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1: Nightmare
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Drew’s Journal

Date: [redacted]

This school is nothing like EVA.

For one thing, the routines are immutable and rigidly enforced. We wake at six-thirty and get into our tracksuits. We go out to run the obstacle course, which invariably leaves me wanting to vomit.

Back in the dorm, half our number goes to shower. The showers are three minutes exactly, then the water switches off. It doesn’t matter if you have half a head full of shampoo, no amount of swearing and wrenching on the faucet makes the water come back on. I learned this the hard way.

The other half eats breakfast. You’re only permitted to line up at the counter once, so you need to make sure you get everything you want the first time. Awkward for someone like me, who only gets hungry later in the morning. Back at Etherall Valley Academy, I would have a coffee in dorm, then grab a granola bar to eat on the walk over to the classrooms.

Then we switch: shower then breakfast, or breakfast then shower. We’re clean and fed by seven-thirty, dressed in the academy uniform. I’m not kidding when I say our uniforms are gray camo. I feel like an army cadet. I had to get my hair cut short before I started here, which I hate. I’m used to hiding behind my hair. My eyebrow ring is gone, too. It gave me a stab of regret to take it out. I know Mimi liked it, but it’s already healing over.

We start the school day at eight. Every morning, there’s a class meeting in a small hall that feels as cold as a barn. There, they read out school notices and publicly announce merit and dishonor tickets. Basically, they call us out for good and bad behavior in front of everyone. I have mixed feelings about the process, a mix of disgust and fury. It’s humiliating, no matter whether it’s positive or negative. It’s like a daily declaration that we’re being monitored and a warning not to be unusual in any way. A reminder to conform. Worse, I find I’m getting used to it. I don’t prickle with secondhand embarrassment every time I hear a classmate’s name called. I don’t get so hot in the face when my name is called.

We have classes until eleven, then break for food. Classes until two, then break again for food. Classes until four, then everyone goes back to the dorms for recreation hour, unless we didn’t complete all our work, in which case we stay in class until it’s done.

Night showers at five. Dinner at six. Then we get study time or “free time,” which means board games, reading, or staring at nature and space documentaries on the rec hall screen. Lights out at nine.

I’m starting to lose my sense of self.

Lights out is my favorite time of the day. I lie on my bunk under the army-issue blanket and attempt to block out the snores and farts of the other boys. Then I think about her. I picture her mouth and the way one side hitches a little higher than the other when she smiles. The way her teeth catch on the soft skin of her lips and worry at it until I want to take her face in my hands and kiss away the anxiety.

I can almost feel her warmth. I love to slip my hand around the back of her neck, her hair silky against my fingers. Her cheeks go pink and her eyes darken under my gaze. She says something that makes me laugh. Her eyes light up to see she has amused me, and her lips curve. I try to read her mind. I want to know what’s happening in there. It’s been months since the moment that our souls shared space, and I saw all her fire and courage, her steely strength and searing determination. On the outside, she’s so tender, so human, her hair faintly apple scented. But inside, she’s like a powerful elemental, and it’s awe-inspiring.

I think about the day we kissed in the garden shed—the moment before we got caught by the others. It was the most heated we ever got. She was sitting on my lap, her thighs pressing against me, arms wrapped tight around my neck. Our heights were reversed for once: she was higher than me, kissing downward, and for some reason it was hotter than anything we’d done before. My mind was going places I normally tried valiantly not to let it go. I couldn’t hold it back, though. I had a sense she wanted my thoughts to go there—that hers were there, too. I desperately wanted to touch her but couldn’t do that without her permission, and I wasn’t sure how to ask.

I should have asked. I think she would have said yes. Now all I’ve got is regret.

Last night, while I was lying under my scratchy blanket, thinking about those things and trying not to breathe too heavily, I went spacey, and a vision came to me.

Mimi. She’s in a room I haven’t seen before. She’s seated on a double bed, leaning back against a load of mismatched cushions. There are two people in the room with her, but I can’t see them properly. She’s clutching something to her chest. A piece of paper. She’s crying. Sobbing like her heart is breaking. I smell something sweet and rich. Chocolate?

I jerked fully awake, rattling the bed. Jayden grunted from the lower bunk, and I mumbled an apology.

Why was Mimi so upset? What was on that paper? In a flash, I remembered the letter I left with Piper in case Mimi came looking for me. My heart dropped like a stone in a lake. Fuck. This vision showed me Mimi after she read my letter. 

Has it even happened yet? It might be yet to come. It’s only three days into January, so EVA is in the middle of winter break. She was going to stay with her aunt for the break so that could be where I saw her: in her room at the aunt’s house.

Damn. What a monumental dumbass I am. I wrote that letter to reassure her, to explain and soften the blow of leaving without warning. But all it did was hurt her.

I wanted to soothe her and instead I crushed her.

I’ve got another letter here. I wrote it in preparation for her birthday but have been trying not to send it because I’m supposed to be staying out of her life. But I’ll send it. It explains everything. It explains how I feel about her. I don’t want her to be sad about my absence. I want her to know nothing’s changed.

It’s just that... this is exactly what I’m not supposed to be thinking. I’m supposed to be changing things. This is so confusing. So impossible.

I’d better not send her the birthday letter.

But how can I not?

Date: [redacted]

I wonder when I’ll start writing again. Not writing in my journal. I mean writing stories and poems. I haven’t had any inspiration since leaving Etherall Valley. If I were the sentimental type, I might mumble about my muse, but the truth is, it’s probably exhaustion. This place wears me out. It’s all I can do to write in my journal at the end of the day.

I was saying the same thing to Luka and Jayden over dinner. Luka said he gets it. He doesn’t have any energy left for his creative outlet, either (he builds robots for fun). When I suggested that this place saps us of all individuality and revolutionary urges, Jayden started defending the academy, saying how it saved him from a life of delinquency. Luka shot me a private smirk.

