

[image: images]





THE
SHIMMERS
IN
THE
NIGHT





THE
SHIMMERS
IN
THE
NIGHT

a novel

LYDIA MILLET

Big Mouth House

Easthampton, MA





This is a work of fiction. All characters and events portrayed in this book are either fictitious or used fictitiously.

Copyright © 2012 by Lydia Millet (lydiamillet.net). All rights reserved.
Cover art © 2012 Sharon McGill (sharonmcgill.net). All rights reserved.

Big Mouth House
150 Pleasant Street #306
Easthampton, MA 01027
bigmouthhouse.net
weightlessbooks.com
info@bigmouthhouse.net

Distributed to the trade by Consortium.

First Edition
September 2012

Library of Congress Control Number on file.

ISBN: 978-1-931520-78-2 (trade cloth); 978-1-931520-79-9 (ebook)

Text set in Minion Pro.
Printed on 50# Natures Natural 30% PCR Recycled Paper by C-M Books in Ann Arbor, MI.





For Mrs. Merry and Mrs. B.





One

It was a Sunday in late October, the week before Halloween. Long drifts of red and yellow leaves covered the front yard of the Sykes’s rambling house next to Cape Cod Bay. A couple of days ago it had been crisp outside, an average fall day—just chilly enough so you could breathe in the cold air and notice it had its own clean taste—but today it was warm. Cara wore nothing but a cotton shirt, and even so she was sweating as she raked. This must be what her dad called Indian summer.

But still, it was strangely warm.

She tramped through the piles of leaves around to the side of the house, where a rusty thermometer stuck out of the gray wooden shingles. The red line of mercury hovered at seventy-four.

It was Jax’s job to rake and bag the leaves; he got paid a big five bucks, which their dad seemed to think was a windfall. “When I was ten years old,” he said sternly, “I mowed the lawn for a nickel. And I was happy to do it.” But Jax was in Cambridge for two weeks at some kind of genius-kid camp run by an institute her older brother, Max, called “a think tank.”

Max said he wouldn’t trust those think-tank people as far as he could throw them. He said “think tank” basically meant place full of evil smart people, because a place full of harmless smart people was called “a university.”

Max (being a rebel, or at least liking to look like one) thought there were conspiracies all around them. The night before Jax left, Max had spun out a few paranoid scenarios for their baby brother’s benefit as the three of them sat in Max’s chaotic bedroom, littered with dirty vintage T-shirts, Ramones and Clash posters pinned messily to the walls. It was entirely possible, he’d told Jax, that the people who worked at the think tank only pretended they were going to teach him how to “optimize the skills associated with his eidetic memory” as they’d said in their letter. Whatever that meant.

In fact, said Max, they were planning to mold Jax into a brainiac supersoldier.

It was nothing new; they’d practically made a habit of it in the previous century, according to Max—for example with mind-altering drugs in the Vietnam War.

“Come on,” Cara had said. “Get serious. Jax the Terminator? His biceps are smaller than mine!”

“They are not,” Jax had squeaked, and lifted his arm up to make a muscle.

It looked pale and flimsy, not unlike a frog’s leg.

Max patted him on the head.

“It’s OK, small dude,” he said. “These days the wars are mostly fought by geeks like you, on computers.”

“I’ll definitely take a pass on the supersoldier option,” said Jax.

“But maybe you won’t be able to,” said Max. “You feel me? Mind control. Electric wires into your eyeballs. Stuff like that. Did you ever see Clockwork Orange?”

Jax shook his head.

“It’s not exactly PG,” conceded Max. “Word to the wise: once they’ve got you cornered in their high-tech facility, all bets are off. You might come back to us with a chip in your head that communicates with NORAD Central Command.”

“What’s norad?” asked Cara.

Jax rolled his eyes at Max’s dire warnings and went off the next morning anyway, though Cara heard him asking their dad a few faintly anxious questions as they packed his bags into the back of their new used Subaru.

The people at the Advancement Institute couldn’t know that Jax could read minds (ping them, as he and Cara called it; Max preferred not to discuss it). The Sykes kids kept that one to themselves, although their mother understood. It was even a secret from their father. All that the Institute people knew—Jax claimed and Cara hoped—was that he had a photographic memory and “accelerated learning skills.”

Still, Cara was worried that with all their prying and testing, they’d find out about Jax’s hidden abilities and the whole thing would turn into a circus. Before they knew it Jax would be kidnapped and locked up in a secret compound at an undisclosed location. “Some hyped-up ESP freak show,” as Max had helpfully put it.

But Jax had promised he wouldn’t let anyone else find out about the pinging.

Their mother knew. But she didn’t really count.

And, of course, she was gone.

So now the raking of leaves fell to Cara. It’d had to wait for the weekend, because on weekdays she was busy with swim team, debate, and even the annoying dance committee, which her best friend Hayley had forced her to join. Hayley, who lived a few doors down, was intent on becoming popular (“So what? It’s a value.”) and chose her extracurriculars based on what she saw as their status with the in crowd. Debate team, for instance, got a two out of ten. Not good. Hayley would have stopped Cara from debating at all, if she could. And probably from all activities requiring an IQ score above moron.

Hayley was smart, but she didn’t like to admit it in public.

This afternoon Max had gone out with his girlfriend, Zee, and Cara’s dad, who taught religious history, was hunkered down in his study writing a paper about some medieval guy who wore scratchy shirts for the glory of God. The professor loved those old-fashioned kooks. He used to teach at Harvard, taking the ferry in from Provincetown three days a week, but he’d gone on sabbatical from there to turn some of his writings on medieval God fans into a book, and as a favor to some other professor was teaching a class at 4 C’s in the meantime. In the four months since Cara’s mother had been gone, he’d thrown himself into his work even more than usual. He slept on the couch in his study and sometimes got up and paced in the middle of the night, drinking instant coffee that tasted, as far as Cara could tell, like an old shoe.

True, he was slightly more cheerful about the situation since Cara had told him she’d talked to her mom on the phone—but only slightly. Obviously there was still plenty for him to worry about. But at least he was reassured that his wife wasn’t hurt or kidnapped or wanting a divorce (as the police had seemed to think).

What had really happened was far more complicated, and the kids had decided to keep it to themselves. Max didn’t approve of keeping the truth from their dad, but their mother had asked them to, and in the end even Max had grudgingly agreed. What had happened was this: at the beginning of September they’d talked to their mother once, in the backyard, in the middle of the night, before she flew off into the sky. And the last time they saw her she was rising over the ocean on the back of a beast Jax said looked like a pterosaur—which should have been extinct for about sixty-five-million years.

Later he’d looked it up and claimed it fit the profile of a Quetzalcoatlus northropi, the only ancient winged reptile he figured might have been big enough to carry a full-grown adult. But “the data were insufficient,” as he put it.

Cara thought of that part as something she’d dreamed. It was just easier.

Back then her mother had claimed Cara had the gift of “vision,” that she could see what other people couldn’t. Cara wasn’t so sure, though in the summer she had felt she was getting glimpses of hidden things once or twice. And after her mother went away again—and their old dog, Rufus, fell in battle—Cara had made a conscious effort not to think about the war she’d said was coming, not to think about the hidden world that lay beneath the visible one. She’d tried to forget the Pouring Man who had attacked them, with water from nowhere coursing steadily down his white face. The beginning of the new school year had been a great distraction, and she’d pushed the summer to the back of her mind—the summer and the dark clouds gathering.

