy Director Cygnus further.

      But why didn’t he block this impossible assignment from the Board as he has in the past? Kill it before it reached me? He’s always taken care to ensure they never ask more of me than I’m capable of. It’s integral to our relationship. Because, for as long as I’ve been under his care, we’ve had an understanding. Provided I churn out the inventions Director Cygnus assigns to his satisfaction, he makes sure my family continues receiving the benefits keeping them on the same societal tier as me. Benefits, without which, they would soon drop to the lowest tier. Or worse, disappear.

      Yes, I’ve heard the rumors. Those who don’t feed the voracious conglomerate machine vanish without a trace. No one knows where. And while my compassionate Director Cygnus would never subject me to that, his Board would have no such compunction. For them, it’s all business. Whatever, or whoever, doesn’t improve the bottom line goes. In a world of limited resources, our clean air, pure water, and ample food all come at a price. Is Director Cygnus powerful enough to protect my family if I can’t deliver?

      Cygnus’s hand on my shoulder is little comfort. I know he means well, but his touch is unsettling. Sufficiently so to shake me from my pathetic response. One can never, ever show weakness to Cygnus McQueen, no matter how much you may mean to him.

      Mortified, I bolt upright, the action knocking Cygnus’s hand away. I barely register the simultaneous relief and fear as I scramble to pull myself together.

      Cygnus’s face is unadulterated concern. “Chiara, are you alright?”

      I swallow. Pull it together! They’re just rumors! “Yes, thank you, Director. I didn’t have enough lunch. Just a small dizzy spell. You know how I get when my sugar’s low.”

      A frown mars his handsome face. With skin bronzed by daily swims in the outrageously lavish amount of water squandered on his swimming pool, his perfect Roman nose, gilded hazel eyes, and temple-streaked dark hair, his overall appearance is golden. A presentation most find irresistible. Unfortunately, I’m not one of them.

      Cygnus tuts. “Chiara, you know better.”

      “Yes, Director Cygnus. I’m sorry.”

      With a sigh, Cygnus leans back over his table and activates his intercom. “Julia, have the cafeteria bring food. For Chiara.”

      There’s a brief pause before she replies. “Yes, Sir. For Chiara, Sir.”

      I would protest I couldn’t eat right now, but that would only stir the pot of his anger. Best not to provoke him. “Thank you, Director Cygnus.”

      Cygnus studies me. “You know how important it is that you eat regularly. Why did you skimp on lunch?”

      Flustered, I wave a hand and shrug. “I was too excited about finishing my project.”

      Another tut. “Yes, well now, we can’t have that, can we?”

      For a dreadful moment, I think he’s going to cancel the visit with my family. It’s how he shows he cares for me, reminding me to eat as I should so I remain healthy. I rush to answer. “No, Director, we can’t. I’ll exercise more discipline.” I hold my breath. Did it work?

      But he ignores my reply. His mind is elsewhere. Voice quiet, he asks, “Who brought your lunch today?”

      Terror clamps my throat again. If I tell him, they’ll suffer. They don’t get the same courtesies I do. I pretend panic. Not that difficult. “I don’t know, Director Cygnus. I’m sorry. I wasn’t paying attention.”

      Cygnus steeples his fingers, then raises them to just under his chin, his eyes distant. Thinking man pose. “Yes, well, they should have been.” Shaking his head, he drops his still-clasped hands to his lap, then focuses on me again. “I know this seems an insurmountable task, Chiara. But I’ve given you other assignments in the past which, on the surface, appeared impossible. You conquered them all. Why should this be any different?”

      I want to scream. Because all the other projects you gave me weren’t things people spent centuries failing at! But anger will accomplish nothing. Needing time, I ask the question I know he craves hearing. “Why would you like me to do this?”

      I’ve never understood his reasons for requiring such a banal question. I already know he’s the best director we could ask for. How much he does to improve our lives. Or could it be to remind me how much I should appreciate him? While I’m grateful for everything he’s done for my family and me, I can’t possibly think of him as anything other than a surrogate father. If that. Ew! The mental image I just conjured is disgusting. (And seriously, Chiara?) I glance at Cygnus, wondering if he noticed my grimace, but his eyes are distant again.

      “We need a cold fusion energy source for several reasons. Foremost, our planet must remain healed from the fuels that previously polluted it. You’re well aware how toxic the air became because of those fuels and how that toxic air led to the virus that wiped out billions. However, now that we’ve cleaned the air, population numbers are rising again.”

      “I’m sorry, Director, I’m not seeing the correlation.”

      “An increasing population means a greater demand for power. With our raw materials dwindling, it’s only a matter of time before we are forced to resort to fossil fuels again. An action that can only result in history repeating itself.”

      “So… your proposed clean energy means the virus won’t return?”

      “Not only the virus, but the starvation accompanying it.”

      My brain scrambles. “I don’t understand. Didn’t the food carriage system and greenhouses I invented—” His eyes flash, the only warning he’s taking offense at my audacity to take credit for his assignments. “My pardon. The projects commissioned at your request—didn’t they improve nutritional quality and speed up plant growth so we could abolish hunger?”