I thought EVA was a hotbed of drama, but this place takes kids who’ve been in real trouble. I’m talking about crime, assault, violence. They keep us all completely separated from the other age groups—I’ve barely caught a glimpse of the younger years—but I’ve heard the stories. I’m with the seniors: a group of thirteen guys. Some of them have been in juvie. Some have harrowing stories from their former lives. Some were homeless before they got selected for the academy; others have parents doing time. Most of us didn’t go home for Christmas and the depressing truth is that some barely have homes to go to. Luka is estranged from his parents and was living at a youth center. Jayden had run away a bunch of times and ended up squatting in a derelict house on the edge of town. He got picked up by a social worker and recommended for the school. He was only fourteen. They tell me there are guys here who’ve been involved in much worse stuff.

I don’t think I want to know the full extent of it. I already feel like an imposter, being here when I’ve got my cushy life with my middle-class family who love me and whom I love. I do well in most of my classes. I’ve never been in real trouble. I don’t think skipping the odd class to go for a walk in the woods counts. I’m not in the same league as some of the guys here.

No, my place at Sterenbold Academy simply enables me to exile myself from Mimi. I’m here because Sterenbold forbids phones and computers. Everything is done the old-fashioned way, through books and handwriting. Our contact with the outside world happens through letter writing and scheduled calls from the school’s landline.

I’m here of my own accord, though. I’m here trying to dodge fate—because no one knows better than I do how hard fate can chase. I feel like the ancient Greek, Orpheus. There was a warning of ill-omen at his wedding, but the couple ignored it. His wife went for a walk and promptly got bitten by a viper. Ms. Deering’s “intuition” about me and Mimi is a warning that fate wants to bite us, but Mimi refuses to stop walking toward the viper’s nest.

Taking myself away from the situation was the only thing I could think of doing to subvert the course of destiny. At Sterenbold Academy, I can trust myself to maintain minimal contact with Mimi and the others. I’d like to say zero contact, but I’ve already messed that up by writing the letters.

I did send the other one. I put it in the mail to Piper and asked her to deliver it to Ms. Deering the week before Mimi’s birthday. I suppose my strategy was letting Ms. Deering decide whether she should give it to Mimi or not—I took the decision out of my hands. It helped with the guilt. Now I just need to resist writing to her again.

Date: [redacted]

This rain is depressing me. We’re not exactly cooped up. We still have to do our morning exercise, splashing through mud on the obstacle course (rows of our dirty sneakers are lined up on drying racks every day). So we’re allowed outside, in a way, but the rain is just so relentless. Even when it stops for brief interludes, the world is sodden and dripping. There’s no respite. Everything smells damp and I feel like I might grow mold if I stand still for too long.

Jayden says he’s never seen rain like this and he’s lived in the north his whole life. He heard a rumor that the dams are getting full and some towns are experiencing flooding—rivers breaching their banks and water getting into the houses. I asked a couple of the teachers how far the flooding has spread and they assured me that we’re safe here.

“That’s not what I wanted to know,” I said as Mr. Backshall turned away to help another student.

Luka asked, “What did you want to know?” and I told him I wanted to know if it’s flooding all over Menoa County. In my hometown, for example. 

Jayden leaned over and spoke softly, as if he didn’t want others to hear. “I heard it’s all over. Not just the county—all over the state. All over the country.”

I told him that was bullshit. Rain doesn’t happen simultaneously across an entire country. But Luka looked worried and it got me thinking, unease setting in like an infection. Then, while I was sorting my laundry, I had a vision of water everywhere, full of debris, chunks of concrete, trees. Swirling, muddy and dirty. The smell of old smoke and decay.

The flood.

To: Piper Ellery

Address: [redacted]

Sender: Drew Ellery

Dear Pooper,

Just a quick letter because I’m on the roster to help cook dinner tonight. In answer to your question, yes, we have cubicles to shower in and yes, they have doors. No, we do not all stand in a row showering together and, by the way, your interest in this topic is bordering on unhealthy.

Thanks for delivering that letter for me. I know I’m being contradictory—one minute saying don’t tell me if anyone makes contact and the next minute asking you to play courier. Did Mimi say anything to you? One day I’ll tell you all about it. In the meantime, I appreciate you helping me shield Mom and Dad from my complications and trusting that I’m not involved in anything dodgy.

I have to ask, have you heard anything about flooding? Is it raining an abnormal amount in Etherall Valley? The rain is unbelievable up here but because they don’t let us watch the news or go online, I’ve got no idea if it’s affecting other areas. Write and let me know.

Huh. A bell just started ringing in the corridor. They might just be testing the alarm—I’ll wait and see what the other guys do.

... Or not. I can hear the dorm supervisor shouting from the corridor. Must be an evacuation drill. Gotta go. Write back quickly, okay?

Love, Gru
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2: Fever Dream
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Date: [redacted]

I don’t know what’s happening.

I woke up in a cot inside a long, white marquee-style tent. There was a whistling, howling noise and the walls were trembling. A man stood beside me, changing a fluid bag that was intravenously connected (I realized) to me. He finished what he was doing, stepped closer and took hold of my wrist to check my pulse. That was when I rolled out of bed, the cannula ripping out of the back of my hand as I went. I staggered around the tent, bleeding from the wound in my hand and trying not to black out.

The man said, “Calm down, mate.”

My only thought when I heard his accent was: How the fuck did I end up in Australia?

I demanded to know who he was. He said his name was Lachie and he was a nurse. But when I asked where I was and why, he hesitated. He said it wasn’t his job to explain things and he’d try to find someone more senior. Then he asked if he could fix the cannula. He said it was just electrolytes and fluids to make sure I was hydrated while I was unconscious. I let him put it back in and sat on the edge of the cot, heart racing and throat feeling like I’d eaten glass.

