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DEDICATION

For my sister, Jeannie—my lifelong friend and the

first person I’d pick to help me stop an apocalypse.
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CHAPTER ONE

I check the view behind me, lining up the landscape in my camera’s frame. Once I’m satisfied, I move my thumb out of the way of the shot and hit record.

“Hello, everyone! Welcome to this summer’s adventures! It’s sunny with a chance of mountains today here in Montana. Which kind of sounds like the word mountain, now that I’m saying it out loud.” I pause and tuck some strands of dark hair behind my ear. Over my shoulder, tufts of clouds pass over the scenery, in contrast to the green of the trees and the blue of the sky. “Edit note: check if that’s how Montana got its name and overlay fact bubble.”

I smile extra broadly and continue, knowing later I’ll cut that line and put in a video annotation to either confirm my guess or poke fun at it.

“Viewers may notice that I’m doing my own camerawork this time around, because Aunt Pauline—”

“Bri, now isn’t the time,” my mom interrupts me, sticking her head out from the door of our motel room. Her hair blows in front of her face, like mine keeps doing.

“Mom!” I protest.

The door opens all the way, its shadow moving along the pavement in the early morning sun, and she walks out to join me, shaking her head at my camera. “I’m sure your aunt didn’t buy you this just to waste its battery in a parking lot. I thought you wanted to record Yellowstone?” Her nose wrinkles, scrunching up her freckles.

“I do.” I sigh loudly, flicking the switch on the back to stop recording. “But no one is here yet, and if I want to make this a full documentary, I need a good intro. How many motels do we get to stay at with this kind of view?”

We’re supposed to meet the group I’ll be working with this summer at 8:00 a.m. here in the parking lot. It’s only 7:45 right now, but we’re up and outside already, because it’s my parents, so of course we’re early.

My dad cleans various beverage containers out of our sedan. “I know you’re excited,” he says, cramming another bottle into the bag of recyclables. “But when your professor pulls up, do you want her first impression to be you recording yourself?”

I grumble. I mean, no, but I don’t want to admit that. Instead I kick a rock between my feet and watch the mountains in the distance, trying to imagine how they got their shape. Maybe that will be my next challenge in Earth Builder: replicate a real mountain range. After all, it was replicating the first eruption of the Yellowstone Supervolcano that got me this opportunity to begin with, as much as my parents dislike my obsession with that game. Their faces when they heard that I got an invitation to work with a world-famous geologist because of my video game skills were priceless.

“Do you think Aunt Pauline has had any luck with that building they were clearing yesterday?” I ask, checking my phone and changing the subject.

“If she has, that means she’s probably too busy to text us about it,” my mom replies, trying to sound reassuring for both my sake and my dad’s, since it’s his sister. “I know you’re worried, Bri, but we’d hear if anything went wrong. We’re her emergency contact, remember?”

I nod, putting my phone down and going back to the new, super fancy camera my aunt got me as a present for winning this contest to work at Yellowstone for the summer.

“Bri.” My mom gives me a look.

“What?” I ask, flipping the camera around and pretending like I was just fiddling with it. “Aunt Pauline’s going to want to see what I’m doing. So will my viewers.”

Well, by my viewers, I mean hers, but still. Aunt Pauline and I usually take trips together for the summer, recording for her nature documentary YouTube channel. This year we had to cancel the trip, because LA had a massive earthquake—8.4 on the Richter scale—and Aunt Pauline decided to go help with the cleanup and rescue efforts. She’s clearing rubble and helping build temporary shelters.

As much as I miss my aunt, I can’t lie—I am excited for the chance to create a documentary on my own. I’ll finally be able to show her that I can be more than just the kid cohost. Plus, I get to do it in Yellowstone! She and I were here last summer, and it was amazing. I have so many ideas of places to film.

“Have I mentioned how proud we are of you?” Dad says, walking over to hug me.

“Dad.” I squirm. My bony elbows dig into my stomach as I push away from him.

“So proud. Even though I hate this part,” he says. “I thought with your aunt away, I’d get to keep you for a summer. But you’re just too talented, so I’m losing you again.”

I look to Mom for help with eye-rolling, but she’s welling up. That catches me off guard. Do they cry every summer when I leave?

Before I can say anything else, a blond family comes out of two of the other motel rooms. Why they were in two rooms rather than one, I don’t know. One kid with them looks to be thirteen-ish—around my age. He’s wearing glasses and is kind of scrawny.

The other kid with the approaching family looks maybe nine or ten, despite having her face loaded with makeup. She’s much tanner than the rest of her family and walks ahead of them, her flip-flops smacking against the ground loudly.

“Hey!” she calls toward me.

“Uh, hey?” I answer.

“You waiting for Dr. Grier?” She’s still yelling, even though she’s close enough now that she could probably drop her voice to a normal level.

“Yes, we are,” my mom says for me.

“Well, she’s not coming. The park manager is picking us up instead and taking us to meet her,” the girl says, pulling out a tube of bright red lipstick and reapplying it, despite definitely not needing any more. I look back at her family, trying to rein in my judgment but failing spectacularly. They all seem clean-cut and put together, pretty much the opposite of the mess in front of me. “I met her last night. Her name’s Ms. MacNamary. She’s okay. Kind of runs Yellowstone, so she’d better be. I’m Kenzie, by the way.” She juts out her hand.

