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  PART ONE




  CHAOS




  





  1




  NOAH




  We went there to kill them all.




  Fire and blood.




  Blood and fire.




  I stalked through the midnight-dark woods, making as little noise as possible.




  Kyle was beside me. Akio a step behind. We stole through the bare trunks like smoke, stepping lightly in our snowshoes, a pack of hungry wolves scenting prey. The target was still a football

  field away and a hundred feet downslope, but experience had taught me to be wary.




  I’d been killed twice that week already, ambushed both times. Had no interest in another death. Resetting in new places had been disorienting. Unnerving. The rules had changed, and I

  didn’t know all the new ones yet. But I’d learn.




  Reaching the tree line, I dropped to a knee and freed my boots from the snowshoes. An icy wind smacked me in the face, tingling my cheeks and scraping my nose like sandpaper. I peered down the

  plunging mountainside before me, a barren stretch of slope barely dusted with white despite deep drifts piled up on both sides.




  A full moon hung low and huge in the sky, glowing like a candle. Squinting, I could see our objective: a log cabin at the bottom of the run—simple, rough-hewn, topped by a cedar-chip roof

  and a stone chimney. Soft yellow lamplight spilled from two blocky windows. Inhaling, I caught faint traces of burning pine.




  I shook my head, nearly snorted in disbelief.




  These classmates were cocky. They’d planted a double line of tiki torches that stabbed up the centre of the slope. Angry orange flames danced in the heavy gusts, reflecting off the frozen

  landscape, creating pools of shadow and light among the encroaching trees.




  The kids inside probably thought the torches made them safer. They didn’t.




  Echoes of their laughter had risen all the way to our base at the mountaintop chalet. I was living in the same suite the black-suited man had once occupied, back in the real world, before it

  died. Stepping out onto the ice-covered patio, I’d heard voices. Tasted wood smoke. Spotted the flickering pinpricks a mile away.




  I clicked my tongue at the memory. This cabin was firmly outside of downtown limits. An expansion into my territory. They were testing me. Mistake.




  I glanced right, across twenty yards of open ground to a thicket on the opposite side of the slope, searching for the second prong of my strike force. This empty stretch would’ve made an

  excellent moguls trail. My father had earmarked it for development—a project that would never happen, in a future that would never be.




  Did time mean anything now? Did it exist inside the Program?




  It’d been three weeks since the Guardian revealed the true nature of our existence. How the planet had been destroyed by a series of cataclysms, our physical bodies burned to crisps. That

  the sixty-four members of Fire Lake’s sophomore class were all that remained of humanity, existing as digital lines of code inside a supercomputer buried deep underground.




  Some couldn’t accept it. Couldn’t wrap their heads around the idea of being nothing more than ones and zeros. They walked around like zombies, or hid. A few even defied the Program,

  questioning its purpose. Refusing the Guardian’s instructions, as if things were somehow up for debate.




  Idiots. The Program was purpose. The last hope of our species. It was the greatest gift anyone had ever received. To rebel against it was madness. Heresy. The smartest minds on

  Earth had crafted a single way forward for a few lucky souls. Who were we to question its dictates?




  I’d been murdered over and over back in the real world, never knowing why, wracked by the pain and humiliation of thinking I was crazy. But I’d had it all wrong.




  I was being trained. Prepared. I’d been chosen to lead the human race. I was special, to a nearly paralysing degree. The hell I’d give the middle finger to the

  defining achievement of all human existence. The stakes were way too high.




  During the chaos at Town Hall, I’d been momentarily conflicted. The Guardian had disappeared back inside without further instructions. But I’d rallied quickly, focusing on what

  we’d been told. We had to sort ourselves. There’d be winners and losers. I needed to dominate the situation. And the first step was to carve out my own space.




  So I did. Shooting Ethan had changed everything, for everyone.




  Shooting Ethan? You mean shooting Min.




  I flinched. Felt a heaviness in the pit of my stomach, even as I gritted my teeth.




  She’d made her choice. Had given me no choice.




  Min had rejected the Guardian, ignoring what we’d been prepared for. Everything we’d suffered through, our whole lives, as beta patients for Project Nemesis. She’d

  refused to see the truth—that the Program was our salvation. We had to follow its plan.




  I’d been so angry. So frustrated and disappointed. I’d shot Min to make a point. To her and everyone else. This was our world now. Min would reset and be perfectly fine. The

  old rules didn’t apply. The Guardian’s rules were all that mattered.




  It’s not like I’d enjoyed it.




  After the massacre, everyone had scattered. I’d retreated to my father’s ski resort atop the northeastern slopes, the most defensible spot in the valley. To my surprise, several

  classmates had followed. People who understood the truth as I did.




  The Program was everything. It required conflict. We would provide it.




  But you don’t even know why. You’re flying blind.




  I shook my head sharply to clear it. Try as I might, I hadn’t been able to stamp out a nagging voice that was determined to weaken me. My failures in life—the sad puddles of

  self-recrimination and doubt that had hounded me for years—were trying to sabotage me here, but I rejected them. I was strong now. I’d stay strong. Spineless Noah Livingston was

  dead.




  Movement across the gap. I spotted Zach, skinny and moon-faced, standing upright and exposed, and waving like a human archery target. Behind him Morgan and Leah were motioning for him to get

  down, but he ignored them, even shaking off Morgan’s outstretched hand.




  Smart girls. I should’ve put one of them in charge instead of Zach. Too late now.




  Not all of my followers were brilliant. Zach had even killed himself once, just to see what it was like. Moron. Suicide had to be against the Program, and was therefore unthinkable. I

  was fully committed to winning this phase, whatever that meant. And right then, it meant giving the people down in that cabin a really bad night.




  I lifted a single fist overhead, then made a chopping motion and pointed at our target. Zach straightened, scratching his cheek, but Leah flashed the okay sign. Her father was a National

  Guardsman, and her family owned the quarry at the western edge of the valley, which was why I’d chosen her for this mission. She had experience with flammables. Lifting two plastic canisters,

  Leah shoved one into Zach’s stomach and began picking her way downslope. Zach stomped after her, with Morgan bringing up the rear.




  “Let’s go,” I said to Akio and Kyle, keeping my voice firm. I didn’t relish what was coming, but I wasn’t agonizing over it. And I could never show weakness in

  front of the others. They had to believe I was the scariest thing on the mountain. Or else why would they follow me? Who’d follow the Noah Livingston from life, a guy who never stood

  up for anything?




  Min would.




  Heat rose to my cheeks. Min shamed me, brought out all of my failings. All of the things I couldn’t afford to be in this world. Would my flaws always haunt me, even here?




  This was a mission.




  Feelings didn’t matter.




  Not here, not in this virtual proving ground we inhabited.




  I was doing what I was supposed to do.




  Akio’s soft features tightened as he handed a fuel canister to Kyle. He didn’t want to do this, but could be counted on to follow orders. Fine by me. His conscience was irrelevant so

  long as he did his part. Akio had been the first to join me. If I trusted anyone, it was him.




  Kyle smiled darkly. He was looking forward to the carnage, and I didn’t care about that, either.




  Snowshoes hidden, we crept down the mountain, sticking to the trees as we mirrored our teammates on the opposite side. Zach quickly became a disaster—stumbling through the frozen

  underbrush, snapping branches and grunting in annoyance. Morgan hissed at him, but he ignored her warning, stepping out onto the slope to avoid a patch of pricker bushes.




  I shook my head. I shouldn’t have included him, but I’d asked for volunteers and he’d spoken up first.




  The wind sighed down to nothing. The night was as still as death, and nearly as cold. No birds. No chirping insects. Every sloppy footfall echoed down the icy hillside between the bordering

  woods, setting my teeth on edge. Zach drew level with the first pair of torches, casting a long black shadow that arrowed sharply back up the mountain.




