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CHAPTER ONE
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You get used to the sound of the boomers, she thought. I’m not sure if I could even sleep without the constant rolling hum. The bright-eyed girl leaned back against her bunk, staring at the smooth ceiling with its luminescent glow. The sun melted into the horizon, and with it, the solar-powered lights dimmed on the rig. Cora never fell asleep right away after the power turned off in each of the rig’s ninety-one hex blocks. She liked to stare out the window and watch the stars appear one by one over the breaker wall like droplets of water in a far-off ocean. If she was wide-awake, she would count the stars until she drifted off to sleep. 

Cr-ack, Cr-ack! Cora rolled over and sat up in her bunk, smacking her head on the ceiling. What was that? she thought, rubbing her forehead with her palm. I’ve never heard a sound like that before. Cora slid off her bunk and pulled her thick brown hair into a knot. Grabbing a sweater, she slipped her grip boots on and crept down the stairs to the back door. As the door clicked shut behind her, she paused, considered waking her father up, but decided against it and jogged along the vinyl decking. 

By the time Cora reached the edge of her hex block, the noise had stopped. The familiar night sounds seemed unnaturally empty, but Cora was far too curious to go back to bed. She jogged along the decking until she neared the cable bridge that stretched to the breaker wall. Cora had run along the narrow bridge hundreds of times before. A walkway circled around the breaker wall, and many people used it for exercise. 

Tonight, there was no moon, so Cora relied on the mini solar lights dotting the trail on the walkway. When she reached the outer rail of the wall, she heard quiet scuffling noises and whispering. She couldn’t see anything, so she tiptoed over to the railing, held her breath, and looked down. 

Directly below her was a boomer half-connected, and barely hanging on by one wave arm as it bashed itself against the breaker wall. What could do that? she thought. Nothing has ever broken a boomer before! Not even hurricanes! Out of the corner of her dark-brown eyes, she saw movement on the outside of the breaker wall. Those are men! They’re climbing the wall! How did they get here? She exhaled slowly and crouched low on the inside of the railing. Why didn’t I wake up Father? Cora leaned her head on the wall and held perfectly still, hoping she wouldn’t be seen. 

The three men climbed over the wall and split off in both directions. Oh no! They’re coming this way. Cora’s fear paralyzed her momentarily, but then she knew she needed to run. I have to warn someone. She launched off the ground, sprinting for the bridge, but it was too late. One of the men ran after her. She jumped down the steps two at a time and onto the bridge, landing hard. She was fast, but not fast enough. The dark figure was gaining on her. She sprinted across the bridge and up the steps to the walkway. She looked behind and screamed. 

A strong hand clamped down on her mouth and dragged her down a side street. She fought, desperately kicking and thrashing, but the man held her firmly. 

“Stop struggling!” he said. “I’m not going to hurt you. Trust me!” In the dim light of the solar lanterns, she could make out the silhouette of his face. His dark eyes looked fierce, but not angry. “You can’t scream,” he said. “I’ll explain, but you can’t scream.” She nodded, not knowing why she believed him. He slowly pulled his hand away. “Honest, I’m not here to hurt you,” he whispered.

“Why are you here? And why did you destroy the boomer?” She breathed rapidly, barely holding herself together without screaming again.

“What’s a boomer? We are from the mainland. We need to find a certain medicine. Do you know what insulinite is? Or if there is any on this boat?”

“What? No, I don’t know what that is. You destroyed one of the main energy generators. Why? And what do you mean mainland? No one is from the mainland!” Cora breathed faster and faster.

“Where is the hospital or the doctor’s home?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

“Where would you go if you got sick?” The man’s voice, impatient and frustrated.

“Oh, um. I guess a medcart.”

“Show me! We only need a couple things, and we can leave.”

“I can’t.”

“You have to.”

“No, I can’t. They are in the underpods at nighttime. Please, let me go,” she pleaded.

