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This book is dedicated to Abby, Carrie,



Duke, Hynn, Jessica, Key, Tim, Tony
and therest of Rod'sfdlow aumni
Exclusve E-Book Introduction

In 1993 | had just become afull-timewriter. | had two books in print, one ontheway, and | had a
contract to complete avery ambitioustrilogy. Thetypica writer'sincome being what it is, thismeant |
lived in abasement apartment and survived on adiet of rice and Ramen noodles. Being single at the
time, the lifestyle didn't bother me dl that much. What did bother me was my first serious episode of
writer fetigue.

Thefirgt three books were dl narrowly focused on asingle protagonist. All | had to do, really, was st on
the character's shoulder and follow him or her around. They were dso fairly moderate in length, around
eighty-thousand words, which is actudly a short sory compared to some of the hyperthyroidic novelsin
print nowadays.

In October of 1993, | was about halfway into something very different for me. Thetrilogy | had agreed
to write was multiple-viewpoint, with two main characters, about a dozen major characters, and a cast of
thousands. It wasaso, essentidly, asingle novel with abraided plot line about four times the length of
anything dsel'd ever written.

| was having serious doubts about finishing it. Towardsthe end of the middle book it just kept getting
dower and dower, and | was getting more and more depressed. 1t was getting to the point where |
would wake up, St mysdf in front of my computer (For trivia buffs, the machine happened to be an
Amiga 500) and stare at the screen for afew hours and, maybe, write anew paragraph.

When | hit bottom, and had stared at the screen for an hour, | basically said to mysaf— Ok, you are not
getting up until you write a thousand words. Fuck the damn novel, just write something, anything!

So | wrote. What | wrote was about as far from my current project as | could have gotten at that point.

Instead of writing politicaly-charged militaristic gadget SF, | wasfollowing thisteenage girl home from
high school whose most earth-shattering problem— at the time the scene appeared, anyway— wasthis
guy named Chuck who was stalking her. | managed to get my thousand words and change, | finished the
whole chapter that day. (Now chapter four, by the way.)

Thismade mefed likeawriter again, so | did the same exercise the next day, and chapter two flew
across the screen. The next day, chapter three...

For the rest of that month, thetrilogy lay idlewhile Teek took over my life. | disconnected my phone,
refused to answer my door, and only went outside for brief periods when | needed to get some fresh air.
When | wasnt actualy writing Teek, | wasthinking about it. The book itsaf waswrittenin red timefor
the most part, the origind draft climaxing on Halloween. Completing the book was so physicaly and
emotionally draining that | had to spend aweek recovering. | couldn't even read for pleasure, | couldn't
concentrate on the words.

It did, however, restore my confidencein mysdlf asawriter. Thetrilogy was completed, and | went on
to new contracts. Teek, unfortunately, being something written on spec, didn't get alot of my attention
after | wroteit. For two years| spent time off-and-on rewriting it. Eventudly | redid the ending
completely, and added the multiple viewpoints. (The origina novel was considerably shorter, and soldly
from Alligs point of view.)



Strangely, though, while this novel wasin thisauthorid limbo, it attracted attention from alot of quarters.
A few publishers offered to take it, but wanted exclusive rights to my future work— which wasn't
something | waswilling to do given my relationship with DAW. | had an agent come out and, essentidly,
offer to pay my expenseswhile | completed the rewrite— considering the agent wasn't my own, and |
did have other commitments, | declined. | have aso been told that a copy of thisMS landed on James
Cameron'sdesk. (Not to say that heread it, but it did touch his desk.)

Eventudly it cameto DAW, and— with my new moniker— it became my trid balloon into the thriller
market. It dsoismy first novel to receivethiskind of eectronic trestment. All inal, thisbook you're
holding (or this book whose bits you're holding) has traveled quite along way to reach your palmtop, and
| hope that you will enjoy following it the rest of the way.

Seven Krane
(Steven Swiniarski)

July, 2000
PROLOGUE

TWELVE YEARSAGO DALLAS, TEXAS

"Please, Caral, let me explain.” John's voice took on apleading tone. Carol knew that tone dl too well.
John had lost track of other peopl€'sfedings again. He was using his"why me' voice.

Carolyn Ann Boyle, for once, fet no twinge of sympathy for him.

"You've had over six yearsto explain." To avoid looking at him, she grabbed another box from the closet
and tossed it on their bed. It nested in amass of clothing Carol hadn't thought worth packing. She shoved
more clothesin the new box. Shetore part of anail as she forced ahandful of her underwear in with her
old college textbooks. Her hands shook.

"Itisn't what you think," he said.
God save us from cliché in moments of crisis, Carol thought.

She glanced at John and felt the familiar sympathy trying to make itsdf felt. She was supposed to lovethis
man, wasn't she?

John stood at the door of the bedroom, hands spread, framed by the chaos Carol had wrought of their
clothing. John didn't belong here, not with his Marine haircut, creased pants, and polished boots. He was
too neat, too organized, for aworld that was faling apart around her. For too long, it had been easy to
look a him and pretend that he could make everything right.

A flare of anger knotted her gut, now as much for hersaf asfor John.

Carol stood there, braand pantiesin one hand, lab coat in the other. She couldn't believe that he didn't
understand. It wasinconceivable that he could be that blind.

Not just blind to the risk he had placed her and Allieinto, but blind to the fact that his lies mattered.
How could he have lied about his connection to Prometheus? How could he have continued that lie for all
the years she knew him? How could he do that and claim this was a misunderstanding?



She shoved more underwear in with the textbooks, emptying the pockets of her lab coat after it. "You
told me you had no connection to their research.” A torn sheet of manila computer paper fdl out of one
of the coat's pockets amidst scattering pens and paper clips.

Seeing the paper again made Carol's breath catch. That sheet of paper had driven her from the
Prometheus Research Indtitute this afternoon. Her flight had been so panicked that she had left her Street
clothes and had fled wearing the lab codt....

If John wasn't head of security, Carol supposed PRI would aready be looking for their wayward PhD.
"Exactly what am | supposed to think?"

"What could | say—"

"Y ou could have said something!" Carol shouted as she shoved the paper deep in the box with the
clothes and textbooks. She yanked the last item of importance from the lab coat, aflat gray film canister.
It sat cold and heavy in her hand. Shefelt the embossed plastic text on the [abdl. It read "Case #867."

Sheld grabbed the film in the rush to get away. She had some ideathat she could threaten Prometheus
withitif they came after her. Right now the idea seemed smadll, silly, and usdess.

She shoved the film canigter into the box so that John couldn't see what it was. She dill clutched thelab
coat. Sheld been carrying it ever since she had begun packing. It was bunched up, but she could till see
PRI'seterna flamelogo on theright breast. Her 1D tag was Htill clipped to it:

"Prometheus Research Indtitute: Dr. Carolyn Ann Boyle," next to an incongruoudy smiling picture.
Thetag was green. If it wasn't for Dr. Colson treating her like addlivery girl rather than aresearcher, then
shewouldn't have been anywhere near ayelow area: if only she wasn't a gpeed reader; if only Cobb and
Charvat weren't names close together in dphabetica order; if only John hadn't lied to her...

Carol dropped the lab coat; neither it nor the ID mattered much anymore.

"Something," Carol repested. "Y ou could have said something about thist My God, you knew how |
fdt.”

"But—" John began, but he was interrupted by acry from behind him.

"Mommy?'

Carol stormed out of the room, shouldering John out of the way. Allie was standing in the doorway,
looking aslost as her father did. Carol picked up her daughter and said, " Shh, Mommy's sorry for
waking you up."

"Scared me," Alliesaid into Carol's shoulder. Guilt started clawing into Carol's heart, and she glared at
John over Allies head. "Shh, Mommy's here." She carried Allie back into her bedroom and placed her in
bed. God, can | do this? To both of us? She needs a father.

Carol kissed Allie on the forehead.

"Can | have adrink of water?' Allie asked.



Carol gave asmilethat hurt deep in her chest. "'Sure, honey.”

As Caral |eft the bedroom, John was there. Carol ducked around him, heading toward the kitchen. "Y ou
can'tjust leave," John said.

Her hand shook as shefilled Allies glass. "Why not? Why not, John?"

"l loveyou," John said.

Carol looked into the sink and whispered, "Bullshit.”

She heard hisvoice, but she was seeing the moment when her world had fallen gpart.

Dr. Colson had sent her to pick up avideo cassette from the lab where they were doing film to video
transfers. She had been given atemporary passinto the secure part of the PRI [ab complex, just so she

could run errands for Colson. They hadn't even dlowed her to enter the transfer 1ab.

Sheld waited, alone in an anteroom with al the obsolete junk the PRI complex wasin the process of
disposing of— acoustic modems, old VTR terminas, arow of teletype machines.

Two cardboard boxes sat by the door. One overflowed with yellowing manila computer paper, the other
wasfilled with old film canisters, both violently marked, "to be destroyed.”

It had been along wait, and curiosity got the better of her. She had glanced in the box of paper to be
shredded. Most of the box had been alist of names, alist that she had never expected John Charvat's
nameto be on.

When she had seen Carol Cobb's name on the same list, she had panicked. She had taken that page
from the printout, and arandom film canister. She hadn't known exactly what she/d been doing then, and
she dill didnt.

All she knew was that John ran security at PRI, and had ared clearance.

"Carol?" John's plea brought her back to the present.

"l said, "bullshit," John. If you cared for me and Allielike you cared for your job, you would havetold
rrell

John started to say something, but he just stood there, looking lost again.
"Y ou werejust about to tell me how you might lose your job for telling me, right?"
John remained slent.

"I make my point,” Carol said. She waked to the door, sopping in front of John. “"Would you please
sep out of my way?"

"Y ou couldn't expect meto—"

Carol backed up a step. "Expect? Expect! " Carol threw the glass of water at John'sfeet. It shattered on



thelinoleum. "I gave up the idea of marriage so that you could keep your position. Y ou expected meto
defraud them. | went six months without pay so that you could keep Allie asecret. | expect too much
from you?"

John limped backward. Some of the damp on histrousers was blood. "Please—" he began.

"Mommy!"

"Mommy's coming, honey," Carol said, shouldering past John. As she did, John grabbed her elbow. "L et
goof me" shesad.

"l didn't planthingslikethis.

"Did they?"

What?"

" "Did they? | asked. Did Stone and his cronies at Prometheus encourage our relationship?”
John dropped her elbow and looked stunned. "God, is that what you think?"

"It'swhat they do, isn't it? Don't they have a standing bounty for names on their lig?!

"Yes, but that's—"

"Y our name's on thelist, John. Y ou didn't tell me about that."

"I'm sorry, | redly am sorry. | didn't think you'd understand. Y ou've never liked that part of PRI. |
thought you'd see me as some sort of botched experiment.”

"All thistime | thought you cared about company policy.”

"If we got married, one of uswould haveto quit—" John said plaintively.

"And what you cared about was the bounty."

"That'snot it. Y ou know that's not it."

Carol sighed. "1 know, because my nameson thelist, too."

John gtared at her, disbelieving.

"Mommy," Alliecried in the distance.

"If you don't mind, John. My daughter needs me." Carol walked to Allie's bedroom.
"You cant be..." John whispered behind her.

Allie was sitting up and sobbing in bed, and Carol went and hugged her. You don't like Mommy angry,
| know. | don't like me angry either, kid.



Carol rocked with Allie cradled in her arms. John appeared in the doorway and said in awhispery voice,
"l checked."

"I have more than one name, John. I'm listed under one of my foster families.”
"Oh, God," John whispered.

"Y ou honestly didn't know, did you?' Carol looked at him with more pity than anger. He wasn't part of
the scientific establishment of Prometheus, he was security. Carol doubted he understood the implications
of what shewas saying, for either of them, or their daughter. In certain ways, on agenetic level, sheand
John had been a perfect match.

For her, for John, and especidly for Allie, that was very bad.
"I didn't know," John repeated.

Allie seemed to have camed down, now that the adults had stopped shouting. Carol picked up Allie's
favorite stuffed anima from the floor. It was aratty old Cat-in-the-Hat doll that had come from agarage
sde. Alligsfour-year-old face broke into agrin the moment Carol produced it. Carol wiped the tears
from Allie's cheeks with the back of her hand.

"It'snot just you, John. Y ou have to see that.”

John nodded.

"Y ou know what's happened with kids at Prometheus. Y ou don't want that for Allie."
"l can't stop you?" John's voice held aresigned tone.

Carol hugged her daughter. "No."

SIX YEARSAGO, GRAND RAPIDS, MICHIGAN

JessicaMason watched her house burn. The sight rooted her to the spot even though she knew she
should run. She had only moved when pushed aside by firemen and gawking spectators. The crowd had
gradualy pushed her away from her house until she stood in the snow and could barely fed the heat from
the blaze.

Shefdt invighble. No one recognized her. No one connected her to the burning house. If her neighbors
knew her or cared about her at all, it was only asahysterical voice they heard in the night. They probably
knew her father, but not her.

No one knew her, no one cared for her, and her father was the first part of the house to burn. That was
probably why shefelt safe stlanding here. That, and the fire had its own power, power to hold her.

Shefaced ascene of terrifying, potent beauty. The house formed the center of an invisible sphere that
had folded in from another world. Inside the circle of spectators and fire trucks, the world upended. The
blue-gray of snow and moonlight changed into the red-yellow of mirrors and flame. Water coated every
surface with ice. Neighboring clapboards, the sdewalk, atelephone pole, al had turned into refracting
mirrors. Every iciclehedd aflameinits heart.



By the time her head had ceased throbbing enough for her to understand what she was seeing, her house
was unrecognizable. The wadlls, where they were till visble through the flames, were black. In lessthan
ten minutes, the house where she had lived for dl thirteen years of her life had faded to nothing more than
ashadow. A shadow that was the only barrier between the real world and aforce from another universe.
A forcethat Jessica had unleashed.

| did that, shethought.

Her memorieswere still confused, hazed by the pain in her skull. Too much had happened. All she could
clearly remember was the fire embracing her father. She remembered him faling to the couch, igniting it.
She remembered him calling desperately for help before the fire sucked the air out of hislungsand turned
his skin black.

Sheremembered the samefire burning inside of her brain.

Jessicaremembered thinking of al the timesin this house that she had called for help, and no one
answered. Then the peeling wals had erupted with sheets of fire, and sheran.

As her mental fires receded, the house began to dissolve. The windows on the top floor werefirs,
folding into the ralling fire with amgestic downess. The collgpse released amillion embersto spird into
the sky like negative snowflakes, like something finally set free....

That's me, Jessicathought. Free.

Jessica kept watching the fire. She watched well past the point of the firé's death. By the time the flames
were gone, and the crowd was reduced to firefighters and police, she was|eft hugging hersdlf in the cold,
waiting to be arrested.

She was pardyzed. Even more so than when her father had come home and the pain had begun in her
skull. It wasridiculous. Shewasfindly free of her father, and she couldn't move. She couldn't even
decide between turning hersdf in to the cops, or just running away into the night.

Now that the crowd was gone, it shouldn't take long for them to figure out that the redheaded teenager
with no jacket had something to do with thefire. Jessicahugged herself and shivered.

| don't regret it, shethought. If the cops pick me up, I'll tell them exactly what | did...
If I can remember what | did.

After her house had become little more than a heaped pile of smoking ash, rgoining the night-gray world,
shefelt ahand on her shoulder.

"Miss JesscaMason?'

She turned around, expecting to see a uniform— police, paramedic, or firefighter. But the man talking to
her wasn't any of those, &t least not to look a him. He was stocky, in hislateforties, or early fifties.
Older than her father. He was bading, and what hair he had was date gray. The expensive suit he wore
was marred by standing in the snow too long. Abstract salt stainsrippled acrossthe legs of histrousers
and the lower edge of the black trench coat he wore. Histiepin was agolden bald eagle.

To Jessica, the eagle looked asif it had been caught in the midst of diving after some small mammal.



"MissMason?'

"Who areyou?' Jessica asked. They were thefirst words sheld spoken since her father's clothes had
ignited. It made her redlize that her mouth tasted like smoke.

The man flipped out hiswallet to show her an officid-looking ID. " Speciad Agent Fred Jackson, AS."

Theinitids meant nothing to Jessica, and Agent Jackson only held out the 1D long enough for her to see
his picture and catch the fact that ASI stood for "Agency for..." something or other.

Asfar as Jessicawas concerned, that meant this guy was a cop. Shefelt an urgeto run, but there were
cops and firemen dl over the place. There was redly no place to run to. She began to redize that she
wanted to be caught. She had freed herself from her father, permanently, but she had aso destroyed her
home, and her life, in the process. Her mother was dead, and she had no relativesto turn to.

She looked up at Agent Jackson. He was smiling, trying to project areassuring manner. In it she thought
she saw ahint of the same fase sincerity that her dad projected when he wanted something from her.

It took Jessicaafew momentsto remind hersdlf that her father was dead. She nodded at Agent Jackson
because she didn't trust herself to talk.

Agent Jackson nodded. He obviousdly knew who she was. He'd probably been watching her watch the
firefor along time. "I'm sorry to cometo you at atimelikethis" Agent Jackson said.

For some reason, that struck Jessicaas funny. Asif there was any other reason to talk to her. She wasn't
anyone. The only thing that made her partway noticeable was the fact she'd torched her only parent and
the house sheld lived in. Barely enough to make the news.

Jessica shivered and felt her eyeswatering.

"I'm hereto help you," he said.

"Yeah, right," Jesscaresponded, sniffing. She was long past anyone's help. If anyone had ever bothered
to help her, her father might till be dive. She didn't want any help.

"We want to help you understand what happened here.”

Not acop, adamn social worker. Shetried to fix him with awithering glare. The effect was ruined by the
tears streaming down her cheeks. "I know why. | just think of Daddy, and | know why."

Jessicaredized, belatedly, that she had just made an indirect admission of arson. She aso redlized that
shedidn't care.

Agent Jackson, however, looked unsurprised at her outburst. Either he was too dense to read between
thelines, or he aready knew what Jessica had done. Jessicalooked at him and suspected the | atter, even
though there was no possible way he could have known.

"Y ou know why," Agent Jackson said. "Do you know how?"

Jessica opened her mouth, but no words came out. It wasn't the question she expected. It wasaso a



guestion to which she had no answer. She remembered her anger, she remembered Daddy's clothing
sprouting adozen jets of flame, she could remember that she had doneit—

But she didn't remember what she had done, or the memory didn't make any sense. She knew she had
set him onfire, but she didn't remember touching him, or even so much aslighting amatch.

Thefact that this stranger saw S0 deeply into her own confusion was terrifying.
"We want to help you, Jessica. We know what you're going through.”

Jessicawas frightened, but she also had an intense desire to understand what this man was offering. The
fact he knew so much scared her. But it a'so meant he probably knew more.

She had done something to her father. She was just beginning to understand that it might not have been
anything smple or mundane. She had watched her house explode into an inferno in amatter of minutes.
She had watched the walls of the living room spontaneoudy erupt into rippling sheets of flame.

Maybe understanding exactly what happened was the only way she could prevent it in the future. She
looked at the smoking ruin of the house, remembering the power of the flames that had reduced
everything to ash.

Maybe understanding exactly what happened would be the only way she could do it again.

Jessicalooked up a Agent Jackson. "What do you want?' she asked.
CHAPTER ONE

16 OCTOBER EUCLID HEIGHTS, OHIO

09:25 PM EST SATURDAY

"Please, David. Do something about him." Allison Boyle spokein aharsh whisper. She hated the
pleading sound in her own voice. It had been nearly an hour since Chuck Wilson had crashed the party,
and it had taken that long for Allison to work up the courage to talk to David.

"Allie,)" David's voice had anasa whineto it which was only made worse by the art-deco Darth Vader
mask hewore. "I redlly don't want to start a scene with the guy.”

"It's your party,” Allison lowered her voice even further, because she saw Chuck weaving in from the
kitchen. He was hard to miss. Hewas at least ayear older than everyone else, and wasn't wearing even
an attempt at acostume. Y ou didn't eveninvite him."

"People show up." David lowered his own voice to apoint that was barely audible. "Allie, my folks don't
know about the party. If | just ask himto leave..." David glanced over his shoulder. Chuck stood by the
rear wall of the dining room. He had an arm up to the elbow in the cooler sitting there. He fished out a
can of beer, grimaced at the label, and opened it anyway.

"...hehasn't disrupted anything.”" David finished.

"Hesdisrupting me.”

"Has he done anything—" David made a hel pless gesture with his hand, rustling the black cape he wore.



"Anything?" he repeated uncertainly.

Allison wrung thetail of her costumein her hands. "No," she said. Nothing real. "But he scaresme.”
David exhaled. He sounded relieved. "At times he scares me, too. But he's behaving himsdlf. If | start
something with him—" David shook hishead. "I know the police would get involved. If he didnt kill me,
my parentswould."

Allison nodded and backed away. "I understand,” she said.

Asusud, David's chivdrousingants hit him alittle belatedly. "Allie, if you redlly want meto—"

She shook her head, "Never mind."

"If he does start up—"

"Y eah, sure. Thanks, David." Allison backed into the living room, still wringing her tail.

Why did Chuck have to show up?

Shefound asafe corner to back into so she could watch everyone else enjoy themsalves. Sheld been
looking forward to this party for weeks. However, right now, she wanted to be anywhere else. Another
house, another city, another planet. All because of Chuck Wilson.

She hugged herself and shivered.

Theway shefdt made her disgusted with herself. Chuck had never even done anything to her. Nothing
real . Nothing anyone would understand. He had a perfect right to hang around the school yard, right? If
she saw himin the corner of McDonald's or a amovie theater, that was just coincidence, right? There
was no rulethat said he had to use adifferent mall.

But when she caught him staring at her, shefelt hideoudy naked.

And she couldn't get someone arrested for staring at her.

Calmdown, Allie, shethought to hersdlf. You're going to freak out and give yourself a migraine. If
it bothers you that much, you can just |eave.

She shook her head. That would be giving in, and she didn't like giving in. She hadn't giveninto the
headaches, and she wasn't going to give in to Chuck. Besides, she had spent too much time on her tiger
costume— even though the leotard that made up most of it helped her fee even more naked around
Chuck.

Someone tapped her shoulder and she jumped, knocking her fake nose and whiskers askew.
A tall, black Princess Leialooked down on her and asked, "Cat got your tongue?’
"Very funny, Macy." Allison dropped thetail of her costume to straighten her nose. She looked up at

Macy, afair distance since Macy was probably the tallest girl in the entire sophomore class of Euclid
Heights High Schoal. ™Y ou nearly scared the fur off of me."



"That'd be ashow."
"Ha Ha"

"So why're you wedged in acorner instead of joining the party?'Y ou missed Ben putting some candy
corn and a can of beer through his nose—"

"I'm not in the mood, Macy."
"Chuck?'

Allison nodded.

"Hedidn't do—"

Allison put her hand to her forehead and tried to push back the throbbing she felt there. "No. He didn't
do anything.”

Macy stepped back at Allison'stone. "Sorry."

Allison shook her head. "It isn't your fault." Shesighed. "l just got through talking to David."
"Ahha"

Allison looked up. "Ah-ha, what?"

"Nothing—"

"Y ou meant something by that."

"Chill, girl." Macy backed away, holding up her hands and amiling.

"Yeah," Allison nodded violently. "Y ou should talk. Y ou go with aguy who puts corn through hisnose.
Why |—" Allison'svoicetralled off with astrangled gurgle.

"Allie?"

Allison felt her breath knocked out by the headache even before the pain hit her. She managed to
whisper, "All... right," before the first wave of agony ground into her temples. Then her eyes watered, and
colored rings began sprouting from every light sourcein her field of vison.

"Likehdl," Macy said.

Allison could fed an arm groping for her and she grabbed it. "Bathroom,” she managed to whisper.

The headache was a hot iron band strapped over her skull, squeezing intimeto her pulse. Even asthe
firein her skull made her cry, she thanked God that it wasn't one of the bad ones.

Dimly, she heard Macy yelling, "Make way, make way— the lady's going to hurl. Moveit. Moveit."

Macy maneuvered her up the stairs, through a crowd of costumed teenagers. Witches, vampires,



gpacemen, and soldiers blurred into an amorphous mass of sound and color. Allison sill had enough mind
|eft to be embarrassed at the scene she was making. Then the pain flared again and al she could
concentrate on was not falling over.

She barely noticed the crashing sounds behind her.

Macy got her to the bathroom and knelt her over the toilet. Allison blinked at the blue water in the bowl.
It rippled into colors that made her eyes hurt as badly as her head. "Alone," she managed to say.

Her nose— whiskers and dl— fell into the toilet, splashing blue drops on her face.
"Girl, | don't think—"

"Please. Leave." Ittook dl of Allison's breath to say those two words.

After an eternal pause she heard Macy back up and the door close.

She started hyperventilating into the toilet— deep gasping breaths. Shetried to clamp down on the pain
by force of will. The effort screwed her eyes shut.

She pulled hersdf upright, one hand clamped on the sink. She swayed and dmost fdll over. Witha
shaking hand she pulled open the medicine cabinet, spilling abag of cotton bals, an open box of Q-tips,
and apladgtic cup filled with Band-Aids.

She cursed David's parents as she knocked aside antacids, prescription bottles, bunion pads, cough
medicine—

Aspirin, Advil, Tylenol, Motrin— please, something.

She managed to find a bottle of generic headache medicine behind a bottle of Peptol Bismol. The Peptol
Bismal fell into the sink as she tried to fumble open the childproof cap on the aspirin.

She accidentaly ate part of the cotton batting as she dry-swalowed a handful of pills.

She gagged and sat down on thetile floor. The pain made her dizzy. Sheleaned her back against the
door and closed her eyes. Red flashes shot across the inside of her eydidsin timeto her pulse. After a
while, she heard aknock on the door and, "How you doing, girl?"

"Fine, Macy." Allison spoke while moving aslittle as possible.

"No 9117

"No. Go watch Ben put something through hisnose.”

"Youll bedl right?'

"I'll survive. Join the party.”

It was afew moments before she heard Macy's steps recede down the stairs. The pain was becoming

bearable. That's how she'd learned to dedl with the headaches, sit ill, breathe, wait for the painkiller to
kickin.



At leadt ther frequency was diminishing.

She didn't know which was worse, the headaches or Chuck. Both were responsible for her godawful
attendance during the start of the school year. Both were something that she wouldn't be able to make
anyone understand. She'd been to the doctor twice for these headaches and— supposedly— nothing
was wrong.

Her mother thought that the headaches had been psychosomatic, some sort of stress. Something that
showed that Allison couldn't dedl with school.

Allison wouldn't admit that.

That was why she couldn't talk to her mom about Chuck. It would be an admission to her mother that
she couldn't handle herself. She never again wanted to hear the condescending tone shed heard from her
mother after the second vigit to the doctor, "What'sthe real problem?’

The question made Allison want to scream.

Since then, Allison had kept her headaches to herself, spending too much of her alowance on Tylenal,
Aavil, Matrin, even Midol. Unfortunately, that meant she now had over adozen unexcused absenceson
her record that Mom didn't know about. All in less than two months. Her teachers, according to school
policy, had the right to flunk her for that aone.

Allison till didn't know what she was going to do when report cards came out. Her mother would fresk.
"The doctor didn't find anything wrong," Allison said, tears streaming down her cheeks.

Allison sat in David's bathroom long enough to tell four people to go avay. None of them was David.
Allison didn't know whether or not she was grateful for that. She didn't want to admit that her fedings
toward David were changing. They'd been together since they'd started high school. But in the last two
years she'd changed, and David had stayed David.

| don't need to be thinking about this.

Allison opened her eyes and found thet the light in the bathroom wasn't painful any more. As she pulled
hersdf upright, she saw the mess shed made of David's parents bathroom. She felt deeply guilty.
Band-Aids and Q-tips had scattered dll over the floor. Bottlesfilled the sink and spilled on the ground.
Worgt was the Peptol Bismol, which had come open, dashing thick pink liquid over the sink, mirror, and
wall. Shelooked down on herself and was surprised to find that her costume was unviolated.

She pushed the fading headache from her mind as she did her best to repair the damage she'd wrought.
Cleaning the mess ended up being easier than figuring out how dl this stuff had fit in the medicine cabinet
inthefirgt place. She ended up tossing out the Q-tips and the nearly-empty Peptol Bismol bottle to make
room for everything ese.

She hoped David's parents wouldn't notice.

Shefinished by cleaning hersdf up.

Between losing the nose, blue water stains, and smudging from the pam of her hand, she had to wash off



the makeup on her face. It took awhile to remove the black-and-yellow stripes. In the end, all that was
left of her costume above the neck was apair of black ears peaking out from her blonde hair.

There were red rims around her eyes, but it didn't ook like she'd been crying.

She grimaced and fished her nose out of the toilet. She wrapped it in toilet paper and promised herself
that she'd disinfect the thing before Hall oween came around.

She opened the door and peeked outside. The party was till going on downstairs. She could hear it. It
sounded like alot fewer people though. She caught a glimpse of a clock through a bedroom door. It read
eeven-thirty.

| wasin there two hours?

"Timeflieswhen you're having fun,” she muttered.

Someone had posted a note on the bathroom door. It read "Do not disturb,” and had a crude cartoon of
acat with itshead in atoilet. Allison ripped it off the door and crumpled it up. She was never going to
hear the end of this. She never should have cometo this party.

She hoped Macy hadn't left without her. She didn't want to walk home the way she was dressed.

Allison caught up with Macy, next to the nachosin the living room. Mogt of the party seemed to have
gone, the food mostly untouched. "Wher€'s everybody?' she asked.

Macy turned around, looking surprised. "Allie, whereve you—"
"Bathroom."

"| thought you left. What'd you do, fal in?"

Allison sSighed.

"How you fed ?' Macy asked.

"Better, | think. | want to go home and lie down."

"Surething. Let me get my coat—"

Allison looked at the uneaten food. "What happened to the party?"

Macy shrugged. "I'm not quite sure. Apparently atable full of food upended about thetime | was helping
you upgtairs—"

Allison nodded. She could picture David's reaction, especidly now that she saw dl the sainson the
carpet. The whole costume party was beginning to seem like alessthan great idea dl around. "Where's
David? | should say good-bye."

"I think hel's sulking in the kitchen. Isyour coet in the bedroom?”

Shetossed Macy her nose. "Y esh, and would you put thisin my purse?’



"Ah— sure." Macy wrinkled her nose at the blue-stained toilet paper and said, "l ain't even going to ask.”

Allison shook her head and started for the kitchen. There were gtill some people | eft, chatting quietly.
Presumably they were uninvolved with the table incident.

Poor David.

Hedidn't deserve to have his party collapse around him, even if he could be, at times, what Macy
unkindly referred to asa"prime-quaity wuss." Allison sghed. Shedidn't like thinking badly about David.

She was weaving past a sheeted ghost, toward the kitchen, when an arm appeared to block her way.
She was brought up short and turned to see Chuck Wilson grinning at her.

Oh, God.

"Hiya, sweetcakes. WWondering where you went to."

Ingtinctively, she backed away and hugged her armsto hersalf. Chuck had managed to dip between her
and everyone ese. Hisjeans were rolled up over combat boots. He wore awide leather belt with abrass
Marlboro buckle. Hanging off the belt was a chain for hiswallet and a sheath for abuck knife. Heworea
red flannel lumberjack shirt that was rolled up to the elbows. He chugged the can he held in the hand that
wasn't blocking her way.

"Don't want to miss you without ahello.”

"Sure," she said. Shetried not to gppear frightened, even though she knew it wasfutile. The best she
could do waslook him in the eyes, and even that fdt asif she had to fight invisble weights chained to her
neck. "Youvesad hello."

Hewas only afoot away from her. She could smell beer and sweat. No one € se seemed to notice them.
There could have been haf adozen peoplein the dining room, but she dill felt terribly aone.

Don't let him touch me. Please, don't let him touch me.

Chuck had her cornered by the cooler. She could've ducked under hisarm, but that would have meant
brushing by him, in aleotard that felt more and more like it was only painted on.

"Come on, swesetcakes. Y ou gottaknow | likeyou."

Please go away.

Chuck bent to get another can out of the cooler. He had to reach across her, backing her into the corner.
Allison was on the verge of panicking. Chuck'sright hand was on the doorframein front of her, his other
was reaching around behind her. Her back was pressed to the wall, and she felt alight switch digging
between her shoulder blades. Hisface couldn't be more than three or four inches from her own. His
breeth smelled of acohal.

"Y ou don't know how specia you are, sweetcakes."

She could fed his hand rummaging in the cooler. The plagtic jostled againgt her thigh and she fdlt drops of



water splashing on her leg.
"We should get to know each other—"

Chuck was moving hisright hand, away from the doorframe. She didn't know if hewas going to useit to
touch her hair, grab her shoulder, or help him fish for beer— but it gave her an opening.

As she ducked around Chuck, her back brushed the light switch and the lightsin the dining room went
out. Someone on thefar side of the room digtinctly said, "Shit," as hetripped over something.

"Whereyou going?' Chuck sad.
Allison felt atug on thetail of her costume. It felt like the fabric wastied directly to her heart. For a

moment she couldn't breathe. She stood there, frozen, until she felt something brush the lower curve of
her behind.

The feding, knowing it was Chuck's hand, made her want to vomit. Pain flowered behind her eyes again,
and she could dmost see hishand. She screwed her eyes shut and tried to pull away, and thistimeit felt
likethetail wastied directly to the middle of her brain. When she heard it tear, it dmost felt asif it was
her spind cord, and not the fabric, that gave way.

However, the fabric was what ripped, and suddenly she was free and in a stumbling run toward the living
room.

She turned to face the dining room in time to see someone turn on the lights. Chuck was on the floor. The
cooler had upended, drenching him with gallons worth of melted ice and broken beer bottles. In hisleft
hand he held the remains of her costumé'stail, aswell as about two square feet of her leotard.

She felt abreeze behind her, and her face began to heet up.

She backed away from the scene, grateful that Chuck was the center of attention. She kept backing until
she bumped into Macy descending the Sairs.

"What the hell happened?' Macy asked.

They were out of sight of the dining room now, but she could hear Chuck ydling, David yelling, everyone
elselaughing. Her cheeks burned hotter, and she redlized that she was crying uncontrollably.

Allison took her jacket from Macy and wrapped it around her waist to cover the holein the rear of her
leotard.

"Allie?"

Allison wiped her eyesand said, "I want to go home.”
CHAPTER TWO

17 OCTOBER EUCLID HEIGHTS, OHIO
03:12 AM EST SUNDAY

Chuck Wilson felt like shit. He was drunk, damp, and clutching a paper bag containing aforty-ounce



bottle of Colt 45 whose originswere logt in the fog of his memory. Worst of dl, his head was throbbing
again and the beer was bardly able to keep the pain at bay.

He'd been wandering the empty Streets of Euclid Heights since held |eft that geek David Greenbaum's
party. David-fucking-Greenbaum. The guy was a high-pitched squedling twerp who wouldn't be worth
the effort to grind into the pavement—

If it wasn't for the fact he was Allison Boyle's boyfriend.

"What amatch."

Chuck shook his head, and the gesture ignited the pain behind his temples. He raised the bottle to hislips
and found it empty.

"Fuck!"

Hethrew the bottle, paper bag and all, at a stop sign. The bottle shattered. Foamy glass flew
everywhere, one splinter biting his cheek.

Belatedly, as the sign's gong echoed into the darkness, he looked around for cops. Fortunately, now that
the bars were closed, the streets were vacant. No witnesses except for an idling van far down the street
fromhim.

Heexhdedin relief and wiped his cheek. Hisfingers came away beaded with blood.

No copswas good. A tangle with the Euclid Heights Gestapo was something he didn't need. He dready
had one DUI thisyear, and had managed to get his car impounded and his license suspended. The cops
inthistown wereredly into harassng him.

Now that he was eighteen, once one of the local Nazis got ahold of him, held bein serioustrouble.

"Ah, never happen.”

Hetook a step and bumped into the stop sign.

"Boy am | fucked up,” he said to no onein particular.

He staggered back, holding on to the pole. A diver of glass ground into hismiddlefinger.

"Shit"

He got back on to the sdewalk, sucking the wound.

As he sumbled down the darkened street, he wondered when, exactly, hislife started going to shit. It
was adrunk question, and it didn't redly have an answer. Life and shit had been equivaent termsfor as
long as he could remember....

The headaches and what they brought had only confirmed Chuck's opinion of the universe.

Infact, if there was aGod, the only break Held given Chuck wasagirl named Allison Boyle. And, like
usud, that had gone balls-up with everything ese. He knew four girlswho'd go down on him if hejust



said the word— or at least bought enough beer— and the one turned out to be some uptight ice-bitch.
Chuck thought about the cooler upending and it was dmost funny.

Why her?

Chuck stumbled out into the middie of the empty street and yelled at the sky, "Why her, you bastard!
Haven't you fucked enough with my head?" Hiswords drifted skyward on awisp of fog. Above him,
asingle stoplight flashed on and off, rocking gently on the wind.

I'm asking to get busted, ain't 1?

Chuck looked around for cops again. All he saw was empty houses and empty streets. No cars were | eft
on the curb. Euclid Heightsticketed them after three in the morning.

As he glanced around, one of the streetlights fractured into concentric rainbows. He felt a spike driveinto
hisforebrain—

<<breathing, heavy rapid bregthing.>>

Chuck grabbed histemplesto try and force the thoughts back.
<<warmth. sheets damp with sweet and fresh semen.>>

"l don't want to know," he whispered.

<<gut hanging over milk-whitethighs. dack penisin abony hand. sense of exhaustion. magazine dipping
from left hand. the pictureis of two young men giving each other blow jobs.>>

Chuck wanted to throw up.

The beer was arefuge, but sometimesit played traitor, making it hard to push such dien thoughts back.
Even as he managed to push the other mind out of hisown, he knew where it camefrom. It wasalit
window, shades drawn, across the street from him.

Before held gathered the pieces of his brain back together, a pickup, the back filled with kids, blared its
horn and swerved around him, barely dowing. Chuck jumped back as someone tossed an empty can a
him.

He gavethefinger toits shrinking taillights. " Shit-eating fuckheadd "

Chuck wanted to gut one of the motherfuckers. Cut one of those fuckheads bad—

He realized that the middle-aged fag was out of his head. Chuck bresthed asigh of relief. That had been
abad one. So bad that it left asour taste in hismouth. He found himself rubbing his hands on his pants,
asif he could wipe away the memory of ...

"Ignoreit,” hemumbled. "Forget it. Seep it off."

Chuck stumbled off, down the street. He had long ago figured he had gone alittle nuts. VVoicesin your
head, that was a sure sign you were psycho. The voices had been in Chuck's skull ever since hewas



thirteen— nagty, ugly voices.

Worse than the voices was the fact that Chuck had to believe them. They were dways right. And anyone
who thought he could see into someone elsg's melon was a candidate for the nut factory. Hed been
trying to shut out theimages for years now, and the effort was turning him into adrunk and a half-assed
junkie.

In al the time since other minds had begun forcing their way into his own, he had found only onerdiable
way to shut them out. Somehow, for some reason, when he hung around Allison Boyle, the voices shut

up.

And she had to be a stuck-up bitch—

Wi, shewasn't going to berid of him that easly.

Chuck staggered home. He was too drunk to notice the van following him.

17 OCTOBER EUCLID HEIGHTS, OHIO

04:17 AM SUNDAY

Allison raced to get to school. She was late for Mr. Counter's class and she desperately needed to
ddiver this history paper. She was horrendoudly late. When she got there, she discovered that somehow
she had missed therest of the semester and it wastime for finas. She pushed into the classroom and
took her seet in the front of the class.

Behind the desk sat Chuck Wilson. He wore Counter's white sideburns and tweed coat, but the stare
was Chuck's. Allison felt panic when she began to redlize that she had been so rushed to get to school

that she was only wearing abraand panties.

"No talking during the exam," Chuck said, gaze fixed on her chest. "If | see anyone peeking, I'll kick you
out. Turn your paper over when | tell you, not before.”

Allison redlized she was the only other person in the room. Even though the voice was Mr. Counter's, the
leer wasdl Chuck's.

"Begin," Chuck/Counter said.
The phonerang.

Allison gtirred at the sound, thankful for being drawn out of the dream. She'd reached over and grabbed
the phone off the nightstand before she was fully awake.

She raised the handset to her ear and said amuffled, "Hello?' She wastaking into her pillow. She
rubbed her eyes and untangled hersalf from her comforter. In the process she dropped the phone. She
had to hunt down the handset in the dark.

Who's calling at this hour?

All she could think of wasthat it had to be for Mom, and after dropping the handset sheld probably
meade them hang up.



She saw agreen glow peeking out of awrinkle in her comforter and she fished under it until she
uncovered the handset with its glowing buttons.

What'd you expect? shethought at the caller as shelooked at her darm clock. It's four in the morning
in bright red glowing numbers.

Allison expected adia tone by now, but instead, as she raised the phone to her ear she heard her mother
saying, "—dare you call me here!”

It was for Mom.

There was aman on the other end. He was saying something like, "They're looking for atesk out
there—"

Allison wastorn between adesire for deep and amorbid curiosity.

"| don't care what they're doing at the Indtitute. That's been over for along time. Y ou have no right caling
me here”

"Damniit. Y ou mentioned headaches. Don't you think—"

"Good-bye." Allison heard the phone click, and she could hear the phone dam downdtairs. After a
pause, adid tone began to sound through her phone. She unfroze and scrambled to get it back on the
cradle before the line began beeping.

When she heard her mother pound up the steps, she pulled the comforter over hersalf. She shouldn't be
listening in on other people's phone calls. Especidly her mother's.

However, with the mention of headaches, she had a sneaking suspicion that she had eavesdropped on a
conversation about her. Allison couldn't make heads or tails of the possibility— other than that it had
ticked off her mother— and eventualy shefell back to deep.

CHAPTER THREE

19 OCTOBER EUCLID HEIGHTS, OHIO
06:25PM TUESDAY

"Cheer up, girl,” Macy grabbed Allison by the shoulder, causing her to raise her head. She had been
garing at a Butterfinger Blizzard that was dowly turning into soup. "Y ou aren't still upset about the party?
Areyou?'

Allison shook her head and tried to put agood face on it by eating some of her Blizzard. After afew
bites, asublimina throbbing behind her templestold her that Dairy Queen hadn't been the best of idess.
"Sorry I'm such alump, Macy. I've been in arotten mood al week."

Macy nodded. "Why do you think | dragged you out to the mall on a Tuesday?"
Allison set down the melting ice cream and looked around the food court. It wasn't filled likeit'd be on

the weekend, but there were the obligatory groups staking out their territory. Here a collection of jocks
after footbd | practice, there a collection of black-clad Goth typestrying to look like something out of an



Anne Ricemovie...

No one she knew from Heights High, which was something of ardlief. If sheld had her way, shed be
moping al by hersdlf, without Macy.

"Thanksfor trying." Allison's voice was distant as she stared past Macy toward the entrance where the
sky was purpling beyond the glass doors into the food court. If shetried, she could just make out the
neon reflected in the parked cars outside.

| don't want to be here, shethought to hersdf— and "here" meant more than the mall. It meant Euclid
Heghts, Heights High, home, everything....

Macy was saying something.

"What?" Allison asked. Her gaze remained fixed on the shadows of the parking lot.
"Would it be too much to ask you to stay on this planet?

"l wasthinking,” Allison said. "What wasiit?'

"| asked you, what's up with you and David?"

Allison looked down at thefloor. "Nothing..." She turned around and stirred the Blizzard with her spoon.
It was two thirds full and amost completely melted now. "Why do you think there's something up?'

"Thefact that he pends more time with me and Ben than he does with you now?"

"I haven't been feding dl that great, okay?' Allison made aface a her Blizzard and stood up and walked
over to the trash cans.

Macy got up and followed her. When Allison chucked the melted mess into the garbage, Macy frowned
and folded her arms. "Wdll that's a news flash— The Allie | know wouldn't throw away two bucks
worth of Dairy Queen if things were okay—"

Allison sghed. "What's between me and David isn't your busness”

Macy waked up and put an arm around her. "Get real, when'd we start keeping secrets from each
other?'

Allison looked up into Macy's face with the intention of telling her to bug off, but the look of concernon
her face wastoo genuinefor Allieto doit.

A boy inapair of shredded jeans pushed hisway to the trash can behind Allison. There were half a
dozen unoccupied trash receptacles, but for some reason— probably the proximity of two girls— hed
decided to use this one to dump histray of Taco Bell wrappings.

Thetray followed the wrappings into the garbage and the guy turned around and made it obvious. He
looked at the two of them, smiled, and said, "Hey."

Macy made a disgusted sound.



Allison couldn't bring herself to say anything. He was barely ayear older, and he had his nose, left
eyebrow, and hislower lip pierced. They werejust smadl silver rings, but the thought of it made her
shudder.

"Y ou wanna party?"

The guy said it with such deadpan earnestness that Allison could hear Macy snicker. Allison sucked ina
breath but couldn't stop it. She started laughing. It started asasmdll giggle, but before she'd raised her
hand to cover her mouth her entire body was shaking. The giggle fit was contagious, and in amoment
Macy waslaughing asloud as shewas. Allison tried to control hersdlf, and she could fedl her face
flushing with embarrassment. But she couldn't stop, especially when the guy's expression showed that this
wasn't anywhere near the reaction he was aiming for.

Macy steered her away, toward the entrance, and Allison caught sight of what had to be thisguy's friends
by the Taco Bell. They dl wore abused jeans and black T-shirts advertising metal bands. They were dso
inthemidst of their own laughing jag, which made Allison laugh even harder.

Asthey pushed through the glass doors to the food court. Allison heard the guy's voice behind them.
"What're you? A couple of lesbos?'

Macy shouted back, "One look at that face makes me serioudy congder it!"

The door closed behind them, and Allison sstumbled out into the parking lot. She was actualy gasping
now, no longer laughing. She had begun hyperventilating, and she wasin the light-headed throes of an
oncoming migrane.

Macy was gtill laughing until she had caught up with Allison where she stood, doubled over, hands on her
knees.

"Allie?"

"I'll befine," Allison said between gasps. "'l just have to catch my breath.”
"Can you believe that guy?' Macy asked, rubbing Allison's shoulder.
Allison shook her head.

"Hisface could set off ametal detector.”

Allison nodded.

"Areyou sureyouredl right?"

Allison pushed hersdlf upright. Thewind felt asif it was biting into her temples, but shetold Macy, "I'm
fine" Sheturned to look back toward the mall entrance. "I kind of fedl bad about laughing like that—"

"Sometimes | don't believe you." Macy shook her head in disgust, grabbed Allison's arm and started
dragging her toward where her Sster's car was parked. "Y ou can't fedl sorry for that guy. He copped the
cumsiest fed of the millennium and hit uswith aline so moldy | don't know if he was offering ajoint or
ticketsto a Grateful Dead concert.”