  A clicking sound.




  Leah and Morgan froze.




  Zach stomped a few more steps, then stopped abruptly, glancing back over his shoulder.




  Shots rang out. One. Two. A half dozen.




  Zach dropped like a puppet with its strings cut, a dark stain spreading on the icy ground beneath him.




  Leah dived behind a round-bellied oak and rolled, her thick braid whipping like a bicycle spoke. Morgan’s body jerked as more cracks boomed up the mountainside. Then she slumped onto her

  butt, blubbering, glossy liquid spilling from her mouth.




  Out on the slope, Zach’s body shimmered and disappeared.




  Leah was up and running, ignoring her fuel canister and Morgan’s grasping hand as she bolted deeper into the forest. Three figures in dark ski jackets lurched from the shadows. After a

  cursory glance at Morgan, they tore after Leah, fanning out in an attempt to encircle her. Behind them, Morgan toppled over and stopped moving. Seconds later she vanished.




  Two dead, another outnumbered and on the run. I didn’t care.




  These people weren’t friends. The idea was nonsensical. As far as I was concerned, every kid in Fire Lake was my rival. I’d work with those I needed to, but I’d never lose

  sight of the goal. I had to win. I had to follow the rules and complete the phase.




  Killing without knowing why? How is that strength?




  “Enough,” I hissed, startling my companions. Cheeks burning, I schooled my face to stillness. Doubt was poison, and I was letting it infect me at the worst time possible.




  Dr. Lowell. Principal Myers. Sheriff Watson and all the others. Even Black Suit. They’d dedicated their lives to Project Nemesis, planning every detail. All so we had a chance to go on. I

  had to fulfill their vision. I had to live up to the faith they’d placed in me. I had to make the Program proud. Plus, Morgan and Zach would be back in the valley in a matter of minutes.




  Kyle and Akio were backing away from the slope, preparing to bolt. I snapped my fingers, freezing them in their tracks. “Our scouts counted ten people,” I whispered. “Three

  just went after Leah. Our job got easier.”




  Akio shifted, a hand shooting up to rub the back of his neck. Kyle swallowed, gave me a shaky thumbs-up. I turned and set off downhill, not watching to see if they followed. I knew they

  would.




  We ghosted the remaining distance, sticking to the woods on our side, avoiding the flickering torchlight. I stopped in a copse of pine trees directly across from the cabin. The single window

  facing us was dark, perhaps a bedroom. It made for a clean approach.




  A freezing gust swept down from the snowcapped heights, rattling branches and leaching the heat from my skin. I rubbed my flaking nose. Scanned for any sign we’d been seen. God, it was

  cold. But not for long.




  I turned. Met the eyes of my companions in turn.




  “Ready?”




  Two nods.




  I led them across open ground, past the line of torches to an ancient, billowing cedar standing beside the cabin like a sentinel. Just then the front door opened. We dived to the ground,

  crawling under the cedar’s low-slung branches. Flattening onto my stomach, I held my breath, one hand creeping toward the pistol in the back of my waistband.




  Derrick Morris stood blinking in the doorway, his silhouette unmistakable, skyscraper-tall and haloed in yellow light. He was woefully underdressed in jeans and a short-sleeve T-shirt. I

  don’t think he was even wearing shoes.




  “Lars? Charlie?” he called. “What the hell are y’all shooting at?” Derrick listened for a moment, rubbing his dark skin to ward off the chill. Then he shook his

  head, muttering to himself. “Trigger-happy derps, always popping off.” The door closed. Voices rose within, but no one else came outside.




  I eased up into a crouch. One of Ethan’s top lieutenants was here, and he wasn’t paying close enough attention. No guards. No lookouts. I guessed those people were all chasing Leah

  up the mountain. The rest weren’t taking any extra precautions, even after hearing shots fired. We’d teach them quite a lesson.




  I swiveled on one knee, tapped the canisters in my companions’ hands, then pointed at the cabin. Spun an index finger. They nodded—one excited, the other scared to death. But they

  both moved forward, slinking toward the dark side of the house.




  No shouts of alarm rang out. The door stayed firmly shut.




  Akio and Kyle split apart, hugging the outside walls as they circled the building, dousing its wooden foundation with liquid. Then they scurried back to my position under the cedar, tossing the

  now-empty canisters aside.




  On his knees, Kyle dug into his pocket and withdrew a book of matches. Leering darkly, he started to rise, but I stopped him with a hand to his chest. Kyle frowned, then nodded and sank back

  down.




  I was in charge. I’d light the fire.




  Crawling from beneath the branches, I gave the cabin a final inspection, every sense on high alert. It was time to finish the job.




  I strode directly for the front door, making no effort to disguise my approach. Passing a woodpile, I snagged a long, thick branch, twirling it in my hands as I mounted the porch.




  The door had a wide, refrigerator-style handle. I ran the branch through the opening until it extended all the way across the door frame. I paused, then stepped down and grabbed another tree

  limb, doubling the barricade.




  No one came to the door. I almost laughed. A dark part of me was tempted to call out and give them a far-too-late warning, but I resisted the urge. The Program wanted results, not

  grandstanding.




  I walked down to the yard. Grabbed a torch and carried it back to the house.




  The wind dropped like an accomplice. The forest held its breath. Time stood still.




  Because it was still. Time was as dead as me.




  I tossed the torch at the base of the doorway. Felt the bone-deep concussion of fire being born as it raced along the fuel-drenched logs. Orange tendrils sprang up around the foundation,

  encircling the cabin, eating hungrily into wood.




  Shouts. Screams.




  The door began jerking inward as flames engulfed it, but the branches held. Then fists began to pound, rising in intensity as shrieks erupted to match. I stepped back into the yard, removed my

  father’s Beretta 9 mm, and racked the slide. The wind returned, and a furnace blast of dry heat struck my face, forcing me to retreat a few more paces.




  Smoke billowed. Enveloped the house in a whirly black fist.




  The screaming reached a crescendo. The branches finally splintered and the door flew open. I fired into the inferno, emptying the Beretta’s magazine. I quickly reloaded, but no one

  emerged. No one even got close. I put the gun away and watched the fire rage. Heard Akio throwing up behind me.




  Six at least. Maybe seven.




  Then I felt something . . . twist in my head. An electric charge that snapped and sizzled, matching the conflagration reflected in my eyes before vanishing as quickly as it came.




  Kyle was yelling something, but couldn’t get close. The cabin burned like a Roman candle, entrancing me. Then Akio raced forward and grabbed my arm, covering his face with a sleeve as he

  pointed toward the trees. I nodded as if coming awake. We should leave. Everyone inside was surely gone, transported to one of the four reset zones, waiting to rejoin the Program’s version of

  reality.




  This was a minor victory. A slap on the wrist. A warning.




  My head felt thick and gummy. The front of my parka was a melted ruin. But the screech of breaking glass snapped me back into focus. Shrugging free of my companions, I trotted around to the rear

  of the cabin, dazed and confused but determined to finish anything left undone.




  A girl had launched herself through the back window in a desperate attempt to avoid the flames, but it was clearly too late. The fire had left her unrecognizable. Breathing raggedly, she lay on

  the ground, her hands making red lines as she pawed at the snow.




  The girl’s eyes opened. She stared up at the sky with a silent plea. Then her head lolled, and a lock of gleaming black hair spilled onto her ruined cheek.




  My heart stopped. The air left my lungs. I lurched forward, one hand shooting out as bile climbed my windpipe. Then I noticed the girl’s melted leather boot with a smiley-face sticker on

  its heel. I gagged, coughed hard.




  Not Min. But I knew who it was.




  Something shifted inside me. A hairline crack. Water seeping into stone.




