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This book is dedicated to our fans. You are always there for us. We love you!




PROLOGUE


The group of twenty men and women sit around a large table, squeezed tightly together, in a room barely large enough to accommodate them. The ceiling is low, like all rooms in this underground world, where space is limited. The air has quickly become warm and stifling.


Atros stands in front of the assembled group, his lean figure composed to appear relaxed, his fingers loosely interlaced. He has handpicked these twenty people, the most powerful of their society, the elite. He must make them his allies. Though he has only reached the midpoint of his life, and most of them are older, he is not intimidated. He must convince them his plan is the only way for them to keep the power and prestige they have. This should not be difficult. People with power never want to lose it. They always want more. That is the way of greed and ego. Atros knows this well. He is a man who knows how to persuade, to dominate, and to control those around him.


In his commanding voice, Atros says, “I have called you all here for one reason, our future. My exploratory team of scientists and engineers on the surface has made great strides in a short time. Though the atmosphere above is still hostile, they have erected a dome under which they have safely lived for weeks. It is my dream, my vision, that we will build a great city under a dome. I have engineers working on plans to expand the dome to accommodate the city we will build. They assure me it is possible.”


An older, distinguished man at the table interrupts, “So your twin brother, Andru, was right. We can live above the ground.”


Atros locks his keen eyes on the man and replies, “My brother’s idea of living aboveground was limited. He thought only of breaking through to the surface, not what to do after. He would have pushed for freedom over control. He would have stood in the way of progress. That is not the path to greatness. He was an obstacle, and I did what was necessary to ensure that the future would move forward in the right way.”


The man continues, “But he was right. Maybe he didn’t have to die in order for your vision to be fulfilled. It was most unpleasant. Brother killing brother.”


Atros raises his hand to stop him and looks around the room at the group menacingly. “In Andru’s vision of the future, everyone would live aboveground. We all agreed Andru’s altruistic ideas were unrealistic and would undermine the structure we have worked so hard to build. We decided he had to be stopped. You all knew what that meant. I did what had to be done. Everyone in this room was complicit.” He pauses, his eyes scanning the faces around the table. “With the resources held by those in this room, we can design and build a city worthy of us. In time, more can move aboveground, but it must be slow and controlled. Resources will still be limited. As we expand the dome and build the city, we will bring up those who work for us and support our way of life.”


A woman, very pale, with almost translucent blue eyes from a lifetime without sun, asks, “How long will we have to live under this dome? I’m sure I do not speak just for myself when I say that although this dome sounds better than being trapped underground, to have to live under anything is not appealing. Will the outside world ever be safe?”


Atros passionately explains, “Madam, the dome will give us control. It will be the key, so we are never again at the mercy of the Earth and its whims. I envision a world where anything is possible for generations to come. We will be the creators of the food, air, and energy. Under the dome there is potential for estates and grand structures of beauty like our ancestors before us had. With our guidance, the mistakes of our forefathers will never be repeated.”


A man similar in age to Atros corrects him, “It was not just the Earth that drove mankind underground after the Great Catastrophe. The mistakes of man were many.”


Atros replies, “That is why I have chosen you to be the founding members of the new High Council. So weak, single-minded men and women will never again be able to destroy what we will create. There will be a system and structure, and our families will be the royal bloodlines of our new city, making sure generation after generation prospers under the dome. It is time to build up. My brother broke the surface, but I will bend it to my will, and anyone who stands in my way will meet the same fate he did. I will not allow anyone to stop the birth of this new world, which will be called Indra.”




1



Lex & Livia Cosmo



Livia holds Lex’s hand tightly in hers, both of them wearing packs on their backs as they head down the tunnel toward the bright light. Livia looks at Lex, just a quick glance. I can’t believe I’m escaping from Indra with my sister. My twin! We are going to meet our mother in the Outlands. Yesterday I didn’t even know Lex existed and I thought my mother was dead. She reaches out to sense how Lex is feeling. I have always been able to know what people are feeling, but my gift is particularly strong with Lex. She is quite tense, understandable since we are running from the Population Control Forces.


“Are you all right?” Livia asks Lex.


“Yeah. I’m fine,” says Lex. “Can we not hold hands?”


“I thought we should, since we are sisters.” Livia releases Lex’s hand.


“Well, since we just met yesterday and I wanted to kill you, I don’t think I’m ready for all this sister stuff just yet.”


“Understood,” says Livia. “I just wanted to make sure you’re okay. We’ve been through a lot since we found each other.”


“I’m great. I don’t need you fretting over me. No one ever has before. Just keep to yourself and walk, less talking.” Livia’s worried about me? She shouldn’t be. She can just do her weird sensing thing on me and know I am fine. She’s the one who was living her pampered and sheltered life up on Helix, her floating island. Livia Cosmo, an airgirl, the Cosmo Airess. I made it out of the Orphanage and was a cadet at the Academy. This isn’t hard at all.


Kane walks next to Lex, his arm draped across her shoulder, leaning on her for support. His short, blond hair is dirty and matted, his hazel eyes occasionally fluttering open as he shuffles forward.


Lex tightens her arm around his waist and says, “The one we should be worried about is Kane.”


“I am worried about him,” says Livia, looking at Kane. “The boosters he got in the Rebel Base helped, but he is still so weak.”


“Weak?” groans Kane, his voice hoarse. “I was tortured for days in High Security Detainment before you rescued me. I think I’m doing pretty good.”


“Yeah,” says Lex. “You’re doing great. You ready for me to let go?”


“Maybe not just yet,” says Kane, his eyes closing.


“That’s what I thought,” says Lex.


“I can help too,” offers Livia.


“No need, Airess,” says Lex.


Livia faces forward, her pace unwavering as she strides toward the light ahead. I wish I could help with Kane, but Lex is so possessive of him. I understand they have known each other much longer than he and I have, but they are only friends. Kane and I are something more. The night I met him at my Emergence Ball, we had an immediate connection. I could sense that he had feelings for me and that I could trust him. That was the beginning, and now everything has changed. In one day, I have traveled down through every level of Indra all the way to Rock Bottom. The only thing I knew about Rock Bottom before today was from the first chapter of The Book of Indra.





Excerpted from The Book of Indra, Chapter I: “Indra: The Origin of Our Great City”


THE CREATION OF INDRA


Centuries ago, in order for what was left of humanity to survive the Great Catastrophe, innovative and ingenious men dug deep under the surface of the Earth and created a world protected from all that was destroyed above. For generation upon generation, our ancestors lived buried beneath the Earth, able to sustain themselves, but they did not thrive. Again, humanity was in jeopardy. With unflinching courage, brave and persistent men reclaimed the surface. They built the first dome and forged the City of Indra. Today, under the guidance of the Independent High Council, our great city is more spectacular than those founders could have imagined. That was the beginning of Indra as we, her proud citizens, know it today.


The birthplace of Indra, now known as Rock Bottom, has since disintegrated. Infested with mutants, Rock Bottom is a testament to what could have become of humanity if our vigilant founders had not forged a new life for us.