Macy stopped next to the car and looked at Allison.

Allison's head throbbed alittle, enough to let her know that later on tonight she would be clutching her
head and trying to smother hersdf with her pillow. Still sheforced agmile.

"Youlook like hdl, girl."

Thegmile collgpsad. " Thanks™"

"Just worried about you."

Allison nodded and patted Macy'sarm. "Thanks, redly. But | don't know what you can do.”

Macy grabbed her hand and said. " So what is up with you and David?'

"Nothing," Allison said.

After Macy let go, Allison continued. "Totaly, completely and absolutely— Nothing.” She shook her
head. "I don't know, but when | talk to him, it'slike, sometimes, I'm talking straight through him. Asif
nothing sinks through, takes hold. It'slike he doesn't hear the same words | do." She shook her head.
"Sometimes| think he'safraid of me."

"That'srough.”

"I mean, | can't tell him what's going onin my life, because every time he thinks something'swrong he
goesinto pardyssmode—" Allison looked back at the mal. " Can you picture him back there just now,
with meta head?'

"l see what you mean—"

"Let'sget out of here." Allison waked carefully around the car and let hersdlf in the passenger side. She
rubbed her temples.

"Soisthat it?' Macy asked asshegot inthe car. "Y ou and David. Isthat what's got you in the
dumpster?'

Allison shook her head. "He doesn't have anything to do with theway | fed."

Not for a long time now, shethought.

"Isit the party?' Macy asked.

Allison nodded dightly but said, "No."

"| thought that once you got alittle distance fromit, you'd redize how slly Chuck looked.”
"I don't want to talk about it right now."

"Come on, you dont think the guy will messwith you after—"

"Not. Now." Allison spoke through gritted teeth. Macy must have heard the seriousnessin her voice,



sncethey didn't say anything more until the car pulled up in front of Allison's house.

AsAllison got out, Macy asked, "Areyou redly going to be dl right?

Allison nodded.

"No problems, like between you and your mom?'

The question startled her, and Allison looked back at Macy. "What makes you ask— of course not.”

Macy looked relieved. "'l didn't think so. But | know, that'sthe kind of problem that gets you. Hard to
escape from..."

"Well don't worry about that."

"If you ever do need to get away from that kind of problem— you got my help." Macy reached across
the seat and pulled shut the passenger door. "Got to get the car back before my family thinks| ran avay
with it. See you tomorrow?"

"Sure”

Allison watched as Macy drove away.

Problems between her and Mom. That wasridiculous....
CHAPTER FOUR

22 OCTOBER EUCLID HEIGHTS, OHIO

03:45PM FRIDAY

By the end of the week Allison had, for the most part, recovered from the party. All the whispering sheld
overheard had been about Chuck's header into the beer cooler. No one seemed to be talking about her
part in the episode.

Even 50, her gaze kept scanning the school yard as she walked home with Macy. It was aparanoid
reaction, but she couldn't help it.

And— in response to her paranoia— there he was, leaning againgt the wall of the South Gym. Asshe
and Macy rounded the footbd| field, Allison couldn't take her attention off of him. Chuck's eyesheld hers
likeamagnet.

"Stop looking," Macy said with aresigned tone. ™Y ou'll only encourage him.”

Allison yanked her gaze away from the side of the gym and hugged the backpack in her arams closer to
her chest.

"He gtill scaresme," she said. She whispered the words as if Chuck could hear her from acrossthe
football field.

She knew that Chuck Wilson had been watching her— no, held been staring at her— since sheld
waked outside. Had he been loitering there, all last period? She wondered. Just for me?



"Allie, ook out!"

Allison turned toward Macy just in timeto redlize shed strayed off the sdewak. She pulled hersdlf up
short just too late to avoid colliding with atree. She didn't fall, but she dropped her backpack and her
books went everywhere.

She staggered back and looked at her history textbook. It had spilled from her backpack and was
spread open before her, flapping its pagesin the wind.

Allison looked from the textbook to Macy's face. The concerned look in her best friend's eyes made
Allison mutter, "I'm fine." She bent to retrieve her backpack and her history textbook. The book closed
againg the wind as she reached for it, but atwinge behind her temples kept her from noticing.

"No, you're not, girl." Macy looked back, over her shoulder. Their view of the gym was now hidden by
the bleachersflanking the football field. No Chuck in sight. "He still hasn't done nothing. Has he?”

She shook her head and tried to let go of the paranoiathat clutched at her. "No, not since the party,”
Allison said, dipping most of her books back into her backpack and dinging the pack over her shoulder.
Her history text she hugged to her chest.

"Then hesoff of it, right?"

Allison nodded vigoroudy and started down the sdewalk, forcing hersdlf to watch ahead of her feet. "I'm
just being paranoid.”

Macy matched her stride easily. "Thisisredly fresking you. Maybe you should tell someone—"
"No."
"Y ou could talk to your mother—"

"No!" Allison winced at the sound of her own voice. "l just have amorbid imagination, that'sal. Canwe
change the subject?'

Macy made adissatisfied grunt. "Okay." After afew moments she asked, "Y ou have the paper for Mr.
Counter yet?!

"Ugh!" Allison said. "Don't remind me."

"What? Y ou trying to flunk history, girl? He don't like your attendance aready—"
"Il get it done.”

"Ten pages by Monday? Helll dock you aletter just for your attitude.”

Allison sghed. "So what?'

They crossed the intersection behind the high school and walked down Grant.

Euclid Heights High was mired in asuburban commercid didtrict like afly in amber. A few houses



congregated in the gaps between the intersections, but the areas around the major streets were hives of
commerce. Some— mostly fast food places— served the high school students. Others— mostly the
bars— served the college students who overran the eastern suburbs this close to John Caroll and Case
Western Reserve University. The rest of the shops— like the BMW dedlership and the Thai restaurant
Allison and Macy were passng— served the middle class population that lived farther east of the city.
For somereason it al depressed Allison.

Asthey passed the BMW lat, the sun gleamed so intensdly off the accumulated windshields that Allison
thought she should see circling buzzardsin the reflection.

"Ahem," sad Magy.

Allison turned around and saw Macy standing afew steps behind her, tapping her foot. Allison felt guilty
again. "I'm sorry. What did you say?"

Macy turned her head up at the sky asif to say, "What am | going to do with you, girl?" Instead she
asked, "Have you at least done the reading?’

"Ah,,,"

"Counter'sgoing to spaz." Macy stepped up and gripped Allison's shoulder. ™Y ou've got gutsif you even
show up on Monday."

Allison shrugged. What was done was done. "I'll do what | can over the weekend.”

"That's half the class. I'd forget about it and sneak an extralunch period the rest of the semegter.”
Asthey walked down Grant, Allison shook her head. "It hasn't been my fault. | won't give up like that."
"Counter'll look at the attendance sheet and flunk you anyway."

"l don't care.”

Macy shrugged. "I don't understand you."

They walked ablock and ahdf in slence, passing a convenience store. Sometimes Allison didn't
understand herself. What Macy said was tempting. With her godawful attendance, it would seem alot
smpler to give up and count the semester aloss.

She was running flat out, and she was il losing ground. What was the point of it? She knew, dready,
that she'd be lucky to pull apassing GPA this semester. For sure sheld be going to summer school. Sheld
be lucky to graduate on time the way things were going.

If she rlaxed and stopped pushing, the picture would only be dightly worse.

But it would begivingin.

Fortunately, her headaches were diminishing. Since the party she hadn't had any bad ones. This had been
her first week of perfect attendance thisyear.



Thefact that her skull was ceasing its unexplained throbbing should have buoyed her through anything.
But she found hersdlf depressed, under sege from aload of neglected homework and eviscerated
academic prospects.

Not to mention Chuck.

"Hey," Macy sad. "Cheer up.”

Allison looked her friend in the eye and asked, "Why?"

"| tell you they left me back in sixth grade?’

"Hun?'

"End of theworld, girl! They pinned anote to my sweater, big red letters. Mama cried. Dad creamed
me. Six kids and none of them, not even Russell, had been |eft back in grade schoal.”

Macy spread her hands and looked down at Allison. "Today, doesit matter? See my point?"'
"Yeah, | supposel do."

"Good." They'd reached the intersection where they usudly parted ways. Macy squeezed Allison's
shoulder and started down her own street. "Don't kill yourself," she called back.

"l don't planto," Allison said.
AsAllison waked home, her morbid introspection began to diminish.

It was Friday, she was free of Euclid High for the rest of the weekend, and that thought helped her get
over her funk. It was abeautiful day, the Sky blue, the sun shining, and the air so cool and clean that it
crinkled at the edges. After awhile she was kicking her way through mounds of raked leaves, humming
an Indigo Girlstune and surprising hersaf with exactly how good she did fed the farther she walked from
school.

She dtill couldn't help thinking about her history project as she waked down the hill. Ten pages
comparing the French and American Revolutions. Ten pagesin asingle weekend.

Once she thought past the oppressiveness of Counter's history class, she admitted she could do it. Half
the job was making the paper literate, and no matter how many classes she'd missed, she had her
classmates best in that area. Over the summer she had managed to write ten chapters of aromance
novel. It was ahorrible romance nove that embarrassed her deeply, but against those hundred pages or
30, ten seemed no big obstacle, especidly when half the grade was spelling and punctuation.

It was close to four when she got home. By now she was smiling and had amost convinced herself to dig
the nove out of the closet and make an attempt to finish it. She had decided againgt it because there was
no way she could do anything on top of Counter's paper this weekend, and— more important— she had
stopped writing in the middle of asteamy sex scene that she had never finished.

She blushed dightly whenever she thought about it. Restless Nights would wait alittle longer.

Instead, she planned out the paper. She could probably get by on common knowledge and common



sense. Counter's class was bonehead history, and if she got the grammar and the dates right, he'd haveto
passit.

She would haveto fudge the bibliography abit—

Rhett and Scarlett, two thirds of the feline population of the house, attacked Allison as soon as she let
hersdf in. Scarlett butted her ankles and purred while Rhett jumped on a chair by the door, the better to
nose into Allison's backpack as she unshouldered it. When Allison put the pack down, Rhett's black
form managed to disappear entirely into it, spilling books and notebook paper.

Allison didn't put down the history text that sheld clutched to her chest dl the way home. The muse was
upon her and, if she struck now, she might be able to crank out at least arough draft of her paper before
sunset. She might manage to have some of her weekend free.

After asidetrip to the kitchen to grab abox of Low Sdt Wheat Thins, she went upstairs to the study.

The study was haf hers, haf Mom's. Allison had no ideawhat her mom used it for. Therewasa
bookshelf and afiling cabinet on Mom's Sde of theroom, dl of it alittle too neat. Allison'smomwasan
accountant, a profession that Allison found so boring that she rarely asked for any specifics. The
bookshdf wasfilled with books as dry and impenetrable as Allison could imagine. Economics, Business
Accounting, Taxes, Ugh.

Opposing Mom's neat half, was Allison's part of the room. There was atiny desk from Allison's
kindergarten days, still bearing multicolored Crayola scars. Piled on top of it were cardboard boxes of
dog-eared paperbacks, westerns, romances, mysteries. Piled on top of them was ariot of lined paper
and spira-bound notebooks. Piled on top of that was Meowrie Antoinette— Allison had been six when
sheld named her— the matriarch the fdines. Old tufts of white cat hair coated al of Allison's homework.

Allison gently petted Meowrieto let the cat know that she was there. Meowrie was older than Allison,
nearly deaf, and blinded by milky cataracts. Meowrie made a half-purr, asort of catlike sigh, licked
Allison'sthumb, and went back to deep. Allison liberated her history notebook from the pile whiletrying
to disturb the old cat aslittle as possible.

Her mom's souped-up HP sat done on an austere table with only its peripheras for company. She
cracked the notebook to the page where she had copied the assgnment and set it down next to the
keyboard. Allison flicked on the PC and began typing with one hand, digging in the Wheat Thins box
with the other.

By seven-thirty Allison had managed to print out ten pages of airy but well-written essay that only needed
afew footnotes and a bibliography to get past Mr. Counter's requirements. It was the kind of thing that
Allison suspected drove Mr. Counter nuts— atechnically perfect vacuum of an essay.

She shouldn't have been so pleased with hersdlf, but she smiled anyway. The way Mr. Counter graded,
the paper rated a C asit was. With alittle polish, anything less than an A would mark an obvious
persond vendettaon Mr. Counter's part. It would count, in some twisted way, asamoral victory.

Allison lay on her bed. Red-marked computer-draft essay surrounded her. An unfinished Gothic
paperback lay open, facedown next to her pillow. Across from the foot of the bed, a crotchety
black-and-white TV nattered on, half-buried in stuffed animals. It was tuned to PBS and L ehrer was
going on about the latest difficulty around Taiwan. Allison wasn't paying much attention to it.



Instead, she was looking at the shoebox she had fished out of the closet. It rested on her lap, and insdeit
nestled asmall stack of gaudy paperbacks that her mother would never gpprove of. Their covers bore no
titles, only blurry photos of naked modelsin Victorian settings. The women were well endowed, and
lounged amidst red velvet and white lace. Some models wore white gloves, some black. A few wore
spiked hedls. On two of the covers men were present, backs to the camera, muscular and equally nude.
Thetitleson the soinewere dl The Passion of... something-or-other. Allison had read every one severa
times, and usudly just the sight of the covers could bring a catch to her throat.

The books were a secret embarrassment. Mostly because Allison didn't want to admit that a rather tame
sextet of mid-seventies drugstore erotica could get her legs rubbing together like that.

However, at the moment, she was concentrating on another embarrassment she kept in that shoebox. In
her hands were the last of the hundred and two pages of Restless Nights, her nove.

It had been cdling to her dl afternoon, and shed findly given in. She was afast reader, and she had
managed to read through the draft— cry at the redly awful parts— and reach theend dl in half an hour.
And here, thelast five pages, she had dowed her reading to acrawl.

Mr. Lehrer droned in the background.

Shefelt her face flush as she closed on the scene where Randolph and Mdissafindly met, after their
years of separation. Randolph had managed to escape the Nazi prison camp, but not the false rumors of
his treason. Medlissa had survived the deaths of her father and her brother to become the chaste
caretaker of the family home.

Allison might hate parts of the sory, parts that were wooden and clumsy now, but every page, every
sngleword, had been an arrow pointing to this reunion. She had written these last five pagesin awhite
heet. A hesat that wasn't entirdly literary.

In one way it was so wrong, the book was supposed to be a dance, weaving Medissa and Randolph
together. Mdissawas chaste and virginal. Randolph was gruff and till had to prove himsdf not to be the
traitor he was believed to be. It was 1944, and premarital sex was a naughty thing.

However, the second that Allison had written them into the same room, the two of them had dammed
together like opposing poles of amagnet. Allison had written through nearly to the end of the scene, and
it was s0 hot and explicit that it scared her.

Every time she reached the end, she found her pulse racing and wondered at hersdlf. | wrote that?

Shewas dtill frozen to the page, picturing Randol ph's hands exploring Meissas body, when she heard
her mother's car arrive in the driveway.

Allison dove, stuffing her manuscript back into the shoebox. She dipped on athrow rug and had to catch
hersaf on the dresser opposite the foot of her bed. An avaanche of stuffed animals buried the News
Hour as she bent and stuffed the box under the debris cluttering the bottom of her closet.

The closat was shut before she heard the door open downgtairs. Allison dumped, her back holding the
closeat door closed, asif her manuscript might escape. She was il flushed and alittle warm.

Redizing that, and how slly she must've looked, made her flush that much hotter.



A smiling Babs Bunny sat on top of the mound of animals Allison didodged, winner of king of the
mountain. "Stop laughing a me," Allison said to the stuffed pink rabbit.

Allison gtarted to replace the did odged multitudes as, below her, she heard her mom say, "Allie?
"In my room, Mom."

She heard her mother start up the steps and willed hersalf calm. Shewas certain that her lascivious
thoughts were visible on the surface of her skin.

Her mom peeked in the door, and upon seeing Allison, pushed the door the rest of the way open. "What
happened?' she asked, waving a hand at the scattered animals.

Allison gaped for amoment, frozen at the question. Then she managed to regain her bearings. Pasting on
asmile, shewaved her stuffed Bunny toward the dresser, "A revolt. Babs went over thewal, and
suddenly | had amass escape on my hands.”

Mom smiled. The contrast made Allison redlize just how tired Mom looked. She took Babsfrom Allison
and gave the stuffed rabbit amock-serious look. "A troublemaker, eh? Perhaps she should be put in
solitary.” The humor sounded forced.

"Y ou okay, Mom?"'

"Oh?' Shelooked alittle surprised at the question. "No, I'm fine, just atough day at work, that'sal.
What're you doing home so early on a Friday? Not feding under the weather again, are you?”'

Allison hated the phrase "under the wesather." Asfar as she was concerned, anyone who wasn't in aplane
flying above cloud cover was "under the westher."

"No, Mom." Allison tried to keep the Sigh out of her voice. "'l just wanted to get some homework out of
the way before the weekend." She waved absently at the bed where her history essay waslaid out likea
reenactment of the battle of Gettysburg in computer paper.

Mom stepped over to the bed, asif Allison'swave was an invitation.

Mom seemed to try to involve hersdf with Allison's schoolwork. However, lately, Allison had cometo
the cynica redlization that her mother redlly didn't pay dl that much attention. She thought her mom really
did try, but the details seemed to dip her attention. Otherwise Mom would've redlized just how many
days Allison had cut to sit in the bathroom and down Midol and Advil like M&Ms.

Allison watched her mother leaf through pages of her history report, when she was struck by ahorrid
redlization. The page Mom was currently reading was not part of her history report. It was a page from
Restless Nights. It must have falen out of the shoebox in her divefor the closet.

Mom arched an eyebrow and asked, "What's this? Not your homework?'

Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God. Allison just couldn't get her mouth to work. What could she say? Some
bandit broke in and planted blatant pornography in her history report?

Mom was smiling at her, and Allison felt her face turn beet-red.



"Comeon, tedl me."

"|t's— ah— something | wrote.”

"Thet's obvious."

"A— a— novel | worked on over the summer. The page— it— ah— got mixed in by accident.”

"A whole novel 7' Mom was |ooking at the page again. Allison wished she could see what her mother
wasreading. Oh, please don't let it be Melissa's trembling breasts or Randolph's manhood,
anything but that.

"About a hundred pages.”

She et the page down and looked at Allison. "Why didn't you tell me?"

"] was embarrassed.”

"WEell, don't be."" Mom seemed to finally recognize Allison's discomfort. She bent down and kissed
Allison'sforehead.

"Wha?
"I'm sorry. | shouldn't be reading unfinished work, should |7

"l— uh—wel—"

"l won't gifleyou. | don't want to see any more of it. Not until you finish it, of course.”
Allison just nodded, lamdly.

"Good. I'm going down to fix myself some dinner. Want anything?"

"No."

When her mother nodded and I eft, Allison rushed to the bed and grabbed the paper.
It was page number seven.

Allison sighed in rdlief and was choked short when asmall jab of pain lanced her forehead. Just then, the
animals she'd replaced on the bureau collapsed on to the floor again, Babsin the lead.

The pain vanished as quickly asit had come.
CHAPTER FIVE

23 OCTOBER EUCLID HEIGHTS, OHIO
02.35AM SATURDAY

The phone woke Allison from another nightmare. Mr. Counter had been passing out papers. When she



turned over her paper, it was the love scene from Restless Nights. Mr. Counter had covered the scene
withillegible red corrections. Acrossthetop hed scrawled agreet big"F' and the comment "do over."

The phonerang again.

Sheturned, half-adeep, and startled a cat. Rhett jumped out of bed right acrossthe front of her face,
waking her fully.

The phone stopped ringing.

It's nearly three in the morning, shethought, smultaneoudy irritated at the caller and remembering the
lagt cdl that'd roused her in the middle of the night.

From downgtairs shefaintly heard Mom ydlling, "— dare you cdl here again!™

Something in Mom's voice frightened Allison. It was the same tone sheéld heard in the previous call. The
cal that might have been about her.

Hating hersdf for doing it, Allison gently lifted the received on her extension so she could hear both ends
of the conversation. As she held it away from the sound of her breathing she heard astrained, dightly
familiar, maevoice say, "l deserve the chanceto talk to her, Carol." The sound came through alot of
interference, asif the man was speaking on a cheap cordless phone or from aredly long distance.

"Y ou have the nerve to say you deserve anything? After dl this? Good-bye, John."

Allison had never heard her mother sound like this, and atiny voice was screaming at her to hang up, that
she didn't want to hear any more....

However, the male voice was beginning to register. It was familiar, it had just been such along time since
sheld heard it. But the voice, in connection with the name, froze her so that she couldn't even breathe.

Her father's name had been John.

Shewas listening to her father'svoice. "Don't you under— Damn it tell her! Y ou owe me nothing, but
you owe her "

"Don' tell me how to treat my daughter.”
"If they're looking, they can find out about the doctor's appointments.”

Allison could hear tears and near panic in her mother'svoice. "Those were nothing, nothing! It wasthe
sress of school. The doctor said that himself. It didn't mean anything. It cleared up right after the visit—"

"Did the doctor know the other possibility?!
Therewasslenceon theline.
"Carol, there's dways been the chance.”

Allison's mother made anoise. It sounded like a sob.



"If she'sateek, they'll—"

"LEAVE US ALONE!" Theyel made Allison drop the phonein shock. It bounced off the bed and
landed on the floor. Even so, Allison could still hear her mother yelling. It came through the tinny speaker
of the phone, and it so came, muffled, through the floor of her room. "Those people are crazy. Stone's
crazy. | don't believein any of this, none of it. And | won't have my daughter believing it. Y ou'reinsane,
John. They'reinsane. I'll go to court thistime, publicly, if you cal me again. | don't care who gets pulled
in. And if you come near my daughter, | swear to God I'll kill you!"

She could hear the phone dam downstairs. Shetried to get the receiver before her dad hung up, but by
the time she'd gotten to the phone, therewas only adia tone.

Allison gently replaced the receiver. Shefdt dirty for listening in, but the fedling of confusion wasworse.
She had just heard an argument about her, and she didn't understand any of it.

Worst wasthe awful thing that ate at Allison's heart as shetried to degp—

Mom had told her that her father was dead.

23 OCTOBER EUCLID HEIGHTS, OHIO

08:05AM SATURDAY

It was arotten Saturday morning.

The temperature had dipped bel ow freezing during the night and was now straining to get over forty. The
sky was an ugly uneven date gray, and dl the tree colors had faded into a uniform mud-brown that fit
Allison's mood perfectly.

Allison couldn't remember the last time she'd been awake this early on a Saturday. It had probably been
back when she spent her mornings watching cartoons.

It wasn't that she'd woken early. Sheld never managed to get back to deep. By the time she glanced at
the clock and it read six-thirty, she'd given up, showered, and gotten hersdlf breskfast. All dong, Allison
felt on the verge of amigraine, but the headache had never materidized.

At least the fresh air helped push away that prospect.

Now she was kicking her way through the leavesin the guiter, past mostly silent houses. She was
winding her way toward the library. It would open at nine, so she was doing her best to take atwisted
route to eat up time. She'd left at seven-thirty, as soon as she got her hair dry. She wanted to dip out of
the house before her mother woke up.

Allison il didn't know what she would say when shefindly talked to Mom. Would she mention the
overheard conversation at al? Would she smply ask about her father.

Would shetell her mother the fact that the headaches had not ended with the doctor's visit, and, in fact,
had persisted nearly six weeks beyond and were only now fading?



"Tdl her!" her father had said to Mom.

Tell mewhat? Allison thought. Tell methat my father was il alive? That was an obvious interpretation,
but the way her father—

She amazed hersdf by how camly she wastaking that. Her father . She was thinking about him asif held
only been gonefor the weekend.

But theway John had spoken made Allison doubt that he smply wanted to divulge the fact of his
existence.

When Allison turned back onto amain street, she sat down in abus shelter across from aclosed deli and
opened up her backpack. A sheet of frost on the seat chilled a strip of flesh through the materid of her
jeans. Sheignoredit.

She pulled out aspira notebook— her trigonometry homework, notably sparse— and flipped open a
blank page. Shefished out a pencil and tried to transcribe the conversation from memory:

Mom: "How dare you call me here."

She erased that. It irritated her that she was dready confusing the two cals. She rethought what shedd
heard last night. What wasthe first thing she'd heard?

Allison replaced her firg linewith:
Mom: "Calling here again."

Allison decided she should have done thisimmediately after she had heard the phone call. It was very
hard to get the words down from memory. Mom'sfirst line was close enough. She wrote:

Dad:

Allison erased that as soon as shewroteit. She didn't know that yet. Until she had some sort of
confirmation it was probably saner to assume that Mom's late-night caller was some other person named
John. It was acommon name.

John: "l deserve the chance to talk to her."

She thought for awhile and couldn't remember Mom's next words exactly. She wrote down:

Mom: "You have some nerve. Good-bye, John."

The good-bye, that she was sure of. Now, what did he say?

John: "Tell her. You owe her that."

That was close enough.

Mom: "Don't tell me how to treat my daughter."



Allison nodded to hersdlf. It was an odd sensation she had. It felt like she was trying to discover the plot
of an entire nove from a stray page she'd found.

Shefet her eyes watering and thought, Why are you keeping things from me, Mom? Her breath was
fogging in front of her, and she felt frozen to the seat.

The next line was the Strange one:

John: "If they look, they'll find out about the doctor's appointments.”

Allison stared at what she wrote. Slowly, with atrembling hand, she underlined "they." " They" would
be interested in her doctor's appointments over the headaches. John, or someone— they— thought her
headaches meant something.

"Maybe | misheardit," Allison mumbled. "I was hdf adeep.”

She thought about Mom's next line. It was impossible to remember the tirade exactly. She decided just to
write down the gist of what she'd heard:

Mom: (goes off on the fact my headaches weren't anything to worry about.)

As she thought about it, she added the line:

"They cleared up after the visit."

Allison was sure Mom had said that. But the headaches hadn't cleared up after the vist. Allison smply
had stopped telling Mom about them. She had managed to hide the six weeks of intermittent agony, and
Allison began to think she had some unconscious complicity from her mother. Mom didn't want to
believe Allison was having these migraines. On the phone she'd been psycho about it. Mom had broken
down telling this John that Allison's heedaches were nothing.

Allison added the words, " nothing, nothing, nothing!" to that line.

Now that it was daylight and she was beginning to think clearly, Allison was scaring hersalf. When Allison
had returned from the doctor, what Mom had shown her wasn't condescension, insengtivity, or disbelief.
It had been screaming denid.

I've contracted a rare genetic disorder, and it's going to kill me because Mom can't deal with it.
Allison got agrip on hersdlf. If it was adisease, those endless examinations would have shown
something. Even if the doctor didn't understand what. If there was anything medicaly wrong, they
would have ordered even more tests, not sent mother and daughter home with the al-clear and a speech
about tension headaches.

Allison's hand shook as she wrote the next line:

John: "Did the doctor know the other possibility...? If she'sa”

Allison paused.



That word again. It was the only word she remembered from thefirst phone cdll, because its use was so
odd.

"Teak?' shesaid to herself. Am| a piece of wood? Wasit some other homonym? How many ways
could you spell that? Teke? Teec? Teake? Were any of those words? Allison wrote, "teak(teek?)"

"If I'm ateak, they will what?" Allison asked the paper in front of her. "Thanks, Mom."
She underlined "they" again and finished the last two lines so they read:
John: "If she's a teak(teek?), they'll—"

Mom: "Leave us alone. | don't believe any of this. They're stone insane. You'reinsane. Call and |
drag you into court. Touch my daughter and I'll kill you."

Allison wondered about the third sentence. The phrase "stone insane” sounded more like her romance
heroine, Mdissg, than it did Mom. However, Allison was certain that her mother had said " stone
insane" or wordsto that effect.

Allison sghed.
Would someone please tell me who "they" are?

And what in the world did "teak" mean? It sounded vaguely like some obscure ethnic dur. "What?"
Allison said out loud. "I'm not aWASP?!

She decided shed killed enough time and packed up her backpack again. Whatever was going on in her
family'slife, she doubted it would be an adequate excuse for Mr. Counter. She till had to flesh out that

bibliography.

She checked her watch and saw that it was past nine. Good, the library was open. She crossed the street
and resumed her journey.

* * *

She spent the morning roaming the stacks, and by noon she had amassed an impressive bibliography for
her paper. She'd scanned books on revolution, American, French, and otherwise, and had found hersalf
involved despite herself. One of the books had adistinctly Marxist flavor to it that she knew would
absolutely infuriate Mr. Counter if sheincluded it asareference.

She sat behind adesk in areading room that at one time had been a master bedroom. Mission
accomplished, shethought. All she had to do now was type up the bibliography and dip in afew of the
supporting quotes that she had picked out while scanning the books.

Her sense of victory was muted.

She wished sheld never listened in on that phone cal. It wasn't asif she didn't have enough on her mind
aready. She pulled the notebook out of her backpack and looked at the transcribed conversation again.

She wished sheld had the sense to write the thing down when it was fresh in her mind. She knew the
conversation had eroded in her memory. The ggpsin it might contain something important. Something



that would explain everything.

You could ask her. Confront Mom directly...

Allison sniffed and redlized her eyes were watering. She sucked in a shuddering breath and wiped her
face with the back of her hand. A small damp spot now marred the notebook paper. She smeared it with
her thumb. She felt pathetic.

Problems between me and Mom? How'd you know, Macy?

Allison needed atissue badly now. She gathered her papers and headed for a bathroom.

On the way shewaked right into David Greenbaum. He'd been carrying astack of books nearly three
feet high, and the collision caused booksto fly everywhere. Allison raised her asamsto ward off thefaling
literature, but the books hooked to the | eft at the last second to careen off a defenseless marble drinking
fountain.

Theimpact |eft her head throbbing.

David stood there, gaping, for half abeat, before he redized who she was. "Allie! Oh, gee, I'm sorry—"

Allison shook her had. The throbbing subsided below the pain threshold. "My fault. | wasn't looking
where | wasgoing."

"The books just got away from me." David stared at the pile of books at their feet. He looked asif he
couldn't quite believe the mess they'd caused. Allison had once found his befuddled looks cute.
Nowadays shejust found David's perpetua confusion irritating.

What did he have to be confused about?

She bent and began handing books up to him, rebuilding the stack held been carrying. He flinched when
she handed him thefirst one, and Allison couldn't figure out why.

It's last weekend, shethought, the scene between me and Chuck. Now David probably blames me
for ruining his party.

Grest, that thought made her feel even worse. About herself. About David. About the whole awful
world. She rushed through stacking the rest of David's books.

"Areyou all right?' David asked as she began stacking books past hisface.
"No damage." Allison balanced the last book in place, half-obscuring David's nose.
"That's not what | mean. Y ou look like you've been crying.”

Sheresisted an urge to wipe her face. Do you really care, David? Or are you just asking because
you think you're supposed to? "I took along swim and decided to ped some onions afterward.”

"Ah. Okay." David's voice sounded resigned.

Allison picked up her backpack and stepped around him toward the lady's room. As she retreated down



the hall, she heard David say, belatedly asusud, "I'm redlly sorry about the party.”
She didn't respond because she didn't know what to say.

In the bathroom she blew her nose into awad of coarsetoilet paper. Then she managed to reclaim some
of her face from the ravages of her emotions. She wished she was more into makeup right now. If she
had some with her, she could cover some of the effects of her near-deepless night. But al the makeup
she had in the world wasin the top |eft drawer of her bureau. 1t amounted to some eye shadow and two
tubes of lipstick. One tube to go with each of her redlly good dresses.

When she thought about it, the natural look was better. If she wore mascara, she'd look like araccoon
right now.

What she did look like was arather plain-looking blonde who'd spent too much time watching the late
movie. She stepped back and smiled. At least her hair made up for her face. It wasfull and fell to just
beyond her shoulder blades. The hair was what kept her from looking like aclone of Marcia Brady.
She grabbed some moretoilet paper and wiped her nose.

As sheleft the bathroom, she gtill wanted to go down to the reference section and find adictionary. She
wanted to know any meanings for theword "teak” that she wasn't aware of.

She | eft the bathroom, turned to descend the stairs, and froze.

The stairs descended in amarble sweep toward the main entrance. The entrance fronted alobby, all
glass and pillars. Ahead were the doors outside, to the right was the main adult fiction area, to the left
was the children’'s room.

Right in front of her, standing in the lobby next to the checkout desk, was Chuck Wilson.

The sight of him, here, crushed her ingdesinto jelly. She couldn't move, and al she could think of wasthe
phrase, Don't see me, don't see me, don't see me...

Her temples began to throb with her pulse.

Chuck looked around the lobby, seeming out of place in thelibrary. His head turned in her direction, and
Allison fdt her heart shrive in her chest. But Chuck's head kept moving until, seeming to find what he
was looking for, he stepped out of her view into the adult area.

Allison made a made dash for the front door. She stopped only when she saw the white sentries of the
antitheft detectors flanking the exit. She was carrying booksin her backpack that she'd wanted to check
out.

She backed to the checkout desk, yanking the books out of her bag and fumbling out her library card,
wishing the whole processwould hurry.

Asthey ran the books over the demagnetizer, Allison looked around nervoudy. Chuck stood there, right
in the center of the magazine section, staring straight at her.

Allison wanted to collapse.



She could barely take her eyes away from him as she scooped up her books. She shoved her books into
her bag and dashed for the exit, not bothering to zip the bag closed.

She made it to the Sdewalk. She started to cross the street, but it was against the light and she was
amogt hit by avan. In the passenger window she saw atwelve-or thirteen-year-old boy with sandy hair.
Thekid's face was pressed to the glass, and he seemed to be staring right &t her. Then the van was
across the intersection and Allison was ssumbling back onto the sidewalk. She turned away from the
dtreet and the library and began walking away, fast.

She had hardly gotten haf ablock before she heard aterrifyingly familiar voice say, "Allison! Allison
Boyld"

Sheturned, dowly, asif shewasin adream.

Chuck was there, on the top steps of the library, looking down at her. He wastal and thin, graced with
unruly black hair. There was too much shadow on hisface for an eighteen-year-old. He wore the same
type of clothes he/d worn at the costume party— wide belt, jeans, boots, flannel shirt rolled to the
elbows. The cold didn't seem to bother him. In hisright hand he held up ared-covered spiral-bound
notebook that Allison recognized.

The sght of it made the walls of her somach fal away, leaving an empty void.

It was her trigonometry notebook. The same notebook she'd written Mom's conversation down in.

"Y ou dropped this," Chuck caled down to her, smiling.

Allison wanted to run away asfast as she could. Instead, she found herself walking back toward the
library steps. The walk was endless. Chuck made no move to meet her halfway. He stood at the top of

the steps waving her notebook asif it was atreat, and he was enticing atrained animal to do atrick.

Allison loathed hersdlf as she climbed the stairs. Sheloathed hersdlf for being so afraid, and for being so
blatantly manipulated despite her fear.

She reached the top step and grabbed the notebook. She forced hersdlf to say, "Thank you.”

"No prob, sweetcakes. Anytime." He didn't let go of the book. "1 wanted to apologize for the costume

"Don't bother," Allison said.

Her head wasflaring now, the pain distorting her vison. Her view was fracturing and wrapping itsalf
around the notebook.

Please, not a bad one, not here. Not now.

She pulled frantically, but Chuck was alot stronger than she was. Macy might have been ableto pull the
book away, but Allison couldn't do more than tug futilely.

"No, redlly. Too many beers, and | don't know what I'm doing. No hard feglings?'

You've got to be kidding? Allison thought through a blood-red haze that gripped her head like a punch



presslinked to her pulse. Asif that drunken grope was

Sherealized the only way she'd get her notebook back was to accept this creep's apology.
Nol!

The pain hit some sort of bresking point, lancing through her skull and vanishing.

Asit did, shetried onelast heroic tug.

To her surprise, with atearing sound, the notebook actually came free. Chuck's smile evaporated into a
look of shocked surprise. He stared at his hand.

His hand now had anarrow red cut, diagonaly across the palm, where the wire of the spira binding had
caught. The spird wire had unwound for two inches and now bobbed out the top of the notebook like an
antenna. As Allison watched, a piece of the notebook's red cover, the exact size and shape of Chuck's
thumb, drifted gently to the ground.

"Hell, yes, there are hard fedlings,” Allison said. She turned and walked away, trying her best not to run.

After haf ablock she passed the van that had dmost hit her. The young kid in the passenger window
was il staring at her. Sheignored the kid and the van as she walked back past Euclid High.

23 OCTOBER EUCLID HEIGHTS, OHIO
12:11 PM SATURDAY

Chuck froze for afew long seconds before he registered what had happened. He had actualy gotten to
gpologizing to the bitch, and he had never gpologized to anyonein hisfucking life—

And— goddamn it all— it wasn't enough.

He stood at the top of thelibrary stairs, looking at her, thinking he might actualy get to talk to her at
least. And, suddenly, she yanked the notebook out of his hand. The shock of that immobilized him.

The notebook tore out of hisgrasp asif it was welded to the back of an accelerating semi. It was so fast
that he barely felt the spira binding catch in the meat of hishand. It left athin, ragged gash acrosshis

pam.

A piece of the notebook's red cover floated to the ground.

Chuck looked up from his hand.

"Hell, yes, there are hard fedings,”" she said. Then she turned her back on him and walked away.
Little Miss Perfect said "Hell," Chuck managed to think. "Hey—" he began to say.

Then hefdt hishand.

"Oh, shit!" Awareness of the injury dammed into him like an out-of-control bus. The pain vibrated
through hisarm and he had to grab hiswrigt with his other hand to stop the shaking. In the brief time he



had |ooked away from the wound, his hand had pooled with enough blood to spill through hisfingersand
splatter on the ground.

Chuck staggered back from the sight, damming backward through the doorsto the library. The pain was
triggering aheadache, abad one. Asbad asthe pain in his hand. Rainbowed auras wrapped around the
library's fluorescent lights, and sounds rang with reverberating echoes that shook apart the back of his
skull.

Blood from his hand was going everywhere. His arm, pants, the floor of the library.
"Thebitch cut mel" heydled. "The bitch cut my fucking hand!™

Dozens of people were surrounding him yelling, talking...

Thinking.

One of theinterns at the checkout desk said, "Oh, God! Diane, call 911 <<view of himsdf from across
the checkout desk, mental voice, please, jesus let him be all right. our Father who art in>>"

An old librarian held back atide of children in the kid's section. "No, everyone back. <<view frominsde
the kid's section. frantic glances behind at twenty or so storytimekids. Six to eight years old. storytime
forgotten. don't et the children see this. that boy has got to be on drugs. what are their parents
going to think>>"

"Oh, gross. <<view from behind the skirts of the librarian worried about parents. old lady smell and eyes
are closeto the ground. everything seems much too large, hdlucinogenicly large. man's hurt. that real
blood. will they let us see the am-blance. i wanna see. maybe he'sin a gang. police too? i wanna
see police too>>"

People began running toward him. Chuck felt dmost fully disconnected from his body now. Prismatic
colorswashed out his vision when he was seeing through his own eyes, and his own ears were hearing
voices asif hewasin the bottom of awell. Histhrobbing hand was distant, like his own heartbesat, and he
wasonly dimly away of the fact he was on hisknees cradling it. A pool of blood had formed below him.

A maninasuit ran up to him. Hewasthe first to reach him. He tore off histie. <<blood, oh fuck. too
much blood. isit venous or arterial— oh damn. just get pressure on the thing. whereis that damn
ambulance. hope this kid ain't doped on anything. should have stuck with med school. forgotten
everything by now. no, too tight. stop the bleeding, not lose the hand. god his color sucks. how
much has he lost? where're the fucking paramedics?>> The man'stie clamped on to hishand with a

fiery grip.

Chuck redlized that hewas ydling at everyone.

"Get out of my fucking head!"

<<geeg, that is chuck wilson. oh wait till | tell kelly about>>
<<that guy is hopped to the gills. probably did it to himself>>

<<| hate blood>>



<<where's the fucking ambulance>>
<<and deliver usfromevil>>
Chuck rocked back and forth on his knees, looking at the crowd around him. None of them redlly gave a

shit about him. He was some sort of goddamned spectacle for them. Hefdt hisvision giving out, turning
dim at the edges. As he swayed, he saw David Greenbaum at the top of the sairs at the end of the

lobby.

<<adlliedid that?>>

"Damn graight shedid, you fucking geek.”

Chuck fel over, losng consciousness.

23 OCTOBER EUCLID HEIGHTS, OHIO

12:.16 PM SATURDAY

A twelve-year-old child stood next to an unmarked gray van, watching the paramedics take Chuck
Wilson away. The boy had sandy red hair cut in short bangs. He wasin jeans and wore ablack T-shirt
with Marvin the Martian on it. He wore a Wa kman headset, and the wiresfed into the case clipped to
hisbelt.

The people who passed him on the street and met the boy's gaze would quickly look away, asif by
reflex. If asked, those people might have said that the boy's eyes looked alittle too deeply for comfort.
At the moment, there was only room in those intense green eyes for the ambulance, and Chuck Wilson.
"Why didn't we follow the girl, Mr. Jackson?' The boy's voice was a bardly audible whisper, but it was
picked up by amicrophone embedded in the Walkman headphones he wore. The case on hisbelt wasn't
aWakman, it was an dtogether different kind of radio.

"Our ingructions are to monitor and take in Mr. Wilson, Elroy.” The voicein the headset was dightly
distorted by amass of digita scrambling equipment. The boy caled Elroy thought the radio made
everyone sound like Darth Vader.

"But she's loads better than Charlie.”

The doors to the ambulance closed and the voice on his headphones told Elroy, "Come back to the van,
we're following him to the hospitdl ."

"Loads better," Elroy repesated.

"We havetime. Y ou got agood look at her, right?"

"Uh-huh."

"Then get in the van. Y ou can look through yearbooks for her while we're a the hospitd "

Elroy turned around, and the diding door in the side of the van opened for him. Insde was abank of
surveillance equipment and a balding, gray-haired man who wore abad eagle clip on histie.



The door did shut, and after alowing the ambulance a respectable lead, the van pulled out and followed.
23 OCTOBER EUCLID HEIGHTS, OHIO
07:55PM SATURDAY

Asfar as Webster's NewWorld was concerned, "tesk" was akind of wood and "teek," "teke," "teake,"
and "teec” didn't exist. That exhausted Allison's research materia a home. She was running thet, and the
overheard telephone conversation through her head, as she sat down with Mom for dinner. The question
kept gnawing at her, and Allison kept trying to think of away to broach the subject without admitting
she'd been eavesdropping.

They were halfway through dinner, and along, uncomfortable slence, before Alison got up the nerve to
ask, "How come you never talk about Dad?"

Mom'sfork screeched on the plate. The sound startled Rhett, who dashed out from under the table and
up the gtairs. "Why do you ask?' Mom looked away from Allison, her distresslined in her face. It wasn't
just the overwork that Mom aways complained about. She looked worried.

She looked old.
"Y ou don' talk about him. About why you left, or what hewaslike..."

Mom nodded dowly, still looking away. The light carved out harsh shadows on her cheeks, and her eyes
weretoo shiny. "I'm sorry. Maybe | haven't been fair to you. But—" Her eyes closed. "It's hard for me."

Seeing Mom like thiswas beginning to upset Allison, but shetried to keep it out of her voice. "I'd just like
to know what he waslike."

"He was stubborn. He was persgtent..." Mom's voice lowered until it was barely audible. "He was better
than | gave him credit for."

"Mom, why..." Allison'svoicetrailed off. Mom was on the verge of tears and she was about to hit her
with something like: "Why did you say he was dead?" or "Why are you hiding things from me?" But
Allison couldn't do it.

Mom stood up and grabbed the plates. Allison could see her hands shaking. "I love him," shewas
whispering. She was talking more through Allison than to her. She hurried to the kitchen with the plates,
and Allison could barely make out the rest of her words, "...but | loved you more, Allie." The sentence
ended with what could have been a sob.

Mom.

Allison could fed her own eyes burning with the start of tears. After amoment she got up from the table
and walked to the kitchen door. Mom was there, leaning on the edge of the sink, staring down, her body
shaking with crying too soft to hear.

"I'm sorry,” Allison said. She stood in the doorway, paralyzed, unsure of whét to do.

Mom shook her head and did ashdlow imitation of laughter. "I'm just abit tired, Allie. I'm overreacting.”



Are you? What was that call about? The question went unasked.

"Mom, | heard—"

The phone rang. Mom seemed amost to wince as Allison reached for it and picked it up.
ltwasMacy. "Hi. Allie?"

"Uh-huh?"

"Me, Ben, and David are going to the Cinemark to see amovie. Can we swing by and pick you up?'
"Uh— 1 redly got to work on that history paper—"

"I know, David's been talking about your “research'’ at the library—"

"Tdk toyou later.”

"Wait aminute, girl. You got to tell me—"

"Bye"

Allison hung up the phone. Shelooked at Mom who still seemed to be tensed from the phonecal. "It
wasMacy," Allison said. "The guys wanted to take meto amovie."

Mom nodded and said, "Maybe you should get going on that paper, huh?' She gave Allison awesk
smile, wiped her cheek with the back of her hand, and started running water in the sink.

"But..." Allison shook her head, she was amost as stressed out as Mom looked. Not now. Shewould
wait until shewasalittle camer, that'd be the only way she could deal with Mom breaking down on her.

She sighed and climbed the stairs back to her room.

She spent her evening dogging through the bibliography and whatever other homework she could think
of. Anything to keep her mind busy. By nine, she'd reached the point where deep was adull ache pulsing
just behind her forehead. She knew sheld reached her limit when sheld read the same paragraph five
times and had to look at the cover to see what textbook she was reading.

Isit me, or isit a prerequisite for textbook authors to be unable to write an interesting word?

Shelet the textbook dide from her hand and over the edge of the bed. She was surrounded by arat's
nest of homework paper and notes, all of which seemed terribly obscure at the moment.

Shelooked at her darm clock and saw that it was nine-oh-one. It seemed longer sincethe last time shed
looked.

At thefoot of her bed her TV blabbed on at low volume. She turned off the light on her bed stand, and
the room filled with the blue phosphor glow from the picture. Onthe TV was some PBS nature
documentary. She yawned and told hersdlf that sheld get it in asec.



She just wanted to close her eyesfor amoment.
CHAPTER SIX

24 OCTOBER CLEVELAND, OHIO

12:.03AM SUNDAY

Chuck Wilson'sfirst conscious thoughts weren't his own.

