
[image: ]



THE
 LOST CODE

BOOK ONE OF THE ATLANTEANS

KEVIN EMERSON

[image: logo]






Dedication



For my parents,
 who have always supported my creative pursuits
 and also sent me to summer camp






Epigraph



Before the beginning, there was an end

Three chosen to die

To live in the service of the Qi-An

The balance of all things

Three guardians of the memory of the first people

They who thought themselves masters of all the Terra

Who went too far, and were lost

To the heaving earth

To the flood.

Three who will wait

Until long after memory fades

And should the time come again

When masters seek to bend the Terra to their will

Then the three will awaken, to save us all.
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PART I



Good night, Mother Sea,

Good night, Father Sky,

Hide from sight the sunken homes,

The faces floating by.

—TRADITIONAL GREAT RISE LULLABY

We’ll go down to SoHo,

Shop for antiques in a rowboat.

—THE TRILOBYTES, “NEW MANHATTAN LOVE SONG”






Chapter 1



THE MORNING AFTER I ARRIVED AT CAMP EDEN, I drowned for the first time. I was three-quarters of the way through the cabin swim test when the cramp that had been tightening in my side the whole time finally twisted into a solid knot. I seized up, my legs shut down, and I sank.

Kick! I thought desperately, but the order didn’t make it past my abdomen. The cramp was like a fist, clenching tighter, white pain radiating from its grip. I reached wildly for the surface but found only water and bubbles. I kept thrashing, trying to get my cabin mates’ attention as they swam by above, but none of them noticed.

I never should have been in the water, never should have even taken the test. I knew that, but I’d tried it anyway, because of her: Lilly, the lifeguard and one of the counselors in training. You didn’t impress someone like Lilly by being too lame to tread water and swim a few laps. And up on the dock, impressing her had seemed like maybe the most important thing.

I saw her now, a blur of red bathing suit, standing there watching us. Well, watching everyone else. I guess I hadn’t made enough of an impression for her to notice either.

And that was nothing new for me.

I slipped deeper, into colder depths. My arms started to slow, the muscles too tired, the pain from the cramp blinding. Pressure on my ears. The light dimming around me.

A feeling began to ache in my chest, a certainty: Owen, it’s time to breathe. The order was matter-of-fact, like there were little technicians inside my body, wearing yellow jumpsuits and monitoring all of my functions on glowing screens. That was how I always felt, like others were in charge of me, like I was just along for the ride.

The technician watching my heartbeat whispered to his neighbor, who was in charge of my blood-oxygen levels. Her screen flashed ominously. A persistent beeping made her shake her head. There’s not much more I can do, she said. We’re going to need air.

The urge grew, a balloon expanding in my chest. Like I had to breathe. Exhale. Inhale. Even if there was water outside of my mouth. It didn’t seem to matter.

That’s all I’ve got, chimed in another technician, watching the last blips of oxygen leave my lungs.

No! I couldn’t... But the body is a simple machine. It doesn’t plan for you being underwater when you need air. It figures you wouldn’t be that stupid, I guess. And if you were, well, then there were three billion other humans out there who probably wouldn’t make the same mistake, so your genes clearly weren’t worth passing on. Survival for the fittest, that was the plan. Then again, there had been ten billion people on the planet. Not sure losing seventy percent of the species was really part of that grand design. Maybe it was time for the genes to go back to the drawing board.

I’m hitting the intake override, said another technician.

Has to be done, said the blood monitor.

No... No... Pressure everywhere. I struggled to hold my mouth shut. I could get the cramp under control, then swim up....

BREATHE!

No! Had to hold on, had to—

But my mouth opened anyway.

The air burst free in oblong bubbles. I watched helplessly as they made their wobbling dash toward the surface. Water poured in to fill their place, and there was a feeling of cold—cold!—icy pain and weight, pressing me down, my lungs filling, and for just a second it all hurt so much—

Then it didn’t. The pain was gone, leaving an immediate silence, like that strange way that the lightning rains back home would suddenly be over, and in their aftermath there would only be this sense of quiet, no more rumbling, no more wind, just the pop of cinders in scorched earth and the hissing of rocks.

Calm. I was so calm. When had I ever felt like this? No more worry, no more panic. Was this what death felt like?

I sensed everything in my body slowing down. The technicians were studying their screens in mild surprise. Well, that was unexpected, said the lung monitor, surveying the flood with dismay.

The woman watching my brain activity shook her head. Probably a few minutes more, she reported, then that will be that.

I knew what she meant. I’d read that the brain could live for about four minutes without oxygen. Even longer if the water was really cold, but the lake here inside the EdenWest BioDome was kept at 22°C, which was supposedly the ideal temperature of summers past. I knew lots of facts like that, but being smart had done me no good. Better muscles, an abdomen that didn’t malfunction—these were the things that would have made me more fit to survive.

I drifted down into the shadows. My feet touched muddy bottom, making clouds of brown particles. Slippery plants clutched at my ankles, the fingers of unseen creatures of the deep. I keeled backward, my back settling into the cold muck.

The surface looked like another world. There were my cabin mates, sliding by in loose lines, their hands and feet smashing the shimmery mirror top of the water over and over. The white-and-red lane lines vibrated in their wakes. Some were finishing the test now, hauling themselves up onto the floating dock.