But over the past few days she’d started to feel restless, and sometimes, when Hayley droned on about dances or clothes, her thoughts drifted. Maybe it was just that she wasn’t distracted by the newness of school anymore. She knew the routine: she had swim team early in the mornings, then homeroom, then three classes and a spare before lunch, then forty minutes eating at the corner table in the cafeteria with Hayley and her other best friend, Jaye, before her afternoon classes started; it was predictable and unsurprising.

Or maybe she was impatient for Jax to come home. The brainiac boot camp was probably good for him—maybe he was meeting other smart kids and not feeling like such an oddball for once. He’d been adopted when he was two and Cara was five, so she could barely remember life without him; but Jax was so different, with his abilities, that she always worried about him feeling like the odd one out.

Anyway, it was a good idea for him to connect with other kids; she knew that. Outside the family, he had only one real friend: Kubler, another high-IQer in Jax’s grade. She’d wondered what kind of parent would name their kid Kubler—until she met Kubler’s parents. The entire family was a card-carrying dweebfest, each one more socially inept than the last. They were tall, skinny, and gawky as ostriches. The dad was a nerd cliché: he sported toes that turned inward and actually wore terrycloth tennis sweatbands in daily life, right smack around the middle of his forehead. The mom, a math whiz, had giant buckteeth, wore stretchy pants, and had won a famous prize for geniuses that always seemed to make Cara’s father grumble. The parents got agitated when Cara tried to say hello and always shepherded Kubler into their aging Volvo without much conversation. But still, she liked them.

Anyway, with Jax and her mom both gone and Max out practically all the time with Zee, the house was depressingly empty. She had Hayley and Jaye, but at the end of the day they went home to their own families, even if those families got on their nerves half the time. Hayley had her doting mom and some cousins who lived in Hyannis and came out on weekends; Jaye had her parents and a little sister in kindergarten who worshiped her.

Whereas Cara…well, lately she sometimes felt, in the empty house, that she hardly had a family at all.

Plus, she’d been having nightmares. They woke her up in the small hours of the morning, but once she was awake, she couldn’t remember their details at all and it was hard to get back to sleep. Then all day long she felt there was something she should remember, a forgotten thing that might be important hovering just out of view.

She trudged into the dingy garage and grabbed a trashcan, which she dragged along the driveway of broken white seashells, making an abrasive noise as the can bumped over the shells with its hard, black-plastic wheels. Just as she laid it down in a corner of the yard and started raking in some maple leaves, her cell rang.

“Max should be doing that,” said Hayley, when Cara hit answer.

“Doing what?” asked Cara.

“The yard work,” said Hayley, and Cara looked up to see she was standing not ten feet away.

Hayley grinned and flipped her pink phone closed. She lived four houses down the street and was a chronic cellphone abuser.

“Gotta use all those free weekend minutes,” she said by way of explanation.

“Free except for the tumor you’re going to get in your head from using that thing 24-7, you mean,” said Cara.

“Hey, if I’m gonna die for something, it might as well be, like, communicating too much with my fellow humans,” said Hayley. “Sue me.”

“You just give, give, give,” said Cara.

That was an expression Hayley’s mom liked to use. “I give, give, give,” she’d say, sighing. “I’m a giver.”

“So is it crazy warm out or what? I mean, it’s almost November!”

“If you’re going to stand there doing nothing, you could always help me,” said Cara, turning back to her pile of leaves.

“Are you kidding? Max gets to go out with that Zee chick, and then I have to grub around in the dirt while they’re out there living it up?”

Hayley had had a crush on Max forever, even though she was almost three years younger than he was.

“Zee’s nice,” said Cara. “You’d like her if you gave her a chance.”

“Um, she’s my mortal enemy,” said Hayley. “I don’t want to like my enemy. That’s the whole point of having one.”

Cara thought about some quote her dad liked to use—keep your friends close and your enemies closer, or something. Actually, she didn’t get it.

“So listen,” said Hayley. “You want to do some wardrobe planning with me?”

“Uh, no?”

“For the trip!”

They had their first away-meet of the season tomorrow, a regional that would take the swim team to Boston. They’d get to miss two days of classes.

“OK, then here’s my wardrobe planning,” said Cara. “Jeans and sweaters.”

“You can help me, then,” said Hayley. “I mean, we’re going to the big city. People have style there, Cara. You have to outdress the Joneses.”

“In Boston? You told me it was the worst-dressed major city on the East Coast!”

“We don’t live in the USA anymore, babe. We live on the internet.”

Hayley had recently told the school’s guidance counselor that, for her career, she planned to be a celebrity. Since they’d just started eighth grade, they all had to have a meeting with the counselor, a pasty lady who wore glasses and blobby orange earrings that looked like her kid had made them out of Model Magic. She favored multiple-choice questionnaires and made the students write out their “Interests and Goals” on a long, annoying form. It bore headings like GOALS FOR THIS YEAR. LONG-TERM GOALS.

Cara felt like saying, Hey. I’m in eighth grade here! So under LONG-TERM GOALS she’d just written TBA.

But Hayley didn’t suffer from those doubts. On her questionnaire, which she filled out at the lunch table sitting at Cara’s elbow, she’d written Celebrity/Pop Star/Actress.

Hayley wasn’t stuck up; she just knew what she wanted. Anyone could do it, she said. It was a matter of willpower. And luck.

Currently, however, her plans for fame were being flouted. In fact, she didn’t personally “live on the internet” at all. Her mom wouldn’t even let her onto basic social networking sites due to their being the gateway, as she put it, to molesters, abductors, and general perverts.

“Oh, fine,” sighed Hayley finally, and stooped down to hold the trash can steady on its side so that Cara could rake the leaves in. “But after this, seriously. Let’s go to my room, and I’ll do a runway walk for you. You can rate my outfits.”

“Big thrills.”
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That night dinner was just Cara, Max, and her dad, and Max was fifteen minutes late. He came banging through the front door and when he sat down at the table Cara could see he had a hickey on his neck.

Gross.

Or, as Jax would say, because he talked like their dad, “unsavory.”

She did like Zee, but the thought of how the mark got there was disgusting anyway. How did Zee not get grossed out by Max, too? He picked the wax from his ears right in public. And scrutinized it.

She glanced at her dad to see if he’d noticed. But luckily for her older brother, it wasn’t the kind of thing their dad would ever pay attention to.

“Tardy again, Max,” he said, and lifted his wine glass. “This is becoming a habit.”

“Sorry,” said Max, and reached for a roll. Recently most of their dinners were prepared by Lolly, an older lady who often brought her toddler grandson along; tonight she’d served the square dinner rolls you bought unbaked in white cardboard trays at the Stop & Shop. Max could eat about eight of them in a row, so it was fortunate they came by the dozen.

“Next time make sure you’re here at six on the dot,” said their dad sternly.

“Yes, sir,” said Max, only half joking.

“So, Cara,” said her father. “I understand you’re getting on a bus tomorrow morning with the swim team. You’ll be away through Tuesday?”