<<fucking doctor should be here by now. fuck they want me to bleed to death? fuck.>>

<<"Itl bedl right honey. God let her be all right. The doctor will give you something to makeit dl
better. isit strep, please don't let it be strep. Shh, Mommy's here. can a baby die from strep?*>>

<<should have known better than to come here on a Sunday night. too many people.>>

The thoughts were accompanied by afractured view of acrowded waiting room. The scene came from a
dozen different viewpoints, some overlapping, none lasting long enough to make any sense of. There was
ablack woman holding asqueding baby asif it were alife preserver. There was a scruffy-looking manin
an army jacket holding abloody bandannato histhigh. A dozen others, dl of whom tried to grab space
in Chuck's semiconscious mind.

<<when are they going to get to me? | think my arm's broke.>>

<<s0 much easier when they're a minor. just lean on the parents a little. fedingsof fatigue. fingers
cometo rub eyes. aglance down at the papersin hislap.>>

What the fuck? was Chuck Wilson'sfirst lucid thought that he could call hisown. He could fed the
contact dipping, even as Chuck realized that on that paper was the name Charles W. Wilson. For the
first timein along while, Chuck tried to hold onto the voicesin his head.

<<should have been here a year earlier. no question the mother wants to be rid of him. another
glance downward. glimpse of atie graced by agold bald eagle. papersin lap with Chuck's picture on
them. dates, ages, police record. shouldn't have used himto bait the girl. now we got all this
hospital red tape. glance up a aclock on the wal of the waiting room. clock reads 12:09. yeah, a year
earlier, before the asshole turned eighteen. mom would've caved in five minutes, and then nobody
would miss the creep. glance down at the papers. especially the euclid heights police.>>

Chuck Wilson wasfully awake now. He was dimly aware of straps holding him down on some sort of
table.

<<atgp on the shoulder. right hand experiences an dmost sublimina jerk toward left armpit. awareness
of pressure of holster, and of the dozen civilians. surprise over in an instant, hand doesn't move. turn to
look over. sandy-haired kid with ablack cartoon T-shirt. "What isit Elroy? don't like that look of his.
never did. what the hell doesthe kid really see?" thekid looks up and says, "Charlies awake, | can
fed him here—">>

Chuck's eyes snapped open, and he lost contact. Shit boy, you in trouble.

Thevoicesin his head might mean he was nuts, but some hard experiences made him trust them. Hell, if
the voicesweren't right dl the time, they wouldn't have fucked up hislife so much. Chuck tried to Sit up



and found that he really was strapped down.

"Fuck," he whispered.

The stllar medica staff of wherever-the-hdll-he-was had parked him on arolling stretcher off ina
corridor somewhere. A chart lay on his sscomach, and was dowly diding off, knocked askew by his
attempt to St up.

Hewas held fast by thick leather straps across his chest and arms just above the elbow, by large cuffs on
hiswrists and ankles, and another belt across hislegs just above the knee. None was tight enough to be
painful, but any real movement wasimpossible.

God, why didn't they just get a straitjacket and get it over with?

Chuck had been questioning his sanity for so long that there waslittle doubt in his mind that they were
bottling him up for the nut factory. That was probably what the man with the eagle on histiewas all
about. Either that or he was some sort of cop. Either way, Chuck didn't want to deal with the man. But,
strapped down here, he didn't have much choice.

The chart kept diding until it fell into the crook of hisarm.

"What the fuck I'm going to do?' Chuck muttered. He tossed his head around, to get an idea of where he
was. It didn't help much. Hewasin an empty corridor flooded with fluorescent light. The corridor wasa
short one ending with a T-intersection at each end. All the doors around him were closed, no signs of any
doctors, nurses, or anyone else.

He suspected he was close to the emergency room.

Midnight? I've been here twelve hours?

At least they hadn't taken his clothes, such asthey were. His jeans were splattered with blood, and the
deevesof hisshirt had been dit up to the shoulder. A bag suspended over him was dripping into aneedle
inhisleft arm, and his right hand was swathed in bandages.

Fuck that bitch, thisisall her fault.

Chuck froze as he saw a uniformed cop cross past the intersection in front of him. He didn't breathe until
the cop had passed. Then he had to catch his breath again as a barely audible conversation started up
around the corner.

"Hey, Doc, how'sthe patient?"

"Fine, dtill desping,” said amumbled voice.

"Any moreword from those feds?"

A grunt.

"Yeah, | know. Never heard of the ASl either. But I'm just here to take a statement from the kid."

Chuck's eyesfinally focused on the chair by the foot of his stretcher. It was surrounded by severa paper



cups, and hanging off of the chair'sarm wasacop's hat.
Fuck and double fuck.

Whoever the eagle dude was, the bastard had to be the fed the cop was talking about. And if he didn't
want to meet up with the guy, he had to get off this stretcher before the cop came back.

Quietly, Chuck tried dl the restraints. For afew seconds it seemed hopeless. Then heredlized that the
cuff holding hisright hand was |ooser than the one on his|eft, to accommodate the bandages and his

injury.

Listening to the cop's voice, just down the corridor, made Chuck desperate. He folded his right thumb
over the pam to make hishand as smdl as possible. The effort reminded Chuck that it was his hand that
hed put him in the hospital. His thumb barely moved before he felt the cut in hispam. Ashe kept closing
it across his pam, his hand burned. It fet like he was splitting hishand in haf dong the seams of his
wound.

Somehow he managed to touch his thumb to the base of his pinkie with only agrunt. He held his hand
like that for afew moments, |etting the pain recede to adull ache. To hissurprise, the white bandages
didn't erupt into ablossom of arterial blood.

The cop was il talking to the doctor.
Now comes the hard part.

Thiswas where he had a chance to undo everything the doctors had done. He took a deep breeath, and
moved hisarm back, pulling his hand through the cuff. It felt asif he wastrying to tear hishand off. First
the bandages caught on the edge of the cuff, then they began to rip and ped off his hand. The tape
holding the gauze felt asif it was made of tiny meta hooks embedded in his skin. He clenched histeeth
and stopped breathing to keep from crying out. His eyes watered, and tears streamed down his cheeks.

Hedidn't stop pulling. The worst thing that could happen wasto get hisinjured hand caught inside the
cuff.

The haf minute he pulled his hand fdt like haf an hour. Pain shot up hisarm so bad that it caused his
bicep to vibrate. Swesat broke out on his arm and forehead, and blood began seeping through thefoldsin
his pam. Between the blood and the swest, his hand findly dipped free of the cuff, the bandages were
|eft on the other side like shed skin.

For afew long seconds, al Chuck could do was lie back and breathe. But the cop was still talking, and
any second he could turn the corner. There was no way he could afford to stop now.

What he saw of hishand was an ugly mass of black bruising and stitches. He didn't look too closdly. He
lay back, breathing heavily, as he fumbled with the strap on his chest. Every movement hurt his hand, but
nothing like what hed just gone through. The main problem was the fact that he had to work with only his
last two fingers and histhumb. He couldn't move hisindex or middlefinger at dl.

The strap fell away, and Chuck sat up. When he did, he had to make a panicked grab for the chart,
which had escaped to dide to the ground. Chuck grabbed it, leaning so far over that he thought the
gretcher would tip over. He clasped the chart between histhumb and little finger. The pressure he
exerted fdt asif it was didocating his pinkie. It wasn't enough. The chart dowly dipped though his



fingers, diding on the blood and swest covering his hand.

The chart did out of hisgrasp and fell the remaining foot to the ground. Chuck's heart stopped asthe
chart landed, the sound seemed to echo in the corridor forever. He waited for the cop to come running
around the corridor.

Hewaited.

Around the corridor he heard the cop say, " So, you going to catch the play-offs?*

e

"Somehow one of my friends got hold of some Indians ticketsand | haven't heard the end of it."

Chuck could breathe again. They hadn't heard, or hadn't noticed. Once he was relaxed a bit he felt the
tension of the tube pulled taut in hisarm. He leaned back into asitting position and redlized that the place
where the needle fed hisarm hurt like hell now. Nothing like his hand, but pretty nasty.

He pulled the needle out of hisarm, gripped between his thumb and pinkie. After dipping threetimes, on
the fourth it came out with asickening, diding pressure.

Then Chuck began freeing himself in earnest. Once he got his other wrist free, the remaining straps were
loosed in short order. He had just taken hisfirst unsteady step off of the stretcher when he heard agasp
and a crash from behind him. He turned to see anurse. She had dropped atray full of test tubes on the
floor, and blood samples went everywhere.

Shetook a step back, more from the blood than from him. He heard her say, " Shit" just before the cop
came around the corner. Unlike Chuck’s chart, the shattering of a dozen test tubes wasn't a sound to be
overlooked in the midst of conversation.

Chuck turned to see the cop at the other end of the corridor, a cup of machine coffeein hishand, ams
held wide. "It'sal right, Charlie," said the cop in what was supposed to be areassuring voice.

Chuck looked back, and saw the nurse looking at the cop. No voices played in his mind— thank God—
but Chuck could seein her face the event change from amess on the floor to a psycho on theloose.

Hewastrapped. He knew if he ran toward the nurse, the cop would shoot him. That was the way cops

thought. Chuck was frozen, his hands out in a parody of the cop, trying to think of what to do. Fear was
rearing through him like apack of dogs gnawing at hisgut.

"Look, you had ascare. That'sdl right. Y ou had abad time at the library, but everything'sal right now."
Chuck knew that voice, it was how cops talked to crazy people. The bastard was going to grab him and
someone would shoot aneedlein hisarm, and hed wake up in alittle cell, padded or unpadded, with no
wal to escape the voicesin his head.

Histemple began to throb and...

<<view of himsdlf, sanding befuddled. "Everything'sdl right Chuck just a little bit closer and | can
grab him.">>



Chuck turned to face the cop. The cop was amost up to him now. Behind the cop, he saw a
nervous-looking doctor inching toward the intercom. Fuck, what did | ever do to deserve this?

"Look, man, | just want to go home." Chuck could hear the note of hysteriain hisown voice.

"WEell talk about it, but why don't you sit back down." The cop waswithin six feet of him now.

Chuck glanced at the stretcher where he'd been strapped down. He saw the cop's feet move. Chuck
didn't know if the cop was grabbing for him, but that was what he was expecting, so he lashed out. His
hand was usaless, but the doctors had |eft his steel-toed boots on, so he kicked as hard as he could.
Chuck caught the cop in the stomach. Coffee sprayed the wall asthe cop's hand clutched on the cup he
was holding. The cop's eyes widened in asingle moment of lucid fury, and his other hand started moving
to hisbelt. Chuck never knew if it wasfor the baton or the gun. Chuck kicked again, near the kidney.
The cop folded asif he had taken abullet.

The next kick took the cop in the side of the head, and the cop dropped. Before the bastard had timeto
recover, Chuck wrestled the gun out of the cop's holster. Chuck looked to either end of the corridor and
neither the doctor nor the nurse had moved.

Boy, are wein trouble now.

He pointed the gun, left-handed, at the cop on the floor. I'm not going to jail or a nuthouse, period
and excla-fucking-mation point.

"You two," he said to the nurse and the doctor. "Get over here, or | waste the fucking pig.”

After abrief hedtation, both came. For thefirst time Chuck thought he might actudly get out of this
hospitd.

24 OCTOBER EUCLID HEIGHTS, OHIO

02:16 AM SUNDAY

Allison was ripped from deep by the worst pain she had ever experienced. Shewas curled in her bed,
drenched with sweset in aroom that fdlt like afreezer. She wastransfixed by the pain in her skull, unable
to move, unable to say anything but alow moan that sounded like acar unable to Start.

Taonsripped at her brain. Something buried deep in her skull was hatching, tearing itsway out. Every
beat of her heart sent razor clawsto rip at the back of her eyes. Shetried to cry, but every throb caught
her breath short.

Her arms, legs, and back knotted into crampsthat felt asif she was being peeled apart from theinsde.
Her abdomen felt like it was being clutched by agiant fist in an endless squeeze.

Shetried to scream, but she could only get breath for awhimper. She couldn't move. The pain wouldn't
even let her think.

All she knew was she was dying.



24 OCTOBER CLEVELAND, OHIO
05:52 AM SUNDAY

The sky was just lightening by the time Chuck walked out onto the streets of Little Italy. He had gotten
himself thoroughly lost within the boundaries of University Hospitals and Case Western Reserve
University. In away, that was good, since three minutes after hed found hisway out of the University
Hospital, ER building, cops were everywhere, looking for him. If he didn't know where he was going, the
cops certainly didnt.

Theonly red touchy part was avoiding al the damn security cameras. That had meant no well-lighted
thoroughfares, and, consequently, no visibility on an overcast night. Hed nearly broken hisankletwice,
running where he couldn't see. Eventudly, after dodging cop cars with spotlights, and hiding in dumpgters,
he had stumbled down to a set of train tracks and had followed them up to Little Italy.

Through the night, he had managed to ditch the lab coat that he'd stolen from the doctor, aswell as
everything from the doctor's, the nurse's, and the cop's wallets, except for the cash. Chuck felt he was
owed that much, snce the hospitd had taken hiswallet, hisknife, and his keys— everything but the loose
changein his pockets.

Everything e se from the hospitd was stashed in aplastic bag he'd found fluttering by the Food Co-op
when he'd climbed down from the tracks. Even the gun wasin the bag. With hisshirt asit was, agunin
the belt or a pocket would be an invitation saying, "shoot me!"

All the shops down here were dark and closed at thistime of night, except for adoughnut shop he
passed. A doughnut shop with, fortunately, no cops.

Chuck kept an eye out for cop cars, but he didn't see any. But he was worried about going up into the
Heights area. The place was crawling with police, especidly at night. All he had to do waswalk in front

of the wrong speed trap.

It wastimeto drop adime on afriend.

Chuck stopped at a pay phone, and called up one of the more available girls he knew. He bent over the
phone and nodded alot, "Y eah, | know... soundslike aparty, Gigi... | know, aways a party there...
yeah, waswondering if | could come crash... uh huh | got something for you... yeah, youll likeit... no, the
couchisfine, just if anyone'slooking for me... you got it— could you send someone down hereto pick
meup?...Littleltay, infront of Presti's Doughnuts... don't ask... yes, | have somefor him, too... and if
anyone asksfor me... yep... seeyou."”

Chuck hung up the phone and picked up hislittle plastic bag of contraband. He faded into a shadowy
part of an dley, where he could watch for his ride without being observed, and he fished through al the
stuff hedd liberated from the hospitdl.

The bag held the cop's gun, gauze for his hand, and what had amounted to impulse theft on Chuck'’s part.
He'd swiped a half-dozen hypodermic needles and syringes, rubber hoses, ascalpel that was ill
wrgpped in plagtic, and adozen smdl vidsfilled with various medications.

He was glad he'd thought of it while he had a doctor a gunpoint. Gigi was about to have quite aparty.
CHAPTER SEVEN



24 OCTOBER EUCLID HEIGHTS, OHIO
07:52 AM SUNDAY

Allison woke with the hazy memory of agony and the dull ache of faded crampsin her ams. She didn't
try to move, or open her eyes— she barely breathed, for fear of triggering the pain again.

Eventually the need to be clean won over the fear.

The sheets were drenched with swesat. The clothes she'd dept in had adhered to her body in the most
grotesque way. She could smell the fact that her bladder— and worse— had given way while her mind
had abdicated.

Shewas sick with embarrassment. The last time she had wet the bed was when shewas six. Upon
opening her eyes, she saw a puddle of vomit next to her head. She bolted upright—

Bad idea

The sudden movement overwhelmed her with atidad wave of dizziness. She clamped her eyes shut until
she was certain that she wasn't going to throw up again. She took several deep shuddering breaths, trying
not to gag on the sour taste in her mouth.

When her brain stopped spinning, she opened her eyes. When shefindly saw her room, she dmost threw
up anyway.

"Oh, my..."
Firgt she thought that she wasin the wrong place, but the fedling passed.

It was her room, but it was agodawful mess. Her bedding, and some of the clothes shed dept in, had
been thrown to the walls. Her bed stand had been upended, spilling lamp, phone, and alarm clock.
Something must have hit her bureau because stuffed animals were everywhere and the TV was blind,
slent, and facedown on the throw rug between the bed and the dresser. Frozen in shafts of dawn light,
her homework lay in driftslike an academic blizzard.

At thefoot of her bed, on top of the naked mattress, Babs Bunny sat alittle cockeyed on top of Allison's
history textbook, asif the rabbit had planned dl this.

| must have been delirious, Allison thought. Delirious and violent. She was frightened by the fact that
she remembered none of it. She couldn't remember moving at all.

Where was Mom?

There had to have been ahdll of aracket, at least when the TV upended. Why didn't her mother cometo
check her out?

Scared in more ways than she could name, Allison got out of bed and walked the length of the hall to her
mother's bedroom. She had to hold on to thewall to stay upright. Her perception felt off in odd
directionsthat she couldn't fathom. Her arms and legs didn't occupy the right spaces. She had to think
about ample mationslikewaking.



It reminded her of the one time sheld been drunk. Except her vision was so oddly sharp. Shefdt she
actudly saw more of the world than she should. When she thought about it, her eyes hurt.

Allison reached her mom's bedroom door, the last one at the end of the hallway, and knocked on it
softly. "Mom?!

She heard breathing beyond, and pushed gently on the door.

Scarlett's striped-orange form bolted out of the room, between Allison'slegs. She had to hold on to the
doorframeto keep from faling over.

Thefirst thing Allison saw was the empty bed. Her breath caught in her throat. But when she turned away
from the bed, she saw Mom, adeep on arecliner in the corner.

Across Mom'slgp was a photo album Allison had never seen before. Y éllowed newsprint stuck out the
edges of the book, and it was open to a picture of auniformed man posing in front of the American flag.
The pose was familiar. Macy's oldest brother, Jason, had sent home a picture just like that when he
joined the Marines.

On the floor, by Mom's dangling right hand, was ahaf-full tumbler of amber liquid, and anearly empty
bottle of Jm Beam.

"Mom?" Allison repeated, softly.

A grumble and adight stirring, but no other reaction. Allison looked at the tumbler, and the scrapbook,
and knew that this was a scene she wasn't supposed to see. She closed her mother's door and walked
back to her room, trying not to think of how far away the floor seemed, or the thought that her questions
about Dad had driven Mom so deep into a bottle that she couldn't hear it when Allison wastearing her
room gpart in some sort of ddlirium.

She grabbed dl the bedding that had scattered to the points of the compass, pulled her white fluffy
bathrobe out of the closet, and went to the bathroom. The bedding, and her clothes, went into the
laundry hamper, filling it. She managed to confirm, to her disgust, thet al her bodily functionshad let goin
thenight.

Shelet her underwear soak in the sink while shetried to shower off the filth. The hot shower was the best
thing shed fdt in quitealong while.

As she put her room back in order, she thought, Maybe that was it. The worst for last. She hoped that
wasright. The headaches, up to last night, had been growing less frequent. Maybe they would findly
cometo astop.

You're kidding yourself, Allison thought. Things are not going to be all right. Not the way thisis
going. She had to break it to Mom that she'd been hiding the headaches, no matter what kind of
weirdnessit would cause. She wasn't ready to go through another night like this, even if she had to get
someone to sedate her to the gillsto stop it. Another night like thiswould probably kill her....

Fortunatdy, the only fatdity of this evening wasthe light bulb in her table lamp.

Her crotchety TV seemed to have even improved its reception somewhat. Though now it was missing
both the contrast and brightness knobs.



As she put Babs up next to the TV's antenna, she heard Mom wake up. Allison froze, asif shewasdoing
something wrong and was about to be caught. Isit now? Do | just run out and spill everything while
Mom's still hungover?

Shelll just say it's nothing, it's stress, it'll go away... and she's keeping things from me... and...
and...

"l don't want to find out something'swrong with me." Allison whispered, trying not to cry.

"Allie, you awake?' Mom's voice came from the hall, sounding half adeep. The sound made Allison fed
watery indde. Mom never drank heavily, never done.

"Yes, Mom." Allison could hear the catch in her own voice.
She heard her mother fussing in the bathroom. "We're going to have to do the laundry. Whose turnisit?"
Allison thought of the stained sheetsin the hamper and lied, "My turn." Tell her.

There was a pause, and Allison thought her mother was going to correct her. "Okay, hon. Do it sometime
today." Then Allison heard the bathroom door close.

"Yeeh," Allison sad.

The shower Started.

You can't bring yourself to tell your mother that something's seriously wrong inside your head.
Allison stayed there, staring at Babsin her hand. Babs stared back with agoofy fabric smile. "What if I'm
dying?' she asked Babsin awhisper. "Isthat what Mom is afraid of ? s everyone just lying because it's
hopel ess, inoperable, or what?*

She clutched the stuffed animal to her chest and whispered, “The doctor said there was nothing wrong
with me. Nothing. Nothing." Allison repeated the word until she redlized how much like her mother she
sounded.

Mom: "Calling here again."

John: "'l deserve the chance to talk to her."

Mom: "You have some nerve. Good-bye, John."

John: "Tell her. You owe her that."

Mom: "Don't tell me how to treat my daughter."

John: "If they look, they'll find out about the doctor's appointments.”

Mom: (goes off on the fact my headaches weren't anything to worry about.) "They cleared up
after the visit. Nothing, nothing, nothing!"



John: "Did the doctor know the other possibility...? If she's a teak(teek?), they'll—"

Mom: "Leave us alone. | don't believe any of this. They're stone insane. You'reinsane. Call and |
drag you into court. Touch my daughter, and I'll kill you."

The page sat there, on top of al her homework, christened by afew drops of Chuck's blood. Allison
gared at it, knowing that it meant her headaches were something evil.

If it wasn't for that third person plura pronoun. They. Them. Allison was beginning to hate that word. If it
wasn't for that reference to "they,” then dl of it would make sense. If not for these unnamed third parties,
and their implied activity bearing on her, the conversation was smple.

John thought she was imperiled by these migraines, and Mom didn't. Or at least Mom very much didn't
want to see things that way. Allison couldn't blame her mother for acting as she did. Allison managed to
hold up more than haf of thefiction that shefet al right.

Allison wondered who "they" were. Could they be relatives she didn't know about? Maybe someone on
her father's sde would want to fight for custody, declaring her mother unfit for ignoring her daughter's
medical problems—

"But she hasn't. | was at adoctor the same day | mentioned the first headache. Two visits, scads of
tests..."

No, that didn't seem likely.

She sat cross-legged on her bed, hugging Babs Bunny, her homework stacked in front of her. She was
surrounded by cats offering their feline brand of comfort. Scarlett was draped over her |eft leg, purring
into the crook of her knee, while Rhett wasintermittently stalking her hair. Meowrie had even comein, to
curl up next to the radiator.

Right now Allison wished shewas a cat. Cats managed to understand things without having atoo
complex existence.

Maybe "they" were some forelgn government whose exiled royaty had a genetic predisposition for
adolescent migraines.

Maybe sheld been half adegp and misunderstood the entire conversation.

As she mused, the doorbell rang. Mom had | eft after her shower with g, "love you, be back soon,” so
Allison wasthe only onein the house— except for the cats, who stubbornly refused to go answer the
door. The doorbdll rang again.

Allison sghed and closed the cover of her notebook, marveling again at the straightened wire binding and
the thumb-shaped tear. She got up, scattering cats, and went downstairs. Some latent paranoia made her
keep the chain on when she opened the door.

Standing on the porch, waving at her, was Macy Washington. "Hi, girl, let mein? Or are you too busy
reverting to infancy?"

Allison looked down and saw that she was il carrying Babs.



"I was discussing my career opportunities with Babs here. She thinks | might have afuture as a cartoon.”
Allison unchained the door and let Macy in. "Enjoy the movie?'

Macy shrugged. "Just another of Ben's action flicks.”

Allison sat on the sofa and perched Babs on the coffee table on top of an issue of The Economist. "Why
do you let him drag you to moviesyou don't like?"

"Free popcorn? Milk Duds? Sitting up front to crick my neck?' Macy sat down and leaned forward.
"You look better.”

"Huh?" Allison'smind seemedtodip agear. "l do?'

"The color's back in your cheeks, and you logt that crease.” Macy tapped Allison'sforehead with along
ebony finger.

"l can't think why..." Allison's befuddlement alowed it to dawn on her that she was fedling better. She'd
been too preoccupied to notice that, after that horror last night, aweight had lifted from her body. It
wasn't until then she redlized that, for weeks, the headaches had never quite left. She had been living with
aconstant low-leve pain that she had learned not to notice. It was asif, for two months, sheld been on
the verge of a sneeze— and then she went "achoo" when she wasn't looking.

"Hey," Macy sad, "youre amiling.”

Allison supposed shewas.

"What happened to the old grump?”

Allison shrugged and said, "Ask Babs."

Macy picked up the stuffed pink rabbit and threw it at her.

Allison ducked and sat down, " Sorry | couldn't join you guys.”

"It'sdl right,” Macy took up a position on the couch. "But | did want to talk to you, and you hung up
rather abruptly last night.”

Allison felt awave of embarrassment, " Sorry about that."

"Likel said, no problem—" Macy leaned over and looked serioudy at Allison, "But | hear you pulled a
number on Chuck yesterday."

Allison, who had been fedling free of her persond problemsfor the first timein weeks, came crashing to
earth. "What do you mean?"

"David went on about Chuck in the library, hollering and bleeding, cussing you to high heaven. What
happened, girl?"

Allison tried to think of a snappy comment to deflect theissue, but for once she couldn't find one. "I let
him scare me too much.”



"How?'

"l saw himinthelibrary, and | ran." Allison waved her hands toward the ceiling. "I rushed, dropped one
of my notebooks. And there Chuck was, holding it out. And he. Wouldn't. Let. Go." She had to stop
because tears were welling up. She grabbed a tissue from the box on the table and blew her nose. "He
wanted to apologize for what he did at David's party. No hard fedlings, he said. No hard feglings!"

She was breaking down now, trying to pull herself into aball. Macy came over and sat next to her. Macy
stroked her back and said. "I'm sorry. | just wanted to know what happened. Shh."

It took Allison afew minutesto pull hersalf together. She kept thinking about David's costume party.
About her ruined costume. She couldn't even remember what he had said. All she remembered wasthe
crowding presence, the hands, and the dcohol smell of his bregth.

"I want my tail back." Allison muttered.

Macy chuckled. "He does have ataent for dapstick. Now tell me, girl. What'd you do that pissed him so
much a thelibrary?'

Allison snuffled and sat up, getting another tissue to wipe her nose. "He was baiting me with the
notebook, and | ripped it out of hishand.”

"Huh?'

Allison shrugged. "I must have been even angrier than | thought. | tugged afew times, and then it just—
well— came loose"

"Helet go?'

Allison shook her head. "No, he was holding on for dear life. Let me show you." Sheran up and got her
trigonometry notebook and came downgtairswith it. She placed it in Macy's hand.

"No, pam up. Now the binding ishere." She digned the cover so the straightened wire was parallel with
Macy's outstretched arm. "Y ou see that hole? That's where the thumb goes.”

"He was holding tight enough to tear the cover?"

"And the pages underneath. Now see?' Allison dowly drew the book over Macy's palm. The wire drew
acrossdowly. "The corner of the binding hooked in hispam, cut him alittle.”

Macy sghed.

"What?' Allison asked.

"Wasnt alittle." Macy took the notebook and looked at the wire. The end of it was hooked and it
bobbed like a sheaf of metallic whest. "David told us Chuck sprayed blood dl over. Cdled an
ambulance. David thought you knifed him."

"Me? A knife?'

"All David heard was Chuck screaming, “The bitch dashed me." What would you think?"



Allison looked at her trigonometry notebook with alittle more respect. "'l didn't mean to do anything like
that..."

Macy smiled and shook her head. "I know, girl. Chuck's such trash that no one'd careif you did knife
him—'cept maybe the cops and hisfolks. Then only because they haveto.”

"How badly did | hurt him?"

"David overheard one of the medics say something like two dozen stitches an' alot of blood loss. He dso
said that Chuck keeled over before the medics showed.”

Allison winced even though she thought Chuck deserved it.

"Hey," Macy said. "David's probably just exaggerating to make agood story. Y ou know how heis."
"Toowdl."

"Want some advice?' Macy asked.

"What?"

"Go to the kitchen, right now." Macy tapped the cover of the notebook. "Put this here thing in abaggie
and keep it safe”

"Huh, why?'

Macy sighed. "Think, girl. Chuck's pissed. He might be too he-man to call the cops on agirl who bit him.
But he might not be. He might figure the embarrassment'sworth it."

"But..."
"This provesyour story. Don't loseit. Especidly hisbloodstains.”

"Okay, okay." Allison fdt redly slly, but she went in the kitchen to package the "evidence." She couldn't
find aZiplock bag that'd fit her notebook, so she put it in a Hefty trash bag and put it up in her room.

Allison came downstairs, and Macy assured her that she'd done the right thing.

24 OCTOBER CLEVELAND, OHIO

11:23AM SUNDAY

Three vehicles were parked, facing each other insgde one of the dozen parking garages that dotted
University Circle. They wereagray van, an old green Oldsmobile, and ablue, late-modd Dodge sedan
that stopped just short of looking like an unmarked police car.

A blond man in jeans and cowboy boots sat on the hood of the Olds. The sandy-haired teenager called

Elroy leaned againgt the rear bumper of the Dodge. Today his T-shirt was white and had a picture of
Foghorn Leghorn onit.



A thin man, white-haired and in his sixties, paced in front of dl three cars.
"Cam down, George," said the man in the cowboy boots. His voice had a southwestern flavor toit.

"Oh, “‘cam down," he says," said the white-haired man. " Greet, Barney, I'll remember that advice when
you're in charge of akid that blows up and starts threatening the loca cops.”

"You an'tin charge of themtill we have them, George. Now if Elroy started waving agun, then I'd
worry." The cowboy cocked a head in the direction of the kid leaning on the Dodge.

"I'm sure Elroy appreciatesthat,” George said and resumed pacing.

"Doyou, Elroy?’

"Sure" Elroy said without turning around.

"Y'dl know what'd happen if you waved agun around?' asked the cowboy.

"Y ou'd shoot mein the head, and Mr. Jackson would dump the body in a storm sewer."
"Smart kid—"

George stopped pacing. "HisQ istwice yours, Barney, and 1'd like you to shut the fuck up.”
"Touchy," said Barney, but he shut up.

"God," George muttered, "of al the teamsto be saddled with. The boy was eighteen. We should have
snagged him the moment we found him."

"Thegirl isbetter,” Elroy said.

"I know, and that'swhat you're here for." George couldn't see the small smile cross Elroy'sface. " But—"
George stared at Barney, "using someone as unstable as Charles Wilson to draw her out again was not
the right way to do things.”

"Fuck you very much,” Barney said politely.

At that, the diding door on the van shot open, and the woman inside said, "Would you children stop
bickering." She was pointedly looking a George and Barney, " Some people are trying to deep.”

"Sorry, Jane," George said.

"He darted it," said Barney.

Jane ignored him. "Is Jackson back yet?'

Three heads shook in unison. George said, "He's off with somelocal cops, but | don't see the federd bit
lasting much longer—" George stopped in mid-sentence because a gray-haired man was waking toward

them.

"Speak of the devil," Jane said.



Fred Jackson walked up to thetrio of vehicles. He nodded toward George and Jane, "Doctors—"
"What's the good word, boss?* Barney said from the hood of the Olds.

"Theword is, Charlie Woodrow Wilson is no longer aconcern of ours.”

"You'rekidding," George said.

Fred shook hishead. "No. We're supposed to avoid local involvement, and waving firearms at policemen
is pretty involved. For what heis, Mr. Wilson isn't worth the trouble of extracting from the criminal tangle
hesput himsdf in."

"What awaste," Jane said.

"It'shisown fault, Doctor."

"What now?"' George asked.

"Now we shift our attention to the powerful focusthat Elroy drew our attention to.”

"Thegirl?' Barney asked.

"Thegirl."

"| told you she was better," Elroy said.
CHAPTEREIGHT

25 OCTOBER EUCLID HEIGHTS, OHIO

03:16 PM MONDAY

Allison felt better than usual when thelast bell rang on Monday. Despite her preoccupation over the
weekend, her obsessive streak had managed to pull some of her classes out of the gutter. Even Mr.
Franklin, her physicsteacher, smiled at her as shefiled out of hisclass.

She had thought physicswas alost cause.

Physicswasthe last class of the day. Afterward, she went straight from the science wing to the school
courtyard.

The origina high school was an H-shaped building. The science wing had been built across the top of the
H, turning it into a squared-off A. Fanking the science wing were the south pool and the new gym, giving
the top of the A much broader shoulders than the rest of the building.

The courtyard filled the top of the A and now that school was over it, in turn, wasfilled with students.
Allison came out into the courtyard as usua. And, as usua, she walked past bike racks and started along

one of two short tunnelsthat led through the first floor of the science wing. After school she dways met
Macy at the McDonad's across the Street.



She swung her backpack, whistling something to hersalf. Even the ominous echoes the tunnel threw back
a her didn't depress her. She hadn't seen Chuck around dl day, and that lifted her spirits more than
anything. After what sheld heard about the scene at the library, it was agood thing not to run into Chuck.

Shewaked along the left wal of the tunnel, whistles echoing around her, running her hand dong the
brick. Bright sunlight filled both ends of the tunnel, cloaking the interior with shadow. The noisefromthe
courtyard behind, and the traffic-filled street beyond, seemed far away.

She stopped hafway to the street. A kid with aWakman was standing at the head of the tunnel, and
seemed to be staring at her. The kid was too young to bein high school. But there was something about
the kid's stare that was familiar—

Oh, jeez, thelibrary.

The kid had been in the gray van that had nearly run over her. It was the same sandy hair, and the same
merciless gaze. Allison dmost said something but, just then, someone from behind sped past her ona
skateboard.

She nearly dropped her backpack as she flattened herself against the wall.

"Sorry," said the skateboarder without dowing down.

Allison clutched her backpack to her chest and exhded. Her heart wasracing. Little high-strung today,
aren't we?

As she camed down, she suddenly became aware of two things; the kid with the Wakman had
vanished, leaving her donein thisdark tunnel; and she was leaning next to a brown-painted fire door.

The door was open, dightly.

She'd bardly had time to notice the door was gar before Chuck reached out of it and grabbed her. She
was so shocked that she didn't even think to scream. Her backpack spilled on the ground as he pulled
her insde the door. She was frozen up until the time she heard the door chunk shut behind them.

Then she screamed.

Chuck dammed her againgt the cinder-block wall and covered her mouth.

The echoes of her aborted cry for help continued forever.

Chuck had pulled her into the fire stairs. The door next to them wasthick sted, tagged with the sign,
"Emergency Exit Only." The walswere dirty, whitewashed cinderblock, the floor damp, gray concrete.
The stairs went down to the tunnels that connected the basement locker rooms to the pool and the gym.
Thelight was from aflickering, unadorned fluorescent tube set high in the ceiling.

Chuck looked bad. His eyes were wide and bloodshot. He wore adeeveless flanne shirt, and hisjeans
were spotted with blood.

Chuck held her pinned to the wall with hisleft hand. It wrapped around haf of her face, crushing her lips
to her teeth. Salty blood was leaking into her mouth. He leaned againgt her face with dl hisweight,
pinning her and igniting the embers of another heedache.



Shefdt asif her heart had stopped beeting. Her indgdes had fdlen away, leaving avacuum.

"Hi, sweetcakes," Chuck said. His breath stank. His hand stank.

"Remember this?' Chuck held up hisright hand. Allison felt her eyeswiden even as hysterical tears began
filling them. Half hisright hand was covered with dirty white gauze. Hisindex and middle finger were
discolored.

"You did this, you little bitch— here, lemme give you a better view."

Chuck grabbed part of the dressing in his teeth and pulled.

He's crazy, Allison thought. Her lungs burned, and her limbs seemed to have receded away from the rest
of her body. A fire burned behind her temples, flaring with every attempt to breathe.

The white gauze spiraled away from Chuck's hand, revedling a purple bruise covering most of the pam.
The bruise darkened to black where aline of puckered flesh ran diagondly from the hed of thepamto
the web between Chuck's first two fingers. The dice was knitted together by aline of black gtitches.
Chuck flexed the hand and viscous black blood seeped between afew of the stitches.

Allison wanted to throw up. She felt asif shewas on aroller coaster, but there was no upward turn, just
the downward curve, down, and down, and down...

"Thishurt." Chuck balled hisinjured hand into afist. Allison could see his neck strain with the effort, and
Allison was afraid he was going to punch her withiit.

She pulled at the arm holding her, kicked at him, but Chuck barely noticed. He held atrembling fist
closed until beads of fresh red blood began to appear between hisfingers.

"| should hurt you, sweetcakes," he said. Theway he said it made Allison stop struggling for amoment.

He reached into his pocket, smearing more blood on hisjeans with his bad hand. He withdrew something
thin and glittering. At first it looked like a pen, but then Allison saw the blade on thetip.

When Allison saw the scalpel, she redoubled her efforts at kicking and pulling hersdf free. But it wasn't
just Chuck's strength holding her captive. Hewasleaning in, al hisweight crushing against the hand on
her face.

It was so damn hard to breathe.

Oh, God, why doesn't anyone hear this? Didn't anyone hear me?

The pain in her skull was beginning to fracture her vision. Rainbows grew from the fluorescent tube above
them. The exit sign burned like ahot cod in the corner of her vision.

"I should cut you, like you did me." Allison tried to claw hisface, but her nails were blunt. She had
awaysthought long nailsgot in the way.

Chuck laughed at her.



Laughed at her.
The sound made Allison curl up within hersdlf. Asif dl her fear meant nothing.
Allison felt the blade of the knife againgt her throat. "Calm down, or | will cut you."

Allison felt her arms drop. She wasn't getting enough air, and her vision was turning red around the
edges. Her head was on fire and she could fedl her consciousness dipping.

It would be so easy just to stop fighting.

The hand fell away from her face, and for amoment she gasped for breath. She had afew breaths as
Chuck reached around behind him. It took her a second to redlize what he was pointing at her.

Her eyeswidened as she redlized that Chuck held agun.
He's going to kill me.

Thebladein Chuck'sright hand traveled down the front of her blouse, taking buttons asit went. "I don't
want to hurt you, sweetcakes. | like you— redly | do.”

The blade savered the front of her bra.

It wasn't until Chuck had dropped the knife and was reaching for his own pantsthat Allison's
panic-fogged mind registered what Chuck wanted to do.

Oh, God, no! | never—and with him—

The thought ignited such apain within her skull that she thought she was going to dieright there.

"NO!™

Anger and pain baled up within her and erupted outward, toward Chuck.

"NO!™

All her panic and rage fed into that one word. All she could think of was pushing him away. She threw up
her armsto defend hersalf and stared a Chuck'sright hand, il at his pants. At that moment shefdlt the
ball of pain shoot away.

She heard something.

It was aloud snap, something like amuffled rifleshot, or someone flicking God's own wet towe!.

As her vison cleared, she watched Chuck's cheeks puff out as he violently exhaed. His eyes widened.
Hewheezed, asif he couldn't catch hisbreath.

Thegunfired into thewall, desfening Allison and spraying her with concrete shrgpndl. It fired again, into
thefloor, filling her nose with acrid gun smoke. Then it clattered to the ground.

Both of hishands shot to hisgroin as he doubled over.



He collgpsed to the ground, next to the gun.
She was frozen to the wall as she watched bright red blood begin to leak from between hisfingers.

Something had happened to hisjeans. It looked asif al the seams had given way. Blood pooled under
him.

Chuck screamed. The sound brought Allison to her knees, knifing her with a pain in the temples that
rivaled any headache she'd ever had. She nearly passed out.

She was barely aware of people arriving. From below, where the locker rooms were, a half-naked
teenager ran up the stairs, trunks still damp and eyes red with chlorine. His gaze landed on Chuck's prone
form and began yelling for help. He whipped atowe from around his shouldersto put pressure on the
spurting wound. The swimmer kept crying and cursing because Chuck wouldn't let go and every attempt
to staunch the bleeding made Chuck scream even more—

Howling animd screamsthat toreinto Allison's skull like aband saw.

The pain drove her away from everything. She wasn't redlly there, couldn't redlly be seeing this.

The swimmer and Chuck screamed at each other, both unintelligibly. The towel turned red.

More people raced up the stairs. The swimmer shouted them back. Mr. Geraldi, the swim coach, carried
one of the ubiquitous blue-bottomed firg-aid kits. Geraldi saw the blood and alook of hopel essness
crossed hisface.

Gerddi screamed at the studentsto call an ambulance. Not ayell, but ascream, asif it washisown flesh
torn and bleeding. He dropped the first-aid kit and knelt next to the swimmer. Geradi's muscles knotted
as he pried Chuck's hands away, so he could get pressure on the wound.

Chuck's screamsfinaly died away, and that was the worst sound of all.

Then the door was open and there were police.

One of the cops had to drag her outside, away from the bloody chaos on the concrete landing. Allison
redlized that her blouse hung open, and shefolded her arms.

People— students— were everywhere. Dozens of uniformed cops seemed to have arrived out of
nowhere. A cop car, flashers going, had driven into the courtyard. Police kept the students and faculty
back, away from thefire door and the path under the science wing.

Someone, it might have been Mr. Franklin, draped ajacket over her shoulders.

Paramedics she didn't remember arriving carried out Chuck on awheded cart. Their orange
windbreakers were spattered with blood.

She was surrounded by cops when she thought she saw atwelve-year-old kid staring at her from the
crowd. The kid's gaze seemed to pierce her, straight through what had just happened. It was asif thekid
saw everything, and didn't care at dll.



That waswhen shefinaly beganto cry.
25 OCTOBER EUCLID HEIGHTS, OHIO
03:30PM MONDAY

Inagray van inthe McDondd's parking lot, George was yelling, "What the fuck happened? Will
someonejust tell me what the fuck happened?”

Fred kept watching out the rear windows with apair of binoculars. The last ambulance had pulled away.
"Apparently, our Mr. Wilson wasn't satisfied with threstening policemen.”

Jane sat a the consoleslining one side of the van, typing on acomputer keyboard and listening through a
set of headphones. "Elroy identified the mae as Charlie, and I'm picking up policetraffic that confirms
that. Attempted rape, apparently.”

"What's Charlie€'s condition?" George asked.

"According to Elroy, and the medic'sradio, our girl did something fairly drastic. Severe lacerations, both
femoras, crushed testicles—" George flinched. "— broken pelvis, severeinterna hemorrhaging, pupils
fixed and dilated..." Jane shrugged. "Can't say | blame her. Remember | said missing out on Charlie was
awade? Forget it. Charlie's the waste. Good riddance.”

"Shall we dispense with the editoridizing?' Fred Jackson said from the rear of the van, putting away his
binoculars. He turned around to face the rest of the occupants. He looked at Jane, "Did Elroy sense
anything about what happened?

"Y ou can ask him yoursdf," Jane said asthe side door of the van did asde and Elroy stepped in.

"S0," Fred looked at the child, "what did you see out there?!

"See eye, not much. Lots of cops. Lots of kids. Girl'sthe same one | picked out of the yearbook, Allison
Boyle. The guy bleeding dl over the place was Charlie."

"See head," George said, placing afinger on awhite-haired temple.

Elroy gave him ahumorless amile, flashing machinelike braces. " Getting to that. Both of them did
something pretty head-powerful. She'sway beyond him, though. Whole different leve.”

"What did she do?" Jane asked.
Elroy shrugged. "Nothing | ever saw before.”

That revelation was enough to silence the whole van for afew long moments. After awhile, Barney,
who'd been silent in the driver's seat throughout the whole episode, said, "\What now, boss?”

Fred Sghed. "This complicatesthings.”

"Asif they weren't complicated enough,” George said. "We should have gone for the mother as soon as
we |D'd the girl. We could have pulled her out of school before—"



Fred stared at George, "Daoctor, your expertiseis not in covert ops, and | am sick of your
second-guessing. I'm security. Y ou and Jane are the PhDs and the baby-sitters. Remember that.”

"We should have talked to her mo—" George began, but before he could get the words out, Fred had
dammed him into thewdl of thevan.

Fred leaned in, calm demeanor dissolved into an angry scowl and glaring eyes. "I will say thisonce,
Doctor. | will not jeopardize the Ingtitute by confronting a subject's parent on the strength of adrive-by
sghting and ayearbook photo. Snatching the wrong kid is much worse than losing the right one.”
"Butlogng this one—" George managed to croak.

"Isinfinitely preferableto what I'll have Barney do to you if you make one more contrary comment during
thismisson. Undergand?’

George nodded, Sowly.
He released George, and avisibly calmed Fred turned to Jane. "How're the tails going?”

Jane sighed. "They've followed both of them back to University Hospitals. Everyone fed s that we're
going around in circles”

"Can't be avoided,” Fred said, maneuvering to ride shotgun in the front of the van. "If anyone starts
complaining too much, tell them what | told George."

"Great," Janesad.

"Mr. Jackson?"

"What isit, Elroy?"

"It'sCharlie," Elroy said. "Don't bother with him, he'sgone.”

"Hescriticd," Janesad. "But if they'd lost him, I'd heer—"

"Bregthing,” Elroy said. "But gone.” Elroy pointed to his forehead.

Jane watched him for aminute, then shivered and returned to facing the console,
Fred shook his head. "We counted him aloss anyway. To the hospita ."

Barney pedled rubber out of the parking lot to belatedly follow the ambulances.

25 0OCTOBER CLEVELAND, OHIO

06:45PM MONDAY

Hours | ater, at the hospital, Allison finally stopped crying. Sheld used dl of it up.

Everything after Chuck's collapse was afog that didn't settle into any coherent pattern. She remembered
the doctors asking her questions. She remembered the lady volunteer from the rape crisis center giving



her ajogging suit after the police had bagged her clothesfor evidence.

She remembered looks from some of the uniformed cops, and afew orderlies, that felt nearly as
demeaning as having Chuck touch her body.

The cops seemed to be avoiding the questions they must have been wondering about. Allison dmost
wished that they would ask. Then she could tell someone that she didn't know the answers.

She sat inaroom at University Hospitals, wearing atoo-large swest suit. She was dowly crumpling a
pamphlet from the rape crisis volunteer. They were leaving her done, for that she was grateful. She hadn't
gotten a chance to shower, to edt, or do anything but sob through atoo-dowly diminishing hysteria.
Chuck had tried to rape her.

That rocked her at least as much as what had happened to Chuck. The smple fact that someone had
besten on her and nearly raped her on the grounds of her own school building—

She could never fed safe anywhere again. She could never pass aclosed door without wondering if there
was another Chuck there waiting for her. The police didn't help. Some of them, the male ones anyway,
looked at her like she was the crimind, asif she had done something wrong.

She hugged herself and tried to see it from their point of view. Surely, from the condition of her face and
clothing, Chuck'sintent was obvious. They'd even bagged the knife held threatened her with.

He had a gun, for crying out loud.

However, Chuck had nearly died while shed only gotten afew cutsand afat lip.

If she couldn't figure out what happened, how could she expect them to?

Mom, sheslently prayed, get here quick. | want to go home.

Chuck 4till could die.