“Take me there, now!” he pleaded. The desperation in his eyes compelled her to relent, so Cora stopped arguing. She nodded and pointed to the walkway, then turned and led him to the nearest medcart on the hex block. 

The sky blushed a gentle apricot, signalling dawn’s arrival. Cora could see the man clearer now, and he wasn’t what she thought. He was young. Maybe even younger than her seventeen short years. She pointed at the circle on the ground with the symbolic green ‘M’ on it. 

“When the sun rises, solar cells trigger the cart, and it pops up out of the storage space below.” The young man dropped a dark pouch on the ground and rifled through it for some tools before attacking the seal on the cart. It wasn’t difficult for him to unlatch the cart’s sealing mechanism, but the cylinder proved too heavy for him to pull up. 

“Help me! Please!” He smashed the circle of the cart lid over and over. 

“Why? I won’t help you steal the cart.”

“No, only two things, that’s all! Please!” He begged her to trust, his eyes staring into hers until she felt uncomfortable in his unrelenting gaze. 

“Fine! Just two.” Cora gripped the rim of the cart with him, and it slowly clicked upward. When it was halfway up, the young man jammed his knife blade into the mechanism to hold it there. He ripped the symptom relay screen from the panel, unscrewed the plastigrid drawers, and rapidly scanned vials and packets. Frustrated, he gave up looking and tossed vials one at a time onto the ground until he found the ones he was looking for. He shoved syringe-stamps and a handful of vials into his tool pouch and then looked at Cora. She looks so scared and lonely. He felt deep compassion for her. Look at those eyes. She is stunning, he thought. She doesn’t even know people live on the mainland. What kind of prison is this? He stared into her eyes and took a step toward her, gently touching her arm. What if they kill her for helping me? I can’t let that happen.

“Thank you for helping me. I am sorry to do this.” He tore open a package. 

“Wha...” she never finished her question. Her light-blue world went black.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Cora opened her eyes slowly, squinting into the bright South Carolina sunlight. She winced, the stiffness in her neck mild compared to the throbbing behind her eyes. Where am I? She propped herself up on one elbow and looked around. Everywhere she looked, there were trees. Trees!? What am I doing near trees? Trees! She tried to sit up, but a wave of nausea hit her, and she vomited on the ground. In the dirt! Not vinyl. Dirt. Actual dirt. And rocks! Where am I? Her eyes went wide as understanding hit her like a tsunami. Suddenly, she remembered everything: the cracking sound, her foolish curiosity, and the broken boomer. She remembered the desperate man and the medcart, and she knew he was telling the truth. Oh no! I’m on the mainland!

“Hey, there.” 

Cora turned toward the voice, and there were those eyes again. Those deep, hazel eyes that drew her in like the hydro mesh reeling in the winders back home.  Kidnapped?

“Who are you?” she demanded, “Where am I? Where’s the rig?  What...What...is going on?” She hugged her knees to her chest and shivered, pulling her sweater tighter.

“I am so sorry. I couldn’t leave you there. What if they killed you for helping me? They can’t know about us. Your people can’t know where we are, or they’d kill us.” He looked at her with compassion and held out his hand to help her up. She swatted it away.

“You brought me here! You took me from my home. But why? I need to go home now. Where is it?” A tear ran down her face, and she brushed it away. Cora stood and suddenly felt light-headed. Blood rushed to her ears, she started to waver, and leaned against a tree. A tree! She had never touched an actual tree before; the bark rough and solid against her palms. 

“You can’t go home. We are on our way inland to the lakes. I would have been in so much trouble for bringing you here, but I am out of the soup pot since I found the insulinite and syringe-stamps.”

“What do you mean, I can’t go home? I have to go home. And what is insulinite? You said that last night.” Cora leaned on the tree and sank to the ground. Her legs wobbled like jellyfish. This is too crazy. No one lives on land! Right?

“We will be ready to leave in a few minutes. If you haven’t seen a tree before, I’m guessing you don’t know how to ride.”

“What are you talking about? Nothing you are saying makes sense!”