“We’re coming back Wednesday morning,” said Cara. “Then we go to school for the rest of the day like usual. So I’ll be home Wednesday night.”

“Zee’s going, too,” said Max to their dad. “She’s one of the best on the team at the hundred I.M.”

“I.M.,” mused their dad, lifting his fork to his mouth and looking preoccupied. The way he said it, it sounded like he thought it was a foreign language.

“Individual medley?” said Cara.

“Ah,” said their dad, and nodded sagely to suggest he’d already known.

Cara remembered watching the Beijing Olympics a few years back; her dad had put his feet up in an armchair nearby and buried his nose in a thick book about the trial of Joan of Arc. He’d grumbled that spectator sports were “… primitive rituals. In the days of the Roman empire, in the games at the Coliseum, tens of thousands watched greedily as slaves tore each other limb from limb.”

She wasn’t sure what that had to do with Michael Phelps.

“So what’s your event, Car?” asked Max.

“I’m just on a relay, is all,” said Cara. She wasn’t a star swimmer or anything; she just liked being in the water, which always made her feel calm. “Hayley’s doing one of the big races, though. She qualified for freestyle.”

“Huh. Who knew,” said Max.

Hayley didn’t practice too hard, but she had natural speed. Freestyle was the most competitive of all.

“And who’ll be chaperoning?” asked their dad.

Ever since Max had his car accident while their dad was away at a conference, he worried more than he used to about adult supervision. Although the other kids knew it hadn’t been Max’s fault at all.

“Hayley’s mom’s taking time off the hair salon so she can go with us.”

Hayley had not been happy about that. Anyone else’s parent was a better option, according to her, even Mr. Abboud, who thought girls shouldn’t go out of their houses without scarves covering their heads. Hayley’s mom was divorced and, since Hayley was an only child, tended to focus on her a lot. Hayley had made her promise not to hover.

“Don’t be a smother mother,” she’d said severely, right in front of Cara.

Her mom smiled brightly, flecks of fuchsia-colored lipstick on her teeth.

“Don’t stress, honeypie,” she said. “If you want to flirt with the boys, I won’t get in your way. As long as there’s no kissing and you stick to the curfew, I’ll be practically invisible.”

Hayley cringed visibly at the word kissing. “You better,” she said darkly.

Later she told Cara, “Just her saying flirt and kiss makes me want to actually vom.”

Now Cara looked over at her dad, who was just putting down his fork.

“And is Jaye going, too?” he asked.

“Yeah, she’s an alternate,” said Cara.

“Good, good. Nice girl.”

Parents always liked Jaye; they rolled their eyes at Hayley, but Jaye, who had good grades and a neat, polite way about her, got smiles and pats on the back.

“So, Max, you’re on dish duty,” he went on, pushing his plate away and looking at his watch. “It’s time for me to check in with your brother.”

They skyped Jax at the Institute at the same time every night to make sure he was OK. It had taken a lot of cajoling from the Institute people to persuade her dad to let Jax go there in the first place, especially during the school year.

“I’ll make the call,” said Cara.

She often emailed Jax, but she hadn’t checked her inbox today and anyway it would be good to see him.

A few minutes later she was in front of the laptop in her bedroom, an old one of Jax’s that he’d set up for her. Her dad didn’t bother with computers except when he had to, so he pulled up a chair as she clicked on Jax’s name and waited for him to answer.

His face filled the screen, peering at them. It was blurry and a little fish-eyed.

“Good Lord, Jackson, move back,” said her dad irritably. “You’re far too close.”

Their father took technology as a personal offense. Occasionally he consented to use it, but then, when it wasn’t perfect, he acted like it was basically their fault. As far as he was concerned, they’d personally invented the microchip.

Jax moved back a little; there was a delay and his image blurred. Still, Cara could see right away that something was wrong.

“So how’s it going?” asked their dad.

“OK, I guess,” said Jax, and started to drone on instantly about some programming they were having him do, glitches in software, blah blah blah. Cara’s dad nodded but was already distracted; Cara noticed he checked his watch in record time. If there was anything the professor enjoyed less than using technology, it was hearing people talk about it.

And then she realized: this was Jax’s crafty way of getting rid of him.

“Mm-hmm, sounds good, sounds good,” said their dad when there was a pause in Jax’s monologue. “And how are the meals going? Did they feed you that boring oatmeal again today?”

Jax shrugged, nodded, and kept talking so tediously about computers that Cara was impressed. Even she had no idea what he was saying; she figured she had to wait it out.

“Well, sorry, kids,” said their dad in a fake regretful tone after about another minute of this. “I think I need to get back to the flagellants. You two go ahead though,” he said generously, flapping his hand as he stood up. “Talk for as long as you want.”

“Er, yeah, thanks, Dad,” said Cara.

He didn’t get that Skype was free.

“Jackson—same time tomorrow?”

“Sure, Dad,” said Jax, and nodded with an impatience Cara thought had to be obvious.

But their dad didn’t notice, just tipped an imaginary hat at the computer and closed Cara’s bedroom door behind him.

“Smooth, Jax,” said Cara.

“Listen,” he said, and as he looked around, his image moved slowly, then froze before it started to move again. His voice dropped to a whisper. “There’s something wrong here.”

“I can’t really hear you,” said Cara. “If you’re worried about someone hearing you, can you just email me or text or something?”

Jax’s ESP wasn’t a long-distance talent. He had to be near you to know what you were thinking.

“I can’t read them,” he went on, stage-whispering. “That’s the first thing. I mean, the other kids, I can. They’re normal kids, basically. Smart but normal. But not the people in charge. I can’t read them at all.”

“So—so what does that mean?” asked Cara.

“There are only two people I’ve met before that I couldn’t really read,” said Jax. “One’s Mom. The other was… him.”

He meant the Pouring Man—the elemental, as their mother had called him, who had come after them.

“You think the people there are—”

“No. They’re not like him,” said Jax. He was forgetting to whisper now. “They don’t feel dead, or whatever that was—non-living. They’re human and all, but I just can’t read them. It’s like there’s a barrier there. I can’t trust them, Cara. I don’t trust them”

“Well, then come homer!” said Cara, and felt pumped. She imagined their house with more lamps on, more talking, the warmth of company. “Tell Dad you want to! He’ll drive right over the bridge after class tomorrow and get you.”

“But that’s the other thing,” said Jax. “I found out something. And I think I have to stay a while longer. Because I need to find out more.”

“What? What’d you find out?”

Behind Jax, in the rectangular field that was covered by his laptop’s camera, a door opened in stop-action slow motion.

“Jax? …ight meeting…rec room,” said the small, dark head of another kid. It was too far away for the mic to pick up. Then the door closed again, and the head was gone.

“Remember that research material of Mom’s?” Jax asked. “On how the oceans are turning more acid? You know—her data that got stolen? I was doing some investigating. I mean, I don’t have the information itself or anything, but I was looking at some old work emails of hers. I got them off her iPad. And I found a conversation she was having with another scientist that suggested her info wasn’t just the pH-level data other researchers have. What it looked like to me was, Mom found a major unknown source.”

“Source of what?”