I shake it. “Brianna,” I reply.

“That back there is Todd.” She gestures.

“I can introduce myself.” The boy frowns. Their parents look at each other, and then at Kenzie, with a mixture of sympathy and frustration.

“Todd’s got some work to do on his people skills, but I bet we can make a real human out of him by the end of the summer,” Kenzie says.

I laugh, despite a look from my mom.

My dad creases his forehead, adjusting the sunglasses that are pushed up into his receding hairline. “Kenzie, are you part of the crew that Dr. Grier has invited?”

“Sure am,” she says. “I’m thirteen, by the way. If you’re confused. I get that a lot.”

“Oh.” I blink, feeling my cheeks redden. You have to be twelve to be eligible for the contest to work with Dr. Grier, so I way misjudged her age. “Wow, yeah. Sorry. So, is this your brother, or . . . ?” I gesture at Todd.

I can’t tell who looks more appalled. Todd, Kenzie, or the man and woman with them.

“Oh god, no!” Kenzie gags. “No way, nope.”

“Definitely not,” Todd says. “We just met.”

The woman looks at my mom. “We’re Todd’s parents. Kenzie arrived last night without a legal guardian, so Laura—the park manager—asked if I wouldn’t mind sharing a room with her.”

“My grandma sent me on my own,” Kenzie says. “I can travel by myself. I’ve done it before. But motel regulations or something said I had to have an adult with me.” She arches an eyebrow, looking up at me. “Rules, am I right?”

I think I’m a whole foot taller than her. I resist the urge to reach out and fix her ponytail, which is half pulled up with a pile of waves falling out of it.

“So Dr. Grier isn’t meeting the kids?” my mom asks Todd’s parents.

“Dr. Grier is in a critical stage of her research, so she’ll be meeting the kids on site in the park,” Todd’s mom explains. “Laura told us—such a lovely woman. So considerate with . . .” She trails off, looking at Kenzie, who smiles sweetly back at her and doesn’t let her break eye contact. “Er, everything.”

Kenzie continues to stare her down, her smile spreading into a grin.

“Laura said she’s been working closely with Dr. Grier’s team and will be supervising the kids with her this summer,” Todd’s dad says. “I hadn’t realized that an actual member of the Yellowstone administration would be involved. An extra win for the college application forms!”

My dad squeezes my shoulder. “We couldn’t be prouder.”

I look away from Kenzie, embarrassment flooding through me. How awkward can parents be?

“Excuse me, are you here for the Yellowstone geology trip?” a man says from behind us. We all turn.

Next to the man is another kid. They both have darker skin. The man’s hair is graying, and the boy is even skinnier than I am and wears a backpack stuffed to the point of overflowing.

“I’m Jim Cayanan. This is my son, Wyatt,” the man says, when my parents confirm that we are all here to meet Dr. Grier—or now, rather, Ms. Laura MacNamary.

“Nice to meet you, I’m Todd,” Todd says, immediately stepping forward.

Wyatt shakes his hand. “Hi.”

“Kenzie.” Kenzie jumps in next.

“Hi.”

“And I’m Brianna. You can call me Bri,” I say, shaking his hand last.

“Okay. Hi.” He smiles at us, then steps back next to his dad, adjusting his backpack on his back. He doesn’t say anything else.

With only a half moment to spare before the silence becomes totally awkward, the adults begin chatting among themselves. Meanwhile, I’m kicking myself for not filming our introductions. I’ll have to do some kind of “get to know you” segments later.

“Cayanan, what is that? Indonesian?” my dad asks. I want to bury my face in my hands.

Dad!

“Filipino,” Wyatt’s dad answers. I risk a glance at Wyatt, but I don’t know him at all and can’t judge his expression.

“I thought it might be,” my Dad says next even though I know he had no idea.

I’m about to check my phone again for someplace to look that isn’t at or around my awkwardly prying father when a beige Dodge Caravan pulls up with the National Park Service logo on its side. It parks next to us, and a lady with curly brown hair climbs out.

“Oh!” she gasps, as a gust of wind blows by, lifting her tan ranger hat straight off her head. She grabs it, yanking it back down quickly. “It’s windier than I thought!”

We’ve all stopped talking now, even the adults.

“Hey, it’s Ms. MacNamary, everyone,” Kenzie says. She jerks her thumb over her shoulder at the van.

“Yes, we know,” Todd says. I see his dad nudge him, giving him a look I know all too well from my own parents.

“Well, it’s great to meet you!” my mom says, stepping forward with her hand out.

Ms. MacNamary shakes my mom’s hand. She looks to be around her age, I’d guess. Maybe a little older. “It’s wonderful to meet you! You must be Dr. Dobson, Brianna’s mother. And you must be Dr. Dobson, Brianna’s father! And you must be Brianna!” She turns to my dad and then me, chuckling as everyone always does at my parents’ twin titles. “I’m so glad you can join us.”