      The director’s sigh makes me feel like an imbecile. I rebuff annoyance, wanting an answer.

      Cygnus’s stare is meaningful. “What do you think allows those greenhouses to run?”

      “Oh.” The word is small as I finally understand. “They need power.”

      When Cygnus nods and smiles, I fear he may lean forward and pat my shoulder again. Thankfully, he doesn’t because me squirming away wouldn’t have helped me make my point. A point I must convey. “Thank you, Director, for helping me understand. I appreciate your concern for the people. We are fortunate to have someone as forward-thinking as you at the helm of the conglomerate. And thank you for the wonderfully interesting projects you assign me. You know how I love inventing things. However, I confess, I sincerely doubt my ability to bring this cold fusion project to fruition.”

      The smile vanishes, the sharp angles on Cygnus’s face becoming as unyielding as obsidian. “Need I remind you what happens when you defy the Board?”

      I gasp, my breathing forsaking me again. My hands claw at the arms of my chair. He wouldn’t let them do that! But his steely glare tells me he wouldn’t have a choice. No matter how much he may want to, he could not intervene. So much for my attempt at making him understand. With difficulty, I gulp air, easing the ache in my lungs.

      When I have the strength to speak, I concede. “No, Director, you need not remind me. I will do as you ask.” Even as the words leave my mouth, I’m dying inside. As my family soon might be if I fail.

      “Go home and think about it.”

      The director’s command is as unusual as it is a dismissal. I rise, turning to go.

      “Did you forget something?”

      I pause, sparing a second to compose myself before turning back. Repeating my earlier actions when I entered the room, I conclude with the customary slogan. “All for one and work for all!”

      Cygnus nods and waves his hand, a formal eviction as his eyes return to his work.

      Exercising supreme willpower, I resist the urge to flee. With measured steps, I make it to the elevator, tapping the button to whisk me to a safer place. Then I wait, numb and staring mindlessly at the floor.
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      The elevator dings, and I jump, then scuttle inside as soon as the doors split wide enough. I want to sink back against the far wall, collapse onto the floor. But what if someone sees? I must keep it together, just a little while longer.

      Only when I reach the sanctuary of the lab floor and tumble out do I crumble. Darting through the aisles between the workbenches to my office, I rush inside, keeping my back to the door as I struggle for air. It takes long minutes before I’ve restored my lungs sufficiently.

      “How did it go?”

      I whirl, startled by Sarissa’s question and her sudden appearance in the doorway. Then I’m momentarily flummoxed when I realize I don’t know how to answer. Oh, you know. My family is going to die a horrible death, and I’ll be to blame because I couldn’t deliver on an impossible project. Sure, that’ll fly. While Sarissa may be my best (only) friend, there are still some secrets I’ve yet to share with her. I shrug.

      Sarissa studies my face. “That bad, huh?”

      I rally, reminding myself she’s a tier eight. She can’t learn the whole truth. But part of it won’t hurt, and it’ll stop her pursuing this line of questioning. “The director is giving my project to someone else.”

      Sarissa’s warm chocolate eyes, with their enviable lashes, round to match the O of her startling cherry-red mouth. “What? He can’t! You’ve worked so hard on it.” Sarissa slaps her hands onto her hips, leaning forward. “Do you want me to speak to him?”

      As the daughter of two prominent members of Cygnus’s Board, Sarissa has limited protection. But I would never want her in the director’s crosshairs because of me.

      With a shake of my head, I wave away her offer. “Thank you, but the director’s right. I’m far enough along on the project for someone else to complete it.”

      A quirk of those perfectly plucked eyebrows. “Really? You’re just going to hand it over?”

      Suddenly, it’s all too much. I’m suffocating in my PPE. Unbearably hot in the silly suit. My pulse races, and my head hurts. Worse, the thought of standing here and lying to Sarissa for a second longer is intolerable.

      “Well, he gave me the afternoon off. Said I should go home and think about it. So, I’m leaving.” I yank at the ties, stripping off my PPE. My relief increases with each piece that falls to the floor.

      Sarissa gapes. Not because I’m leaving, but because it’s unlike me to blow her off. I don’t even resort to that when dodging her attempts to drag me to the nightclubs she frequents.

      I place a placating hand on Sarissa’s arm. “Sorry, I need rest. You know how many hours I’ve invested, especially this past week. Some downtime will do me good. I don’t want to look like a ghoul when I see my family tomorrow.”

      Pleasure suffuses Sarissa’s face. “You do?” Then she crinkles her nose. “I mean, get to see your family, not look like a ghoul.”

      A small smile teases my lips. She knows how much my family mean to me. “I do.”

      Sarissa squeezes my hand. “Then you’d better get home and catch up on your beauty sleep. Want me to come over and do your face in the morning?”

      This time, my smile is more heartfelt. “No, I think I’ve got it.”