The event kept playing through her head and she couldn't get it to make any sense. She couldn't
remember how Chuck had been so grievously wounded. There had just been the noise, the gunshots,
and Chuck was lying on the ground, bleeding.

Did he shoot himself?

But he was hurt before hefired the gun. At least that was how she remembered it.

The door opened, letting in Detective Teidleman. He was short, well groomed, and wouldn't have looked
out of place teaching mathematics at Euclid High. He was one of the nicer policemen, onewho didn't
make her fed likeacrimind. "Allison?’Y our mother ishere.”

For thefirst time since dl this had happened, she smiled. "Thank God." Shefdt like crying again.

"I want to gpologize for taking thislong to reach her."

Allison nodded. Trying to reach Mom at work was hitting amoving target. She was alwaystraveling all



over the city. Suddenly, Allison felt an overwhelming wave of sympathy for her mother— how did Mom
hear about this? A call on her pager?Voice mail?"Y our daughter'sin the hospitd "

She hadn't even thought of how her mother might be hit by this— and that opened the floodgates again.
She began weeping. Shetried to control hersdf in front of the detective, but she couldnt.

Teidleman gave her hishandkerchief.
"l have a patrolman taking her around the back to avoid the press.”

Press? Allison thought, and blew her nose. Then she redlized she was using someone & se's handkerchief.
She looked up to apologize, but ingtead of seeing Teidleman, she saw her mother.

"Oh, my baby." Mom'd been crying dmost as much as Allison had. They hugged each other for along
time

"Tdl mehedidnt harm you,” Mom said, clutching her asif she might run away.
"No, Mom. Just abloody lip."

"Thank God," Mom said, echoing Allison's earlier words. "The police haven't mistreated you?' she
asked, loosening her grip so they could face each other.

"No, Mom. They just did their job."

Mom looked her up and down, asif just redizing what Allison was wearing.

"My clothes were evidence," Allison said. "Bloody, too."

"What happened?' asked her mother, atrembling notein her voice, asif shewasafraid of the answer.
Not fear, Allison thought, terror. Allison started crying again, morein frugtration than anything else. "
don't know. He was about to— and then he— ther€'s this sound and he's on the ground, and | don't

know what | did."

"Shh." Mom pulled her close again and kissed her on the forehead. "It'sal right now. Mommy's going to
take you home."

"I hurt him." Allison cried into her mother's shoulder. "1 nearly killed him, and | don't know what
happened.”

They remained quiet for along time before Mom spoke again. "Allie, make me apromise.”
What?"
"Don' ever let yoursdlf regret what you did.”

Allison pulled away, and saw afrightening look on her mother'sface.



"Never regret protecting yoursdf, Allie. Promise me.”
Allison nodded.

"Say it. Please.”

"| promise, Mom."

"Always, dways, protect yoursdf, Allie"

Allison could fed Mom's hand shaking on her shoulder. Allison nodded and said, "1 will, Mom.,
Promise” | don't even know if | did anything.

Mom hugged her and said. "Thank you. Let's go home."

Asthey left, Mom said, Y ou know | love you more than anything.”

Allison had been left breathless by how quickly events could spin out of control, how adisaster, evenif it
didn't bodily harm her, could rip the fabric of her life. Chuck had managed to find all the loose threads of
her life and tug at them, until nothing was left.

The police had kept saying "attempted rape.”

It wasn't "attempted.” Chuck had raped her the minute he pulled her through that door. Allison was Sitting
in numbed shock during the drive home when Mom said, "1'm so sorry about your father, Allie.”

After what had happened, the comment seemed to come from out of nowhere. For amoment Allison

couldn't make sense of the words, asif Mom was suddenly speaking aforeign language. "What?' she

asked, her voice hoarse from crying.

When she turned, she could see tears on her mother'sface, too. "'l took your father away from you—"

We left, Mom. We | ft.

"| felt it wastoo dangerous. | had to try and bring you up in anorma house, with anormd life, please
don't hate mefor it—"

"l don't hate you, Mom..." Allison sucked in abreath. "Is Dad redlly dead?' She tensed for some sort of
explosive reaction, but Mom seemed to bein shock as much as she was.

"I'msorry, Allie”
IIWMI

Therewas along silence before Mom said, ™Y ou were too young to understand. | had to give you an
explanation you could grasp.”

The numbness was leeching away; benegth it was an ugly feding. "Too young?' The copper tastein the
back of Allison'sthroat was her own anger. "Am | too young to understand now?"

Mom pulled into the driveway and screeched to ahdlt. "Please let me—"



"No, Mom," Allison shook her head, tears were burning her eyesagain. "'l don't get it. Was| too young
last year? What were you waiting for, my eghteenth birthday?"

Mom looked down at the steering wheel and shook her head. "Why | had to take you, | didn't have any
way to explain why we couldn't see him again. Why we couldn't have any contact—"

"Jesus Christ, Mom— people break up every day!" Some part of her made Allison want to stop. But
the part of her that didn't want to hurt her mother was overwhelmed by the part that was enraged by her

mother'slie, her headaches, her failings at school, and most of al, Chuck. She wrenched the passenger
door open and stepped ouit.

"Allie—"

"Half the kids at Heights have divorced parents. | bet I'm the only one who's been told her father was
dead because her Mom didn't liketo talk about it."

"It wasn't like that, there was— is— adanger..."

"What isit? Did he beat you, Mom? Rape you?' Mom sat there looking stunned. "I don't think you can
say | don't understand that now."

Allison started walking away from the car, fury ill burning within her, mixing with an even more painful
brand of shame,

Behind her she heard the car door dam and heard her mother call out. "No, Allie. It wasn't likethat. |
loved him."

"Yeah, right." Allison spoke without turning around. She was haf running for the door. She wanted this
conversation to end, right now. Please, God, let's just stop it now...

"Please, sop, you don't understand what—"

"That'swhat you've been telling me." Allison stormed through the door, damming it behind her. Once
insde, the sobs started, burning her throat, and sheran for the stairs. She stumbled, tearing the knee of
her sweatpants on the sairs, but she didn't et it dow her dash for her room. Her door was damming
behind her before Mom had entered the house.

The bedroom seemed much too small. She threw open the closet door grabbing the shoebox she'd
shoved there so hadtily last Friday.

The shoebox fdl to the floor, and in her hands was the one hundred and two pages of Restless Nights.
Randolph, Melissa, her perfect fictiona couple...

Tears streaming down her face, she methodically began to tear every single pageinto pieces. Mom
pounded on the door. Allison told her to go away, leave her done. Eventudly, Mom did, and Allison's

shaking hands continued dissecting the pages.

By thetime she got to the end, the box was filled with confetti and her throat was raw from slent
sobbing. When the last page had been shredded, she curled up on the bed and tried to deep.



The clock read ten when the phone woke her up. She didn't answer it. The phone had been anightmare
lately. The school had caled to inform Mom that Allison had been suspended, " pending further
investigation." Police had called to schedule an interview. Some reporter, somewhere, had gotten their
number—

Sheld barely gotten two hours of dreamless dumber.

The phone stopped ringing as her mom answered it.

"Allie" came her mom'svoice at the door. "Do you want to talk to Macy?"

Allison sat up and picked up the phone. "'l got it. Hello?"

"Allie? Oh— ah—" The hestation wastotaly unlike Macy. Hearing Macy's voice made Allison slently
forgive her for waking her up. Macy paused, and findly said, "Damnit, can | do anything?"

Allison amiled sadly. "Thank you.”

"For what? Chrigt, I'm sorry— | didn't know— | saw the cops, but | didn't think—"

"Shh, it'sal right."

"No, it ain't. My best friend is— and not ahundred feet from me— it wasn't until—"

Macy took adeep breath. "Saw the cops out front. Someone says some guy got hitin the balls. That's
al. Thought | lost you while | was rubbernecking. My sorry assdidn't know you were—" Macy was
crying into the phone. "Not till I hear Chuck's name on the news, man! | should've been there!™

"Y ou'reforgiven, Macy. Y ou didn't know, you couldn't have known."

"If | wasthere—"

"If you were there, Chuck would've waited until you weren't there anymore. Y ou weren't going to stop
him"

Macy sniffed and Allison could picture her nodding into the phone. "Oh, man. You stopped him, didn't
you—" Macy sucked in abreath. "L ook, I'm sorry. Y ou don't want to talk about this, do you?"

"I'm not sure what happened, Macy. | don't even know what hit him."
Therewasapause. "Girl, on the news..."

"What's on the news?" Allison sat up straighter.

Allison listened to Macy bregthe.

"Macy, | wasthere. Tell me what they're saying on the news."



"They had Geradi on the tube saying his balls were shredded.”
Allison gulped. "Gerddi sad that?"

"l don't wanna be saying this— can [—"

"What else, Macy?'

"Doctors were talking about hemorrhages and internd injuries and a broken pelvis— and | should have
been there, damn it!"

She redized that she was putting Macy through the wringer and felt awful for it. Just because shewas
numbed a the momen...

"It'smy fault," Allison said. "1 should have told somebody about Chuck beforethis. Y ou tried to get me
to. | should have listened to you."

She heard Macy blow her nose. "Damn straight. But, God, don't feel sorry for Chuck. He went over the
deep end. He pulled agun on acop.”

"Hewhat?'

"Y eah, on the news. After you put him in the hospital thefirgt time— Oh, shit, I'm doing it again. I'm
sorry. Me and my mouth—"

"It'sdl right, cdm down."
"Yeah, cam'sgood.”
After apause, listening to Macy breathe, Allison asked, "Areyou dl right now?'

"Girl, what senseisit you asking me?' Macy caught her breath. "I'm unloading on you at the worst
time—"

"What'refriendsfor?'

"Can | gtart thisover?'

Allison shook her head and said, "Okay. Hdllo?"
"Allie, can | do anything for you?"

"No, I'm doing okay for now."

"1 could come over—"

"Not right now, okay?"

"Okay, you hurt at dl?*

"Not in the body."



"Will you cdl me after school tomorrow? Tdl me how you're doing?*

"Sure”

"Tdl meif you need meto bring over anything?'

"Uhhuh."

"I guessthat'sit, sort of. I'm sorry my call's so screwed up.”

"Wereadl screwed up. Ah, Macy?'

"y e

"Thanksfor being such afriend.”

"Likewise, girl," Macy sad. "Likewise"

Allison hung up the phone and felt alittle lessempty insde.

I'm making the news, she thought. The ideamade her fed queasy.

Macy must have called just after the ten o'clock news report. Allison turned on her little black-and-white
TV and waited for €l even, when the three other stations did their news reports. She tuned in channel five,
because it had the best reception, and waited for Eyewitness News to come on. The promos confirmed

her fears, showing an exterior shot of Euclid Heights High Schoal.

"Mgor violence gainsthe hals of an East Side high school earlier today, criticaly wounding one student.
More a eeven.”

She began to fee more violated than ever.
CHAPTER NINE

26 OCTOBER EUCLID HEIGHTS, OHIO
01:35AM TUESDAY

Allison spent the night staring at the ceiling of her room, trying not to think of what had happened. Her
rebellious mind used the effort as an excuse to drag up more and more grotesque recollections. Her
haf-awake mind would drift into dumber, then hit her with something so vile that it would shock her
awake.

She couldn't stand the sight of blood, and Chuck'sinjury had been indelibly marked on the inside of her
skull, asurredist portrait in Day-Glo red and nightmare black.

And when she wasn't thinking of what Chuck had done, or what she had done to Chuck, shewas
thinking of what she had said to Mom.

Whatever Mom might have lied about, she didn't deserve what Allison had said to her. Thinking about it
made her dmost fed asif she had deserved what had happened with Chuck.



Asif summoned by her thoughts, during the night she heard her mother's voice on the phone downgtairs.
Thewords registered blankly in Allison's exhausted mind.

"...Hdlo?Yes, yes, it'sme.... You wereright.... No, | haven't told her yet... | need you thereto... The
phones. If you're right, they're probably listening... Yes... When | first called you a baby-killer? Y ou have
asick sense of humor.... Yes, | remember, send it.... See you there...."

Allison drifted into deep listening to her mother.

26 OCTOBER EUCLID HEIGHTS, OHIO

07.00AM TUESDAY

Allison'sdarm woke her at seven, as usua. She sat up and had ablissful three minutes where everything
was norma again. It wasn't until she wasfully awake that she thought, What am | doing up this early?
I'm suspended.

Allison threw herself back on the bed, muttering. "After dl that homework—"

Thinking of her homework— asif it mattered after what sheld been through— was so incongruous that it
dtarted her laughing. Once she began, it was hard for her to stop. The universe was playing some sort of
elaborate practical joke on her so that not only did she get to play the part of a helplessvictim— nearly
raped on her way home from school— she'd been immediately cast into the role of savage tormentor. It
wasrich. It wasinsane. How could anyone believe she had done that to Chuck. It wasimpossible.

Impossible.

She had tapped such adeep well of hysteriathat she couldn't stop laughing until she saw her mother
standing at her door. Mom had such alook on her face that Allison managed to come to a choking hdlt.

"It'sokay, Mom. | haven't gone crazy." Yet.

She camein and hugged Allison. "I'm so sorry, Allie"

"No, Mom. | was a bitch yesterday. | don't know how you can forgive me."

Mom sucked in abreath. "Allie, you're the last one here that needs forgiveness.” Shelet go and stood
back, gtill holding onto Allison's shoulders. "I thought | was doing the best thing for you, but—" Mom's
voice caught, and Allison saw that she was on the edge of tears again. "— | think | might have done more
than anyoneto hurt you."

"No, Mom. | can understand how it must have been, things going bad between you and Dad.”

Mom shook her head. She looked amost as distressed as sheld been when Allison had been ydling at
her. "No, honey. That's asfar from the truth as you can get. If there's anyone who cares about you as
much as| do, it'syour father. Johnisagood man, Allison. He would never do anything to hurt you or

me"

"But why lie, then? Why haven't | seen him since| wasfour?'



"Because no one el se could know he was your father."

Allison stared at her mother and tried to understand what she meant. "What hasthat got to do with
anything?'

Mom sighed and looked pained. "Oh, God, | wish | had thetime..." For thefirst time Allison was
beginning to redize that Mom looked asif she had gotten no deep at al. "Honey, I've got to get to the
office as soon asit opens. | have to arrange some things—"

Work again. Allison nodded and said lamely, "I understand.” She turned away, but Mom reached
around and cupped her chin, turning Allison'sfaceto look at her.

"If there was anything else | could do right now insteed, | would. Believe me, thelast thing | want to do
right now isleave you, especidly with only haf an explanation.” She stood up. "But | haveto do some
things before we leave."

Allison straightened up. "L eave? Where?'

Mom looked asif she debated a moment before she said, "We're going to see your father."

Allison's jaw dropped and she was | eft speechless. Mom let her go and backed toward the door. "I'm
sorry | haveto go. | want to stay here, but—"

Allison nodded and whispered, "Dad?"

Mom nodded and said, "I know he wantsto see you very badly. I'll be home by one, two at the latest.
Then we can talk about what's happening.”

Mom wrung her hands afew times. "Please, stay in the house, please?!
"Mom?'
"Promise that you won't go anywhere. | don't want to worry about you."

"l promise, Mom." Allison felt aburning in her chest and before Mom had stepped outside the door she
sad, quickly, "I've been lying to you, too."

Mom paused in the doorway. "Allie?"
"| lied about the headaches going away. They've been pounding me constantly—"
"Oh, baby," Mom took a step toward her.

The confession kept rushing forward, "It's been eating my brain until last Saturday night. | threw up,
Mom. | tore apart my room. I've been so scared—"

Mom rushed up and hugged her. "Oh, honey, shh.”

"| thought you wouldn't believe me, after the doctor— am | dying?”’



Mom crouched down so shewas at Allison's eye level and holding her hands. "No, honey. Y ou aren't
dying."

Allison looked into her mom's eyes. For once she didn't see fear there, or denia. What she saw wasa
fierce determination. "1 know,” Mom said. "I've known since | heard what happened to Chuck.” She
sgueezed Allison's hands. "Y ou inherited those headaches from me and your father. I'm sorry | was so
blind— | wasjust praying that we hadn't passed on those genes. Y ou are not going to die, understand?’

Allison nodded. What she saw in Mom's eyes now was dmost scary. She had been going to admit to
listening in on the phone, but she decided not to.

Mom let go of her hands and stood up. "I love you more than anything, honey."

"l loveyou, too, Mom."

Assheleft theroom she said, " Stay in the house—"

"I will."

"And don't answer the door for anyone you don't know."

"Mom?'

"Promise”

"Yeah, aure..."

Allison was|eft thinking about that until she heard the door close downgtairs.

Allison spent the morning trying to catalog memories of her father. The imagesthat came to mind seemed
half childhood memory and haf romantic fantasy. She remembered atal, dark-haired man. A giant from

afour year-old's perspective. She remembered a one-story house with blue curtains. She remembered a
uniform that smelled of mothbals in abedroom closet. She remembered a station wagon driven by a

smiling man with heavy eyes.

Two scenes focused in her memory.

She remembered wearing her Sunday best and going with her father into town. The town wasn't
Cleveland. Her daddy wore hisuniform, still smelling of mothballs. She remembered thinking.
Something's wrong with Daddy.

Hetook her to acity square. All the people had scared her, and she'd hidden behind hislegs. She looked
up at Daddy, and— for the only timein her life— saw Daddy crying.

"What's wrong, Daddy?" she asked.
"A great man died here" her daddy said. "A long time ago.”

"Why'd he die?" Allison looked around and only saw grass, roads, and buildings.



He paused. "Because there are bad men in the world, Allie. Men who like to hurt people.”
"Will the bad men get me?’
Her daddy's eyes welled with tears, and he hugged her to him. "No, | won't et the bad men get you."

The other scene was more chaotic, jumbled. She remembered being pulled out of bed. "Where we going,
Mommy?

She wasthrugt into the back of awaiting taxi, half-adeep, till wearing her Smurf pgamaswith thelittle
feet. She clutched her old Cat-in-the-Hat doll as she stumbled into the taxi. Mommy's overcoat was
wrapped around her, and she remembered how comfortableit felt. Then Mommy wasydlling, up at the
house, and that scared Allison. Things were shoved into the taxi, suitcases, a cardboard box—

Somehow that devolved into amemory of a Greyhound bus, and asking Mommy, "Where's Daddy?"
"Daddy had to go away, hon."

That's silly, were going away.

Allison could remember being distracted from everything by the endless scenery out the Greyhound's
window. For thefirgt timein along while Allison could remember being awestruck by the &. Louisarch.

Then there were hills, trees, and she was going to school in Euclid Heights, Ohio.

When shefinaly got out of her bed and dressed, around ten, she did so with agresat fedling of emptiness.
And asense of dmost surred anticipation.

"We're going to see your father."

Allison gtill couldn't quite get her head around her mother's change in attitude. It was asif the woman on
the end of thefirgt two phone cals was completdly different from the one who'd talked to her this
morning. What does she need to get done at the office?

She had barely gotten dressed when the doorbel | rang.

What? Who?

Irrational fear gripped her gut, and for amoment she was pardyzed. Mom's warning about strangersrang
in her head.

The bell rang again, and she told hersdlf that it had to be one of two things— Macy or the police. And
even if police had comefor her, they didn't rate the gut-wrenching fear that rooted her to the ground. She
moved to descend the steps.

What if it'sa reporter?

Oh, God, I'll deal withit. | have to deal withiit.

She looked through the peephole, scaring herself with her mother's ominous words, and it was none of

the above. It was agentleman in a UPS uniform holding a clipboard gadget and a red-banded cardboard
envelope. She opened the front door, chain in place.



"Yes?' Allison asked.
"Package for aMs. Boyle. Sign for it?"

Allison took the cardboard envelope, through the partly open door. The guy gave her an odd look, but
let her sign his clipboard gadget through the gap. Then she stood there watching as he walked away. She
didn't stop staring until he had boarded his brown UPS van and had driven down the Strest.

My lifeisturning surreal, Allison thought to hersdf. Soon Rhett is going to start talking to me.

Her neighborsin the duplex had a paper on their soop. The one headline she could see on the folded
Plain Dealer was, "Alleged Teenage Rapist Victim of Savage Besting."

Allison gtared at it, the words lodging in her mind and tumbling over each other. Okay, is he an alleged
teenager who's a rapist's victim? Is he beating up savages? Or was the savage beating up on the
teenage rapist's alleged victim? | was there and the beating is a lot more alleged than the rape.

Shewas on the verge of laughing hysterically or burgting into tears.

In front of the house, Allison saw afamiliar figure across the street. Standing motionlessin adriveway
was atwelve-or thirteen-year-old boy wearing a Bugs Bunny T-shirt and Wakman headphones. Thekid
was staring straight at her, through her. She locked eyes with the kid and felt a brief wave of sickness
reminiscent of her headaches. It wasn't that the kid'slook was intense, redly. It was more the emptiness.
The kid's eyes were dead, staring at something that wasn't there— or at least a nothing that Allison could
see.

It took al of her willpower not to dam the door. When she closed it, she remained dumped againgt it,
shaking. That kid's stare was nearly as bad asthe looks Chuck gave her.

Just a kid, shethought, he's probably on some sort of drug. The more shetold hersdf that, the more
shefdt it had to be the case. Whoever he was, he certainly looked spaced-out.

After awhile Allison shook her head, dismissing her own paranoia. "He was at the school yard when |
got hysterical. If herecognized me at dl, of course hed stare.”

She collapsed onto the living room couch and tossed the "UPS Urgent Mail” |etter on the coffee table on
top of back issues of The Economist and U. S News and World Report.

Theway she wasfaling apart was pitiful. She had come near collgpse just becauise someone looked at
her funny. She couldn't do that If she ever— When she went back to Euclid High, she was going to have
more than one boy looking a her funny.

She wondered if David would ever go out with her again.

Shewondered if sheld ever fed safe going out with anyone.

Another thing lost, Allisonthought. Along with my past, my school career, nearly my virginity—

"And Babs?'



Her stuffed rabhbit was missing. She had l&ft it down here yesterday— no, two days ago— right there, on
that issue of The Economist, the one with a congtipated-looking Boris Y eltsin on the cover.

She sarted looking dl over theliving room for Babs Bunny, and found no sign of her. Not under the
couch or the table. She even pulled the cushions from the sofain the search for her rabbit.

She was standing there, holding a sofa cushion in each hand, when she noted Rhett and Scarlett Sitting on
the dining room table. The two catswerelooking at her alittle quizzicaly.

"Okay, what'd you two do with her?'

Scarlett began to lick an orange paw, and Rhett jumped off the table to amble into the kitchen. Allison
was suddenly struck by how slly shelooked, and meekly replaced the cushions. It was so childish, being
upset over amissing Suffed animd.

"l don't care," Allison said. "'l deserve alittle childishness. | don't have much left.”

She sat down on the couch and her gaze landed on the UPS letter.

The return address was somewherein Cdifornia

Allison picked it up. She had assumed that this was something to do with Mom's business, boring
accountant stuff. Now, Allison was beginning to wonder why that'd be sent here, rather than Mom's
office. Asshelooked at it, Allison felt athrill run through her body.

The sender was a John Charvat in Los Angeles.

The same John?

Thethin cardboard of the envel ope began to fed hot in her hands. Her pulse raced in her neck. She
remembered lagt night Mom had said, "Send it.”

Here it was.

Allison could dmost fed the answersin this envelope. Who "they" were, what had happened to her
father, everything.

Allison looked at the addressee.
"Ms. Boyle"

Noinitia, no Mrs. Just the last name. Theoretically, this envelope was addressed to her asmuch asto
Mom.

I'm sorry, Mom. | have to know.

Allison tore open the cardboard envelope and out fell two more envelopes bearing the United Airlines
logo.

Of course. Sheld overheard the conversation last night, and Mom had said they were seeing her father.
Did she expect her mother to drive when Dad was probably half adozen states away. More, if the



return address was any indication.

She opened one envel ope and lost the certainty she'd had that she knew what was going on. Insdewasa
pile of ticketsfrom a haf-dozen airlines.

"S. Louis" Allison read. "Ddllas. Los Angeles. Phoenix. St. Louis again? Atlanta. Washington, D.C.
New York."

This almost crosses the whole continent, twice.

She kept reading the itinerary with growing incredulity. The layovers stretched from an hour and ahdf in
Atlanta, to nearly seven hoursin Ddlas. Getting from Cleveland to New Y ork by this cockeyed route
was going to take more than three days. The total price on the grand tour was over two thousand dollars.

For each envel ope.

Two sets of tickets, leaving Cleveland Hopkins Airport for &. Louisat 11:15 AM tomorrow, arrivingin
New York at 2:35 PM on Saturday.

"Y ou could get there sooner by boat.”

Allison held in her hands an expensive hopscotch across the country, for no apparent purpose. They
were just flying to see Dad. But why dl the layovers?

The more Allison thought about it, the more it worried her. Last night, she was beginning to remember
Mom talking about tapped phones. Mom was paranoid about strangers knocking on their door.

If someone tapped your phone, wouldn't they aso follow you around?

Maybe Dad was worried about someone following them to him. Maybe any one of these layovers could
be the real destination, and the rest just a smoke screen.

But New York?

Allison looked at dl the destinations, and only one had any specia resonancefor her.

Ddlas?

"A great man died here. A long time ago." Allison recognized that place from her memory now, and
felt foolish for not recognizing it sooner. She knew where she had been born, where shelived the first
four years of her life. It had just been buried under other parts of her life. Her memory hadn't been logt,
just misplaced.

Yeah, but if they know anything about me, wouldn't my home town be a stupid place to meet?
Allison nodded to hersdlf. Dalas was probably there just for that reason, to draw attention away from
other destinations. All the tickets were from different airlines, and each had its own boarding pass, afew
were even two-way. Allison would just bet that every one was bought at a separate travel agent.

| can figure this out.



Logicaly, New Y ork was out as a destination. It was the last ticket, and it had to be a smoke screen.
Dad lived in Los Angeles; that was obvioudy adraw for the baddies.

For along moment, Allison wondered if they had to be meeting in St. Louis. Otherwise, to go anywhere
else they would have to take lengthy layoversin two cities that were obvious destinations. She wondered
about that just long enough to fed foolish when she redlized that there were two stopsin St Louis. She
and Mom weren't supposed to go any farther west of the Mississippi. Ddlas, LA and— by extenson—
Phoenix were all there just to confuse theissue. They would just lay over aday in St. Louis.

That |eft Atlantaand Washington, D.C.

She felt that she should know which— but at the moment it escaped her. She smiled to hersdlf and did
the tickets back. Maybe, when Mom showed up, she could dazzle her with her deductions. Narrowing
seven destinations to a possible two, that wasn't bad.

The amilelasted up until she thought that they, if they had accessto John Charvat'sitinerary, could make
the same deductions she had.

Allison stood there holding the envelope. After amoment, she threw it to the table, "1 don't even know
who they are. | don't even know what I'm being paranoid about!"

She looked toward the ceiling and shouted, "Whoever you are! | refuse to do this, hear me? My nameis
Allison Boyle. I'm sixteen years old. | was nearly raped yesterday. I've been suspended. | have awful
headaches. | HAVE OTHER PROBLEMS!"

No one answered her. You've lost it, shethought. Feding slly, she went off in search of her missing
Suffed rabbit.

26 OCTOBER EUCLID HEIGHTS, OHIO
10:.00AM TUESDAY

In the back of the van sat Fred Jackson. Behind him stood George and Barney. Jane, Elroy, and the
other members of Jackson's field team were keeping watch on the Boyle house.

All three of them in the van watched the bank of consoles, even though the transmission was audio only
and there wasn't much to see. The voice through the speakers came through a scrambler and asatellite
link. It sounded asif it came from the bottom of awell.

"I apologize for the delay in your orders, Fred. |'ve been talking with Mr. Stone all night.”

Fred nodded. He was the only onein the van who seemed unmoved by the mention of Stone's name. He
asked, "What do you have for me, Scoob?"

"On the girl, nothing. That's why you weren't briefed on any other potential subjectsin the target
area. There weren't supposed to be any."

Fred straightened in his chair. "Y our database is supposed to have all the project'skids. Even the
illegitimate ones.”

"That's why security and science aretied in a knot up here. Science thinks we might have a



natural— and according to your spotter, a powerful one." The voice paused.
"And security thinks?' Fred asked.
"Who's there with you?"

Fred arched an eyebrow. Barney and George looked at each other. " The two ranking members of my
team, Scoob. Y ou know the drill."

"Dismiss them."

"What?'

"Thisisjust for your ears, Fred."

Fred turned in his seat and |ooked at George and Barney. Without saying aword, Barney did the door
aside and waved George ahead. George looked at Barney, glared at Fred, then stepped outside. Barney
followed, diding the door shut behind him.

When the door shut, Fred said, " Just me now, Scoob." He didn't turn around.

"Fred, what we have here is a massive security breach. Science thinks we have a natural only
because they haven't been told about the mother."

"What about the mother?*

"Carolyn Ann Boyle, Doctor Boyle, used to be staff here."

Fred spun around on the seet. "What?'

"She was one of our junior scientists, and she quit without notice over a decade ago. Security did
a standard follow-up, shows her settling up there. We even have a record of her change in
profession before the surveillance was dropped.”

"Okay, | follow you so far. What's tying security in aknot?'

"She quit twelve years ago. Get it? Do the math. We have no record of the kid. None, Fred. The
kid had to be at least four years old when she was working here."

Fred put his pamsto histemples and pushed his hair back. "Adopted?’ he said without much hopein his
voice.

"Possible, but we have records of a six-month |eave she took, without pay, at about the right
time. We doubt that's a coincidence. We've also tried to contact the man who oversaw Institute
security when she left, the man who oversaw the follow-up investigation on Boyle. Up until
yesterday he was resident in Los Angeles.”

"Up until yesterday?'

"Left his apartment around two in the afternoon, LA time, and has yet to turn up."”



"Opportunetiming.”

"Good chance he was on a plane to anywhere an hour before our people arrived at the
apartment.”

Fred shook his head. "Okay, other than keeping the security boners quiet, what do | do?*

"First off, the kid is still a priority. She still might be a natural, Elroy says she's hot, and Stone
wants to make up for losing Wilson. In fact, the Institute will be willing to absorb some heat to get
her."

Fred nodded, " Consdering the police involvement, we haveto.”

"As long as the heat doesn't reach Dallas, under stand?"

"Of course.”

"Second, we want the mother."

Fred was quiet for amoment before he said, " Getting parental consent? | know it's better when we do,
but with her history—"

"No, Fred. We want the mother. Security needsto talk to her. We need to know how she dlipped
through the cracks. We need to know who the father is. The daughter might not be able to tell us.
And, most important, we don't want to leave someone out loose who could point anyone toward
us after her daughter disappears.”

"Better if both mother and daughter vanish.”

"Exactly."

"Condder it done."
CHAPTERTEN

26 OCTOBER EUCLID HEIGHTS, OHIO
10:05 AM TUESDAY
Allison's quest for her rabhit took her through the entire house. Sheld covered dmost every inch—

including the most improbable areas of the kitchen and attic— and was beginning to worry alittle about
the obsessive nature of her search, when she caught sight of aflash of pink fuzz through her mother's

partiadly open door.

Mom? What are you doing with Babs?

She pushed her mother's door al the way open.

Mom's room was neat, dmost astringent. The bed was neatly made with awhite comforter—

She looked at the bed and wondered, redly wondered, if her mother had had any relationships since
sheld left Dad. It had been twelve years.



Babs Bunny wasthere, on the bed, sitting on apile of folded laundry and looking out the door. Allison
picked up her rabbit and came to the realization that Babs wasn't the only thing Mom had taken. The
folded clothes on the bed were al Allison's. She hadn't recogni zed them at first because she usudly did
her own laundry, so sherarely saw any of her casud clothesfolded. But here was most of the stuff that
had been waiting on awash. There was her Garfield nightshirt. The jeans sheld dept in. Nearly half of her
T-shirts. The red Marines sweater that Macy's brother had given her.

Even as she sarted to ask hersalf what Mom was doing with her clothes, she saw, on the other side of
Mom's bed, her old Girl Scout duffel bag. She'd never been a Girl Scout, but she had been to anumber
of summer camps and that bag had seen alot of use. It was zipped open next to the bed, and hdlf filled
with her own underwear. Next to the duffel was asingle suitcase and an old cardboard box.

They were going to see Dad, but Allison was beginning to wonder if Mom intended for them to come
back. It began to dawn on Allison, the fact that all those separate tickets, some with such a short layover
between flights, meant that there might only be a chance to take on-flight baggage.

Mom had to have been doing thisal night, no wonder it looked asif she hadn't gotten any deep.

Mom couldn't be planning to just up and leave. That couldn't be right. There were Scarlett, Rhett, and
Meowrie. Not to mention the fact that maybe Detective Teidleman might object to Allison leaving the
area. She dtared at the bags, and at Babs, and began felling frightened.

Mom planned to leave town, right in the middle of a police investigation. Her uptight, traitlaced mom
was acting likeafugitive.

It brought an eerie sense of defagja[ag vu. Allison remembered the hodgepodge of packagesthat had
filled the taxi when Mom had left Dad, dragging them both out of Dallas. Hagtily packed cardboard
boxes, mostly clothes.

Back then, Mom had remembered to bring her favorite stuffed toy, araggedy-blue Cat-in-the-Hat.
Allison looked at Babs, and imagined Mom remembering the same day last night, as she was packing.
Mom was scared of something, and it wasn't Dad.

Allison didn't know why this was happening. But she trusted Mom. So she finished packing the duffel
bag, up to and including Babs.

As she zipped the bag shut, she tripped, knocking over the suitcase and the cardboard box. She steadied
hersdf on the bed as she saw aflat, metal canister roll out of the upturned box. The box itself dumped a
chaotic pile of books and papers.

Allison sghed and walked out into the hdl to catch the wayward object.

It was aflat film canigter, the sort of thing that people used to keep home moviesin. When she picked it
up, theweight told her that therewasared of filmingdeit. It wasn't large, lessthan fiveinchesin
diameter and less than an inch thick— just short of too big to fit in somebody's pocket.

Before she looked closdly, she thought it might have been some old home movies of Mom's. But the
peding labels made it ook indtitutiona. Who'd labd ahome movie "Case#8677' Therewasadso a
sticker that said"ASl File#" followed by an obscendy long typed sequence of numbers and letters.



Allison was about to give in to the urge to pry open the can, when the doorbell rang downstairs. On the
way down, shetried to wedge the can into the rear pocket of her jeans.

She was cautious with the door again, looking through the peephole.
Thistimeit wasthe police. Detective Teidleman, in fact, accompanied by a statuesque black woman.

Allison opened the door with the chain on, and he looked so shuffling and nervousthat shefelt some
sympeathy for the man. "Ah, Miss Boyl€? Isyour mother here?"

"No." Allison shook her head. "Can | do something for you?"

Teidleman appeared surprised. "Damn she was supposed—" he muttered to himself. Then he caught
himsdf. "Well, that isn't your fault.” Teidleman looked up at the black woman and sighed. Hefishedina
pocket and pulled out acard. "Y ou see, we need to talk to you, but we need your mother's—" He
looked at the black woman again. "— and your— permission, etc. etc.”

He handed her the card. "Wed redlly liketo tak to you. If you could impress that on your mother.”
"Sure," Allison nodded. "So you aren't hereto arrest me or anything?"

"No, no, no—" Teidleman shook hishead repeatedly. "It'sjust an investigation. And we can't talk to
Miger Wilson."

Allison was beginning to wonder who was making Teidleman nervous, her or the black lady. She glanced
at thecard and sad, "I'll tell Mom."

"Thank you."

Before she closed the door, Allison swallowed hard and asked, "How is he?!
Teidleman looked pained and glanced at the black woman, who shrugged.
"Bad,"” Teidleman sad.

"How— uh— bad...?’

Teidleman looked at her gppraisingly. "He's il critical. Asfar as| know, hes still in surgery, undergoing
recongtruction. At best hell be permanently crippled.”

Allison put her facein her hands. "At worg?!

The silence she heard was worse than an answer. God, did Chuck deserve being put into surgery for
e ghteen hours?

"l should go," Teidleman said.
Allison nodded and closed the door. Shefdt sick.

26 OCTOBER EUCLID HEIGHTS, OHIO



10:15AM TUESDAY

Elroy sat on arock, just in sght of the ugly blue-gray duplex that Allison Boylelived in. The Inditute's
van was up the street, not in direct view of the house. The Oldsmobile was parked on the other side of
the block, in sght of the rear of the house.

Elroy sat on hiswhite-painted rock, idly digging in the grass at hisfeet. Therock was part of the property
of the house behind him, part of a sculpted garden, but Elroy knew that there wasn't anyone in the house
to chase him away. He could see things like that, peopl€'s minds were a constant fuzzy smear across his
vison. Rainbow wakestrailing everybody.

The colors had dways fascinated Elroy. Every time anew image crossed his path, he dared at it asif his
eyeswere hungry and needed to be fed. Fortunately, the Sghts were as varied as the people he saw.
Even now, on Allison Boyl€s side of the street, a stocky blonde woman was jogging. To Elroy, it
seemed that she caused aripplein the air that radiated from ateardrop-shaped areajust behind the
woman's forehead.

Theripplesfollowed her, waving in acomplex pattern that d most made sense to Elroy. Watching it was
liketrying to remember aword frozen just behind histongue. Elroy watched the woman jog by him,
studying the colors. There were tranducent shimmers of every color Elroy could name, and afew he
couldn't. Asusud, there were parts of it that were unique to thiswoman. One small part of the pattern
was frozen, unmoving— ablazing red ember that the remaining pattern flowed around and tried to avoid.

What's that? Elroy thought to himsdlf. It wasn't the first time held seen such athing. Barney was followed
by aswarm of such things, afew not nearly as nice-looking as thiswoman's defect.

Thejogging woman glanced over at Elroy, met hiseyes, and, like most people, shelowered her gaze and
turned away. Do they know what | see? |s she ashamed of that little red spot? Does she know it's
there?

Elroy sighed. He was bored, waiting for something to happen. Helooked up at the Boyle house, and he
gl sensed her in there. The patterns around Allison Boyle were the most intricate and mesmerizing that
Elroy had seen outside the Indtitute. Since yesterday, it had grown in complexity, dmost asif hewas
seeing two patterns, one embedded and amost overwhelmed by the other.

The main pattern itself amost hurt to look at, it was so intense. The colors burned. Elroy saw an
increasing potentid there, sraining, like an angry dog chainedto awal.

Elroy thought he'd seen that leash snap once, but there had been too many people around the high
school, too many overlapping ripples. All he knew, was that when the medics whedled Charlie Wilson
away, Elroy hadn't seen Charlie's beer-shot pattern. There had been nothing. No pattern. Asfar as Elroy
was concerned, that meant you were dead.

His Wakman headphones spoke to him.

"Elroy—" Mr. Jackson's scrambled Darth Vader voice, "— what's the status on the girl ?*

"Still in the house, Mr. Jackson." Elroy spoke without moving hislips. "Nothing's happening.” Nothing.
Nothing, but. Elroy could sense the buildup, the extension. The dog straining on itsleash. He felt the

strain, too, because he was willing the leash to break. Elroy had the sense that he would see something
amazing when that happened.



"Good," said Mr. Jackson. "I'm taking the field team downtown to pick up her mother.”

"Uhhuh"

"I'm leaving you, Jane, and George here, only to keep tabs on the girl. We're not to touch her until weve
taken care of her mother.”

"Uh-huh."

"Good, if you see anything happening, especially something you can't explain, radio George and Jane
hereinthevan."

"Yes gr."
The Wakman blared static amoment, then faded into silence.

Elroy returned to digging around with his stick. In afew moments, he found what held been looking for.
Under an overgrown tuft of grass between the garden and the driveway, asmall bird was hidden. Its
feathers were gray, and its beak was open, panting. One wing was splayed behind it, like acasually
tossed blanket.

Unlike people, the ripple surrounding the bird was asimple blue sphere barely larger than its head. Every
few moments the body would jerk, and aripple would cross the sphere, leeching alittle more color, a
little more brightness.

Thebird'ssmall black eyes met Elroy's, and the animal began amanic chirping that racked itstiny body.
Elroy watched, motionless and fascinated, asthe bird died next to him.

26 OCTOBER EUCLID HEIGHTS, OHIO
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Allison returned to Mom's room to clean up the mess she'd made. She uprighted the cardboard box and
began replacing the contents, placing her hands on the album she had seen on her mother'slap—

Was that only two days ago?

It was the same abum her mother had drunk herself to deep looking through. Allison picked it up and
dowly sat on the recliner her mom had been Sitting in that night. She had never seen this scrapbook
before.

Thefirst pagein that beat-up black scrapbook was ayellowed birth certificate, dated 1952. Carolyn
Ann Boyle, born to Franklin James and Francine June Boyle. Thefirst few pageswere typica family
portraits. Carol as ababy. Franklin— Allison's grandfather— holding Caral in front of the monkey cage
at some zoo. The pictures accumulated until 1956, and then they stopped.

Up to 1956, it looked like this had been Francine June Boyl€'s record of Mom's childhood. The last
picture was a color-faded K odachrome of four-year-old Carol on aswing.

Francine had been quite a photographer, and al the pictures had been taken by her. Allison had wished



to seeapicture of her grandmother, Francine.

Allison got her wish on the next page, in the worst possible way. On much newer backing paper, wasa
ydllowing newsprint picture of Francine. It fronted her obituary. April 26th, 1956. The sight moved
Allison, though she had never known her grandmother— even though Mom had told her that both her
own parents had died along time ago.

The next clipping was from an old copy machine. The copy paper was dick, yelowing, and brittle. The
ink was much grayer than Allison would expect from amodern Xerox machine. The copy was of anews
article dated three days after the obituary. It announced the arrest of Franklin James Boylein connection
with the death of hiswife. Between the lines, Allison could see hints of horrifying abuse. The mere
mention of two other children who died before Carol was born...

Thiswasn't anything Mom had told her. Even so, Allison didn't need Mom to tell her what probably
happened to her infant aunt and uncle.

Her mother was four years old when these things happened. She must have had to hunt down these
clippings years after thefact.

The next pages were on old mounting paper of adifferent color. Each was afamily group shot. In each
one Carol Boylewasin it somewhere. Thefamiliesweredl different. Mom had been living with foster
familiesnearly al her childhood.

It became disturbing to see how few of the pictures showed Mom smiling.
One particularly ugly picture didn't look like afamily shot. In it were three men whooping it up in front of
aTV that had seen better days. What could be seen of the house was a scene of beer bottles and

ashtrays. The picture was a blistered black-and-white Polaroid that had been folded in half so the two
pieces had falen apart. It was held together with yellowed cellophane tape.

The next page was another news clipping folded over itsdf tofit in the book. Allison unfolded it gently,
expecting another obituary. What she got was totally unexpected.

The paper was from 1965 and the headline read, "Poltergeist Rampages Trailer Park Home."

"What?' Allison whispered.

From the story, onefine June day, for no apparent reason, miscellaneous objectsin the trailer owned by
the Cobb family began to be thrown about. Ash trays, beer bottles, brick-a-brac— and in one notable
incident the family TV— flew around inexplicably, driving Mr. Cobb and histwo sonsout of thetrailer.
The incidents happened repeatedly, and supposedly oncein front of the eyes of the reporter.

There had been no injuries, "unless you count the TV, which Mr. Cobb demonstrated as being dead on
arivd."

Theincidents revolved around the Cobb's foster daughter. " *Started about the time the wife took ill,' said
Mr. Cobb." The Cobbs rductantly had to give up the child.

The child, of course, was Carolyn Boyle.

Allison flipped back to the damaged Polaroid. That could be theinside of atrailer. Shelooked at the



three men swilling beer in front of the TV. She thought of that TV flying across the room and smashing on
thefar wall. Probably served them right.

More families, and pictures of Carol asateenager. Carol with boys. Carol looking somewhat happy. But
every few pageswould be anew family shot and after that new family, the high school in the background
pictures would change. The scrapbook was becoming a severely depressing document.

Then, filling a page, was an acceptance |etter to Duke University.

More pictures. Mom protesting the Vietnam war. Mom marching in Washington. Mom making some sort
of gpeech to acongregation of her fellow students. Mom receiving her degree.

The degree wasin the scrapbook, folded in quartersto fit. Allison unfolded it, read the degree, and said,
"Psychology, Mom?' That didn't make much sense; Mom was an accountant.

People change careers...

Then came the picture Allison had seen before, the man in the uniform, posed before the American flag.
Her father.

More pictures. Mom in alab coat for the Prometheus Research Ingtitute. Mom in front of ahouse. Mom
pregnant.

No wedding pictures?

Then it was Allison's baby pictures. Allison kept flipping through domestic scenes. Then the pictures
abruptly ended.

Allison looked around, checked for pages sticking together, faling out, looked in the box. But the last
page was dleven yearsold, a least. Thelast picture was Allison, in her Smurf jammies, Cat-in-the-Hat
with ragged tail jammed in the crook of her arm.

The same things she was wearing when Mom abandoned Dad in Ddlas.

Were Mom and Dad ever married? Allison wondered. It wasn't a question that had ever occurred to
her before.

Shedidn't know what to make of the abum.

Mom had kept a scrapbook cataloging alifetime of pain. It made Allison's current problems seem paltry
by comparison. Mom did know how Allison felt. Mom probably knew better than she did.

She bent to replace the scrapbook in the box. The remainder of the box wasfilled with books. Allison
was s0 used to boxes of booksin this house that she'd barely noticed thetitles.

Now one caught her attention. A textbook.
Parapsychology. 2nd ed.

Para-psychology?



Allison flipped the scrapbook open again, to Mom's degree.
Sheld misread the calligraphy. It read Parapsychol ogy.

Sheflipped through Mom's university pictures and now saw that she was celebrating her degree with the
Duke Universty Parapsychology Laboratory.

Allison'smouth fdt alittledry.
She wondered what the Prometheus Research Ingtitute had researched.

The books in the box were al related to Parapsychology. Poltergeists. Psychokinesis. Telekinesis.
There's a difference?

One book, a blue-covered seventies paperback with a cracked spine, had thetitle, " TK: Mind Over
Matter."

The text-strewn cover made clear that TK was an abbreviation for telekinesis. The cover was amontage
of dated photographs. Someone who could do a seventies bad-haircut retrospective was holding a bent
SpooN, some woman was waving her hands over a compass.

Allison's eyes couldn't stay away from those two letters, "TK."

She could seethat, if used often enough, the abbreviation would shorten itsdf even further. From the two
gyllable "tee-kay," perhaps, to the one syllable, "teek."

| can't be thinking what | think I'm thinking.

Allison gently put down the scrapbook.

"If | takethisideaserioudy, | have gone crazy.”

But what happened to Chuck? | was looking right at him. Who else was there to, to...

The phrase that cameto Allison's mind was "crack his pantslike awhip." That's what happened to him,
the popped seams, the towe-sngpping sounds. Allison could pictureit al too vividly.