I silently stand between my parents as they thank Ms. MacNamary for hosting us kids in the park. I feel as quiet as Wyatt now. Huh. Quiet Wyatt.

Ms. MacNamary introduces herself to Wyatt next and then everyone splits apart to grab luggage. I use the opportunity to turn my camera on, zooming in on my face for a moment. Glancing around to make sure no one’s watching, I hit record. “And we’re back! I am live on scene as me and a bunch of other young adventurers pack up into Ms. MacNamary’s . . . uh, minivan.”

I zoom in on the beige Dodge Caravan in the motel parking lot, deciding to put some over-the-top gritty filters on the footage later for comedic effect.

“The best known vehicle for exploring!” I bring the camera back to me. “We’re about to head into Yellowstone—my favorite of the national parks, if you haven’t been watching my aunt’s series. Which, if you haven’t, where have you been? Seriously, go catch up. Anyway, Mom and Dad have to go back home to Portland, and me and the other contest winners are about to head out. They’re over there!” I pan the camera around to the three other kids.

“Brianna? What are you doing?” Ms. MacNamary calls over, pulling her hat tight over her bushy hair once again.

“A video for my channel!” I reply. Is she one of those adults who will know what I’m talking about, or one of the ones who still thinks the internet is just for emailing and Facebook?

Whether she understands or not, she crosses her arms. “Well, you better get all that out of your system now, because Dr. Grier is never going to let you film in the field. She’s very anti-tech out on the job.”

I frown. That’s unexpected. “Cut again,” I say, since I’m still recording and I’ll obviously want to take this section out, too. The prospect of not getting to do videos kind of tanks my summer, so I hope she’s wrong about Dr. Grier’s rules. Shaking my head, I go back to the mountain shot and continue. “Okay, viewers, I have no idea if or when I’ll be making another of these—”

“Bri, what did Ms. MacNamary just say?” my mom interrupts.

“—since I’ll be super busy helping scientists on my trip,” I continue in a rush. “So I hope you all enjoyed this little intro to the summer and hopefully I’ll see you again before too long!”

I hit stop.

“You’re recording something? I want to be in it!” Kenzie says.

“Next one,” I promise.

She grins. “I’m holding you to that. The world needs more Kenzie.”

“It really doesn’t,” Todd says from over by the van. Wyatt looks at Kenzie, confused, and I try not to laugh as she scoffs in annoyance at Todd. Then Ms. MacNamary calls us all over, and whatever Kenzie was going to say gets cut short.

“We’ll want to get going quickly, as we have a considerable drive to our campsite,” Ms. MacNamary says as we gather around. “I have supplies for Dr. Grier in the back of the van, but there’s room for everyone’s bags on top of it all.”

“So you will personally be driving the kids to meet her, correct?” Wyatt’s dad asks.

“Yes. And in fact, I’ll be working with Dr. Grier and your kids all summer,” Ms. MacNamary tells our parents. “My contact information is in the confirmation email you got for the contest. Please, feel free to be in touch at any time. I’m probably the best person to reach out to with immediate questions, as Dr. Grier tends to get wrapped up in her work.”

“I can’t imagine what that’s like,” my dad quietly jokes to me. I laugh. My mom is awful at answering texts when she’s on her hospital shifts.

“Oh, and I should mention,” Ms. MacNamary continues, now turning her attention to us kids. “Cell coverage is terrible where we’ll be in the park, but we do have a ranger laptop hardwired to the internet at the campsite, so emailing is fairly reliable. You’re welcome to write to your friends and families as often as you’d like.”

“Every day,” Todd’s mom insists. Todd blushes at that.

“When I get bored,” I tease my own parents.

“You? Bored, in Yellowstone?” My mom shakes her head. “I won’t hold my breath.”

“Does anyone else have any other questions?” Ms. MacNamary asks. She only waits a half second, checking her watch, clearly hoping to keep us on schedule. “If not, we can pack up and get going.”

“I’m ready to hit the road,” Todd says. “Thank you for driving us, Ms. MacNamary.”

“Suck-up,” I hear Kenzie whisper in Todd’s general direction, as his parents hug him goodbye. Mine do the same with me.

“Be good,” my mom says, holding me tightly. “Don’t spend all your time with that camera. I already told Ms. MacNamary that it’s a privilege, not a right, and she can take it away if she needs to.”

“Mom!” I exclaim. Our hug just got way less sentimental.

“I’m just saying, I know you want to be a filmmaker-type person like your aunt, but maybe this summer try focusing more on the science side of things? You’re so good at it.”

“Yeah, okay,” I say.

“I’m serious, Brianna Marie,” she says. “Look what you did with that video game! Look where it got you!”

“Yes, got it.” I pull back, trying to ignore my mom’s pained expression as I disentangle us. “Dad? Any parting instructions?”

My dad smiles down at me, pulling me in for a huge hug. “Take advantage of this opportunity.”

“Right,” I say, sighing.

“I love you,” he says next.

“Love you, too,” I say.

“And I love you,” my mom says, as I pull back from my dad.

My eyes land on Wyatt, who is getting a pat on the back from his dad, then on Kenzie, who is weirdly watching me with laser focus.

