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For my dad




PART ONE


FIRE LAKE ISLAND
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MIN


I promised myself I wouldn’t die that night.


I’d said it often over the past six months, whispering the words, when Noah was away and no one else was around to hear them. The vow didn’t feel momentous anymore. I’d “died” so many times in the past that I wasn’t particularly scared of it, even now that the threat was real. But I was freaked out by the mother of a thunderstorm bearing down on our settlement. While I sat there on my bed, alone.


I wish Noah were here.


But he wasn’t. He’d gone up to Ridgeline camp to see about a broken water purifier. The trip took several hours each way, so he wouldn’t return until morning.


Outside, hail fell like staccato punches against the roof of our cabin, littering the ground with icy shrapnel. I hugged my knees to my chest, wondering again whether Noah and I were crazy not to live inside the silo like Sarah and her friends. So what if it meant sleeping with a hundred yards of concrete hanging overhead? Those girls were warm and snug right now, unable to even hear this cataclysm.


I had the same thought every time an electrical storm came, and they always came. But I never actually moved down there. I was alive, in the real world. Surrounded by real wind and water and earth and sun. No way was I living in a basement at the bottom of a hole. To me that felt like crawling back inside the Program.


Then I snorted. It’s not like they invited me to join them.


There was only room for a dozen inside the lab complex anyway. My place was in the settlement. I couldn’t lead our fledgling little community from underneath a rock.


BOOM. Sizzle.


I stuck my nose outside the cabin door. The air reeked of ozone and charged metal. Chunks of hail were melting on the black, loamy earth surrounding the stream.


It never really got cold now, aboveground. The weather seemed stuck in a perpetual late-summer temper tantrum, like a cat that’s fallen into a pool and wants someone to blame for it. I felt a restless, relentless pressure in my eardrums. The hair on my arms stood in anticipation of the laser show about to be unleashed. Sour copper filled my mouth.


Lightning split the sky, followed by a crack of thunder that rattled my teeth. This was going to be a bad one. They were all bad ones. Earth may have recovered enough to support human life but it remained thoroughly pissed off.


I stepped from my home—a sturdy box of rough-hewn logs Noah and I had constructed by hand. In the first days after regenerating our class discovered a mountain of tools inside the silo’s supply alcoves, along with guides and sets of plans. We’d built our houses as strongly as possible, but these storms were nearly too much. Old tolerances didn’t seem to apply anymore. Sometime during the eons our digitized existences traveled the MegaCom’s circuit boards, nature’s fury had gotten a turbo boost.


A full moon hung in the western sky, kissing the fog and infusing the night with a pale, almost spectral glow. But I was staring in the opposite direction—at the roiling, malevolent cloud bank creeping closer from the east. A thick ball of pure ferocity, flaring yellow and red, lit by the ceaseless electrical flows thrumming inside it.


It was beautiful. It was terrifying. It cared nothing for me and mine.


The storm snarled closer, its violent light reflecting off the ocean seething beneath it. The nastiest howlers always struck from the east, where Montana used to be. Where there was nothing now but endless, iron-gray sea.


I glanced back to the west. The ocean in that direction remained eerily calm, though its turn was coming. When the storm finally pounced, it would cloak the moon in a blanket of dancing, glimmering sky-fire. A breathtaking sight, if it wasn’t so deadly.


Fire Lake Island rose from the encircling sea like a giant middle finger, a lonely tower of cracked and crumbling granite. Our whole world. The peaks of the Rockies were all that remained above the angry waves. So much had changed while we . . . slept? Dreamed?


I shivered, aware of just how much had sunk into those inky depths. How precariously our refuge was positioned. How easily we could be swept away.


That had been the biggest shock—discovering that our quiet mountain valley was now an island in an endless sea. The silo was perched at its eastern edge, one concrete wall sheer and exposed, dropping hundreds of feet straight down to the ocean. The only recognizable feature remaining was Fire Lake itself, still cold and beautiful in the valley’s center, collecting rainwater dumped by the countless savage cloudbursts.


We might physically be in the same place, but nothing, nothing was the same.


A wave of static electricity prickled my skin. Then a bolt of pure energy, highlighter yellow, struck the island with a scream of triumph. Thunder boomed like heaven’s anvil, shaking the trees around me.


Screams erupted from the settlement below, a tight grid of cabins and storage buildings that bordered a gurgling creek. Orange tendrils lofted into the sky. The stench of scorched pine and burning fuel rolled up the mountainside in a humid wave.


I was already running downhill, past the thicket we used for firewood and into the village. Early on some jokester had dubbed the place Home Town—because everyone was from there, get it?—and the name stuck. Though I’d been its elected leader since Day One, I lived slightly apart from the others, on a ridge overlooking the ocean. When my days were done I needed to unwind away from prying, judging eyes. Plus, I shared the place with Noah. I’d take whatever privacy we could get.


“Fire!” someone shouted. “Get the hoses!” yelled another. This wasn’t the first hit we’d taken, and everyone knew their jobs. But as I watched, flames leapt higher in a ragged, whipping breeze. I prayed for rain to hurry up and get there.


I sprinted down a dirt-packed trail, lungs burning as I reached the main square. Fires rose before me, and I grimaced at our bad luck—the initial bolt had struck a gas depot. We didn’t keep much on the surface, but the ATVs drank their share and no one wanted to haul canisters up the shaft every day. This storm was teaching us a lesson about complacency.


BOOM. Sizzle.


A second blinding dagger stabbed the valley. I glanced up at the writhing neon mass now screaming directly overhead, like northern lights gone feral. Worst one yet. In a blink, I questioned every assumption I’d made about the planet’s surface. Maybe it wasn’t safe to be outside at all.