A woman appeared, vaguely familiar. She was tall and poised and looked like she belonged in an ad for hair conditioner, but she was dressed in a tracksuit and old sneakers. She said her name was Marta.

“Do I know you?” I asked. 

She nodded and told me she was the CEO of an energy corporation and the chair of our school board. She said we were in Sterno Crater and gave me a long, gentle explanation in words of two syllables or less, as if speaking with a fretful preschooler.

There’s been a natural disaster. A dam wall broke and flooded the entire valley through Davenport, creating a water zone. No streets or houses remain; just the tops of the trees poking out of the water here and there. They suspect there was also tectonic plate movement, causing a tsunami that brought more water off the coast. In short, the whole area is underwater. Comms networks are down, so we don’t know how widespread the flooding is. They suspect the whole region is affected, possibly beyond. We’re not getting any signal from the outside world. No one has come to search for us. We’re isolated in Sterno Crater, a place I’ve heard of but never visited. Marta said it sits far above sea level, like a bowl of stone.

She wanted to know if I remembered anything about getting here. I can only remember getting marshaled outside to an evacuation point in the Academy’s sodden car park and being told to wait. We stood in a huddle in the rain, ankle-deep in water. Jayden shoved his hands in his pockets and said, “Knew it. Flood.” Luka stared across the car park at a group of teachers talking in low, serious tones under their umbrellas.

I told Marta what I recalled, and her perfect-arch eyebrows pulled downward. “Nothing more?” I shook my head. 

She broke the news that I’ve been unconscious for almost a week. My brain felt like it was tripping over itself. I asked how I could find out about my family and friends. She said we’re all in the same boat, waiting for rescue or news from the outside world. I tried not to freak out while Marta sat there looking compassionate and saying I should take my time to adjust to the news. That there would be grief and fear. 

I’m sure my family would have made it to higher ground. The Lydenburg Mountains, maybe. Did they get time to take the cat? Did anyone remember her? It was that random thought that caused the reality of the situation to bust through my consciousness like a bee-sting breaking the skin. Everyone might be dead. I started hyperventilating and demanded Marta tell me everything.

Her company was developing new tech to pick up electromagnetic shifts that could trigger natural disasters. They got an unusual reading and notified the authorities, but no one took it seriously. They tried to warn local schools, hospitals and community centers. Some responded but not many. Marta and her colleagues headed for higher ground—Sterno Crater—and on the way, came across a bus accident. Sterenbold Academy’s bus. It was too late for most of them, but they gathered the injured and brought them to the crater, too. That was how I got here: they found me unconscious but alive.

I was freaking out so badly by now, Lachie put something from a syringe into my IV. Before I could even protest, my body wouldn’t cooperate anymore. I think that happened yesterday. Today I managed to sit up and eat, but I feel too weak to get out of bed. It’s taken all my energy just to hold this pen.

Date: [redacted]

Are any of the people I love alive?

I think of Mimi and hate myself for ever holding back. I should have spoken her name with every breath, told her I love her every day, kissed her every time we met.

Marta said we’re still cut off from the world. “We’re trying everything to make contact,” she said. “One of our younger ones, Luka, was in a scouting party at the east rim, and claims he heard a helicopter.”

Wait, Luka’s here? I sat staring at her blankly, my mind stumbling like a drunk. Then Marta suddenly said I might know her better as White Fox.

She told me she’s been part of the Order of Aster for most of her life but recently became aware of the rogue Asterions who were going after the gifted seven. She was going to leave the Order but decided she could do more good if she stayed in there and leaked their secrets. She said she’s now sure that Boxe is rogue.

“Great,” I said. “So even if my friends survived the flood, they’re still at EVA with a rogue Asterion.”

Marta said I did the right thing by leaving. “Boxe can’t use you until the next convergence of your powers.”

The Asterion conspiracy feels unimportant now. I wanted to get out of bed, but when I tried, my body felt wasted and I moved like a baby learning to walk. Marta and Lachie tried to get me to lie back down but I forced myself to stay upright. I’ll never get better stuck on my back all day. 

I staggered over to the tent door and peered out. Grit immediately hit me in the eyes, and I squinted against it. Small domed tents bloomed across our section of the rock bowl like desert plants. The wind battered them so hard, some were almost lying flat. It wasn’t raining. Maybe the flood waters will recede.

I asked about the two big, dirty machines humming and coughing beside the medical marquee.

“Our generators,” Marta said.

I started to push my way through the flapping door and Lachie grabbed my arm. “What are you doing, mate?”

I wasn’t actually sure what I was doing. I just knew I wanted to see more—to work out how to find my family. The other six and Ms. Deering. Mimi. Lachie pulled me back inside, reminding me that it was blowing a gale out there. Marta said I could go outside when I was stronger. I asked if I could speak to Luka.

“He’s across the crater right now, helping the engineers, but I’ll send him in to see you as soon as he’s back,” Marta promised. She handed me my journal, which was sitting on the floor beside my cot, and talked me into sitting down. “Do some writing,” she urged me. “You need to keep your mind calm. Trust me, we’re doing everything we can to contact the outside world.”

I sat there attempting to remember the evacuation, the bus accident, anything. It was like a black hole in my memory. Eventually Luka turned up. He grinned when he saw me sitting up and made a joke about me doing anything to get out of work. I’ve never been so glad to see a familiar face.

I interrogated him about the outside world, but he didn’t know anything. “I’ve been out every day, helping Gerhardt and Penelope test for signals all over the crater. Nothing yet.”

I asked what they could see from the top of the crater walls. “No one can get up there to see because of the wind. It’s too dangerous. Even if we made it to the top, we’d be sucked off the edge.”