“Can I help you?” I ask her.

She shrugs. “Are we videoing now or later?”

“Later,” my mom answers for me. “You’re supposed to be packing the van now, remember, Bri?”

I nod. “Yeah, I know. I—”

Just then, the ground moves below my feet.

“What the—?” Kenzie starts.

Todd yelps, grabbing for his parents. My dad reaches for me, clutching my arm to steady me, but just as quickly as the shaking started, it stops. The fading motel sign swings on its hooks—the only indication anything out of the ordinary just happened.

“Whoa!” Kenzie exclaims. “What was that, a buffalo stampede nearby or something?”

“Bison,” I correct.

“Earthquake,” Wyatt says. “That was an earthquake.”

“I believe it was,” Ms. MacNamary says. “Wow, what timing! A little taste of the seismic activity that this region can bring, right before we all head off to explore it.”

I chance a wary glance at my parents.

“How cool!” my mom says, actually smiling. My shoulders drop in relief—I wasn’t sure if we were going with “cool” or “no way, you’re coming straight home!”, despite home being Oregon, where we get little quakes like that all the time.

We share a laugh, and then a thought hits me. “I should’ve been recording!” I lament.

“We can reenact it,” Kenzie says. She gives Todd a shove next to her, and then fake wobbles on her own feet. Todd straightens his shirt, recovering as smoothly as one can after being earthquaked by a surprisingly strong ninety-pound girl.

This is going to be an interesting summer.
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CHAPTER TWO

I film my parents’ car leaving the motel parking lot, panning to the backdrop of the mountains and blinking away some unexpected tears.

It took two days for us to drive here, and will take two days for them to drive back. They both had to call out of work to make this happen, and I know that means they’ll have to take on some long shifts in the coming weeks. My friends often tell me how awesome my parents are. It’s in moments like these that I see what they mean.

A shout from Todd pulls my attention away. “Hey, leave my stuff alone!”

Kenzie drags a suitcase toward the minivan. “Buddy, if you want to get moving ASAP like you said you did, you’re going to need to pick up the pace. Like Wyatt, here.” Kenzie gestures at the other boy. “He packed light. One backpack, and he’s in!”

“Where’s your stuff?” Todd asks, taking his suitcase from Kenzie and hefting it into the back of the van.

“Already loaded last night,” Kenzie says.

Quiet Wyatt sidesteps around Kenzie to get out of the way. I wonder if he’s really deserving of the nickname Quiet Wyatt, or if it’s more that Todd and Kenzie are just that loud. I guess time will tell.

Behind me, Ms. MacNamary coughs slightly. “You’re welcome to do a video up at the top of Beartooth Pass once we get there,” she tells me. “I don’t want to rob you of your fun. Didn’t mean to scare you earlier about the anti-tech thing.”

“Thanks,” I say, somewhat surprised. She nods pleasantly, then goes to shut the back of the van now that we’re loaded up.

“So what did you do for your project?” Todd asks me, clearly looking to escape from Kenzie’s attention.

“I did simulations of volcanic activity in Earth Builder,” I say. His face goes blank, so I realize he must not know what that is. “The video game?”

“Oh, right.” Todd nods, even though I’m pretty sure he still has no idea what I’m talking about. “Well, mine was about variable pressures for geyser eruption. I used R to run my stats. What software did you use?”

“Earth Builder,” I repeat.

“That’s a video game,” he says.

“Yeah, and it keeps track of statistics. Percent successes, failures, catastrophes—those are the best of course.”

“No, I meant what scientific software did you use?” Todd asks.

“What, like a real scientist?” I stare at him. “I’m thirteen.”

Todd stares back until Kenzie jumps in. “You did your project using a video game and still got in to this program? You must’ve really blown the socks off Dr. Grier!”

I flush. Honestly, when I first found out, I was just as shocked as Todd. I’ve always done well in school, but I’ve never won anything before. I’m constantly being lectured at to apply myself. My fifth grade teacher in particular had quite the conniption a couple of years back when I turned in my math test and had transformed all the word problems into comic strips.

“You have so much potential and your creativity is wonderful, Bri, it really is, but there is a time and place for it and you just haven’t found it yet.”

I scan the mountains beyond Ms. MacNamary’s van. I wonder what Mrs. Thriftly would think of me now. About to head off to join Dr. Samantha Grier, world-famous geologist, for a summer of official science research.

In your face, Mrs. Thriftly.

“Honestly? You’re lucky you got in the way you did,” Kenzie says. “I got stuck going to a geology conference to present my project at a poster session with a bunch of lame-butt nerds and science fair trophy kids.”

“Hey,” Todd pouts. “Dr. Grier picked me because I won my state science fair.” He looks genuinely hurt. I can’t help but shake my head at him. Pale, skinny, glasses, and a science fair winner on top of it all. It’s like Todd is living his life according to some sort of nerdy stereotype manual—with the one exception that he isn’t addicted to Earth Builder, like every good nerd should be.

“My point stands,” Kenzie says.

I cover up a laugh. “What about you, Wyatt?”

