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​Prologue

​The First Pattern
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At 4:12 in the morning, lightning climbed out of the ground.

Orson Bell saw it through the observation window at Crownwatch Station, a white filament rising from the black pines below. It moved upward without branching, touched the belly of a small cloud, and remained there long enough for him to count.

One.

Two.

Three.

The filament vanished. The cloud did not.

Bell leaned toward the glass. Beyond his reflection, the summit was dry and still. Stars showed around the cloud in a hard scatter. No rain marked the floodlights. No wind moved the anemometer cups above the western instrument tower.

The dead control board behind him clicked.

Bell turned.

Project LODESTAR had been shut down for nine hours. He had pulled the primary bus himself after Nolan Pryce's remote team ignored his third abort request. The glass capacitors should have been cold. The capture mast should have been nothing but eighty feet of expensive metal waiting to be dismantled.

Three green indicators glowed on the board.

They blinked together.

One.

Two.

Three.

Bell's mouth went dry.

He crossed the control room and touched nothing. The old station smelled of dust, hot insulation, and the bitter mineral odor that came before a strike. On the central screen, a trace appeared without power. It was not a voltage curve. It was the audio waveform from his last radio transmission.

ABORT TEST. FIELD PERSISTENCE EXCEEDS MODEL.

The waveform repeated every eleven seconds.

Bell pulled his field notebook from the breast pocket of his flannel shirt. His hand trembled as he wrote the time. He had filled twenty pages since midnight with impossible observations. Return strokes without new leaders. Charge moving through granite after the array was disconnected. Pulses that anticipated the calibration beacon instead of responding to it.

Learning was not a word he had permitted himself to write.

He wrote it now.

The radio on the desk hissed.

"Crownwatch, this is Bell. Emergency shutdown has failed." His own recorded voice came through the speaker, warped by static.

Bell backed away.

The recording played again, but the timing changed. The words vanished beneath bursts of noise.

Three short. Three long. Three short.

SOS.

"You did not hear that from me," Bell whispered.

The board answered with three synchronized clicks.

A blue spark jumped between the unplugged radio and the steel desk. Bell ran.

He pushed through the control-room door into the ceramic-lined corridor. Emergency lights were dark, but every screw head in the walls glimmered. The glimmer followed him. One screw brightened, then the next, a crawling line of cold stars pacing his shoulder.

He reached the stairwell and stopped.

The metal handrail hummed.

Bell took the service ladder instead, boots striking dry fiberglass rungs. Below him, something cracked through the station. Not thunder. Thunder rolled and decayed. This sound came in measured bursts, each separated by eleven seconds.

He reached the lower equipment room. The grounding shaft hatch stood open.

Bell had closed it an hour earlier.

From the shaft rose a smell of wet stone. Far below, groundwater filled an abandoned mineral bore drilled through the summit. The bore had been LODESTAR's answer to the oldest problem in atmospheric power capture: where to put the charge after bringing it down.

The water flashed white.

Bell threw himself backward as current climbed the shaft wall in branching veins. It reached the hatch, paused at the air gap, and withdrew.

Selecting, he thought.

He opened his notebook and wrote with the page pressed against the floor.

Avoid repeated route. Avoid timed signals. It predicts conductors. May retain biological rhythm.

His pen stopped.

Through the floor came a soft, double beat.

Bell pressed two fingers to his throat.

The beat below matched his pulse.

He stood too quickly and struck his shoulder against a cabinet. The pain sharpened him. The current had listened through the station floor while he worked. It had sampled the radio, the calibration beacons, the cycling pumps, perhaps every signal LODESTAR had fed into the mountain for six months.

Now it had him.

Bell tore the analog data cartridge from the cabinet and shoved it into his pocket. He took the ceramic service tunnel toward the eastern exit, choosing turns without thought. Left. Right. Left again. Behind him, white light bled through the seams of each fire door seconds after he passed.

At the final door, he hesitated.

Metal push bar.

He wrapped his jacket around his hand and struck it.

The door opened onto the summit.

The cloud waited directly overhead.