      “You sure? You still don’t quite have the knack of—”

      I give her a playful shove. “Stop fussing. My makeup may not be as perfect as yours, but it’s only improved since you started coaching me.”

      Laughing, Sarissa shakes her head. “Well, if you change your mind, you know where to reach me.”

      I tap the comm link under the skin behind my right ear. “I sure do.” Across the massive expanse of the lab floor, I spot the Serenity Sentry hurrying toward me, food tray in hand. The stuffy SerSent looks pompous in his imperious olive uniform, its shiny silver buttons bouncing as he trots along. Time to go.

      As I dash for the elevator, I toss parting comments to Sarissa over my shoulder. “Don’t stay out partying too late tonight. I need you sharp tomorrow, so you can help me draw up a list of suitable candidates to ‘hand’ the project over to.”

      Sarissa’s face souring at my pun is the last thing I glimpse as I make my escape. In seconds, I’m free of the gleaming chrome-and-glass monstrosity dominating the skyline, marking CC’s HQ. No coincidence it’s located in Cirrian, the city named after the almighty conglomerate which controls the world.

      I jog through the park surrounding the headquarters to the light rail, my ride home. Waiting for the trundle, I realize this is another piece of technology requiring power. Can’t Cygnus dump all the tech?

      Laughter bursts free (lucked out! No one around to witness my descent into madness!), thinking of a world cast back to the Stone Age. That would be quite something. Especially considering technology gave CC the power to seize the world. Whoever thought one little tech security company would expand into a multinational conglomerate with the resources to topple economies and sink governments?

      With a whoosh of air, the trundle glides into the station, disrupting my thoughts. Hissing, it settles on the maglev tracks, and the doors slide open. People may call it the trundle, but it’s no slouch zipping around the city.

      I hurry inside and find a seat before the thrust accompanying the train’s departure throws me off balance. As I drop into the hard plastic, I wince, wishing there were other options for travel, options where the conglomerate’s provisions didn’t limit my travel choices. Cygnus and his Board use helivates: personal flyers, like jumbo drones with quarter-circle-shaped passenger domes perched on rectangular frames supporting the skids below. Long running rails span the lengths between dome and skid frame, extending well beyond the edges, and bear the four massive propellers, shooting the helivate to its destination.

      Now, if I had a helivate, I could go where I wanted. I sigh, thinking of the series of commands my life is. Live in this sector, eat now, work on this project, ride the trundle, shop only in these areas.

      Stop it, Chiara! I’m succumbing to the POMs (poor-old-me’s) because I’m tired. I do genuinely love my work (what’s not to love when I get to invent all day, every day?), and I’m thankful for my incredible life. Even the nimble trundle. As I stare out of the window, I dimly recall a time when the only option was my own two feet. I turn away from the memory. Those times were so difficult. Do I even want to remember them?

      Fear threatens to paralyze me once more as my mind drifts back to my family. I can’t let them down! They depend on me for their wellbeing. If I fail to fulfill Cygnus’s request, they will pay the price. Like they did that one awful occasion when I dared defy the Board in my youth, because I didn’t know any better. Because I didn’t know the conglomerate didn’t tolerate childish tantrums. It was a terrible object lesson. Because of me, my family was left without a protector, and without a protector, my family were helpless.

      Not for the first time, my heart contracts, hurting. I desperately want to see my father again. He left that fateful day and never returned. If only I’d said goodbye. If only I’d given him a hug and kiss when I had the chance. If only he hadn’t gone away… 

      I’m convinced if my father had been there, he would never have allowed Cygnus to separate me from my family. Why did Cygnus do that? What made him single me out? I still have no answer. And he’s still Cygnus. The only difference now is his suits are more expensive—and he wields more power.

      Since the dreadful day when he isolated me from my family and placed me under his personal care, so much has changed. From my early years sequestered in the secluded halls of the academy until now, I’ve gained multiple doctorates, become the head of CC’s R&D labs, helped create a world infinitely different from the one I was born into, and secured the education my siblings will need if they’re to compete in this tiered society. An awful lot to be thankful to one man for.

      While I still mourn the separation from my family, I accept Director Cygnus’s point. Limiting their potential because I want their time would be selfish of me. At least he’s kind enough to insist they make the time to see me when I finish projects so we can celebrate.

      But now Director Cygnus has demanded a project I can’t possibly complete. No, he’s allowed the Board to sneak one past him. What if this was always where my relationship with Cygnus was headed?

      Appalled, I’m stunned it’s taken me so long to reach this realization. Then again, while I can decipher complex chemical and mathematical formulas with ease, reading people and situations has never been my forte. I wilt in my chair, crushed by the blow. But my mind races. Life can’t continue this way. Something must change. I just have to be the right kind of “smart” to come up with a solution.
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      This resolution grants a measure of peace, and my gaze finally absorbs the beauty on the other side of the window. A lush park speeds by, the water spraying in its fountains transformed into shimmering rainbows by the sun. 