I asked about drones, radios and satellite phones. “All we’ve got are a few solar panels, a broken base station, that sort of thing.” He grimaced. “I know it’s stressful. I’ve had a week to get used to things. Don’t worry—it gets easier. I’m just glad you woke up.”

“The rain’s stopped,” I said. “The flood waters should drop now, right?”

He told me about the ceaseless rain draining away into cracks in the rock bowl. An aquifer under the crater that they were praying wasn’t approaching its capacity. The wind speeds so high, they lost significant supplies on the first night in the crater, when stacks of blankets and boxes of food blew away. I didn’t realize I was hyperventilating again until Luka grabbed my hand and squeezed it so hard it hurt. He apologized immediately afterward. “I needed to snap you out of it. We can’t panic here.” He handed me a canteen of water.

I took it, nodding, trying to breathe. “How can I help?”

“Get better,” he said. “The sooner you’re strong again, the more you can help. We’re just playing a waiting game at the moment—hoping someone on the outside works out that we’re here. I swear I heard a helicopter the other day, though.”

It gave me hope, and in that instant, I was incredibly relieved that it was Luka who survived the bus crash with me.

Date: [redacted]

I woke up feeling stronger this morning. Lachie wasn’t around, so I got out of bed and hunted for some clothes to get dressed. I found my Sterenbold Academy tracksuit stuffed into a plastic bag. I was halfway into the pants when a girl came into the medical marquee and almost gave me a heart attack because for a second, I was sure it was Mimi.

She froze when she saw me in my underwear, then laughed and spun around so she had her back to me. “Sorry!”

I clambered into my pants. Now I knew she wasn’t Mimi, I fought the urge to howl with despair. I hadn’t realized how delicately held together I was before that moment. When I was dressed, she turned around cautiously. She had long, dark hair a lot like Mimi’s and was a similar height and build, but more tanned and maybe more athletic. Muscular, like a gym user. And dark blue eyes, not Mimi’s gray.

Her lips twisted into a smile. “What an introduction!” She told me her name was Cynthia and she was a freshman at Davenport College, then gave me the story of how she ended up in Sterno Crater. She’d been driving home for the weekend and her car got caught in floodwater. She was rescued by a group of people in an off-road vehicle and they drove her to the crater. “I’ve been helping out in the camp hospital. I’m studying nursing so I have a little medical knowledge.

I asked where the other hospital patients were, and she said everyone else had recovered or ...

The hesitation told me what I wanted to know. “Some died?” She nodded with a grimace and said the bodies were wrapped up and stored away from the campsite for burial when we get out. I pictured the dead bodies decomposing somewhere in the crater and felt bleak. Cynthia took my blood pressure and temperature, then suggested we go get some breakfast.

“I want to help Luka with checking for a signal.”

“You can’t do that on an empty stomach.” I realized I had no idea what I was doing. I didn’t know where to find Luka and I didn’t even know where to get food. Or find a bathroom. Better to stick with Cynthia for now.

We had breakfast in a sea container. Not kidding. There are four sea containers and one of them holds boxes of food—protein bars and pre-packaged snacks. Rice and canned beans. We went in there and Cynthia asked for rations. A big guy she introduced as Gerhardt handed us bars and packets of dried fruit and topped up our water canteens, marking it all off on an inventory. We fought against the wind to get to another sea container where there were chairs and upturned crates. A few adults were sitting there, drinking what smelled like coffee from enamel mugs. Cynthia and I sat down and ate. She opened our canteens and dropped a tablet into each.

“Water purifiers,” she explained. “We’re pumping water from the aquifer through the cracks in the crater rock. We don’t know if it’s safe to drink untreated.”

Nice. I stared down into my water. It looked clean enough. I sipped it and it tasted very slightly chemical, but drinkable. Every time I looked up at Cynthia, a jolt went through me because her hair was so much like Mimi’s. She had seashell earrings on, and I wondered if Cynthia loved the beach. She had that look about her.

I never got to have a summer with Mimi. We never got to share ice cream or go swimming, holding hands underwater. We never got to spend long days together outside of school or catch a bus to the beach. I never got to see her laughing in the sunshine.

“You don’t like raisins?” Cynthia was frowning at me.

I ate my raisins.

After we’d eaten, Cynthia offered to show me around. We got into a low-speed electric buggy like the ones the cleaning staff use to get around resorts. She drove, the buggy whining as we bumped along the crater surface. She said another sea container was stocked with medical and hygiene supplies and the last one was a space for the camp leaders to have meetings. She took me to meet some people dotted around the place, working on various equipment. I met an engineer named Mahmoud, who was refueling the water pump, and then a mechanic called Penelope. She was thin and middle-aged with long, iron-gray hair, and was screwing a device onto a black pole lying on the ground.

“Are you any good with your hands?” she asked me.

Was I any good with my hands? Not really. “I’m good at doing what I’m told,” I answered.

Cynthia laughed. “That’s not what I’ve heard.” I frowned at her, but she just grinned and said, “Are you happy to stay and help Penelope, then? I promised Marta I’d inventory the medical kits.”

I agreed and she drove off. I immediately embarrassed myself by passing Penelope the wrong tool when she asked for a ratchet screwdriver. “Have you been to the edge of the crater?” I asked.

“No.”

“Why not?” I asked. 

“It’s too dangerous.” She gestured at the sky, presumably to indicate the howling wind. 

“But how do we know for sure that the flood has cut us off?”

She still didn’t look up from her task. “Why else wouldn’t we be able to communicate with the rest of the world? Why else wouldn’t we have been rescued yet?”

“But Luka heard a helicopter, right? So there’s someone out there.”

She shrugged. “Luka thought he heard a helicopter. Might have just been the wind.”