Livia looks ahead of the group and studies the stark silhouette of Zavier blocking part of the glaring light. I wonder if Lex, with her gift of exceptional vision, can see past Zavier. He is from Rock Bottom. In The Book of Indra, they made Rock Bottom sound like it was nothing but mutants, but that isn’t true. He is clearly not a mutant, but he is a rebel. In Rock Bottom, I saw how the people live sealed off from the Hub above. It is no wonder the rebels are from Rock Bottom. They fight for the people who live off nothing but the discards of the upper levels.


Lex adjusts Kane’s arm on her shoulder. This feels just like the patrol simulations Kane and I did at the Academy, except this time he’s injured. In those simulations we hunted rebels. But now we’re with a rebel. Lex looks up at Zavier in the front of the group. He’s not much more than a black shape, but I can see he is carrying both his pack and Kane’s. On his large frame, it doesn’t seem to be much effort.


Zavier turns around and walks backward for a few paces. Lex is the only one who can see the blaster slung across his chest and his bright blue eyes behind his shaggy hair and scruffy beard.


Zavier yells, “Pick up the pace back there. Do I need to carry all the packs?” He turns back around.


“Just keep going,” snaps Lex. “We’ll keep up.” He is so arrogant. I don’t trust him. I can’t believe I’m following this rebel, but with the Population Control Forces hunting us, I have no choice. Now I’m a deserter from the PCF, down here with a rebel. Just being with a rebel my life would be forfeit under The Rebel Penalty.





Excerpted from The Book of Indra, Chapter VIII: “Indra: Protecting Our Great Society”


THE THREAT FROM BENEATH: THE POPULATION CONTROL FORCES ARMY PROTECTING INDRA FROM DISSIDENTS


Indra is a perfectly coordinated and finely balanced system. There are those who wish to threaten the stability of the great City of Indra. The disruption of the harmonious operation of the City of Indra cannot to be tolerated. Any group or individual who cause a disruption in the functioning of the city, either by word or action, is considered a rebel and is an enemy of Indra. The lives of those engaged in rebel activities are subject to immediate forfeit as outlined by the Independent High Council Decree VII, The Rebel Penalty.


Most rebel activity can be traced to Rock Bottom. The Special Operations Unit of the Population Control Forces are tasked with patrolling Rock Bottom to eliminate all rebel activity and prevent mutants from coming up into Indra. Citizens of Indra are prohibited from attempting to access Rock Bottom. Any citizen of Indra found in Rock Bottom will be considered a rebel and subject to The Rebel Penalty.


Any citizen who has knowledge of rebel activity must report it to the Population Control Forces. A citizen who does not report rebel activity will be considered a rebel collaborator and subject to The Rebel Penalty.


All citizens’ memories are fed directly into the Archives via the Archive access chip. These memories are Indra’s primary surveillance system and are under constant review. This is for the safety of Indra and all of its citizens.


Lex looks directly into the light, willing her eyes to see more. We’ve left Rock Bottom. This tunnel will take us to the Outlands. I hope this tunnel is as secret as the rebels think, and the Population Control Forces can’t follow us. In these black silitex jumpsuits, we look like PCF troops. Ironic, I was a PCF officer and now I’m a fugitive impersonating one. I bet the uniforms were stolen from the PCF years ago. They are a good idea, though. The jumpsuits will regulate our temperature and prevent us from getting dehydrated in the tunnel.


Livia adjusts her pack. This is heavy, but I can handle it. I’m in good shape from years of zinger training. I am surprised I was able to convince my guardians I should be allowed to practice sword fighting. It is such an indelicate pastime, not an activity for a Proper Indrithian Young Lady. But I’ve abandoned my family’s island of Helix. I’m going to meet my mother in the Outlands. She was alive all this time, and I never knew. Why did she leave me alone on Helix? Why did she leave my sister in the Orphanage? I don’t know what will come next. It should scare me, but it is actually thrilling.


Lex’s ears are alert to the sound of the distant battle. Though it must be a mile above them, Lex can hear the blaster fire as PCF troops rampage through Rock Bottom. People must be dying to help us escape. It’s my fault the PCF are in Rock Bottom. They came down here looking for Livia, Kane, and me. They must have heard that we were here from Lieutenant Hauser. I can’t believe he was down here and found me. I should have shot him when I had the chance.


From behind the light, someone yells, “It’s them! Kill the light!”


The light cuts out and Lex’s eyes adjust quickly to the drastic change. She can see that the bright light they have been walking toward is a floodlight, a giant man standing next to it. There is another huge man just behind him. Both men are standing behind a low barricade, heavily armed with multiple blasters strapped all over their bodies and wearing mismatched pieces of silitex armor. Behind them is a wall of earth. It looks like they have reached the end of the tunnel, a dead end. Lex grabs her blaster.


“What is this, Zavier? Where are we?” Lex demands.


Livia draws her zinger. Kane lifts his head, but just barely. Lex adjusts Kane so he is standing a little straighter. Zavier is the only one who doesn’t seem alarmed by what’s happening.


“Put your weapons down,” says Zavier. “This is the final weapons station. The farthest point of the Rebel Base.”


“We call it Ass End,” says the man who killed the floodlight.


Lex grips her blaster tighter. “Why didn’t you warn us? I could have killed one of them!”


“I doubt it,” says Zavier, unimpressed. “They were behind the barricade and you were a bit slow. Meet Deacon and Sid. They knew it was us coming down here, or we would be dead. Usually they blast first and ask who you are never.”


“Lex is right,” says Livia. “You should have warned us. She could have easily gotten off a shot before you explained.”


“Well, no one got shot. So that’s good,” says Deacon, the man who turned off the floodlight. Reluctantly, Lex and Livia put their weapons away.


Zavier steps up to Deacon and clasps his hand. “Good to see you, Zavier. Been a while. All that noise we hear ’cause of these two?” he asks, gesturing to Lex and Livia. “Are these two really The Twins?”


“This is them,” answers Zavier.


“Well I’ll be core-low,” says Deacon. “Didn’t think I’d ever meet a set of twins. Never seen any in Rock Bottom, and twins have always been against the law in Indra.”


“Amazing,” says Sid, studying Lex and Livia. “They don’t look exactly alike, but they’re definitely twins, right?”


Livia shifts uncomfortably as Sid stares at her face. He is right. Lex and I are not exactly identical, though we do look incredibly similar. We are both tall and slim with brown eyes and dark hair, but I am slightly taller and not as muscular. Perhaps because we have had very different lives. The one thing that is unmistakably identical about us is the tiny neon green mark we each bear in the iris of our right eye.


“Definitely twins,” says Zavier. “They’re Delphia’s girls.”


“Really?” asks Deacon astonished.


“Yep,” says Zavier.


“Done catching up?” Lex’s tone is harsh. “We need to get going!”


“A little bit of bite,” says Deacon, smiling at Lex. “I like this one.” Lex sighs and Deacon’s eyes move to Kane slumped against Lex. “Who’s this guy? He’s not lookin’ so good. You really think he can make it?”