      Seconds later, we slide into the dappled shadows of a small glade. The sturdy trunks stand sentinel over scattered berry bushes, banked potato rows, stringy pepper plants, and curly parsley greens crowding the spaces between.

      We hurtle back into full sunlight and round a corner. In the distance, a waterfall cascades down the side of the cliff, hemming the western edge of our city. Then it’s gone as apartment buildings rise on either side of me, their lower levels stuffed with the malls Sarissa loves shopping in. Bright windows shiny with merchandise slip past in a blur of color and light.

      Before I’ve had time to prepare, my body jerks forward as the trundle slows for my stop. I rise as the doors open, then race out, eager to get home.

      Sudden weariness dogs every step as I trudge the two blocks to my building. Finally, my body is succumbing to the extended hours spent in the lab. The lack of sleep. Also, that empty pit in my stomach is telling me it’s been too long since I’ve eaten.

      I’m sagging by the time I reach the ornately etched glass doors announcing the mezzanine level of my building. The doors discern my approach and swish open, welcoming me, and I stumble inside. My eyes slip to the bustling lower levels as I shuffle down the concourse to a tiny foyer allowing residents access to the apartments above.

      As my hand clasps the brass handle of the foyer door, the sensors within register I’m a legitimate resident, and the lock clicks open. Ensconced in the tiny foyer, I sink forward for the retinal scan. My second biometric accepted, the elevator door opposite the entrance yawns open.

      Not registering the trip up to the lower mid-levels, I have eyes only for the door to my apartment as the elevator sighs away. I slog the last few feet, then pass my wrist over the scanner to open the door. Home.

      Or rather, a space that’s all mine, but not a home. Homes are filled with life and family and laughter. Deep longing fills me as I think of my family. Then sheer joy surges up and drowns the sorrow. I see them tomorrow!

      No, the clinical lines marking out the utilitarian cabinets on the walls of the small white and stainless steel kitchen will not get me down. Not tonight. Nor will the conglomerate-provided furnishings dampen my excitement, even though they’re another stark reminder of all the space lacks. Their ultramodern style is absent of personality and, by extension, warmth.

      Besides, I could change this if I wanted. Al-Li knows I can afford to buy better furniture. Another way Director Cygnus has taken care of me. My salary as head of CC’s R&D labs is obscene. Not to mention the insane bonuses I receive when I complete a project. Neither matter since the only reward I want is time with my family.

      Despite my desire to cling to the elation suffusing me only seconds before, sudden loneliness overwhelms me. Abruptly, the furniture rankles, a reminder of what my life is. Spartan, functional, unemotional. The thought elicits a weary sigh. Enough of the POMs. Food, a hot shower, and bed. I’ll only be able to think clearly, make decent plans, once I’ve dealt with those. I wish I could skip straight to bed, but if I don’t eat, I’ll wake in the night. The last thing I need right now is a disturbed sleep.

      Opening my magic refrigerator (it restocks itself!), I scan the rows of prepackaged food. The glut of options sparks a memory, something the director said. How is starvation still possible? Even if the population has increased, the greenhouses I designed speed up food production exponentially. Plus, the carriage system I invented allows us to add nutrients to improve our food’s nutritional quality, further reducing consumption. A food shortage is inconceivable.

      I work the math in my head but still can’t fathom a solution. Unless the population has increased a thousandfold (unlikely in the five years since I created the carriage system), things don’t add up. But my head is hurting again. And I’m dithering, as I’m prone to when I’m this exhausted.

      With a sigh, I coax myself into action, selecting a roast beef and vegetable meal and sliding the pre-packaged food into the blitz. Five seconds later, the food is perfectly hot. Using quick jabs of my fingertips, I flick the heated food tray onto an empty plate.

      Exhausted, I sink onto the (offensive) couch and call up my recording of Casablanca. Its exorbitant price tag was worth every cent. I take guilty pleasure watching something the conglomerate-run channels would never ordinarily screen. A fitting reward I treat myself to when I finish a project.

      I settle in as the familiar first scene launches and tuck into my dinner, suddenly ravenous. The food vanishes before my stomach registers I’ve fed it, and for a moment, I debate a second meal. But that would be too much, and I have no desire for the “snacks” I’m provided with. (Aren’t snacks supposed to be unhealthy and crave-worthy?) Dessert, on the other hand…

      That’s the last thing I remember thinking before I doze off. I rouse to find the closing credits rolling. With a yawn, I shut the entertainment system down and bumble off to bed.

      I wake the next morning, starving and itching for a shower. A quick check of the time confirms I can eat at home today, so I pop my favorite protein bowl in the blitz and guzzle it while reading a thriller Sarissa recommended. Can’t say it’s holding my attention, though. The spy is skulking about, trying to gather information, and I’m just not in the mood. I need to get clean.

      As I stand under the jets pummeling my body from every angle, I savor the scalding water stinging my skin. I still marvel every day at the ability to take a shower, let alone the miracle of heated water.