I spotted Derrick setting up water pumps while Akio and Casey fueled the portable generator. Piper and Hector were struggling to unwind fire hoses when the next bolt struck in nearly the same spot as the first. A storage building exploded. I watched in horror as a fireball engulfed three people carrying buckets.


Everything around me froze, then zoomed into fast-forward.


“Get back!” I shouted, but my warning was gobbled up by more growling thunder. Lightning struck in quick succession like artillery fire. A second blast rocked the village, spreading the inferno to nearby cabins.


Screams. Someone ran into the night, wreathed in flames.


My eyes burned as a gust of scorching black smoke tried to shove me sideways.


“Min!” a voice bellowed.


I spun, rubbing grit from my eyes. Derrick was pounding on the fire equipment with a socket wrench. Akio and Casey crouched behind him, hands on their knees and puffing hard. I streaked over and slid down beside Derrick as he slammed a fist to the ground.


“The valve broke!” Derrick shouted. “I can’t get the pumps to start!” He pointed to a jagged part inside the machine, as if it would mean something to me.


“Double the buckets!” I yelled, pawing stray hair from my eyes. The charged air was standing the loose strands on end. “We can’t let any more buildings catch!”


I felt a hand on my shoulder. “I don’t think that’s gonna be a problem,” Akio said, pointing to the eastern horizon. A heavy curtain of rain was marching across the island, swallowing the landscape one foot at a time. The downpour sounded like a million plinking xylophones closing in on us. At least the lightning had stopped.


I rasped a relieved breath. “Okay, good. That’ll put out the fires.” Shooting to my feet, I started scanning for victims of the explosion. A sick feeling swept over me. How many people did we lose tonight?


Derrick stood tall beside me, dark eyes grim as he examined the approaching monsoon. “That’s . . . Min, that’s a lot of water coming down. And we’re near the bottom of the slopes.”


I stiffened in alarm. He was right—an entire river was dumping onto the heights ringing the island’s central valley. All that liquid had to go somewhere.


The radio at Derrick’s belt squawked. I heard Sam’s voice crackle through a wall of static. “Watch o—. . . a freaki—. . .—ll of water coming right fo—. . .—ryone inside th—. . .—IGHT NOW!” Derrick tried to signal back, but the connection went dead.


“Damn it!” Derrick holstered his radio in disgust. “Too much charge in the air. But I think we got the message.”


“Forget the pumps. Get everyone into the silo!” I ran toward the largest clump of people I could find as the electric blur engulfed the moon. The effect lit up the night like the Vegas Strip. People were stumbling about, trying to help but unsure what to do. The storm’s power seemed to have scrambled everyone’s senses.


I grabbed the closest shoulder I could reach. Aiken Talbot, ash-covered and coughing, eyes red and glistening from more than just wood smoke. “Head to the silo! We can’t stay out here—this one’s too much!”


Aiken shrugged me off angrily. “People need help!” He pointed to a still form lying beside the burning fuel dump. “The fire’s too hot to get close, and it’ll spread. We need a water brigade!”


“It’s not going to spread.” I spun him around to face the wall of rainwater sliding closer by the second. “The storm will douse the fires, but that’s a flash flood waiting to happen. We have to hurry!”


Aiken blanched. “Crap. Okay. I’ll gather a team and help the . . . the wounded.”


He swallowed. I squeezed his arm. We both knew the person on the ground was likely dead.


“Don’t take too long,” was all I said.


We split up, each gathering people as we ran. I began herding everyone up the main path—a gravel road that led to the silo’s entrance no more than two hundred yards upslope. Though most of the class had moved outside to live like people, we hadn’t gone far. Safety was close if we hurried.


The downpour finally reached us, and in seconds I was soaked to the bone. I splashed back down toward the village, alert for stragglers, but quickly realized it was pointless. I could barely see my own hands in front of me. When a small group led by Casey and Derrick appeared carrying electric lanterns, I gasped in relief.


“Do you have everyone?” I shouted.


Derrick shrugged, his jaw clenched. “No way to tell! We can’t see anything!”


Rainwater began running down the path in a thickening stream, covering my feet up to the ankles. Soon it’d be too slippery to climb. “Keep going!” I shouted, grabbing Casey’s lantern. “I’ll do one last sweep, then—”


Bang. Bang. BANG.


Something rumbled, followed by a deep groan. Everyone froze.


The sound of stone smacking stone echoed across the valley. A low vibration hummed through my legs.


I heard several loud cracks echo from upslope, followed by a noise like ogres chewing rocks. An instant later two massive boulders rolled out of the darkness, passing a dozen yards to my left.


“Landslide!” Aiken shouted.


The hill shook with a roar like a jet engine screaming, then a scythe of dirty water leapt from the darkness, washing my feet out from under me. I tumbled downslope in a tangle of mud and flailing limbs.


Shouts erupted in the darkness as others were swept along with me. Something heavy and solid struck my temple and I nearly blacked out. I tried to scream but water filled my mouth and nose, causing me to gag and choke.


The area below the trail flattened and I lurched to a halt, covered head to foot in cloying mud. I’d lost both shoes and was bleeding from a gash on my head, but all my bones seemed intact. I whispered a silent prayer of thanks to any deities that might’ve stuck around while the Program ran.


Classmates were picking themselves up around me. The rain continued pouring down like a faucet as we staggered into a ragged cluster and counted off. Thirteen. There’d been twenty-five people in Home Town when the storm struck. Some had definitely gone ahead of us, but had they been caught in the slide, too? I shivered, thinking of the burning silhouette that had run toward the lake. How many never reached the path at all?