High above, I could see feathery white SimClouds gently drifting across the hazy blue of the TruSky, the afternoon brilliant in the warm glow of the SafeSun lamps. Another perfect summer day in the temperate forest, just like it had been half a century ago, before the Great Rise, when global warming and climate change spiraled out of control. The soaring temperatures and savage depletion of the ozone layer turned most of North America into a desert. The rapid melting of the world’s ice caps caused the oceans to rise up and devour the coasts. The old technopolises of New York, Shanghai, and Dubai drowned, and billions of people around the world became climate refugees, displaced and doomed to die in the wars, plagues, and chaos that followed. The only safe havens were the thin rim of land in the Habitable Zone above sixty degrees north latitude, and the five Eden domes, where people could still live as they once had.

Yet with the murky filter of the water, I could see through the illusion, to the distant ceiling of EdenWest. When I’d arrived last night, getting off the MagTrain after the all-day trip from my home out at Yellowstone Hub to here in what used to be Minnesota, the dome had looked even more impressive than in the pictures I’d seen: an endless curve of perfect white, an impenetrable guardian of the people inside. But from down here, I could see the black burn marks where the dome had been damaged by the increasing solar radiation. Some of the triangular panels were new and shiny white, but most were gray and spotted. I could also see the monitoring station in the center of the roof, a pupil in the dome’s eye that constantly kept watch for solar flares, dust storms, or lightning rains.

There were rumors back home that all the Eden domes were failing. The Northern Federation worried that it was only a matter of time. Then, the modern cities inside would fall, but instead of submerging, the Edens would bake, and this little lake would dry up just like all the rest. When it did, maybe they’d find my bones in the cracked mud.

One more minute, said the technician monitoring my brain. I tried one last time to move my arms, my legs, anything. No use.

Just about everyone was out of the water now. Everyone else passing the test, and here I was, dead. Had any of my cabin mates even noticed I was gone yet? What about Lilly? Could she have forgotten about me already? What about our moment on the dock?

“Hey there, you gonna be okay?” Lilly had asked, just before the swim test. All ten of us in my cabin were crowded in front of her on one end of the dock, which was shaped like a wide H and stuck out from a small brown beach. Inside the lower half of the H was the shallow swimming area for the little kids. Strung inside the top half were the lane lines. This was where the test took place. Every older camper had to take it to get a swimming level, from Tadpole to Shark. You had to be a Shark to do any of the cool things on the water, like sailing, kayaking, or swimming out to the big blue trampoline raft where the CITs hung out and did acrobatics.

I hadn’t even realized that Lilly was talking to me. I’d been gazing out across the water, still getting used to the sight of trees everywhere, to the feel of air that was heavy, moist, and thick with scents of flowers and life, and also to all these healthy, well-fed Eden kids around me, who acted like being in a place like this, feeling like you were outside on a summer day, was no big deal.

But I guess I’d also been worrying about the test, and it showed.

“Hey,” Lilly said again.

Finally I glanced over and saw she was staring right at me. Another reason I’d been looking away was so that I wouldn’t just be gawking at her the way the rest of my cabin was. She was dressed in baggy green shorts and a red bathing suit, the thin straps indenting her smooth shoulders. Her braided dark-brown hair had streaks dyed lime green, and her sandstone skin was tinted lavender from NoRad lotion, which we’d all been instructed to wear during midday. She wore mirrored sunglasses, sky-blue flip-flops, and her toes glimmered with pearl polish. She stood there with her hip cocked to one side, one hand on it and the other spinning and unspinning a whistle around her index finger. It seemed impossible that she was only a year older than us.

“Huh?” I replied, my voice cracking slightly.

This made a group of my cabin mates laugh. They were the central unit in our cabin, a tight knot that had formed almost immediately around a kid everybody called Leech.

Lilly ignored them. “Just making sure you’re okay.”

“Oh, I’m fine,” I said quickly, trying to meet her silver-rimmed sunglasses through the glare of water and sun and make my gaze say, Yes, I can do this, even though I was pretty sure that I couldn’t.

I had taken swim lessons when I was a kid, back when there was still enough water to fill the one pool out at Hub. I wasn’t great at it, but I did okay. That was before I got a hernia last year, which is like a lame old-man thing to have. It didn’t surprise me that I’d gotten one, though, because it seemed like if you could get an injury doing something, I did. Temporary asphyxiation from the cave mold spores in our classrooms? Check. Sprained wrist from paddleball? Check. The hernia probably started when my whole class was forced to try cave diving, Hub’s most popular sport. It always felt like my body was made of weaker stuff, or like I’d been built for something different from everything I normally had to do.

Technically, a hernia starts with a tear in your abdominal wall. You can get them without really knowing it, which was what happened to me. I guess it slowly grew wider, until one day all I did was bend over to pick up the sandwich I’d dropped on the way to a lunchroom table and a chunk of my intestines popped out, and then there was this weird bubble beneath my skin and so much pain.

I had to have surgery to sew it up. “You’ll need to exercise some caution with strenuous activity for a while,” the doctor informed me. And after that, I got bad cramps whenever I had to exert myself.

Dad put it on my camp application, but apparently word hadn’t gotten down to the lifeguards. And now here I was, not telling Lilly.

“The Turtle is roadkill,” said Leech from nearby. The group around him laughed again, just like they laughed at all his jokes. Leech just grinned his slopey grin, his thin eyes squinting and making his dark freckles bunch into blotches. Looking at him, you wouldn’t think that he would be the ringleader of our cabin. It wasn’t like he was some amazing athlete or seriously good-looking specimen or anything. He was short and pretty skinny and covered in freckles and had uneven eyes that always seemed half closed. But he had one thing that none of us had: he had been at camp the previous two sessions already that summer, and for as many years as you could be before that. And just because of that, he was the king, and one of his royal duties was handing down nicknames.

Like Turtle, which barely made any sense, and yet because Leech said it, it was so, and his minions thought it was hilarious.