“We don’t need a medical assessment,” snaps Lex. “We need to keep moving.” Lex can hear Kane’s ragged breathing. He is in bad shape. The boosters they gave him before we left helped, but he is still so weak. Please be all right, Kane. I need you to be all right.


“Yes, sir,” says Deacon, giving Lex a crisp nod. “No more chitchat.”


“Come on through,” says Sid. He leads the group behind the barricade and along the back wall to an opening. They enter into a vast, dimly lit room packed with racks of old weapons, boxes of energy cells, and grenades. A worktable in the center of the room is piled with pieces of disassembled weapons in various stages of repair. Deacon follows and stands in the door, where he can keep an eye on the front approach to the weapons station.


Lex looks around and asks, “Are there real weapons in another room, or is this it?”


“This is our main stockpile,” says Sid defensively. “Scavenged from all over. I spend most of my time getting these old relics working.” He picks up a device from one of the shelves that fits in his palm and hands it to Zavier. “Here, take some of these stunners. Made ’em myself.” It is a small ball of wires with a round button at the top. “Push the trigger button hard and throw it. You’ll have five seconds before it sends out a nasty shock wave. Handy for mutants.”


“Sounds good.” Zavier takes a few off the shelf and loads them in his pack.


“No. It sounds terrible, actually,” corrects Sid. “The mutants hate it. Cover your ears after you throw it.”


Deacon adds, “Martine and her new guy were the last team through. They’re still at the Outpost.”


Zavier shrugs. “Thanks for the heads-up.”


“They said they cleaned out two mutant nests, so it shouldn’t be that bad, but still keep your eyes open.”


“Got it,” says Zavier. “Let’s go.”


Sid leads the group to the far end of the room. The back wall is lined with shelves stacked with outdated and grimy weapons. Sid reaches behind a set of shelves and pulls a catch. A portion of the wall swings forward, revealing the hidden entrance to the tunnel.


“In you go,” says Sid. “Tell Martine I miss her.”


“Tell her yourself when she comes back through,” says Zavier dismissively.


The group rushes through with Zavier in the lead, followed by Lex supporting Kane. Livia is the last to go through and reflects, I am leaving Indra, my home. But I can’t turn back. I must move forward.


Sid stands in the opening. “As soon as I close this door behind you, we’re gonna blast the tunnel section you just came through that leads into Ass End so the PCF don’t discover this entrance. With PCF scouring Rock Bottom for our base, and now you ladies too, it’s the only way to be sure the tunnel to the Outlands will stay secret. Once the PCF are out of Rock Bottom, we’ll clear the cave-in. It’ll take several days and a lot of manpower to open it up again, but it’s the safe move. All right, go. Good trip.” Sid pushes the wall back into place.
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The small amount of light that was coming in through the open entrance is now gone. The tunnel is pitch-dark. The air is still and stagnant. Quickly, Lex’s eyes adjust. She can see that the tunnel stretches out in front of them. The ceiling is low with a dirt floor, rough and uneven, covered in rocks. At inconsistent intervals, there are metal supports that line the wall and ceiling.


“Get your beamers on,” orders Zavier, as he pulls a small, black cylinder from his pack. He switches it on and a bright shaft of light cuts through the dark tunnel. Zavier pushes a button on the side of his beamer, and the shaft of light transforms into a soft-edged globe that floats just in front of the beamer. The globe of light moves up from the beamer as Zavier makes an adjustment. “Set your beamers to hover two feet up. It’s better to set the light to follow overhead so we can see the whole tunnel.” He attaches the beamer to his jumpsuit’s shoulder mount. The single sphere of glowing light projected from the beamer floats over Zavier’s shoulder. With experienced movements from her Academy training, Lex pulls her beamer from one of the side pouches of her pack, flips it on, adjusts the light, and mounts it to her shoulder while Livia fumbles with her pack to find hers.


“You need some help, Livia?” Lex asks with a smirk, and pulls a beamer from Kane’s pack.


“No,” says Livia. “I’m perfectly capable of finding my beamer.”


“Sure,” says Lex with a shrug as she attaches Kane’s beamer to his shoulder mount.


Finally, Livia pulls a beamer out of her pack, flips it on, makes the adjustment, and mounts it to her shoulder. Even when all four have their beamers on, the light is meager in the long, dark tunnel.


“Let’s get moving,” says Zavier.


With Zavier in the lead, the group begins to move forward. Livia is behind Zavier. Lex follows, supporting Kane. After just a few minutes, there is a huge explosion. The ground shakes, Lex loses her hold on Kane, and he is knocked to the ground.


“That was the guys blowing the tunnel,” says Zavier. “No way back now.”


Lex crouches down to help Kane up and puts her mouth close to Kane’s ear. She says quietly, “All you have to do is walk. You can do this. You survived being tortured, don’t give up now.”


“You’d kill me if I did,” says Kane.


Lex smiles. “I might.”


Livia crouches down on Kane’s other side and helps Lex get Kane to his feet.


Zavier watches the girls help Kane and says, “I hope your boy can pull it together. I’m not going to carry him, or either of you. Are we ready?”


Zavier turns and walks off into the tunnel. Kane walks with Lex and Livia on either side.


“How far are we going?” asks Lex.


“The first leg is twenty miles,” explains Zavier. “It won’t be easy. It grades up the whole way. Some parts are pretty steep. Plus, it’s rough. Lots of rocks from old cave-ins. That’ll get us to the Last Outpost. It will take the whole day and into the night. We won’t sleep till we get to the Outpost, but we’ll rest when we get there. It’s a small station run by rebels. It marks the edge of the footprint of the dome of Indra.”


“I hate to be indelicate,” says Livia, “but if we are going to be in this tunnel for hours upon hours, how do we relieve ourselves?”


“Leave it to the Airess to be worried about that,” says Zavier, smiling. “If you can’t hold it till the Outpost, you can hang back for a little privacy. But really we should stick together ’cause there are mutants, and you do not want to be alone if they show up. Even worse, with your pants down. Between here and the Last Outpost is the most dangerous stretch for coming across mutant nests and traps. There aren’t really any mutants past the Outpost.”


“In the Academy,” says Lex, “they made it seem like everyone in Rock Bottom was a mutant.”


“Our main training simulation was called Mutants of Rock Bottom,” says Kane.


“We were required to log ten hours a week in the MRB sim,” says Lex.


“They were training you to kill, not to think,” says Zavier. “Easier to kill people if you think everyone in Rock Bottom is less than human.”


Livia’s brow furrows, and she asks, “Are mutants not human?”


“For centuries, Indra dumped its toxic waste down into Rock Bottom. It’s done a lot of damage. There are a lot of people in Rock Bottom with genetic defects, but the mutants are a different thing. Mutants are very dangerous, genetically really far gone, not really human anymore. Mutants are unpredictable and desperate but still intelligent enough to work together. They’re vicious. They’ll take everything you have, kill you, and eat you. They are mostly in Core Low, below Rock Bottom, and out here in the tunnels.”


Livia is shocked. “Eat people?”