I peered into the gritty blast, trying to see the edge of the crater. I recognized the view. I’ve had visions of curved rock sweeping up into the sky: the crater wall. It looked difficult to climb—probably impossible without mountaineering tools. “I really think we need to get up there to see what’s happening,” I said.

Penelope paused long enough to give me a direct look. “It’d be suicide, young man.”

Her expression just made me want to do it even more. “This is ridiculous. How can we be sure we’re alone? We have no idea if anyone else is alive. And if we’re the last survivors, what’s the point of any of this? It’s not like we can repopulate the earth with a couple of dozen people, even if we wanted to.”

Penelope was staring at me now. “You haven’t really had time to adjust, have you? I’m not sure you should be out here working, at this stage.” She started to get to her feet. “I’ll signal Cynthia to come and get—”

“No, stop!” I said. “I’m okay, I promise. I want to help. What are we working on, here?”

She paused, then indicated the pole on the ground. “It’s a base station for an aviation band radio. We’re hoping to pick up a signal if there’s anyone flying around out there. But the pole won’t stand against this wind. We’ve tried a few things—bolting it into the rock, wedging it with supply boxes. But nothing’s worked so far.”

I looked around, but she was right: there was nothing to bolt this pole to. It was about thirty feet long, lying on its side. The wind was rolling it slightly where it lay. “What about if you set it up closer to the crater wall,” I asked. “That might act as a windbreak.”

“And attach it to what?”

I had no answer for her.

Penelope got up, wiping her hands on her overalls. “Come on. I’m done here for now. Let’s head back.”
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3: Sleepwalker
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Date: [redacted]

During my waking hours, memories wobble in and out of view. I get tired quickly and seem to need interminable amounts of sleep. Do I have a brain injury from the bus crash? I think about my mom and dad; I think about Piper and my friends at EVA. They’re fleeting thoughts, passing so quickly, I can’t get a handle on them. Or maybe I don’t want to get a handle on them. I feel almost frightened that I’ll think about them too hard, then I’ll have to face my losses.  

The only solid thing in my mind is Mimi, bent over her sketchpad, hair hanging down like a dark sheet of night, her hand making confident lines. She looks up and her gray eyes meet mine, direct and unafraid.

When she sketched, I used to try to understand what it was in her head that allowed her to see an object and render it on paper. I was supposed to take her to an art gallery for her birthday. I wanted to watch her eyes brighten when she saw an artwork she liked. I wanted to learn from her about light and form. And I wanted less lofty things from the date, too—like sharing waffles and kissing the maple sweetness of her lips.

She can’t be gone.

The other thirty-odd people in the crater camp are optimistic that we’re not the only ones left. I don’t understand why. Mona used to call me a Schwarzseher, German for pessimist—literally “darkness-seer.” But there’s no evidence that anyone else has survived the flood. The sky is silent. No planes, no helicopters; no sirens. What if no one’s looking for us? The idea bites me, itches me, like a flea infestation. The others talk about when we get out of here, but how exactly are we supposed to do that? Maybe the thought of being left behind is too much for them.

“How did we get into the crater?” I asked Cynthia this morning. 

“You really don’t remember?”

I managed to keep my temper. “Of course I don’t. I was unconscious.”

“No, you were awake,” she said. “We parked the vehicles at the outer rim of the crater. By then, the water was chasing us up the sides. We formed a human chain and abseiled down into the crater. We lowered the injured, strapped to stretchers. But you were awake, Drew. You were helping me with an unconscious man, remember?”

I have no recollection of this. I pressed her for more details, asking why we’re not using the ropes to make our way back out of the crater.

“We nearly died getting in here,” she answered. “We don’t want to risk anyone’s lives again.”

They all seem so focused on saving our lives, while all I want to know is whether anyone else in the world survived.

Date: [redacted]

I didn’t get to show Mimi my writing. I never showed my work to anyone if it wasn’t required for a school assignment—unless you count the time my father submitted my poetry to a competition without telling me. I was so angry at him, and he was astonished. “But you won,” he kept saying, his eyes wide and puzzled. “It’s very good poetry, my boy.” He never understood that.

But I considered showing my work to Mimi—maybe one of the poems I wrote about her. I would have had to run away and hide in a basement somewhere while she read it, of course, then hope she never spoke of it again. But I seriously contemplated letting her read something of mine. She asked on several occasions, and each time I gave her my standard reply: “It’s still a draft.” But something about her made me want to give her my entire self, even in rough draft.

I’ve got a kind of role in the crater camp now. They paired me up with Mahmoud first, but I annoyed him because I’m so slow to work out what tool is what, so they sent me to work with Penelope instead. She’s more patient.

I gave some thought to the base station problem. We’ve got the four sea containers, which are heavy and stable against this relentless wind. If we push all of the sea containers up against each other in a star formation, then wedge the pole in the middle, we could use rope to tether it to the tops of the containers. That might be enough to keep it upright. I suggested it to Penelope, and she looked thoughtful. She said she would talk to the engineers about it.

Every couple of days, they send Luka and some of the other young, strong ones to search the crater for water or food sources. I always ask if I can go with them, but Marta says I’m still too weak. The embarrassing truth is I do feel weak, and I think she knows that. Cynthia watches me with a sympathetic look on her face whenever I ask for permission to go with Luka. It irks me. I don’t want anyone’s compassion. All I want is to be allowed to climb the crater wall so I can find out if anyone I care about is still alive. 

Date: [redacted]

I think I had a vision this morning. I woke up tired—always so damn tired—and tried to force myself to get out of bed, but without success. I was lying there with my eyes shut against the bright white of daylight through the tent wall and I saw Mimi drawing again. She was using black ink on lined paper, drawing a building. Her hand moved fast beneath the pen. Then I saw a flash of the water again: a flood. Filthy water covering the land. A stone... city?