      Before Cygnus entered our lives, my mother used to scrub us down once a week with a dirty, damp sponge. Water was that scarce back then. A nagging thirst permeates every memory of those long-gone childhood days. I doubt I’ll ever forget the intense desire to drink something or the inability to satiate that need.

      Clean air to breathe. Food for the taking. And water enough for showers. Cygnus truly has made the world a better place. Although his swimming pool is still an excess. Especially given its size. What does one person need so much water for? If you want to get your exercise by swimming, use a training tank like everyone else.

      Sarissa says it’s Cygnus’s way of demonstrating how special he is. Granted, it does set him apart. And I have to admit, he can only do things like arrange meetings with my family because he’s so special.

      Excitement fizzes. My family! I see them soon! It’s been months since we last met. How much will my younger siblings have changed? I notice their changes the most, probably because they’re growing. Unlike my mother, who seems to shrink. Is this simply the effect of her younger children getting taller or time taking its toll on her? She’s getting older, and I’m not around to help her.

      I shove the miserable thought aside and stop thinking, focusing on the water, letting it slough my cares away. When I feel refreshed, I toggle the switch, and the water becomes heated air, blasting across my body and driving the water droplets away. When the nozzles sense my skin is dry, they pepper it with a soothing lotion.

      Stepping from the stall, I rub the lotion in, the delicious French pear fragrance a heady balm easing me into the day ahead. Mood remarkably restored, I run a comb through my mass of chestnut hair, almost too much for my head, and viciously knotted after extended hours in the lab over the past week where I forgot to brush it.

      Once I’ve tamed the tangle, I turn to leave and catch sight of my petite body in the full-length mirror on the opposite wall. I’m slouching again. An old habit from years of wanting to go unnoticed. Also, not the image “Director Cygnus” wants me to present.

      Perish what he wants! Has he known all this time what I only just realized? And Director Cygnus? I snort. What a joke! How could someone who claims to care for me do this to my family?

      In a blur, memories rush back, reminding me of all he has done, leading to a single, startling conclusion: Cygnus really does believe I can build this cold fusion energy source. Otherwise, he never would’ve asked. He doesn’t want to put my family in jeopardy any more than I do.

      Although surprised by this realization (will the man’s faith in me never cease?), it doesn’t erase my own doubt, either about my ability to build the machine or the potential consequences for my family if I don’t succeed. There’s more than one solution here, though. Resolute, I straighten and square my shoulders, then march out of the bathroom, mulling possibilities.

      I don my usual “uniform,” the one Sarissa can’t abide: a t-shirt, flannel overshirt, and jeans (yes, the designer kind Sarissa made me buy!). Then I hurry out of the bedroom. My eyes graze the living room wall clock, and I curse. I spent longer in the shower than I intended.

      Quickly grabbing an apple (delicious things!), I snatch up my purse and race out of my building. Only when I’m stepping onto the trundle do I remember I forgot to put makeup on. So much for all those hours Sarissa spent teaching me. My family won’t care (sooo excited!), but Sarissa won’t be impressed.

      The thought makes me grin. I’ll just tell her I need her skills—in a speed session. That’ll make her day. And mine, because she can erase those dark rings under my eyes like no one else.

      Scampering into CC headquarters with a scant half hour to spare, I dash to the labs. Sarissa should already be there. As my personal assistant, her first daily task is to brief me on my schedule. Besides, she’ll want to see me before the visit with my family—if only to check how well I dolled myself up!

      I’m not disappointed. Her welcoming smile turns upside down as she notices the lack of cosmetics. Before she says anything, I sidle into her office. “Don’t you look gorgeous, as always! Good morning! I hope you have your war paint with you.”

      She blinks, then laughs. “Oh, I get it! You want me to do your face?”

      With a nod, I take a seat. “There was no point in me handling it. You’d just want to fix it when I got here, so have at it. I’m all yours for the next,” I glance at the clock, “twenty minutes. Think you can make me look half as pretty as you?”

      A giggle is her only answer as she gets to work. I need something to take my mind off the imminent visit. “What did you do last night?”

      Sarissa shares snippets about the new club she tried, not sounding overly enthused. What a relief. If she doesn’t like the club, it’s one less place she’ll try to drag me off to. Sarissa prattles on, and I listen with half an ear.

      “Stop squirming.”

      The admonishment makes me realize I’ve been fidgeting as the clock ticks ever nearer to the appointed time. I’m abruptly over the entire process. “Are you almost finished?”

      With a flourish, Sarissa leans back and pulls a mirror from her bulky purse. I stare at the person reflected back at me, so totally unlike my usual unadorned visage.

      Sarissa’s talents have highlighted the steel-gray rimming my topaz-blue eyes, turning them into huge, tranquil pools hinting at deep water. The peach tint glossing my lips makes them look as juicy as the fruit. While she’s covered the dark smudges under my eyes, I’m relieved Sarissa left the rest of my porcelain skin without foundation—probably only because excitement already flushes my cheeks a delicate pink.

      “So?”

      “I’m stunned. Spectacular job as always.” I bounce up and hug her. “Thanks!”