“Greenhouse gas,” whispered Jax. “Shooting into the ocean. That’s what makes the seawater acid, right? Our factories spew all those gases into the air, and they go into the ocean, among other places, and the ocean stores them. But the problem is, the more of those global-warming gases the ocean stores, the more acid the water is getting. See?”

“Sort of.”

“Most of the pollution comes from cars and planes and power plants, right? Us burning coal and oil and gas. But the point is: Mom found another source. A source that isn’t any of those. Another place the gases are coming from.”

The door opened behind him again. This time the head that stuck through the crack was larger and higher off the ground. An adult. It wore black-framed glasses.

“Jax! We’re waiting,” said the head.

“OK,” said Jax cheerfully. “Just talking to my big sister!”

“Talk later,” said the head sternly, and disappeared. But the door stayed open.

“Gotta go,” said Jax, dropping his cute-kid smile and sinking back to a stage whisper. “The key is this, Car: I think she did discover something unique. Something that’s not widely known. This source. And I need to find out what it is. And where.”

“OK. Well, so—but why do you have to do it there?”

“Better computing power. Faster connections, more access. I have to. Trust me. OK. Oops, gotta book.”

And then he was gone, replaced by a small icon on Cara’s empty screen.
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Getting ready for bed after she finished packing for the trip, Cara decided the chaos in her room had finally gotten out of hand. These days, when she or Max or Jax did consent to tidy up, it was usually only because Lolly was threatening to use her powerful vacuum to suck their personal belongings off the floor, never to be seen again.

Lolly did a little housework, but she concentrated on the first floor and usually came into the kids’ bedrooms only when (as she put it) she was forced to.

Cara started to pick up her room by the soft orange light of her old bedside lamp, patterned with seashells and starfish. Her mother had bought it for a dollar from a motel that was going out of business. The briny smell of the ocean wafted in a half-open window, mixed in with the faint bayside odor of fishy things—probably horseshoe crabs in mid-decay. She lifted clothes off the floor, straightened her desk and closet, then decided she could even change her sheets.

Hey, once every few months, why not?

After she pulled back the flowery turquoise coverlet and the jumble composed of the top sheet and blankets, she also lifted her pillow, and there, lying on the bottom sheet, was a small, blue eye on a silver band. Her favorite ring, a good-luck charm made of blown glass that her mother had given her. A nazar, they called them in Turkey, to ward off the evil eye—a good eye to ward off evil ones. She’d been missing it since the summer, and it’d been here all the time.

Huh, she thought, and picked the ring up to slide it back onto her finger. She thought ruefully of the fairy tale about the princess who slept on a pile of twelve mattresses and could still feel the tiny pea beneath. Not much of a princess, am I?

She found she was thinking of Jax again and what he had said about their mother’s work: a source, an unknown source. Where and what could this source be? And what did it have to do with what had happened to them in August?

Her fingers still held the ring, settled now in its familiar place. Without knowing how she’d gotten there, she was lying on her bed—aware of her grimy sheets, the usual few grains of beach sand at the bottom—but she wasn’t seeing her room anymore. She was shifting through the turquoises and blues of her covers without touching anything, and in front of her was darkness, and out of the darkness came bubbling, roiling black columns of what looked like smoke.

The smoke was dispersing strangely—through water, she thought, not air. It must be water.

The black clouds were coming out of bumpy black and brown and white chimneys, not manmade but maybe mineral, she guessed—towers jutting out of rock piles on what she thought must be the seabed. The black smoke came billowing out of these rough castle-like pillars—billowing and billowing in clouds that spread and bubbled up again until she felt hypnotized watching it.

But then she was moving closer to the rocks, right up to the towers and into the dark of the smoke and then emerging from it on the other side. There were tubelike creatures capped with plumes of red; there were lit-up floating animals that reminded her of shrimp. Others looked like jellyfish, and others, yet, the single-celled organisms she’d seen in biology class. They swirled around her until she passed them, too, and went farther down, burrowing through the ocean floor. Then it was black again and she couldn’t see anything for a while—until she could.

She could see, but she couldn’t understand. There was movement here, there were spaces—caverns maybe?—and streaks of light through the darkness like rivers of fire, she thought, but it was all too surreal; she couldn’t see much beyond the blurs and flashes. She felt as though she were inside a volcano. Then she saw a line in front of her, an impossibly sharp, vertical line of gray, unlike anything else, that held her gaze. It was something recognizable, though she couldn’t put her finger on it….

But she was in her bedroom again. Her old, familiar bedroom with its cozy disorder. She was sitting upright in a pile of rumpled bed linens, feeling a little dizzy. Outside she heard the crickets, the faint rhythmic wash of the tide. A low drumbeat from Max’s room, where he was listening to music without his headphones.

She held up her finger, still faintly tanned from the summer, with its short, chewed nail and the blue-and-white nazar ring.

Definitely not a coincidence.

She’d mislaid the ring after what happened in August; now that she thought about it, she’d had no visions since then. Not a single one, at least that she remembered.

Until now.

Although…maybe the nightmares had been pieces of visions, trying to come through.

Not that she knew what she’d seen. But it had been a glimpse into something. She hadn’t made it up.

And that meant the ring had to have powers: her mother had given her a talisman, not just a good-luck charm. She’d suspected before, but she hadn’t known for sure. In a way, she thought curiously, she hadn’t wanted to know. In a way, she had ignored the evidence.

The vision had to have something to do with Jax’s theory about her mother’s discovery, the so-called source. Which she’d been thinking about when she slid the ring onto her finger. That wasn’t a coincidence, either.

It was all starting again, she thought, and felt the tiny hairs lift along her arms. She didn’t know whether to feel excited or stubbornly rooted to the ground.

It wasn’t that regular life fell away; it was that new elements appeared without warning.

It was the possible, opening up in midair.





Two

Clothing-stuffed backpack over her shoulder, Cara rang Hayley’s doorbell for her ride to school. There they would get on the charter bus that would take the team onto the mainland and finally into Boston.

It was so early it was dark out, with the first pale streaks in the sky; Cara was still rubbing the sleep from her eyes when Hayley’s mother answered the door with her lips lined in purple and her hair done up in a sixties beehive.

Hayley’s mom ran a beauty salon along Route 6, a salon with a lot of fake flowers in it where young women got their nails done and old ladies got their hair washed a lavender color and set into wavy helmets. Cara and Hayley had asked her what the reason was behind that old-lady blue hair situation, but Mrs. M never explained it too well. It seemed like a ritual from ancient times—the equivalent of a secret handshake. In any case, Mrs. Moore’s own hair was always elaborate and tacky, like a Gaga wig but maybe without the irony.

“Come on in, Cara, hon!” she enthused in her Georgia accent.

It turned on into own and in into Ian. Come own Ian!

“Thanks,” said Cara.

Hayley’s mom often made Cara feel a bit embarrassed—though not as embarrased as Hayley felt. Mrs. M. was nice, no argument there, but she was also shiny and loud and stood too near, where Cara’s mother was soft-spoken and, like a chameleon, always seemed to match wherever she found herself.

“Would you go on up and get her, sweetcakes? I’ll be waiting out in the car,” said Mrs. M, and pulled on a lumpy fur jacket Cara really hoped was fake. It had animal tails dangling.