Cynthia came in just as I opened my eyes. She paused and asked, “Are you okay?”

“I was dreaming.”

“While you’re awake?”

“I have visions sometimes,” I said, sounding like a complete freak.

“Of what?”

I blurted out what I’d seen and she studied me for a long moment. “Do you mean to say you saw a city?”

I couldn’t help a groan. “You’re not one of them too, are you?”

“One of who?”

“The Asterions.”

Cynthia shot me a half-smile and came closer. “The cult members? No, I’m not one of them. But I’ve heard them talking about a city.”

“I know Marta is a member,” I said. “Who else?”

“Gerhardt, Penelope, Mahmoud—I’m not sure about the others. I’ve heard them talking about you—about the visions you have. They think you can lead them to a city. I mean, that’s horseshit, right?”

“Yes,” I said, “absolute horseshit.” 

“But...” She trailed off, biting her lip. “But you’re seeing images of the flood—and a city—in your mind?”

I said nothing.

“Are you going to tell them?” she asked. 

I shook my head. “Please don’t say anything. The Asterions can be very weird about my visions.”

“And it’s not at all weird that you have visions,” she said.

“Of course it’s weird. But not murderous weird.”

Cynthia’s expression changed. “Oh, I see. I won’t say anything, I promise.”

Date: [redacted]

I keep seeing visions of a building, mostly as an ink sketch appearing under Mimi’s hand. But also an actual city from the top of a mountain, with a vast stone bridge stretching out across the valley toward it. Why? One of Mimi’s ghosts once told her that the Asterion prophecies were a “fool’s dream,” so why am I getting visions of a city? Were we wrong all along, and the Asterions were right? I can’t believe that.

And sometimes my visions feel all wrong. They normally last for just moments and come when I’m wide awake. Now they’re hazy, monochromatic, and go on longer than usual, coming to me when I’m half asleep, as if I’m struggling out of a dream. With this and the memory loss, I can’t help worrying that there’s something very wrong with my brain.

Date: [redacted]

They’re sending Luka on a mission to try to scale the crater wall. 

Only the strongest will go: three men and one woman. Of course, that doesn’t include me. I pleaded, but the decision was made by the ones who have taken a group leadership role: Marta, Gerhardt and Mahmoud.

They told me I’d simply slow the group down. The plan is to cross the crater to the most protected point, where the wind is at its lowest. They’ll find a location where the crater wall is only moderately steep and throw up a grappling hook. The first person to go up will try to drill some expansion bolts into the wall so the next can follow more safely. They want to get a view of the outside world to see if the floodwater has receded. If that’s what they see, we can make a plan to get us all out of here. They leave tomorrow.

In the meantime, Cynthia and I have been assigned to help Penelope erect the base station between the sea containers, according to my plan. 

Cynthia’s becoming a good friend. She tells me about her life before the flood, and I share some of my visions with her. She keeps them to herself. She gets me to make up a story for her whenever she doesn’t want to think about our reality, and she reminds me when I forget to use the purifier tablets in my drinking water. It’s good to have an ally, especially with Luka always so busy.

Date: [redacted]

I never got to introduce Mimi to my family. I never got to see my dad immediately decide she was the bee’s knees, because that’s the kind of guy he is. I never got to see my mom judge Mimi over her lack of obsession with grades and her future, but kind of like her anyway. I never got to see Piper watch Mimi like a hawk to make sure she was treating me right, then decide they were a team and encourage Mimi to ridicule me alongside her. I never got to suffer through an extended family luncheon where Mimi could meet my borderline racist uncle or my radical grandmother. She never got to witness an Ellery family argument or taste my father’s onion bhajis. She never got to be scratched by my moody cat.

I never got to meet her family. I never got to sit in awkward silence with her brother. I never got my face stuffed full of food by her mother, who Mimi describes as an overzealous feeder. I never got to be bored by her father, who she describes as a walking infodump. I never got to squeeze her hand under the Thanksgiving table or steal a kiss on the stairs. I never got to see her bedroom. I imagine it’s got dark blue walls, completely covered in art and posters. A desk laden with messy art supplies: broken charcoal and pencil sharpenings, feathers, shells, bones and snakeskin. An unmade bed and maybe a plush zombie toy.

This grief keeps threatening to suffocate me.

Luka and the other four left early this morning on the crater wall mission. I watched them hike away through the howling wind, their faces wrapped in scarves, goggles or sunglasses to protect their eyes. Afterward, when Cynthia and I went to get breakfast, I noticed how much the supplies had dwindled. So many empty crates and boxes. Gerhardt guards the remaining food like a dog with a bone, and we only got half a protein bar each this morning.

I wish I was religious so I could pray. All I ask is that the water level has dropped enough so that we can get out of here. Then I can go and see if anyone I love is still alive.

The base station survived the last couple of nights, propped up between the sea containers. Marta came to see me this morning and thanked me. “It was a brilliant idea.” 

I’m relieved that I’m not completely useless. I asked her how long she thought Luka and the others would be away. She told me it takes a day and a half to hike to the edge of the crater, then they’ll need to set up a camp. After that, the hard work begins. “Two of them will stay on the ground at all times,” she said. “If there are any accidents, they can come back and let us know.”

I feel sick about it. I wish I were stronger so I could go with them. I’m physically fine, but I’m just so damn tired all the time—and these visions are messing with my head. I no longer know if I’m seeing the future or just seeing what I want to see.

I was tempted to tell Marta about the visions of the city today but got cold feet. It’s too dangerous. I mean, as White Fox, hacking into our Collabor8 chats, Marta only ever tried to help us. She’s the one who convinced me to split the group so the Asterions wouldn’t come for us. But I still don’t know who we can trust. We’ve never known who we can trust. Take Penelope, for example. She seems completely normal and if Cynthia hadn’t told me, I would never have known she was also an Asterion cult member.