I should have planned for this better.


Mercifully, the rain slackened. I glanced eastward. The sky in that direction was clear and brilliant with stars. The storm would be over soon. Nothing that furious could last.


Derrick sloshed over beside me. He let out an exhausted sigh. “I think we have some bad news,” he said quietly.


I nodded, unable to speak. Again. There’d been death on my watch before—real death, final death—and everyone knew it.


“This ain’t on you,” Derrick said as if reading my mind, though he kept his eyes on the lake. Water was rushing into it at a startling pace. How much would drain through the surrounding hills in the next few hours? Our creek must’ve overflowed. The village might be a total loss.


“This was a disaster, D. If not on me, then who?”


“Not every situation requires blame.” Derrick sat down on a log and pulled off a sodden boot. A stream of brown liquid gushed out. “We’ve never had a storm that bad. My balls are still rattling.”


“Gross.”


“True story.”


I rubbed my face. “I wish Noah were here.” The words slipped out before I could stop them, and I blushed in the darkness. I hated showing weakness, but was it wrong to want your boyfriend around after getting washed over a cliff? Plus I had no idea where he was, or if he was okay. What if he’d been caught outside in that nightmare?


“I left my high-tops by the fire pit,” Derrick grumbled. “I know they’ll be ruined. Last pair, too.”


I snorted despite myself. “There are forty-six boxes of pink Keds in alcove 7B. I have no idea who thought—”


The ground bucked suddenly, toppling me sideways. I heard a report like a dam breaking as a gust of stale air whistled over us. A deep, ominous crash reverberated across the island, triggering another shockwave.


Then, silence.


Flat on his belly in the muck Derrick was panting like a hunted animal. “What the—”


“The silo!” I was on my feet and running. I slipped, sloshed, and scrambled up the waterlogged path to the bunker’s entrance, the electric lantern jostling against my side.


Where I stopped dead.


Earlier that evening, a blocky concrete tunnel had poked from the mountainside, accessing a military-grade blast door that had survived Armageddon. Now, the tunnel was gone. A huge swath of the mountain was gone with it, leaving a mass of shattered rock and mud where the entrance had been.


The silo was blocked, trapping my classmates inside.
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NOAH


I ran as fast as I could.


Legs pounding. Sweat oozing. As the sun peeked over the eastern heights, illuminating the valley in a soggy haze.


I could barely keep my impatience in check. The paths were too waterlogged for an ATV, so I’d set out on foot. The trek from Ridgeline usually took four hours, but I was determined to make it in three.


I had to. Everything had gone to hell while I was gone.


I took the most direct route possible, straight through the woods on the north side of the lake rather than my usual hike across the southern flatland. Thorns ripped at my flesh as I barreled through the undergrowth, ignoring my burning lungs. I scolded myself for leaving the village while a thunderstorm was gathering, but honestly, when wasn’t one?


Sam’s crew had a busted filtration system—without a spare valve from the silo stockpile, they’d have been drinking from a stream like cave people. The trip had to be made.


I’d witnessed the lightning display from their camp in the western peaks, chewing on my fist beside Floyd and Hamza as bolts rained down. Then something exploded in Home Town. I’d wanted to sprint back immediately—cabins were burning—but the Ridgeliners persuaded me it was suicide to travel in that weather.


The thought of Min battling chaos without me gnawed my insides. I’d nearly bolted into the night a dozen times. But it was the worst storm any of us had ever seen, and that’s saying something. When its leading edge reached our position we’d retreated into a cavern to hide like mice.


Now I was minutes away from home, growing more and more anxious about what I’d find. The trees thinned and my speed picked up, though new streams ran everywhere and soon I was drenched from the waist down. My boots made awful squishing sounds with every footfall.


The first thing to hit me was the smell. Smoke. Charred wood. A noxious, oily stench that could only mean something mechanical had burned. That or fuel. Pushing through the last line of trees, I was prepared to encounter pandemonium.


Instead, I found . . . no one.


Not a living soul.


I ran down to the square, discovered the wreckage of supply buildings 3 through 7. Taking mental notes on what had likely been destroyed, I looked around, baffled. The village common was always busy at sunup—there weren’t a lot of other places to be. Admittedly, Home Town was less crowded now than when the whole class had been living there before the incident three months ago, but still. There should’ve been a dozen people puttering around on a slow day, and this wasn’t that.


What the hell?


I heard a noise behind me and whirled. Nothing. But then it came again—a sniffling, sobbing cough echoing from somewhere down by the stream. I jogged closer, trying to ignore the stitch in my side, and found Hector and Vonda huddled over four long bundles wrapped in blue tarps.


My heart stopped.


Hector looked up. “Noah.”


“Who?” I blurted, hands trembling as I stared at the tarps.


Head down, Vonda’s shoulders shook silently. Hector’s redrimmed eyes lost focus.


“Jamie. Lars. Morgan. And . . . Finn.”


Vonda exploded in a heart-wrenching wail. Her hands dug into her thick black hair as she rocked back and forth. Hector reached out and squeezed her shoulder. Vonda and Finn had been together since inside the Program.


My breath caught. I felt tears on my cheeks. It was so much worse than I’d thought.


“Vonda, I . . . I’m so sorry.” I knelt and put an arm around her, and she collapsed against my chest. We sat like that for a long moment, but the questions couldn’t wait. “Hector, where is everyone? Did they all go for a resupply?”


Hector seemed to startle back to the present. “No. They’re at the silo. There was a cave-in last night, and people are trapped inside. You should go, Noah. Vonda and I will stay to prepare the . . . our friends.”


He didn’t say dead. Couldn’t yet. I understood.