“A horse. We aren’t walking 600 miles. Now that wouldn’t make any sense. Honestly, I truly am sorry, but it was either bring you along or give you a lethal dose of some sedative.” He lied, trying to find his way out of her anger. “I couldn’t let you stay there. I’ll give you a minute to gather your thoughts, but we will ride soon. Oh, and what’s your name?” He smiled. 

“I’m not going anywhere with you.” She shook her head and started to cry again. Legs shaking, she pulled her knees close and leaned her head against the tree. The young man looked at her and sighed.  

“I’ll be back in a minute with my horse. Oh, and my name is Bards. Well, it’s short for Bardsong, but Bards is fine.” He walked back toward the forest, and for a moment she was alone. She stood and looked around. Where should I run? My mind feels so fuzzy. My legs feel so useless, too. She was about to pick any direction and flee, but Bardsong was back with his horse, and he wasn’t alone. 

“This is my father, Terah and my cousin, Rand. You still didn’t tell me your name.” The other men said hello, but they were not thrilled to see her. 

“I’m Coralise...just Cora. Where are you going?”

“You are coming with us to the lakes,” said Terah. “It’s where many of the people from the mainland live. Thank you for helping Bardsong get the medicine for my wife. You shouldn’t be here, but since you are already here and there isn’t a good way to get you back out there, you have to come with us.” Terah spoke while Rand remained grim-faced and silent. 

“I can’t.” She started to back away, stumbled on a root, and fell down. 

“See for yourself.” Rand gestured toward the beach, grabbed her wrist, and half-dragged her through the trees. 

“You don’t have to do that, Rand!” Bardsong called after them.

“Let go of me!” Cora frantically twisted her arm and planted her feet. She looked back to Bardsong for help, but he said nothing and shrugged. 

At the edge of the trees, Cora heard the sound of waves crashing. For a moment, the smell of the salty air was familiar and comforting, but then, when they cleared the trees, Cora’s heart sank. That’s my view! Except it was backward. She was on the shore, and the breaker walls of the rig seemed so small and insignificant out there in the ocean. The sound of the crashing waves merged with the sound of blood rushing to her ears. Her vision narrowed, and once again her world went black. 

It was dark when Cora woke to an unfamiliar crackling sound. She was lying next to a fire with a stiff, green blanket wrapped around her shoulders. She stared at the fire for a long time, mesmerized by the flames. She startled as the fire cracked and a spark flew toward her. 

“Oh, good, you are awake again.” Bardsong sat next to her, eating something from a bowl. 

“I’ve never seen fire before,” she whispered, “I mean, I know what it is ‘cause I’ve read about it, but I’ve never seen it.” She sat forward and leaned on her arms. 

“I’m sorry this is hard for you, but we can’t stay here much longer, or we risk being discovered. I won’t force you to come with us, but you can’t swim home, they won’t come get you, and there is no water for you to drink here. It’s your choice.” Bardsong offered her his bowl. She looked inside. Potatoes. She took a piece and chewed it slowly. She knew he was telling the truth. No one leaves the rig. There aren’t even boats anymore. They hadn’t needed to leave in generations. I’m trapped. 

“But wait. How did you get out there and back? You have a boat!”

“No, we swam with boards to help us float. It was an accident that we broke the floating thing.”

“Then, I’ll swim too.” 

“I doubt you’d make it. We barely did. Especially on the way back with you on the float. If they find out where you’ve been, they will never let you live...” he let his words fade away to let her think. They sat quietly for a long time. 

Finally, Cora spoke, “What do you mean there is no water here. Can’t you purify salt water?”

“Not easily. It’s too hot here, and many of the smaller lakes are gone. We have to head to the big lakes where we live.”

“Don’t you see I can’t? My family is on that rig. I can’t leave them.”

“Okay. I’ll stay with you until you figure out what to do. I already asked my father ‘cause I figured you would say that. He needs to get the insulinite up to the lakes, so they actually left already. Sabre and I will wait here and catch them later. It’s my fault you’re stuck here, so one way or another, I promise I’ll fix this.”