While Penelope and I were working on the base station, I asked her who she missed the most and she told me she’s lost a son. I asked if she was sure she’s lost him, and she said was.

At least I’m not yet sure of who I’ve lost. 

Date: [redacted]

I think someone has touched my journal. When I made my cot today, I left it peeking out from underneath the pillow. When I came back to bed in the evening. It was tucked completely underneath, no edges showing. 

I don’t like that. Why would anyone care what I am writing? It must be the cult members. They know I’m the prophet. They want to know what I’m seeing—if I’m having any visions. I shouldn’t have written anything about White Fox. I shouldn’t have written anything about my visions either, but it’s too late now.

I’ll keep my journal with me at all times from now on. If they want to read it, they’ll have to fight me for it.

Date: [redacted]

I never got to travel with Mimi. We never got to drive an unreliable car across the country for a Hoodwynk concert, or to visit Disneyland. We never got to save up our money for a summer backpacking trip in Europe. We never got to go to Mumbai to visit my grandparents. We never got to be on an adventure together that didn’t involve a threat to our lives—to marvel at architecture, or argue over a map, or get upset stomachs from street food somewhere. We never got to fall asleep on a bus, resting against each other, her hair tickling my ear. 

There’s no word from the crater wall party yet. They’ve been gone for three days. I asked if there was any chance of sending a secondary party to check up on them. The leaders said no. Gerhardt said, “Let’s stick to the plan. We’re not expecting them back yet.”

“The food is running out,” I said, like he didn’t already know this.

“We’ve changed the rations,” he said. “Cut them down by a half. We still have a couple more weeks’ worth of food left.”

“What about the purifying tablets?” I asked. “How many of those have you got?” 

Mahmoud and Gerhardt exchanged a glance. “Enough, for now. We can start boiling the water if necessary.”

I got Cynthia alone. “Will you come with me? I want to follow the crater wall party.”

Her eyes went wide. “What are you talking about? We can’t do that!”

“We’ve heard nothing. What if they need help?”

“Drew, the leaders said no,” she said. “We can’t follow the mission.”

I stopped talking about it but caught Cynthia watching me worriedly later in the day. 

I feel like I’m going mad. I need to know what’s on the other side of the crater wall. 

Date: [redacted]

Marta just addressed the crater camp. Penelope picked up a signal on the aviation band base station overnight and had a brief conversation with someone on the outside. We don’t know the man’s name and they didn’t speak for long. The signal kept breaking up. But we know someone is alive—someone with a helicopter. 

2pm

Marta just came to see me. Penelope made contact with the pilot again and asked for a status update on the flood. He confirmed it’s a worldwide disaster. Millions are dead.

I don’t know how to feel. I’m numb. I forgot to eat or drink. By nighttime, I was having vision after vision: seeing my friends’ faces, my family. I see them all grieving. I don’t know whether I’m seeing the past or the future. I don’t know if I’m seeing them grieve in their moments before death, or because there’s no hope. I see an instant of Ed’s face, twisted with desperation, his hands out as if he’s trying to help someone, but failing. 

I see Mona screaming. I see the moon going black.

I see Mimi looking up at me with her gray eyes, a pen in her hand. 

I see Patience standing before a great city, a stone bridge across a ravine. I see snow and a cabin with a lantern burning in a window. I see a precipice at the top of a trail and a small red light blinking in complete darkness.

Cynthia came in to check on me. “Are you okay?” she asked softly, handing me my water canteen and half a protein bar.

“What if they’re all dead?” 

She sat on the floor next to my cot and put her arm around me. She was warm and smelled clean. “We can’t think that way.”

“How can you stand this?” I asked. 

“I’m staying in the moment. Out there, everything is whirling and crazy. In here, I’m safe with a good friend. A friend who really needs to eat something,” she hinted, nodding at my protein bar. 

I slid it out of the packet and I took a bite, on autopilot. She unscrewed my canteen and added a purifier, then passed it to me. I thanked her. 

“I think I need to talk to Marta about my visions,” I said. 

Cynthia frowned. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

I shook my head. “Not at all sure. But I’m going to do it anyway. Maybe the Asterions were right all along.” 
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Date: [redacted]

I never got to tell Mimi she was the love of my life. I never got to explain how bleak a place my mind is without her, how barren a landscape my soul was before her. I never got to gaze at her in her sleep or bring her breakfast in bed. I never got to plan a surprise for her. To learn how to please her. To take a late-night drive to pick up her favorite treat.

Marta’s started working with me in secret. She’s given me an old mp3 player and I listen to a recording each morning, a voice droning rhythmically beneath the sound of the ocean and forest, saying numbers and codes that sound like nonsense. “Scientific” Asterion stuff. I don’t even care enough to argue. She said she’s learned to reach a transcendent state through listening to these meditation recordings.

This morning, she came to my tent. “I think you’re ready to start the next step.” She checked out the tent door for eavesdroppers and kept her voice low. “Penelope made contact with the pilot again. He wants to come and get us, if we can catch the right weather conditions. He can take four of us to the mountains in Lydenburg. 

“Four of us?” I repeat. “What good is that?”

“Drew, we need to try to reach Aster City. We’re running out of food, med supplies and fuel here. Soon there will be no way to run the generators. No power, no heating, no clean water. We can’t survive in the crater for very much longer.”

“Is this pilot going to ferry all of us there? Keep coming back until everyone has been relocated to the mountains?”

Marta nodded. “Yes, after the first party has reported that the mountains are safe.”

“What if the mountains are underwater as well?”

“Then we’ll need to come back here.”