Death—something we’d treated as a minor inconvenience for so long—was real again. The bodies in those tarps wouldn’t reset. They’d never stand up and stretch, ready to laugh darkly about how they’d bought it that time before going about their day.


Then Hector’s words fully penetrated and I shot to my feet. “Who’s trapped? How many?”


He shook his head. “I don’t know. Min’s up there organizing a rescue. I’m sure they could use your help.”


I nodded. Looked at Vonda, wanting to say something comforting. But the words wouldn’t come, and I’d be bad at delivering them even if they did. So I turned and raced up the path. My muscles screamed in protest as I made the ascent. I’d been running for several hours and didn’t have much left in the tank. The trail was now a muddy slog riddled with puddles. Last night it must’ve been a river.


Five more minutes of hard going and I reached the silo’s front entrance. I heard the commotion before I saw it—at least twenty of my classmates were dragging rubble away from where the tunnel had been. But the whole mountainside had collapsed on top of the opening. It took me all of ten seconds to realize the effort was futile.


Min and Derrick were standing to one side, conferring quietly. I ran to join them, swallowing Min in a quick hug. She gripped me back tightly.


“Noah, it’s awful.” She ground a fist into her leg as she spoke. “The door is buried under thirty feet of debris. We can’t move these giant boulders, and we can’t drop in through the top hatch because there’s no way up there now. There’s nothing up there now.”


I gripped the back of my neck. “But there’s no reason to think anyone inside is hurt, right?”


“We don’t know, because nobody’s answering the radio.” Derrick frowned at his walkie-talkie. “This entire side of the hill broke apart, and I swear some of it’s not out here. If anything fell down through the shaft, it might’ve jacked up the catwalks, the alcoves, and who knows what else. This is a disaster.”


I ran a hand through my sodden hair. Tried to think deliberately. “Who’s in there?”


Derrick glared at the wreckage as if to clear it by sheer will. “The collapse happened before anyone from the village reached the door. A blessing if the silo’s roof really did cave in, though we were all stuck out here in the rain like jackasses. But Sarah and the other princesses are down there, and those boulders literally weigh tons. How are we supposed to move them?”


Min was shaking her head slightly. Her bottom lip quivered. I knew she was thinking about those four tarps down by the stream. “We just keep digging,” she said abruptly. “Until we force a way through. I’m not giving up.”


“We’d need a forklift to lift some of those stones.” I chewed the inside of my cheek, testing the problem in my head. “Or the whole team of four-wheelers, pulling at the same time. But the village depot exploded, and the rest of our fuel is down there in the storage alcoves.”


Min’s gray eyes found mine. “We have to get them out, Noah. And this isn’t the only way inside.”


“You mean the back door?” I answered, surprised. “It’s a dead end.”


Derrick glanced at Min. “Nobody’s used that since we came out of the MegaCom. I went down once, just to take a look. The power plant level is dark and nasty, plus I heard weird noises.” He crossed his arms. “The back tunnel runs directly toward the cliffs. In case you missed it, that side drops straight to the ocean. What good does that do us?”


“But it’s there.” Min grabbed my forearm. “Derrick and I can—”


“—stay where you’re needed most,” I broke in smoothly. “You two run this whole island. You have to be here and make sure no one freaks out. I’ll take Akio and Kyle, and we’ll check it.”


Min seemed ready to argue the point, but I cut her off again. “I’m the official inter-camp liaison person guy, right?” I flashed a grin. “So let me ‘liaise’ with Sarah and her cheerleader coven while you handle the big stuff.” I stepped close, spoke in a softer tone. “You and Derrick need to keep everyone together. There’s a ton of work to do in the village, including some unpleasant stuff. This is our worst day since—”


I winced, tried to pull the words back. The last thing I wanted Min thinking about was the accident with Carl. But one look and I knew it was too late. Min blamed herself for what had happened, and always would.


“Okay.” Her voice was strangely flat. “Take a radio and call up the minute you reach them. We haven’t heard a word, and I’m starting to . . .” She flexed her fingers in a gesture of helplessness. “Just go fast. Please.”


I wrapped her in another quick hug, then jogged to where several teams were hauling rubble away in buckets. The effort looked hopeless—house-size boulders had fallen directly onto the entrance, crushing the tunnel and blocking any path to the blast door. Still, our classmates were trying.


I spotted Akio and waved. Then, scanning quickly, I yelled for Kyle. The two hurried over, chests heaving, faces covered in orange dust. Both had lived with me inside the Program at my father’s ski chalet. I trusted Akio with my life and usually picked him for the harder jobs. Kyle I was less comfortable with—he’d pulled a fast one on me once, during a raid, and had seemed too comfortable with the slaughter in general—but he was fearless to the point of recklessness. I knew he wouldn’t punk out if this got tough.


Kyle wiped his mouth with a dirty backhand. “What up, Noah? This is a real mess.”


“Any chance we get through?” I asked.


Akio shook his head. “We might be able to dig around the boulders, but I doubt the door survived.”


“Then we try a different way. Up for a climbing expedition?”


Kyle grinned like he’d won a prize. Akio nodded, but worry lines dug across his forehead. “The back tunnel?”


“That’s the idea.”


Akio frowned. “Even if the door’s intact, how will we reach it? That side faces the water.”


I pushed aside a tidal wave of doubt. “Let’s see what we find and go from there. Nine girls are stuck at the bottom of this tomb. We have to get them out.”


“Don’t forget Devin.” Kyle snorted derisively. “He moved down two weeks ago. Their majesties let him stay because they need someone to cook and clean for them. I kid you not.”


I gave him a sharp look. “Four people died last night, Kyle. Do I need to ask someone else?”