“You don’t have to stay with me. In the morning, I’m going to swim for it. I have to try.”

“It’s foolishness. Can you even swim?”

“No, but I’ve read about it,” she muttered. “We don’t learn to swim on the rig. But I have to try.”

“Okay. Get some sleep,” said Bardsong as he stoked the fire. Cora lay back down and stared for a long time at the stars between the treetops. I guess I do miss the sound of the boomers. Hours later, she finally fell asleep listening to the crackle of the fire.

––––––––
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A LIGHTNING STAB OF pain shot through her shoulders and cramped her muscles. I can’t breathe. Cora thrashed against the waves. This was so stupid. And now I’m going to drown. She pounded her arms trying to keep her head above water, but still she sank. And then, there he was. Bardsong wrapped his arms around her and pulled her to safety. He dragged her up the beach until she was out of the waves and onto the rocks. She choked and threw up salt water. 

“I hate you!” She glared at him. “I wish you’d killed me on the rig.”

“I couldn’t. I thought I could because you were a cold-hearted floating city person, but then you were just a girl. Just a regular girl,” he said sadly. She changed her tone. 

“Wait. You would have killed me?”

“Um, yes...” He paused to make up a convincing story before answering. “I was supposed to if we were discovered. The last time we were discovered, near a rig up north, they sent drones and killed half our people. They didn’t find our village, but we can’t risk being discovered again. Yes, I was under strict orders to kill rather than let our people die. But I couldn’t. Rand would have killed you if he had been the one to chase you.” Bardsong thought shifting the blame might help her lighten her angry gaze.

“Okay, maybe I don’t want to die, but why would our people kill you? We don’t even have drones with weapons. Our drones only forecast the weather. My father is the leader of our rig, and I can’t imagine him choosing to kill anyone.”

“I don’t know. I really don’t. I just know we are in charge of keeping our people safe. My father is the leader of our village, too.”

“What was that medicine you took? Why?” 

“We needed insulinite. It’s a medicine and sometimes a cure for someone with diabetes. My mother has it. Most people die if they have it, but my father won’t allow that to happen.”

“I’m sorry about your mother, but you stole me from my family.” She started to cry again, but then punched herself in the leg. Stop crying, Cora! You are stronger than that! 

“So, will you come with me?” he asked, eyebrows raised.

Cora was quiet for a minute. She didn’t have much of a choice. She had no idea what to do, but she couldn’t stay here alone. She couldn’t leave either. She simply couldn’t decide. But then, suddenly, she didn’t have to. 

The beach in front of them exploded, sending rocks flying everywhere. A drone zipped down out of nowhere and blasted them with flash-beams. Bardsong leaped to his feet and pulled Cora up. He turned to run. 

“Come on! They’ve seen us!” he yelled as the ground to the right exploded in a fireball. 

“Get away from me! Maybe they will see me standing here and come rescue me!” Cora became so hopeful that she pushed him away and frantically waved at the drone. “My father is Directorate and he would do anything to save me. I know it!” Bardsong stood there staring at her in disbelief. She was going to get him killed! 

“We have to go now!” He turned to run, and the shore behind him flashed brightly as it erupted. Rocks tore into his chest, and he collapsed. 

Cora watched as the glossy, white drone hovered lower over the water, its hovering rotors causing a spray in the surf. Why are they shooting at me? They can see me; I’m sure they can. She waved her arms and yelled at the top of her lungs. 

“It’s me! It’s Cora! Stop!” She shouted until her throat hurt, but they didn’t or wouldn’t stop. The beach assault continued. Exploding rocks and gravel hit her from every side. She turned to Bardsong and saw blood stains all over him. She crouched down and pulled at him, begging him to stand up. “Get up! We need to run!” He moaned as she returned the favour and dragged him from his death. 