“Absolutely!” says Zavier.


“In the Academy no one ever talked about Core Low,” says Lex. “I didn’t realize it was a place. I thought it was just an insult.”


“It’s an insult because it’s a place,” says Zavier. “It’s the lowest, the worst of the worst.”


“Well, let’s not run into any,” says Lex. “How do they get into this tunnel?”


“They live all throughout the old pipes system. Some of those pipes connect up with this tunnel. The mutants are savage and will kill for the kind of supplies and equipment we carry. They set booby traps to catch groups passing through. We need to be ready to fight at any time.”


“I should be in the lead,” Lex challenges Zavier. “I can see in the dark, way beyond the light of our beamers.”


“You’ve never even been down here,” argues Zavier. “I was a tunnel runner. I’ve guided rebels to the Last Outpost too many times to count. I know you hate for anyone but you to be in charge, but too bad. You need to check your ego. Just back off.”


Zavier charges ahead, leaving a gap between himself and the rest of the group.


Lex says to Livia, “I could kill him. He’s such an ass.”


“I hope he’s as competent as he thinks he is,” says Livia.


“He’s been through here before,” says Kane. “I think we have to trust him.”


“Well, I don’t,” says Lex.


After walking for an hour, the group starts to pass through a section with loose, uneven rocks covering the ground. Zavier is still in the lead, though he seems to have slowed, his steps more hesitant.


“Do you need me to be in front?” asks Lex.


“No, I got this,” says Zavier. Just then, he stumbles over a trip wire that knocks down a huge pile of scrap metal. The loud crash reverberates in the tunnel. For a moment they are all frozen.


Zavier pulls out a blaster and yells, “The mutants won’t be far. Get ready.”


Lex pulls out a blaster. Livia draws her zinger. Kane pulls out a blaster, but he is visibly unsteady. Lex and Livia stand on either side of Kane, ready to defend him. Before they are in the light of the beamers, Lex can see a group of revolting mutants coming down the tunnel.


Lex yells, “There are three of them!”


Zavier takes out one of Sid’s stunners. “Cover your ears!” he shouts as he presses the trigger and throws it down the tunnel toward the mutants.


Lex hesitates for a moment but nothing happens. “How long before it goes off?”


“Sid said five seconds!” yells Zavier.


The mutants hurtle toward the group. Their jerky movements make it hard to tell where each hideous arm or leg belongs.


Lex shouts, “It didn’t work!”


“I know!” yells Zavier and mutters, “Stupid Sid!”


The first mutant crashes into Zavier, knocking him to the ground. Its long and powerful arms claw at his silitex. His jumpsuit is torn open and his arm is gashed and bleeding.


Lex takes only a heartbeat to assess the situation. The mutants are splitting up. One’s got Zavier. He’s in trouble. Guess who’s coming to his rescue? She aims her blaster at the mutant attacking Zavier and fires. The shot hits the mutant in the head and it goes down. Without a moment of hesitation, Lex pivots and aims her blaster at the second raw, red, scaly mutant, which is coming straight at her. She fires, hitting the mutant in the neck, and it falls forward, pinning her legs under its dead weight.


The last mutant barrels off the wall, headed for Livia, who is standing guard next to Kane. It is larger than the others, with thick legs and huge rolls of fat that lead straight into a wide head riddled with disgusting, oozing growths. Livia swings her zinger up and across, hitting the mutant’s side and deflecting it backward. Barely disturbed by Livia’s strike, it pivots back at Kane. Livia pushes Kane down. This mutant has chosen the quickest path to death. I will not hesitate like before. I will not let Kane be touched. She jumps over Kane and brings the blade up through the mutant’s chest. The mutant falls dead in front of Livia.


Though it barely lasted two breaths, the attack leaves the group winded and shocked. The tunnel is quiet.


Lex yells, “I need help getting this stinking pile off me.”


Livia rushes to Lex, and together they roll the huge mutant off Lex, and she gets to her feet.


“Thanks,” says Lex. “I’m glad you are so good with that zinger.”


“I’ve learned not to hesitate,” says Livia.


“I bet that mutant wishes you had.”


Zavier slowly rolls to his knees, positions his one good arm underneath him, and pushes himself up. He is shaky, standing with his back against the tunnel wall. Lex walks over to Zavier. The silitex on his upper arm where the mutant struck him is ripped and wet with blood.


“How bad is it?” Lex asks. “Can you walk, or am I gonna have to carry you?”


Zavier looks at his arm. “I’m good. It’s nothing.” He raises his arm, then freezes, breathing in sharply. “No, it’s bad.”


Lex punches Zavier in his good arm. “What is wrong with you? You almost got us killed!”


“Take it easy. We’re all alive.”


Lex pulls off her belt and ties it around Zavier’s arm as a tourniquet to stop his wound from bleeding. “I don’t care what you think. I’m now in the lead with you. At least I will be able to spot a blasted trip wire.”


“Fine,” Zavier reluctantly agrees, lurching forward into a walk. “Try to keep up.”


“You’re unbelievable!” Lex goes to help Livia get Kane to his feet. “You all right, Kane?”


“Yeah. Thanks to your sister.”


“She’s good with her zinger.”


Lex runs off to catch up with Zavier. He is ahead of the group but not by much. Livia and Kane follow, his footsteps slow, barely picking up his feet. Livia can feel his distress. “You are going to be all right.”


“I’m a burden. I’m slowing us down. I couldn’t even defend myself back there. You saved my life.”


“You would have done the same for me.”


Kane sighs. “Yes, I would have, but the point is I didn’t. I couldn’t.”


“You just need to get through this part of the tunnel. Zavier said we can rest at the Outpost. Don’t worry about defending anyone. Just walk.” Livia takes Kane’s hand and they walk together. Kane’s hand is warm in Livia’s. He is weak but so strong too. I feel he is fighting to carry on. He will make it. He has to.


Livia and Kane walk a few paces behind Lex and Zavier. Livia asks, “Zavier, how long has the tunnel been here? Did the rebels dig it?”


“Most of the tunnels have been here since before Indra was aboveground.”


“What do you mean most of the tunnels?” asks Lex. “I thought this was the only tunnel.”


“No. There are lots of tunnels. There are at least three tunnels out of the city, but this one leads to your mother in the Outlands. The first tunnels were dug when everyone was underground. They tunneled up and created the City of Indra, but they also tunneled across and out. There are many tunnels that run under Indra. Some include parts of the old pipe system that brought surface air and water underground to be filtered. The tunnels leading up from Rock Bottom into Indra were blocked or destroyed. The rebels have reopened as many as they can but still have to keep them concealed so they don’t get shut down again. Indra doesn’t want any of us Rock Bottom scum popping out of tunnels into their beautiful, clean city.”


“Are you sure?” asks Livia. “There is nothing about tunnels in The Book of Indra.”


Zavier waves his hand dismissively. “The Book of Indra is all propaganda.”


Lex raises her eyebrows with a smirk. “Propaganda? That’s a big word.”


Zavier smiles. “Impressed? That’s what happens when you are around Roscoe too much.”