“Oh, crap. No. My bad, man.” Kyle’s face fell so quickly, I almost felt bad for snapping at him. Almost.


“Forget it. Let’s just hope we can get inside. Come on.”


Back in the village we grabbed several lengths of nylon rope and three sets of climbing gear. Then we tramped around the mountain, scrambling up bluffs and powering through scrub as we circled the massive cylinder. Once buried deep underground, the silo now stood at the outermost edge of the island, its eastern side fully exposed to the elements and dropping hundreds of feet to the ocean below.


I shivered every time I saw it from this angle. The silo looked like a bird on an unsteady perch. A few hundred more feet of erosion and our supposedly indestructible lifeboat would’ve crashed into the sea along with the rest of Idaho. It was a freaking miracle we’d survived.


Scanning the seaward-facing concrete, I tried to visualize where the back exit should be. So much had changed while we were inside the Program. I squinted into the sun, probing the pockmarked surface with my eyes, but came up empty. I was about to suggest we go back for binoculars when Akio’s finger darted out. “There.”


He’d spotted an indentation maybe forty yards to our right and a dozen down. But I couldn’t see if there was a door. “Could be,” I agreed. “But how do we check?”


I glanced at the top of the silo, unreachable now with the mountainside gone.


Can’t get up, can’t go down. What a mess.


But Akio had seen more than just the possible entry point. “There’s a ridge below us that runs around the silo. I think we can get above the opening and rappel down to it.”


I blinked at him. “Rappel. Down the cliff. Over the ocean.”


Akio shrugged, the ghost of a smile appearing on his lips. “You have a better idea?”


“I do not.” My throat worked, but there was no other way. “So let’s do it.”


Akio took the lead. We worked along a sharp defile to reach the ridge. It was a full three feet wide—plenty big enough to feel comfortable if there hadn’t been a hundred-yard death drop on the left side. As it was, I could barely breathe.


I heard Kyle gasping behind me and took solace knowing I wasn’t the only one about to crap his pants. For his part, Akio moved confidently, circling to a wider cleft above the indentation. Once inside there, I put my back against solid stone and tried to slow my stampeding heart.


“We’re lucky.” Akio patted a triangular spike of rock jutting up in the center of the cleft. “We can tie off on this. I was worried two of us would have to anchor the line with body weight.”


I shivered, thinking about that insane prospect, as Akio began securing ropes. He produced two sets of carabiners and snapped them in place, then handed me an ascender. “For the climb back up. Wouldn’t want to forget.”


I shoved mine deep into a pocket. There was nothing left to do but go.


“Okay,” I said. “All right. Okay.”


“One of us should stay here,” Akio said. “To watch the lines.”


Kyle’s hand flew up. I shot him a dirty look, but nodded. I was in charge. I had to go over the side.


Akio offered to go first, but I shook my head roughly. If I didn’t do it now, I never would. I clipped in and took a deep breath. Every kid in Fire Lake had gone rappelling at one time or another at Starlight’s Edge summer camp. This wasn’t novel. But a quick zip down a scouted pitch on lines laid by professionals was a little different from stepping off a vertical cliff above a death drop and hoping Kyle didn’t accidentally let you die. We had no idea if this was even the right place. I’d have to climb back up either way.


Just don’t look down. That’s always good advice, but especially now. Don’t. Look. Down.


Three deep inhales.


I stepped backward off the cliff.


The line played out easily. I worked cautiously down the face, being careful with my speed. After three bounds, I reached the indentation and was forced to look between my feet. I blanked out the crashing waves far below, focusing on the opening. It was a small cave of roughly the same dimensions as a school bus. I lowered myself to a lip where I could stand and scrambled to safer footing.


A weathered blast door was tucked into the back of the recess before me.


I let out a huge sob of relief.


I called up to Akio, detached from the line, and approached the door. There was a wheel-locking mechanism. As Akio landed softly behind me, I grabbed it with both hands and yanked. The wheel didn’t budge.


My heart oozed through my shoes and off the cliff. This door hadn’t been opened in millennia, and was exposed to the sea. Of course it didn’t just spin, and we’d brought nothing to cut the oxidation. This ball of rust might never open. Why hadn’t I thought of this before?


Akio unclipped and joined me in the back of the cave. We tried the wheel together, but it might as well have been part of the mountainside. I collapsed with an exasperated grunt. Akio sat down beside me and squeezed his forehead.


“We probably should have thought this through a little more,” he said.


“You think?”


“I bet the door is rusted shut.”


“You are clearly a master of door science.”


“It would’ve been better if we’d brought something to grease the wheel.”


I chuckled sourly. “Let’s have this conversation up there next time.”


“Deal. Of course, the door could also be locked.”


I pressed my fists into my eyes sockets, then petulantly kicked the door. With a weary sigh, I fumbled for the radio in my pocket. Kyle could run back to the village and get what we needed. If the door was locked . . . well, that would be that.


I was fiddling with the frequency when the wheel next to my head abruptly started rotating. My eyes bugged. I grabbed Akio’s knee. We scrambled to our feet as it spun several times, then stopped. Hinges groaned as the portal swung inward.


Sarah Harden poked her head out. “Took you long enough.”


I blinked. Opened my mouth. Closed it.


Sarah’s blue eyes rolled skyward. “A thousand tons of rock just rained down on us. Did you think we’d just sit around waiting for you bozos? Please tell me you fixed a rope.”


She stepped from the tunnel, followed by a sniffling Jessica Cale. One by one, three more people emerged. Alice Cho. Susan Daughtridge. Colleen Plummer. All were dirt-smeared. Most were crying. I peered past them into the tunnel, expecting the rest of the silo squad, but no one else appeared.