"But | didn't touch him.”
That's the point, isn't it?

Allison backed away from her mother'sbox asif it were filled with live snakes. Recent eventsflew
around in her mind, finding patternsto fal into.

The headaches. The sense of something awakening in her skull.

Her room trashed without amemory of her moving. She even remembered, now, back at David's party,
she had heard that table upending in time to the worst of her throbbing skull. Dozens of memories of
things moving of their own valition around her. Her suffed animals. The books David had been carrying
inthelibrary, the onesthat had made aleft turn in midair. The fact she could rip her notebook out of
Chuck's hand, even...



Her father had said, on the phone, "If she'sateek.”

Her mother had been a parapsychologist. Mom had been the center of a poltergeist event when shewas
thirteen.

It made sense.

"Yes, sure, uh huh. It makesloads of sense. It even explains what happened to Chuck. But how come
you've never doneit conscioudy?"

Well, I've never tried.

It couldn't be that smple, could it?

Allison unzipped her duffel bag, and pulled out Babs. She placed Babs on the bed, on top of apillow.
Here'swhere | get to show myself how silly I'm being.

"Here goes. Babs, hop!" Allison, while dill feding haf-scared and haf-slly, thought at Babs as hard as
she could.

Something opened inside her head, an invisible hand fedling through space and matter, latching on to her
stuffed animd. The effort hurt, but not as badly as her headaches.

The stuffed rabbit flew off the bed and dammed into the calling with athud. And it stuck there.

Allison's jaw dropped. Shetook a step back, staring at the ceiling and the rabbit now spread-eagled
there. She tripped over the box of books and fell with a crash, landing on her backside in atangle of
paranormal literature. The pain of the forgotten film canister digging into her behind broke her
concentration.

Babsfel from the ceiling, bounced off the bed, and landed at her feet. The rabbit's frozen smile seemed
to say, "What took you so long?"
CHAPTER ELEVEN

26 OCTOBER EUCLID HEIGHTS, OHIO
10:45 AM TUESDAY

Allison tore through her mother's books, frantically searching for some explanation. She didn't know what
shewaslooking for. All she knew wasthat the universe was playing gameswith redlity, and if shedidn't
find her bearings quickly, she'd crawl into acorner and start whimpering.

It would be very reassuring to find something in black and white that told her what had just happened,
and why. The books didn't cooperate. In the first place there were just too many of them, ranging from
textbooks to pocket paperbacks that shed pages when she cracked their spines. Even when it became
obviousthat the mgjority of these books dealt with wholly mental phenomena— telepathy, precognition,
clairvoyance, and such, not her problem at all— the mass of text was too much to absorb.

What she did scan was universaly unhelpful. The giant parapsychology textbook had whole sectionson



psychokinesis, but it al seemed to be about dice rolling and probability. What she read was very boring,
very statistical, and madeit alot less surprising that her mom had made the peculiar legp from

parapsychology to accounting.

From the look of the textbooks, parapsychology was accounting.
Nothing in there about levitating rabbits.
Despite her frantic search, she found nothing that matched what she seemed able to do—

Unless she counted the poltergeists. They— at |east the case histories Mom had gone through with a
highlighter— were the only events Allison could find where it |looked like someone was— telekinesing?
teeking?— large objects. Only it didn't seem that the people centra to the events were in control of the
metter.

Allison dropped the last book in disgust and looked &t Babs again.
Am | imagining this?

Allison concentrated on the rabbit again. She felt the weird disorientation she'd felt after her last bad
headache. She had the sense of seeing too much. She closed her eyes and the feeling, instead of
disappearing, grew more intense. It was anagging sense that, out of the corner of her mind's eye, she
could see around, maybe even within objects. Her didocated vison made it seem asif the universe was
turned ingde out and she was looking insde herself to see— everything.

"Toowerd."

She could fed her mind reaching for the stuffed rabbit. The sense of touch from her menta fingers
seemed numbed and fuzzy, asif the matter they contacted was semiliquid. When she grabbed the rabbit
with her mind, it was like trying to hold athin pudding. She had to embed the whole object within her
menta grasgp— like wrapping it with clay— or it would dip through her fingers.

Allison opened her eyesto assure hersdf that the world hadn't gone semiliquid on her. Seeing the world
with her eyestempered the disorientation, but didn't make it go away.

As shewatched, she made Babsrise, dowly.

It felt asif the rabbit was going to dip out of her grasp like awet watermelon seed and hit the ceiling
again. However, she managed to maintain some control— which was hard since shefdt asif shewas
losng her mind.

Babs hovered there, in midair. Allison dowly got to her feet, staring at the suffed animd.

I'm doing that. | have to be doing that.

"Either that, or Chuck managed to really snap my mind and I'm comfortably sedated in amenta ward
somewhere.”

Allison made Babsriseto eye level. She spun the rabbit around, turned it over, madeit orbit her head.
The rabbit complied with her mentd efforts with increasing ease. Soon Allison had Babs jumping and
swooping, hopping over the bed, doing pirouettes...



After awhile Allison discovered that the fear and disorientation had given way to wonder. As Babsflew
across her mom's bedroom, Allison began to smile.

Eventudly, Rhett poked his black head in to see what was up. His eyes caught sight of Babs, floating in
midair. Rhett ran halfway into the room, past Allison'sfeet, to Stare at Babs, transfixed. Allison made
Babs swoop down and buzz the cat.

Rhett legped straight up, mewing, turned in midair, and hit the ground running. He shot past Allison, and
she could hear hislittle cat feet machine-gunning down the Sairs.

Allison laughed, ared, honest laugh. Thefirst onein quiteawhile. It felt good. Allison flew Babs down,
into her arms, and hugged the rabbit.

Mom, why didn't you tell me?

26 OCTOBER CLEVELAND, OHIO

11:38 AM TUESDAY

Fred Jackson stood in the hall outside the glass-fronted offices of "Levy, Mahyer & Boyle Associates.”
He stood between a drinking fountain and a potted plant, in the corner of an L-shaped corridor. Down
one arm of the L were the offices, down the other were the two e evators serving the building.

Barney had a position on the opposite side of the building from him, where another L mirrored off of the
elevators. Between the two of them they had every accessto the floor, elevators, and stairs covered.
There were two additional men down in the parking garage, waiting for Carolyn Ann Boyle to show.

In the half hour since Fred'sfield team had taken up position, she hadn't.

Thedigita clock over the elevatorsturned from 11:38 to 11:39, and a soft beeping came from Fred's
breast pocket. Fred dipped a cellular phone out of his pocket and flipped it open. It wasn't atrue cell
phone, sinceit didn't use either the frequencies, or the public cell network— but it was less obvious than

awdkie-tdkie,

"Yes?' he sad into the pseudo-phone while switching his gaze casudly from the office to the evators
and back again.

"Elroy says she'sdoing it again."

Fred shook his head. "Wait for us, George.”

"Something's happening—"

"Your job'sto keep an eye onthegirl. Just keep an eyeonthegirl.”

"You should have the mother by now..."

"George, don't make me explain thingsto you again. We do thingsin order.”

"I'msorry, but the activity here is making me nervous."



"Don't make decisonsin times of stress, George. It's not your forte. Wait for us. Good-bye." Fred
folded the phone and dipped it back into his pocket.

More minutes passed. Fred took asip from the fountain. At 11:41 his pseudo-phone beeped again. He
flipped it open.

"Y@l

"She's here, Northwest elevator. Rocky is following, Northeast elevator. I'min the parking
garage.”

"Acknowledged," Fred said. Then he hit the button that would activate Barney's beeper, warning him that
the target was on her way.

Carol rode the elevator alone up to her office, just as she had every day for years. She knew, however,
that it was the last time. Even if nothing happened, even if there was a safe ever after for Allie, Carol had
gpent the morning committing severd feloniesin preparation for leaving the state. She had vidted five
branches of the same bank so she could withdraw nearly twenty-five thousand dollars from her
company's escrow accounts without causing any darm. It wasin her purse now, ten bank checks and
two thousand in cash.

In the damage of her retreat, her second career would be asfinished asthefirg.

What she had to do now, while the office was empty for lunch, was to doctor a haf-dozen spreadsheets
and filesto cover her tracks. It was ajob she didn't relish, but if sheleft the records untouched, she
would find the police after her as early astomorrow morning.

Can | do this? Abandon everything in my life again? Uproot Allie again, after what she's been
through...?

All of the buried wounds were coming to the surface. Not just leaving John, but her own rolein an evil
that might be coming after her own daughter.

She rubbed deep from her eyes and thought John's baby-killer comment was well-earned. She'd been
such ahypocrite, going from college activism to work at a place like Prometheus. That was something
she couldn't blame on John, since shemet him at PRI.

The doors opened on her floor and she stepped out, barely watching where she was going. She was lost
in self-recrimination. She hadn't wanted to believe John'swarnings, not just because Alliewas such a
normal, happy child. That might have been excusable. Carol was afraid the primary reason wasthat she
never wanted to admit the evil sheld once worked for, or that sheld been hiding from that respongbility
for twelve years.

She dmost ran into the man before he said her name.
"Carolyn Boyle?'
The name brought her up short, and she stood staring at a balding man with date-gray hair. On histie

was aclip showing an eaglein flight. The man had an easy amile, like apalitician. He held out hishand as
if hewanted her to shakeit.



Caral clutched her case close to her and took a step back. "Who are you?"

"I'm Specia Agent Fred Jackson, ASl. | was hoping that you'd come with meto answer afew
questions.”

The man kept smiling, kept his hand out, and even began to reach for identification. He wore a secure
cloak of authority around himsdlf, and histone of voice said that everything was going to befine.

Alarm bells began going off in Carol's head, and she backed up, nervoudy, saying, "I'm afraid you have
the wrong person, Agent Jackson."

"It'sjust afew questions, Ms. Boyle—"

Carol wasn't listening anymore. She turned and started walking briskly away from the man, toward the
elevators. Suddenly ayounger man, in cowboy boots and a blond ponytail turned around and grabbed
the shoulder of her blouse. "Come on, Miss, the man just wantsto talk to you.” The man spokewith a
Texas accent, and that was enough to panic Carol. She had |eft dl her nightmaresin Texas.

She dammed her foot down on the man's shin hard enough to half-remove the hed of her right shoe on
the edge of hisboot. The cowboy said, "Shit!" and let go long enough for her to sart alimping run to the
elevators.

Just before she reached them, the doors on the right one opened, revealing aman in adark suit who
looked directly at her. The man took a step forward, and Carol threw her case at him as she turned
toward thefire gairs.

She dammed the door open, and started running down the concrete steps. She heard the door open
again, and she heard two more sets of footsteps echo down toward her.

She had lost her case, but she till had her purse, the money, her keys. If she could just makeit to her
ca.

Please, God, don't let them have Allie. Punish me for my mistakes but not her—

She passed three floors and was rounding afourth, when the fire door next to her suddenly exploded
open, and the cowboy with the pony tail reached for her.

Elevator, he beat me on the elevator.

Shetried to dodge around him, and dmost made it, He grabbed at her arm and caught the right deeve of
her blouse. It was enough to stop her movement, but her momentum was till forward and her left arm
and leg swung out over the gtairs.

For just amoment, she was precarioudy baanced on her right hedl, supported by the tension the
cowboy had on her deeve, dangling over aflight of concrete steps. She looked into the man's eyes and
felt the knuckles of her left hand brush the steps below her.

At the same time, she brought her free hand up to reach for aguardrail, and the man swung his free hand
to grab something more substantia than cloth. Both movements cametoo late, as cloth tore and the
loosened hedl gave way under the weight.



Carol cried, "Jesus," asshefdl.
Baney sad, "Shit."

Carolyn Ann Boyle tumbled backward down the sairs, leaving Barney holding the deeve of her blouse.
She landed, unmoving, facedown at the foot of the stairs.

"Shit," Barney repeated, astwo sets of footsteps caught up with him.

26 OCTOBER EUCLID HEIGHTS, OHIO

11:48 AM TUESDAY

It was close to noon when Allison walked out of her mother's bedroom. She had no idea what to make
of itdl. Everything— Mom, Dad, hersdlf, the rules of the universe— everything had changed on her.
Worgt of al, she couldn't understand why Mom kept thisfrom her.

If Allison had known what she'd been capable of, would she have hurt Chuck as badly as she had?
Could she have done something less destructive if she had known what she was doing?

Wheat could she do?
Dozens of images came to Allison unbidden, from books and movies. She had seen enough evil portraits
of paranormasfor her to fed terribly uncomfortable. Exploding heads from Scanners, theflying cutlery

from Carrie, whole housesexploding in Firestarter ... .

David even had atape of a Japanesefilm, Akira, acartoon where an adolescent telekinetic had managed
to destroy Tokyo.

No. There have to be limits.
Shefound hersdf wandering around the house, cradling Babs, her mind awhir of fictiona imagery.

There was a Dean Koontz novel where atelekinetic caused earthquakes, manifested otherworldly
mongers, and had nearly driven himself insane with his ability.

Could it be that Mom didn't tell her because she was scared of her?
Allison was doing agood job of scaring hersdf. What if she could lay wasteto acity?

"Hold it." Allison stopped and looked at herself in the mirror. She stared at hersalf and tried to force
someredity back into her head. She knew she was prone to get romantic and overblown in her fantasy
life. That just meant that she had to make an extra effort to retain some sort of control over her

Speculation.

Just because the rules had changed, didn't mean there weren't any rulesat all.

And, moviesto the contrary, there was nothing in Mom's pargpsychology books that showed anything
approaching the destruction of a house, much lessacity. Allison smiled a hersdlf in the mirror, proud
that she could keep some semblance of reason when the world had obvioudy goneinsane.



She winced at that thought, and stuck her tongue out at hersdlf. She shouldn't undercut her own sanity
with thoughts like that. When it came down to the nitty-gritty, she had two choices. Either she had gone
nuts and literdly anything could happen, or she dlill lived in arationd world with naturd laws.

Despite the fact that she seemed to have been misinformed about what those laws were.

"That means,”" Allison said to her reflection, "that the more reasonably and consistently thisteeking
behaves, the less chance I'm crazy." Shelooked down at Babs and said, "That makes sense, doesn't it?"

That logic led to the premise that she had to find out how reasonable and consstent her teek was. After a
little thought, Allison went through the house, gathering a number of objects and putting them in a paper
bag. The expedition took her through her room, the study, through some boxes of old toysin the
basement, and through the kitchen.

When she had filled her bag, shetried to think of where sheld conduct her experiments. It redlly shouldn't
be in the house, some of the Stuff sheld gotten was potentidly messy—

Especially the kitty litter.

But Mom had made her promise to stay in the house. Allison didn't want to disobey her mother. Mom
would be upset, probably too upset to discuss the things they needed to discuss. Allison could too easily
see important things, like meeting her father, and the gapsin her family history, being sidetracked for the
typica mom-daughter fight, Y ou promised to stay insde—" "But, Mom, | didn't want to soil the carpet
with the power of my mind."

Excessive silliness during grave eventsis a sign of a disturbed mind.

Allison figured sheld earned the right to be disturbed.

Eventudly, Allison compromised. Since the basement was too crowded with boxes, laundry, and
furnace, she decided to go and play in the garage. Technicaly the garage was il "the house.”

Allison put on afleece-lined denim jacket, and remembering Mr. Franklin's rules on lab safety, borrowed
apair of her mother's sunglassesin lieu of safety goggles.

As she walked to the garage, she saw her neighbor, Mr. Luvov, washing one of histhree cars. Luvov
lived in the other half of Allison'shouse. Hewas arecent Russian immigrant, in hislate forties, spoke with
athick accent, and was probably one of the most thoroughly American people Allison had ever met. Mr.
Luvov would probably enjoy her civicsclass,

He stopped hosing down his Ford pickup— Allison thought he had aspirations to be aredneck— and
gmiled beamingly at her. "Pleasant day, MissAllie”

"Good afternoon, Mr. Luvov."
"Should you not be in school ? Y ou are home too much for your studies.”
Allison sighed. "I'm suspended.”

"Thisisnot right. Perhaps| call, make protest?'



Mr. Luvov had apassion for writing |etters to the editor, caling radio talk shows, speaking at public
mestings— Allison had no question that he was sincere. She shook her head. "Don't bother, it'll work
itsdf out.” | wish. "Thanksanyway."

"Is nothing. Education isimportant. This| tell my boys, but—" He shrugged and began to use the hose
again. "l want smart children. | get boyswho watch cartoons.” He turned to Allison as she passed. "You
areyoung, tel mewhy my boyslike Beavis and Butthead? | do not understand.”

Theincongruity of the question made Allison laugh. "'l don't know why anyone likes that show, Mr.
Luvov."

Mr. Luvov shook hishead asif there were some things American that he never would understand. He
was probably right.

Allison walked to the garage at the end of the driveway. It was detached from the house, set far enough
back in the house's yard so that Mr. Luvov could park all three of hiscarsin half the driveway and leave
enough room for Mom to use her haf of the garage.

Allison put her bag down and opened the garage door and walked in, closing the door behind her. It was
atwo-car garage, one space occupied by Mr. Luvov's Jeep Cherokee.

That man and his cars, Allison thought.

Enough sunlight wasfiltering in to see by, so she sat her bag on the table that ran the length of the rear of
the garage. Allison's hdf of the table was empty except for bottles of car stuff— antifreeze, oil additive,
wiper fluid, and such— stacked at the far end. The empty space was acontrast to Mr. Luvov's half
which was an ecdtatic jumble of tools, rags, and miscellaneous junk.

Thefirst thing Allison pulled out of the paper bag was Babs. Babs was more moral support than part of
the experiment, so Allison looked for a clean placeto set her down. Shefindly perched the stuffed rabbit
on the hood of the Jeep.

Then shelined up the other thingsin her bag.

First shetook out ashesf of Dixie cupsand lined up six of them. Then shefilled them with various
materias she'd gotten from the kitchen. Bottled water in thefirst one. Barely liquid corn syrup in the
second. A few glops of grapejdly in thethird. SAt in thefourth. Kitty litter in the fifth. A dozen sugar
cubesin thelast one.

Allison'sfirg ideawasto see exactly how dippery thingswereto her teek sense. Babs, in redity afairly
solid, fluffy creature, had fet like Jelo-O when Allison had levitated her.

Once she had the cups lined up, Allison stood back and said to Babs, "Here goes.”
She wondered if she should close her eyes. She decided not to at fird.

The sugar cubes werefirgt. Again she had the sense of mental fingers running across too-spongy metter.
When shefindly seemed to get a grip on the cup she was concentrating on, she lifted, gently.

Ohbligingly, the whole cup lifted off the table.



"That'snot what | want at al."

She lowered the cup from its hover and tried to think smaler. The mental sense dipped through thewalls
of the cup like it was melted wax. Theindividud cubes of sugar ssemed to be cubes of wispy foam
rubber. It was very hard for Allison to think hersdlf into surrounding the cubes. Her mind seemed to dide
through them. A cube dipped through her grasp and fired itself out of the cup, shattering on the ceiling of
the garage.

It made her head ache.

Eventually, after amoderate effort, the cubes seemed embedded in her menta web, and she could raise
them out of the cup.

The mass of cubes moved as agroup wherever she willed them. However, she found that there was no
way she could makeindividua cubes move independently of one another. Shetried to makeasingle
levitating cube rotate, but the whole mass would spin around acommon axis, each cube in orbit around a
common center.

The best she found she could do was"let go” of individua cubes. That she could do very sdectively, to
have them bounce off their fellows and land on the table below. On animpulse shelet go of dl the cubes
but one on the top and one on the bottom. The structure of the handful of cubes collapsed like a house of
cards, leaving the two floating cubes of sugar, their relative postionsintact. Allison frowned and tried to
push the cubes closer together. She couldn't. It was like the cubes were embedded in someinvisible lump
of clay, and dl she could do was push the clay around.

She stepped up and took hold of one of the cubes with her hand and yanked. The yank was
accompanied by abizarre sense of asmilar, and dightly painful, tug inside her skull.

She expected her mental grip on the rogue cubeto belost. It wasn't. The"clay” seemed forgiving, and
when Allison et go of the cube, it ill hung therein midair, three feet away fromits cousin. Allison tried to
teek the cubes again.

Asbefore, they wanted to maintain thelr relative postions.

Allison tried to grab cubes off the table, and managed to, but once they werein her menta grip they
maintained constant separation. Shejust could not move multiple objects relative to each other unless
something e se intervened, like her reaching out with her hand and grabbing one.

Allison dropped the cubesto the table, wiped her forehead, and swept the cubes back into the cup.

Her physics teacher would be proud of her.

Allison pulled asmal yellow pad out of her pocket and wrote oniit, " Teek Rule #1: You can't teek
different objectsin different directions.”

How can | word this? she thought. She plagiarized some language from her physicstextbook. " Teek
embeds things in its own reference frame, then it moves the frame. Within the frame, the objects
remain stationary relative to each other."

Shelooked at the note and smiled. She could write atextbook. For completeness sake she added,



"unless acted on by an outside force."
Now that sounds like a law of nature.

She could see one consequence of that right off. She couldn't bend any spoons. Not unless she was
holding one end firmly in her hand.

Next shetried thekitty litter. The effort was much like that with the cubes, but the granules were much
harder to get agrip on. It took her twice aslong to lift amass of litter from the cup, and when shetried to

let individua granules go, whole sections of the cup-shaped mass would let go and spill on the table. She
flicked the masswith her finger, and it collapsed in ahegp on the table.

It also caused more of a headache. Endurable, but she was glad when her efforts ceased.

The sdt was hopeless. The only way she could moveit at al wasif she alowed it to stay in the cup. She
tried to embed the grainsin her "teek reference frame" but they insisted on dipping through the cracks.

She wrote down in the book, "Teek Rule #2: The smaller it is, the harder it is for meto teek it."

She expected the jely to be even worse, but in fact it seemed easier to handle than the kitty litter. It came
out of the cup in one easy glop.

But when shetried to let part of it go, it all fell on the table with amessy splat. She cut the mound of jelly
in half with the edge of the cup and tried levitating both mounds. They rose and shelet the left one go.
The left glob went splat while the right one remained airborne. She plopped the airborne jelly back into
its cup and got the paper towels out of the bag.

After cleaning up the jdly, shetried the last two cups, expecting to make an even bigger mess, but she
could bardly sense the existence of the corn syrup, and her mind passed through the water asif it wasair.

She wrote down her third rule.

"Teek Rule #3: You can't teek liquids." After thinking of the jely, shewrote down, " The denser
(more viscous?) the better."

"Well, Babs, weve put paid to spoon bending and exploding heads.”

Allison moved the cups out of the way and removed an e ectronic bathroom scale from the bag. She
placed the scale down on a clear spot of table and took out asmall brass unicorn figurine she'd taken off
her nightstand.

"I guess now we get to find out how much force | can exert.”

She put the unicorn on the scale. Thered digita display lit up and said "L O."

Allison concentrated on the unicorn, pushing it down, into the scale. She started gently, increasing the
force as she went. Numbers began flashing. The "L O" was replaced by the number 15. and the digits
began to roll. Twenty pounds. Fifty. One hundred. Two hundred. Three hundred.

Within two seconds the display was maniacdly flashing "HI" &t her.



Allison et go of the unicorn, but the machine kept flashing "HI" & her.
She rubbed her temples.

Oncethe effort faded from inside her skull, shetried to pick up the unicorn. The brass was warm to the
touch.

It was firmly embedded in adent in the scae. "When shefinally worried the unicorn loose, therewas a
hole the size and shape of its base sunk a quarter inch into the top of the scale.

The display il flashed "HI" & her.

"Oops.”

Scratch one digital scale, shethought.

There had to be more than one way to measure the force she could exert.

Allison looked around the garage until she saw astack of red brickslining theinsde wall on the other
sde of the Jeep. Simple enough. Sheldd pick up more and more bricks until she reached her limit.

One brick, up and down, no problem.

Two, likewise.

She began multiples of five. Ten bricks, no swest. Thirty, and she could barely sense some effort
involved. When she had the entire stack of available bricks afoot off the ground, she could sensethe
effort— adull pressure at the back of her skull— but wasn't near thelimit at all. It had to be something
like five hundred pounds she was levitating.

She lowered the bricks and thought. She didn't want to abandon thisline of questioning yet.

Her eyeslit on the Jeep.

No. It'sMr. Luvov's car. | can't hurt it.

"I won't hurt it. | bet | can't even moveit."

Her mental fingers reached out and stretched, envel oping the car. They found solid purchase on the
metal, which was good, because trying to moveit required a supreme effort. The second shetried to pull
the Jeep upward, her brain dammed on the razor edge of amigraine. Her heart began racing, sweat
poured from her, and her breath began to burn in her mouth.

The effort forced itsway through her head in aburning wave. It waslike trying to lift the car with her own
hands. She could dmost hear the mental muscles tearing. Then, as she watched, Babs— who'd been
gtting, unmoved, on the hood of the Jeep— fell over.

The sight broke Allison's concentration, and the garage filled with the thud of the Jeep faling back on its
tiresfrom aheight of about afoot.

| did it. Allisonthought.



Shefdt like she was going to throw up.

She staggered over to Babs, wondering if Mr. Luvov had heard the sound of his Jeep testing its shocks.
As she picked up her rabbit, Allison heard acar roll up the driveway. Mom must be home.

"Good enough. | can't do much more of this."

Allison walked to the door of the garage and was about to open it, when she looked out one of the
windows.

It was Mom's Taurus that had pulled up into the driveway.

It wasn't Mom drivingit.
CHAPTER TWELVE
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"Mom?'Allison whispered, feding asickness grow in the pit of her somach. She clutched Babs closer to
hersdf, and nearly dropped the bag of miscellaneous junk she carried.

Through the dirt-smeared window she watched aman she didn't know get out of Mom's white Ford
Taurus. The man wore an expensgve-looking suit, and he had abuild like awrestling coach. Hewore a
reassuring smilethat Allison didn't like a dl. It was a smile that went with the phrase, "Thiswon't hurt a
bit." Beyond the end of the driveway, out on the street, Allison saw agray van park in front of her house.

She dumped Babs in her bag, reached down, and locked the door of the garage.

A second man got out of Mom's Taurus. He wore jeans and a blond ponytail. Shedidn't likehim at all.
Helooked everywhere with an expression Allison would make when turning over adimy rock. It wasas
if hewas hunting for something icky to step on with his snakeskin cowboy boots.

Mr. Luvov had turned off his hose and walked up to the men. Suddenly, Allison was very afraid for her
neighbor. She may have managed to digprove the omnipotence of the fictiond telekinetics. But what
about the other assumption al those stories made? The bad men who wanted to use the paranormal for
their own purpose? The government in Akira. The corporation in Scanners. The Shop in Firestarter .

Her heart dmost stopped when the man with the boots looked right at her. She froze and told herself that
the sun was streaming right at the window and al held be able to see was aglaring reflection.

Even 50, shefdt their eyes|ock together for amoment.

The man's head kept moving, and Allison breathed asilent Sigh of relief. A sigh that caught in her throat
when the man's denim jacket moved and she saw agun under hisleft armpit.

Allison il didn't know who her father referred to when held said "they," but she was very afraid that
shewaslooking at "them™" now.

Mr. Luvov wastaking to the gray-haired man, the one in the suit, the one who seemed to bein charge.



Allison gtrained to hear what they were saying. Through the garage door it sounded muffled and far
avay.

"Please, Mr.— Luvov, isit?— Mr. Luvov. There's no need to be upset.”

"Y ou are government agents, you say. Whereis your warrant to walk into Mrs. Boyl€e's house?!
"We have permission from Carolyn Boyleto be here."

He'slying, Allison thought. Mom'd never—

"WhereisMrs. Boyle, then? Thisisher car, but you driveit? Thisisnot right.”

Mom, where are you?

They wereinterrupted by another suited man walking out the back door of Allison's side of the house,
He was dark-haired and wore thick glasses. To Allison he looked nervous.

No, don't hold the door open like that—

Allison's heart sank when Rhett shot out past the man'slegs. The man was obliviousto Allison's escaping
cat. He shook hishead, "No" at the two men flanking her mom's Taurus.

"| should perhaps call—" Mr. Luvov began.

The other man interrupted. "Carolyn Boyle is making a statement at our office downtown. Here." He
handed Mr. Luvov acard. "Thisisthe number. Cal there and everything will be explained.”

"| should talk to Mrs. Boyle."
"I'm surethey'll let you. She'd appreciate your concern.”

Mr. Luvov looked up from the card and said, "Agent... Fred Jackson, | do not ever hear of this Agency
for Scentific Invetigation.”

The leader— Agent Fred Jackson, apparently— fingered histie clip. " Jurisdiction-wise we're under the
auspices of the FDA, though we're administered out of the Treasury Department likethe ATE."

Mr. Luvov gave ablank look.

"Bureaucracy,” said the man with the ponytail, "go figure." The man spoke with asouthwestern accent,
and was facing awvay from Mr. Luvov and toward Allison. She could see the evil smile the man made, an
expression harboring some nasty joke at Mr. Luvov's expense.

Even as she watched, he was walking toward the garage. Allison backed away from the door as the man
approached; each click of boots on concrete pushed her a step back and tore the breath from her mouth.
She had to stop when sheld backed into the table. Her heart nearly stopped beating when her paper bag

rustled.

The man'sface was dmogt a the window when she heard Mr. Luvov say, "What are you doing here
now?'



The man turned away from the garage, and said with adight Western twang, "Wanted to park the car.”

She couldn't see much out the window from where she was. She couldn't see Mr. Luvov, she could
barely see the top of Agent Jackson's head.

She heard Mr. Luvov say, "Thisisaso my garage." Mr. Luvov wastrying to protect her, and she was
deeply afraid for him. "If you have no papersto enter my garage, you will not. Y ou do not have my
permisson.”

"Now look you—" began the man at the garage.

Hewasinterrupted by Agent Jackson, "No reason to antagonize Mr. Luvov, Barney. Leavethecar in
the driveway." She could barely see the smal gesture Agent Jackson made, tilting hishead in the
direction Allison knew Mr. Luvov was standing. "Why don't you go make that cal, Mr. Luvov? Well
wait herefor you."

She saw Barney nod at Agent Jackson, and step off in the direction of Allison's house. Allison waked
back up to the little square window. She made it to the window just in time to see Mr. Luvov reach for
the handle of the back door to his side of the duplex. As he reached for it, she saw Barney step up
behind him and wrap hisarm around Mr. Luvov's neck.

Allison gasped and stumbled back. No, my God, Mr. Luvov.

When she looked out again, she couldn't see Mr. Luvov any more, only three men approaching the
garage. My God. My God. My God.

"MissBoyle," said Agent Jackson, "Would you please come out of there? Believe me, it'sfor your own
good..."

Allison scrambled back, faling to the ground. She backed away from the door, clutching her paper bag
to her chest asif it could protect her. She backed away until she was wedged under the table at the rear
of the garage, and her back was againgt the wood clapboards forming the rear wall of the garage.
"Please, Miss Boyle. We know yourein there."

He heard someone try the handle to the garage and curse. "L ocked," Barney said.

"Get the keys off of Luvov," Agent Jackson said.

I'mtrapped. Did they kill Mr. Luvov? What about Mom?

Allison's thoughts were screaming around in furious circles, al questions without answers. It wasa
herculean effort for her to clamp down on the emotion and focus on one thought. Out, | have to get out
of the garage. How?

Agent Jackson continued his reassuring, authoritative talk at her through the door. She didn't listen. She
looked wildly around the garage for another way out. There was awindow in thewall to her right, but it

was blocked by a stack of red bricks.

Someone tried the door again. She pushed hersdlf back against thewall. A nail bit into her lower back,



and she turned and looked behind her. All that was between her and freedom was a quarter inch of
wood and dry rot.

She started pushing against the clapboard and found that it was alittle loose. Then she redlized that they
would seeit from the windowsin the door. It might be too dark to seein the garage, but if she opened a
holeinthewadl inther line of Sght—

She scrambled, under the table, to the wall in front of the Jeep Cherokee. Unfortunately, the wall down
here was in much better condition. She pushed at the board and it didn't budge.

She heard ajingle behind her and Agent Jackson said, "We have the keysto the garage, Allison, but
we'd much prefer if you opened the door yourself.”

Oh, God.

They waited amoment, and Allison peeked around the fender of the Jeep. All three were there, Barney
holding up akey ring. After afew seconds of waiting for her, Agent Jackson nodded, and she could hear
Barney diding akey into thelock.

Allison panicked and did the only thing she could think of. When the handle on her Side of the garage
began turning, she grabbed it with her teek and turned it back. It happened so fast that she bardly felt
what had happened. A great ker-chunk echoed through the garage. The garage's handle spun fredly for a
second, then clattered to the ground.

"Fuck," Barney said from outside. "The key snapped.”

For amoment Allison's heart lifted. But then she heard al three men grunt, and the whole door vibrated.
She began to hear metd protest, and athin line of daylight momentarily sprouted at the bottom edge of
the door, vanishing asthe door fell back.

Anather trio of grunts, and thistimethe light stayed.

Allison ducked back behind the Jeep. She had to break through the wall, somehow. She pushed at it
with her feet, but the boards didn't want to move. Her head was throbbing, but the only thing she had | eft
was her teek.

Unlike her ingtinctive grab at the garage handle, she had to close her eyes and focus hersdlf. The effort
caught her head in avise, and swesat stung her eyes, making her squeeze them even moretightly shut. The
sound of the men forcing the garage door faded in her awareness as her world became an odd blending
of inner vison and touch. She could sense the structure of the wood, old and fibrous— like rectilinear
cotton candy. Nailswere crystdline and solid, offering much more of apurchase for her sense. She
grabbed dl the solid nails she could manage.

Just before she felt the effort might blossom into a crippling migraine, she pushed dl the nails away from
her. The speed a which they moved broke her contact, and shocked her out of her trance.

Her eyes shot open, even as the bottom three clapboards began to sag to the ground. Behind her she
heard the garage door straining, and she only had to see the shadows on thewall in front of her to know
that in a second or two the door would be open enough to et them in.

Allison scrambled out of the hole shed madein thewall, digging through the musty leaves that



accumulated behind it. She had to bend the wood to get out, the long boards were only freed aong four
feet of their length. She was concentrating on moving out as fast as possible, which waswhy she didn't
seethekid until he grabbed at her.

She had just made her way outside, free, when shefelt atug at her jeans. On the ground, behind the
garage, atweve-year-old kid lay in the leaves. One hand was to histhigh, holding ableeding wound. In
fact hisright leg was dotted with red holes that amost looked like gunshot wounds. Then Allison saw the
pointed end of arusty nail sticking out of one of the holes, and felt ill.

"They'll get you," the kid whispered, and she turned to look at hisface. When she saw that gaze, she
finally recognized him. The same kid who'd been in the gray van— the gray van out front, Allison
realized. The samekid sheld seen at Heights High. The same kid who'd been out on the street this
morning. His Wakman headphones|ay in the leaves next to him, and his Bugs Bunny T-shirt had been
tornin hisfal. Tears streamed down the kid's cheeks, but his expression had an dien detachment. "They
aways get you," said thekid, the only emotion in the voice was a hint of asob.

Allison pulled hersdf away from the kid's wesak grasp, and ran off behind her neighbors garages. She
was severd blocks away before she redized that the running footsteps pursuing her were her own
echoes.
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Elroy lay on the couch in the Boyl€sliving room. Theleg of hisjeanswas dit up to his hip, and Jane was
busy taping gauze to one of haf adozen wounds on hisleg. Elroy stared at the ceiling, obliviousto his
surroundings.

George, hiswhite hair frizzed out more than usua, paced back and forth in the living room, occasondly
cursing under his breath. From upstairs, there came the occasional sound as Fred Jackson searched the
premises.

Jane looked up at him and said, "Would you calm down, George? Hysterics won't help anything.”

"Hygterics?' George asked, the manic lilt to hisvoice lending alittle irony to the word. "What have | got
to be hysterical about?!

"Please," Jane hissed in anear whisper. "Lower your voice."
"What? It islike Fred doesn't know how fucked up everything isnow?' George threw himsalf down on
an easy chair. "l cdled him, told him the girl was manifesting something, that Elroy— God, | hate these

names.

Jane sighed. "Don't try and pretend you didn't know what you were getting into when you joined the
team.”

George shook his head. "But killing people?!

Jane mopped Elroy's brow, "Heartwarming, but hypocritical coming from someone who's been
kidnapping children for most of his professond career.”



"That'sdifferent,” George sad limply.

"Ah, the crutch of conditional morality,” Jane said. " Just remember what we're protecting.”

George sghed, "'l just wanted to work with these kids. How's Elroy doing?”'

Jane looked at him, "Theleg'sfine. But I'm worried about the way he's withdrawn— more than usud.”
She waved at the coffee table where six bloody nailslay on a paper towel. "None of those penetrated
very deeply. | don't think that's the problem.”

George leaned over and asked, "How're you doing, kid?'

"Theré's something cold," Elroy said flatly. "It doesn't like us."

George looked at Jane, and Jane shrugged. "Don't push him right now," she said.

"Damn it, what'd he see?' George shook hishead. "This girl could be the most powerful Class| weve
found since that pyrotic in Michigan. God knows what she's cgpable of .

"Don't worry about it. At the moment, she's security's problem.”

"Yeah," Georgesad, "and if Barney makesthe same "mistake' he did with her mother?!

"Y ou think he did that on purpose?’

"The man's an assassin, Jane. Or haven't you noticed?"

Just then, Fred Jackson came down from upstairs. In his hand was aratty-looking red notebook and a
photo album. Fred wasn't quite smiling, but his expression said he was pleased about something, which

was unusua congdering the circumstances.

"Do any of you recognizethis?' Fred asked. He went on without waiting for an answer. "Thisisthe
notebook that put Charles Wilson in the hospitd..”

Fred tossed it down on the coffee table and flipped it open. "What do you see?’

George leaned over and said, "A play, didogue, something—"

"Readit," Fred sad.

George did so, hisface growing whiter. " Christ, how much do these people know about us?'
"A lot," Fred said, "Carol Boyle wasa PRI employee.”

"If that's ' Mom," " Jane said, "who's John?"

George tapped John'sfirgt line on the page, where the erasure of theword "Dad" wasjust visible.
"Allison'sfaher?' hesad.

"Exactly," Fred Jackson said. "Which was something Mr. Stone was considerably interested in." Fred
dapped the side of the dbum he till held. "Thisis confirmation. One bright spot in an otherwise dark



picture
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Allison stood in front of apay phone across the street from Heights High. At her feet was the paper bag
that had come with her from the garage. It was open and Babs lay on top of the junk inside, staring up at
her. She was flipping through the phone book, and dl she could think of was Rhett. It was bizarre for her
mind to fixate on her cat when her mom was missing. But she kept wondering if those men would think to
let Rhett back in when he came mewing back to the house.

Will you try to get some priorities straight? Allison thought at herself.

She had dready tried to find the Agency for Scientific Investigation in the phone book. There was no
such animal listed. She had hesitated about calling information, or the ATF, or the police—

What if they were from the government?

What if they traced the call?

Allison told hersdlf that she was at a pay phone, and sheld dready hesitated long enough to be
surrounded by people streaming out of Heights High. That, and there was a news van parked acrossthe
dtreet. No one would try anything in front of Eyewitness News, right?

Allison couldn't convince hersdlf shewas safe.

But Mom?

Findly she decided to call Mom's office. She pulled out a quarter and dialed the number. Please, let her
be there, or | don't know what I'll do.

The phonerang afew times before afemale voice answered, "Levy, Mahyer & Boyle Associates. Can |
help you?'

Allison sucked in abreath and said, "I'm Allison Boyle. Ismy mom there?'

"I'll check." Therewas an agonizingly long pause. As shewaited, she heard someonecdl, "Alliel” from
down the street.

Allison looked up from the phone to see Macy in front of the McDonal d's. She was waving and coming
toward her. "Hey, girl, how you doing?"

Allison waved her hand nervously at Macy and pointed at the phone. Macy nodded and stood mute,
waiting for Allison to hang up. The pause seemed to get longer and longer. It made Allison nervous, even
though she knew it was mostly in her head.

Then, eventually, the woman came back and said, "I'm sorry, she hasn't been in yet today. Can | takea
message?’

With ashaking hand, Allison hung up the phone.



"Allie, what'swrong?'
Allison looked at Macy and broke down in tears.
Macy put an arm around her shaking shoulders and said, "Come on, tell me about it. I'll buy you a

shake." Sheled Allison into the McDonad's.
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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Macy ushered Allison into the restaurant, and Allison didn't resst. She was stunned, numb.
What was she doing?

Where was Mom?

Allison shook, hugging her paper bag. Things were moving too fast for her to handleit. All she wanted to
do was go to her room, pull the covers over her head, and forget the rest of the world existed.

But, right now, Agent Fred Jackson was probably in her room. She could picture him sifting through her
torn-up manuscript, picking up one of the half-dozen paperbacks she had kept in the box with it. She
could see him glancing &t the out-of-focus Victorian nude on the cover, and laughing.

She could fed him laughing &t her.

Allison began crying again.

Macy hugged her shoulders. "Cam down. Y ou need to sit, girl.”

She gently led Allison to abooth and sat her down. Allison sniffed, telling hersdlf that she'd done too

much crying dready. At thisrate shed die of dehydration before any government nasties caught up with
her.

If things like this keep happening, | can't break down at each one. I'll paralyze myself.

It wasn't asif she had the three yearsfor emotiona turmoil sheld given Mdissain Restless Nights.
Méelissaonly had one problem, her lover-to-be, Randolph, and sheld had dl the time in the world for
hisrionics. Unlike her fictiona heroine, it didn't ook like eventswould alow Allison the chanceto it
down and blubber—

Much as she wanted to.

Maybe, Allisonthought, if | don't get hysterical, I'll see the next blow coming.

Macy had put down her backpack and gotten in line at the counter. Allison put her paper bag on the

table. And, after trying to get comfortablein the aready uncomfortable seat, she pried the film canister
out of her back pocket and tossed it on top of the bag.



Macy came back with atray of food. "L ookslike you need this." Macy sat down across from her and
placed alarge vanillashakein front of Allison. When Allison sat mute for amoment, Macy peded a
straw and shoved it through the top for her.

Allison tried to remember the last time she'd eaten anything. Not today. Sheld played with her food alat,
but eaten it, no.

"Thanks," shetold Macy. "Y oureagood friend."

Macy smiled asif that was sdf-evident, and watched, quietly, as Allison emptied the shakein lessthana
minute. Allison realized she was ravenous.

After the shake was gone, Macy said, "Wanted to gpologize for the brain-dead call last night.”
"Y ou don't—"

"Don't know what | wasthinking."

"| understand. | canimagine how you fdt.”

"l wasfreaked, girl." Macy looked out the windows. "I'm your friend, and the thing freaked me bad. And
today—" she shook her head.

"Today what?" Allison asked.

Macy nodded her head toward the front of the restaurant, and the shadow of Heights High beyond.
"Today, Principa Burke cdled in the copsto clear the reporters. Think every senior had amikein their
face sometime during lunch period.”

"Uhhuh?'

"l dugged areporter.”

"What?'

Macy smiled. "Shoved him, redlly. A little too much on Chuck's side. Got a bunch of ssterstogether to
shout at him. Bet that won't make the news— areyou al right?'

"Yes. No. | don't know." Allison shook her head. " No, I'm not dl right. Milesfrom dl right. Farther from
al right every minute." She amost broke down in hysterics again. She only stopped because she didn't
want to do that to Macy.

Macy shoved thetray at Allison and said, "Have my fries and tell me about it."

"l don't think—"

Macy reached out and touched her hand. "Please.”

"I don't know what to tell you, whereto gart..."

"Start with Chuck?'



Allison shook her head. "It'snot that smple." Nothing's that simple.

"Then how's about the phone call that put the fear of God into you?"

Mom. Allison sniffed and rubbed her nose. God, she had to tell someone, and she was too scared of the
cops. If not Macy, who? David would wet his pants. "Okay," Allison whispered. "But don't tell meI'm
crazy until I'm done"

Macy held up her hand and said, "Promise.”

Allison looked around, but none of the students flooding McDona d's were paying any attention to them.
She sucked in abreath and began in an even lower whisper.

"It started when this phone call woke me up..."

"I should dap you, girl," Macy whispered back acrossthe table.

"Macy, hold onfor asec—"

"Do | look likeafool, child? Y ou trying to turn thisdl into some joke?1 don't think it'sfunny.”

Macy had listened patiently through the entire story. Macy hadn't objected when Allison had polished off
her entire order— Big Mac, fries, apple pie. Now, when she had gotten to the end, when she began to
talk about telekinetics, Macy had findly giveninto theinherent unbelievaility of the Stuation.

| don't blame her, | can barely believe it myself.

"Wait, | can show you." Allison moved the film can and rummaged in the paper bag she'd been lugging
around al thistime. Near the bottom was a box with some eggs still eft init. Allison took out an egg.

"What'sthis" Macy said, glaring & her. "A magic trick?'

Allison looked around, then moved the paper bag to the end of the table to hide her hand. She didn't see
anyone else paying attention to them.

She held theegg up in her pam, in front of Macy.
| just bet the fact someone's watching is going to mess me up.

Her mind wrapped around the shell, fedling it asinsubstantia as a sogp bubble. Once her grip was
secure, shevery gently raised it dightly off her palm. "Look," she whispered a Macy.

"Lord Jesus," Macy whispered back.
Allison amiled a her friend's reaction. "Push down on it."

Macy did the samelook back and forth that Allison had. Looking for people watching her, or maybe a
hidden camera. Macy looked back at Allison uncertainly.

Allison nodded.



Macy placed her fingers on top of the egg, and Allison resisted the push.

"Harder," Allison said. She knew Macy could bench press two hundred poundsin gym class— but
Allison could teek a Jeep Cherokee afoot off the ground.

Macy pressed, and pressed. Allison's smile hardened into athin grin as Macy put both hands on top of
the egg. Macy's biceps bulged under her windbreaker.

To anyonedseinthe McDonad's, it would be an odd, but not paranormd, sight; two girlsin someweird
form of arm-wrestling. The egg itself was fully concealed with Macy's hands on top, and Allison's hand

cupped underneath. It would take very close observation to note that the girls weren't touching each
other.

Eventually, the predictable happened. The egg cracked, spraying its contents. Macy's hands 9 apped
Allison'smessly.

Allison shook her hand off.

Asshedid, Allison was shocked to see that she ill had ahold on what was |eft of the egg's shell. What
remained of the egg, anumber of shell fragments, hovered there, dripping. Shelet the fragmentsfal to the
tray below and looked frantically around the restaurant to seeif anyone had noticed.

Around them, people milled, talked, and ate— obliviousto the fact that something miracul ous had
happened.