But Lilly just frowned at him. Apparently, Leech’s powers didn’t extend to the CITs. “Are you—,” she started to say. “Oh, wait.” She nodded dramatically, like she was solving a big mystery. “You’re trying to be funny.”

A laugh rippled through our whole cabin. Leech’s buddies jabbed him with elbows, and he smiled weakly. “I am funny,” he said, but the comeback was halfhearted. It was the first time I’d heard him sound that way.

Even he felt that whatever-it-was that Lilly had. Like she had her own Eden dome around her, some kind of force field. And it even felt like, when you were near her, that force field extended to you, made you safe. Like right then, when Beaker, whose real name was Pedro and who was one of the few kids who had it worse off in our cabin than I did, actually laughed out loud in these big silly chuckles.

“Shut up,” grunted one of Leech’s pack, and immediately shoved Beaker into the water.

Lilly’s hand flashed out and snatched her whistle, midspin. “Whoa, what’s your name, tough guy?”

“Jalen?” he answered, as if Lilly had made him question his own name. Jalen was the tallest of all of us, with muscles that made him look older. They weren’t the ropy, taut things you’d see on the stronger kids out at Hub. Instead Jalen’s muscles were smooth, easy-looking, like he’d just been given them without having to work, like he’d been pumped up with an air compressor. He tried to push out his chest now, to look like he wasn’t scared.

Lilly scowled at him and looked past us. “Hey, Ev!” she shouted.

Another CIT, Evan, turned in our direction. He brushed the mop of white-blond hair from his eyes and squared a set of shoulders that made Jalen’s look like beginner models. “What’s up, Lil?”

Lilly pointed at Jalen. “Put this kid in the box for me, ’kay?” We’d already learned that the box was the square of shade beneath the wooden lifeguard chair. “Start walking, scrub,” she said, glaring at Jalen. “Enjoy your time with the other babies.” The little campers were playing on the beach all around the box, running and squealing and throwing sand.

“Whatever,” Jalen muttered. “This is stupid.”

“Hey! Don’t make me ask Ev to hurt you,” said Lilly, “’cause he’ll do anything I say.”

Jalen looked like he had another comeback, but then thought better of it. He trudged off toward shore.

“Have fun!” Lilly called after him. She turned back to us. Everyone was dead silent now. “You okay?” she called to Beaker, who was dragging himself up onto the dock while we all watched.

“Fine,” he said like he wasn’t.

Lilly flashed a glare at Leech, then looked at me. “So, you’re gonna be all right with this?” She waved her hand, indicating the water.

“Yeah,” I lied, trying to sound confident.

“What’s your name?”

“Owen Parker.”

Lilly grinned. “I’m not your math teacher. You don’t need to give me your whole name.”

“Sorry.”

She raised an eyebrow at me. Her eyes were a mystery behind her sunglasses, and I figured she thought I was a lost cause, except then her gaze stayed on me and her smile remained and I felt like it was suddenly really hard to stand there and not do something stupid like try to say something funny, or throw myself into the lake.

I wondered if maybe I already loved her, in that at-first-sight kind of way that was the only kind of love I really knew. The kind you could just have without ever actually telling someone, without them even knowing you. The kind that was perfectly safe, that you didn’t have to do anything about.

Her gaze left me, and I looked away and found Leech staring at me with a squinty sneer like now I was on his list for what had happened to Jalen.

“So, where were we?” said Lilly. “Right: the test. It’s pretty simple. Five minutes treading water, then freestyle, backstroke, breaststroke, and butterfly, two laps each. To be a Shark, your form has to be perfect. Got it?”

We all nodded slightly. Yes. Perfect form. Since Lilly had led us out to the end of the dock, I’d noticed everybody trying to stand with better posture and constantly checking their hair. I had been, too, though I’d tried to do it less.

“All right, then,” said Lilly. “In you go.”

We lined up and jumped off the dock. The water was a shock, cold wrapping around me, seeping in, and it had this weird, slightly tangy taste, a little bit like putting your tongue against something metal. It was different from the chemical flavor I remembered back at the Hub pool.

We spread out to start treading water.

Lilly held up a stopwatch from around her neck. “Go.”

I started kicking my feet, circling my arms and thinking, Come on, you can do this, but I already felt the cramp beginning. And yet, when Lilly blew her whistle, my head was still above water.

“All right, not bad, guppies. Now swim over and start your laps.”

I grabbed the side of the dock and tried to will my stomach to relax. You should get out, now, I thought. But I didn’t.

“Next,” said Lilly. Three at a time, we pushed off and started the freestyle. And again, somehow I got through those laps, and the backstroke, and even the breaststroke. I could feel my side cinching tighter, but amazingly, even though I was sinking too deep with every stroke, I was almost there.

But in the end it was the butterfly, the strange and inexplicable butterfly, with the weird kicking where both feet stayed together and the lunging with the flying arms that did me in. Why did we even have to swim like that? It was like a test to weed out the weakest. I kicked, I lunged, my side failed, and down I went, to my quiet, dark tomb.

I blinked, feeling the pressure of deep water on my eyes, the ache in my ears, the cold of water in my nose and throat, the heaviness of liquid in my lungs. Everything numb. There was a distant whine, like of machinery, and the faint warble of voices far off on the surface.

Now that it was too late, all I could think was that it really stunk to be dead. It was just unfair and stupid, and I hated it. I hadn’t even wanted to come to this camp in the first place! But I’d gone along with it, and now this was what I got.

Darkness crept into my vision, like a fog over everything. The technicians were checking the monitors one last time. That’s about it, then, said one, watching my heartbeat slow to a stop.

The surface began to dim, fading to black.