Bell ran downhill through manzanita and pale granite. Crownwatch flashed behind him, every antenna lit at once. He aimed for the old fire road and changed direction whenever the hair rose on his arms.

The first bolt hit where he had been.

The second hit where he was going.

Bell stumbled, turned downslope, and laughed once because terror had exceeded the room his body gave it. The thing did not need eyes. It had probability. It had his habits. Every human being was a machine made of habits.

He threw his radio to the left.

Lightning struck it before it landed.

The blast lifted Bell and slammed him into a cedar. His notebook flew from his hand. Burning needles rained around him. He could not feel his right leg.

The little cloud moved with him.

Bell dragged himself toward a shelf of exposed rock. Behind him, fire took the cedar and began whispering through the dry ground litter.

He saw lights far below. Cinder Lake Campground, crowded for the holiday weekend. Families sleeping in nylon tents. Propane bottles beside trailers. Vehicles lined along a single road and bridge.

Bell pulled the data cartridge from his pocket. Its metal contacts gleamed.

He hurled it toward the flames.

The cloud ignored it.

The final leader descended slowly enough to see. It branched above him like the roots of a white tree, testing the air. Smaller filaments touched the rocks on either side. One found his boot. Another traced the damp path of his hand across the soil.

The largest branch stopped above his chest.

Bell felt his heart strike once.

The light struck with it.

Far below, every dead call box in Cinder Lake Campground rang at the same time.
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​Chapter 1

​Clear-Sky Warning
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By noon, the thermometer outside the Cinder Lake ranger kiosk read one hundred and three, and Sloane Mercer had already confiscated three charcoal grills.

The owners of the third grill stood beside Campsite 18 in matching vacation shirts while Sloane drowned their coals with water from a red can.

"There isn't a cloud over us," the husband said.

"That is not the same as there being no fire weather."

"The website said grills were allowed."

"The sign at the gate says they aren't."

"We booked eight months ago."

Sloane looked at the pine duff beneath his sandals. It was dry enough to powder underfoot. Beyond the campsite, Cinder Lake shone between ponderosa trunks, beautiful and uselessly blue.

"The fire won't care when you booked."

She heard herself using the voice before she could stop it. Flat, final, built to cross chainsaw noise and panic. The voice had once moved twenty people off a ridge with three minutes to spare. Now it mostly angered vacationers.

The man's wife touched his arm. "Let it go, Caleb."

Caleb did not. "I want the district ranger."

"Darius is checking the north trail. He'll tell you the same thing."

Sloane carried the dripping grill to her utility cart. Her left shoulder pulled beneath her work shirt. Old burn tissue tightened in heat, as if some part of her body still believed flame was close.

At the kiosk, Mae Park had taken apart the radio.

Tiny screws stood in a perfect row on the counter. Mae peered through her bifocals at the exposed circuit board, silver hair tied up with a yellow pencil.

"If you're about to say you fixed it, lie convincingly," Sloane said.

"I fixed the part that was broken."

"And?"

"A different part is now expressing solidarity."

Static snapped from the speaker. Under it came a faint rhythmic tapping.

Sloane set the grill beside two others. "Repeater?"

"Maybe. It isn't carrying voice."

Mae increased the volume. Three quick bursts sounded, followed by three spaced farther apart, then three quick again.

"Someone playing with the emergency channel?" Sloane asked.

"Someone would need access to a transmitter."

"Or a child with a radio."

"Children show more imagination."

Mae had volunteered at Cinder Lake for eleven summers and treated every broken machine as a personal insult. Before retirement, she had designed control systems for hydroelectric plants. She had once explained electricity to a group of junior campers by comparing it to gossip. It followed the easiest route, grew stronger when shared, and usually arrived somewhere before the truth.

The tapping stopped.

Every phone in the campground began to ring.

Sloane's included. The screen displayed no number. Across the nearest loop, campers pulled devices from pockets and picnic tables. Different ringtones overlapped in a bright, absurd chorus.

Then all of them went silent.

Mae looked toward the roof. "That was not the repeater."

A horn sounded at the entrance.