      Pleasure radiates from her. But Sarissa holds the hug for a second longer than necessary. I want to pull back, eager to see my family, yet something tells me she desperately needs this hug today.

      When Sarissa releases me, I draw away and study her face, noticing the hints of exhaustion under the makeup. Then I realize how unusual it was for her to have been so ambivalent about a new club. “Hmm, I think more happened last night than you mentioned?”

      Sarissa’s face falls. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to throw a dampener on your day.” She sniffs, then waves anxious hands in the air. “Go, go, you’re going to be late!”

      I don’t budge. “Are you going to tell me about it?”

      Distress now marks every tense line of her body. “Yes, yes. But not now. You must go.” This time, she actually pushes me, nudging me out of her office.

      Alarm bells jangle. I don’t know that I’ve ever seen Sarissa this agitated before. “Sarissa, what’s wrong?”

      Dashing a hand under her eye—is she catching a tear?—she almost shouts. “Not now! Later! Go, see your family.” Then noticing my devastation, she adds, “Please. It’s nothing. Just ignore it for now. I don’t want to spoil your visit.”

      Troubled, but knowing how stubborn she can be, I nod. “Fine. But as soon as I get back, we’re having a chat.”

      Sarissa nods, pushing me all the way out of her office, then closing her door. I stare at it. Panic squirms. A snake trapped in a pit. What happened?

      A hand touches my arm. I jerk, startled, and turn to find a SerSent at my elbow. “Your family is here. Follow me.”

      Consternation over Sarissa wars with excitement over the impending visit. But I can’t be thinking about Sarissa when I see my family. I can’t focus on anything except them. Every moment with them is precious, not something I should squander.

      With considerable effort, I steel myself and cram my concern for Sarissa into a box way too small for the problem, I trail the SerSent to my waiting family.
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      As we approach the room holding those I love, I attempt a few deep breaths to calm a heart beating so frantically blood pounds against my skin with each pulse. Trying to rub the throbbing discomfort away, I wait for the SerSent while he passes his wrist over the access lock.

      With a soft click, the door opens, and I brush past, not caring if I bowl the SerSent over barreling into the room. The elated faces waiting for me are the catalyst for tears, streaming down my cheeks. I try to hug them all at once (I know that never works), but it’s the quickest way of touching everyone. To verify they’re real, truly there.

      My mom allows a few seconds before extricating herself from the complex bundle of arms, her cheeks also soaked with tears. Her hair is even grayer, her face more lined than ever.

      Releasing the others, I take her into my arms. “Hey, Mom. It’s wonderful to see you.”

      She says nothing, just nods. Our shared emotional distress is too great for either of us to talk. Then Mom releases me, gently wiping a finger under my right eye. “Can’t let you spoil that perfect face.”

      I’m blank for a second. Then I realize she’s referring to the mascara, which must’ve run with my tears. Laughing, I swipe at the same spot on the other side. “Sarissa wouldn’t be thrilled if I spoiled her work.”

      “How is she?”

      My mom’s question obliterates the time we’ve been apart. As I reply, I tug Xanin, my oldest sibling, into my arms. There’s no doubt we’re related. Same heart-shaped face, same upturned nose, same mass of riotous dark hair, but his eyes are dark coffee, and his tattoos contrast with my unmarked skin. Younger than me by eighteen months, he’s been taller for about as long.

      Xanin’s grin as we exchange hugs is a delightful change from his usually sullen expression. One revealing how young he still is, despite his height.

      “How tall are you now?” I step back and fully extend an arm, barely skimming the top of his head. Last time, I could reach the same spot with ease.

      Xanin chuckles. “Tall enough to look older than you.”

      A laugh burbles out, and I slap his arm, unsurprised by the bulky muscle my hand encounters. “Nothing new. People always thought you were older because I’m so petite. But now, these shoulders,” I whistle appreciatively, stretching my arms wide to touch either end, “those are impressive! You’re turning into a bit of a beast.”

      A faint blush warms his cheeks, and his expression turns sheepish. “Thanks.”

      “Been working on them?”

      “Don’t you know it.” Xanin smiles, but this time, it doesn’t reach his eyes.

      Cursing myself inwardly for my mistake, I try a different tack. “Have you been equally diligent with your education?”

      The scowl doesn’t disappoint. “Aw, Chiara, did you have to go there?”

      My mother laughs and clips the side of his head. “I told you she’d ask.”

      That only deepens the scowl. But he gets points for answering. “I’m working on it. Gangly Ivan still reigns. I doubt I’ll ever be first.”

      Laughing, I squeeze his hand. “You’ll get there. Just keep at it.”

      A pair of weedy arms wends their way between us. “I’m going to be as tall as Xan, and look, my muscles are growing!”

      I drop to my haunches and gently squeeze the tiny bulge in Frankie’s wiry little upper arm. At twelve, he’s showing no signs of a growth spurt yet. “Wow! Those are huge!”

      An impish grin darts across his face. “I’ve been training. Xan’s been teaching me.”