  I swallowed, fingers trembling as I dropped my hand and squeezed it into a fist. I stood there, frozen, breathless, waiting for the body to disappear. Guilt—sharp and

  stinging—exploded within me. Burning like that must’ve been excruciating.




  Inhuman.




  I tried to brush the thought aside. This girl would wake up unharmed in minutes, alone in the woods without a scratch on her. She’d have done the same to me.




  Piper. Her name is Piper Lockwood.




  Piper’s eyes found mine. We’d never been close, but she’d sat two rows in front of me in English Comp. She’d tap her toes under her chair when bored, stickered boot heels

  smiling back at me.




  The rift inside me deepened. Cracks spread like spiderwebs.




  No. I wouldn’t go back. I’d worked too hard to bury my demons.




  But her body was still there, still quivering, still slumped atop a pile of dirty leaves. Her hand spasmed. A silver ring had melted around her pinky finger. The smell of roasted meat filled my

  nostrils, and I nearly emptied my stomach.




  My teeth dug into my bottom lip. A cloud slipped in front of the moon, swamping the yard in darkness, leaving only the flames to whisper what we’d done.




  My hand rose. Two shots rang out.




  Akio gasped beside me, staring at Piper’s now-still body as tears cut tracks down his ash-covered cheeks. “She didn’t . . . This wasn’t . . .” he stammered, his

  chin dropping to his chest.




  I put a hand on his shoulder, somehow freed by his show of weakness. It clarified things like a magnifying glass. This was a different world, with different rules. Only the strong would survive,

  and that meant doing hard things. I had to be vigilant against my own inadequacy. “It’s okay, man. It’s best to send people along quickly.”




  So why’d it take you so long?




  Akio nodded, staring at his boots. He wasn’t cut out for this. Then a new wave of energy struck me, dwarfing the one from before.




  My scalp tingled. Electricity ran up and down my limbs. It filled me. Remade me.




  Suddenly I was back in the park beside town square, playing basketball with my friends. Ethan and I were on the same team for once, and we were passing circles around the Nolan twins. The air

  was crisp, the sky so blue it felt unfair. A slight breeze swept up off the lake, ruffling my hair and tingling my sweat-slicked skin. I knew I was on fire, couldn’t be guarded. That no one

  could stop me that day. Ethan knew it, too. He threw me the ball, backing up to give me room. I dribbled through my legs, wobbling Mike, then stepped back and shot over his outstretched hand, the

  ball sliding through the net like prophecy. Ethan lifted me up and we whooped like idiots. I glanced over and saw Min sitting on the grass with Sarah and the other girls, her eyes rolling as she

  shook her head at us. My smile grew ten times wider.




  The scene—memory?—winked out, but the elation remained.




  I drank in the sensation. Felt galvanized, head to toe. I stared at my hands, flexing and unflexing my fingers. I was so close to the Program I could weep.




  Fire and blood.




  Blood and fire.




  Program wants? Program gets.




  This was my world. Or it would be soon.




  “Guys?”




  I glanced over at Kyle, who was chewing on his thumb, his face lit up by the bonfire raging behind us. He pointed. “Why’s she still here?”




  I turned. Stiffened. Piper had stopped moving, but hadn’t vanished.




  My blood ran cold, a dark corner of my mind jabbering for attention. Piper was still lying on the frozen ground. She wasn’t miles away, restored and repaired, waking up with only a bad

  memory for her trouble.




  She wasn’t moving. Or breathing. She refused to fade away.




  Inside me, something snapped. Surety dissolved like a sand castle at high tide.




  Piper’s scorched body defied me like an accusation. The truth was inescapable.




  Someone inside the Program hadn’t reset.




  You’re a murderer.




  





  2




  MIN




  In a minute, I was going to die.




  Trapped inside an elevator of all places. I’d been stupid, and let myself get caught. It wasn’t a screaming terror so much as incredibly frustrating. Tack and I badly needed the

  supplies I’d gathered, but now our enemies would get them. Either that or they’d plummet to the bottom with me, and no one would benefit.




  What a waste. Food was becoming a problem.




  I could hear the Nolan twins clunking around on the roof. A loud clang echoed through the shaft, followed by a horrible wrenching sound as they tried to release the support cables. The brothers,

  wonderful guys that they were, had every intention of dropping this elevator into the basement.




  Why had I deviated from the plan?




  The Marina Hotel was hard against the water at the western edge of town, eight stories of picture-perfect lakefront views. I’d gambled that the Skyline Café might not have been

  pillaged yet, like the downtown restaurants, but I’d been wrong. Soon-to-be-dead wrong. The top-floor eatery was being guarded by two of Ethan’s goons. A snare for the

  unwary.




  And I’d walked right into it, like a dumbass.




  Of course they’d been watching the café—it was the highest vantage point in the village. Lower than the surrounding peaks, for sure, but still a great lookout position. At

  dawn I’d snuck up the stairs and into the kitchen, ready to bolt at the first sign of trouble. But I’d seen and heard no one. So, after raiding the pantry—cramming canned goods

  and boxes of noodles into two giant duffel bags—I’d decided to use the elevator to lug it all back down to street level.




  Stupid. Stupid stupid stupid.




  The elevator car had jerked to a stop between the fifth and sixth floors, and now the Doofus Brothers were trying to figure out how to make it fall the rest of the way down. Based on their

  muffled bickering, they weren’t having an easy go of it. If I’d brought a gun like Tack had urged, I could’ve blasted them through the ceiling while they stood scratching their

  heads. Sent them back to the Program, hand in hand. But I’d left the gun in my ski jacket, which I’d stashed outside so I wouldn’t rustle like a potato-chip bag as I snuck around

  the building.




  Also stupid.




  Not that I was confident with it. A simple Smith & Wesson revolver, I’d only learned to load and fire the thing two weeks ago, under Tack ’s critical tutelage. He’d

  gathered all his dad’s weapons—a small arsenal—but I’d chosen the most basic one I could find. To begin with I could hit a barn door 50 per cent of the time in good

  conditions. I’d improved with practice, but was still no markswoman. Not that it mattered at the moment, since I was unarmed.




  Something heavy clattered on the roof. A voice howled in pain, then both twins began shouting at once. I smirked despite myself. Maybe I could simply wait them out. Then I shivered, wondering if

  they’d think of blasting me through the ceiling.




  I knew Sarah would prefer I be captured rather than killed—that was the smart move—but the twins didn’t know who they had trapped. I’d refused to respond to their

  questions and threats. Chris and Mike weren’t deep thinkers, but they did like breaking things. Since they couldn’t pry the hatch open—I’d latched it from within; plus,

  they didn’t know I wasn’t armed—the brothers seemed content to drop the whole damn car down the shaft.




  By sawing through a set of steel cables. Meant to hold up thousands of pounds.




  And didn’t these things have automatic brakes? It was a dumb idea altogether, but that wouldn’t help me much. They’d give up soon and try a more direct method. I had zero doubt

  they had guns, and I was trapped inside a metal box with no place to hide.




  Something hissed, punctuated by three sharp clacks and a low whoosh. I stared up through the ventilation slats. Spotted a nimbus of blue light.




  The hairs on my neck stood. These boys had a blowtorch.




  A screech, then the crackle of burning metal. Acrid smoke sank into the car.




  The temperature rose and I began to sweat, my slick fingers hammering the buttons even though I knew it was useless. My breathing quickened as my pulse throttled up. Resetting aside, I

  really didn’t want to free-fall six stories down an elevator shaft.




  The first cable snapped with a metallic warble, and the car lurched. Frightened yelps echoed above as Chris and Mike scrambled off the roof. Then something popped with a high-pitched thrum and

  the elevator dropped another foot before jerking to a stop.