I aimed a confused glance at Sarah. She shook her head.


My whole body went cold. “Where are the others? Tiffani and Kristen? Devin? Are they trapped somewhere?”


I glanced at Alice, who was staring at nothing. Colleen and Susan were hugging each other and wouldn’t meet my eye. “They’re dead,” Jessica wailed. “The roof caved in and they all died!” She slumped to her knees, sobbing, and covered her face.


Sarah watched Jessica with distaste. No tears marred her eyes. Then she looked at me and I nearly shivered. “Tiffani, Melissa, Emily, Kristen, and Devin were having dinner in the command center. The rest of us were in the living quarters. The blast door between the two sections was shut, which probably saved our lives. When we tried to open it . . .” Sarah grimaced, the first human thing she’d done since emerging. “It’s gone. They’re gone.”


Akio turned to stare at the ocean. I shook my head, unwilling to accept what I was hearing. “It might just be blocked. The rest of the shaft could—”


“I connected to a working camera in one of the storage alcoves,” Sarah said curtly. “The silo’s entire ceiling collapsed down the shaft, crushing everything outside the lab complex. The command center is pulverized, Noah. So is everyone who was in there.” She crossed her arms to reveal cracked, bleeding nails. “It’s not like we didn’t try.”


I gaped at Sarah, horrified. Five more classmates, dead. What am I going to tell Min?


“I assume you have a way up from here?” Sarah said. “We’ve been waiting by this door for hours. It’s the only way in or out now, and I was getting worried no one could reach it from above. The lab complex isn’t damaged, and we sealed it, but I want to get topside and see what happened.” She glanced at her companions. “The others didn’t want to stay underground alone.”


“Up. Yes.” I shook my head to clear it. “We have ropes. Kyle is—”


A concussion thumped from somewhere deep inside the tunnel, followed quickly by two more. The stone shook beneath our feet. My eyes met Sarah’s as a crunching sound echoed along the passageway, growing louder by the second.


Sarah flew to the open door, dropping a shoulder against the heavy steel. Akio and I leapt to flank her and together we forced the portal closed. Sarah turned the wheel, then jerked back as something heavy clanged against the door from the inside. The mountain groaned one last time, then went still.


I slid down on my butt and wiped grime from my eyes. “Will things stop breaking around here, please?”


“No way,” Sarah whispered, dropping down beside me. The others were all panting like we’d run a marathon.


I rested my head back against the door. “No way what? The tunnel imploded. Thank God we got here in time.”


Sarah grabbed my shirt, yanking me close. “Two major collapses in one day? Inside a military-grade disaster bunker that stood for over a million years? Get your head out of your ass, Livingston.”


I gently extricated myself from her grip, then ran both palms over my face as the last twelve hours fell in on me like an avalanche. “What are you saying, Sarah? I’m too tired for games.”


She shook her head with disgust. “I’m saying, Noah, that a storm didn’t cause this damage. It’s too much.”


That got my attention. “If not the storm, then what?”


She leaned back next to me, staring off into the distance. “Not what, you idiot. Who.”




3


MIN


I was staring at a cake.


Chocolate. Squat and lopsided. Clearly underbaked in a field oven. No silly candles, but someone had written HOME TOWN and SIX MONTHS & KICKING! on its face with rehydrated vanilla frosting.


I pressed my temples. Two hours ago, Noah had returned to the village with Sarah and the four other silo survivors. Their news hit like a gut punch. Everyone was stumbling around in shock, numb from the rising body count and being cut off from our refuge and source of supplies. For the first time since exiting the Program, we were truly on our own.


And yet someone had thought it’d be a good idea to bake a cake. I grunted in disbelief.


We couldn’t guess the correct date, or even what month it was. There’d been no holidays or birthday parties since emerging from our regeneration pods. In a sense we all had the same birthday, making us a giant group of infants. Or we were all so old as to defy comprehension. Either way, this was ridiculous. Nine people were dead.


“Idiots.” I hustled the cake out of the community lodge and found the closest occupied structure—Cash, Dakota, Leighton, and Ferris were playing No Limit Hold ’Em in the mess tent, a green nylon-and-fiberglass structure designed to shelter troops in the field. “Here,” I said, placing the dessert on their table. “You four can eat this whole thing without sharing if you promise to never admit it existed.”


Quick nods of agreement as they pounced. I was already heading back outside.


I’d called for an official meeting. Only elected leaders at first, though we’d have a full assembly afterward to share our recommendations with the class. We couldn’t wait for someone to come all the way from the Outpost—located off-island and across the channel—but radio calls had been made up to Ridgeline and down to the caves. It would take a while for everyone to get to Home Town.


Everyone. A sigh escaped as I reentered the lodge, the largest building in the village. Four months ago we’d been sixty-four kids strong and doing okay in our new environment. The whole class had lived in Home Town, or down in the silo within easy reach. Things had been going as smoothly as could be hoped. Then the accident occurred, Carl and his scouting team died, and the group splintered.


It was the beginning of the end. Aftershocks were still being felt today.


The next morning Toby and his goons had disappeared, and the count was down to fifty-four. Nobody missed them—Toby had made no effort to fit in since exiting the Program, and the Nolan twins, Josh, Tucker, and Cole had been our only real troublemakers—but where the heck had they gone? Noah was certain they were no longer living on Fire Lake Island.


That was bad enough, but then even those fifty-four broke apart. Sam refused to live in Home Town after his cousin’s death, probably because of me, though he grudgingly agreed to stay a part of the wider community. He took seven friends and built Ridgeline camp in the western heights, as far from Home Town as you could get. The next day Ethan, Charlie, and Spencer hauled a portable shelter down to a cave system we’d discovered close to the water, and never came back. Exasperated, I put them in charge of our boats to maintain a connection.