Sloane stepped outside and saw a dusty gray sedan waiting beyond the gate. The driver leaned on the horn with both hands.

Finn sat behind the wheel.

For one hopeful second, Sloane thought she had mistaken him for some other narrow-shouldered boy in a black T-shirt. Then he climbed out, and she recognized the stubborn angle of his chin. His dark hair was longer than when she had seen him in April. A faded canvas backpack hung from one shoulder.

There was no other person in the car.

Sloane crossed the parking area. "Where's your father?"

"Good to see you too."

"Finn."

"He isn't here."

"I can see that."

"We had a fight."

"So you drove three hours on a learner's permit?"

"Two hours and forty-six minutes."

"That isn't better."

"It was in my head."

He tapped his temple. Sloane closed her eyes for half a breath. At sixteen, Finn had mastered the art of sounding calm when he wanted her to feel insane.

"Give me the keys."

"They aren't mine."

"That makes it worse."

"Dad said I could take the car."

"You just said you had a fight."

"Both things can happen."

She held out her hand. He dropped the keys into it hard enough to sting her palm.

"You could say you're glad I'm here," he said.

Sloane looked at him. Sweat had darkened the collar of his shirt. He had been chewing the inside of his cheek, a habit that surfaced when he was frightened. She wanted to hug him. She also wanted to call his father, shout for ten minutes, and lock the sedan to a tree.

"I am glad you're safe."

"Those aren't the same words."

"They're the words I have right now."

He laughed without humor and walked toward the kiosk.

Mae watched him approach. "The prodigal menace returns."

"Hi, Mae."

"Did you bring me contraband electronics?"

Finn opened his backpack enough to show wires, a soldering pen, and three plastic cases of game pieces. "Obviously."

"Then I forgive whatever you've done."

Sloane took out her phone. No service. The emergency landline in the kiosk gave no dial tone.

"Of course," she said.

Mae leaned toward the radio. "Static rose about ten minutes ago. Phones rang after. Could be a field surge."

"From what?"

The sky above the campground was a pale, exhausted blue.

Over Crownwatch Ridge, a single cloud hung like a thumbprint.

It was too small to promise rain. Its underside was dark and almost perfectly flat.

Finn followed Sloane's gaze. "That cloud isn't moving."

"Wind aloft can differ from surface wind."

"The other clouds are moving."

Far to the west, thin white scraps crossed the sky. The dark cloud held its place above the ridge.

Mae came outside carrying the radio's handset. "Listen."

The tapping had returned.

Three quick. Three long. Three quick.

A woman ran into the parking area from the campground loop. She wore running shorts, one shoe, and a cloth brace on her right knee.

"There you are," she said to Sloane. "My daughter is missing."

The command voice came back by instinct. "Name and age."

"Poppy Lin. Eight. She was at the nature table near the amphitheater."

"When did you last see her?"

"Ten minutes. Maybe fifteen."

Sloane turned to Mae. "Call Darius. Any channel."

"I'm trying."

She looked at Finn. "Stay here."

"I can help."

"Stay here."

The hurt crossed his face before he covered it.

Sloane followed Mrs. Lin toward the amphitheater, radio clipped to her belt and a first-aid pouch at her back. Campers had begun drifting out of the loops, asking one another why their phones had rung. The holiday crowd filled every site. Seventy-one people were on site after Finn arrived, including nineteen children and the campground staff.

She found Poppy behind the amphitheater stage, crouched over a pinecone village in the dirt.

The girl looked up. "My mom said I could be here."

Mrs. Lin dropped to her knees and pulled her close. "I said where I could see you."

"You couldn't see me because you went away."

Sloane let the reunion happen. Near the stage, every hair on her forearms lifted.

She smelled stone after rain.

"Off the benches," she said.

Nobody moved.

Her voice cracked across the amphitheater. "Everybody away from the metal benches. Now."

Parents grabbed children. A man left his cooler and ran. Mrs. Lin carried Poppy toward the trees.

The bolt came from the small cloud over Crownwatch.

It did not arc toward the highest pine or the amphitheater's steel lighting pole. It crossed a mile of clear air at an angle and struck a
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