Macy looked at the egg-mess on the tray between them. Egg had dopped over the paper wrappers, and
the few remaining fries were dotted with fragments of shell. Macy looked a the mess on her hands. From
the expression on her face, Allison could tell that she had to be thinking about Chuck and what had
happened to him.

"Dear Lord," Macy said.

Allison reached up and grabbed Macy's shoulder. "Macy?'

"Thisisscaring me" Macy said quietly.

"How'd you think | fedl, huh? Last Friday all | had to worry about was Mr. Counter's stupid history

Macy kept looking at the yolk on her palm.

"Macy!" Allison said, harsher than sheintended to be.
Macy looked up.

"I need afriend," Allison said gently.

Macy looked at Allison, and then an expression of salf-disgust crossed her face. Macy wiped her hands
on thefew remaining dry napkinsand said, "I'm sorry | yelled at you. Kind of hard to teke'sall.”



"Likel was given achoice?

"Hell of afriend I'm turning out to be thisweek." Macy tossed the napkins on the egg-spattered tray.
"Your lifesturned ass-backward— al | think of's how upset it makes me."

"That's not true—"

"Don't correct me when I'm gpologizing." Macy looked at the tray and said, "Ugh." She got up and
dumped the tray.

When she came back, she returned to their origina conversation. "Before | shot my mouth off, you were
saying what about these feds?!

"I don't know who they are, and | didn't see what happened to Mr. Luvov. And that Agency for
Scientific Investigation isn't in the phone book."

"ASI? Soundslikea Sx Million Dollar Man rerun.”
"Y ou watched that?'
"l was nine, we didn't have cable, and nothing was on Sunday mornings— stick to the subject.”

"There were at least three of them. Two drove Mom's car, the othersrode in agray van they parked out
front. And therewas akid—"

"Let me guess, the others are Betty and Wilma—"

mWhat?

"The namesyoureteling me, Fred, Barney..."

"l was alittle too upset to notice. Someone has awarped sense of humor.”
"You said these ASl guys had akid with them?' Macy sounded incredulous.

"Yeah, at least I've dways seen this boy around that gray van. He was in the wrong place when | broke
out." Allison shook her head. "I il feel bad about thet.”

"Damnit, girl. That ain't your fault. And if the kid's with these guys, he deservesit.”
"Youdidnt seehisleg.”

"These ASl Hintstones have kidnapped your mom, maybe killed your neighbor, and you're worried
about— Hey, | know that look, what you thinking?"

Allison had just remembered something. "God, and | have to be hit over the head threetimes..." Allison
rummaged in her bag and fished out the film canigter.

"And what the hdl'sthat?'

"The only thing left from Mom's memorabiliabox. See?' Allison pointed out the yellowed labd with the



words"ASl File#' onit.

Macy hefted it.

"l don't believe| didn't seethat immediatdly, theinitids, AS."

"Y ou were busy," Macy looked at the labels on the film can. "Okay," she said. "Let'sgo."

Allison grabbed her bag and did out of the booth after Macy. "Where?!

"Where dse?' Macy said as she grabbed her backpack with afree hand. "Were going to the movies."

"l don't like being here)" Allison said.

It was getting close to five, and the hdls of Heights High were nearly empty. Allison fdlt like an invader,
which wastotdly irrational. Studentswere still here, for club meetings, athletics, afew just loitering. The
hall monitorsdidn't give either her or Macy a second look.

Allison still felt she was about to be arrested.

Macy led her up stairsto the third floor, Y ou know a better place to borrow amovie projector?' Macy
stopped her in front of adoor. Through chicken-wire glass, Allison could see cartsof TVs, VCRs, and a
few movie projectors. A monitor sat behind the desk in the room.

"How areyou—"

"Shh, | don't have an AV passfor nothing, girl." Macy pressed a button next to the door. "Wait here.”

The door buzzed and Macy opened it and went in. Allison was|eft in the hallway, waiting, feding alone.
It seemed like hours before Macy came back out.

What am | doing here?

Macy came out holding akey ring attached to afoot-long plastic paddie with "AV Room" scrawled on it
in permanent marker. When the door shut behind her, she said, "No one ever expects you to BS your
way into morework."

"What are we doing, Macy?'

"Collecting AV equipment from the classrooms" Macy said. She began walking off down the hall.
Allison followed, hdplesdy.

Macy led Allison up and down the elevator, dragging cartfuls of TV, dide projectors, and V CRs back
to the AV room. Between the two of them, they managed two carts at atime. During the second trip,
Allison peeked around the fake wood grain of thethird TV and asked, " So when do we get amovie
projector?’

Macy was ahead of her, pushing acart too big for the dide projector stting onit. "Therésonly one
movie projector signed out,” shesaid. "I'm saving it for lagt.”

"Great," Allison sad.



"Hey, | only signed up for an hour. With two of us hauling this stuff, well have haf that left to play with
the projector with no one the wiser.”

"Whatever you say," Allison said.

AsMacy promised, the last room held amovie projector. She pulled the door locked behind them and
looked at her watch. "Got till Sx— cdll it Sx-fifteen before anyone noticesI'm late.”

At therear of the classroom, pushed out of the way, wasthe meta cart with the projector onit. Allison
walked up to it and took the ASI film can out of her paper bag and looked at the complex arrangement
of sprockets and gears. "Y ou know how to work this?*

Macy snorted and said, "Get the shades.”

Allison pulled the blinds while Macy maneuvered the cart to an aide between the ranks of desks. Allison
turned and watched Macy as she pried open the film can. As she struggled with the can, dented by being
repeatedly sat upon, she said, "Pull the screen down.”

Allison pulled three maps down over the blackboard before she found the right roll. By the time shewas
done, Macy had liberated the ASI film and was busy threading it through the projector. Allison watched
her and felt dread, asif sheredly didn't want to know what was on thefilm.

"Got it," Macy said, turning the pickup redl with her finger to gather up the dack. "No broken sprocket
holes, no Scotch tape gumming up theleader. Y ou can tdll thisdidn't come from the Heights High film
library." Macy looked up and said, " Get the lights.™

Allison hit thelight switches, throwing the classroom into adirty-gray twilight. Dust hungintheair in
sunlight fractured through closed venetian blinds. Color had leeched out of everything. The darkness and
the emptiness so disturbed her that, for amoment, Allison had to fight an urge to switch the lights back
on.

God, I'm not afraid of the dark, Allisontold hersdlf. It's not even dark. The scariest part of it wasthe
completeirrationdity of the emotion. It made no sense.

Allison swallowed, forced hersdlf to ignore the feding, and sat a adesk in the front of the class. "Rall
film," she said, forcing her voice to sound lighter than she felt.

"Here goes"

Light flickered, and afuzzy square on the screen resolved itself into arectangle as Macy focused the
projector. Then camethe familiar black and white leader: 8... 7... 6... 5...

After amoment of black screen, atitle frame came up. It showed the sedl that was obvioudy from a
federd government agency. It had the eagle with ashield onits breast, like on the back of adollar hill.
But instead of the stars and gtripes, the shield had astarburst pattern. Instead of the arrows and olive
branch, the eagle's claw held aflask in itsright and alittle atomic symboal initsleft. Around the sed was
thetext, "Agency For Scientific Investigation." Therewas a L atin motto, "Nam et ipsa scientia potestas
est." Except for the fourth word, she had no ideawhat it meant.

After amoment, white text covered the screen. It invoked the Nationa Security Act and at least three



Executive Ordersto inform the watcher that showing the following film to anyone without such-and-such
asecurity clearance was punishable by atwenty-to-life prison sentence and severd million dollarsin
fines

Macy whistled, "This has got the FBI copyright warning beet dl to hell."

After the dire warnings, the black-and-white film broke into hokey documentary music. Another logo
appeared at the top of the screen, this one a stylized flame and the words, " Prometheus Research
Indtitute."”

Mom wor ked for these people?
Insmaller, bardly legible text under thelogo, "Copyrignt MCMLXVI."
19667

The main title read, "Employee Orientation Series|11: Case History 867. Chemical vs. Surgical
Intervention.”

"I have abad feding about this" Macy said.

"...in number three of this series—" said the narrator in a sudden burst of volume from the projector.
Macy adjusted the volume and said, "Sorry."

Allison kept her eyes focused on the screen. On it she saw pictures of sixties teenagers, people no older
than she was now. The scenes, a the moment, were just background to the narration. But Allison had
aready noticed disturbing things. The film showed the teenagersin an ingtitutional environment. She got
the impression of a cross between juvenile detention and amenta hospital. All the windows had chicken
wire on them, and the exterior shotsdl had very tal chain-link fencesin the background.

She dmost had to force hersdlf to pay attention to the generic narrator's voice.

"...showed you exactly what these children are, and what they are not. The second demonstrated the
current means of testing and our statistical methods. This film concentrates on methods of psychiatric
intervention to ater the results of these tests. We concentrate on one casein particular to demonsirate
how the interaction of psychology, physiology, and parapsychology are resulting in unprecedented
inroadsinto—"

"What's this guy talking about?' Macy asked.
"Quiet!" Allison snapped, eyesfixed on the screen.

The film now showed a split screen with images of two teenage boys, or the same teenage boy twice.
"Meet Ross and Bob, they are one of very few sets of identical twinsto have been involved in the
project, and their contribution to comparative studies has been invauable.”

Thefilm went into describing Ross and Bob. Asthe narrator camly went about his business, explaining
telepathic double-blind testing with Zener cards, Allison began to get steadily more disturbed. The
narration described statistical results the kids had with a human subject— more hits than chance— a
mechanica device— no more hits than chance— and each other— close to five times better than
chance. Allison listened, and heard nothing in the narrator's voice that related to these twins as human



beings
Ross and Bob weren't names; they were labels for test subjects.
It got worse.

"Over the period of testing, both subjects became increasingly less cooperative. In some cases they both
became violent and disruptive. It was decided that some means of psychiatric intervention was called
for..."

It was the passve voice of the narrator that chilled her, avoice that denied responsibility for what was
being shown to her. To Allison, what was happening to Ross and Bob wasn't a psychologica problem.
They were being kept isolated at this Prometheus I ngtitute for months, and they were climbing the wals.
The film showed clips of them shouting at the lab assistants and doctors, bresking chairs. In one
wrenching scene, Ross ripped his shirt off and began damming himsdlf into thewall of the testing room,
crying. Allison could hear him say, "'l just want to go home. Just want to go home."

| just want to go home, too.

"The decison was eventualy made that the more violent of the two, Ross, would undergo asurgica
remedy, and his brother would be given atranquilizing regimen—"

It wasn't until the film showed Ross going into an operating theater, and the narrator began describing the
procedure, that she redlized that they were giving Ross alobotomy.

Shetried to look away asthe film showed a surgeon take out an implement like along, hooked knitting
needle. She couldn't turn away as the doctor inserted the wicked-looking thing. Her eyesjust watered.

Allison could only cry through the rest of the movie. She could barely hear the narrator say how Ross
test scores on subsequent Zener tests— no longer any better than chance— showed how histelepathic
ability had been localized somewherein the frontal lobe of the brain.

All Allison could really concentrate on was ateenage boy who seemed to have lost his entire personality.
He had to betold to stand or to Sit. He said practically nothing, the lab techs had to coax words out of
him. His eyes didn't follow other people's movement, but just stared forward, blinking occasiondly.

There was more to the film, amost fifteen minutes more; drug trids; the effects of depressantsand
hallucinogens, and the cgpping atrocity, a post mortem examination of both twins brains.

Though the narrator didn't say so, Allison knew that even if one of thetwinsdied naturdly, to do the
comparison they had to kill the other.

When thefilm was over, and the film was flgpping dowly to itsdlf, al Allison could think of wastheat this
was case history 867. Over eight hundred Rosses and Baobs. It had been thirty years since. How many
more case histories were there?

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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"Y ou haveto go to the cops, girl." Macy sat in the driver's seat, her sster's car idling.

Allison looked up at the gray stone facade of Euclid Heights City Hall. Her heart wasracing, and there
was the taste of panic in her mouth. "Macy, these are Federd Agents. What if they can get to the cops?*

"Y ou don't have achoice." Macy shoved the ASl film canister acrossthe seet at her. "These goons have
taken over your house, and what they're doing certainly ain't legd." She patted the film. "And you got
this"

"What if they ask why they're after me and Mom?'

"Tel them the truth—"

Allison shook her head. Tearswere blurring her vision. "I don't want another reason for reportersto be
after me."

"l said tell them, not show them. Y ou can tell them that these refugees from the X Files are after you
without letting them know you're a candidate for the show yourself.”

Allison sighed. Sheredlly didn't know what elseto do. She hoped that Detective Teidleman wasin. She
opened the passenger door, taking the film canigter. "Come with me, Macy?"

Macy shut down the car and dipped out the driver's Side. There was adight chill inthe air, and the
streets were empty of traffic for the moment. Macy looked almost as shaken as Allison felt, asif watching
the movie had somehow made Allison's story morered to her.

Allison knew that it had for her—

The people who had done the things on that film were capable of doing just about anything.

The two of them crossed the sdewalk and walked up the stairs side by side. The doorsto City Hall
gaped open ahead of them, beyond adim corridor painted ingtitution green. Macy's running shoes
squeaked on the floor when they walked inside.

"Now where are the cops?' Macy asked.

The two of them walked insde and looked around until they found an old directory on one of thewalls.
Half adozen white letters had fallen from the black fdt, but it told them what floor held the Euclid Heights
police. "Basement. Figures.”

Allison sucked in abreath and tried to build up her own resolve to go through with this. She knew that
Macy wasright. Thiswas the sane course of action. The problem was that she seemed to be trapped in
aninsane gtuation.

Just yesterday she had put someone in the hospital. She wondered how willing the cops, even Detective
Teidleman, would be to help her against some government agency. Maybe they'd be just as glad to hand
her over and avoid the problem.

Don't think like that. It's paranoid.

Macy led her dong the corridor and down a set of stairsthat led to a glass-fronted |obby that faced the



parking lot behind City Hall. Outside, ranks of patrol carsfaced the entrance, closing in what would
otherwise be awide-open lobby.

The two of them walked up to adesk where one officer sat, jotting something down on aclipboard. The
man looked up— Allison was struck by how young he looked— and asked, "Can | help you with
something?'

Macy shoved her forward and Allison caught hersalf up against the desk. "Yes. I'd like to speak to
Detective Teidleman, please?

"l can seeif he'savailable. What isthis about?"

"|I— Jugt tel himit'sAllison Boyle"

Therewas alook of recognition in the policeman's eyes, and it made her fed smal and dirty. Shetried to
tell hersdf that it was nothing, that every cop in Euclid Heights must have heard the details of what
happened to her by now. But she still felt violated by the cop'slook.

At least that probably meant that she'd get to talk to Detective Teidleman.

"Wait over there," The man pointed over to a hard-looking bench that sat under abulletin board
plastered with pictures of missng children.

Allison walked over and sat. Macy stood and rubbed her shoulder. "Itll bedl right, girl."

"Uh-huh..." Allison couldn't help but think of those men in her house, closing on the garage. 1t waslike
some perverse dream, and she haf-expected that, if she got help from the police, al signs of what
happened would be gone from the house.

The officer picked up aphone and started talking to someone. There was a brief whispered exchange.
All Allison could hear was her own name afew times, and once her mother's name. The officer nodded a
few times, set the phone on the desk, and stepped around and opened adoor that led behind into the
police getion.

"Miss Boyle, would you come here?' Theway he said it frightened Allison. She wanted to run away. But
she thought of Mom, and how she would be letting her down if she panicked. Macy wasright, thiswas
the only sane, rationd thing to do.

Allison stood up, walked up to the door, and went through. When Macy tried to follow her, the cop
blocked her path. "I'm sorry, but you're not allowed back here."

"Say what? Now listen here—"

Allison grabbed Macy'sarm. "I'll bedl right.”
"l said | was going to see you through—"
"Wait by the car, I'll be out soon.”

"Uh-huh."



"Macy, it'sdl right."

Macy backed away, looking displeased. The cop took the opportunity to steer Allison into the police
sation. Hetook her past anumber of desks. Before she had any opportunity to look around for
Detective Teidleman, she was ushered into asmal room furnished only with atable and atrio of chairs.

"Have a seet, someone will be with you in amoment.”
"Wait, | want to see Detective Teidl—" The door was closed on her before she got the sentence out.

"What?" She grabbed the doorknob tried to open the door. The knob wouldn't move. He had locked her
inhere. "Hey!"

Shefdt aninvoluntary impulse, asif her mind wasfiltering through the mechanics of thelock in front of
her, it fet like a spun-sugar clockwork that one push would twist and shatter. Shereined in theimpulseto
push out with everything she could. These were the police, they were supposed to help.

Breaking open adoor aso wouldn't make the best impression.

She turned around and looked at the room. There were atrio of windows opposite the door. They were
made of many rectangular panes of chicken-wire glass. There was an ashtray on the table and it gave the
room the smell of aused cigarette. The wallswere adingy ingtitution green, and up in one corner asmall
video camera stared at her.

When she saw the camera, she dowly let go of the doorknob and did asthe officer had told her. She sat
down. Shetook the chair at the end of the table so she could keep an eye on the door, the windows, and
the camera

She could tel just by looking that the windows weren't made to open.

When she sat, shetried to adjust the chair and discovered that the chair, and the table, were bolted to the
floor. It was starting to fedl lessand lesslike this had been agood idea.

They kept her waiting, which made Allison notice that they didn't have aclock on thewall. Thishad to be
the place where they interviewed suspects. But why was she here? They weren't planning to arrest her,
werethey?

The door opened, and Allison was disgppointed to see that it wasn't Detective Teidleman. Insteed, it was
the black woman who had accompanied him when he cameto her house.

The woman extended her hand, "Hello, Allison. My name's Jean Harrison. | want to help you."
Allison didn't take Jean's hand. She didn't like the way the woman talked. She sounded like a teacher
who only knew your name because it was on the attendance sheet. "Why am | locked in here? Am |

sugpected of something?”’

Jean sat down. "No, no. But because of the Situation, the police believe you may be amateria witness.
Now I'm not a police officer, | work for the county. I'm here because you're aminor.”

Allison dmost laughed. "Materia witness. | was there with Chuck. Of course I'm amaterid withess—"



"Why did you come here, Allison?’

Allison sucked in abreath. They knew. The police knew what had happened at her house. She didn't
know whether to be scared or reassured. "It'sMom," Allison began, and she felt her voice catch.

Jean tried to sound reassuring. "I know, Allison. It'sdl right now. Do you know where sheis?"

Something in the way she said that made Allison suspicious. She sucked in abreath and said, "No, dl |
know is she was supposed to come home, and these men are at my house.”

Jean took Allison's hand and said, "1 know thiswhole Stuation isfrightening, but it isn't your fault.”

Allison grabbed her hand away and asked, "What isn't my fault? There are strangers breaking into my
house—"

Thelook of sympathy on Jean's face was almost too much to bear. Allison stood up. "What's going on?"
"Those men were FBI agents,”" Jean said. "They were therelooking for your mother.”

Allison's mouth hung open. Shetried to say something, but the words wouldn't come. She was suddenly
back in the same surred nightmare she had escaped in the garage. She dowly sank into her chair, fedling
the pulse throb in her temples.

Eventudly, she whispered, "What are you talking about?'

"Y our mother'safugitive, Allison. She has been since the early seventies. She sabotaged achemica plant
in1972—"

"Thisis some bizarre mistake—"

"The plant made napam. I'm sure she thought she was fighting the war. But two security guards died in
the exploson.”

"No. Yourewrong..." Even s0, there was a seed of doubt there, planted by the pictures she'd seen in her
mother'sabum. It was amost believable—

It wasalie. It had to be.

"Allison, it'strue. Y our mother disgppeared from her office with a substantial amount of her company's
escrow accountsin her possession. There were airline tickets and packed bagsin her house—"

"You don't undersand." That isn't what this is about. Allison dmost showed her what it was abouit.
She dmogt lifted the ashtray off the table just to show that this wasn't about something her mom did
decades ago.

But shedidn't.

Shedidn't trust Jean.

"I know this hurts, but you have to be strong. Now there are some agents here who want to talk to you."



The panic must have shown in her face because Jean tried to reassure her. "Don't worry. I'll be here the
wholetime

Allison nodded. She had to get out of here.

"I need something to drink," she whispered, trying to sound as weak and defeated as possible.

"Sure," Jean nodded. "'l can go down and get you a Cokeif you want."

"Thanks"

"Then well havethat talk?*

"Sure..."

It seemed an agonizingly long time before Jean got up and |&ft her lone. The moment the door shut,
Allison's mind began racing— literdly, it fdt like. It was asif the essence of her mind was sweeping
through the walls and doors around her while she tried to gppear meek and motionlessto the camera.
The only escape route was the windows, and she felt the mallegble clay of her mind envel op the quartet
of panes nearest her. Shetried to solidify that mental clay around the wooden lattice that held the panes
in place. She didn't have time to experiment with methodol ogy; as soon as she felt firmin her grip onthe
cross-shaped lattice, she began pushing.

It felt asif she was damming her head into the window. The wood seemed to groan intimeto her pulse.
Then, suddenly, the resistance was gone with a sound like a rifleshot— the sudden shock making her lose
contact with her teeking senses. She turned around, opening eyes she didn't redlize she'd screwed shut,
and saw anew, gaping hole in the unopenable window.

The camerawas amoot point now, al she could do was run.

As she dove out the window, and onto the asphdt of the parking lot, she could dmaost imagine she heard
Agent Jackson's voice cursing from beyond the closed door of the room.

She rounded City Hall, convinced every cop in the city was after her. She thanked God that Macy was
gill parked in front, waiting.

Allison yanked open the passenger door and before Macy could finish saying, "What, girl?" Allison was
ydling, "Drivel"

Macy was peding away before the door was shuit.
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"I don't believe you ran from the cops, girl."

"I know," Allison sat, legsfolded, forehead resting in her hands. After City Hall, the two of them had
goneto Macy's house and had taken over the basement.



"l just hope that they don't trace the plates on my sister's car. I'll never be ableto cop aride again.”
Allison just nodded. She was till too much in shock to say much of anything.
The room around them wasn't like the box-filled netherworld under Allison's house. It was afurnished

rec room— wood paneling, a pool table, abar, and, in one corner, a Commodore 64 computer that had
been |eft behind by the march of progress.

It did share a characteristic with Allison's basement. Most of Macy's rec room had been taken over by
storage. The pool table was buried under boxes of clothes. Behind the bar were stacks of magazines,
predominantly National Geographic. Even the computer table was swamped by e ectronic debris,
including an old Atari game system— maybe even Pong.

Allison's head was just as cluttered.

Macy sat on afolding chair sheld retrieved from under the pool table while Allison sat on abarstool
that'd been cleared of a 1982 run of National Geographic. Macy was hefting a cue ball.

"How come now?' Macy asked.

Allison shook her head and sighed. "Fred and Barney must have known what | did to Chuck beforel
did."

"Weren't using your name on the newslast | checked.”
"Can't betoo hard to find out."
"Y ou know what it sounds like? Sounds like these guys were weatching you dready.”

Allison hugged hersdf. "That's really paranoid.” But wasn't that just what Mom had been worried about?
Maybe she knew about these guys—

No, no "maybe" about it. She had that film, she knew what these people were about, and knew what
they were capable of doing. On one point Jean Harrison must be right. Mom had been afugitivefor a
long time, but not because of some stupid Vietnam demonstration, and not from the FBI.

Macy echoed Allison'sthoughts. ""From what you're telling me, your mom was about to split town with
you, and it sounds like she knew alot more about this psychic network than you did.”

Allison nodded.

Macy began ticking off pointswith her fingers, till holding up the cue bal. "Y our mom was a parashrink,
right?Y ou think she might have worked for these Fed Hintstones?”'

Allison nodded and hugged hersdlf tighter. She didn't want to believeit, but it was too obviousto deny
it— much as she wanted to. " She must have quit." Must have. "Run and hid from them— afugitivejust
like that woman said." It suddenly struck Allison. She stood up, shaking her head. "Oh, my." Her voice
was barely awhisper as the redlization began to hit her full force.

"What isit, girl?'You look like you just saw aghog.”



Allison shook her head, and fdlt tears streaming down her cheeks. Forgive me, Mom. | just didn't
know why. "That'sit, Macy. That'swhy sheleft. To protect me."

"l don't get you."

"She knew that | might have thistaent. It wasin my genes or something. That'swhy sheleft Dad.”
"Huh?'

"It wasn't Dad she was escaping from. It wasthese ASl people.”

Macy nodded. "Okay. I'll buy that. But why didn't he escape with you?"

Something drooped inside her. "'l don't know."

"Y our dad, on the phone, he knew that you might be psychically challenged—"

If they know she's a teek...

"Y our dad sounds asif he knows as much as your mom about "them,’ these ASl geeks—"

"Yeah." AsAllison spoke, her skin crawled with the thought of those men watching her. How long, she
thought. How long had dark men in gray vans patiently recorded red after red of her life? Somewhere, in
little gray rooms, men with little gray soulswere editing her life, weighing the pieces, so that they'd only
bother their bosses with the good parts.

Little gray men who found the problems of thisnaivelittle girl terribly amusing.

The thought didn't bring tears. Her heart sank alittle degper, but it burned.

Where was her mother?

These "Fed Hintstones' might have conned the cops into thinking that Mom had disappeared, leaving
Allison to the wolves. Allison knew Mom better than that. Mom wouldn't abandon her. And she certainly
wouldn't skip town, leaving her car in the hands of the ASl.

No, these men had her.

But what could she do about it?

"Can you catch something?”

"Huh?'

Macy held acue bdl in one hand and had the yellow notepad in the other. She'd been rummaging in
Allison's paper sack while Allison had been nursing agrowing rage.

"Y ou got some ruleshere: Y ou can't teek different objectsin different directions, etc. Thesmaller itis, the
harder it isfor me— you— to teek it. Y ou can't teek liquids.”

Macy looked up from the pad. "So what if | tossthiscue ball at you?'



It was so completely off the subject that Allison just shrugged.
"Cach."

Macy'stoss caught her off-guard, but Allison tried to snag the cue ball with her teek. But in motion the
cue ball dipped out of her menta fingers asif it were made of quicksilver. She had to catch it with her
hands. It seemed that she couldn't get agrip on something in motion—

Did that make sense? Allison remembered in physics class how Mr. Franklin made such an issue of the
fact that everything ismoving. Things can only be &t rest relative to each other. It wasn't the motion that
was the problem, Allison thought. It was the fact that her teek sense was a step behind the real world.
She couldn't shift her attention fast enough to follow aball moving relaiveto her.

Allison tossed the cue bl back. "Try again.”

Macy tossed it and, instead of trying to wrap her menta web around the cue ball, she thought at a chunk
of space near the end of the cue ball's path. Instead of trying to think this teek around something, she
tried to think it into asolid lump. A block of wax, or Jal-O. She had the force wrapped so tightly within
her head that she expected the cue ball to bounce off it. Instead, the sensation was like having a bdll
bearing splash into ablob of molasses—

Her brain was that molasses, and the impact caused afamiliar twinge beneath her temples. Shefelt her
teek blob shake with the impact, and she redlized her eyes were closed.

When she opened her eyes, there was the cue ball, hanging in midair about afoot from her chest.
She had, indeed, "caught it."
"Tosssomemore," Allison said.

Macy obliged. Pool balls splashed into her little teek net to freezein midair. Thefeding insde her skull
was the same dizzy vertigo she got when she shook her head from side to sdetoo fast.

Allison was surprised to see that the impact vibration shefelt in her mind— that caused the dizzying
sensation— was reflected in the bals she had dready caught. She watched the cue ball, now the center
of afrozen solar system, and saw it shake every time she caught anew ball.

Experimentaly, Allison waved her hand between the bdls. She fdt no resistance. So isthislike before,
and | can include and exclude matter at will?

Allison thought of the teek glob aso enveloping her hand, and her hand was stuck. Shetried afew
experimenta tugs, and the whole complex of frozen balls seemed to vibrate themselves, following the tug
of her hand. Like they're all connected.

Thefeding she got from her hand was oddly numbing, asif it had fallen adeep.

Allison let her hand go, and began dropping the balls out of the matrix, one by one, catching them, and
tossing them back to Macy.

"Allie, youreamiracleworker. If | wasn't standing here—"



"I hardly bdieveit mysdf."
"Y ou should do L etterman.”

Allison sghed, remembering some of Mom's books. "There's aguy who says helll give a check for some
thousands of dollars to someone who can prove they can do something paranormal.”

"Y our chancefor thebig time.”

Allison thought for along time and findly said, "No. Thisdl isthe province of the National Enquirer .
No onewill beieveit.

"Come on, I'm looking here with my own eyes—"

"And how come no one's picked up Amazing Whoever's check? David Copperfield can make the Statue
of Liberty disgppear. Cue bdlsaren't very impressive.”

Macy shrugged.

"Besdes, I've been on TV enough for my wholelifetime. No TV, no news." Allison thought of the local
news, morelittle gray men recording her life and editing for the juicy parts. And that brought her thinking
back to Fred and Barney.

And Mom.

Where are you, Mom? What happened?

"What am | going to do, Macy?'

"No news and no cops. Who's|ft?

Allison lowered her head. "There's Dad. Like you said, he sounded asif he knows something about these
guys”

"How do we get ahold of him? The last time you saw him was twelve years ago—"
"Can | useyour phone?'

Macy got up and fished around the pile of electronic waste by the Commodore 64. She came out with a
black rotary telephone. She picked it up and listened. "I'm amazed. Chardineisnt using it.”

Macy handed the phone over. The cord knocked over astack of old Atari cartridges. Allison took it and
dided information.

"What city, please?"
"LosAngdes”

Within moments Allison had Macy writing down anumber for John Charvat in LA.



"Charvat?' Macy asked when Allison hung up. "1 thought your dad's name was Boyle."
"So did I. But Boyles my mother's maiden name.”
"Whered "Charvat' come from?"

"The return address on that Express envelope | told you about.” Allison sucked in abreath and began
diding.

"LA?"' Macy sad. "My dad's going to kill mefor this month's phone bill."

After too many rings, the phone was answered by afamiliar voice. "Hello—"

"Dad?" Allison gasped. It was the same voice sheld heard Mom talking to.

"— Charvat. | can't come to the phone right now. Please leave your name and number—"
"An answering machine." Allison could hear the disgppointment ringing in her own voice.
The machine beeped.

Allison was prepared to leave amessage, giving Dad Macy's number and pleading for him to return the
cal. But something, an ugly foreboding, stopped her.

She dowly hung up, without leaving amessage.

"What's the matter?* Macy asked.

"I don't—" Allison redlized that she knew what waswrong. If these ASI people werein her house, they
had the envel ope with those tickets, and they had John Charvat's address. "1 think they have my dad,
too."

Macy shook her head. "Thisistoo weird. Areyou sure?'

"I'm not sure of anything. | should have thought. That UPS envelopeis il Stting on my coffeetable. All
they haveto doislook at the return address. They got Mom, of course they got Dad—"

Macy shook her head. "Too bad about the tickets. If Fred and Barney had just waited another day,
you'd be on your way to . Louis by now."

"Yeah." Allison's heart sank alittle deeper. There was redlly nothing left she could do, but turn herself
over to someone. The palice, the ASl, the news. They had taken her father before she even had a
chanceto meet him.

"Hold the phone," Allison said.

Macy looked down at the black rotary phonein her hand and said, "I am.”

Allison said, "Dad was alot more paranoid about these ASl people than Mom was.”

"So0? Do him any good?'



"That'sjust it. How much you want to bet he was en route to meet us before he ever sent that letter?’
"Then they don't have him?"

Allison shrugged. "1 don't know. But | don't think held sit around at home, waiting for them to show up.”
"That doesn't mean we know where heis."

"Yeah." Allison said, crestfadlen. "We need to find out what happened to Mom..."

"What are you thinking, girl?*

26 OCTOBER EUCLID HEIGHTS, OHIO

7:30PM TUESDAY

Thefeding in the Boyle house was quiet and tense. Barney and Fred talked to each other in low tonesin
the dining room. Fred spent haf the time talking to Barney, and the other half talking on hisfolding

non-phone to the two cars he had combing the suburb for Allison Boyle.

Occasionally hewould cursethefiasco at the Euclid Heights City Hall. Everyone present knew him well
enough not to mention anything about it.

Jane and George were out of earshot, in the living room, tending to a now-comatose Elroy. "What's
wrong with him?" George whispered.

"Y ou keep asking that. | don't know."

"Y ou're the one who has the doctorate in this. Y ou're the one who went to med school. | was a bloody
physicig. I'm out of my depth here."

Jane looked back at the pair in the dining room. "I think everyone hereis. Thiswas supposed to be a
milk run."

"Y egh, right.”

"If it makes you fed better, I'm sure Elroy's problem isn't physica.”

"It doesn't."

Fred walked into theliving room, trailing Barney. "Well?' he asked.

"No change," Jane said.

"Damn. We're crippled without our spotter, and it will take hoursto fly onein from Dallas.”
"What happened to the little bugger, anyway?' Barney asked.

"The best we can figureisthat Elroy suffered from some mentd form of flash blindness. Asif he sared at
the sun too long— though it doesn't explain the other symptoms—"



"Y ou're comparing thisgirl to the sun?' Fred asked.

"Comparaively," George said. "The energiesthat form the mental waveform Elroy percelvesare
measured in fractions of amicrowatt. The energy Allison Boyle hasto liberate to move gross physica
objectsisorders of magnitude greater. He stared into it with no preparation.”

Fred shook his head, "Y ou should keep atighter rein on the kid—"

"God damn it! If you hadn't tried to strong-arm the girl, she wouldn't have panicked. If you kept atighter
rein on your pet Neandertha there—"

Barney bdled afig. "Why you cocksucking—"

Everyone was interrupted by the sound of afeline howl from outside. Fred glanced toward the dining
room window as George said, "What—"

"Get the hypo," Fred told him, and started running toward the back door.

26 OCTOBER EUCLID HEIGHTS, OHIO

7.40 PM TUESDAY

The sky had gone dark by the time they'd reached Allison's block. They stood on the street behind
Allison's duplex. On this side of the block, rows of four-story apartment buildings faced them. Macy was
following Allison'slead, but she hesitated when Allison began waking down one of the driveways.

"l don't likethis" Macy sad, "It's crazy— especidly when | don't have the car.”

Allison turned to face her. "Y ou didn't have to come.”

"Likehdl | didn't. My best friend isgoing to get hersalf shot or something— can | sit by and—"
"Okay."

"| dill dont likethis"

Allison shrugged and continued down the driveway. The parking areaiin back of these apartments
bordered against the backyards of the houses on Allison's street. Allison stopped in front of a
vine-choked chain-link fence. Between the vines and the bushes on the other side, she could seethe
peak of her garage sticking up above the fence.

She had just been here, only six hours ago. It aready felt like Six days.

Macy walked up next to her. ™Y ou spent all afternoon scaring me with these people.”

"| should let them keep hold of Mom?'

"How do you know she's there? Just because you escaped from the cops don't mean—"

"l haveto do something.”



Macy shook her head. Their conversation had evolved into whispers now that they were at the fence.
"They'll bewatching for you."

"Hey," Allison whispered back. "I'm the amazing Allison, remember?’

Allison took hold of the fence and hauled hersdlf upward. The entire fence shook with her weight, waving
foliage. The rusty fence cut into her hand and the vines made purchase for her feet vague and dippery.
Shed bardly gotten her feet off the ground when Macy whispered up at her, "Hey, amazing Allison, why
don't you do it the easy way?'

Huh?
Then it hit her. She could levitate Babs, cue bdls, and Jeeps. Why couldn't she levitate herself?

Allison summoned her mental sense, thistime she could fed it pound behind her eyes, and the motion
seemed more duggish. She was getting tired. She dipped her menta fingers around hersdlf.

A bizarre sensation gripped her, adouble-layered feedback that felt like the tactile equivalent of the
sound fingernails made scraping across a blackboard. She pulled hersalf up, and nearly passed out with
vertigo as her norma and telekinetic sensestried to resolve their respective input and tied her brainina
throbbing knot.

Sheflew, but with asense of shivering dizzinessthat made her want to throw up. All sense of gravity had
left, making her fed like she wasfdling an immense distance even though she was moving upward. Her
horizon flipped over afew times, causing her to panic. She headed toward what she thought wasthe
ground, and hit, hard.

The entire surface of her skin had falen adeep.

She held hersdlf there, shaking, head pounding, for along time before she redlized that she was hugging
the rear wall of her garage, and she was rotated ninety degrees from the ground. She dowly let the teek
go, and sherolled gently onto the pile of dead leavesthat, earlier, had held the twelve-year-old kid
whose leg sheld riddied with nalls.

After haf aminute or so, Macy jumped down from the top of thefence. "Areyou dl right?* Macy
whispered.

Allison groaned. Her whole head fdlt like ablood blister on the verge of busting open. "Now | know why
only gurusdo that." She sat up, rubbing her head. "Y ou'd need to meditate Six hours aday just to be able
to handleit.”

"Good newsisyou didn't wake up the Flintstones. Still up to this?*

"l haveto." Allison got unsteadily to her feet. Her inner ear till seemed unsure what direction the ground
wasin. "But let'shold on for alittle while.

They stood there for ten minutes or so while Allison took deep breaths and tried to recover. The fatigue
caused by her teeking everything around was deceptive. It wasn't related to physical exertion. It was
more like the sense of brain-deadening menta exhaustion she got after spending al night studying for a
trigonometry test.



It would be very easy right now for her to trigger avery bad migraine.

That'sit, shethought. After | get Mom out of here, | don't teek a thing until | get a good night's
deep.

After afew minutes Allison felt decent enough to go on.

It was an dien sensation for Allison, sneaking up on her own house. It enhanced the surred fedling that
had been growing since the weekend. It fed the paranoid thought that the things she sensed peeking at
her from the shadows weren't smply residents of her mind, but were redlly there, snickering and meaning
her harm.

Thewesther congpired with the fedling. Black cloudsroiled across the sky like an aval anche of soiled
cotton. Every few seconds a biting wind would whip dead leavesinto awhirlwind around her feet.

The house remained quiet, shades drawn against advancing night.
Allison felt a sense of dread when she saw that there were no lights on Mr. Luvov's hdf of the building.

Mom's Tauruswas il parked in the driveway, about ten feet away from the rear of the house. Allison
paused next to it and looked at Macy.

"Wait here" Allison whispered.

"Wait asec—"

"Keep watch, okay?"

Macy sghed and said, "Okay. Watch yoursdlf."

Allison nodded and crept aong the driveway. From the street, Allison's half of the house was on the
right, the side with the driveway. She passed under the dining room windows and risked a peek.

The shades were drawn here, too.
To get apeek indgde, she chinned herself up to the window, her foot lodged in the cracks of the brick
foundation. The sound of talking came from the living room. Allison was sure. The only place she could

seein wasthrough asmall gap in the dining room drapes, and that was half-obscured by a potted plant.
It provided agreet view of someone's back.

She eased hersdlf down and tried to plan.
Thiswill be tougher than | thought.

She needed to see these people, where they werein the house, before she would have any ideawhere
they were keeping Mom.

There were two other views she could get ontheli ***MISSING TEXT*** me of the drapes out of
theway. If shedid it dowly, maybe no one would notice.



When she was ready to chin hersalf up again, she heard the loudest and most horrendous yowl! she had
ever heard in her life. Shelet go of thewindowsll in panic, sumbling to the ground.

When she was on her hands and knees, something black and furry butted into her face and meowed
agan.

Allison had never fully gppreciated how loud Rhett could be.

"Alliel" Macy caled in aharsh stage whisper, back by the Taurus.

Allison backed up, hissing at Rhett, " Shut up, you stupid cat.”

Rhett was having none of that. He was very unhappy. He wanted food, he wanted in, and he was intent
on telling the whole neighborhood about it. He opened his mouth and announced his displeasurein aloud
puff of fish-breath, right in Allison'sface.

Allison heard the door dam in front of the house.

"Oh, God!"

Allison scooped up her cat— who started purring immediately— and ran back toward the Taurus. Shed
nearly reached Macy when she heard avoice say, "Hold it right there, Miss Boyle."

Allison turned around, dowly. She stood right next to the passenger door of the Taurus. There was Fred,
standing at the back door of her house, holding his hands spread, attempting to look innocent.

"Please, MissBoyle?' hesad.
Rhett curled up in her aamsand closed hiseyes.
"Where's my mother?" Allison ydled a the man.

Only the dightest darkening clouded Fred's feetures. It was brief, and hisface still held asmiling
opennessthat the circumstances didn't warrant. "Why don't you come ingde, whereit'swarm. I'll explain

everything."

There was an older man with white hair walking up the driveway now. Allison glanced at the nose of the
Taurus. Macy was crouched down, between the front of the Taurus and Mr. Luvov's pickup truck,
gpparently unseen by Fred or the man walking up the driveway.

Macy noticed Allison's glance and began making twisting motions with her hand.

What?

Macy pointed a the Taurus and made the twisting motion again.

Allison looked up and yelled a Fred, "What do you want with me?"

"Wewant to help you—" Fred took a step forward, hands open. "Y ou have atdent. We can show you
how to useit."



"Wheres my mother?"

The cloud dipped over Fred's features again. He took another step forward and smiled broadly. " She's
safe, Allison. We can take you to her. Right now if you like. We just don't want anybody to get hurt.”

Allison knew, in her heart, that she waslooking at aman who found it very easy tolie.
Macy was still making the twisting motions.

What was she getting at?

Allison looked at the Taurus again, and findly saw that the keyswerein theignition.
"Don't move, girlie" came atwangy voice from right behind her.

Barney had circled around the garage without Allison noticing. Allison looked around and saw him
holding a nasty-looking gun. It was pointed right at her.

"Damnit, Barney." Fred sounded angry. Allison looked back and saw him drop his hands and start
walking toward the Taurus. " Guns are supposed to be alast resort.”

"After Elroy, you want to take chances? After that poor bastard Charlie?!

Fred looked down the driveway, where the third man wasjogging up to meet them. "Do you haveit,
George?' Fred's voice sounded weary.

George patted a black case hewas carrying, "Findly."

Allison felt the taste of copper in her mouth. What were they going to do with her? She looked at
Barney. The gun waslocked on her. She began to reach out with mental fingers.

After the attempted levitation, the effort dmost made her pass out. It felt like she was pedling ragged
bloody chunksfrom inside her skull to wrap around Barney's gun. She locked the teek around the metal
parts of the gun. Her head throbbed and pain fogged her vision. She fought the pain, to lock down
everything she could, as hard as she could manage. Shetried to feel every single molecule of that gun
embedded in her teek matrix.

"She'sdoing something!" Barney said.
"Grab her!" Fred ydled.

Allison didn't see Fred and George react because she'd closed her eyes. Slammed them shut, because
what shedid hurt.

Shefdt feedback through her teek sense. She could fed Barney try and pull the trigger, asif thetrigger
was now part of her own body. But the trigger was locked, stationary to the rest of the gun, with aforce
equal to that required to lift a Jeep Cherokee. The gun waslocked in place and, with dl the effort she
could muster, Allison yanked the gun away.

Therewas a cracking noise.



Barney ydled, "Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit. My hand! ™

Allison opened her eyes and her vision cleared enough to see George coming toward her. Hewas
fumbling something out of the black case. It looked like another gun. Allison ill felt her teek holding
Barney'sgun, so shethrew it at George.

George was dtill fumbling with his case when something black and metalic flew out of the sky and
dammed into his ssomach. He folded over it and it carried him across the driveway and spilled him,
groaning, into the neighboring backyard.

Allison had to let go of Barney's gun, and that cleared her normal vision enough for her to see that
George hadn't been pulling aweapon out of the case. It was some sort of high-pressure hypodermic air
gun. It, and cylindersfilled with amber fluid, spilled over the lawn around him.

Behind her, Allison heard the Taurus start up. She spun around to see Macy behind the whed, yelling,
"Getin, fool!"

Allison yanked the car door open, and felt Fred's hand on her shoulder. "Not so fast, Miss Boyle."

With amanic feline hiss, Rhett sank histeeth into Fred's thumb. The man jerked his hand away long
enough for Allison to divein next to Macy. The car was zooming backward before Allison could get the
door shut.

Asthe car rocketed backward, out of the driveway, Fred ran after them. He shouted things that were
incomprehensble through the haze of her headache. Barney ran behind Fred, cradling a bleeding hand.
Behind them dl, George struggled to get to hisfet.

"Eeeyah," Macy yelled as she skidded the Taurus on to the street. ™'Y ou know how to make an exit, girl."

Asthey spun out at the end of the driveway, past agray van, Allison could swear sheld seen aface
looking out her living room window.

Thekid?

Shewasn't given timeto think about it. Macy drove like awild woman. The Taurus turfed three lawns
and jumped the curb twice as she pulled halfway around the block, up Euclid Heights Boulevard, back
toward the high school.

At that point, their rocketing escape ground to ahdt as Macy merged with infuriatingly dow traffic |eft
over from rush hour. Rhett mewed insstently, and Allison only heard him through ahead wrapped in
cotton and amillion miles away.

Macy yelled at the carsto move, but the light up ahead wasn't helping matters any.

"Sorry, Macy," Allison said weskly. "Bad idea.”

Macy shook her head. "Done's done. Just hope that we ain't in as much trouble as | think we are. The
traffic inched forward and Macy mumbled, "All the chase scenes |'ve seen never went this dow.” The

light ahead turned green, and Macy blared the horn.

Allison winced. "Don't do that. Therésacop right there at the intersection.”



"I'd dmost welcome being arrested. 1'd feel safer— No, you bastard! Don't turn left! Move!”

The Taurus managed to get to the head of the line asthe yellow light faded. " Some cop,” Macy sad.
"Fool pullsanillegd left and porky doesdiddly.”

They sat and waited at the intersection asthe cop led aprocession of cars acrosstheir path.
"Damn,” Macy sad.

"What?" Allison's eyes were haf-closed from fatigue and the sudden light from opening them drove a
spikeinto her forebrain.

"Hintstones a sx o'clock.”

Allison looked behind them, and about seven or eight cars back, she could seethe ASl van. She couldn't
seeingde from the dreetlight glare off the windshield. But the van was hard to miss. "'l seethem,” Allison
sad.

"Moreto the point, they see us. | wanted to lose them.” Macy started looking around. "Allie, you see
porky anywhere?"

"Huh?" Allison turned away from the gray van intimeto see Macy pull out into the intersection againgt the
light. Horns blared from around them as she took aleft through agap in the opposing traffic.

"My God, Macy. What are you doing?"

"Losng men with guns.” The Taurus now was heading away from most of Euclid Heights, and toward
East Cleveland.

They had gone two blocks and were about ablock away from East Cleveland, when Allison heard a
chorus of horns back at the intersection. The van had followed their illegal left. As she kept looking back,
Allison asked, "What now?'

"Likel know, girl?'