The worst blow came the following week. Corbin announced he intended to establish a farming colony away from the island completely. He promised to build a permanent settlement on the only other habitable landmass we’d discovered, a forested peninsula lurking a full day south across the sea. Nine more people, gone.


The last defection hurt most. Tack sucker-punched me by joining Corbin’s team.


I wasn’t over it.


Still, yesterday the number of classmates under my direct authority in Home Town had been forty-five, if I counted Sarah’s group in the silo. Now it was thirty-six. I could barely wrap my head around the loss.


Home Town—Six months and kicking!


Half the class, gone. Thirteen dead. Only twenty people were still rostered in the village at the moment, where I was supposed to be in charge. I’d let class unity slip through my fingers. If Noah hadn’t constantly traveled from one camp to another, keeping everyone in touch by more than just radio, we’d have fallen apart completely. As it was, things were balanced on a knife’s edge.


The door creaked as Sarah Harden walked into the lodge. My skin bristled. I’d successfully avoided a face-to-face meeting with her for weeks.


“Thought I’d find you here.” She moved to a folding chair and sat, crossing one athletic leg over the other. Her blond hair was tied back in a lazy ponytail, which only made her more attractive. Sarah was one of those rare people who looked better the less effort she put into it.


“This is where we meet.” I took a seat across from her, my shoulders remaining stubbornly rigid. Something about Sarah always made me feel like I was being judged. Being judged, and coming up short. I waved a hand at the now-empty table. “Someone made a cake for the town’s half birthday, but I got rid of it.”


Sarah snorted. “This group needs a few lessons in tact.”


“How are the other girls? Did you get them settled somewhere?”


“Yes. There are spare cabins.”


I winced. Survivors of one disaster replacing victims of another. What a nightmare. With a sinking feeling it occurred to me that Sarah would almost surely stay in the village now, too.


“I’m glad you’re okay,” I said, fairly certain I meant it. “Is Alice good?”


She nodded tersely, but I could see that her relief ran deep. Alice Cho and Sarah had been living together since the Program. They’d established the colony of basement-dwellers who valued concrete walls and ceilings above everything else.


Sarah leaned forward, and it took a deliberate effort for me not to pull back. “We’re in trouble, Wilder. The cave-ins completely sealed off the silo.” She tapped the tabletop as she spoke. “Roof hatch? Collapsed. Front door? Demolished. And I was there when the back tunnel failed. We can’t get inside from any direction, and almost everything we need to stay alive is stored in those alcoves.”


I swallowed. Eased back and crossed my arms. “We have a lot stockpiled in the village. We’ll just have to make do until we unblock the entrance. It’ll take time, but—”


“It won’t work,” Sarah interrupted. “I was inside, remember? I got a look at the shaft through a camera feed. The cave-in scraped everything off the walls. The supply crates are still in their alcoves, but there’s no way to reach them.” She ticked off three fingers. “Catwalks. Ladder. Miner’s cage. All destroyed. And the command center was crushed by the avalanche.”


She paused, sucking her teeth. No doubt remembering friends who’d died in the disaster. But the moment passed quickly. Sarah didn’t waste time on sentiment.


She cleared her throat. “There are cracks along the outside of the silo, too. I’d bet that the lab complex is still intact—it’s the most heavily fortified section of the whole bunker—but there’s no way to reach it now, either.” Sarah sat back with a huff, frustration bleeding into her voice for the first time. “We just lost the source of our power, fuel, food, heavy equipment, and computing ability. Poof. Gone.”


I tried not to let her analysis crush me. Sarah was brilliant, but I was in charge. I had to think of positive steps.


“These are simply problems to solve,” I said, putting my hands in my lap so they wouldn’t shake. “First, we conduct an inventory. The fires destroyed a lot, but not everything. Then we find a way into the silo. Once we do that, we can figure out how to get things out. It’s not impossible, Sarah, just hard. We can do hard.”


Sarah’s blue eyes locked onto mine. She didn’t say anything. In a flash, I realized she was barely keeping it together. Sarah had lost five friends in a heartbeat, people she’d been living with for months in close quarters. Most of the girls who’d elected to stay underground had been on the cheerleading squad with her back in school. The tiny sliver of human empathy Sarah possessed must’ve been ravaged by their deaths.


“Okay,” she said quietly. “You may be right.” Sarah rubbed both palms on her jeans, then resumed speaking in her typical annoyed tone. “Where are the others, anyway? This meeting might be pointless, but it’s a form to be observed. Not that I care what any of the boys have to say. How much better would things be if we just told everyone what to do?”


I snorted. But was also secretly pleased by the “we.” After everything, I still craved her approval.


Sarah rose and took the chair next to mine. My hackles shot up. I might want her respect, but I never wanted her in my personal space.


She glanced at the door, then spoke in a low voice. “There’s something else you should know. The cave-in—it didn’t feel natural.” Sarah shook her head, squinting down at the floor. “I keep going over the sounds in my head. The sequence. It doesn’t add up. And why would a super-bunker built to survive the end of the world suddenly fail during a thunderstorm?”


“That was a nasty storm, Sarah. Plus, what else could’ve caused it?” Then my eyebrows shot up. “You’re not suggesting what I think you are?”


“I don’t trust what happened yesterday,” she said firmly. “Or everyone in our class. I think something’s up. There are things you should know that—”


The door opened and Derrick ducked into the lodge, followed by Noah and Sam Oatman. Sarah pulled back from me and slid a few seats away. Whatever she’d intended to say would have to wait.