An image of Roscoe flashes in Lex’s mind, of him as a tall, lean man in a PCF uniform. He brought his group of rebels to the High Council Building dressed as PCF when we were rescuing Kane. We were pinned down. If it wasn’t for Roscoe and his men, Livia, Kane, and I might not have gotten out of there. We met him just a day ago, but Livia says we can trust him. I trust him only because he and his rebels helped us save Kane.


Livia thinks back to Roscoe in his library, his threadbare Islander clothes under a PCF uniform. Roscoe was an Islander, and now he is the leader of the rebels. How did that happen? He knew our parents. They entrusted him with the Archive memories he showed us. Wonderful, heartbreaking memories of their life together and our birth. I sensed we could trust him. It is because of him that we are on this journey to meet our mother.


“Since he came down from the Islands and became the leader of the rebels, Roscoe has had his own way of doing things,” Zavier continues. “He made me read a lot of those books he’s collected in his library. Now, I sometimes use big words. My point is, The Book of Indra is what the Council wants you to believe.”


“Have you read The Book of Indra?” asks Livia. “Have you ever seen a copy?”


“Nope. I wish I had a copy of The Book of Indra. It would be great for wiping my ass.”


“There’s no need to be vulgar,” says Livia. “What makes you such an authority?”


“I’m not. But Roscoe is. I didn’t even know the book existed till he told me about it. How it’s required reading. Makes sense, though. If you’re in charge, you make everyone learn your rule book. You get to write your own version of history and tell everyone that’s the truth. Roscoe told me about the pledge of Indra too.”


“It’s called the Indrithian Citizen’s Pledge,” says Lex.


“I heard everyone in Indra has to recite it every day,” says Zavier.


“Well, not every day,” says Livia, “but Life Guide certainly had me recite it at the start of lessons.”


“Yeah, we said it every day at the Academy,” says Lex.


“How does it go?” asks Zavier.


Lex and Livia recite together:


We the Citizens of Indra,


Revere the Founders,


Protect the dome, and


Respect the Independent High Council.


We praise the Founders for creating the great City of Indra.


We praise the dome for protecting us from


the deadly world outside.


We praise the Independent High Council for their guidance and wisdom.


We praise Indra.


“That is serious propaganda,” says Zavier.


“If The Book of Indra isn’t true, what is?” asks Livia.


“In Rock Bottom we have the Tellings. They are stories that have been passed down generation to generation. They change a little from family to family but not much. Older people tell them to the younger people to keep our history alive. Some people repeat them every night.”


Livia asks, “How many are there?”


Zavier thinks for a moment. “I know eight or nine. Some people know more. Some people less. So I don’t know how many there are really. There is no official list. They are not written down anywhere. Well, except by Roscoe. He has been writing them down. He wants to keep a record. Not like we could make a book of Tellings anyway. Even if there was a way to print it, most people in Rock Bottom can only read the bare minimum, signs and stuff. And if the PCF found someone with a book like that, a book that basically says the Council is a bunch of liars . . .”


“That would not be good,” says Kane.


Zavier nods. “Yep. No one wants more trouble. So the Tellings are just spoken. No record. Less danger.”


“Can you recite one of the Tellings for us?” asks Livia.


Zavier shrugs. “Sure. What do you want to hear? I know ‘The Beginning,’ ‘The Tunnels,’ ‘The Heel of Indra,’ ‘The Rebels.’ . . . Oh, I know which one to do. ‘The Telling of the Time of the Twins.’ ”


Kane smirks and says, “That’s a lot of t’s.”


Lex is astonished. “There’s one about twins? About us?”


“Don’t get excited,” says Zavier. “It’s not really about you. It’s the twin lore. Everyone knows that one.” Zavier clears his throat and begins to recite in a rhythm different from his normal way of speaking:


THE TELLING OF THE TIME OF THE TWINS


When all were trapped below in darkness


The twins broke through to the light


The life of one brother was sacrificed


Indra was forged in his blood


But all were not free


Indra would crush the bones below it


The Time of the Twins will come again


With these twins there will be no rivalry


When the twin saviors come of age


They will bring freedom to Indra and all its people


On their backs the bottom shall rise up


And Indra shall fall


They will lead all to live in the light


“The twin lore started way back, before Indra was built,” explains Zavier. “Supposedly, the beginning lines of the Telling are about these twin brothers, Andru and Atros. The story is that they were the ones who dug up toward the surface so people could live aboveground again. But the brothers disagreed on what the future should be, so Atros killed his brother Andru and founded Indra the way he wanted.”


“That’s brutal,” says Livia. “I was taught that Atros led us out of Rock Bottom, but I’ve never heard of Andru, or that Atros had a twin.”


“Not in The Book of Indra, ’cause that’s a part of the story they don’t want you to know,” says Zavier. “That’s the version of the Telling I learned growing up, but there is a version that says, ‘A set of twins in their seventeenth year will be discovered and bring freedom to Indra and all its people.’ Whichever version people know, you guys being twins, and seventeen, most of Rock Bottom will think the Telling is coming true. That can be powerful if we use it right.”


Lex interjects, “Use it? You mean use us?”


“Look,” says Zavier, “I don’t believe in prophecies or the Telling coming true, but if just hearing that a set of twins has come can light a fire under the people of Rock Bottom to join the rebels, then I’m all for calling you the Twin Saviors. You two are important. Or could be, anyway.”


“This is stupid,” says Lex. “I don’t think the Telling could possibly be about us.”


“It might not matter whether you believe,” says Livia.


Zavier adds, “Just the fact that you exist could be a self-fulfilling prophecy, and that could be useful.”


The group walks quietly. Livia’s thoughts race. It is so strange to think that this twin lore has been passed on by generations and I never heard of it. And now we are a set of twins in the middle of this revolution. If being a twin is a powerful tool, I will use it, but I won’t be just a pawn. If I can do something useful in this rebellion, I will.


Finally, Livia says to Lex, “We could be The Twins that fulfill the Prophecy. That is amazing.”


“Maybe,” says Lex. “We’ll see.”
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After walking silently for several hours they hear a muffled, crackly voice coming from Zavier’s pack, “Zavier, this is Roscoe. Respond.”


Zavier stops and puts his hand up to tell the others to stop. They impatiently stand and watch as Zavier fumbles with his pack, then pulls out a communications device. The rectangular holocomm has a flickering keypad and looks like it has been patched together from pieces of older components. It is banged up, covered in scratches and dents. It easily fits in Zavier’s large hand. He presses a few keys and a blue projection of a man’s face flickers to life, hovering just above the holocomm.


Lex studies the projection, and though it is small, the image is clear. Roscoe is quite close to the holocomm on his end, and she can see the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes and a wall of books just behind him. It’s Roscoe, from his library in Rock Bottom. When we left, they were under siege by the PCF. At least we know Roscoe survived.


Roscoe says, his voice louder and less muffled, “Zavier, this is Rosc—”


The projection abruptly cuts off with a flicker and a loud burst of static. Zavier inspects the unit. He jiggles a few wires, gives it a hard smack, and pushes a button on the flickering keypad. The projection of Roscoe pops back up.