Good-bye, Lilly, I thought.

Shut it down, said the brain technician.

Nice working with you, one said to another, shaking hands.

They flicked off the light switches, closed the doors. Everything went dark.

For a while.

Then there was a small light in the distance. It was pale blue, struggling through the murk.

Owen.

Yeah?

The light seemed to pulse. Maybe this was the final message from my dying mind, the one you were supposed to think was the light at the end of the tunnel. Or maybe it really was that light. Maybe I was about to lift up to heaven, or be picked up by the vultures who brought the dead into the embrace of Heliad-7, that sun goddess they worshipped in the South.

But this seemed more... actual. Like my eyes were really open, and that light was slithering around in the green water above me. It had a long, fluid shape, almost like it was alive.

You are not at the end, it said.

I’m dead, I thought back.

No. This is just the beginning. It sounded like a girl. Find me. In the temple beneath the Aquinara.

The light moved closer. It seemed to have features. A face. Maybe a beautiful face...

Temple?

What is oldest will be new. What was lost shall be found.

What?

Find me, Owen....

The light faded.

Black again.

For a while.

Hey, Owen....

Who are you?

“Owen.”

I opened my eyes. Blinding daylight. Cold was now warm. The squish of the lake bottom had become hard, coarse sand; the press of water now the nothing of air.

I was lying on the beach, the campers crowded around me.

And that calm feeling of an ending ended with a huge, awful cough. Water erupted out of my body, burbling out of my mouth, a brown swirl of lake water, vomit, and phlegm, spilling onto my chest and down to the sand.

There was Lilly. She had her hands in a fist on my sternum. Her head was lifting away like—

CPR, I thought, which meant her mouth, and my mouth—

Stop thinking about that! What about how you’re not dead?

But it was weird: the fact that I wasn’t dead didn’t seem like much of a surprise. I sat up. Everybody shuffled back. Muck from my insides dripped down my chin. It smelled sour, hot.

“Let me through,” an adult voice called from beyond the kids.

I looked down at myself. There were long, tan plants still wrapped around my legs, my arms. I saw now that they ended at little plastic bases. Fake. My body was covered with splotches of mud and the spray of lake puke across my abdomen.

I fell back on my elbows. Tried to speak, but my voice just croaked at first, like a reptile. “Whu...”

Lilly leaned close to me. Her wet braid brushed across my arm. “Don’t try to talk yet.”

But I had to. I hacked up another slick of water and phlegm. “What happened?” I asked.

“You—,” Lilly began, but now the sea of kids parted and my counselor, Todd, appeared. Behind him was Dr. Maria, the camp physician.

“Okay, let us in.” They flanked me.

I looked at Lilly. Her gaze was still so odd.... Then she quickly leaned in. “No matter what happens in the next couple days, don’t tell them anything. Especially not how long you were down there.”

“What? How long I—,” I said.

She leaned even closer, her lips brushing my ear, pressure of her warm breath into my ear canal. “You were on the bottom for ten minutes.”

“Ten?” I croaked. “But how—”

“Excuse us, Lilly.” Dr. Maria knelt beside me.

“Don’t worry,” Lilly whispered. “This is just the beginning. Trust me.” She pulled back and stared at me.

This is just the beginning. I focused on her eyes. Sunglasses gone, they were pale, sky-blue disks woven with threads of white. I nodded to her. I would trust her.

And then Dr. Maria was leaning down over me and Lilly was pulling away and the SafeSun made me squint and I coughed out more water.

“Just lie back, Owen,” said Dr. Maria. She held a small rectangular electronic device above me. It had a single glass dot that started to glow green as she moved it closer to my face.

I closed my eyes against all the brightness and my head seemed to come unglued and everything faded out again.






Chapter 2



THERE WAS MORE DARKNESS, AND THEN I HEARD VOICES.

Fragments of a broadcast:

Good afternoon, this is Teresa Alamos. Turning now to the latest EdenNet news...

New images from EdenCentre of the fires sweeping the French Desert...

Fighting continues on the American-Canadian Federation border, as the Nomad Alliance has mounted new coordinated efforts to breach defenses at the sixtieth parallel and cross into the Habitable Zone....

The latest report released by the Northern Federation Climatology Council indicates that the rate of sea level rise lessened slightly this past year. The study shows that the reasons are simple: there’s not much ice left in Greenland, and after the big ice-shelf collapses that we saw in Antarctica, the main continental ice appears to be remaining stable. Still, though the worst of the Great Rise seems to be behind us, its aftereffects continue to wreak havoc, especially in Asia. Today, EdenEast is reporting more violence on the edge of the People’s Corporation of China, just north of the current shore of the Indian Ocean. Salt intrusion continues to ruin farmland in the region, causing still more suffering for the half-billion remaining climate refugees from the former subcontinent. And an outbreak of a lethal new strain of Supermycin-resistant cholera-D is sure to worsen the situation....

Now voices from close by, speaking quietly.

Dr. Maria: “He seems to be recuperating fine.”

And a man’s voice: “Have you determined exactly what happened?”

“From what his cabin mates said, it had to be at least a few minutes, if not more. He definitely drowned, but I ran an mPET scan, and his brain activity seems fine. I think we dodged a bullet.”

“What about the physical injuries?”

“Just the neck lacerations that—”

The man cut her off. “Right. Sounds good. I’ll read the report. Send him to me when he’s feeling up to it. Thank you, doctor.”

For local climatic conditions, let’s get a report from Aaron Cane, chief of operations up in the Eagle Eye observatory....