He looks up from his phone. “My project was about lava flow patterns. I used to live in Hawaii. My mom worked as a ranger at Volcanoes National Park until she died. Then I moved to Texas to live with my dad. I missed volcanic places, found out about this opportunity, and wrote something up going off of all the pictures I had from back home.”

I blink, not really sure what to do with that sudden influx of personal information.

“Your mom died?” Kenzie asks. “That sucks.”

“Kenzie!” Todd chastises.

“Tell me about it,” Wyatt says, looking super unfazed by Kenzie’s bluntness. “So yeah, that’s what my project was.”

“Cool, cool,” Kenzie says. “I’m all about plate tectonics. They move the world, and that’s what I plan on doing.”

“You’re each very impressive,” Ms. MacNamary calls out the window from the driver’s seat. She’s already got the van started. “It’s why Dr. Grier selected you. So how about we get this show on the road and drive in to meet her?”

“Right! Coming!” Kenzie replies for all of us.

Todd calls shotgun. Kenzie and I climb in and take the middle seats. Wyatt squeezes into the back, awkwardly sandwiching himself next to a bunch of our bags that spilled over from the rear of the van.

We pull out of the parking lot in the opposite direction that my parents did. Todd and Kenzie start speculating loudly about what kind of classification we’re going to be doing in the next weeks, and my mind drifts to a series of videos I want to make interviewing everyone about their projects. I’ll call the segments “Nerd Time.” I want to get everyone a hat to wear during their interviews that says “Nerd in Charge,” though where I’ll find one of those out in the park, I have no idea. But I smile thinking of how Aunt Pauline will react to the clips if I pull off their editing well.

“We all knew the quake was coming,” Todd says. Apparently, they’ve moved on from talking about classification to talking about the LA earthquake.

“We didn’t know it was going to be that big,” Kenzie replies.

“The San Andreas fault has been—”

“The San Andreas fault has been dangerous for, like, ever, so yes, people should have been somewhat prepared, but you don’t get to say the ones who weren’t were idiots.”

“Mother Nature is a force to be reckoned with,” Ms. MacNamary intones from the driver’s seat.

“See? Mother Nature. Force to be reckoned with.” Kenzie puts on more lipstick.

“My aunt is actually helping with the cleanup.” I hop into the conversation.

“That’s amazing!” Kenzie exclaims, folding her tiny legs up underneath her on the seat. “What’s she doing?”

“Last I heard from her, she was clearing rubble to get more streets reopened,” I say. “She started by doing search and rescue for all the missing people.” I don’t bring up the fact that they never found a lot of the missing people, because that was really tough on my aunt. “Then she spent a couple months building new shelters for everyone who lost their homes. She’s been there since January.”

“God, that is awesome,” Kenzie says. “Can I join your family?”

I laugh. “My parents already don’t know what to do with me.”

Kenzie’s phone buzzes and she pulls it out. I take the chance to check my own phone, looking up my Earth Builder rankings after scrolling through some messages from my friends. I’m in the middle of the pack on the EB live stats page, which I guess is okay since I haven’t played in days. I know I’m going to drop lower and lower all summer. Just something I have to accept.

Next, I pull up my aunt’s YouTube channel to see if she’s updated at all.

Nothing. She really must be busy. I lower my phone and lean my head against the van window, trying to squish away the feelings of wishing she was on my adventure with me.

Ms. MacNamary begins heading up the switchbacks. The roads get steeper, cutting back and forth along the mountainside. Forests extend as far as I can see. I pull my camera out to start getting some B-roll footage, especially as we make the hairpin turns to reverse and head up the next switchback. I try not to laugh as Todd grips his armrest in front of me tighter and tighter. I zoom in on his paling knuckles for a few shots and then go back out the window.

From the height of my seat—which isn’t that tall, since this is a minivan—it almost looks like there is no ground between me and falling to my death. These roads are super narrow, and we’re basically on the edge of a cliff the entire way. Aunt Pauline would love this. Mom and Dad would not.

We finally get above the tree line, where everything becomes bare rock. I decide a fact bubble here would be useful to talk about altitude and how high up mountains trees can grow. There are even patches of snow to emphasize the drop in temperature. When we reach the top of the pass, Ms. MacNamary pulls into a makeshift parking lot, and I immediately unbuckle and get out of the van.

A few cars are already up here. Some burly guys hang out by the edge of the overlook. A family walks by speaking in what I think is German, though I’m not entirely sure because the only other language I know any small bit of is Spanish. A group of college-aged people point at something on a bronze plaque. Kenzie shoves her way out of the van, whooping loudly at how fantastic the view is, and I fire up my camera. Spinning it at myself, I hit record as quick as I can so I can get my most natural reaction shot.

“Oh my god. This place is gorgeous,” I say, staring out over the edge of the mountaintop. Below are rolling hills of green, speckled with big gray boulders, clumps of snow, and random pine trees. The contrasting colors, especially with the blue sky overhead, make for a scene I know my camera will never properly capture. So I’ll need to ramble.