“It’s Z. Go,” says Zavier.


Roscoe smiles. “Good to see you, Zavier. I’m sure you are anxious for a status report on Rock Bottom. After you all left, we were able to throw the PCF troops off the trail of both the Rebel Base and the girls. PCF didn’t find the base, and the tunnel entrance is secure.”


“Is everyone okay?” asks Zavier.


“There was a lot of fighting and confusion. We lost some good people, but it could have been worse. How’s the tunnel?”


“We’re moving. But slowly. We will be lucky if we get to the Outpost today.”


“Any trouble?” asks Roscoe.


“I tripped a mutant trap. We had to fight off a nasty group of three.”


“Keep Lex up front,” says Roscoe. “She’s got good eyes.”


Lex smiles at Zavier with an “I told you so” look.


Zavier grudgingly nods and answers, “Yes, sir. I’m aware.”


Roscoe tells them that in their supplies they have parts and equipment to repair the communications setup at the Outlanders’ colony, which has been down for more than a month.


After Zavier signs off with Roscoe, Kane points to the holocomm and asks, “What junk pile did you pull that from? I can’t believe it works.”


“Sorry, we don’t get the latest gear down in Rock Bottom,” Zavier says, irritated. “In the upper levels, if it’s not new and pretty, you just throw it away. We have to take what we can find and make it work. This may look like scrap, but it’s heavily encoded so the PCF and the Council can’t monitor us.”


“Sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you,” says Kane. “It’s impressive.”


“It is,” says Zavier as he puts the holocomm back in his pack. They start walking, and Zavier says, “When we get to the Outpost, we’ll have to remove Livia’s chip.”


“What?” Livia’s eyes go wide. “Why? When you removed Lex’s chip, Roscoe said my chip didn’t need to be taken out.”


“We checked your chip and it is only operating at 20 percent. At that level, it can’t be used to track you and it’s not connected to the Archives, but it still has to come out. It was more that we didn’t have time to deal with it in Rock Bottom. Lex’s had to come out immediately or the PCF would have found us. If we weren’t leaving Indra, your chip could stay in, but the chip is a lot more than a locator. It records everything to the Archives and dampens your emotions. It’s also a perimeter control device. If you pass more than two miles beyond the footprint of the dome, the chip will self-destruct. It melts and fries your brain. You won’t die, but your mind will be gone. On the surface, you could go maybe a mile past the irradiated zone. That’s it. Down here, the Outpost is the marker for the edge of the dome.”


“I can’t believe the chips have this perimeter control function,” says Livia. “It is barbaric!”


“You shouldn’t be surprised,” say Zavier. “Indra tells everyone the dome is for their protection, but really it is a cage.”





Excerpted from The Book of Indra, Chapter VI: “Indra: The Dome Is Life”


THE DOME


The dome is for the protection of all of Indra. The irradiated world outside the dome of Indra is uninhabitable. The Independent High Council constantly monitors the world outside in the hope that one day it may be possible to live outside the dome. A time in the distant future, when the toxic air has cleared. A time when the unstable atmosphere, with its extremes in temperature, of boiling hot to below freezing in a day, has calmed and regulated. Until the day the world outside is once again suitable for habitation, the Independent High Council considers the protection and preservation of the dome one of its primary responsibilities.


THE DOME RESTRICTIONS AND PENALTIES


Under no circumstances and for no reason should any citizen attempt to travel outside the dome of Indra. Any attempt to breach the dome is a crime against Indra. Any unauthorized person attempting to breach the dome will be immediately detained, will lose all rights of citizenship, and will be put on indefinite Shadow Status.


Any actions that cause damage to the dome, regardless of intent, are a crime against Indra. Any person who damages the dome will be immediately detained, will lose all rights of citizenship, and will be put on indefinite Shadow Status. Shadowed citizens are rendered voiceless and sentenced to wander the Archives for the remainder of their lives.


THE DOME GATES


There are four egress gates in the dome that are strictly controlled by the Population Control Forces. No unauthorized citizen should attempt to access these gates. The Population Control Forces are able to exit the dome through these gates only under strict conditions in order to inspect the perimeter of the dome and ensure its integrity.


It is every citizen’s obligation to protect the dome, for the dome protects every citizen.


“You can’t safely go any farther than the Outpost,” says Zavier. “We would have removed your chip in Rock Bottom, but with the PCF attacking, there was no time. I can’t believe the citizens of Indra believe the Archive access chip in their wrist is their only connection to the Archives. Of course Indra has put chips in their brains. How else could they record your memories?”


“Indra has been quite successful in keeping the Archives and how they work secret from its people,” says Livia. “I’m ashamed to admit I never really gave it much thought before. I just accepted that Indra was doing whatever it needed to do to protect us. I never thought so much of it was a lie.”


“Propaganda,” says Zavier with a smirk.


“Getting my chip pulled out was not fun,” says Lex. She teases, “Now it’s your turn to get a metal skewer stuck in your brain.”


Livia is quite distressed. “Who is going to perform the procedure?”


“I was going to do it, but now with my slashed arm, I think the chief will have to,” says Zavier.


“Who’s the chief?”


“He’s in charge at the Outpost. He’s the one who taught me how to do the procedure.”


“What is the Last Outpost like? Will it be sanitary?”


“Not exactly, Airess. I’m sure life floating in the air high up on your island was always sanitary. Things are not exactly like that down here. We’ll do the best we can to meet your high standards.”


Lex chimes in, “Livia don’t be so uppity. Zavier took my chip out, and clearly it worked out fine.”


“That remains to be seen,” says Livia.


“What does that mean?” snaps Lex.


“Who knows what the long-term effect of having your chip removed will be?”


“Enough,” barks Zavier. “It has to be done. Or you can always return to your island. Oh, wait. You can’t.”


Kane reassures Livia, “I’ll be with you.”


“Wait a minute,” says Lex, indignant. “I’ll be with her. She’s my sister. Plus, I’ve already been through it.”


“In case you forgot,” says Kane, “so have I. They took my chip out at the High Security Detainment before you rescued me. I was awake and they weren’t concerned with my comfort, and I’m pretty sure they weren’t going to put it back in.”


“You think they were going to leave you without a chip?” asks Lex. “That doesn’t make sense.”


“It does if they planned to kill me.”


“I can’t imagine they were planning on killing you,” says Lex, alarmed. They were going to kill him? I could have lost Kane. Who would order that? Not the PCF. The Council? Why would the Council want him dead?


“My mission to kill Livia had to come from high up. Higher than the PCF. After the mission I was going to basically disappear. When I got arrested by the PCF, they had no record of my mission. I was on my own. I was probably just hours away from being killed or put on Shadow Status. I think I was just lucky you two rescued me when you did. If I had been there much longer, I don’t think I would be alive.”


With relief in her voice, Livia says, “I’m so glad we got there when we did. I could see it was bad, but it never occurred to me they would kill you.” He is already so important to me and he could have died.