Thanks, Teresa. Well, more of the same from up here. Today’s external temperatures are topping out at forty-six degrees Celsius, and that’s likely only the beginning of what July has in store for us. Doesn’t sound like too much fun for humans, but as you can see, the pronghorn in these shots seem to like it just fine.

My eyes finally opened, and I found the screen in the corner of the room. The face of Aaron Cane, youngish-looking with thick-rimmed glasses and short black hair, was replaced by an outdoor view. The camera zoomed down the outside of the dome wall, its surface streaked with tan dust and black solar burns, then out over the concentric rings of thousands of gleaming solar panels to the barren, cracked earth beyond. A herd of pronghorn roamed on the flat wasteland, grazing on bits of grass underneath ledges of gray shale rock, oblong sections of upturned pavement, crumbled house foundations, and the picked-over carcasses of cars. The only smooth line among the fractured topography was the curved path of the MagTrain tunnel roof, its snake back punctured now and then by boxy air vents.

Pretty creatures, but not the ones your great-great-grandparents used to hunt here in Minnesota.

Turning to solar monitoring, it looks like we’ve got calm conditions for the next few days, so I expect UV Rad levels to be holding steady. Dome integrity is still rated at eighty-six percent, but we’ve got a deteriorating ozone forecast for the weekend, and we can likely expect elevated Rad levels and maybe a half percentage point off the DI, though RadDefense says they’re in the process of replacing two of the OzoneSim panels, so maybe we’ll hold steady. That’s the report from up here.

My eyes fluttered shut and I lost track of things again.

Owen...

Dark water, something curling in the shadows, flickering blue...

Find me....

“Owen.”

I looked up to find Dr. Maria leaning over me. “He’s back,” she said with a smile that felt friendly. She had long black hair that was streaked here and there with gray. It was held back in a clip. She wore a classic white lab coat over a collared flannel shirt and jeans. The outfit was retro, pre-Rise, even with an unbuttoned collar so that her neck was exposed. A doctor out at Hub would be wearing the standard LoRad pullovers and pants, which were dark colors with shimmery surfaces that reflected sunlight. The neck would be zipped high, the wrist cuffs tight, but here inside the safety of the dome, retro was part of the look of the camp, and apparently you could relax a little.

“Hi,” I croaked. Talking hurt.

Dr. Maria adjusted something on my neck. I reached up to find thick bandages there. The area beneath them itched faintly. The feeling surprised me. I didn’t remember hurting my neck. I started to scratch, but she stopped my hand. “Careful,” she said, “these are delicate wounds. You need to try not to touch them.” She sat back and her brow wrinkled. “So, Owen, do you remember what happened?”

I tried. Things were murky in my head. “I got a cramp,” I said. “I couldn’t do the butterfly.”

“Mmm.” Dr. Maria smiled and shook her head. She picked up a computer pad from the table beside my bed and swiped her finger over its glass surface. “I always thought that was a weird stroke,” she said. “You’d see it in the Olympics and think, Why would someone ever choose to swim like that?”

“Olympics?” I asked her.

“Oh, sorry,” said Dr. Maria. “Showing my age. Yeah, back before the Rise, there were a lot more countries, and there used to be these games where each country sent their best to compete. They tried to keep them going, but too many countries were either in chaos or too much debt. I think I was about ten when the last one happened. Anyway, they swam the butterfly. It’s weird to think that with everything that’s been lost, something so silly has lived on.” She sighed. “But, then again, that’s the goal here at EdenWest, to make everything just like it was.” I almost thought I heard a note of disapproval in her voice as she finished, but I wasn’t sure.

She held a stethoscope to my chest and listened for a moment. “Sounding good. So, any idea how you got those neck wounds?”

“No, not really,” I said.

“Maybe you got tangled in the lane lines or something, before you went under?”

I just shrugged. “I don’t think so.”

Dr. Maria pushed a loose strand of hair back behind her ear and held a light to my eye. “Well, they weren’t deep enough to need stitches, so I gave you a topical antibiotic.” My left eye went blind in the flash of white. She checked the other. “I’d like you to come by tomorrow for fresh dressings. And you really shouldn’t go in the water again until they heal, although I bet that wasn’t first on your agenda, anyway.” She smiled.

“No,” I said, smiling back. That sounded fine to me. The more I thought about the wounds, the more they itched, simmering, like the skin was cooking in there.

“Maybe something got on your neck on the lake bottom,” said Dr. Maria. “Lake Eden is supposed to be a fully functioning ecosystem—you know, real fish and leeches and things. That’s probably not what you want to hear.”

“No,” I said. I thought about the fake plants that had been on me. But that didn’t mean there weren’t real creatures too, like in an aquarium, and if I had really been down there ten minutes, like Lilly said . . .

Lilly.

I remembered her lips against my ear. What was with her? What did she mean, “No matter what happens in the next couple days, don’t tell them anything”? What exactly did she think was going to happen? I drowned, maybe got my neck munched on, and got pulled out in the nick of time. Except, ten minutes wasn’t the nick of time. Wasn’t there basically no way I should have survived that? Maybe Lilly had been exaggerating. Dr. Maria had said it was only a few minutes. Kind of a big difference, in drowning terms. But then there was something else....

Find me, Owen. That light, that voice. What had that been? Probably just some kind of hallucination, my brain tripping on a lack of oxygen.

“I think it’s okay to take this off,” Dr. Maria was saying. She bent over my left arm, where a clear tube emerged from my elbow and led up to a bag of fluid. She unhooked the line, then grasped my forearm. “You might feel a slight sting.” She pulled and the tube slid out, chased by a drop of blood. It stung, but the feeling faded quickly.