  The car vibrated, tremors shivering up my legs as it battled with gravity. The twins began murmuring excitedly. Made shuffling noises. I tried to claw open the doors—hoping I’d

  fallen even with the next floor—but they refused to budge.




  I punched the door, then sank down with my back to it. Rested my head against the warm metal. My hand throbbed. I’d broken a knuckle or two, but it didn’t matter. I was going to die,

  and that was that. My hand would reset with the rest of me.




  The thought wasn’t scary—I was well past that by now—but the fact that death was no longer frightening made me unaccountably sad. It felt alien. Like a vital piece of my

  humanity had been stripped away.




  If death couldn’t scare me any more, what was left? What was the point of anything? I shook my head at the wrongness of it all. Everything about the Program felt so . . . futile.

  How could there be justice in a world with no consequences? And without justice, what connected us as human beings? What was the point of existing at all?




  Something clattered down one side of the car, stopping directly level with me.




  A faint hiss echoed in the shaft.




  Sweat exploded from my pores. Scrambling away from the noise, I pressed back into a corner. Buried my head between my knees and made myself small.




  Damn it, this is going to hurt.




  A roaring thunderclap. The wall exploded, shards of metal lacerating my arms and legs. Flames licked my skin and I screamed. Then my stomach did a somersault as the floor dropped from beneath my

  feet.




  The elevator fell. I fell with it.




  Contact. A horrible crunch.




  My legs smashed up into my body.




  The roof slammed down on top of me.




  I gasped in pain, unable to scream as my chest caved inward. Flashes of light exploded behind my retinas. The world became soft and indistinct. The scent of copper filled my nose as I began to

  choke on my own blood.




  My head swam. Images cycled through my mind at breakneck speed.




  Me and Tack, way up high in a giant oak tree.




  My body intertwined with Noah’s on a crappy trailer-park couch.




  My mother, sitting in her chair, rocking as she knit while a storm raged outside.




  I don’t want to live in a video game.




  Everything faded to black.




  I awoke in darkness.




  For a terrifying moment, I imagined I was still trapped inside the mangled elevator car, broken but not quite dead. My arms lashed out wildly, encountered nothing but loose pebbles and a rough

  stone floor.




  I sat up quickly. Realized I could move.




  Pitching upright, I took stock of my body. Limbs felt fine. No breaks, bruises, gashes, or amputations. A light breeze ruffled my hair, tinged with the scents of wet rock and loamy earth. My

  eyes adjusted to the gloom. I was inside an enclosed space, yet still outdoors somehow. I could taste the chill night air. I was freezing.




  Releasing a pent-up breath, I sat back and squeezed the bridge of my nose. Sighed. Then I blew into my fists for warmth, thanking my lucky stars that the fall had, in fact, killed me.




  Dying sucked. It was painful and terrifying and the memories never left you alone. But to be badly wounded inside a demolished steel coffin—with no way to escape, and no one to save

  you—was a fate too awful to contemplate.




  Much better to die and come back.




  Reset. Again. But where?




  I rose and slowly edged forward, until I spotted a brighter patch to my left. Sunlight was leaking between two walls of solid rock. The answer hit me: I was inside a cave.




  Which meant I was at Noah’s reset point, up near the western canyon rim, close to the downed bridge. Stumbling awkwardly for the exit, I stepped out to a clear, cold morning in the

  Bitterroot Mountains.




  Are these peaks still called that? Is this technically Idaho at all?




  I blew out a long breath, misting the air around my face. Stop it. That kind of thinking would drive me insane.




  My classmates and I might be dead, but we also weren’t. We lived in this valley now, virtual or not. Philosophical hand-wringing was pointless. What I knew for sure was that I

  needed to get home, get warm, and find something to eat.




  There was a small ice-rimmed pond outside the cave, surrounded by a circle of pine trees. I’d been here once before, with Noah, in what seemed like another lifetime.




  It was one, actually. How depressing is that?




  Noah’s face invaded my thoughts, burning like a hot coal. My teeth clenched. For a moment I imagined him crashing through the pond’s thin ice, then struggling to keep his head above

  water, begging me for the help I’d never give him again.




  Stop it.




  I jerked my head away, ashamed. My anger with Noah always simmered just below the surface. Sometimes its intensity frightened me. Other times it spilled out in tears.




  I’d never reset in his spot before. Never anywhere but my clearing in the northern woods. But the reset points were randomized now. I hadn’t died since the carnage at Town

  Hall, so this was my first taste of Phase Two. I didn’t want there to be another, but our fates rode a roulette wheel, and only the Program knew what would happen next. My classmates and I

  were prisoners in every sense of the word.




  Another face floated to the surface. The Guardian. My murderer’s digital shadow, haunting me even here. It knew what was coming, but hadn’t shared any details. The

  black-suited man’s avatar was holed up in Town Hall like a spider pulling strings, unreachable until this new phase ended. Or so it claimed. But who could trust anything the Program said?




  The rest of us? Left to fend for ourselves. Worse, left to savage each other.




  I circled the pond to a deer trail leading down toward Fire Lake. How many murdered classmates had walked this path recently? The slaughter had reached a fever pitch last week, before vague

  battle lines had been drawn. Places where you’d catch a bullet for crossing into someone else’s turf. Tack was scouting them all, but they were borders of smoke, with no real meaning.

  The fighting continued every day. It’s hard to protect territory if your attackers don’t worry about getting killed. They just try again.




  As I rounded a bend, a tingling sensation swept over me. I whirled and pressed my hands against the invisible barrier I’d passed through, a boundary field isolating the reset zone. It was

  the same at the other three compass points. Once you exited, there was no going back. Outside the protective bubble I was fair game, and human predators prowled the valley.




  Leaves rustled to my left. I tensed, fingers itching for a gun I didn’t possess.




  Tack emerged from the woods, a crooked smile on his face. “Ha! I’m two-for-two. I can track you like a bloodhound.”




  I wanted to gasp in relief, but my heart wouldn’t stop thudding. I felt a twitch in my cheek, then my knees buckled and I nearly collapsed. Tack raced over and caught my arm, his smile

  evaporating. “Jesus, Min, are you okay?”




  “Yes. Sure. Fine.” I straightened and stepped back. Rubbed my cheeks with my palms. What the hell was that? Nerves? One death too many?




  “You don’t look fine.” Tack was watching me like a hawk, concern plain on his face. “Sorry I scared you. God, I’m such a jackass. You just fell down an elevator

  shaft, and here I am jumping out of the bushes at you.”




  I cleared my throat, steadying myself. Forced a smile. “Really, I’m okay. Just a blood rush. How’d you know where I’d reset, anyway?”




  He ran a hand through his unruly black hair, then shrugged. “I didn’t. This was the closest zone. Twenty more minutes and I was heading back to the trailer park. With an empty

  stomach,” he added significantly, his sharp blue eyes glinting with disapproval.




  My mood soured. “I tried. They beat me.”




  “I’m starving. Try harder.”




  “What was I supposed to do?” I shot back, crossing my arms and bristling. “I can’t haul two gym bags full of SpaghettiOs down eight flights of stairs, and the twins

  hijacked the elevator after I got inside.”




  “The plan was for you to toss the bags off the balcony,” Tack reminded me unnecessarily. “That’s why I was there. Standing outside. In the wind and

  snow.” He stomped his feet, then burrowed his hands inside the front pouch of his hoodie. A show for my benefit, since I knew he rarely felt the cold. “Like I’ve been doing out

  here for the last hour.”




  “The balcony doors were locked,” I snapped. “Breaking the glass would’ve been like sounding . . .” I trailed off as the last thing Tack said finally penetrated.

  “Wait, only an hour?”




  Interesting. Resets were coming faster than before.