Lex breaks in, “Regardless, I can stay with Livia when she has her chip taken out.”


“As much as I appreciate all this attention,” says Livia, “to settle this debate, I’ve decided you both can be there.”


“Thank goodness that is all worked out,” says Zavier sarcastically. “I was so concerned about who would hold the Airess’s hand. So, now that that’s decided, let’s pick up the pace or we’ll never get there.”


The ground becomes wet and they start to smell a terrible odor.


Zavier says, “Enjoy the smell? This is a gift from the city above. We get to slosh through their body waste.”


“This is disgusting,” says Livia, horrified.


“Yep,” says Zavier.


“It’s pretty close to the smell of a hundred dirty diapers crammed into a broken refuse chute at the Orphanage,” says Lex.


Livia gags slightly. “That is revolting.”


“It was,” says Lex.


“Looks like we only have to deal with it for a hundred feet or so,” says Zavier. “I’ve been through here when it’s much worse. Just watch your step,” he cautions. “The ground is slimy and slick. You really don’t want to fall in this.”


“This is from Indra?” asks Livia, her face pinched in a horrible grimace. “I thought the city had clean waste disposal.”


Zavier laughs. “The city has always dumped its garbage in Rock Bottom. Sewage is no different. As long as it goes down, they don’t care where it goes, or if it leaks.”


They move forward slowly. Kane walks close to Livia. He is unsteady and begins to lean heavily on her. Together they have a hard time navigating the slick ground. Kane slips and starts to fall. He is taking Livia down with him when Zavier reaches back and grabs the front of Kane’s jumpsuit, lifting him up before he hits the ground. Without Kane’s weight pulling her down, Livia regains her balance.


“Thank you,” says Livia. “That was superior timing.”


Kane adds, “Yeah, thanks,” as Zavier lowers him back to his feet.


Zavier lets go of Kane. “That’s the last time. Don’t expect me to save you again. If any of us get hurt and can’t walk, break something, twist something, that’ll be it. We can’t turn back, and I’m not dragging any of you to the Outpost.”


“What a gentleman,” says Lex.


“Just facts,” says Zavier. “If you’re down, you’ll stay down. Till a mutant finds you, then you’re dead.”


“You won’t have to,” says Kane. “I’ll make it.”


“You sure about that?” Zavier asks as he adjusts Kane’s pack. “I don’t know what Roscoe was thinking, forcing me to bring you.”


“We get it,” says Lex. “You’re the biggest, strongest tunnel runner expert ever.”


Zavier smirks. “I’m happy we understand each other.”


“Enough!” yells Livia, irritated. “Can we just continue?”


As they walk, Zavier looks down. “Well, the ground is almost dry. At least we’re through the worst of the sludge. Now, since I am the tunnel expert,” he shoots Lex a smile, “you should know that once we leave the Outpost, we’ll be in the tunnel for about three more days. I’ve never been farther than the Outpost, but I hear that part will be very hard.”


Lex interrupts, “Wait. I thought you said you had led rebels out of Indra?”


“I never said all the way to the Outlands.”


“Great! So you have no idea what you are doing.”


“I know more than you!”


Livia says calmly, “Lex, let Zavier finish what he was saying. Everything doesn’t have to be an argument.”


Zavier glares at Lex. “Thank you, Livia. As I was saying, after the Outpost, it will take us three days to reach the exit to the Outlands. There should be less danger of mutant attacks, but they are still possible, especially after we killed three of them. They might send more after us. So we’ll need to be ready for anything and keep watch at night, sleeping in shifts. It will be very difficult with limited supplies, only what each one of us can carry. We’ll all have to pull our own weight,” he says, looking directly at Kane.


“If you are worried about me, don’t be,” says Kane. “I can handle it.”


Zavier is clearly skeptical. “Are you sure?”


Feeling the tension building, Livia asks Zavier, “So how many people have left Indra and made it to the Outlands?”


“It started slowly about twenty years ago,” says Zavier. “I think there were only about ten people who had left Indra when your mother went out after you two were born.”


Livia realizes, I always thought the Islands were as far as I would ever go. I could not have imagined leaving Indra. To think, my mother was the first Islander to leave, and now I’m following in her footsteps. Traveling along the same tunnel she did gives me an odd sense of pride.


Zavier continues, “Roscoe says that back in those days, small groups of five or six would make the trip out, maybe three groups a year. Then about five years ago, the rebels made it easier to get through the tunnel, and more and more started making the trip. The groups were still small, but there has been a group moving through the tunnel almost every month for the past five years.”


Lex asks, “Who’s leaving Indra?”


“In the beginning it was only people from Rock Bottom. Now there are more people from the Hub and Middler level of Indra. That is more complicated ’cause all the Uppers have chips. Not a problem for us in Rock Bottom. No chips. At least that’s one thing we don’t have to worry about. The people of Rock Bottom are the most motivated to try and live outside Indra, but still it’s a hard decision and a difficult journey to make.”


“So does that mean there are around five hundred people in the Outlands?” asks Kane.


“Yeah, genius, that’s some quick math. There are almost five hundred people, give or take, with some deaths and births over the years. But we don’t really get anyone from the upper levels of Indra. I think your mom was one of the first and last from the Islands who wanted to leave. Most people living life up in the Islands have all the advantages, such a decadent and luxurious life. They don’t want to leave or see anything change.”


Livia stops him. “I don’t know about all Islanders, but I felt Helix was a prison. Both the island and my life had very clear borders.”


Zavier holds up his hand. “Whoa. Were you ever hungry or cold? Or afraid that there would be a PCF raid any minute and you’d be killed for no reason?”


“No, but I had no real freedom. I had just been presented at my Emergence Ball and was about to be paired with a Proper Indrithian Young Man to cohabitate, someone I would have barely known. But my ball turned out to be a fiasco. Marius, my guardian on Helix, would have been lucky to have bartered me off to anyone after that scandal. And that would have been my life.”


Zavier is indignant. “You can’t possibly think I can feel sympathy for you. How bad could that have been? You might have moved to a different beautiful island. Most Islanders don’t care that their way of life is made possible by the oppression of the people of all the lower levels.”


Kane interrupts, “Back off, Zavier! Livia is not exactly a typical Islander.”


Lex looks at Kane. “Also, don’t forget that Kane was trying to kill Livia.”


“Thanks for the reminder, Lex,” says Kane coldly.


“He didn’t go through with it, which almost got him killed,” says Livia defensively.


Lex rolls her eyes and sighs. Is this how it is going to be with the two of them? Always together and me on the outside? How am I the odd one out? Kane is my best friend, and Livia is my sister. If anything, Livia and I should be a team or me and Kane. “Don’t be so defensive. I get it, almost dying together bonded you two for life.” Lex stalks ahead, and Zavier follows her.


Livia and Kane trail behind. Kane is visibly wincing with each step. Livia asks, “Did the mutants hurt you?”


“No, I don’t think so, but honestly at this point everything still hurts from the special treatment I got in High Security Detainment. But I’ll make it.”