“There we go.” She placed a sticky round bandage over it. I noticed her black fingernails, which seemed a little fashionable for a camp doctor, and as her smooth, almond-colored fingers pressed against my arm, I thought of Mom. She would do things like that. The extra bit of fashion. Dr. Maria was maybe a little older. Then again, it was hard to remember. The mom in my head was from eight years ago, when she left. She’d look different now. Wherever she was. She’d never told us. For a while she’d sent letters, but they never had any kind of location or date information. And then, about three years ago, she’d stopped writing altogether.

“Okay,” said Dr. Maria. “I think we’re good to go. If you promise to keep your hands off those neck wounds, I can release you to your cabin.”

“I can’t stay?” I imagined my cabin mates leering at me from their bunks like waiting predators as I walked in, ready to harass their little drowned Turtle.

Dr. Maria fixed her hair again and sighed. “Sorry, Owen. They’re a tough bunch, I take it.”

“Sometimes.”

“Well,” Dr. Maria continued, “the first few days of a session are always the hardest. A lot can change in a month. You’d be amazed the kids who end up as friends by the time a session’s all over.” She tapped on her computer pad. “Oh, once you’re dressed, the director would like you to stop by. End of the hall. See you tomorrow, okay?” She smiled and stepped out.

“Okay.”

Someone had brought over my shorts, T-shirt, and sneakers. I got out of bed and started taking off my hospital gown. My chest hurt, my ribs aching with each breath I took. My right side, the cramp side, was still sore. I ran a finger over the pink, four-centimeter scar from my hernia operation, just below my waist. Its warped skin was raised, smooth.

There was a mirror in the corner, and there was my uninspiring self, skinny, a child of the rations, nothing like these Eden kids, but also nothing like the kids you saw camped out on the ACF border. I may not have had much muscle, with clavicles and ribs kinda showing, but you weren’t seeing shoulder sockets and hip edges. Having a father who worked for the Hub’s geothermal heat company meant there was enough food. His genes, not hunger, were more the reason I was skinny. That and the fact that the things that gave you real deltoids or pectorals were also the things I never seemed to be any good at.

Dad would say to me, “You could always work out more at the school gym, or join the cave-diving team.” I knew he meant well, and he was probably right. I could probably get some better muscles if I tried, but it seemed like it would take forever—almost like, to get some sort of physique, you already had to have a good physique. And I never felt farther from having one than on that mandatory school day when everyone had to put on a skintight neoprene slick suit like the cave divers wore and try the sport. I hated being on display like that. Being in a bathing suit this morning had been just as bad. I might as well have been a different species from someone like CIT Evan, who got a single-syllable nickname from Lilly.

I got my clothes on, being careful as I pulled my T-shirt over my neck. The bandages looked like a neck brace. I grazed my fingers across them, and just that slight attention seemed to ignite the itching underneath. My nails started scraping around the bottom edge, digging up under the soft fabric, desperate to scratch. No, stop. She told you not to. I pulled my fingers out. The tips were shiny with blood. I wiped them on my gown, leaving streaks. The itching increased, pulsing in waves. I tried to ignore it as I left the room.

Outside, the hall was painted a cheery peach color. Framed black-and-white photos of pine-forested hills hung at regular intervals on the walls. There were five other clinic room doors, all open. I heard Dr. Maria speaking softly in one of the rooms, but I couldn’t make out what she was saying. To the left, the hall ended at a solid red door with a keypad lock. It looked odd and modern compared to everything else around. Kind of like seeing the panels of the dome from underwater, a glimpse backstage. To the right was an antique-looking brown door with a square frosted-glass window. I headed through it, into a dark room with warped, wood-paneled walls.

There was a door in each wall, each with a similar window. One led outside. The others had gold, stenciled lettering that read OFFICE and DIRECTOR. The one I’d come out of said INFIRMARY. There were cracked leather chairs in the corners, and coffee tables piled with old paper magazines.

It was like being in one of those exhibits that you’d find in the history museum back in Yellowstone, the ones that explained about the United States pre-Rise, before the War for Fair Resources when the United States invaded Canada and created the American-Canadian Federation. That name was supposed to sound peaceful, like the two countries had happily joined forces, but my dad said the name was a lie. The invasion and occupation had really been bloody and terrible.

I pushed through the director’s door. There was a wide desk on the far side of the room, a tall black chair behind it, and two fabric chairs in front. The desk was antique, but its top had been replaced with a glass table monitor. Files glowed on it. On the wall behind the desk, a bulletin board was covered with maps that looked like they were expertly hand-drawn, showing intricate coastlines and mountain ranges. I wondered if the director had drawn them himself.

There was a large fireplace in the left wall, built from giant gray stones that were scarred by black soot. The head of something I was pretty sure had been called a bison was mounted above it. Along the right wall were high shelves of frayed books and a leather couch. The room smelled like soot and pine, a scent I vaguely remembered from my clothes and sheets back during the Three-Year Fire, which erased the last forests of the American West. It had started when I was four, and during the middle year and a half of it, we barely saw the sun.

The wall behind me was covered with framed photos on either side of the door. They were all-camp photos. Each one had a year beneath it. The earliest ones were in black-and-white, then they switched to faded color. Groups of wild-haired boys and girls. Not much separated the decades, except the size and color of the kids. They went from skinny and mostly white to chunkier in the middle, with more varieties of skin color. Then, in recent photos, the kids got thinner again. And in the last few photos they were no longer sun-bronzed, their skin instead tinted purple by NoRad lotion.

“Fascinating, isn’t it?” A man was peering through the door. He stepped in and extended his hand. “I’m Paul. I’m the director. And you... You must be Owen.” He said it almost like I was a celebrity or something.