“Guys, I wish you were all here. Everyone should visit the Beartooth Pass. Spoiler alert: no bear teeth in sight yet, but I don’t even care. This is hands-down the best entrance to Yellowstone! Seriously, are you seeing this?” I pan the camera around. I’ll throw a bubble up here to explain that it’s the shape of the mountains that give the pass its name, not because there are actual bear teeth. But in the meantime, as promised, I turn the camera on Kenzie. “Kenzie, please tell the audience how you’re enjoying our pit stop at the edge of paradise.”

“Well, Bri, I have to say it’s beautiful beyond belief. Ten out of ten; would beartooth again.” Kenzie looks straight into the camera, giving a solid nod. I can already tell she’s going to be a great filming partner. I’ve decided her mop of hair doesn’t need to be fixed; it adds charm.

Then I remember what Ms. MacNamary said about Dr. Grier’s lack of love for technology and how this might be my last chance for a video.

I look down over the landscape once more.

Worth it.

I close up shop, turn my camera off, and head back to the van where Ms. MacNamary waits patiently.

“Enjoying the view?” she asks me, wistfully gazing out over the scenery.

I nod. “It’s amazing.”

“I love driving in this way. I just had to let us stop here before we continued.” Ms. MacNamary adjusts her hat on her head. “But it is time to get moving, so would you mind helping me get everyone back together?”

“Sure,” I say. I wave Kenzie over, and Ms. MacNamary goes off to gather the boys.

“Hey, is this you?” Kenzie asks, watching her phone. I check out what she’s looking at. It’s one of my aunt’s videos.

“Yeah,” I say, both embarrassed and proud all at once.

“That’s so awesome,” Kenzie says. The video is from last summer, when Aunt Pauline and I were at Old Faithful. We spent hours there, timing it just right so we could have shots of the geyser going off at different angles, including one where we did forced perspective to make it look like it was exploding right out of the top of my head. Kenzie laughs when we get to that part.

“Oh, is that your video game simulation?” Todd asks, joining us.

“No,” I answer. I pull out my own phone, going onto the Earth Builder Featured Users page to bring up that video next.

The pixelated gameplay takes us frame by frame through simulated geological history of the Yellowstone area. After visiting the park last year, I became kind of obsessed with the idea of the Yellowstone Supervolcano. I mean, who wouldn’t? A volcano that is thousands of times bigger and more powerful than regular volcanoes, lying dormant under a National Park? Which explains why so much cool stuff happens here, like hot springs and geysers? Freaking amazing. The first thing I did when I got home was fire up Earth Builder and try to see if I could make a supervolcano of my own.

I spent months putting the pieces in place, attempting to set up an event just like the Lava Creek supervolcanic eruption, which was about 630,000 years ago. Eventually, I got the conditions just right and it exploded in the exact—well, almost exact, I suppose—same way the supervolcano fired in real history. I don’t know why I put so much time into making it so precise. I think I just wanted to see if I could mimic an actual event and not just set up new volcanoes like most people do in Earth Builder. I had to construct the magma chamber, the type of rock overhead, the fault lines, and the mineral content perfectly. Then, release the pressure, and voila.

On the video, the volcano hisses for a moment, and then comes the catastrophic explosion. Ash skyrockets miles into the air. Lava spews out without end, turning to rock in the sky and raining down across ancient North America.

Todd whistles. “Epic.”

Wyatt, who I hadn’t noticed join us, agrees. “Well done. Did you do the other two?”

“No,” I answer. “Haven’t had time yet.” The supervolcano under Yellowstone has exploded at least two other times in history. Probably more.

“Hate to say it,” Ms. MacNamary interrupts us, “but we’re going to head into the park now to meet Dr. Grier, and she won’t want to see phones. So I’m going to have to take all those from you.”

“What?” Kenzie stares at Ms. MacNamary like she just asked if she could have Kenzie’s liver. “Can’t we just put them in our bags and promise not to take them out?”

“What about my camera?” I ask.

“I know how hard it is for your generation not to look at your screens—it’s not your fault, it’s autopilot for you,” Ms. MacNamary says sympathetically. “So for now, I’ll take all tech. To help you. I’m sure you won’t see it that way, though.” Her eyes twinkle as Kenzie flails and sputters. “We can try to make arrangements once we’re at camp for you to have your phones back, but it’s better if we don’t upset Dr. Grier right from the get-go. She can be temperamental.”

Even though I’d been mentally preparing for this moment, it pains me to put my phone and camera in the bag Ms. MacNamary holds. I hope Dr. Grier turns out to be more reasonable than Ms. MacNamary is implying. Not going to lie, the more I hear about her the more nervous I am about working with her.

Ms. MacNamary puts the bag in the back with our luggage, and we all climb into the van, the atmosphere a touch grumpier than before. Once settled in, we head down the other side of the mountain, straight through the beautiful scenery. I’m glued to the landscape outside and want to scream internally that I can’t get any footage. How am I supposed to show Aunt Pauline what I can do if I’m not allowed to do it?

When we reach flatter ground, I spy an elk near the side of the road. She looks up at us, and for a second, I feel like she’s staring straight at me. I press a hand to the window as we drive by.