      “Yes, but we don’t use the big boys yet, do we?” Xanin notices my confusion and gestures at Frankie. “Tell Chiara about the big boys.”

      Frankie slides onto my lap, little arms curling around my neck as he explains “the big boys,” the hefty weight plates the older kids use. I’m too distracted by the sweet smell of my baby brother to pay attention. More so when gorgeous raven-haired, ice-eyed Octavia slides up next to us and tries to perch on the leg Frankie isn’t using.

      I slip an arm around her waist and pull her in, tucking her against my body. Tall and willowy, her height, like Xanin’s, comes from my father. I take after my mother, who is even shorter than I am.

      I smile at Tavi, and she grins back. With all the moody, privileged teenagers I had to deal with at the academy, I can honestly say Tavi’s the happiest fourteen-year-old I’ve ever met. A shadow scuds across my thoughts again. I know the reason for her bliss.

      Xanin is their protector. He’s taken the place of my father, a role he was always too young to assume, but one he foisted on himself in my absence. If only Cygnus had allowed us to all attend the same academy. Then I could’ve shared the burden—because Xanin would never have allowed me to shoulder it alone.

      For the umpteenth time, I wonder why Cygnus separated me from my family. And what happened to our father on that day? I don’t want to ask, but I can’t help myself. “Any news?”

      The crestfallen faces are answer enough. Swallowing the disappointment, I cradle my two youngest siblings in even closer. The physical contact eases some of our anguish.

      My mother rests a hand on my shoulder. Her pale blue eyes are worn, but her smile is warm, displaying the dimples we share. “No news is good news.”

      I wish I could agree. It’s been eleven years since any of us heard from my father. He’s on a mission in space, one the director told my mom would keep him from us for at least fifteen years. Cygnus said the distance prohibits communication with us, but I’ve seen those old movies. The ones I have the money to buy. The conglomerate would never send people so far away without the ability to send information back.

      My secret fear, the one I haven’t shared with my mom and siblings, stems from what else those old movies showed: how easy it was for things to go horribly wrong. While I’m well aware this is real life and not a movie, what if we haven’t heard from my dad because he was a casualty of the mission?

      The day my dad left home and never came back is a hazy memory. I remember only two things distinctly: never having the chance to say goodbye (why didn’t he wake me before he left?), and the chaos afterwards when Cygnus arrived, then separated me from my remaining loved ones.

      The depressing thoughts have me reaching for more cheerful memories. “Tavi, can you still catch a ball?”

      Tavi grins. “That’s a random thought! Of course I can. Why do you ask?”

      “Remember the red ball we used to play with for hours?”

      Tavi sobers. “How could I forget? I loved that ball. Dad brought it home for us.” Before the void where our father belongs consumes the space, she smiles, pride on her face. “It was the only ball in our entire neighborhood.”

      I nod, remembering, then glance at Xanin. “Remember how we rented it out so we could get extra food?”

      “I do.”

      My heart pinches at the memory. Not for the ball rental, but for what Cygnus did to my family the one time I rebelled. “At least we don’t have to worry about being hungry anymore.”

      A stilted silence follows my comment, and I flounder, unsure of the reason or what to say. As usual, my mother steps in to rescue me. “Tell us your news. What success are we celebrating?”

      By now, I should know. As much as I yearn for their news, their desire for mine is equally strong. Over the years, I’ve learned to gloss over the scientific details because, when I talk about my work, I get lost in it. And lose my audience after the first few sentences. As a result, my family get the basics—enough to understand the gist of my projects without overwhelming them with specifics. I explain my last project helped those who’d lost limbs.

      Frankie squirms, locks of golden-brown hair sliding over one another, prompting me to finger-comb them back into place. “What’s a limb?”

      I pause, wondering if I should’ve perhaps excluded him from this conversation. Then again, he must’ve seen people without limbs. I’m told there are plenty. “A limb is another word for someone’s arms or legs. Our hands and feet are pentadactyl limbs, meaning they’re limbs with five digits.”

      “Pen-ta-dac-tyl.” Frankie sounds the word out.

      “That’s right!” I squeeze him, enjoying his soft, cuddly body curled against mine.

      “How do people lose their limbs?”

      The little furrow on his brow has me hiding a smile when I realize he’s imagining people removing a limb and leaving it somewhere. I search for an age-appropriate answer.

      “Sometimes people have accidents. When they do, they might hurt, say, their leg really badly. So badly that they can’t use it again. Then we say they lost their leg.” Frankie scowls. “They didn’t really misplace their leg—they lost the use of it. Understand?”

      Solemn cobalt eyes meet mine as the frown disappears. “That’s very sad.”

      “It is.”

      “I’m glad you can help them.” Frankie’s arms twist around my neck again.

      I duck my head, tucking my nose into the sweetness of his neck. Such a precious boy. Suddenly aware of time slipping by, I blow a raspberry onto the tender skin.

      Frankie shrieks with laughter and jumps off my lap, running away. Smiling, I turn laughing eyes on Tavi. She giggles and leaps out of reach. “Oh no, you don’t!”