“Hi,” I said, shaking his hand. It was cool, the skin smooth-feeling.

He was a little taller than me and old, maybe in his fifties. Like Dr. Maria, he was dressed retro, I guess like the director of a summer camp would have been, in jeans and a blue button-down shirt and a black vest with the overlapping E-and-C EdenCorp logo embroidered on it. Everything was relaxed except for a striped tie that was done up tight, the knot perfect. He had wavy gray hair and a thin face, lots of freckles and dark spots on his tanned skin from time spent in the sun.

The only thing about him that was modern were his square, black-rimmed glasses. Their lenses flickered in a tinted shade that indicated Rad protection. I was pretty sure that the tint could be turned off on glasses like that, or at least lightened, but Paul still had it full on, even though we were indoors, and so I couldn’t see his eyes. He seemed to be smiling, but the glasses made the smile strange, incomplete.

He closed the door and pointed to the photos. “Almost two hundred years of campers have come to this very spot—well, not counting the fifteen-year break while the dome was being built.”

“Oh,” I said.

“They used to call it Camp Aasgard,” Paul continued. He spoke in a low voice, all his words flat and even. “It had a whole Viking theme because of the archaeological finds near here. Lake Eden actually used to be part of Lake Superior, before the big lake receded. Imagine, Vikings right here.”

“That’s pretty cool,” I said, thinking that it was. It was interesting to me to try to imagine a place like it looked to the people who came before, like how Yellowstone used to be full of people just driving around in big homes on wheels, peering into the trees looking for animals, not a care in the world.

“Indeed,” said Paul, and it seemed like my interest excited him a little. “They apparently traveled up the waterways from the Atlantic, and also down from Hudson Bay. Most people don’t know that,” he added mildly. “But most people don’t know most things.”

“Huh,” I said, and saw that all the photos to the left of the door had Camp Aasgard in funny letters above the photo, with Viking hats on either side. The photos to the right of the door said Camp Eden.

“And that’s not all,” said Paul. “If that kind of thing interests you, then Eden has some other surprises.”

“Like what?” I asked, still interested but also trying to sound polite.

“Well, for starters, there are copper mines in this region that are over ten thousand years old,” said Paul. “It makes you wonder: Who was here, back then, and what were they up to? I find those kinds of questions most intriguing.”

“Wow.” There were old towns out by Hub, all abandoned, but that stuff was only about forty years old. You could still picture the people being there, like ghosts, living the pre-Rise life with cars and lawns and stuff. Our life was mostly underground, but it was still similar. We still had technology like video channels and subnet phones and electric lights at least some of the time, and even some of the newer stuff, like holotech.

“Then there’s our own little archaeological study right here.” Paul pointed at the camp photos. “The world outside has changed so much, as I’m sure you’re well aware, but life in this spot has endured. Just a bunch of kids smiling, enjoying life. It’s nice to know that’s still possible....” He turned toward his desk. “If you do what it takes.” He sat down in his chair and motioned to me. “Have a seat.”

I sat. Paul had put his fingertips together and was gazing at me, but didn’t say anything right away. After a few seconds, I wondered if he was waiting for me to say something. He was so still, just sitting there. It bothered me that I couldn’t see his eyes. I started to feel weird, like I was being examined.

“Dr. Maria told me to come see you,” I finally said.

“Yes,” said Paul. Another second passed, just staring... but then he sat up and twisted around. He picked up a metal pitcher and cup from a cabinet behind him. The pitcher’s sides were foggy with condensation. “Bug juice?” he offered.

“Sure.” The bug juice was just fruit punch. Typical powdered juice drink, like we’d have back at home. There were more flavors here, though, each a different bright color, and they sorta tasted different, but really all just tasted in the end like bug juice. I’d had this one before. It was purple and called Concord Explosion. I heard one time that a Concord was a type of grape, but they took the word grape out of the name because they didn’t actually use any real grapes in it anymore, and maybe it didn’t even really taste like a grape—not that I would have known, since I’d never had one.

Paul handed me the cup. I took a sip. More tangy than sweet. Still kinda the same as all the others. Fine, though.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Don’t mention it.” His face became motionless again. Smiling maybe, sort of. It was impossible to tell with those glasses.

Then he leaned forward again and swiped at the glass monitor top of his desk. Files slid around. “So, Owen, the main reason I wanted to see you was to say that I am truly sorry about what happened to you today. Everyone here at Camp Eden is glad you’re okay.”

“I’m fine,” I said.

“Apparently.” Paul was studying a file. It looked like a chart of numbers. “Your tests all seem normal, even”—his finger touched the file and part of it zoomed in, but since it was upside down, I couldn’t quite make out what it said—“better than normal. You have noticeably high levels of hemoglobin.”

“Is that weird?” I asked. I didn’t remember ever hearing that in past doctors’ visits.

Paul didn’t answer right away. He kept reading, files flicking across his glasses. Then he sat back and stared at me again. “No,” he said, “totally within the expected range. And you feel normal other than those neck wounds?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“Good. Well, you can rest assured, we spoke to the lifeguard who lost track of you. Made her aware of her error.”

“It wasn’t Lilly’s fault,” I said immediately. “I got a cramp.” I didn’t want Lilly to get in trouble over this, over me.

“Right,” said Paul. “And to be fair to young Miss Ishani, she hadn’t been informed of your condition.” Paul ran a finger over another file. “A hernia.... Again, my apologies. This information should have made it to the lifeguards.”

“I wanted to be a Shark,” I said.

Paul nodded. “Of course you did. And I like your spirit. Not afraid to take a risk to get what you want.”

I wouldn’t have described myself that way.