Cara dropped her bags and took the stairs two at a time. Hayley was one of those people who always made you wait—at least, if she was involved in a momentous decision such as what to wear. In restaurants, she was the one still studying the menu when everyone else already had a plate in front of them.

“Hay! Time to go!” called Cara as she swung past the shag-carpeted landing and into the upstairs hallway.

Hayley’s door was open, showing a wall of celebrity collages. She cut up the gossip and fashion magazines her mom’s clients left in the salon.

“I’m coming! Geez,” said Hayley.

In fact, she wasn’t coming at all. She was posing in front of her full-length mirror, admiring herself in a leisurely fashion and rocking an eighties outfit. She had feathery earrings dangling from her ears and an asymmetrical, triangle-shaped coat that looked, to Cara, on the ugly side.

Of course, she would never say that to Hayley. It wasn’t that Hay’s feelings would be hurt or anything. Far from it. She’d just roll her eyes at Cara’s poor fashion sense and give her a lecture on glamor and trends and the importance of retro. But Cara also knew that Hay’s elaborate outfits were carefully chosen at thrift stores. They didn’t have the money for brand-new clothes.

“We have to go now,” said Cara. “It’s a bus. Not a personal taxi service.”

“So my goal is like an early Madonna, sleazy gutterslag kinda look,” said Hayley.

“Nice,” nodded Cara. “Yeah. I can see that. But let me ask you this. Did you pack your swimsuit?”

Hayley stopped popping her gum and snapped her fingers. She swished by Cara, down the hall to the bathroom (where everything was fluffy and/or made of conch shells and beach glass and a really bad poster showed two sets of footprints turning to one in the sand, along with some motto about Jesus carrying you) and grabbed a threadbare Speedo dangling off the shower rod.

“Good thought. Kudos,” she said.
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By the time they were getting into the car, Hayley was already irritated with her mom, who proceeded to grill them all the way to school—driving, as usual, like she was under the influence though all she was drinking was coffee—on the names and family histories of other kids on the team. Mrs. M was what you might call an extrovert. Extreme. She was sure to talk to everyone and bustle around everywhere, Cara thought. There was no way she’d fly under the radar.

“Rule Number One,” said Hayley as they pulled into the parking lot. “If you absolutely have to talk to people, at least do me one favor. Or all my work on the popularity situation will be wrecked. Do not constantly remind people you’re my mother. In fact, if you don’t refer to it a single time, that’d be awesome.”

“Hayley!” chided her mother with a smile, as though her daughter was joking.

“Keep the relationship, like, under wraps,” said Hayley as they pulled into a parking space. “Because if you keep trying to tell humiliating baby stories about me, I’ll have to end my suffering. All your years of bringing me up will be totally wasted in a tragic teen suicide.”

“Honey, people already know I’m your mama,” protested Mrs. M. “I mean”—Ah main—”I hate to break it to you, but that little kitty’s already out of the bag.”

“What I’m saying is, don’t rub it in,” said Hayley. “Let them forget a bit. You know what I’m saying?”

She popped her door open and shrugged her miniature backpack over her shoulders.

“Hi, guys,” said Jaye as Hayley plucked her larger bag from the trunk.

Jaye was Asian-looking from her mother’s side, pretty and slim; she stood with her duffel bag placed neatly on the ground beside her, light-blue iPod buds in her ears. Jaye could be timid, unlike Hayley; she was comfortable with her two best friends but not too great at reaching out to other, new people.

But what all the approving parents didn’t know—when they patted her on the back to reward her for being an A student and also for not wearing shiny purple lip gloss like Hayley—was how independent she could be, despite the shyness. She was the type you could depend on to know things like CPR without ever bragging about it. Recently she’d tried out for the school play because her mother had thought it would be a good way to conquer her shyness; she’d done it even though it terrified her, and she’d gotten a small role.

Her parents were well-dressed and reserved: her dad was an engineer, and her mother ran a plant nursery. Compared to Mrs. M, Jaye’s parents were distinctly unembarrassing.

“God, you’re so lucky to be solo,” said Hayley, apparently thinking the same thing. “I still can’t believe my mom’s tagging along. I’m having orphan fantasies.”

“Well,” said Jaye, and shrugged, “if you ignore them for long enough, sometimes they go away.”

She and Hayley laughed, and then stopped and both looked at Cara guiltily.

“Oh, wow,” said Jaye. “Slowly remove foot from mouth. I’m so sorry.”

“It’s all right,” said Cara softly.

And it was true. It had been harder to hear things like that before she saw her mother and was reassured that she hadn’t left them—or not because she wanted to, anyway.

Not that Cara didn’t struggle with her absence. But at least it hadn’t been caused by something that was wrong with their family. Hayley knew what had happened, too—that Cara’s mother was out there fighting in some mysterious war, and had visited them; that there were more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy… (Max, usually a so-so student, had a thing for Shakespeare quotes).

But Jaye didn’t know any of that. Cara and her brothers had talked to Hayley about it, and they’d all agreed not to say anything to anyone else—or not yet, anyway. The true story was too far-fetched, and Max, in particular, wanted to limit how many people heard it. Jaye’s family had been away in Maine when the whole thing went down, and as far as she knew, Cara’s mother had left back in June, and that was that.

Coach Essick was herding people into the charter bus, a tall black behemoth with a bright purple swipe on the side. The coach was a beefy bald guy who liked his swimmers to say daily affirmations.

“I’m a win, win, winner!” he said now, pumping a hairy arm. “Let’s hear it!”

“…uh yeah, winner,” mumbled one of the guys, half-asleep and sheepish.

The affirmations weren’t always a big hit.

“In you get, girls!” said Mrs. M in her too-perky voice.

About an hour later the bus was crossing the bridge to the mainland, an educational video about reptiles playing on the TV monitor. Hayley was talking to older kids near the rear of the bus, at what she considered a minimum safe distance from her mother; Cara and Jaye were getting ahead on their homework in a seat near the front.

The text alert on Cara’s phone went off. Jax.

FOUND SOURCE, read the text.

Wht source? she typed back.

“Lizards are robust, adaptive creatures…” droned the British narrator.

No reply.

He was probably busy.

She put her phone away.

“…but, due to global warming, at least 40 percent of the world’s lizard populations are expected to go extinct by the year 2080. Overall, if current emissions trajectories persist, one-quarter to one third of all the world’s species are projected to disappear by century’s end.”

“That’s really scary,” said Jaye quietly.

Cara looked into her friend’s eyes. It was good to have Jaye beside her; Jaye understood a few things that Cara really worried about but Hayley didn’t seem to be interested in.

“I know,” she said.

“Hey, Cara!”

It was Zee, Max’s girlfriend, leaning out of her seat a few rows back.

“Hi, Zee,” said Cara, twisting around.

“Max said to keep an eye on you,” smiled Zee.

“Huh,” said Cara. “Thanks, but…there are kind of a lot of babysitters around here already.”

They both glanced up to where Mrs. M was standing in the aisle and leaning over the double seat that held Coach Essick and Mr. Abboud. She stuck one hip out, swirled her egregious Garfield keychain on an index finger, and chattered gaily to the two men as Coach Essick grinned and nodded and Mr. Abboud stared miserably out his filmy window.