      “What, you’re too old for me to play with?” I jump up and chase her around the room.

      Raucous laughter fills the tiny space as Xanin joins in, he and I pursuing our two younger siblings. I’ve missed doing this with him. I’ve missed him. My partner-in-crime.

      Before Tavi arrived, it was just the two of us. Then Mom was so busy with Tavi, it only cemented our bond. By the time Frank Jr. arrived (Junior to recognize my father, Francois, who insisted on a less elaborate name), Xanin and I were inseparable.

      Xanin is the sibling I’ve missed the most. In the years we’ve been apart, he’s slipped a little further away with each visit. A loss I grieve every time I see him. Especially when I perceive what he’s turning himself into so he can protect my mother and younger siblings.

      Frankie squeals as I make a grab for him and miss. He was just a baby when Cygnus stole our time together. So this wild running around, a version of tag, is what Frankie expects in these limited family meetings. The only connection we’ve been able to form over the past decade.

      As we race past my mother, I spare her a glance, soothed by her smile. She’s enjoying watching us as much as we’re enjoying chasing each other.

      A loud bong stops us in our tracks. The warning gong. We only have five minutes left. I want to scream, yell it’s not fair. But that would just upset them. I must make the most of these precious moments.

      I snag Frankie and tuck him in close. Not as easy as it once was, but still possible. Landing kisses all over his face, he wriggles in my embrace. Then he’s free and running for my mom.

      Tavi doesn’t wait for me to catch her. She runs into my arms, hands sliding around my waist as she hugs me tight. I feel the silent sobs and know she’s not letting them loose for the same reason as me. The realization only makes it more difficult to keep my own at bay.

      Determined, I manage. Then it’s Mom’s turn. She hangs on to me like she’s afraid she may never see me again. I don’t blame her. If I don’t succeed, her fears may be realized. I hug her fiercely, then pull back, my perfect mask in place. “I love you, Mom.”

      “I love you too,” she whispers, touching my face, then stroking my hair. Her quivering lower lip is the only sign of her contained inner turmoil. “Go, make us proud!”

      The sob is a lump in my throat as I nod, incapable of words. I turn to Xanin, the last one as always. He pulls me into his powerful arms, stern resolution his only expression. 

      “Look after yourself. Live to fight another day.” Xanin’s voice is a growl, too soft for anyone but me to hear.

      “I will. You too. And thanks!” He pulls back and looks at me, a question on his face. I lean closer and whisper, “For taking care of them.”

      Xanin’s smile is grim. “Always. As long as I have breath.”

      The door clangs open, and armored arms tear me away from my family. But I don’t scream. It would only make everyone fall apart. As I’m dragged away, my eyes drink my family in, trying to absorb every feature, remember every detail with my eidetic memory. Xanin’s scowl. My mother’s arm reaching toward me. Tavi holding Frankie’s shoulders, tears shimmering in her eyes. Frankie’s little balled fists.

      Then we’re out of the room, and the door snaps shut, taking them from me. The barriers I held so tightly crash open, releasing the floodgates. I’m a puddle, easily hauled away by the SerSents. Like a piece of trash. They toss me into a nearby empty room, the door slamming behind them. Then only my wracking sobs keep me company.
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      I take the full fifteen minutes Cygnus permits composing myself. By the time the SerSents reappear, my eyes are so swollen, they feel like they’ll pop out of my head. With no mirror, I can’t tell how I look. I guess it’s hideous because the first stop the SerSents insist on is a nearby bathroom.

      “Fix your face,” one snaps.

      Without a word, I enter and head for the mirrors. Astatine! Mascara runs black trails down my cheeks, the patches of skin between more porcelain than usual. I look like something out of a horror movie.

      As I wash away the evidence of my tears, I remember why I never bothered with makeup before. It’s too easy for people to see I’ve been crying.

      Once my usual countenance is somewhat restored, I exit the bathroom, the two SerSents flanking me as they escort me back to the labs. Insultingly, they don’t leave after depositing me in my office. Sending a heated glare their way, I use my intercom to request Sarissa join me in my office.

      I would prefer she didn’t see me this way, but the idiots aren’t giving me a choice. Sarissa flounces in, takes one look at my face, and then glowers at the SerSents. She drops her folders and rushes over to wrap her arms around me.

      The comfort makes the waterworks start up again. I swallow the tears, desperate to push Sarissa away. I don’t want someone else getting too close to me. Another person Cygnus could separate me from. But it feels so heavenly to have her support, I don’t relinquish it, instead drawing solace from the embrace.

      When she eventually releases me, Sarissa studies my face. “Feeling better?”

      I nod, still doubting my voice.

      Sarissa must understand because, with another venomous glance at the two goons (can’t they take a hint?), she returns to her side of the desk and retrieves the pile of dumped folders. She extracts her copies (manila folders), then slides my (colored) pile toward me before taking a seat and opening the first file. “Let’s start with your schedule, shall we?”
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