  “Well, it took me a while to figure out what happened and verify you were roadkill, then I had to slip out of town without anyone mounting my head over their fireplace. You were in the

  data stream for about ninety minutes, I’d guess.”




  “Stop calling it that.” A shiver ran through me, and not just from the cold. I balled up my hands and tucked them into the sleeves of my sweater. It was still below freezing out

  despite the rising sun. “You don’t know where we go between resets. No one does.”




  Tack noticed my discomfort, held up a finger. He stepped back into the woods and returned with my ski jacket, which I dived into gratefully. The revolver jabbed me in the ribs as I zipped up.

  Armed again. Yippee.




  Tack shrugged, conceding the last word if not the point. He never stopped trying to figure out the Program, but everything he did was guesswork. We were adrift inside a circuit board, and no one

  had the answers. I felt like a hamster on a wheel.




  “So what now?” Tack scuffed the dirt with his shoe, worry lines creasing his forehead. I sensed he was still annoyed I hadn’t followed the plan. Or maybe just hungry, which in

  this case was essentially the same thing.




  I sighed. “Back to the trailer park. What else?”




  “We can’t keep on like this, you know.”




  “I do know.” Setting off along the trail. “You remind me every day.”




  I didn’t want to talk about it, but Tack wouldn’t let it go.




  “We need food, Min.” I heard his lazy footfalls follow me downhill. “We’ve ransacked ninety per cent of our neighbourhood. There’s maybe enough to eat for

  another week. And I’m talking about trash food. Beets, Melinda. The devil’s most garbage vegetable. Unless you want to get drunk a lot. How many calories are in a Bud Light?

  We’re close to finding out.”




  Our former neighbours had proven to be thrifty shoppers and heavy drinkers. Some of our classmates might’ve found the situation ideal, but I’d kill for some bacon and eggs. Last

  night—in a draughty, dingy double-wide that used to belong to Francine the Cat Lady—Tack and I had split a box of Hamburger Helper, without the hamburger. Suboptimal.




  But what were we supposed to do? Find some happy campers and persuade them to host a dinner party? Stroll downtown and talk Ethan into giving up his kingdom? It was laughable.




  No one would listen to me. No one would take us in.




  Why should they? What did I have to offer? I’d barely existed back in high school, and meant next to nothing to my classmates now. And I was fine with that. I didn’t want anything to

  do with them, either. Not any more, not after taking a bullet in the back. I didn’t trust anyone except Tack.




  “Come on.” I tried to keep my voice light. “There’s still that French-bread pizza over at the Jenkins place. Let’s eat it tonight.”




  “Our victory pizza?” Tack snorted, drawing level with me as we reached the valley floor. “Sure, why not? It’s not every day you fail completely and get compacted in a

  falling elevator. I bet nobody else has died that way.”




  I winced, sure Tack was right. That murder had been uniquely my own.




  Lucky me.
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  MIN




  We stepped cautiously through the gates.




  Rocky Ridge Trailer Park had been home our entire lives, but these days you couldn’t be too careful. We’d been gone for hours. Adrenalin coursed through my veins as I scanned for

  signs of unwelcome company.




  Is it adrenalin? With our bodies dead, do biological terms even apply any more?




  Why can’t I leave this stuff alone?




  Questioning the basis of our reality gave me vertigo. Made me nauseous. More than that, it depressed me. Was this existence really being alive? At times I felt like a tortured soul tethered to

  Earth by things left undone, like in a bad romance movie, or maybe one about Christmas. But was I anything more than a vengeful ghost? Was this stupid Program denying me the eternal rest that

  everyone else on the planet was now enjoying?




  Enough. I had to focus. Real or not, I was in no mood to get killed again.




  Tack and I cut left, hugging the perimeter fence as we circled the neighbourhood. We never walked straight down the main thoroughfare. Never went directly to our trailer du jour. We hadn’t

  visited either of our old trailers since right after the massacre at Town Hall, and even then it was only to grab Wendell Russo’s weapons and bolt. I tried not to think about the

  people who used to live here, or what happened to them. I had enough on my plate without mourning the entire community. Hell, the entire world.




  We slept in a different unit every night. Tack’s idea. Something about Fidel Castro. I’d thought he was being paranoid until Toby and six others came looking for us a week ago.

  We’d watched through slitted blinds as they kicked in the door to my mother’s trailer, then Tack’s father’s, then searched half the units on the east side before giving up

  and heading back into town. Lazy, but they could return at any time.




  I knew Ethan and Sarah were still looking for us. Ethan was obsessed with controlling the valley, and everyone in it, a directive from Project Nemesis. Those two had been told more from the

  start, and none of it good, back when the black-suited man had been slaughtering us as beta patients. Testing the secret military program we now found ourselves locked inside. But on that terrible

  day at Town Hall, the Guardian had spoken to everyone.




  Phase Two has begun.




  Uploaded sequences must be sorted.




  You must find your place within the system.




  What the hell did that even mean?




  We didn’t know. Nobody did. The purpose of the Program remained a complete mystery, fueling a bloody nightmare of fighting, carnage, and macho swagger in the valley that I wanted

  absolutely nothing to do with. Problem was, there was nowhere else to go.




  So Tack and I ducked, weaved, and hid. My angry promise to fight back seemed almost laughable now. We had zero contact with the rest of our class. No one wanted anything to do with us, except

  maybe to crush us like bugs. Which was no surprise—who’d team up with the trailer-trash head case whose boyfriend shot her in the back? Her slacker friend who couldn’t stop his

  mouth from running?




  But weirdly enough, I was almost thankful we were running out of food. At least then something would happen. I realized I couldn’t take this rabbit-hole life much longer. Each

  reset made my existence feel less real.




  Then solve the problem. Find out what the Program wants.




  The thought startled me so much, I stopped short. Was that what I wanted? Answers?




  “Yo, Melinda?” Tack snapped his fingers, drawing me back to the present. “We’re home. Unless you want to stare at that fire pit a few more minutes.”




  I gave him my most level glance, then shouldered him aside and reached for the ratty screen door. “Wait!” Tack squawked.




  I paused, barely kept my eyes from rolling. “Tack, I’m cold. I think the coast is clear.”




  Tossing me a scolding look, Tack circled the trailer, scanning the snow for footprints. Then he checked the fishing wire strung across the door handle.




  “Better safe than sorry,” he said primly. We slipped inside, shrugging off our winter coats as I hurried to fire up the space heater.




  Our current residence was a drab beige double-wide on the western edge of the community, overlooking the drop into Gullet Chasm. At first it had felt stupid holing up in our own neighbourhood,

  but honestly, we couldn’t think of a better location. No one else would choose it. Plus it had the advantage of hiding places—dozens of run-down mobile homes arranged in haphazard rows.

  No one could sneak up on us, or guess our shell game.




  Two days ago a blizzard had swept down from the north, riming the lake and coating the valley in a thick white blanket. The temperature dropped into the teens. Winter Was Coming, as the Starks

  would say. There’d be snowpack from now until April, if seasons and months still applied.




  I dropped onto a tired three-seater couch in the main room, ejecting a cloud of dust that stank of old footwear. This trailer had narrow bedrooms at both ends, so we each got our own. When there

  was only one Tack slept on a couch or recliner, depending on the decor. Although in a few particularly gross trailers we both did, then crossed them off our list.




  Tack filled two mugs from the tap in the kitchenette, dropped in tea bags, and stuck them in the microwave. So far power and water were still running, but who knew how long that would last. A

  perk of the Program? Or were those facilities on autopilot and doomed to break down eventually? We’d filled rain barrels and hoarded batteries just in case.




  Isolated like lepers in our little corner, we didn’t know much about happenings in the rest of the valley. But we knew Ethan and Sarah still controlled downtown—and all the kids

  living there—cutting us off from the bulk of our classmates. Enough reason to keep our heads down.