The poor guy had to avert his eyes, Cara realized: not only was Mrs. M not wearing a headscarf, but she was showing major tanned, freckled cleave, as Hayley would put it if she noticed. Cara didn’t know whom to feel bad for—Mr. Abboud, Hayley, or Mrs. M herself.

“See what you mean,” said Zee. She smiled again, and Cara thought she could see why Max liked her so much. There was a warmth to Zee—an easy friendliness. “But just so you know, I’m here if you need anything.”

“Thanks,” said Cara.

Her phone buzzed, so she turned around again, slipping it out of her backpack pocket.

Another text from Jax.

WHERE R U?

Sagamore Brij.

She waited till an answer came up.

COME GET ME.

Oh no, she thought. Now?

On bus! she typed. Y? HOW?

SCARED TELL NO 1 PLZ COME!

She spent the rest of the bus trip using her cell to figure out how to get to the Institute from the hotel, then from the big school where they were going to be competing. The team had its first races this afternoon, and she was supposed to be there, of course; but she wasn’t slated to be in any of today’s races unless someone swimming the backstroke fell violently ill. The relay wasn’t until tomorrow—heats in the morning, finals in the afternoon if the team made the cut. Maybe, she thought, just maybe she could slip out without anyone noticing once they were all sitting there in the bleachers—at least, if people were focused on watching the races.

Distraction was the only way. If she distracted Mrs. M, she thought, she could do it. She’d have to distract her, because Mrs. M was directly assigned to her and Jaye and Hayley, among others. Cara could sneak out and get on the subway—it looked like there was a T station a few blocks from the host school, and then it was only a couple of stops from there to the Institute. She could take the T by herself—she’d taken it before, though admittedly with her mother or her dad—and go find Jax and bring him with her. Maybe she’d take him back to the meet; maybe she’d send him to the hotel room she’d be sharing with Hayley and Jaye. She’d work that part later.

But she was going to need Hayley’s help, she realized, if she wanted to get away with it. There was no way Mrs. M would give her permission to take off. Ever since her divorce, she didn’t even let Hayley walk around the neighborhood by herself, much less get on a public transit system in a city of millions. She was obsessed with true-crime shows and seemed to watch in morbid fascination when it was a show about a missing kid.

When the bus pulled into the parking lot of the hotel—a blocky place with not a single tree or bush in sight—and Mr. Abboud went to get them checked in, Cara waited till Mrs. M was busy flirting with Coach Essick again, then got out of her seat and went to the back of the bus to talk to Hayley, in the very last row.

She murmured in Hayley’s ear about Jax, about how she needed a distraction so she could get away.

“Oh no,” Hayley groaned. “The Sykes family drama strikes back! I don’t want anything to do with my mom at the meet, and now you’re telling me you want me to, like, try to get her attention? Just because your little brother is homesick?”

“It’s not just homesick, it’s—”

“But Car, come on! And plus I have a race today!”

Cara bit her lip. It was true: not only was Hayley racing in a couple of hours, but this was her worst social nightmare. She didn’t know what she’d been thinking; she could almost kick herself.

Maybe…maybe she could ask Jaye? Normally she wouldn’t, because Jaye was too shy to do anything that would draw attention to herself—Cara always thought of Hayley when she thought of drama. But maybe…after all, Jaye had had the guts to try out for the play when her mother encouraged her to; she was trying to conquer her shy streak. Cara went back up front, to where her friend was still typing away studiously on her laptop.

“Jaye? I was wondering if maybe you could help me,” she whispered.
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It was during a lull between races, the fifty-meter fly and the backstroke, that Jaye made her move.

Cara never saw it begin, but all of a sudden, a little ways down the bleachers, Mrs. M was comforting Jaye as she pretended to cry, whimpering something about not being smart enough. It was a bit of a stretch since Jaye was a solid A student, but Mrs. M had a soft spot for kids with anxiety, so Cara had figured it might work on Hayley’s mom.

She felt a little guilty thinking like that, having to trick Mrs. M, but there was just no other way. Jax didn’t have a mother like Mrs. M around to obsessively nurture him right now. All he had was Cara.

Then the harsh beep of the starting gun blared; the swimmers splashed off the blocks. There was an instant noisewall of cheers and yells, so deafening it was hard to think. She seized her opportunity, slipping behind Mrs. M and an eyerolling Jaye and heading for the locker room. (Hayley had agreed to keep an eye on things, and if she had to she was going to tell her mother Cara was in a bathroom stall throwing up.) She’d stashed her backpack in an empty locker a few minutes before; now she went through the shower room and swung by to bang open the locker door and grab it. She was nervous, she realized, her stomach flip-flopping: maybe the sickness would turn out not to be a lie after all.

She left the changing room and walked down a wide hall of lockers and closed classroom doors, pack over one shoulder, shoes squeaking annoyingly on the linoleum and making her feel like someone was going to hear and come after her. (Even though, in this foreign-feeling school, no one knew her at all outside the cavernous, fluorescent echo chamber of the pool.) Classes were all in session, she guessed, because there was no one in the long hall and teachers’ voices droned from behind closed doors.

She set the timer on her phone as she walked, so she could tell at a glance how long she’d been AWOL. Then she pocketed the phone and was outside, the double doors swinging to behind her.

She never did things like this. She never played hooky, and she hardly ever lied, except for what her mother called white lies, which were usually just politeness. Or not premeditated, anyway. Plus the subway…she was old enough—well old enough, clearly. Thousands of thirteen-year-olds took the T.

Actually it was pathetic to even be worried, she said to herself. It was just that she only came to the city for concerts and museums, mostly—to see The Nutcracker at Christmastime or go into her dad’s old office when he was teaching at Harvard or the Museum of Fine Arts when her mother wanted to see paintings. At home she was comfortable getting around by herself because she knew her piece of the Cape like the back of her hand; she’d been practically everywhere on her bike. But that was the laid-back Cape. This was a major city, its long, crowded streets sprawling for miles around her, and here she was a stranger in a strange land.

Don’t be lame, she told herself out loud.

Then there it was, the sign for the station. She was down the stairs, feeding her dollars into the machine to buy a card; she was checking the map and she was through the turnstile; she was on the platform.

And in fact it was completely mundane. This was the middle of the day, so there weren’t any of the bustling, pushy crowds that filled the tunnels at rush hour and used to intimidate her when she was a little kid clinging to her mother’s hand. A few people milled around, even a group of kids her own age, mostly guys plus one chunky girl wearing black and pink tights that had a picture of a zipper down the outside of each of her legs. Cara couldn’t help staring at the zippers.

The kids were kicking some trash and laughing; some old men sat on benches.

She heard the faint rush of the train, and then it got louder and louder and she was gazing into the yellow glare of its oncoming lights. First she thought she might be hypnotized, and then she stood back—a panic briefly surged up as she remembered stories of people pushed off platforms and into the path of the trains—and was safe. She felt the air rushing past and saw the flickering blur of the side of the cars, one after the other.

She touched the nazar thoughtlessly, turning it on her finger as the silver and red flickering of the cars slowed and the train screeched to a stop. Into the flickering came a line of gray—a solid, straight column of gray, hovering there in front of the blur of the train windows with their rows of seated passengers’ heads.