Capture the image in your heart, I hear my mom’s advice. It’s what she says every time she gets annoyed with me for recording with my phone. I strain to watch the elk as she gets farther and farther away. Another little head pops up when she’s almost out of sight, and I realize she’s a mother. I could’ve gotten footage of an adorable baby elk. Dangit!

A few minutes later, we pull up to the park gates. Ms. MacNamary chats for a moment with the ranger at the entrance, and he waves her through with a big smile. Then we turn off the main road onto a small dirt path that I wouldn’t have otherwise noticed. From there, we drive deeper into the forest, past a burnt section, and into much older growth.

Last year, Aunt Pauline and I focused on these burnt sections for her documentary, talking about how forest fires can result in life later on. Some trees can’t sprout from their seeds until they’re heated up by fire and need everything else burned away so they’ll have the most access to sunshine and nutrients without competing with other plants. It’s really weird to think about, but totally natural. A lot of fires unfortunately aren’t natural, though, so another part of Aunt Pauline’s documentary was interviewing firefighters and rescue workers in the area about how they go about stopping those.

Eventually, we leave the forest and reach the base of a huge hill—which could be a mountain in its own right, honestly, but since there are so many larger ones in the area, I don’t know if I’d call it one. We stop here, despite there being no visible camp. In fact, all I can see are signs everywhere warning tourists that this area is off-limits because of rockslides and grizzly bears.

“Okay, everybody out.” Ms. MacNamary’s voice takes on a serious tone. “Make yourselves presentable.”

The sound of unbuckling belts fills the van, and I slide the side door wide open. Hopping out into the field of grass and wildflowers, I notice there are piles of rock rubble at the hill’s base—maybe from the rockslides the signs were warning people about.

I’m about to ask if it’s safe for us to be here, when I notice a person waiting by one of the giant piles of rock.

“Dr. Grier, these are our summer volunteers,” Ms. MacNamary says, motioning at us.

Dr. Grier is even paler than Ms. MacNamary and taller than her, too. She’s wearing a long-sleeved blue shirt tucked into her cargo pants. She’s definitely older than my mom, but not quite grandma aged.

“Have they been briefed?” she asks Ms. MacNamary, not even acknowledging us.

“No,” she says. “I thought it’d be best if you did it.”

“Hmm,” Dr. Grier replies. “Well, then. I’ll get right to the point.” She finally turns to face us.

A few birds fly by, soaring into the blue sky above. Other than their chirps and the sound of the wind, there’s no noise. None of us dare to move, even as I notice some ants crawling over my shoe. Something about Dr. Grier makes me feel like I need to stand at attention, like I’m in the military.

“You four weren’t invited here to help me with my research.” She sniffs, as if the idea of kids helping her do research was laughable, save for the fact that this woman clearly has never laughed once in her life.

We . . . weren’t?

“Say what now?” Kenzie asks, speaking for all of us.

Dr. Grier continues. “You were invited here because you seem knowledgeable, capable, and have the right physical features in common to help me do something much more important.”

Physical features in common? I glance down our lineup. I guess we are all on the thin and gangly side. That’s about all I can see that she could mean. But what the heck is she talking about? Why are we really here?

“What could be more important than your research?” Todd asks.

Kenzie coughs. “Teacher’s pet.” She coughs some more as Wyatt lets out a small laugh.

Dr. Grier clears her throat, and we get ourselves under control. Ms. MacNamary nods reassuringly at her, and I imagine she’s trying to tell Dr. Grier that it’s okay to trust us. The geologist really does not look impressed, but once she is certain she has all of our attention, she continues.

“Okay. Thank you,” Dr. Grier says. “Now, as to why you’re here: I presume you all have heard about the supervolcano under Yellowstone?”

“Of course we have,” Todd says.

“Duh, who hasn’t?” Kenzie adds.

Wyatt and I nod. Dr. Grier should know I have, since that’s what my project was on. I debate whether or not to mention that. But the next thing Dr. Grier says derails that train of thought completely.

“It’s about to erupt again. And we need your help to stop it.”
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CHAPTER THREE

“What?!” I gape at the lady in front of us. No. No way. I could not have just heard that right. She can’t possibly mean that! I glance around, looking for the hidden cameras. “We’re on a prank show, aren’t we?” I ask. “You can’t be serious!”

“You want us to stop the Yellowstone Supervolcano?” Kenzie asks.

“No, you’re not on a prank show. And yes,” Dr. Grier confirms, nodding at Kenzie. “That’s exactly what I want you to do.”

“But, but—it can’t erupt!” Kenzie exclaims. Wind blows her blond hair in front of her face, and she rapidly smacks it out of the way. “It’s dormant; there are no signs! There’s been loads of research done. I mean, the magma is down there, sure, but there’s no reason for it to come up right now!”

“We are past our due date for an eruption,” Dr. Grier begins.

“That’s ridiculous, that has no real meaning,” Kenzie interrupts. “If it was really about to blow, there would be—”

“Signals of increased geological activity?” Dr. Grier interrupts her in return. “There have been. Worldwide.”

I run a hand over my face. My cheeks feel numb. Holy mackerel. A Yellowstone eruption would be catastrophic. Dr. Grier has to be wrong. She has to be.