  Tack handed me a steaming mug and plopped into a moth-eaten easy chair. “So the Nolan dorks dropped you down a fucking elevator shaft, huh? Unreal.”




  The memory jangled my nerves, but I didn’t have another dizzy spell.




  “I hate that everyone is acting like animals,” I grumbled, blowing into my mug. My numb fingers drank in the warmth, but I didn’t want to burn my tongue. Pain was still very

  real in virtual Fire Lake. “Chris and Mike didn’t even know it was me. When I wouldn’t respond and they couldn’t pop the hatch, they just said ‘Screw it’ and

  wrecked the whole damn thing, like a toy they didn’t care about any more. With a person inside.”




  Tack blew out a deep breath. “To be fair, they knew you wouldn’t really die.”




  “That’s not an excuse!” I slapped the couch’s armrest, launching another dust plume skyward. “It hurt getting crushed to death. And what if I hadn’t

  died? I’d still be trapped inside a crumpled tin can, writhing in agony. But I swear I heard them laughing.”




  Tack shifted uncomfortably, circling the rim of his mug with a finger. “It’s human nature. People need rules, or they go crazy. Didn’t you read Lord of the Flies? The

  CliffsNotes I scanned explained a lot. This anarchy? The violence? It’s probably our new normal.”




  “Because no one knows what we’re supposed to do.” I kicked the coffee table with both feet, nearly spilling my tea and earning a disapproving look from my best friend.

  “The Program told us to ‘vie for control.’ But why? For what?”




  Tack deepened his voice, quoting the Guardian’s only other clue. “‘You must create the proper population size and alignment. No more information will be given. Those who

  remain will move on.’ Simple and straightforward, right?”




  I scraped a hand across my face, then let out a sigh that nearly didn’t end. “Vague, useless gibberish. What are we trying to accomplish? It can’t just be killing each

  other and coming back, over and over, like some twisted, never-ending video game. What would be the point of that?”




  Tack lifted both palms. We debated this every day.




  “Do you need to look at the map?” he asked suddenly.




  “No. No I do not.”




  “I think you need to look at the map.”




  He rose and pulled the chair aside. Slid his masterpiece into view on the carpet.




  “Tack, honestly, we don’t ha—”




  “As you know, Melinda,” he interrupted smoothly, “I’ve spent a portion of each day cobbling together the strategic situation in Fire Lake valley.” Tack stood,

  clasping his hands behind his back like a general addressing paratroopers. “Careful scouting has provided the following intelligence.” He looked me squarely in the eye, lowering his

  voice with solemn dignity. “Many Bothans died to bring us this information.”




  I covered my face with both hands. “Tack, please, do you really—”




  “Observe!” Removing a laser pointer from his pocket, he emblazoned the top left corner of a cardboard diagram executed in magic marker. A G.I. Joe had been taped there, representing

  the last known position of certain classmates. Updated religiously, Tack dragged this artistic catastrophe everywhere we went. And made me look at it all the freaking time.




  “We now know a group led by Carl and Sam took over the miners’ compound inside the quarry,” Tack continued, gathering steam. “We know this because a crack surveillance

  team—”




  “Meaning you.”




  “—was able to spot Sam conducting sensitive camp business just two days ago.”




  “You saw him pooping in a mineshaft.”




  Tack nodded seriously. “Initial reports suggest that perhaps a dozen people are with the cousins, and that they oppose Ethan’s group in town.”




  I held on to my patience. Carl and Sam had bolted before anyone even knew about resets, right after Ethan killed Tack in the church. Rough-and-tumble guys who were tighter than brothers, they

  weren’t the type to take orders from a wannabe dictator. A knot of kids had disappeared with them, infuriating Ethan, but he hadn’t tracked them down before the Guardian appeared and

  all hell broke loose. We’d only noticed them because the quarry is directly above the trailer park, making us neighbours.




  “So the cousins and some others are in the quarry,” I said testily. “I already knew that.”




  Tack frowned, aimed his laser pointer at my forehead. “My sources indicate—”




  “Tack—”




  “—there are four, perhaps five major groups operating in the valley, with some scattered coyotes hiding out solo, or in pairs or threes.” He flicked the red dot to the

  northeast corner of his map, where he’d drawn a crude hotel and ski lift. “Noah’s team of murder-loving wackos are in his father’s luxury ski lodge at the top of the slopes,

  attacking anyone who comes close. He’s lost his damn mind. Seriously. Insanity sauce. He’s a psychopath.”




  I turned away, hoping Tack wouldn’t see the colour drain from my face. Outside, clouds rolled in and the trailer darkened, leaden shadows pooling in the corners and creeping up the bare

  walls. The microwave leered at me from across the room, a ghastly black face sitting in broken-toothed judgement.




  I didn’t want to think about Noah again. This day had been trying enough.




  Tack continued quickly, pointing the laser over Main Street. “Ethan, Sarah, and the superjerks hold all of downtown. That’s the largest group by far—at least twenty to

  twenty-five people, maybe more. I can’t get good intel on exactly how many others ran like we did, but the ones who stayed are probably all in. They control the grocery store, the

  shops, and most of the restaurants.”




  “The food supply,” I said sourly.




  “The food supply,” Tack agreed. “Which means they have the upper hand on everyone. When the pantries inside empty houses dry up, loners are going to be in trouble. I bet some

  are already trickling back into town as they run out of Pop-Tarts. Ethan might be able to win this thing just by sitting tight.”




  I rubbed my face. Win what? “Have you learned anything about the summer camp?”




  Tack’s frown deepened. “No. There’s definitely a group there, but it’s been impossible to figure out who’s in it. Our best man was shot trying to sneak close enough

  to make an ID.”




  I arched an eyebrow.




  “Our very best man.”




  “Okay, so people are mostly spread out in four main parties.”




  “Five, I think. Some folks are poking around in the swanky southwestern neighbourhoods, but I can’t tell if it’s an offshoot of Ethan’s group or a whole different set of

  classmates. I was planning on checking that out after you’d secured our supply of mac and cheese. But instead you fell down an elevator shaft.”




  “Right. My bad.”




  “We’re in a tough spot,” Tack admitted, spinning the chair back around and flopping into its cushy depths. “Without a resupply we can’t last here much longer, but

  Ethan has a monopoly on grocery shopping. We’ll have to either start raiding other neighbourhoods or find a hidden cache no one’s got to first. But how many of those do you think are

  left?”




  “None. Sarah’s too smart. She’ll have thought through logistics like we have, and she’s got manpower for days.”




  Tack tapped his lip, then leaned forward. “We have to unite the groups opposing Ethan and Sarah. We’ll need numbers to break their stranglehold. Without a unified front to challenge

  them, they can stamp out resistance one small pocket at a time.”




  I recoiled, crossing my arms as creases crinkled my forehead. “Who? Us? How are we going to do that? We don’t have anything to offer, Tack. We’re only having

  this conversation because we’re about to starve.”




  “You’re a beta patient for Project Nemesis. Everyone knows it.”




  “But that doesn’t mean anything,” I spat, suddenly, explosively angry. “Ethan and Noah might think it makes them gods, but the others won’t listen to me

  just because I tell them how many times I’ve been killed.”




  Undeterred, Tack began ticking fingers. “There are only four betas. Ethan. Noah. Sarah. You. The other three are all running gangs, so why not you? The Guardian mentioned you

  specifically at Town Hall, so everyone knows you’re important to the Program. I mean, Jesus, Min. You guys were tested for this your whole lives.”




  My voice hardened. “I wasn’t tested, Tack. I was murdered. Repeatedly. And brought back time after time.”