Then it was gone.

As visions went, this one was impressively boring, she thought, and smiled faintly. But it made her think the visions came when she had fingers from both hands touching the nazar. When the ring had been beneath her pillow, she’d had nightmares she couldn’t really remember. They might or might not have had anything to do with the talisman, since the ring hadn’t been touching her skin directly.…

She wondered what a vertical gray line could mean. It was the same line she’d seen in her undersea vision, she thought, her vision of the source—had to be.

On the other hand, one gray line looked a lot like the next. Maybe it was more of a glitch than a meaningful part of what she saw, she reflected as the subway train’s doors slid open and she stepped in. Like a hair on the film of an old movie, trembling in the light from the projector—something she often noticed when they went to see the vintage B movies her dad liked so much, back when special effects were idiotic looking, when slimy creatures rose groaning from swamps and muscular-looking mummies tottered around in filthy bandages.

That was probably it, she thought: a technical glitch. If technology could have glitches, then surely a vision could. Right?

As the doors closed and the train jerked to a start, she looked around for a subway map, wanting to make sure she knew where she was going. There it was, a couple of benches down: a red, branching line with the stops marked. She walked toward it. Briefly she thought she saw something bright reflected in the dark window of the subway car—something that flickered. But when she turned to look at the spot it might be reflecting from, there was nothing but a nondescript man sitting there beneath the subway map. She couldn’t quite make out the words on the map, so she stepped toward it.

“Excuse me,” she said, and leaned in a bit to read the names of the stations. Yep: two more stops, and they were already pulling into the first.

She straightened up, noticing for the first time that the car was almost empty. There was only that one man, sitting in front of her. How had that happened? She could have sworn there’d been other people around when she got on; they must have gotten out. The double doors were already closing.

She moved down the car as the train stuttered forward so that she wouldn’t be sitting right across from the only other person there; that could be awkward. She sat down at one end of a three-person bench along the train’s wall and glanced down at her phone to see if Jax had texted her yet.

No SERVICE, it read.

No reception down here. Made sense.

Then she looked up again.

The man was opposite her. On the bench.

She hadn’t heard any footsteps, she was sure, or seen him change seats.

She felt a jolt of fear.

Then again, he wasn’t looking at her or anything. He was a youngish guy, maybe in his twenties, with light brown hair and bland, office-type clothing you didn’t really notice. He was looking down, consulting a paper in his hand.

It was probably nothing to worry about, she thought.

She looked at the time on her cell. 2:33. She brought up a simple game and played it for a while. The next station was hers, anyway.

But then it turned out not to be a station. Rather, the train was slowing down in the tunnel. Had to be. It slowed down and lurched to a stop.

Her hands, she saw, were trembling slightly.

Nothing to worry about, she repeated to herself. Nothing.

She looked up. Around the train windows was blackness.

The man was still there.

And now he was looking at her. Something about his eyes weirded her out, so she looked away quickly.

“Guess we’re stuck in—in some kind of delay,” she said uncomfortably, to break the tension.

He said nothing.

Maybe he didn’t speak English, she thought, or maybe he couldn’t hear…but those were just excuses, she thought, and felt more and more anxious. Her pulse was racing. Could you change cars while the train was going? She was almost sure you couldn’t. Your leg would get chopped off, or something.

It felt too tense. Plus it was hot, she realized, hot and stuffy; there was sweat beading at her temples and along the edge of her hairline. She forced herself to stand up and moved off again toward the front of the car. There was a rectangular window in the door that looked into the next car up; at least if she stood in the window, she guessed, someone might see her, and then the man couldn’t do anything.

Right?

Through the window, the next car on the train looked empty. She didn’t want to check the back window, because then she’d have to walk past the man again. Acting casual, she sat down on another bench.

Just then—what a relief!—the train made a screeching noise and moved, albeit at a pace that seemed painfully slow. It gained speed. It was way too hot for comfort now, though the heat didn’t feel as oppressive when she knew they were getting somewhere again. Her phone said only two minutes had passed—two minutes that had felt like forever.

When she looked up from it, he was there again. Opposite.

No.

She looked away quickly, touching her ring in a nervous reflex.

Then his mouth was wide open and flames were roaring within. Flames. She jerked back in her seat and banged her head on the wall, her ears ringing. He looked at her without moving, smiling horrifically, and inside his open mouth there were no teeth. No anything. Except fire. It was like roaring flames—bright orange and hard to look at….

She jumped up and ran back along the car to the very end, not stopping even to breathe, and banged on the door—there were some passengers in the car behind, their eyes cast down as they read books or typed on handhelds, but none of them looked up at her as she banged on the window. Not a single one noticed her there, battering her fists against the Plexiglas panel…and somehow she couldn’t say help. The word caught in her throat. There wasn’t enough breath.

Now the train was slowing down—not another delay? Not another dead stop in the blackness of the tunnel? What would she do?

She didn’t turn around—wouldn’t, couldn’t—but then she was looking at the window, the heels of her hands still hitting on it weakly, and instead of the passengers in the next car ignoring her, all she saw was him. Standing behind her with his fiery hole of a mouth.

Flames licked and burned in the empty face.

The doors sprang open. She turned to dash past him—fight her way past him if she had to, she was telling herself—but he was gone.

Everyday people were streaming in.

She ran up the many steps, half afraid the man with fire in his mouth was pursuing her, though she didn’t exactly feel his presence anymore. Then she was out of the T station, trembling, a sensation of pinpricks on her cheeks and upper arms. She was relieved to be in the fresh, cold air.

Anyway, he was gone, right? He was gone now.

She leaned against a planter on the sidewalk beneath some big trees with dead leaves and tried to slow down her fast breathing. There was a subway map in a big plastic frame nearby, sticking out of the sidewalk; there were trash cans in casings of what looked like nubbly pebbles. It was gray and bleak around here. A few people walked past, but none of them was him.

He was gone.

She pulled out her phone—her heartbeat was still rapid, but she had to do something to occupy her while she calmed down—and brought up the street map with the Institute and the Kendall Square station on it. She had about three blocks to walk; it wasn’t complicated. But the Institute itself, Jax had said, was in a building without a name on it, so all she had was numbers: a street address, a floor number, a room number. The kids shared rooms, Jax had said, and there would be a guard at the front desk, and if anyone tried to stop her she was supposed to duck into a stairwell and text him.

No new messages.… Should she call him?

She should check in with Hayley; it had been twenty-four minutes since she left the pool. She texted as she walked, asking if Mrs. M had noticed her absence. Not that it would change anything. Just that she might as well know.

NOPE J, wrote Hayley.

So she dialed Jax next, still jangling with adrenalin from the memory of those dancing flames in the hole of that mouth…. Could it have been the nazar? Was it just the ring that had made her see that?

Maybe the flames hadn’t been real at all—a hallucination, a vision about who the guy was. She’d only seen them when she reached down and touched the ring. Before that he’d been just a man, staring. Yes, maybe the ring had put that picture in her head. And the flaming mouth hadn’t been real at all.

It was a relief to think so.

On the other end, as she held the phone to her ear and walked, Jax’s phone rang and rang and went to voice mail.