Allison could tell when they droveinto East Cleveland, even without looking at the Sgns. The streetlights
turned from white mercury to adirty-yellow sodium and the road suddenly became a patchwork of
chuckholes filled and chuckholes-to-be. The houses they passed were amost the same ones that werein
Euclid Heights, but they'd become shabby and ill-used with too many families and too little maintenance.
It was a neighborhood that would've frightened Allison, if she hadn't had other worriesright now.

The Taurus rumbled over the patchwork asphalt for three blocks, Macy turning at random. Now that
they wove through East Cleveland, they'd lost most of the traffic between them and the van, so it wasn't
too surprising when the Hintstones turned on to the road behind them only three or four car-lengths back.
"Think of something," Macy sad.

What? | can barely think. My head's a blood pudding. Allison watched out the back, staring at the van
for long agonizing minutes. | need to stop them.



Allison got an ingpiration and started rummaging in the Taurus for Mom's parking money. She found a
handful of quarters, about five dollars worth.

"What're you doing?' Macy asked.

"When they stop, be ready to get out of here quick.”
| can't do this. Not now. | need to Sleep.

Only once more, she promised hersdlf.

She poured a protesting Rhett into the back seat and |owered the passenger window. The sudden inflow
of cold air woke her up and seemed to sharpen some of the duller edges of her mind. She could think,
but it also meant that her heedache switched from hammersto scapels.

AsMacy drove, Allison lined up arow of quarters on top of the windowsill. As she placed each one, she
grabbed it with her teek. Each effort was harder than the last, pounding into her head until she couldn't
tell if the rushing in her earswasthe wind or her own pulse.

Twenty quarters, locked into aline with her teek.

Allison'sworld thrummed with white noise, a scouring wind that abraded the flesh from ingde her skull.
But through that noise, she could see— see things with arazor-fine accuracy that lacerated her eyeswith
sheer wedlth of details. She could see the dates on the individual quarters, not only see them, but fee!
them with the bizarre mental feedback of her teek sense. She could see the veins on the dead leaves that
blew between the cars. She saw the rust spots on the van's bumper, and the scratches on itslicense
plate.

Again, Allison had the heady fedling that what she was redlly doing waslooking insde hersdf, and
discovering the entire universe.

Theline of quarters she controlled flew out behind the Taurus, in formation. Asthey did, time seemed to
dow down. Allison hardly felt the car's motion at al. They were frozen in this tableau. Hunter never quite
catching. Hunted never quite escaping. An archetype that belonged in some specia section of Hell.

Nothing moved for Allison.

Nothing but the flying line of quarters. The quarters, ascore of tiny silver moons, flew down to float
about six inches off the agphdt right behind the Taurus read bumper. There, for amoment, they froze—
the picture complete.

Then, with an effort of will that Allison wasn't aware she was capable of, she pumped every ounce of
teek she had into those quarters. She thought of the Cherokee, and the effort that had taken, and she put
dl of that intoit.

Theeffort made Allison ydl, or redlize that she had been yelling dl thistime. Whether in triumph, fear, or
pain, she didn't know.

As she watched, the world snapped back to real-time. The silver moons became chromed bullets. The
quarters shot toward the van with such force that they tore the air in their wake. With her teek she could
fed theair rip with the coins passage asif cracked by twenty supersonic whips.



Then the quarters|eft the redlm of Allison'steek and reentered the world of physics.

The coinstore past the underside of the van, exploding dl four tiresin aflurry of shredded rubber. The
van collapsad into the asphalt like awounded beast, sparks flying fromitsrims.

The quarters didn't stop with the van. Tires blew from parked cars. Windshields shattered. Splinters
erupted from atree. And, far down the block, astop sign rang like agong as a hole blasted through the
bottom of its S.

Allison was gripping the back of her seat S0 hard that her fingers were white and cold.

"My God." Asshe sad it, the white noise crashed over her, breaking up, and leaving in itswake only the

black aching hollow of fatigue. She closed her eyes and couldn't open them again.
CHAPTER FIFTEEN

27 OCTOBER 1-70, OHIO
7:40 AM WEDNESDAY

She stood in the school auditorium, on stage, stripped naked. The landing of the fire stairs had been
transplanted to center stage, the scene washed by apulsing red light that hurt her eyes.

Asshetried to cover hersdlf, Fred and Barney came on stage dressed as reporters. Barney held the
cameraon her, while Fred shoved amicrophone in Chuck's face trying to get an interview. Fred wasn't
having much luck. No matter how reasonable his questions were, al Chuck could do was hold his
bleeding crotch and scream.

Mr. Counter walked on stagein apair of swim trunks, wiping himself off with abloody towd. "Miss
Boyle'" hesad. "l am afraid that you aren't taking this class serioudy.”

Mr. Counter grabbed her wrists and pulled them away from her body. Barney filmed dl of it while
muttering over and over, "Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit. My hand. Shit.”

"Your lines," came awhisper from offstage.

"Not serioudy at dl." Mr. Counter said, pulling her close enough to smell the blood on histowd. "We
have to talk about your grades.”

All Allison could think was, The play's not supposed to go like this.

The whisper returned, sounding like an off-kilter long-distance connection. "Melissa'slineis, "Oh,
Randolph, I've waited four years for this moment!" "

Everything froze.

The sceneflickered and Allison had alucid moment when she redlized she was dreaming. Then she heard
Chuck's voice, dill screaming, but screaming words—

"I'mdead!" heyelled a her. "I'm dead! Mom's dead! Everyone's dead, sweetcakes.”



Allison looked up into Mr. Counter's bloody face, and saw Chuck there. " Just you and me, kid."
She screamed hersdlf awake.

Allison woke up to light, bright sunlight, streaming across her face. Shetried to turn over and found
herself strapped down.

She opened her eyesin apanic, light stabbing through her brain, and saw that sheld tangled her hand in
the Taurus shoulder belt. She closed her eyes and realized how much of her hurt. Her head was a dulll
empty hole. She had crampsin her neck and back, and her legs had fallen adegp. She opened her eyes
again, dowly, shading them with her hand.

Where was she?

Allison looked around the car. Where was Macy?

The Taurus sat near the entrance to a parking lot. She looked down at the entrance, and saw four lanes
of highway backed by aforested median of autumna golds and reds. A blue sign faced her saying, "rest
sop.”

At the other end of the parking lot, near the exit, wasasmall brick structure with two doors, "men" and
"women." Therewas only one other car in the lot, adirty-green Ford pickup. Allison looked around and
saw a hefty couple at one of ahalf-dozen picnic tables, eating out of McDonald's bags. She supposed
that they belonged to the pickup.

The sght made her incredibly hungry.

Allison opened up the passenger door and got out of the Taurus, wobbling on her deeping legs.

A two-trailer semi blared by on the highway.

She glanced at the clock on the dash of the Taurusand it said 7:45. | slept for twelve hours.

Allison hugged hersdf and said, "Macy, where are you?”

Asif in response, Allison saw Macy leave the women's hdf of the rest rooms. She caught sight of Allison
and waved. She'd changed clothes and it made her look older, or, at least, tougher. Macy wore a
motorcycle jacket, sunglasses, and cowboy boots. She resembled an adolescent Grace Jones doing a
Terminator impression.

"Morning, deepyhead.”

Allison looked at Macy and said, "Isit astupid question to ask where we are?"

"A few exitseast of Columbus.”

"Columbus?" Allison felt the strength go out of her knees. She gripped the car for support. "Why'd you
drive— how'd you get— where's my cat?"

"Cam down, girl." Macy draped an arm around her. "We got awhole day ahead of us— and you need
toeat.”



Allison looked up a Macy, about to say something, but Macy was right. She was ravenous.

They found a Denny's ten miles down from the rest stop, right after asign reading, "Whedling— 70
miles”

"See, girl?" Macy said, after watching Allison decimate three cheeseburgers, aplate of scrambled eggs,
three strips of bacon, and aside of hash browns. "When you crapped out, | didn't seewhat elsel could
do."

"l understand. Are you going to egt that?"

Macy pushed over her uneaten home fries. "Flintstones wouldn't need to be geniusesto find me. Could |
go to the cops after stedling your mom's car? After what happened to you there? No, girl."

"So wherérewe going?'

"We're going to see your dad. At |least there's some chance he's got some handle on what's going on."
Allison swallowed. It felt too much like she was abandoning Mom. Shewas afraid of what she had seen
in Agent Jackson's eyes when held said that her mom was safe. She was afraid of her dream. Of what
Chuck had said...

"Where, Macy?'

"Youtell me. You said you had it narrowed down to two locations.”

Allison nodded. Thething was, so would the ASI. They had the tickets, the whole bizarre itinerary. Mom
knew where they were going to meet. Dad had told her, Allison had overheard....

Wherel first called you a "baby-killer."

That was a Vietnam thing, wasn't it? There was that picture in the album. Mom leading some sort of
demongtration, the Capital in the background.

Why nat, they didn't have anything better to go on.

"Washington D.C.," Allison said. "That'sthe place.”

"Whatever you say."

Allison shook her head. "Y ou don't haveto do this. | didn't mean to drag you into—"
"Stop that. Thisis partly my fault. | swiped the car.”

"It was my stupid ideathat put usthere.”

"Likel'd let you go in there done? | got better peopleto be pissed a."

"Okay." Allison finished the last home fry. Shelooked at the med she had just devoured and thought she
should be on the verge of puking. She didn't. Emotiondly, shefdlt like roadkill, but her body felt the same



weird sense of well-being that she'd had the morning after the headache that trashed her room.

It's bad enough my mind is of debatable sanity. Don't tell me my body is going nuts, too. |
shouldn't be feeling like this after Mom...

Shewouldn' let hersdlf finish the thought. "What happened to Rhett?!

"Don't worry about your cat. When | stopped at home to get my traveling gear, | gave him to Chardine
to take care of ."

"Chardine?"

"Hey, | bad-mouth my sister sometimes, but Chardine's solid. If she promises something, shelll doit.
Besides, she'sgoing to get her car dl to hersdlf for afew weeksit seemslike, so she owesme." Macy
gave an uncorvincing grin.

"Did you tell her where you're going?"

Macy shook her head. "I dipped in and out, told Chardine | was running away again." Macy lowered her
voice an octave and said, " "Aslong asy'dl don't get in no trouble with some boy— protect yourself,

girl."" A dead-on imitation of Macy's older Sster.

"| grabbed stuff,” Macy said. "Deposited cat. Stole Darndl's jacket, and | was out of there. Wewerein
Columbus before midnight.”

"Thanks, alot."
Macy nodded. "But—"
llBlJt?l

"Thisfood and the gas we're using tapped out my cash aswell asall the change | found in the car. Got
any money?”

Allison thought back. "Everything | had, money, ID, wasin my backpack." She thought hard and then
sad, "The police ill haveit.”

"We better think of something. Or thismagica mystery tour will stal out somewherein West Virginia"
Allison nodded.

Acrossfrom the Denny's was atruck stop that was a combination motel, restaurant, gift shop, and
highway whatal. Allison and Macy waked through it, trying to figure what they could do for money. It
was closing on eight-thirty, and the restaurant was doing boom business with the breakfast crowd. Off
the corridor, between the restaurant and the gift shop, was a darkened room from which emerged a
chorus of eectronic computer noises.

Allisonwadked in.

It was alarge arcade room, the wadls lined with aging video games.



Macy followed and asked, "What you havein mind?"

Allison looked at the coin dot of adecrepit Centipede game. It said, "Tokens Only."
"Y ou see the change machine around here anywhere?" Allison asked.

"Right there, next to Soy Hunter

Allison walked in that direction. The room was dark and smelled of cigarette smoke. She noted three
other peoplein the room. A trucker type was playing Pole Position and crashing often enough to make
Allison nervous about hisdriving skills. Two nattering little kids were playing at the Gauntlet game. As
Allison passed, the game's digitized voice said, "EIlf needs food, badly.” The game sounded tired.

She passed arickety Star Wars game, Tempest, and a phosphor-burned Donkey Kong game that
grunted as she passed.

"Any gamesfrom this century?' Macy commented.

As Allison reached the change machine next to the Spy Hunter game, she whispered to Macy, "Y ou up
to breeking the lawv?"

Macy gave her astare and whispered, "I've dready stolen acar, fool."

Allison walked up to the machine, and began fumbling through her pockets asif getting abill to feed the
machine. "Stand in front of that window,” Allison whispered very quietly. "And be prepared to run for
your life"

Macy obliged by leaning up against the mirror that was set in the wall next to the door reading,
"manager's office” As Allison fumbled in her pockets, shetried to think of the best way to do this.

The change machine was a huge floor-standing console, covered with brown pebbled vinyl. The sign said
that the machine only gave tokens— fivefor adollar bill, thirty for afive. There was one of those specia
circular locks on the front of the main panel. Thekind that took acylindrical key.

She felt ingde the machine with her teek sense, amazingly easy now that she'd had twelve hours deep
and amed insde her. Her mentd fingers dipped over interior structure that she could barely picture. It
fdt like she was fingering agossamer lattice, the work of some otherworldly insects.

Allison could recogni ze the token repository. The bin of metal tokensfelt like aweb of Styrofoam shells
to her ephemerd teek fingers. Then she felt the more solid structure of abox where the bills seemed to
go. Shelocked her mind around it, as solidly as she could.

Now, should | do this gradually, or should | just yank it and get this over with?

After amoment's deliberation, Allison decided that the dow and steady method would raise the entire
machine rather than pull the strongbox free. So, she yanked.

The machine groaned, shook, and then the metal top flowered out with an explosion of sparksand little
yellow tokens. The metal strongbox smashed through the acoudticd tilein the celling. Allison heard awire
snap above her, and the ceiling began to sag.



Allison took a step back even though she was expecting the explosion. Tokens clattered around her,
scattering to al corners of the game room. Despite the chaos, she till had control of the strongbox. She
brought it back through another tile in the ceiling, right before the manager's door yanked open.

The manager, a hefty woman with bottle-blonde hair, baggy sweeter, and a name-tag saying "Hello, my
nameisNancy" screamed, "What in the FUCK is going on out here?"

"It exploded!" Macy said as Allison caught the descending strongbox.

Fragmented tile fell from the celling. The munchkins a the Gauntlet game discovered the tokens and
gtarted gathering them up like mannafrom heaven. The manager, Nancy, stood frozen in shock when she
got agood look at her change machine. The machine had shorted, bel ching smoke from ahole with
curled edges resembling the top of a surreal sardine can.

Allison ran out of there before anyone could redize exactly what she was carrying. She was storming out
the gift shop exit by the time she heard someone say, " Stop those girls.”

Macy drove the Taurus out of the parking lot as about half adozen people ran out the front of the truck
stop. They made it back onto the Interstate without any sign of pursuit.

They were passing into West Virginiawhen Macy findly said, "Okay, what's the problem?”

Allison looked up from the strongbox. She had just counted two hundred and thirty-five dollars— less
onetank of gas— back into it. "What do you mean?"'

"Weve been driving near two hoursand al you do issigh and leaf through the money.”
Allison sghed.

"Stop that!" Macy said.

"l just fed bad about stedling thismoney.”

"Oh, great. What €lse were we going to do? Y ou want to give it back?'

Allison shook her head. "1 just wish I'd thought of something ese. It's ot just the money— how much
was that machine worth, Macy? A few thousand dollars?| trashed it."

"Sheesh, Allie. Of dl the thingsto guilt trip yourself over. Look, they'll cal the company and say that their
blankity-blank machine blew up and nearly shredded acustomer. If it isn't under warranty, the
insurancell cover it."

"Whatever." Allison looked down at the money again. "What | redlly fed bad about isthe fact that |
enjoyedit.”

"Say what?'
"It was fun. | used this power | have to wreck someone's property, and | was enjoying myself.”

"Ah,"



"| thought | was better than that.”

"Oh, jeez, Allie. Givethat up. Everyone gets off on sensaless destruction.” Macy took a hand off the
whed and squeezed Allison's shoulder. "Don't worry unless you go outtayour way to get your jollieslike
that.”

"Okay."

Macy picked up the strongbox and tossed it into the back seat. "And stop staring at that. Y ou got other
problems.” Macy steered with one hand as she continued rummaging in the back seat.

"What're you doing now?"

"Here," Macy sad. "Play with this." She tossed Babs Bunny into Allison'slap.

"Whered this come from?" Allison picked Babs up, not knowing whether to be happy or embarrassed.
"When | stopped home, | picked up your paper bag."

"Thanks," Allison said and, somewhat self-conscioudy, hugged her stuffed rabhbit.

27 OCTOBER US-48, MARYLAND

1:30PM WEDNESDAY

Asthemilesdid by, Allison thought about Mom.

She il had no ideawhat was redlly going on here, or who the ASl people were. They seemed to be
some part of the government she had never heard of. And, God, that film. Just thinking about that made
her ssomach turn to water. She kept seeing that doctor inserting a needle into that Ross boy's—

That was a violation worse than anything Charles Wilson could ever have concelved of.

That was the Prometheus Resear ch Institute, and Mom worked for those people. She knew, Dad
knew...

What happened to Mom? In her dream Chuck had said—
Don't think that!

No, Mom wasn't dead. Mom couldn't be dead. She couldn't be dead over something that was
Allison's—

Allison dammed her fig into her thigh. Don't think like that. It can't help. Thiswasn't anything she had
asked for. It wasn't her fault. She wouldn't have even concealed her headaches if sheld known where
they'd lead.

While Allison tied her brain into aknot, the radio blared. Something from Nine Inch Nails.

"I'd rather die"



"Than give you control—"

"Cheery music, Macy," Allison muttered.

Maryland shot by them, outside the Taurus windows. They'd been dodging this year's crop of orange
barrelsfor closeto two hours. Lunch had been in Pennsylvania. In the parking ot of a Roy Rogersthey
had debated getting on the Pennsylvania Turnpike, and decided againgt it. They were probably going to
bein Washington in timefor dinner.

"Y ou going to complain aout all my musc, gil?!

"I haven't said aword since the Nirvanatape." She'd been thinking about other things.

Macy punched gect and yawned.

"Tired?" Allison asked, trying not to let her mentdal state infect her voice.

"Y es, damn it. Want to take over?'

"| don't have alicense”

"Y ou don't even have atemp?”’

"I've only been sixteen for amonth.”

Macy muttered something about being ayear older than dl her friends and rummaged in her huge
handbag. Arm bag or body bag would be a better name size-wise. With one hand she began pulling out
tapes. "Pearl Jam, Nirvana again, Chili Peppers— U2, you can't object to U2?"

Allison shrugged. " Go aheed.”

The cassette began in mid-song. " Sill haven't found what I'm looking for."

Allison looked out at the passing farmland. There had to be something € se she could do to occupy her
mind. She couldn't dwell on things she had no power over.

After abit of pondering, she fished her battered yellow pad from the paper bag on the back sesat.
Thinking about her teek would be more productive than anything el se she could do at the moment.

Once she found it, she focused her attention on her yellow pad. There were some egg stainson it now,
but it ill cataloged her "Teek Rules.”

"Teek Rule #1: You can't teek different objectsin different directions. Teek embedsthingsin its
own reference frame, then it moves the frame. Within the frame the objects remain stationary
relative to each other unless acted on by an outside force."

"Teek Rule #2: The smaller it is, the harder it isfor meto teek it."

"Teek Rule #3: You can't teek liquids. The denser (more viscous?) the better."

Allison concentrated on her recent experiences and tried to think of coherent thingsto add to her list,



things that would help her understand this power of hers.

Much of the previous day, especidly with Fred, Barney, and company, had taken on anightmarish
qudity. Shefelt that she might go back to Cleveland and find out that none of this had redlly happened.

| wish.

Shetold hersdf to think things through, starting from when sheld stopped taking her notes. The
Cherokee, what did that show?

It showed her that it took alot of painful concentration to focusal thisteek.
"#4: Max. lift aprox. three(?) tons."

Allison wished she had her physicstextbook so that she might have someideaof theforcesinvolvedin
that. What she did remember from physics was the fact that she only had half her ability listed there. If
she assumed that she wasworking off of some finite energy— and her entire range of experimentation
was devoted to putting such limits on her power— then she needed to factor in time. Couldn't figure out
energy just from the force, she needed to know how far it moved over how long atime. She added,
"aprox. one foot in five seconds.” Shefdt she might be remembering wrong, snce onething teek did
waswarp her sense of time.

Which made her think of ancther rule, "#5: Teek is also a sense.”

She could fed around with her teek without necessarily grabbing anything. Allison thought it was a sense
akin to touch, much the same way that smell was related to taste. The teek sense was much more
ephemerd, and that same quaity alowed her mental fingersto dip through matter. Teek didn't fed the
surface of things so much astheir substance.

What was so disorienting was the fact that her teek sense aso seemed dimly cross-wired into her sense
of vison. Teek sharpened the focus of her vison— when the pain of overuse didn't blur everything— and
gave her the surred sense of seeing around objects. At the peak of concentration the sense of teek could
turn the universeinsde out.

"#6: If | grab an object passing through the teek frame, the frame will try to make the object
stationary to itself— soak up the object's kinetic energy.”

Allison had been picturing, off and on, her teek grasp asagigantic lump of ectoplasmic clay. Throwing
something— like acue bal— at alump of clay will causeit to gtick in the mass, unlessit travelsfast
enough to blow a hole through the lump.

"#7. The smaller (lighter?) the object is, the faster | can move it."

Allison remembered the quarters she had shot through the tires of Fred and Barney's van. Her memory of
the episode had the feverish-sharp qudity of aDali painting. Every memory was clear and infocus, and in
Spite of that— perhaps because of that— not quiteredl.

The fact remained, however, that she'd made twenty quarters break the sound barrier. At least it felt like
they'd broken the sound barrier, she could still fedl the shock wave. Though, oddly, she couldn't
remember hearingit.



Allison thought of her physicstextbook and the only equation she could remember from it. F=ma. Force
equas masstimes acceleration. Apparently that explained rule number seven. Sameforce and lower
mass meant higher acceleration.

Allison wished she could remember the equations of motion, then she might be able to put an

approximate number on that force. No, 1'd still be stuck because | have no idea what the speed of
sound is.

She began to see how her "rules’ went together. She connected different parts of the seven rules together
with boxes and lines. Rule number seven, the smaller the faster, connected to rule four, her maximum lift
and approximate power. Both of those were really one rule— she only had afinite amount of energy to
dump into a teeked object.

Rule six, about grabbing objects moving through her teek field, connected back to rule number oneto
define the nature of the teek field itself. Her teek field was a single object, and everything connected to it
acted asasingle object.

Theremaining rules al went together. Teek was a sense, and the limitations she had found about density,
viscosity, and size dl seemed more to be limits on her teek sense's ability to perceive than with any
physicad laws.

What was she missing in describing thisthing?

Allison noted that she had nothing on the sheet that had anything to do with range. For dl she knew she
could knock hats off of peoplein China. However, she doubted that. Her notes showed that her teek
seemed very well-behaved for something that was supposed to be the province of ghosts, mystics, and
the National Enquirer.

Will, range was easy enough to determine.

Allison reached back and rummaged through her paper bag. There was gill someinteresting stuff init.
She pulled out acan of cream of mushroom soup.

Sheld always hated mushrooms.

"Magy?"

"Huh?'

"Could you pull over to the breakdown lane for amoment?*
"Therésarest stop in three miles—"

"Not that. | want to test something.”

Macy shrugged and pulled the Taurus over to the shoulder of the road.
"Keegp going until the odometer rolls over.”

"Okay." After asecond, the Taurusrolled to astop. "Going to tell me what you up to?"



"| just want to see what my rangeis.”

Allison rolled down the window and, with her teek, hung the can over the guardrail, right next to the mile
marker. She barely needed to concentrate to do it.

"Y ou done?"

Allison closed the window, shut her eyes, and tried to think only of levitating the soup can. "Drive, and
when | tell you, check the odometer and tell me how far we've gone."

The Taurus pulled back into traffic and Allison kept her mind snugly wrapped around the can. Asshe
made an effort to hold the can where it was, the sense she got was— well— uncanny. Shefelt an
immediate sense of the can growing heavier. Asthey moved away fromit, the feding was asif some
invisble hand was pushing againgt her, trying to make the can rupture her teek field by sheer weight.
Much too soon it wastaking ared effort for Allison to keep the thing airborne. The can'sweight wasa
pressure straight through her forehead, increasing at an accelerating rate. Within moments she was putting
as much effort into keeping the can of soup airborne as she had into levitating a Jeep four-by-four.
"Now," Allison told Macy. Then, with agreet fedling of relief, let go of the demon can. She opened her
eyes half-expecting to hear the crashing impact as athree-ton can of soup dammed into the highway
behind them. She looked back, but saw no cascades of dehydrated cream of mushroom soup. She could
bardly see the can at this distance.

"Ah," said Macy, "about one and a half tenths?'

About eight hundred feet.

Over that much distance it had taken as much effort to hold up asingle can of soup asit didto hold up a
Jeep Cherokee at about two yards.

Want to bet that the effort goes up with the square of the distance?

Allison marked that as rule number eight.

According to the Sgns, they were eighty mileswest of Washington, D.C. when Macy saw the cop.
"Porky at six o'clock.”

"How fast are we going?"'

Macy looked at her. "1 am not speeding in astolen car.”

"Jugt asking."

"Sorry." Macy shook her head. "We should have done something about the plates.”

Allison looked behind them and saw a tate patrol car following them afew car lengths back. The Sight
made her mouth turn dry. She thought of the change machine sheld wrecked this morning. The strongbox

was till there, sitting in the back seat. She grabbed Babs from the footwel | and squeezed her.

"Maybe heisn't after us?" Allison said with ahope she didn't redly fed.



Macy shook her head. " Something lit him on to us. He's been back there for five miles.
Asif in response, the flasherslit on the cop car.

"Damnit!" Macy dammed her hands on the steering whedl. "1 ain't going to no redneck jail.”
"Pull over," Allison said, clutching her rabbit. " See what he wants."

"Hewants to arrest us—"

"Maybe our talllight's out or something. Pull over."

"Thenwhat?'

"Onedepat atime” Allison said. "One step at atime.”

Macy looked pained, but she rolled the Taurus on to the shoulder. "If that hillbilly cop makes oneracist
comment—"

"S'-h_"

They sat in the Taurus and waited. The cop car pulled in behind them, flashers going. Allison noted that
there was only one cop in the car, and he had picked a very desolate stretch of road to stop them. It
made Allison's natura paranoiawork overtime.

Thered lights on the car flashed like her pulse, and the afternoon sun etched the scenelike dilute acid.
They were stopped amidst low, empty hills. Next to them, acrossafield of brown grass, aline of
high-tension towers marched toward the horizon like an army of skeletal robots.

Allison redlized, that without even thinking about it, she had reached out with her teek sense. Its
otherworldly dimensionswere aready contaminating her vision.

The cop stepped out of the police car. Even as Allison saw the cop, her teek sense strayed to his car,
amost by itsHlf.

The cop was a grim-looking man with rusty hair and mustache. He looked like an evil Ron Howard.
Allison hoped the caution with which he gpproached the Taurus was just amatter of rote, and not
because he thought them dangerous.

He walked up and tapped on Macy's window.

Macy rolled down the window and the cop said, "Can | see your driver'slicense and registration,
please?’

"Ah, Allie?' Macy said, dl her bravado gone. Allison opened the glove compartment and fished out the
registration. With her teek sense till groping about the police car, actudly feding thingswith her fingers
seemed odd, asif everything was covered with amicroscopic layer of grease.

Macy hadn't moved to get her wallet and Allison had to elbow her to get her to move.



Allison handed the registration papersto the cop. "It's my mom's car, we're taking it to—" Allison amost
sad Washington, "— Bdtimorefor her."

The cop took the papers expressionlessly and clipped them to hisboard. "Y our nameis?!
Allison dmogt lied, but it was her mom's name on the regigtration. "Allison Boyle. What's the problem,
Officer?" Allison wastrying to sound innocent, but with her mind groping about twenty feet behind them,

shewas going to settle for coherent.

With the cop therein front of them, Allison couldn't risk looking behind them with her eyes. So she had
to fed around the cop's patrol car blindly, using only her teek.

Sheredly wished she knew how to drive.

"Miss, you have to take the license out of thewallet.”

Was this thing the parking brake? Was this the gearshift? Or was it an automatic?

Macy fumbled with her wallet. Allison watched with one part of her mind asthe other part used her teek
to play with the controls of the officer's car. They were on theright shoulder of the highway. There wasn't
aguardrail here, just aditch that fell off from the gravel shoulder. On the other Side of the ditchwasa
chain-link fence topped by barbed wire that was to keep people away from the high-tenson sentinels.
"Okay, ladies. I'm afraid I'm going to have to ask you both to get out of the car.”

Allison'steek hit something and the sren went "WHOORP."

The cop spun to face his car and Allison decided that this wasthe signd for her to do something. She
used her teek to pump what she hoped was the right pedal.

The engine on the cop car revved, and the cop started running toward it. Allison looked back and saw
that she hadn't achieved what she'd had in mind, whatever that had been. The cop car was bolting for the
rear of the Taurus.

Desperately, Allison let go of the gas pedd and tried to grab the steering whedl with her teek. It tried to
dip out of her grasp, but the lesson with the cue ball had taught her to lead her intended target. Once she
had hold of the whed with her mind, it grabbed talonsinto her brain and tried to teer itself free.

With her eyes she saw the police car on a collision course with the Taurus. Its wipers were going, the
lights were flashing, and the hood was bouncing up and down, gaping like a hungry mouth.

Allison, inthe brief contact she had with the steering whed, pulled it dl the way to the car'sright.

The effect on the car was dramatic. The cop car was pulled off theright side of the road. When itsfront
right tire left the gravel shoulder, the whole nose of the vehicle canted rightward, and the entire car flipped
over into the ditch.

Macy used the distraction to floor the Taurus out of there.

Allison let go of the car, the familiar mental fatigue warping her mind. The state trooper stood there,
frozen on the shoulder, perhaps not yet even aware that they had driven away.



Macy pulled the Taurus off a the next exit they cameto.

"We got to change the plateson thiscar."”

Allison sat, numbed. All she could think of was the car flipping over. That hadn't been what she'd been
trying to do. She wasn't sure any more what she'd been trying to do. What if it had hit their own car, or
the policeman, or it had rolled into traffic? What if the cop had a partner, or aprisoner in back of the
car?

She was chilled by what she/d amost done.

"Allie!"

"What?'

Macy looked scared. "Don't leave me like that, girl. Not in the middle of al this. Y ou got to help me
changethe plates.”

Allison nodded weakly. If they weren't fugitives before, they certainly were now— as soon asthat state
trooper got word back. Their names, descriptions, the car they were driving—

And al Allison redly wanted to do wastak to her mother, see her father, understand why....

"Herewe go," Macy said. They were pulling into someplace caled Hancock, and Macy had found a
Long John Silver's parking lot on its periphery. "That white Saturn, it just pulled in.”

Macy pulled into the space next to it, on the far side from the restaurant. She got out and looked around.
"Comeon," she said back into the car.

Allison stepped out of the car and redized that she was il clutching Babs. When do | start sucking my
thumb? She left Babs on the passenger seet of the Taurus.

She walked around and saw that the Saturn had Georgia plates.
"Arethere any toolsin thisthing?' Macy asked, popping the trunk in the Taurus.

Allison stood lookout, while Macy found afirgt-aid kit that had apair of blunt kindergarten-type scissors.
Somehow Macy managed to use them as a screwdriver to work the platesfree.

Allison was glad that Macy hadn't asked her to teek the plates off. She was having difficulty
concentrating right now. Her mind needed ares.

Her life needed arest.

She wanted everything to end, to be over with, oneway or another. Everything felt asif it was crumbling,
first her school, then her pagt, then her family....

Now shefélt like she was fraying at the edges herself. The person who had stolen two hundred dollars
and had rolled aMaryland state patrol car wasn't the Allison she knew. Allison the telekinetic, Allison the
fugitive, these were people she didn't know, people she didn't think she liked.



The process of swapping the plates proceeded in fits and arts. They had to hide what they were doing
whenever acar entered the parking lot. The repeated panic as they stopped and started was amost as
fatiguing as her teek.

When they were done, Macy resumed their drive south, away from US-48.

Asthey drove, Allison tortured herself by catal oging the ranks of people who'd been bludgeoned by her
talent. Chuck wasthe first, and the most grievoudy wounded— whether he deserved it or not. Then
there was Macy, who was as much afugitive as Allison was, whose only real crime was being her friend.
Then there was Mom—

Please, don't start thinking that again.

There was even poor Mr. Luvov.

As Allison thought herself into a deeper depression, Macy took secondary roadsin an effort to get them
out of Maryland. The road map she'd been using had been pitifully low on detail, one small sheet of
paper for the entire country. Once they'd | eft the interstate system they werein terraincognita.

Macy's navigation was something along the lines of "aim east and hope."

They passed through too many townsthat ate up too much time and not enough miles. The sun set and
the darkening sky narrowed their world into the dice carved out by their headlights.

It was nearly midnight when they rgoined the interstate system.

"Oh, Chrigt, how'd we get on |-817"

"Huh, isthat good or bad?’

"Get the map out and tell me.”

Allison got out the map and folded it so she could see Maryland. "I can't find—"

"Oh, shit— Never mind."

"What?" Allison looked up.

"Wejust passed asign saying Lynchburg in fifty."

"Lynchburg?"

"Y eah, wrong part of the wrong state. Sort of explains the mountains, though. Boy, did we get logt.”

At twelve-fifteen they pulled into the outskirts of Lynchburg, Virginia
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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The private plane that landed at Cuyahoga County Airport was out of place. Most of the planes on the
tarmac were conventional-looking, prop-driven planes. The Gulfstream Starship, with its canards, svept
wings, and rear-mounted propeller, looked like an dien invader.

Inasenseit was.

When the plane landed, four men boarded it, the entire security complement of Fred Jackson'sfield
team. The scientigts, and Elroy, were on their way back to Dalas on a medicaly-equipped L earjet.

The Gulfstream turned around and began the takeoff procedure without even bothering to refudl.

Inside the plane, Fred Jackson and his team were greeted by an old man in awhite suit. The man rested
thick hands on ablack cane. Thewispy hair he had |eft was snow white. A thin smile showed under a
white mustache, and gray eyes burned at Fred over apair of rectangular bifocas.

"l am somewhat disappointed in this performance,” the old man said.

Fred Jackson was the only man who found his seat without looking disturbed. "Mr. Stone," Fred said
with an acquiescent nod.

"Fred,” Stone nodded in turn to each man, "Barney, Rocky, Dino. Asl've said, | find this performance
disgppointing.”

Barney cradled acast on hiswrigt. "Fuck, you ain't the only one—"

Stoneglared a Barney. "Barney, you will kindly shut that sewer you call amouth. Y our accident began
this shoddy performance— and has placed Prometheus at risk.”

"But,” Barney said.

"'Science needs another human control subject, do you wish to beit?’

Barney shut up.

Stone shook his head, "I am disgppointed in you, Fred. Very clumsy.”

"The whole situation was unexpected, and unprecedented,” Fred said.

Stone shook his head as the cabin lurched toward takeoff. "The Agency for Scientific Investigation was
not supposed to be an active cover. It was supposed to be for intelligence only. Aninterface for the local

authorities. After twenty years, you may have soiled it for us™"

The cabin was slent as the Gulfstream taxied for the takeoff. After amoment, Fred Jackson said, "'l take
full respongbility for that.”

Stone nodded. "That goes without saying."
The Gulfstream took off, and after the plane began banking east, Stone spoke again. "I want you to

understand something, gentlemen. At this point we have only two options. We can capture this girl, who
may be the most powerful asset we've yet come across, or we neutralize the thregt to Prometheus.”



llsr?l

"Because of your fumbling, and because of Boyl€'s previous connection to Prometheus, we cannot alow
thisgirl to reved anything publicly. If capture turns out not to be an option..."

Barney smiled. Fred nodded.

"Now, gentlemen, we are going to Washington, D.C.," Stone said. "The Maryland state police reported
an— incident— with our subject's car.”

28 OCTOBER LYNCHBURG, VIRGINIA

1240 AM THURSDAY

"What apit," Macy said as she opened the door.

Allison slently agreed as she followed her friend into the mote room. The furniture had been scarred by
cigarettes and water rings. The mylar wallpaper was coated by a scummy white patina. The two black
vinyl chairswere giving way at the seams, exposing foam rubber viscera. Thefiberglasstile stgpled to the
celling was dotted with brown rust stains that made Allison think of blood.

There was only one bed.

"Oh... | wannasmack that guy,” Macy said, tossing two backpacksin the corner. "1 said for the two of
us. And this cost usthe last of—"

Allison shrugged. "It's aqueen-size bed—"

"I look like aqueen? That ain't the point.”

"It'sgot acoin vibrator thingie—"

Macy gave her awithering look. ™Y ou're not being funny, girl."
Allison sat down in one of thewounded chairs. " Sorry."

"Dibs on the shower." Macy yawned. "Check the blue backpack, | snagged some clothes from home
that might fit you."

Allison nodded weakly. Shefdt tired, used up. | feel like we've gone across the whole country. One
day on theroad. One day.

So much can change.

What the hell was she doing in Virginia? What was she accomplishing by running to Dad? Could her
absent father, a person she barely remembered, really help her with what was happening? After al,
wherethe hdll had he been for the past decade? He was a cipher. He knew enough to have called Mom.
But he had never oncetried to contact his daughter.

Why did shethink he would help her? Evenif he could.



Why should she think anyone would help her?

Everyone out there had their net little lives. No one out there would want to be bothered.
Sheturned on the motel's TV and was greeted by the latest terrorism over the Middle East.
She sank back into the chair, too weary to change the channdl.

How had she ever written anything like Restless Nights? Shefdt like she had |ost the part of her that
was Médlissaand Randolph.

I'm not like this, Allison kept telling hersdlf. | don't think like this.

The world wasn't satisfied with what it had wrought. It— CNN Headline News in particular— wanted
to hurt her more. Allison was half adegp when she caught sight of her own face. Her high school picture
had the hypnotizing effect of a serpent's gaze. As she watched, the reporter's voice sank its venomous
fangsinto her mind.

"— victim of the attempted rgpe. Both she and her mother have been missing from their Euclid Heights
resdence since late yesterday. Euclid Heights police ing <t that they are treating the event as acase of
self-defense, despite the desth last night of the alleged rapist Charles Wilson—"

Chuck died?

Something tiny and evil laughed just at the edge of her mind. Her brain frozeinto anicy lump of horror
deeper than anything she had felt before. It went beyond even what she'd felt when Chuck had leveled
the gun at her, beyond what she'd felt when held reached for the belt of his pants. She couldn't move,
couldn't breathe, and she felt her heart compressinto atiny ball bearing.

Worse than the terror was the tiny voice that was glad the bastard was dead. Waves of sdlf-loathing and
revulson swamped her like the outflow from afrozen sewer.

Somehow, without redizing it, she had done something to the TV. Blue smoke wisped from the back,
and the picture tube was now a blind gray eye webbed with spidery black cracks.

The door to the bathroom opened and Macy stepped out wrapped in a battered red robe. "All yours.”
Allison stood up and silently walked into the bathroom, locking the door behind her.

| killed him, Allison thought.

She began to swest profusely in the humid bathroom. She didn't bother removing her denim jacket. She
gtill felt chilled. Next to her, the shower emptied into atub, and as she watched, the faucet turned and the
tub began to fill with hot water.

"Hey, Allie?' came Macy's voice, muffled, from outside.

Allison looked at hersdlf in the fogged mirror. She couldn't stand the sight. She began weeping.

There was nothing she could do now. Nothing to make any of it better. She had killed someone. That



could never be erased.

Her body shook with racking, silent sobsthat sucked al the air from her lungs.

She wanted to melt. Disgppear and make dl the hurting stop. Dissolve into a puddle and evaporate.
Vanish into a place where her thoughts didn't matter. She looked up at the mirror and felt her teek wrap
around it. Her odd perceptions reversed and re-reversed until it felt like it was the universe watching her
fromingde. She cringed.

Themirror tried to rotate againgt its frame, and pressed itself until it shattered againgt its bonds. It spun
then, dowly, likeaspira gaaxy of icy shards. Allison let go and the shards collgpsed againgt the sink,
spraying fragments across the bathroom.

"Allie?" Macy must have been right outside the door.

Allison picked up the largest shard and clutched the mirrored dagger in her right hand. Then she stepped,
fully clothed, into the till-filling tub. The water was scading, but the chill ingde her wouldn't allow her to
fed it. She sank down into the tub and looked at the shard of mirror.

The mirror was fogged white, with afew beads of blood on the edges where it had cut into her pam.
Mélting into nothing would be such ardief. No more hurting. No more people would be hurt.

The door rattled and tried to open. Then it began pounding.

Allison drew the mirror across her left wrist, drawing athin red line of blood. It bardly hurt at dl.

She looked at the cut, waiting for the blood to spurt, to flow away. The cut barely oozed. She'd barely
cut the skin, not nearly deep enough. She sucked in a shuddering breath and pressed the shard against
her wrid.

Hard thistime.

She wondered why she couldn't do thisto frogsin biology class.

Allison closed her eyes.

I'msorry, Mom, | know | promised.

The door of the bathroom burst open.

"Oh, God, Allie!" Macy ran across the mirror-spiked bathroom floor, diding with bleeding feet, and
haf-fell, haf-doveinto the bathtub to grab Allison'sarms. "Don't!"

Allison looked at her panicked friend. Macy held both of her wrigts, and the hands were shaking. Allison
looked at the twin red stripes on her left wrist, and for the first time she heard her own sobbing.

"He'sdead,” Allison said. "He'sdead and | killed him." She dropped the shard of mirror into the tub.

"Damnit, Allie. Don't even think likethis."



"It'sal sorotten.” Allison dipped farther into the hot water. Wet denim pulled her like alead weight.
Meacy fdl into thetub in her effort to hold Allison upright. Macy gasped when she hit the water and
reached out with ahand to dap the cold water on full.

"Mease, girl, come back here, huh? Please?' Macy had landed, sitting between Allison's legs, back to the
tilewall, and knees over therim of the tub. She put an arm around Allison's shoulders and hugged Allison
toward her. Y ou can't leave me, hear? Hear? Y ou can't die on me."

Macy began to rock back and forth, crying.

"I'm sorry." Allison sobbed into the damp robe on Macy's shoulder. "I didn't want to hurt you. Hurt
ayone"

"Y ou'remy best friend. Y ou can't—"
"I'msorry."
They rocked back and forth until the tub began to overflow.

An unred haze shrouded over the remainder of that night. Repeatedly, Allison felt asif she wastrapped
ingde one of her nightmares.

Allison did what she could to clean hersalf up in the shower while Macy sat on the toilet and tended to
her lacerated feet. Even with the shower door closed, Allison winced every time she heard a piece of
glass hit the waste basket. She couldn't help picturing Macy pulling the shards out of her bare feet.

That was where, in fact, most of the blood messing the bathroom had come from. The two dasheson
Allison's arm hadn't amounted to much of anything. They could have come from one of her cats.

She wondered who was feeding them.

Allison turned off the shower and got out. Macy handed her atowd. The only clean, dry oneléft. "Be
careful, | tried to get up dl the glass but—"

"Magy?"
"What?' Macy's eyes were red from crying, and the robe she wore was streaked with blood.
"Forgiveme?" Allison asked.

Macy stared at her.

"Macy," Allison said. "Y oure my best friend in theworld, and | promisethat I'll never, ever put you
through something likethat again.”

Macy looked asif her well of belief was dmost tapped dry. "Promise?’
Allison nodded.

"Evenif things get worse?'



"Y%"
"Even if someoneesedies?’
Allison was brought up short by that one. Macy stood, winced, and grabbed Allison's naked shoulders.

"You promise me, girl. If you're my friend, you gonna promise right now that you'll never raseahand to
hurt yourself again! | don't give ashit what happens.”

|—
Macy shook her. "Promise!"
"Promisg," Allison sad.
"Sgyitdll”
"I promise| won't hurt mysdf."
"Bver."
"Ever.
"Evenif peopledie”
"Evenif—" Allison swallowed hard. "— someone dies”
Macy looked at her with red puffy eyes. "Evenif | die”
"Magy—"
"Sayit!"
Macy'sface wasindigtinct behind the blur of her tears. "Even,” Allison said. "Evenif you die”
Macy hugged her. "Oh, God, Allie. Y ou scared me so fucking bad."
"l scared mysdlf,” Allison whispered, paiting Macy on the back. "It'sal right now."
"Redlly?' Macy let her go.

Allison sighed. "No. But with you here, it's better. And | made a promise.” She wrapped the towel
around herself and walked out of the bathroom.

"Allig, it isn't your fault about Chuck."
Allison stood in the door, saying nothing.
"It ant evil to beglad hedidn't get you."

Allison didn't have an answer for that.



The school cafeteriawas dark and amost empty. Seated around her table were Fred, Barney, and Dino.
Also sested were Mr. Counter, Mom, Dad in his mothball-smelling uniform, and the reporter from CNN.
Everybody was grinning at her.

Shelooked down to seeif she had her clothes.
She had, but they were damp. In fact, she was soaking wet.

Mr. Franklin waked out of the shadows wearing asurgica gown. On the white coat were flecks of red
that could be rust stains— or blood.

He shook hishead at Allison asif he was disappointed. "'I've been told, my dear Miss Boyle, that you
were only taking physicsto avoid the dissectionsin biology.”

Allison tried to speak and found hersdlf frozen.

Mr. Franklin ran his hand through date-gray hair. His habitud gesture left thin trails of blood. "I'm hurt,
Allison. Youreanintdligent girl. Y ou should know that squeamishness has no placein the physical
sciences™

llBut_ll

"No buts, young girl." Hetook off his glasses and smeared blood on them with the corner of hislab coat.
"l am smply going to have to explain things for thewhole class, agan—"

Allison redlized that it wasn't anorma cafeteriatable everyone was seeted at. It was one of the
black-topped lab tables, the ones with the built-in snk and the spigots for the gaslines.

A blackboard had come from somewhere, and Mr. Franklin wrote on it, "Rule #1: The universe does
not care."

"Class?'

"The universe doesn't care," said everyone around the table. Everyone except Barney, who was
mumbling about his hand.

Mr. Franklin nodded. "Y ou see, everything isvery smple. Action, reaction, forces, acceleration. No
mordity in the equations. No right or wrong. No human emoations mucking the works. Physicsis not for
the squeamish.” Mr. Franklin looked down at the table. And Allison followed his gaze to the
white-draped figure on top of it.

"Today'slesson,” Mr. Franklin said, grabbing the edge of the sheet. "The effects of telekiness on the
human body." He drew the sheet away.

Chuck wasthere, cut open, laid out on agigantic dissection tray.
Allison felt bilerisein her throat as Mr. Franklin reached for asurgica instrument that resembled a

knitting needle. The world went grainy and black and white, and she redized that she was watching the
documentary again, and she was seated in Mr. Counter's classroom.