“I know you will, and hopefully when we get to the Outpost, they will have something to help with the pain.”


“I’m counting on it,” Kane says with a smile that quickly fades to a grimace.


“Does it upset you that Lex seems angry at us?”


“Well, I’m not surprised she is angry,” Kane says with a shrug. “It’s her primary reaction to everything, particularly if she feels threatened. As long as I’ve known Lex, she has always acted as if she doesn’t need anybody, but that isn’t true. Lex doesn’t want to be alone any more than you or I do. At the Academy, she was reluctant to make friends. I was the only one she ever got close to. I’m her only friend. Now you show up and seem to be getting between us.”


“I’m not trying to get in between you two,” Livia argues. “I know you’re friends, but we have our own feelings for each other, and she is clearly not happy about that.”


“And what exactly are our feelings for each other?” asks Kane, raising his eyebrows.


Livia shyly responds, “I was so hopeless that day of my Emergence Ball. I truly believed I was doomed to a life on another island with some Proper Young Man for whom I felt nothing. After all the years of Etiquette Training, my Tutor made me feel that was my destiny, that I didn’t have any choice.”


“Did it really feel like your future was so bleak? From what little I know of your parents, they seemed in love and they had met at Delphia’s Emergence Ball. Maybe you would have met someone like that too.”


“I very much doubt it. I was on display as the Cosmo Airess. I was nothing more than a legendary name and a prestigious island. I’m sure many of the Proper Indrithian Young Men would have offered to cohabitate with me, having nothing to do with who I am as a person. No real relationship was going to come out of that. Then it was your turn at the Courting Dance, and I felt something. In that moment, I hoped maybe the outcome could be different. But then you disappeared.”


“Until I found you in Veda’s stable and tried to kill you.”


“Yes, that was unfortunate,” says Livia with a small grin.


“That’s a nice way of putting it.”


“I was very well trained by my Etiquette Tutor on the List of Acceptable Topics on which Proper Young Men and Women of Indra are allowed to converse, and murder is not one of them.”


“Well, I have never been proper, so it’s okay, and I think we should discuss it. I want you to know, the minute I spoke to you at the ball, I knew I could not complete my mission.”


“But you still came to find me and did pass the pill that was meant to kill me into my mouth,” says Livia, with a hint of confusion in her voice.


“I came to find you because I was intrigued by you. I had already decided not to go through with my mission. I was not going to pass the pill to you, but then you kissed me. I must have bit down on the pill and it started to dissolve in my mouth before I accidentally passed it to you. I never meant for it to get that far. But I didn’t anticipate an Airess being so aggressive.”


“It’s not like you pushed me off right away.”


Kane laughs. “Why would I? I wanted to kiss you. I just wasn’t about to act on it.”


“Well,” Livia shrugs, “you did seem to enjoy it before we both almost died.”


“Almost dying was very distracting,” says Kane with a smile that lifts just one side of his mouth.


“Distracting? Not exactly the word I thought would describe my first kiss.”


“Maybe surprising is better. That’s why I lost control of the pill and passed it to you. The next time we kiss, I won’t be in danger of killing us both.”


“So there will be a next time?” Livia asks playfully.


“Yes,” says Kane matter-of-factly.


The tunnel changes again as the path narrows, and rocky outcroppings hang from the ceiling all the way down to the floor, each obstacle hundreds of tons of sharp rock. They are forced to squeeze in between them, scraping their packs and silitex.


Ahead of Livia and Kane, Lex and Zavier walk without talking. Lex stares down the tunnel. I can’t believe neither Livia nor Kane has tried to catch up with me. It has been at least an hour. It’s like they have forgotten all about me. I will not just let Livia take Kane away from me.


Lex breaks the silence. “You said you were a tunnel runner. There doesn’t seem to be much room to run,” she says as she squeezes through a tight spot. “So what do runners do?”


“Well, we don’t run. We are the lifeline for the people stationed at the Outpost, and we help people leaving Indra. Sometimes we took people through the tunnel who were escaping Rock Bottom, making sure they didn’t have to fight off mutants by themselves. We also brought in supplies for the Outpost. There are a few teams. Always at least two. I had a partner I worked with for a couple years.”


“Why did you stop?”


“I got more involved with Roscoe and had to stop being a runner. Listen, I know I haven’t been past the Last Outpost, but I have heard a lot about it. This part of the tunnel is tough, but the rest will be worse. Kane is really slowing us down. He is barely going to make it to the Outpost. I won’t drag him all the way to the Outlands.”


“You won’t have to,” Lex bites back. “He is tough. He will make it.”


“Look, it’s three days uphill. The two nights, someone always has to be on watch. We’ll have to sleep in shifts and split the watch, so there won’t be much rest. I’m serious. Kane is really not up for this. He is just too weak. I wanted to leave him in Rock Bottom, but Roscoe insisted we bring him, but it’s like pulling a bag of rocks behind us. We should leave him at the Outpost.”


Lex snaps, “We should leave you at the Outpost.”
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Hours later, Livia walks slowly with Kane a few paces behind Lex and Zavier. Livia watches Zavier’s feet. Is it my imagination or is he slowing down? We’ve been walking for hours and we’re all exhausted, even our relentless leader. Is he getting ready to stop? Maybe take a break? We all need it. Abruptly, Zavier stops.


Lex asks, “What is it? What’s wrong?”


“Nothing. We’re here. Finally. That’s the longest it’s ever taken me to get to the Outpost. It’s practically morning already.” Zavier pulls out his holocomm.


Lex looks around. “I can’t see anything. It doesn’t look any different.”


Zavier is smug. “That’s the point.”


Livia and Kane catch up to Lex and Zavier. Livia asks, “What’s going on? Why have we stopped?”


“This is the entrance to the Outpost,” says Zavier. Then he says into his comm, “We’re outside. It’s all clear.”


“Really?” asked Kane, looking around. “Are you sure?”


“Yes!” snaps Zavier. “It’s camouflaged so the mutants can’t find it.”


“Well, it’s amazing,” says Kane. “I’m surprised anyone can find it.”


Zavier speaks into the comm again, his tone more aggressive. “We are outside. It is all clear. Do you copy?” They all wait. There is no response.


“Actually,” says Livia, “I can feel that there are several people nearby.”


Zavier shouts into the comm, “Hey, wake up! We’re outside. It’s all clear.”


There is a long pause. Finally, an image flickers on above the holocomm. A bald man, with his eyes barely open, says in a groggy voice, “Copy.”


Zavier crams the comm back in his pack. There is a loud scraping noise and a section of the tunnel wall slides open. A huge bald man stands just inside the once-hidden doorway. He is holding himself up, propped against the opening. He is nearly as wide as the entrance. Zavier scowls at him as he yawns.


“Sorry to wake you, Ike,” says Zavier. “You gonna let us in?”


“Yeah, yeah. Come in,” says Ike, rubbing his eyes. He moves to the side, ushering them in, revealing a second huge man whose long, unkempt hair hangs in tangles, with more long hair covering his face and shirtless upper body.
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