My eyes met Noah’s, and warmth surged through me. I wanted to bury myself in his arms. He’d been gone for the worst night of my life, and I’d had no one else to lean on. Tack was away on his fool’s errand, and I wasn’t really close with any of the others, except maybe Derrick. I’d felt Noah’s lack intensely, but now wasn’t the time. Instead, I gave him a quick hug and let him brush my cheek with a kiss. It was enough, for now.


“Where’s Ethan?” Sarah said.


Derrick dropped a shoulder bag on the table and sat with a noisy exhale. “Not coming. I got him on the radio and he said, and I quote, ‘Not my problem.’ Selfish prick. I doubt Charlie or Spencer show up, either. The Fire Lake cavemen appear to be sitting this one out.”


I tried not to let my disappointment show. Ethan enjoyed being difficult, but usually his curiosity got the best of him. Why wasn’t he interested in such an important meeting?


Then I went cold. Sarah’s suspicions danced inside my head.


Ethan ran our boats to the Outpost from his subterranean lair, giving him a decent-sized responsibility in the wider scheme. I’d hoped that would satisfy him, but maybe not. I glanced at Sarah, but her poker face was back in place. Was this what she’d been hinting at?


“I came.” Sam was stocky and muscular, with intense, dark brown eyes. I hadn’t seen him smile since his cousin died, and today was no exception. “Ridgeline camp sent me to speak for it.” As if we didn’t know. He sat a bit away from everyone and folded his arms.


“Thanks for coming,” I said, with all the earnestness I could muster.


He nodded perfunctorily. It was the best I could hope for.


Noah sat next to Derrick, across from me. In meetings we tried not to show any favoritism toward each other. Which was stupid, but we did it anyway. “There’s another problem,” he said, face sour. “We can’t reach the Outpost.”


I stiffened, thinking of Tack. “What do you mean?”


“There’s no answer on the radio. Home Town’s big antenna is down, but Akio was able to reach Charlie in the caves on a handheld, and he bounced a signal over to the Outpost. Charlie says everything is working on our end and they should be receiving our calls. But no one’s picking up.”


I sat back, thinking. “It must not be getting through.”


“Charlie knows more about AV equipment than the rest of us put together,” Derrick said. “If he says it’s working, I believe him. Maybe their tech was knocked out by the storm?”


“I don’t like it,” Sarah said. “Not with . . . everything else.”


I felt a pulse of pure frustration. More loose strands, even as I tried to stitch things back together. I dug fingernails into my palm. Handle one thing at a time. “We’ll just keep trying them,” I said. “But our top priority is to figure out a way back into the silo. When we speak to the group later, there needs to be a firm consensus ab—”


The door flew open and Rachel Stein stormed in, her long black hair swirling. I held back a sigh, but only barely. Out of everyone in camp, I got along with her the least. She held me personally responsible for everything that happened to our class during Project Nemesis, ignoring the fact that we’d all have been fried to a crisp over a million years ago without it.


Rachel crossed her arms, glaring with dark eyes in stark contrast to her pale skin. “I have a message for the overlords,” she said acidly, her mouth crinkling in a petty smirk.


“Out with it,” Sarah snapped.


Rachel straightened as if Tasered, crimson splotches coloring her cheeks. She might think she was the center of the universe, but even a black hole stepped lightly around Sarah.


“Leighton and Ferris are down by the lake. They say something’s wrong with it.”


My nose scrunched. “Wrong with it? What does that mean?” Both boys lived in Home Town, but neither ever volunteered to help much.


Rachel glowered at me, as if to reassert her importance. “I have no idea, Melinda. I was sent like an errand girl to fetch you.”


“They want us to come there?” Noah looked at me. “That sounds serious.”


Sam rose and headed toward the door. “Let’s go. They wouldn’t bother us for nothing.”


I glanced at Sarah, who nodded slightly. The rest of us filed out after Sam, leaving Rachel behind to nurse her grievances. It was a ten-minute walk to the lakeshore. There we found a group of classmates gathered in a knot and staring at the water.


I strode to Leighton’s side. Our former class president was shielding his eyes as he peered at the shallows, his curly blond hair swaying in the breeze. Noticing me, he pointed to an islet in the lake no more than a dozen yards from where we stood. “Look! Do you see?”


Several yards of darker mud were exposed on its bank. “What? The silt?”


“The waterline. It’s dropping fast. The level is down another foot since we sent Rachel.”


I rubbed the back of my neck. “How is that possible? Rainwater’s been pouring in from the hills all day.”


Leighton ran a hand over his face. “Min, the surface is ten feet lower than earlier this morning. That’s not natural. It’s . . . You can’t . . . This is a big freaking lake!”


Great. What did it mean? I had enough problems already, and now even the island was turning on me.


The ground beneath my feet bucked suddenly. Began to vibrate.


I glanced down, then at a wide-eyed Noah beside me. His mouth opened, but to say what I’d never know.


Air bubbles sizzled from the lake.


I watched in astonishment as the water began to swirl.


“Oh my God,” Leighton whispered. “Oh no.”


I gripped his forearm, my eyes never straying from the gathering whirlpool. “The water’s running out!”


“But how?” Leighton dug his fingers into his scalp. “Running where?”


“It’s draining.” I felt the blood leach from my face. “Something just pulled the plug on Fire Lake.”
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NOAH


My mouth hung open.


I stood next to Min and watched the disaster unfold. The sun dipped in the western sky as the water circled, frothed, and disappeared into its own depths. A few people left to check on other things, but Min and I stood like statues, unable to move an inch. By dinnertime it was all over.
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