I had questions: where is this pilot getting his fuel from? Where has he been landing? Where is he living?

“Slow down,” Marta said. “Have you eaten and drunk this morning?” 

I can’t express how impatient these constant queries after my well-being make me. “Answer my questions.” 

“The pilot, Anton, has been landing on a helipad on top of a mansion in the hills of Davenport and sheltering there when he’s not flying. The house has no power or running water, and the floodwater has covered the ground floor—but it’s somewhere to take cover, and there’s some food in the upstairs kitchen. There are also several fuel tanks on the roof. He’s been flying around, trying to find survivors. We’ve convinced him to try the Lydenburg mountains—to take us there.”

“And who’s in the first party?” I asked. “You said he can take four.”

“Me, Penelope, Cynthia. And you.”

Stunned, I asked why us four. Why not Gerhardt and Mahmoud—our group leaders?

She gave me a steady look. “Me, because I weigh the least of all the leaders. Penelope for her engineering and mechanical skills and Cynthia for her medical knowledge. Lachie must stay here in case the crater wall group returns and needs treatment. And we need you, because you’re the prophet, Drew. If Aster City is real, you hold the key to locating it. Once we have the final component, we can travel there and save everyone in the crater—and anyone else we find. We can create a sanctuary and a life for ourselves.”

I waited.

“We just need the final component,” she repeated.

I caught on. “You think I have the final component?”

“You do.” Marta kept her blue eyes on me. “You’ve seen the city in your visions. If it exists, you’re the only one who knows how to find it.”

She said she would never have believed she’d be saying this even a couple of weeks earlier. But now she suspects the rogue Asterions might have been right about the flood and the city all along. That they were dangerous and ruthless—but right about Aster City. Not going to lie, I was shocked by her turnaround and assured her I do not know where the damn city is.

Marta took my hand. “It’s inside you. You’re the prophet, the only remaining of the gifted seven.” The words made me flinch and she gripped my hand tighter. “You’ve seen Aster City in your mind’s eye and you can help us locate it. There’s a full lunar eclipse and a planetary alignment on the spring equinox. I know this must sound like spiritualist nonsense, but the rogue Asterions have said that day will mark the end of the world as we know it and the beginning of a new eon.”

I couldn’t believe it. “So you’re a full-blown believer now? After what you thought about them—what you’ve seen them do?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I don’t know what to believe, but I know this is a desperate situation and I’m willing to try anything to save the last of us. And you—you can save yourself. You can save the people trapped here in the crater—you can save your friends: Luka and Cynthia. Drew, I need you to tell me everything you know about Aster.”

I tried to find the image of the city in my mind. It flickered into sight for a moment, then vanished again. “It’s no good. My visions are weak when the others aren’t around. Ms. Deering called it a convergence—our powers were stronger when we came together.”

She kept pushing. “Can you try to draw it, perhaps?”

I took the pen and paper Martha had placed in front me and sketched a rough iteration of the fortress-city I’d seen in the vision of Patience. The image kept vanishing, wobbling, eluding me. My hand faltered on the page.

Assuming I was finished, Martha pulled the paper away and gazed at my artwork with breathless amazement. “This is it! This is the city described in the Asterion prophets’ visions! Now we just need to locate it. The meditations will help,” she added. “They’re designed to unlock the subconscious mind, specifically to allow people to process memories—but I expect they’ll work with visions of the future, too. Keep doing the meditations, all right?”

“I’ll try.” I suddenly felt tired, and Marta stood up abruptly.

“You’re worn out,” she said. “I want you to eat, hydrate, then rest.”

Date: [redacted]

These meditation recordings annoy the fuck out of me. Number sequences, forests sounds, breathing tasks, and white noise that sounds like a rushing waterfall. The male voice saying the numbers is such a dull, low drone that it keeps sending me to sleep. The only way I can stay awake is to occupy my hands, so I’ve been opening my journal and using a pencil to doodle whatever comes into my head: the base station, the curving walls of Sterno Crater, the Asterions’ mystical ancient city. I imagine Mimi’s hand holding the pencil while I sketch and it gives me a way to touch her.

Is there a chance she’s alive?

I’ve hunted through the recesses of my mind for my memories. I don’t know why it matters, but I want to remember the moment Cynthia described: our arrival at the crater as the floodwaters rose; the climb down the rock wall. The memory has to be there somewhere. I catch glimpses of dirty, brown water full of concrete and trees, but nothing else. 

I find myself picturing a dark green lake, its surface dazzled with morning light. 

Blackmere Pool.

She’s in a black swimsuit, splashing, then diving into the water. Patience is at edge of the lake, watching with a towel hanging over her arm. I’m racing through the trees to get to them.

I told Mimi I’d seen a vision of her drowning. She went swimming, laughing in the face of fate.

133 days. That’s how many days it’s been since Mimi came into my life. That’s how many days I should have been spending time with her. We both felt something major happen the instant we met, but I messed around for weeks, trying to avoid her. Then after I finally stopped, even then, I kept listening to what Ms. Deering told me to do. I tried to stop having that connection with Mimi. So many of those 133 days were wasted while I attempted to follow some ridiculous set of rules that kept me away from her. And all for nothing—because now she might be dead, and I’ll never see her again. All that walking of tightropes because I thought I understood fate, when I could have been holding her close to me, kissing her. I could have told her the truth: that she took a pressure washer to the sediment on my heart when she arrived. That she was like the center of a rose to my Japanese beetle: deep, soft and delectable, and that I wanted to gorge myself on her sweetness but feared I’d inadvertently leave her skeletonized.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
ASH HARRIER

Acclal 1 Wﬂe Schalars N \






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg
DWHLNQ

CIRCLE OF SEVEN

ASH HARRIER

. Aclaimed author of the Arcane

\% - O\





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