The building’s number was above its revolving doors in blocky, modern letters. She went into a high-ceilinged lobby with a bright white floor; a fattish security guard sat behind a high counter.

She heard the squeak of her sneakers again as she crossed the linoleum toward him. She was still on edge from what had happened in the T; it made her self-conscious.

“Hi, uh, I’m here to visit someone on the eighth floor? At the Institute for Advancement?” she said.

Jax had said tell no one—did that include this guy? And tell no one what, anyway? That she was coming to get him? Was she supposed to be sneaking in? But how could she?

No, she thought, he couldn’t have meant that.

Anyway the guard barely paid any attention, just waved a dismissive hand in the direction of the elevators and turned a page in his magazine, so she walked past him and pushed the button.

Even on the eighth floor, where the Institute housed its teachers and students, there wasn’t much to trumpet what it was. When the elevator doors slid open, all there was to tell her she’d come to the right place was a small plastic sign on the wall. I.A. STES 800-898.

Jax’s room was supposed to be 822. She walked along the corridor, watching the numbers on the doors rise.

“Why! If it isn’t Cara Sykes!” said a man’s voice behind her.

She spun around and saw one of the doors was open; an older guy stood there. He had a salt-and-pepper goatee and wore a suit and a beige winter coat.

“Remember me? I work with your mother!” he said. “Roger!”

“Oh, right,” said Cara, relieved.

Roger was another marine biologist who did research with her mother at Woods Hole; he studied the ocean, like her mother, and was also a professor. He was her mother’s boss, basically, though he never acted bossy.

“But what are you doing here?” she asked, and then hoped it didn’t seem too rude.

“Oh, I consult,” he said. “You know—come in and out, work on a project here and there. I was the one who first told your mother about the Institute’s gifted-kid program.”

“Oh,” said Cara, and nodded.

“You come to see your little brother?” he asked.

“Yeah, I missed him,” she said, and smiled casually, she hoped, to indicate it was a routine visit.

“Oh, hey,” said Roger, like a light bulb had come on in his head, and reached into a coat pocket. “Would you give him this? It’s just a souvenir pen, but he left it in your mother’s office a while ago and I happened to notice it there as I was leaving for the city this morning.”

It was a cheesy ballpoint pen from the Aquarium, with a big orca bobblehead on the end.

“Uh, sure,” said Cara, and took it.

Random, she thought. But whatever. Maybe Roger was trying to reach out because he was sorry for them. She didn’t think he had kids of his own; he might just be clueless.

“I’ll let you get to your visit, then,” he said, and patted her shoulder lightly before he ducked down the hall and hit the elevator button. She turned and kept walking down the narrow hall along the row of doors. 814, 816.

He must have gotten tired of waiting for the elevator, because when Cara looked over her shoulder to wave goodbye, she hadn’t heard the elevators ding but he was gone anyway: she heard the EXIT door to the stairs click shut.

“Jax?” she said, standing at the door marked 822. She knocked.

The door wasn’t locked or even closed all the way; it pushed open on her second knock.

“Jax?” she called more loudly as she stepped in.

There was a wooden bunk bed with colorful quilts on it, a round, warm-yellow throw rug, and two computer setups at desks against the opposite wall; the room was wallpapered especially for geeks, with E=MC2 and other equations printed on it.

She didn’t see any geeks around, though.

She could sit down and wait for him, she guessed. She sat down on the bottom bunk. Although…

She flipped the bobblehead pen onto the bedspread beside her and lifted her phone. Forty-three minutes, now, since she’d snuck away from the pool. Still: Hayley or Jaye would text her if there was a problem.

“Cara!” came a hiss from beneath her. She jumped. “Close the door!”

She walked over and closed it. Then Jax’s blond head and hands, covered in cobwebs, were sticking out from beneath the bed.

“What are you doing, Jax?” she squeaked as he crawled all the way out onto the rug.

“Hiding,” said Jax. “Clearly.”

He rubbed a cobweb off an eyelid.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“I heard you coming, and I thought you could be one of them.”

“One of who?”

“I don’t know. I told you. I can’t read anyone here. I’m not used to it! How do you go around all the time not knowing what’s going on in people’s heads?”

He looked off-balance to Cara, on edge in a way she wasn’t used to.

“Jax. Welcome to the human race. It’s going to be OK.”

She reached out and clasped his arm, and slowly he crept up onto the bed and sat beside her. She slung an arm around his shoulders.

“It’s OK, Jax. Really.”

“I found the source she found, and now they’re after me. I know it,” he said, dropping his voice to a whisper. “You have to get me out of here.”

“The source?”

“It’s over there,” he said, pointing. “On my laptop.”

“The source?”

“The data! About the source. I’ll show you at home. But now can we go?”

“Get your stuff, then,” said Cara. “Explain it to me later. But Jax, there’s something—on my way over here I thought I saw—”

“We have to sneak out,” interrupted Jax, not listening. “They can’t let me go without a parent present.”

“Well—geez, Jax!” she burst out, impatient. “Why didn’t you just call Dad, then?”

Forty-seven minutes, said the timer on her phone. And nothing seemed dangerous in this place; so far the best word to describe it was boring. Dangerous was out there, if it was anywhere. If the man with the flames had been real. Jax was overreacting. And instead of just calling their dad, who could come and pick him up without any stress at all in an actual car, he’d made her stage a prison break and then jump through all these hoops.

Because even assuming it was the ring that had made her see flames—and even if, say, the flames were a vision and therefore more a symbol for something than real fire—a guy following her around an otherwise empty subway car had been deeply creepy. Plus she’d probably catch some serious flak when she and Jax got back, unless it was in the next half hour or so and the whole thing passed without notice. (Mrs. M, unlike Cara’s own parents, was into grounding.) She could even be kicked off the team for this. There were strict rules about how you had to act when you went to meets.

And then there was the issue of what to do with Jax now that she had him. Maybe she could still get back before Mrs. M knew she was gone; maybe she could just explain that Jax had missed his family and showed up. Maybe they’d call her dad and it would turn out fine; they’d simply take Jax home with them. There were a bunch of empty seats in the bus, after all.

“Ow! What’s that?” squeaked Jax. He felt beneath his leg on the quilt, pulling out the bobblehead pen. “This thing scratched me. Right through my pants!”

“Oh, sorry—Roger gave it to me to give to you,” said Cara. “You know. Roger who works with Mom at the—”

She was about to go on when there was a sharp rap on the room door and someone pushed it open without even waiting for a Come in.

“Jackson?”

It was a tall, thin woman with an Afro and a foreign accent—she must be one of the teachers—and she looked almost angry.

Was she one of the ones Jax said he couldn’t trust?

“Jax, you’re supposed to be in session,” said the teacher sternly.

Her gaze flicked to Cara, but then she and Cara were both looking at Jax. His eyes were odd—almost milky. Almost cloudy.

Cara hadn’t noticed it before.

“Mrs. Omotoso, I don’t feel so good,” he said slowly.

And Cara could see it was true.

Mrs. Omotoso crossed the room quickly and put her slender hand over his forehead.

“Cara, we need to move him right away,” she said. “To the infirmary.”

It wasn’t till later that Cara realized that, at that particular moment, she hadn’t yet told the teacher who she was.
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