“Bolivia, New Zealand, LA,” Ms. MacNamary begins to list the biggest quakes of the past few years. “These aren’t coincidental. I know this sounds improbable—in fact, that’s why so many people aren’t doing anything about it. But Yellowstone is on the verge of erupting, and Dr. Grier is the only one who has taken it seriously and found a way to stop it.”

“You knew this was what she wanted us for?” Kenzie spins toward Ms. MacNamary. Her question reminds me of the other ridiculous part of all this—they want us to help them stop this disaster. I almost laugh.

Ms. MacNamary meets her accusing glare with a soft sigh. “Yes. Please, hear her out before you jump to conclusions.”

“Excuse me,” Todd cuts in. “Not to undermine Dr. Grier, but how can humans possibly stop a volcano? Much less a supervolcano?”

“If a supervolcano the size of Yellowstone erupts, it would be like a thousand nukes going off,” Wyatt says.

I shake my head at all of them, since they’re clearly missing the biggest point of all. “Why do you think we of all people can help?”

Kenzie nods at me. “Exactly! Even if what you’re saying is true—which would be ludicrous—how are we supposed to stop it?”

“Maybe if you all would just listen to Dr. Grier for a minute before arguing, you might understand,” a new voice says.

I turn to see several large men behind us and a parked blue truck. I recognize them as the men we saw at the overlook. Did they follow us here?

“I work for Dr. Grier,” one of them says. “So do my men. We’re not interested in the world going to hell.”

I notice all three of them have some serious muscles, and I’m not sure any of them are people I’d want to debate with. Kenzie, however, has no qualms. She makes a frustrated guh noise and rolls her eyes dramatically.

“Well, I’m not interested in that either, obviously,” she says. “But I’m not hearing anyone offer up any proof of what you guys are claiming is true.”

“I am happy to provide you with my research once we get to camp,” Dr. Grier says. “Think of it as a thought experiment until then. Regardless, Yellowstone isn’t going to wait until everyone on the planet believes it’s happening.”

We fall silent. I picture my Earth Builder simulation and imagine the explosion in real life—half of the park blown away at once. Lava spewing everywhere. Clouds of pyroclastic dust filling the sky, blotting out the sun. Ash and rock raining down from the Pacific to the Atlantic. North America essentially wiped off the map as the shock wave and the poisonous gases spread. An endless winter descending on the entire planet . . .

“This is a lot to take in,” Ms. MacNamary says next. “But it’s all true, and our work must be kept secret. Even my park rangers have no idea what’s going on here. We don’t have a perfect solution to stop the volcano, but we can settle it down. To do that, though, we need you. You’ve all proven how smart and capable you are.”

“And—importantly—you’re the only ones who will fit,” Dr. Grier adds.

“Fit?” Wyatt asks.

“Through the tunnels,” Dr. Grier goes on. “We’re drilling down to the magma chamber to release the built-up pressure in timed, controlled intervals.”

“Release the pressure?” I stare, thinking back to Earth Builder again. “But that’s what I did to cause the eruption in my simulation.”

“If we control the release, we can let out a small amount of gas and magma from the chamber,” Dr. Grier explains. “This would reduce the risk of a major pressure release later on that would evacuate the upper rhyolitic magma and reach the basaltic partial melt below, creating a sustained explosion and ejection.”

I guess we don’t immediately respond the way she thinks we should, so in a much slower tone, she adds:

“That would be bad. That would be the supervolcanic part.”

“Allow me, Samantha,” Ms. MacNamary says, gently cutting in. She pulls out a bottle of soda from her bag. “This is what helped me first understand.” She shakes up the bottle, making sure we’re all watching. “If I open this, what happens?”

“It explodes,” Kenzie says.

“Yes, but if I only open it a little bit, and then shut it, and then open it, and then shut it—” Ms. MacNamary demonstrates, opening the bottle quickly, and then twisting the cap shut. A hiss escapes, but it doesn’t explode. She repeats the movement. “I can lower the pressure inside, safely and with control.”

The wheels turn in my head. In Earth Builder, when I built up the pressure but didn’t release enough of it, it totally ruined my experiment because then the volcano would settle and I’d have to set it up all over again. This . . . actually makes sense.

“We’re at the point where the top of Yellowstone’s soda bottle is ready to blow,” Ms. MacNamary says. “We either do something to calm it down, or wait for catastrophe.”

“Unfortunately,” Dr. Grier continues, “we can’t do this alone. The pods we built to drill underground ended up far more tightly packed than we had anticipated.” She shoots a glare at the men behind us, as if it is all their fault somehow. “We can’t widen them if we want the correct rate of pressure release. Therefore, we must rely on kids such as yourselves to squeeze into the drilling pods, tunnel down to the magma chamber, and set some carefully controlled charges.”

I look to the others to gauge their reactions.

“If all of this is really true, and you’ve found a way to control an upcoming eruption of nightmarish proportions, why keep it secret? Why not get the world involved?” Wyatt asks.

“The world doesn’t care,” Dr. Grier snaps.

“Maybe not if you talk to them like that.” Kenzie snorts.
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