  “So the conspiracy could create this virtual lifeboat,” Tack countered, ignoring my not-so-subtle hint to let this topic go. “That means you’re special. If you lead,

  people will follow. I know they will.”




  I just stared at him. “Me. Lead. Tack, have you been drinking?”




  He spread his arms, cobalt eyes narrowing to pinpricks. “Do you agree that people need to work together to force some sense into Ethan?”




  “Yes, but—”




  “Then who’s going to do it? It has to be you.”




  “I don’t want to be in charge of anything.” I’d scooted back on the couch as if to force a path through the trailer wall. “And you’re talking crazy. No one

  will listen to me.” I fought to keep my voice firm. “I’m the girl who got shot in the back, remember?”




  His shoulders fell. “Min, that was—




  “Our classmates are all idiots, anyway,” I said. I was in a funk, and knew it, but Tack had blindsided me with this save-the-world crap. “If they had the sense to realize we

  have to unite against Ethan, they’d have done it already.”




  “We have to at least try.” He was trying to sound confident. Suddenly, I felt ashamed.




  Tack captured my gaze and held it. “You’re a beta. But more than that, you’re the type who should be running things. You care about fairness, and justice, all that

  noble crap. People know that.” He sighed. “Without a new rallying point, Ethan and Sarah are the only game in town. People flock to strength when they’re scared, even when

  it’s wrong. If we want an alliance against them, someone is going to have to step up.”




  I took a deep breath. “For the sake of argument . . . what do you suggest?”




  He brightened immediately, flourishing his laser pointer and aiming it at the G.I. Joe. “We visit the cousins. They’re close by, clearly opposed to Ethan, and know how to take care

  of themselves. Plus, it must be awful up in that dirty miners’ compound. Maybe we can persuade them to come down here and join us.”




  I suppressed a sigh. “Don’t get your hopes up. Sam and Carl are survivalists. They wouldn’t have chosen that spot if they didn’t think they could last a long time. And I

  still don’t see what we’re bringing to the table.”




  Tack rose and slipped his hoodie on. “That’s not ‘victory pizza’ talk, but I’ll let it slide.” He took two steps toward the door, then stopped and looked back

  at me. “We good?”




  I stuck my tongue out at him, but nodded. Honestly, I did feel a little better having made a decision. “Go get that pizza, soldier. We’ll need our strength for the hike.”




  Tack scratched his cheek. “When do you want to head out?”




  “After lunch. A few hours should give us plenty of time to perfect the art of diplomacy.”




  Tack snorted, stepped outside. My spirits sank as soon as the door eased shut.




  My joke had hidden the truth—I had no idea what to say to my classmates. I’d never been a leader and everyone knew it, whatever Tack might believe.




  How was Melinda Wilder supposed to unify a resistance?




  What did I have to offer anyone?
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  NOAH




  Gears groaned after being dormant for so long.




  The ski lift rumbled to life, painted green chairs cycling through the station like toy soldiers before floating up the hill in a steady line.




  I let a few pass as the motor settled into a steady purr. This lift climbed the longest run in the resort. It hadn’t been fired up since the slopes closed in May. Then I shook my head.

  Stepped into position and let a chair scoop me, keeping the bar raised as I arced gracefully into the cold grey sky.




  This lift had never been turned on, because it wasn’t real. It was a mirror image—a reflection of what had existed on this spot in the real Fire Lake valley, before it

  burned. But that was all gone.




  As the chair rose, I marvelled at the complexity of the Program’s simulation. How could the architects have got every tiny detail correct? I knew these chairs. Had ridden them my whole

  life. The paint was peeling in all the right places, the white seats slightly browned by weather and hard use.




  Whoever designed the Program had been geniuses. They’d known what they were doing.




  The chair glided above the tree line. I glanced back over my shoulder at the wide lake in the centre of the valley. The surface had a leaden gleam—the ice was thickening, though not enough

  to walk on yet. Fire Lake was beautiful this time of year. A white carpet of snow made everything look pure and wholesome and safe.




  Something moved on the waterfront docks. My eyes focused instantly—Vonda Clark was strolling along the wharf, hand in hand with that big blond Thor look-alike, Finn Whitaker. Interesting.

  Before the Program, those two probably never would’ve spoken.




  Then I started. They were miles away, yet I had no trouble making out their faces.




  I jerked back around to face the mountains. Stared at the craggy peaks encircling the valley, locking us in. This was getting scary.




  The lift rocked gently in an icy breeze, but I ignored the cold. If I concentrated, I could detect individual stitches in my jeans as they pressed against my legs. My senses had been electric

  since the cabin raid. I could smell a fire burning in the ski village hundreds of yards away. I could hear the whine of the lift’s engine powering me up the mountainside even as I lofted well

  beyond sight of the station.




  I didn’t worry about someone stopping the works and stranding me up there. If necessary, I could drop down to the snowpack and be fine. No reset needed.




  The chair approached the halfway pole. I reached out, idly slapped it with an open hand. A sound like a warlord’s gong reverberated up and down the slopes. I sat back and flexed my

  fingers, amazed by their strength.




  Something had happened to me during the raid. Some kind of . . . evolution.




  I was stronger. Faster. Barely slept. I still ate regularly, but only to avoid drawing attention. I didn’t want the others to learn my secret.




  Because the truth had become plain—kills in the Program gave you something. I recalled the flood of energy I’d experienced after firing into the cabin as it burned. As lives blipped

  out, flying back into the Program’s circuits to be reborn. But that wasn’t the half of it.




  I’d felt an avalanche of power when Piper stopped twitching in the snow. And I knew what it meant.




  I’d been right. The truth was terrible, remorseless, and cruel. But I’d been right and Min was wrong. Piper proved it. There was only going to be room for so many.




  I hadn’t worked out all the details yet. Why had Piper failed to reset? If kills gave you power, did deaths take something away? Had I experienced that final influx as an

  accumulated effect, or was killing a person who stayed dead worth more?




  God, listen to yourself. What was Piper worth?




  I creaked higher up the mountain as frigid gusts swirled around my chair. The ground momentarily rose to nearly touch my feet, rife with the smell of moss and rotting logs. Then it dropped away

  again as I was carried over a shallow ravine.




  It was insanely peaceful. So nice to be alone, without eyes on my back.




  I’d tried to keep my new abilities from the others, but nature had betrayed me. Or the simulation did. Whatever. It was all the same now.




  We’d been scouting a rough patch of country behind the chalet the day before—me, Akio, Richie, and Leah—trying to locate a cell tower, when a dragon’s roar froze everyone

  in their tracks. A tidal wave of white was tearing down the mountainside. We’d barely had time to cower behind our SUV before it struck. The avalanche hit like a giant’s punch, and the

  SUV tipped, threatening to crush us beneath it. But my survival instincts kicked in and I caught the vehicle on one shoulder, then pushed it back upright.




  I should’ve let the damn thing crush us. Taken the reset. Now the others watched me cautiously as I patrolled our domain—the ski chalet and a little mountaintop shopping village

  beside it. They knew I was different, but did they know why? Had they put it together?




  I’d sworn Akio and Kyle to secrecy about what happened to Piper. Or rather, what didn’t happen. Right there in the frigid night, next to the blazing ruin of the cabin. I

  wasn’t sure what to do yet, and didn’t need my whole team freaking out. I knew I shouldn’t trust anyone, but they’d seen Piper die with their own eyes. There was no other

  option.




  The wind picked up, rocking my icy perch. Pregnant storm clouds crept over the horizon, swirling like ghosts, promising darkness and loss and pain. Jesus, why was I up in a damn ski lift? I was

  going to freeze to death.




  Akio had gone patrolling last night and never came back.




  I felt tightness in my chest. Maybe I’d been too aloof? Or maybe I should’ve deliberately scared the others with what I could do, to keep them in line.