Paul tapped at the monitor again. “I spoke with your father and let him know what happened, and that you were fine. He seems like a nice man.”

“Yeah,” I said. I wondered if Dad was worried, and for a second I thought, Serves him right. It was his idea to enter me in the drawing to come here. He kept saying how a month at Camp Eden was a month I didn’t have to spend scraping by out at Hub, a month when I didn’t have to help him with his breathing issues, the nebulizer packs and the beige phlegm that never seemed to get all the way down the drain, a month when I could have fun like people used to. I hadn’t really wanted to apply, but I saw how much he wanted me to, and besides, the odds of actually winning were terrible. Except then I won.

“You two get along well?” Paul asked.

“Mmm.” I nodded. We did. “We don’t talk much,” I said, “but not in a bad way.”

Paul seemed to smile again. At least his mouth widened. “Fathers and sons often don’t,” he said. “Sounds like he doesn’t put much pressure on you, though.” Paul’s smile faded. I wondered if he was thinking about his own dad.

“Nah,” I said. “We just sorta do our thing.” It felt weird answering questions about my dad. I felt almost like I was defending him, or something. And I didn’t need to do that. Sometimes Dad got on my case, but we never really fought. Most nights he got home pretty late, and his breathing was always the worst then, and he’d be tired. I usually made the frozen dinners for us. I wondered what night tonight was... Tuesday. Pizza night with the Arctic League football game. I remembered looking ahead at the schedule and seeing that it was going to be Baffin City and Helsinki Island. Dad always missed the first half, so when he got home I’d give him a summary of the key plays. He’d have to figure it out himself tonight. I hoped he could make his dinner fine, and that his cough wasn’t too bad.

Paul checked my file. “And it’s just you and your dad, I see.”

“Oh. Uh-huh.” That comment made me feel weird, too. Like Paul was pointing out flaws. I didn’t want him to know all this stuff, but of course my whole situation was laid out for him right there on the screen. Maybe he was just trying to be sympathetic, to connect, like adults sometimes tried to do.

“There’s no contact information for your mom here.”

“We don’t have any.” Saying that caused a squeeze in my stomach. That was the feeling that thinking about Mom always seemed to create.

“My parents split up when I was about fifteen,” said Paul. “I’d seen them fighting, so it didn’t surprise me, but it was still challenging. It’s hard to accept that our parents are just people, and sometimes it’s even harder to accept who those people really are.”

“Yeah,” I said, but I felt defensive again. Sure, I had thoughts about my mom leaving, got angry about it sometimes, but I didn’t like the idea that Paul might be judging her. Then again, maybe he wasn’t. His tone was so flat, and I couldn’t tell what he meant without seeing his full expression.

We both sat there for a second. “Challenging living out there at Hub,” Paul offered.

“I guess,” I said, really not wanting to talk anymore. Maybe he was right, though. I thought about life back home. Living in an apartment in the cave complex, the fluorescent lights dimming every hour as the geothermal charge faded. School was fine, pretty normal, but only compared to what I knew. Lots of kids had asthma due to the fumes, but I actually didn’t. I hadn’t really considered my life and family to be that bad, but I guess it was, compared to things here.

Paul clapped his hands together in a sharp, flat smack that echoed in the room. “Well, Owen, these are all good reasons to finally have you here. You are exactly why I started running the drawings to invite kids from outside EdenWest to be a part of our camp.”

“Thanks,” I said, but my defensive feeling only grew. I didn’t like being one of the charity cases, the poor wastelander being given a golden chance.

“No, thank you,” he said, his tone level, almost like he was being sarcastic, except I figured he wouldn’t be. “Now listen,” he continued, “it may not seem this way right now, but your time at Camp Eden can really be life-changing. In fact, in your case, I’d go so far as to guarantee it.” Another smile. With each one I felt more like I wanted to leave.

“Okay,” I said.

“So...” He shuffled the images on his desk. “I’ve reassigned you to Craft House for the electives hour. You’ll be with some younger kids, but it will be fine. And I’ve noted exemptions in your file for any of the rituals that could pose a problem for you, like polar bear swim. We don’t want you going out there and getting damaged.”

I had no idea what he was talking about. Polar bears? They’d been extinct for almost thirty years. Did Eden have one here? Maybe it had been in the Camp Eden brochure, but I hadn’t really read that. And why was he talking about me like I was some prized piece of merchandise? Maybe he didn’t mean it that way, but that was how it sounded.

“Well, that should do it.” Paul pressed his fingers together again. “Dr. Maria noted that you’re due back in for a follow-up, tomorrow.”

“Yeah.”

“In that case, you can head back to your cabin now.”

I nodded and stood. Paul did, too.

“Listen, Owen,” he said. “I may be the director here, but I also want to be your friend. If there’s anything you need, or anything you’re concerned about, anything at all...” He stepped around the desk and over to me. “You’ll come to me first, won’t you?”

“Um, sure,” I said, just trying to end the conversation.

“Especially,” said Paul, and then his voice lowered to almost a whisper, “about these...” He reached out, his fingers extending toward the bandages on my neck. They grazed the fabric gently. The wounds seemed to ignite with simmering itching, and I flinched and stepped back.

“Sorry,” he said mildly, and I had no idea if he was, but his smile was its widest yet, like he wasn’t actually sorry at all, and suddenly I needed to get out of there.

“I should go,” I said, and stepped toward the door and yanked it open, trying to stay calm but really wanting to run.

“Of course.” Paul didn’t stop me. “Owen?”

I turned to see him standing casually, hands in his pockets. “Just remember, I’ve seen it all. The more you share with me, the more I can help.”

“Okay, um, thanks.” I hurried out.
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