When they cleared the beach, the drone’s attack slowed. The smoke from the burning trees chased them deeper into the woods. Bardsong regained consciousness enough for Cora to help him stand. He limped along with one arm over Cora and the other holding a broken rib. ‘That way,’ he pointed, and they moved further into the trees as smoke began to fill the air. 

“Sabre is there.” The explosions terrified the horse, and it screamed, yanking on the line. The line held fast, and the young man called out, “Sabre! It’s me. Here, boy!” The horse knickered his displeasure and pulled back on the line. “It’s alright, boy. We need you.” Bardsong reached out with one arm and held the line. He put his face on the horse’s head and begged. “Please, boy. We need you.” The chestnut horse stomped his foot once more and then stayed. “Come here, Cora. There is a fallen log, and you can climb up on Sabre.”

“I don’t think I can.” She started to sob. It’s gone. I can’t go back. How can I ever go home now?

“You have to; those drones will come over the trees any second. I’m scared too, but it’ll be okay.” He gestured to the log and limped toward it, leading the nervous horse. The smoke billowed thicker into the forest; the wind driving the inferno, and the sound of the explosions urged haste. “We have to go!” 

Cora followed them over and climbed up the log. Placing her hands on the horse, she leaned over its back and then pulled one leg up. Come on, you’ve seen pictures, you can do this, she thought. She leaned forward and held on to the horse’s strong neck for dear life. 

“I need your help to get up. I think my rib is broken.” Bardsong climbed up on the log. A tree behind them crashed to the ground as smoke began to choke them. Cora held the horse with one arm and held out her other. Bardsong didn’t grab her arm as she was expecting. He handed her the lead and put his arm around her waist. Then, he half-jumped onto the horse and slammed into Cora’s back. He cried out in pain, but held Cora tighter. “We can go now,” he whimpered.

“I don’t know what to do. Um, Yee Haw!” The horse stood still. Bardsong squeezed the horse with his knees, and they were off. The horse moved quickly through the woods away from the smoked-out sky and raining ash. Every bump and jostle sending waves of pain through Bardsong’s aching chest. The explosions began to sound farther away, but the forest was ablaze, and they couldn’t stop now. Even if they outran the flames, they might not escape the smoke. Cora choked, pulled the neck of her shirt up over her mouth and clung to the horse. 

“Hang on!” Bardsong choked out as the roaring and cracking sound of the fire overwhelmed them. “Ride!”

Cora could feel her knuckles aching as she gripped the reins, terrified of flying off the horse into the raging fire. Trees on both sides of them crashed down, the inferno moving at the whim of the wind. The gusts of wind from the ocean propelling the fire along the treetops faster than Sabre could run.

“We can’t outrun it!” Cora screamed, her eyes filling with tears as the acrid smoke burned her eyes.

“We have to!” Bardsong leaned heavily on her back, blood still freely flowing from wounds. The heat unbearable at their backs. 

The wildfire cut off their path of escape as the treetops burned faster than the ground brush. Sabre slowed as the smoke thickened and breathing became more difficult. If they didn’t find somewhere to hide soon, they would be burned to death.

“There!” Bardsong spotted the waterline of an inlet ahead. They couldn’t outrun the fire, but they could race upwind of the fire if they got far enough ahead, and maybe they could stand in the water until the fire passed. Bardsong leaned his weight to direct Sabre towards the inlet. The horse’s eyes were wide, and froth ringed his mouth. He wouldn’t last much longer like this either. Maybe there will be a beach that’s dry way out that we could run along? Thought Bardsong, but then he saw it. A six-foot drop from the edge. We can’t jump that! Cora can’t swim! Oh God, make a way!

The fire closed in like a great red wolf pack about to catch their prey. The air now brown and black, almost completely blocking out the sun except for an eerie orange outline. 

“There!” Bardsong choked, the cough shooting pain through his chest. He pointed to a dry creek bed. “That will lead down to the ocean.” He put his head down on Cora’s back, unable to hold his head up anymore. 

Cora yanked on the reins, but Sabre needed
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