  Alone in this chair, a mile removed from everyone else, I could admit things.




  I was terrified the others might see through me. That they’d sense I wasn’t really a leader, even with this new . . . whatever it was. God, what did they think of me right now,

  riding a freaking ski lift all by myself. I was acting like a weirdo.




  I had to give them something. Some new reason to support me. If not they’d slip away and join my enemies. Like Akio had?




  A knot hardened in my stomach. Had he abandoned me? Did he blab? Why didn’t I see it coming?




  I slapped the lift bar down and leaned my elbows on it. I needed a win. A reminder to my team of why they were up here with me, and not lounging in town eating Fritos. Which meant I had to make

  Ethan look weak. But how?




  The mountaintop station hove into view. My chair pulled in and I raised the bar, hopped off, then jogged a few steps to avoid the next one. I was several klicks east of the chalet, but my feet

  took me in the opposite direction. The trees opened up and suddenly I was staring down at the whole basin.




  Fire Lake valley is a steep-sided bowl surrounded by white-capped peaks on three sides, with its signature lake directly in the centre. The western edge drops hundreds of feet into Gullet Chasm,

  uncrossable with the bridge down even if there was something left on the other side. Which I doubted. All exits from the valley seemed deliberately blocked, and the Program had to be finite. For

  the sixty-four of us, this was our entire world.




  Sixty-three. Piper is gone, and you sent her packing.




  My eyes strayed east. To the fenced-off woods, where the silo was hidden.




  Min.




  Was she there? Her trailer park hid behind Miner’s Peak in the opposite direction, but I was sure she’d gone to ground at the heart of Project Nemesis. It was the smart move, and Min

  was the smartest person I knew.




  I rubbed my chin, let the cold outside fill me within.




  Was she in the control room right now, scared and alone?




  Then I chuckled without humour. Min hiding? Weepy and sad? No chance. She’d be furious. Out for my blood.




  And not alone. Tack was always with her, like a virus you couldn’t shake.




  Acid filled my mouth as I pictured Min and Tack way down in the silo, lying in each other’s arms. Giggling together as they plotted my downfall.




  Fire exploded in my chest. My arms tingled. My lips curled into a snarl as I tried to banish the taunting image. I turned and started back toward the chalet. I was wasting time. The others would

  wonder.




  I kicked myself for not going to the silo first thing, weeks ago, but I’d been too afraid to leave my people alone without me. When I’d finally had the chance to sneak away,

  I’d found the outer door locked and tracks all around the gravel lot.




  Someone had been there. Was probably still inside. It didn’t take a genius to figure out who—Min and Tack were the only other people who knew the silo existed. I’d retreated

  quickly before being noticed. Wasn’t ready for that fight.




  Honestly, it was better this way. I didn’t want a real threat like Ethan or Sarah to learn the secrets hidden there. Min and Tack had probably gone in right after the Town Hall massacre,

  and would never come out. That worked for me. They could be my guard dogs for now. I’d deal with them eventually.




  A twig snapped and I froze. I was still a couple hundred yards from the chalet. Not quite no-man’s-land, but who knew what the townies might try after the cabin bonfire. And for the last

  fifteen minutes I’d been winging through the sky like a clay pigeon.




  I reached for my Beretta just as Kyle jogged from a thicket of longleaf pines. He saw me standing there, pistol in hand, and skidded to a stop, throat working as his hands flew up. Good. Be

  afraid.




  “Yes?” I asked in my coldest voice. Can I trust you with our secret, Kyle?




  Kyle swallowed again. He was sweating. “We, um . . . we have a problem.” I could tell he wanted to be anywhere but there.




  I declined to speak.




  “At the chalet,” Kyle continued, expelling a misty breath as I shoved my weapon back into a jacket pocket.




  “What kind of problem?” Voice flat, but my heart began racing.




  Kyle looked like he was about to throw up.




  “There’s been an accident. I’m so sorry, Noah, but I think we’re screwed.”




  





  5




  MIN




  “Why do you think we have to eat?” Hamza Zakaria said.




  “Because we’re hungry,” Floyd Hornberry replied. “Same as always.”




  I could barely see their faces as I squinted into the afternoon sunshine reflecting off the snowy peaks behind them. Tack and I were crouched behind an outcropping twenty yards from the quarry

  gatehouse, uncertain how to make our approach. Floyd and Hamza each had a rifle slung over one shoulder, but they were sitting on wooden stools and drinking from soup cans. They didn’t seem

  on particularly high alert.




  “The MegaCom’s OS must require it,” Hamza continued, pausing briefly as he chewed. “A need for virtual sustenance is probably embedded into our basic

  programming.”




  “You think too much.”




  “We’re currently dead and bodiless, living inside a digital reality. That doesn’t interest you?”




  I could almost hear the shrug in his companion’s response. “I don’t feel dead. So I eat. What’s the difference?”




  “You’re a real scholar, Floyd.”




  “I’m trying to have lunch, Hamza. Lay off.”




  We ducked back down. I glanced at Tack, who shrugged. Floyd and Hamza were clearly bored, and doing a terrible job. We’d managed to sneak over the perimeter fence and up the access road

  without being spotted. But we could go no further in good faith without announcing ourselves.




  “You ready?” Tack whispered. “Try to be charismatic when we talk to them. That’s Chunky soup, and I really, really want some.”




  “This isn’t going to work,” I answered, shaking my head. “They seem to be doing fine without us.”




  “That’s the spirit. You’ve got a great soup-acquiring attitude going right now.”




  “Shut it.” Taking a deep breath, I rose and stepped onto the frozen gravel road.




  Five steps.




  A plume of white exploded beside my left foot.




  Hamza and Floyd looked up from their cans in surprise. Neither had touched his rifle.




  “Down!” Tack tackled me by the waist, driving me behind a cluster of shattered boulders beside the road. I hit the ground hard, scraping my elbow, dirty snow smearing my mouth and

  nose.




  I coughed and spat. “What the—”




  Silver streaks pinged off the stones around us.




  “Someone’s shooting!” Tack hissed, driving home the obvious. “From further up the road I think.”




  Great. We hadn’t even made contact yet, and already my plan was in shambles.




  “Why would they . . .” I peeked over a jagged boulder. Hamza was now on his feet, soup can capsized on the ground as he pointed his rifle in our general direction. Floyd had turned,

  was staring up the access road at a low warehouse fifty yards deeper into the quarry. Then something ricocheted an inch from my ear and I dropped with a yelp. “They don’t even know what

  we want yet!”




  “Or care, obviously.” Tack chomped his bottom lip, thinking hard. “Hold on.”




  Griping quietly to himself, he tore off his hoodie and the white tee beneath, goose bumps erupting along his pale arms and chest. Spotting a long stick a yard away, he scampered out and snagged

  it. A line of pulverized ice puffs chased him back to cover. “Just hold on a minute already!” he shouted in annoyance.




  Tack tied his T-shirt atop the stick, then slowly raised it above the boulders and waved the makeshift flag back and forth. At first, nothing. Then the shirt jerked backward as a bullet tore

  through the fabric.




  “Oh, real nice!” Tack yelled. “That’s my best undershirt!”




  Silence. A full minute passed as we cowered behind our meagre concealment. I couldn’t think of what to do next. There wasn’t even a line of retreat. We were trapped behind a narrow

  cluster of broken stones, pinned down and outnumbered. We’d debated whether to bring our guns with us, but had elected not to, hoping to appear nonthreatening. Certain resets seemed in our

  future.




  “What do you want?” a voice demanded. Neither Floyd nor Hamza. My eyes darted to Tack, but he shook his head, eyes wide. Neither of us had seen a third person.




  “Not to get shot!” Tack called back. “Let’s start with that!”
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