Mr. Franklin inserted the needle behind the orbit of Chuck's eye and began rummaging around.
"| didn't Sign up for no damn lobotomy, sweetcakes."

Allison turned and saw Chuck manning the projector.
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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"Allie, wakeup."

"Ah— what?" Allison blinked her eyes open and squinted against the sunlight streaming in the window.
She faced Macy's back as her friend looked out the window.

"Get dressed, girl. | think we have aproblem.”

Allison nodded and followed Macy's direction because she was till too deepy to argue. She untangled
hersdf from the bedspread and pulled on arandom assortment of clothing from the bag Macy had
brought for her. By the time sheld pulled on apair of black stretch pantsthat were alittletoo tight and a
little too long, she was awake enough to ask, "What problem?"

"Seefor yoursdf.”
Allison pulled on ared-yellow-green African swester over abratoo generousfor her and walked up
next to Macy. The window looked over the rear parking lot, and the Taurus. The view aso now included

asngle sheriff's patrol car that was parked behind the Taurus, blocking it in.

"The cop rolled by and stopped. He looked at our car, got on the radio, and walked over to the
manager's office.”

"Oh, no," Allison sad.

Macy shook her head. "Get your shit together.”

Allison pulled on her boots and her denim jacket. Even though the jacket had been on top of the heater
al night, thewool lining was till damp. She picked up Babs and shoved the rabhit in the backpack Macy
hed given her. She followed it with her yellow notepad, and the ASl film can. The only other thing she
had was the tattered-looking grocery bag, which was beginning to smell.

"Okay," Allison said. "What about the car?*

"It'sacop magnet. Well leaveit.”

Macy picked up her backpack and opened the door. Allison followed her out. They had barely taken a
few stepsinto the parking lot when the cop and the day manager walked out of the front office. The
manager was fumbling with alarge key ring.

The cop looked up and said, "Hey."



That wastheir cueto run.

The two of them raced out of the parking lot, kicking up gravel. Macy should have outdistanced her
eadly— Macy was on the track team— but Macy was already limping before they reached the edge of
thelot. Allison thought of her friend's wounded feet and cringed inside.

They hit the edge of the lot and had to push through knee-high grass. The grass dashed at Allison's
exposed skin and grabbed at the loose parts of her borrowed clothes. She threw a frantic glance behind
them and saw the sheriff, deputy, or whoever running after them, and gaining.

Allison wished they'd been spotted by amore stereotypical southern cop type, one with the mirrored
sunglasses and the sagging beer belly, one who wouldn't run worth anything. But no, this guy looked like
he ran marathons for fun. Allison was aready panting with breath hot enough to sear her throat, and she
didn't think the cop was bresking a swest.

The cop had dready halved the distance between them.

They weren't going to outrun thisguy. Or, at least Allison wasn't. Allison hung back to let Macy precede
her to the top of the hill. When Allison reached the crest of the overgrown hill, she stopped and turned to
face the cop. He had reached the edge of thelot.

She hoped Macy had the sense to keep running, even with her damaged feet.

Allison had to do something. It wasthat or give up. But what could she do without hurting him?

She stayed at the top of the hill and raised her hands.

The cop stopped running at her so fast. He started maneuvering more carefully through the grass. He held
out hishands asif to say, "See, I'm not such abad guy.”

Of course he wasn't. That was the problem. This guy had absolutely nothing to do with her, Mom, or the
ASl people. But she doubted that the Virginiastate police would put up much of afight if someone from
the federal government came to remove afugitive from another Sate.

Allison was paralyzed for amoment, thinking of some nonletha way to resst.

Asheclimbed, he asked, "Y ou're Allison Boyle, right?’

Allison nodded.

"Y ou know, running's never solved anything." He spoke with adow, dmost hypnotic, drawl.

What could she do without hurting him?

The cop kept talking as he advanced. Her frozen stature seemed to encourage him. She wondered where
Macy was. Was she somewhere weatching this, or was she dill running?

"That'syour mom's car?' Hewas hafway up the hill now, and Allison was beginning to panic.

Think!



"Whereisyour mom? People are looking for her, too.”

Allison fdlt tears soaking her cheeks. Not now. | can't break down now. If | don't think of something
it'sall over—

Maybe she wanted it to be over.

The cop closed. The cop was being reassuring. Telling her to stop running before she did something
serioudy wrong—

She looked at his gun belt. She hadn't thought of that before, because of what she'd done to Chuck. The
thought brought awful memories. But that had been an ingtinctive act, something that had never beenin
her control. Allison thought that the cop was moving dow enough, and she had enough control, to do
something that was merdly immohilizing.

The cop was within six feet of her when she thought her teek around the gun belt and thought it, gently
and firmly, down.

The cop kept talking for afew seconds, only looking vaguely uncomfortable. He tried to pull the belt up,
but it kept riding down hislegs. He had to sop waking. "What the—?"

The man had the thighs of amarathon runner, and that's where the belt stopped. It had wedged itself
there— incidentally trapping the fingers of the cop'sright hand underneeth it. The cop was frozen there,
an uncomprehending look on hisface as he began fumbling with the buckle with hisfree hand.

"Officer?' Allisonsaid.

The man looked up at her, and she could see the terrible embarrassment in his face.

"I'mreally sorry about this," Allison said. She dtill had her teek wrapped around the belt. With it she
gently pushed the belt backward. With hislegs wrapped together and only one hand free, he had no real
way to regain hisbalance. He tipped over, covering hisface with hisleft arm. He hit the ground and
gtarted rolling down the shalow dope.

Allison ran away to achorus of curses overlaid by rustling foliage.

Midway into the woods she heard the cop's voice, in the distance, talking to the day manager. "Don't
laugh, just help me out of thisthing.”

28 OCTOBER 1-95, VIRGINIA
6:25 PM THURSDAY
"WEell never get therethisway," Allison said.

Macy dragged her feet dong the shoulder of Interstate 95, holding up her thumb at northbound traffic.
"What ese can we do?'

Allison shook her head and trudged aong with her friend, watching for police cars. They had madeit to
Richmond, which was dmost the right direction. They had managed that in three rides. However, since
the sun began setting, people seemed to ignore them. The two of them had been following the shoulder



for what fdt like hours.

Mileage-wise, according to the markers by the side of theroad, they had made alittle over six miles by
walking. It was too cold for a southern October, and blackened skies were dampening them with a
misting rain. Thislast walk had been long enough that Allison was amost hoping for apolice car. At
least— with the wreckage they'd been leaving in their wake— a police car would stop for them. They'd
be dry then, maybe get something to eat.

They went on alittle longer, with no cars stopping for them, and Macy halted and sat down on the
guardrall.

"Areyou dl right?" Allison asked.
Macy nodded, but the way she winced told Allison otherwise.
"Take off your shoes," Allisontold her.

Macy looked asif she was about to object, but then she began to gingerly undo the laces on her Nikes.
Shedid it so gingerly that Allison bent over to help. But Macy shook her head. "Don't touch.”

The shoe did dowly off of Macy's foot and Allison nearly gagged. The sole of her blue sock was purple
with stained blood.

"Oh, God, Macy. Y ou can't walk on these."

Macy was looking at her sock, asif she didn't expect quite so much blood. "Girl, without a car, what
choicehavel got?'

The sock pedled off, wanting to stick to Macy's foot. The sole was plastered by gore-stained toilet paper
that had been an improvised dressing. The paper came off in brown clumps. "We havetowrap that ina
rea bandage.”

Therewere half adozen dashes on the onefoot, two or three on the other. Allison thanked God that
none of them looked infected yet.

"Theresatowe from the hotel in my bag,” Macy sad.

AsAllison fished out the white towd in the migting rain, she thought wigtfully of the firg-aid kit in the
Taurus trunk. The car might aswell be back in Cleveland now. They had gone so far only to be stranded
on the Sde of some Virginiahighway.

Allison did her bet to tear the towe into bandages and bind Macy's feet. Being stranded here was so
damn frudtrating, &l they needed was one person going to DC. It was where this stupid interstate went.

Allison finished the makeshift bindings, and Macy pulled some clean socks over the bundle. She had to
fully unlace her sneakersto get them back on. Macy stood up and wobbled a bit. Allison pushed her
back down. "Walking on the shoulder is pointless. Were either going to get aride or we aren't, and
we've got another day to get there. So Sit, okay?”'

llBlJt_ll



"The ten mileswe might make before your feet dieisn't going to make adifference.”

"Y our show, girl. | just felt better moving."

"Did your fegt?'

Macy shrugged. "So it didn't make sense.”

After another half hour of worsening rain, Allison managed to flag down acar. It pulled on to the
shoulder, ralling to a stop about a hundred feet beyond. The light had faded to the point that Allison
could barely make out the vehicle until it started backing toward them.

The sight quickly dampened Allison's enthusiasm over findly getting aride.

The car was a boxy old Plymouth with multicolored fenders and a coat hanger holding the lockless trunk
shut. Onetaillight shone white through cracked plastic. It had a Georgialicense plate.

Asit rolled to astop, aman pulled himsdlf out of the passenger side window and sat on top of the door.
He was shirtless, tattooed, and had shoulder-length hair that was dicked back and glistening in therain.

"Hey, now. It looks like you girls could use some assstance.”

Macy had to be more desperate for aride at this point, because she stood up unsteadily and said, "Y eah,
weregoingtoD.C."

Thank you, Macy. Are you looking at the same guy?

"Sad, Nate, ain't it? Pretty young things stranded like this?"

The car stopped. From inside came abass, "Y ep.”

The man jumped the rest of the way out of the car. He wore ragged jeans and combat boots. Tattoos
snaked hisbody. Dragons and skulls and bloody knives stretched across the muscles of hisarmsand
chest. He smiled. Most of histeeth were stained black.

Macy stepped back asif sheredized that opening her mouth had been abig mistake.

"Lucky for you, girls." hesaid. "Méen Nate are going to DC, too.” He giggled alittle. The smell of beer
drifted to Allison, even through therain.

"Ah, thanksanyway," Allison sad. "But | think—"

"Don't turn down our hospitdity,” hesaid. Y oulll hurt Natesfedings.”

The driver's door on the Plymouth opened and the most obese man Allison had ever seen stepped out.
Nate had hair and abeard that didn't [ook asif it had been cut, combed, or cleaned in Allison'slifetime,
Hedidn't wear a shirt either, and cascading flesh made him look like atattooed avalanche. Nate was
amiling.

In hishand he hdd arevolver.



Oh, God.

"Well, if you don't want theride." The thin man shrugged. "Y ou still owe us something for stopping, right,
Nate?'

"Yep."

The black-toothed man, the one who kept talking, was agpproaching her. Allison couldn't think straight.
The gun— Shelooked at the gun. If she could just teek it away.

"Give up some sweetness for daddy.” The black-toothed man grabbed her. The world dowed, tumbling
inside out. Too many thingsto do, think about, at once. She struggled to escape the man's grasp— and
her teek was over by the gun. Macy was running toward them, and Nate was moving the gun. Thisguy's
hand was under her swester.

Allison tried to grab the gun with her teek as she grabbed the man's crotch with her hands.
"Bitch!" he yelled as she squeezed.
Natefired.

Something rammed into her teek field o hard that it felt asif the bullet had entered her own brain. Her
teek had only managed to grab the barrdl of the revolver. Sheld hadn't time to grab the whole thing as she
had Barney's gun.

When Nate fired, the bullet had entered her fidld. Like when Macy tossed acue ball, her teek tried to
catch the invader. But the bullet's energy torethefield to shreds. It felt asif chunks were being ripped
from her brain.

The bullet lost most of its kinetic energy, destroying her teek’'s tenuous hold. Allison felt the lead dug dow
to anear stop indgde the barrdl. She felt the split second where all the exhaust gases from the cartridge
had nowhereto go.

Shefdt it when the gun exploded.

Nate screamed, an inhuman sound, like a pig squeding. He was on fire, his massive beard had been
ignited by the back blast from the plugged revolver. The explosion had torn his hand and arm into bloody

rags.

Allison stared a Nate, and the other man clubbed the side of her head with hisfist. She fell back on the
ground, dizzy. The man wasturning to look at hisflaming partner when Macy came out of nowhere and
dammed him in the Side of the head with arock the size of aloaf of bread.

As he collapsed to hisknees, Macy grabbed Allison'sarm and ydlled, "The car!”

Allison grabbed her backpack and stumbled after Macy.

Nate was rolling across the ground, putting out his beard, while the nameless man held his head and
vomited between his knees.

The car wasidling. Macy pushed her into the passenger seet, got behind the whedl, and made the



transmission shudder with grinding noises as she pulled away from their two assallants.

28 OCTOBER ASHLAND, VIRGINIA

7:15PM THURSDAY

"Yeah," Allison said into the pay phone. "They're on 1-95 northbound, in the breakdown lane.”

"And where are you calling from?"

Allison hung up on the 911 operator.

"Done?" Macy asked. She was Stting on the hood of the '73 Plymouth Duster, which wasidling in the
parking lot of adefunct Shell sation that sat right off of 1-95. The station was boarded up, but the pay
phone by the edge of the lot still worked.

Allison nodded.

Macy did off the hood and winced when her feet touched the ground. The rain had gotten worse,
soaking everything, but it didn't quite soak up the smdll from the car.

Allison looked in the car and made aface.

Macy stopped by the driver's door and said, "Y ou ain't going to fresk out again. It ain't like we couldve
avoided—"

Allison shook her head. "No, that's not it—"

"Thenwhat?'

"If werre going to drive thisthing, | want to shovel out some of the garbage.”
"l know what you mean.”

She reached in and shut off the engine. Theignition required the use of ascrewdriver. That made Allison
fed alittle better. This car had been stolen long before it had falen into their hands.

It took them half an hour to shovel out the pit of the car. It was amess of fast food containers, some
boxes gtill containing thingsindescribable. A few old pizza boxes were o disgusting that Allison used her
teek to avoid actudly touching them. There was an endless supply of beer cans, liquor bottles, and
cigarette boxes.

That was the innocuous garbage.

Under the back seat they found a sawed-off twelve gauge shotgun and a machete.

"We can't throw thisout,” Macy said. "Somekid will find it and blow his head off."

"Givemethat," Allison sad.

Macy handed her the shotgun. Allison looked around the empty Shell lot until shefound agrateto the



storm sewer. The grate was heavy and iron, and the gun'sbarrel fit into one of the dots.

"What you doing, girl?'

"Need something to give meleverage." Allison wrapped her teek around the stock of the shotgun and
pulled down. The barrels of the gun pressed against the Sdes of the grate. The gun froze therefor a
moment until, finally, something gave and the stock dammed to the ground. The barrdl clattered down
into the storm sewer. There was aresonant clang asthe end of the barrel hit something below.

There was the throb of anear-migraine behind her temples, and Allison decided that thiswas going to be
it for her teek for awnhile.

She put the twisted stock of the now dysfunctiona weapon on top of the pile of garbage they were
meaking.

"Wasn't that alittle dangerous?’ Macy sad.

"Didn't point it at anyone." Allison returned to emptying the car.

Things got uglier. They found bags of white crystal and well-used glass pipes. They unearthed acigar box
with charred tinfail, adirty spoon, aZippo lighter, rubber hose and a hypodermic needle that had traces
of blood onit.

"Ugh,” Macy said. "These guyswere crawling.”

Thetrunk held a cardboard box that Macy tossed without even looking inside. Allison took a peek, saw
the cover on the top magazine, and wished she hadn't.

God, I'm sorry about Chuck— but not these guys.

She wanted to wash her hands.

The last thing they opened was the glove compartment. It was the now familiar mess of little baggies and
cigarette papers. No maps, or car registration. There was enough room in there that Allison thought that
had been where Nate's revolver had come from. Also inside was another cigar box.

"What do you think?' Macy asked. "More of their drugstore?’

"l don't want to know."

"Hey, can't hurt to—" Macy had opened the box and was gaping into it.

What?"

Macy looked up and back down at the box. She started talking afew times, gave up, and turned the box
around so Allison could see the contents.

Inside, with apile of baggies, wasaroll of twenties held together by a grease-stained red rubber band.
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

29 OCTOBER WASHINGTON, D.C.



2.25AM FRIDAY

With Macy speeding they made it to the Beltway before two-thirty. They'd only paused to fill the
Duster's gas tank and have amassve order filled at a Taco Bdll drive-through. Macy insisted on ordering
adozen burritos and Mexi-Médlts. "l ain't slopping now but for gas. The cops must be after this car for
reasons that have nothing to do with us."

Now that they'd reached Washington, D.C. al they had to do was find amotel where they could hole up.
Theflight Dad would expect her and Mom to be on wouldn't arrive until late Friday afternoon.

That wasif Allison was right about what her parents plans had been. And if the ASI hadn't found Dad.
And if the cops didn't stop them.

And if the car lived.

That was the most pressing problem at the moment. The Duster wasn't awd| car. It made sounds that
st Allison's teeth on edge every time Macy shifted gears— and it wasn't only because Macy was
unfamiliar with the manua transmission. The car vibrated too much, and tried to shake itsalf apart
whenever its speed closed on sixty-five.

Every oncein awhilethe smell of something burning— clutch, ail, or brakes— would waft from the front
of the car. Fortunately their Taco Bell order covered most of the smell.

They were ahdf hour into urban traffic before Allison had finished counting the money. " Six hundred and
fifty dollars™ Allisonsad.

"Whoa," Macy said. "Those cregps could've afforded a better car.”

Allison shrugged. "They couldve afforded a better life." She put the cigar box back inthe glove
compartment.

"Y ou okay?"

Allison looked out the window. The rain had dissolved into agray mist that turned the streetlightsinto
cloudy haze. It was a perfect match to the cloudy gray shefdt insde. "I'm numb. | don't think I've got

any fedings|eft.”

"Y ou don't fed bad about those two creeps, do you?"

"No. That'sthe problem.”

"| don't understand you, girl."

Allison leaned back and closed her eyes. "I don't fed anything. I've used mysdlf up.”
"Come on, cheer up. Weve made it—"

"Doesthat solve anything? Will it, redly?"

Macy wasslent.



"The police will till be out there, and so will those ASl people. Mom's tilll missing. What can my dad do
about them?"

"l don't know, girl. But after dl this, he better do something.”

What would he do? Allison wondered. She had grabbed for her father because he was the only thing she
had to cling to. She had subconscioudy built her father up into a savior. The enormity of recent events
was making her question her judgment. What could one man do, even aman who knew exactly what
was going on?

And, whatever her father's capabilities, there was till one unchanging fact: this was aman who had
neither seen her nor made contact with her in twelve years. He had been absent for more than a decade,
twothirdsof Allison'slife.

She wondered what he would think of his daughter. Would he be proud, frightened, or appalled? Did he
care about her? Or likethe ASl, did he only care about what she could do? What was his rdationship to
ASI?Why, why, why...?

Theline of questions marched mutely off into the darkness.

Why couldn't the world just stay simple?

Dad, we're going to show up as fugitives several times over, your daughter's a murderess, and
your ex-wifeismissing, and | doubt you're expecting Macy at all....

Dad wasin for ashock.
"All right?' Macy asked.

Allison nodded and closed her eyes. "l just had the sensation that my whole life wasjust on thetip of my
tongue.”

"Aslong asit ian't flashing before your eyes. Any Mexi-Mdts | eft?!

Allison fished in the Taco Bell sack and said, "Just hot sauce packets and one damp burrito.”
"Youwant it?'

Allison held the limp burrito and made aface. She passed it to Macy.

Macy took it and, in between bites, said, "1 am going to be so happy when we ditch thiscar." Macy
yawned and took another bite of the burrito. "1've got white lines running down the center of my
eyebdls”

"Thanks, Macy."

"Huh, for what?'

"Everything."



Macy polished off the burrito and hugged her with her free arm. "No prob, girl. No prob.”

Macy returned both hands to the wheel asthey took an exit off of the Beltway. "Now, adl wegottodois
findamotd.”

29 OCTOBER ARLINGTON, VIRGINIA

5:30AM FRIDAY

John Charvat woke at 5:30. Thefirst thing he did was check the gun on the night table. Then he turned
on thelight. The hotel room was empty but for him. Gun in hand, he made a careful check of the room
before he went into the shower, looking out the window, checking the closet, and making sure the
security chain was on the door.

Only then did he gtrip off the briefs he was wearing and walk into the bathroom, gill carrying the gun.
Once the water began to run, the doorknob on the front door started to silently jiggle back and forth.
After afew moments the door drifted open. When the door pulled the security chain taut, apair of bolt
cutters dipped in and effortlesdy snipped the chain.

When John stepped out of the shower, he had atowel around hiswaist and agun in hishand. Two of the
three men waiting for him had guns aready aimed a his midsection. Thethird man said, "It hasbeen a
long time, Shaggy. Now would you please put down the gun?

John froze for aminute, blinking.

"Please, ther€'s been quite enough unnecessary bloodshed aready.”

John placed the gun on an end table and stood there, dripping.

"Thank you, Shaggy."

"I don't work for you anymore, Stone. Y ou can cal me John."

Stone leaned forward on his cane and said, "I have two guns pointed at you. | think | can call you
anything that srikesmy fancy.”

John stayed silent, one hand holding histowe . Stone waved to afree chair. "Please, St down. Therésno
reason for thisto be unpleasant. Y ou know Fred. He was afield agent when you were with us, and the
man to my right isDino."

John looked into Dino's thick glasses, shook his head, and muttered, "Figures." John glanced back at the
door to the hotel room.

"Don't make the mistake of thinking you're too vauable to shoot, Shag," Dino said.
"Dino's correct,” Stone said. "Please, sit." A hardness crept into Stone's voice with that one word.
John sat. "How did you find me?

"Doesit matter?' Stone made a dismissive gesture with the cane. "Y ou were found because | wanted you



found. First, asthe security chief who somehow overlooked Carolyn Boyl€e's child. Second, asthe child's
father."

John'sintake of breath was audible.

Stone smiled. "Y es, we uncovered that. Like dominos, redlly.” He held up an open hand, fingers spread.
"Thefirgt deception fals—" He closed hisindex finger. "— the remainder fdl in short order.” Stone's
fingers collgpsed into afist. "Y ou did an admirable job of covering Allison's existence. Falsifying your
common addresswith Carol Boyle. Engineering asix-month leave for her pregnancy. Y our persona
handling of the surveillance after she ran out on her job." The skin on Stone's hand whitened, and hisfist
vibrated dightly. "I trusted you," Stone said in aharsh whisper.

"What do you want from me?' John said in avoice only dightly above Stone's whisper.

Stone unclenched hisfigt. "Intheend | can understand al that." He looked up and smiled. ™Y ou were
protecting your child. Any father worth the air he bresthes would do anything to protect his child. Isn't
that right, Fred? Dino?"

Thetwo gunmen nodded. Dino alittle uncertainly.

"Prometheusismy child, John. Do you understand that ?'

John looked at Stone and repeated, "What do you want?"

"Because of your daughter'stalent, she's potentially a great asset to the Indtitute. She might be the most
powerful voluntary telekinetic weve ever seen. The last thing science wantsto do isharm her inany
way." Stone paused.

"But?" John asked.

"But,” Stone said, "— and thisislargely your fault, John— she presents apotentia threat to Prometheus
that isjust as great. Maybe greater. | cannot alow that potentid to befulfilled.”

"I won't let you hurt her."

"A vdiant sentiment, but please consider your options. Y ou have two." Stone held up afinger. "One, you
will help usbring in your daughter with aminimum of collaterd damage." Stone held up asecond finger.
"Two, Fred and Dino shoot you, and | concentrate on protecting my child.”"

"Y ou said you didn't want to hurt her."

"John, | would have the President shot if he threatened Prometheus." Stone leaned back and smiled.
"Think it over. We havetime"

29 OCTOBER WASHINGTON, D.C.
1:15PM FRIDAY
Once Allison woke, she spent over two hours on the phone to various airlines. She sat on one of the

motd's twin beds, surrounded by phone books. She spent most of that time leaning againgt the
headboard, staring at a TV showing CNN with the sound off, listening to elevator music every time she



was put on hold.

Again and again she had to say, no, she didn't want to buy aticket. She just wanted to know if they had
aflight from Atlantaarriving around seven o'clock today. Fishing out any information with the few facts
she had wasamgor production. To add to it, every single operator insgsted on offering dternate flights.

Macy had aready gotten up, showered, and had gone on afood run by the time Allison had findly gotten
theright flight, theright airline, and theright airport.

Macy sat on the twin bed across from Allison. When Allison hung up, Macy offered her a chocolate
doughnut. "What's the good word?'

"Washington Nationd Airport, 7:05," Allison said, biting into the doughnut and collapsing back onto the
bed.

"Good, we have timeto figure out how to get there."

Allison sghed.

"Now what's the problem?’

What isn't? "What if I'm wrong? What if my dad never shows?'
"Kindalate to worry about that."

"But..." Allison's head swarmed with doubts. She just wanted it to be over with, oneway or ancther.
Waiting was beginning to eat at her.

Macy tapped her shoulder and said, "It'san airport, Allie. If no one shows, we just get the next available
ticket to anywhere."

"Anywhere? Like?'
"Wdl, maybe Canadaisout of these AS creeps jurisdiction.”

After amoment's consideration, Allison nodded. There certainly should be enough of Nate and
Company's cash |eft to buy aticket to a hub, maybe Toronto. "Good thought,” she said. She hoped it
wouldn't cometo that. It dready fdt like she had abandoned Mom. That would fed like she was
abandoning both Mom and Dad.

"S0," Macy asked, "since we ditched the drugmobile, how do we get there?"

It didn't take too long for them to find Washington, D.C.'s public transportation system. By six, Allison
and Macy were riding under the streets of Washington on the Metro subway system.

The D.C. subwayswere clean, efficient, and did nothing to help Allison's state of mind. The sheer depth
of the subway system was oppressive. They had to descend an escalator down a concrete tube that was
closeto five stories deep. From the bottom, Allison couldn't see the entrance. And the stops themsalves
were anti septic concrete spaces the size of an aircraft hangar. The unpainted concrete, and the security
cameras everywhere, made Allison fed that sheld stepped into amovie set in some totaitarian dystopia.



The cameras were the most oppressive detail, especially for someone who had reason to be paranoid.
Allison was briefly relieved when they emerged from the underground and entered the airport.

Thefeding didn't last. After the sterile blankness of the subway, the termina was ablaring assault. As
soon as they waked into the main building Allison felt a press of humanity more claustrophobic than the
tons of earth pressing down on the Metro system.

Macy waked up and stared at one of the computer screens that dotted the termina entrance. Allison
stayed close by, staring out at the people surrounding them. The police she saw scattered about made
her nervous. So did the men with dark suits and briefcases. So did the raggedy-denim man at the ticket
counter trying to get a steel-frame backpack checked.

What scared Allison more than the people was the way they affected her. She waslooking at a mass of
normal people, people with lives, children, homes, maybe even cats— and she couldn't look &t any of
them without viewing them asathrest.

"Your flight'sontime," Macy said, making her jump. Macy patted her shoulder. "Come on, the gate's this
way."

Macy walked off into the termind building, past gift shops and fast food places whose prices were much
too high. Allison noticed that her friend was limping. "How're your fegt?'

"Good enough to get me there.”
They passed through the metal detectors and X-ray without incident, despite the fact that it brought her
much closer to airport security than she was comfortable with. By the time they reached the gate, Macy's

limp was pronounced. Allison was glad for her when they findly sat down to wait.

They sat in slencefor awhile. The gate they were a was nearly empty. The flight wasn't due for another
forty minutes or 0. "Will you recognize him?' Macy asked.

"l don't know." Allison sghed. "l think s0."

Macy nodded. "Kindafunny, you're running to your dad, and I'm running awvay from mine."

Allison looked at Macy over her shoulder. "What do you mean?"

Macy fumbled with the strgps on her backpack. "Never mind.”

Allison shivered. She had never met Macy's dad, but every time Macy had referred to the man, it was
about him being angry at something. "Dad's going to cream me," or wordsto that effect. Allison suddenly
hoped that al her comments were exaggeration.

"Firg time| had the gutsto get thisfar,” Macy said.

Allison found it hard thinking of Macy having ashortage of guts. Y ou never said anything.”

"What'sto say? Dad throwsfits. It's not like he's put anyone in the hospita .”

Allison put her arm around Macy and hugged her. Here we are, Allison Boyl€'s dysfunction parade.



"What you going to do, Allie? When thisisover?"

Allison shook her head. "1 don't know, | redlly don't. I've had problems thinking six hours ahead.”
"l don't think I'm going back.”

"What are we going to do with the rest of our screwed-up lives?'

"Hey," Macy said, "at least you got something. That teek of yours, you could live on that.”

"l don't know that | want to."

"Y ou could get that check from that Amazing whoever guy you told me about.”

Allison signed. "Being ascientific curiosity? | have nightmares about dissection trays." Dissection trays
and knitting needles.

"What do you want to do with your life, then?'

Allison said, "I till want to beawriter.” However, what | end up writing after all thisis over may be
something different fromwhat | intended. "What about you?"

"Dont laugh.”

Allison shook her head.

"l want to be asnger—"

"Oh, shit." Allison saidin aharsh whisper.

"It wasn't that funn—"

"No. Look Two gates over."

Macy looked and gave alittle gasp. Right there, leaning against awall with an unobstructed view of their
gate, was Barney and another, unfamiliar-looking man. She recognized Barney from his ponytail and the
cast on hisright hand.

"Do they see us?'

"I don't know," Allison whispered back. Allison and Macy were seated, huddled together, back by the
edge of awindow. The two men didn't seem to be paying much attention to the gate. Allison couldn't tell
if they had seen them or not.

"How long have they been there?'

"l don't know."

Dad, where are you?

"Girl, | think wein trouble.



Behind them the window began to vibrate with asubsonic hum, asif someone was warming up God's
own TV set. Allison looked over Macy's shoulder and out onto the tarmac. An American Airlines
DC-10 wastaxiing up to the gate. Theflight was early.

Dad, you were supposed to meet us, weren't you? Please, Dad, if you don't show, | don't know
what I'm going to do—

"They saw us, Allie. The bastard smiled right at me.”
"Oh, God. Why don't they do anything?'
"Maybe they don't want to cause ascenein thetermind.”

The PA made an indeci pherable announcement with an airport accent that would have been a homein
Cleveland. It was probably announcing the arriva of the Atlantaflight.

In response, Barney's companion folded the paper he was reading.

Why don't you do something? Shethought at them. You got Mom, and Barney is smiling and
nodding at us like we're old friends.

"Allig, | redly don't likethis."

"They're not going to do anything yet. They're waiting for something.”

"l don't think we should wait around for it, t00."

The PA made another fuzzy announcement, something about old people and folks with young children.
"l want to see my dad,” Allison said in aharsh whisper.

"Girl, | hateto say this, but with the Doublemint twins here, they probably have your dad.”

No, I am not going to believe that—

The door to the walkway opened, and people began exiting. They pooled between them and their two
observers. Macy stood up. "Come on, here's our chance to get out of here.”

"Magy—"

Macy grabbed her arm and yanked her upright. Allison raised her hand asif to dap Macy, or push her
away, or something....

"God damn it, Macy! I've come herefor my father. | am not—"
Macy tugged. "Allie."
Allison just stared across the streaming crowd.

"Oh, my God."



Macy let got of her arm. "Allie?"
"Is that him?" Allison whispered.

Acrossthe aide of exiting passengers, Allison saw anew face watching them intently. His hair had
bleached alittle lighter, and held grown amustache. But his eyes were the same.

"Dad?" Allison mouthed the word without actudly sayingit.

Dad was standing on the same side of the gate, alittle to the left and behind Barney and hisfriend. All of
them were watching Allison and Macy.

For what?

Who cares?

"You seehim?' Macy whispered at her.

Allison nodded and started toward the trio.

"Girl?* Macy exclamed, grabbing at her arm. Allison shook it off and waded into the crowd exiting the
plane, working her way across. People bumped into her and cursed. When she was about halfway
through the crowd, Macy caught up with her and grabbed her shoulder. "What the hell you doing? That
guy shot agun at you!"

They stopped and the off-loading crowd flowed around them. "But—" Allison began to say. She looked
helplesdy at her dad, and noticed that half the people at that gate had folded their papers and were
watching the two of them expectantly.

Allison swdlowed.
"Oh, Dad, no."
Allison turned to Macy, and someone grabbed her arm from behind. "Hello, MissBoyle."

Allison turned her head and saw Fred Jackson. One hand was holding her arm, the other hand wasin his
pocket. Fred began ushering her toward Barney and her dad while shielding her from the departing

passengers with his body.

"Allie—" Macy began to yell, but the shout was cut off.

Allison began to turn to see what happened to Macy, but Fred held her tightly. Allison was about to
scream something, anything to get attention. But Fred had something in his pocket, and he was pressing it

againgt her side. "Please cooperate,” he said.

Allison thought he was pressing agun into her sde— How'd they get a gun in here?— but then there
was abarely audible hissand an insectlike sting in her sde.

Oh, no.



I'm.
In.
Trouble....

Whatever it was, the effect wasimmediate. The world seemed to grind to a halt. Allison waswrapped in
anot-unpleasant floating sensation. She felt bloated with helium, and Fred was tugging her long by one
of her tieropes.

A big paradeit was, and her four captors seemed to take on the likeness of their cartoon namesakes.
When she looked at Barney's friend, she said, much too loudly, "Why, Bam-Bam, of course!™

They were all just big balloons, and it was the homecoming parade.

The parade was riding down Maple, toward the school, and she was the center of attention. The crowds
lining the Street were staring at her, her and the floats accompanying her. The crowd looked terrified.
Allison saw Macy and Mr. Counter staring a her. Mr. Geraldi and his trunk-clad swim team were trying
to escape down aside street. Mr. Franklin tried to comfort David Greenbaum's mom, who was
screaming hystericdly. Allison looked around, dumbfounded, at the homecoming crowd and tried to
figure out what was wrong.

Somehow the Euclid Heights Homecoming had blended in with Allison's memories of the Macy's
Thanksgiving Day Parade. Inflated FHintstones were bobbing around her. The Barney balloon grabbed at
her. She seemed to float down the street, surrounded by a cartoon entourage.

It began to seep into her mind that she was drugged, and what she was seeing wasn't quite one of her
nightmares.

Infact, that gun Barney was waving might be quite red. Barney waved hiswegpon— disarmingly smal in
agigantic vinyl inflated hand. Allison looked up into Barney's face and only saw two little black circles
drawn on aflat cartoony surface where his eyes should be,

"I guess|'m not going to be homecoming queen,” Allison mumbled. No one seemed to hear her.

Euclid High was empty. Allison walked through the hals looking for people, and found the rooms vacant.
The school seemed to've been deserted for years. She wandered the hals, brushing awvay cobwebs,
scattering mice. At first she thought it was nighttime. Then she saw that the windows were boarded up.
Therewas bright blaring daylight outside.

As she wandered through halways of chipped plagter, rusty lockers, and collapsing cellings, Allison
hugged hersdlf. Thiswas the worst dream of them dl. Shefet the fifling heet, the dust on her skin. She
breathed in a cobweb and felt it tickle the back of her throat.

She stared at the disintegrating halway and told hersdlf, "It'sonly adream.”

"Yes itis" cameafamiliar voice from behind her.

Allison spun around and saw, standing there, Chuck.

She wanted to scream, but her voice caught on the cobwebsin her throat.



Chuck held up his hands, both uninjured. " Peace, sweetcakes, | mean you no harm. Besides, you said
yoursdf, thisisadream. What can | do?'

"Y ou can—" the words caught in Allison's throat again. She beganto cry.

Chuck ran ahand through his hair. He looked exactly as he aways had in school. Checked shirt, blue
jeans, boots. "Look, stop cryin', will ya? Thisain't easy for me."

Allison looked up a Chuck and saw an expression on his face somewhere between disgust and
embarrassment.

"Look," Chuck said, "we've both done nasty by each other. Can we call it even for afew minutes so that
| can talk to you? Fuck, that'sdl | ever wanted.”

"Bullshit,” Allison whispered. She wiped the tears from her cheeks.

Chuck shook his head. "L ook, | won't touch you. Let's have aseat." Chuck opened one of the few intact
doors |eft in the abandoned school and motioned at her to enter. Allison inched around him, warily, and
found hersdf in what remained of Mr. Counter's history classroom.

They sat facing each other for along time before Allison asked, "What do you want?'

"I'm dead, what could | possibly want?' Chuck's voice dripped sarcasm.

"What are you? A ghogt, aspirit, part of my subconscious?’

Chuck sghed. "I ain't quite sure, sweetcakes. No one gave me an ingruction manua. All | cansay islI'm
what's|eft of good ol' Charlie Wilson." Chuck shook hishead. "All I know isthat that knockout drug
they gave you givesme achance.”

"For what? Revenge?"'

"Oh, Jesus," Chuck looked up at the sky. "A chanceto talk. Before they hit you with their anti-mindwarp
crap. | hardly need to go booga boogaat you, do 1?'Y ou almost offed yoursel f—"

"How do you know—"

"Thisisyour head werrein. You leave alot of stuff just lying around here." Chuck opened up adrawer in
Mr. Counter's desk and pulled out a yellowed test paper and tossed it to Allison. Allison recognized it as
part of Restless Nights, as corrected by Mr. Counter.

Allison looked at it and back up at Chuck. "So, what do you want?"

"| told ya, thisain't easy—" Chuck paced up and down behind the desk and finaly punched the
blackboard, crackingit.

Allison jumped.

"Fuck it al, I'm hereto gpologize— there, | said it— | know how much of an asshole | was— am—
okay? | deserved everything." Chuck started for the door.



"Wait." Allison said.

"Damn," Chuck said. "Okay, what now?"

"Why?

"Why— fuck it dl to hell, you want to know why? Can't | jus—"
Allison stared & him, dumbfounded. He must have taken it asa"No."
"Look, sweetcakes, we're stuck together.”

"Huh?'

Chuck sighed. "What happened, you know, blood flying and al that— Y ou doing that mindwarp shit. It
tied ustogether.”

Allison gtill stared, and Chuck tapped his forehead and then, gently, tapped hers. She flinched.

"If wedon't cal it quits and even the scorecard, were going to live through that shit over and over for dl
of whatever. Kind of screw what we all got to do.”

"l see" Allison whispered.

"Ah, no, you don't, sweetcakes. But | do." Chuck pulled achair over across from Allison and sat with his
armsfolded over the back. "We got to be on speaking terms, sweetcakes. See," Chuck smiled. "you
might need me someday."

Allison shrank back. "Never."

"Yeah, right." Chuck stood up. For amoment he was silent, then he looked around with a pained
expression. "Fuck it, you have no idea how badly you've screwed things.”

"l can ded with it myself."

"Shit you say. Y ou're about to get your chance." Chuck had become trand ucent. He was looking at her
through hands that were rapidly fading. "Say hi to Dad for me," Chuck said before he disappeared
completdly.

She wasleft donein Mr. Counter's classroom. The scene didn't change until she woke up.

What did he mean "anti-mindwarp crap?"
CHAPTER NINETEEN

30 OCTOBER OVER ARKANSAS
3:25AM SATURDAY

Allison woke up with a seat belt restraining her, and for amoment she thought she was back in her



mom's Taurus outside Columbus. Asthe fog receded from her mind, she began remembering fragments
of last night.

Chuck wasright, | screwed things up.

Shetried to remember where she was, but she had no idea. Her cheek was resting againgt aflat surface.
It vibrated gently againgt her skin. She opened her eyes and found hersdlf looking out athick glass
porthole. On the other side, blackness.

Wheream[?

A smdl part of her mind tried to reach out with her teek— and her sensefdt asif it had dammed against
the sde of her skull. The sudden pain made her gasp. The shock felt asif she'd sprained her ankle, but
only discovered the fact when sheld put her weight onit.

Her head was stuffed with cotton, and for the first time since she'd discovered her teek, she was trapped
in her own skull. The sudden sense of claustrophobiathat caused was worse than waking up in aprison
cdl.

She hugged hersalf and turned her head away from the darkness outside the window. Therest of the

cabin was darkened, but there was enough light to see she wasin an airplane cabin. Allison guessed that
it wasasmdl businessjet, not that she would know.

IIMWI
Allison fet panic grip her.

A comforting hand rested on her arm and Allison nearly screamed. The panic caught in her throat when
she saw who it was in the seat next to her.

"She'sadegp—"
"Dad?" Allison's voice was strangled and small.

The man hesitated a second before he nodded, asif her voice was an accusation he didn't necessarily
want to admit to. Allison redlized it was.

"I'm sorry for—" he began.

"| trusted you!" Allison hissed, whispering. "I have no ideawhy. Y ou were supposed to fix everything!”
Tearsbegan welling in Allison's eyes. "Why, Dad? | ran acrossfive statesto find you, and you're with
these ASl nitwitswho've ruined my life"

"| didn't have a choice—"

"So when do they start drilling into my head, Dad?" Allison couldn't remember ever feding so angry. She
had trouble talking.

"It'snot like—"



"Don't tell mewhat it'slike! I've seen afilm of them |obotomizing some poor kid, they killed Mr.
Luvov, and what... about... Mom?' She was shaking now, racked with tears and anger. Shefet asif she
was about to tumble headfirst into an abyss of hysteriathat had no bottom.

She squeezed her arms across her stomach and rocked.

Dad put hisarm around her shoulders, "Allie, | know these are bad people— but Stone threatened you if
| didn't hdpthem...."

"Mom," Alliesad. "Whereés Mom?"
"I'm so sorry—"

Theway he said it confirmed Allison's greatest fear. The sobs began, choking off any words. She curled
into aball and shook.

It seemed an eternity before she had the strength to ask, "How?"
She didn't move, s0 al she could see were her own kneesin front of her face.

"Some stupid accident,” she heard him say. She could hear ahollow anger in hisvoice. The hollowness
echoed how shefdt. "Carol panicked when she saw them, ran, fell.”

She can't be dead. Allisontried to lie to herself, but she had suspected it ever since the Taurus had
pulled into the driveway without Mom in it. Allison shook her head and closed her eyes, hugging her
knees closer to hersdf. "What are they going to do to me?' Her whisper was so low that she barely
heard it hersalf.

"Takeyou to the Ingtitute with dl the other kids. Study you—"

"Will they cut open my head.”

Dad patted her back, "No, Allie."

"l saw thisfilm—"

"Whatever it was, it must have been old. Thekids are too valuable to Stone. It's the other people
who're—" Dad trailed off, hisvoice carrying enough pain for Allison to redize that he felt for her mother,
too.

"Who are these people?* Allison whispered.

"Mr. Stone?"

Allison shook her head. "All of them. ASl, Prometheus, this Mr. Stone guy, the Hintstones, you, Mom,
me— everyone.”

Dad sghed. "Areyou up to hearing this?'

I've been up for this ever since | heard you call Mom. Allison nodded.



With Allison curled into aball next to him, her dad began the first story he'd told her since she was four
yearsold.

According to her dad, John Charvat, it had its origins a the end of World War 11. Not the project itself,
but the pathology that eventualy led to the project. A pathology that germinated within an intelligence
community that seamlesdy did from World War to Cold War and quietly went insane.

A knot of people within the government convinced themselves that the Soviets were cagpable of anything
— and not Imply inthe mord sense. Any scientific intelligence from the Soviet Union was cloned in the
U.S. under acloak of paranoiaand secrecy.

Any scentificintelligence.
Any.

The Prometheus project was begun in the late forties in response to wartime Soviet experimentsin ESP
and telekinesis. Evidence for such Soviet projects was spotty at best, and the results of the experiments
were even spottier. And while the mainstream American intelligence community was paranoid of a Soviet
lead in technica areas concerning bombs, tanks, and missiles, in one small corner of the CIA theworries
were psionics, mind over matter, astral projection, telepathy.

In the black secrecy of the Cold War, asmall cadre of men with this agenda could divert huge amounts
of resources without challenge. Their agenda became Prometheus.

The project was supposed to do the Russians one better. Through the early fifties, the CIA funded the
Prometheus Research Indtitute, which in turn funded several thousand experimentsin universities across
the United States. The experiments funded by PRI werefairly straightforward. Most of the testswere
only dight refinements of tests developed by Dr. J. B. Rhinein thethirties. The mgor refinementswere
ones of scale. Every result, along with the identities of the test subjects, were sent back to PRI to be
collated. The data pool eventudly contained nearly amillion college sudents.

None of thiswasterribly unusud.

What was unusua waswhat PRI did with those results.

After the experiments, thousands of people were contacted by PRI. High scorers on particular tests were
encouraged to marry people who were high scorers on smilar tests. The incentives sometimes amounted
to thousands of dollars, cars, and even houses— often with the mgjor part of the dowry withheld until a
child was produced from the union.

The project was expensive, amord, and— in terms of pairing off Rhine test high scorers at least— very
successful. The Prometheus Ingtitute was soon catal oging thousands of second-generation Rhine kids
across the country.

It the mid-sixties, PRI began to seeresults.

Thefilm Allison had seen had come from this era, when the PRI had begun "taking in" second-generation
Rhine kidsto examine the results of the project.



The PRI experiment had worked. Ps effects followed the Rhine kidslike a plague of locudts;
precognition, apparitions, spontaneous combustion... and poltergeists. At the very least, the new
generation scored as high astheir parents did on the Rhine tests. At best, the kids could erupt into activity
that had never before been available to scientific scrutiny. Out of the thousands of second-generation kids
out there, PRI took nearly two thousand back to the ingtitute for in-depth study.

Allison had seen amovie of that kind of "in-depth study."

Unfortunately, most of the second generation, whilefindly giving them abase to build a physiologica
mode of pg, were erratic taents. In fact, the more powerful, it seemed, the lessreliable the ability was.
The poltergeistiswere aclassc example; universally they were the most powerful kidsin terms of energy
expenditure— but they were limited to a brief flash of uncontrolled power during puberty, and then the
power would shortly burn itsdf out.

The pattern wastypica. A brief— and sometimes fatal— eruption of uncontrolled paranormal activity
during adolescence, followed by a descent into quiescence.

While thiswas happening, the CIA itsdf was having problems.

The sixtiesweren't agreet time for the Agency, especidly itssmal covert subsidiary the ASl. The
seventieswere even worse. The public began to hear about thingslike LSD experiments on prisoners
and military personne. The CIA steadily tried to divorceitsaf from the "weird stuff." The public exposure
of something like Prometheus would be a disaster, and not only for the experiments. Therewere
thousands of families out there, created by PRI's bribery, that were terribly unstable. Most of the unions
fell apart after the second kid. Many did so violently.

Thetypical burnout of the second-generation kids did not encourage support from the more mainstream
intelligence community. In fact, the surviving second-generation Rhine kids were paranormaly quiet for
the most part by the time they reached adulthood. By the early seventies, PRI had run out of teenagersto

study.

Gradudly, the CIA weaned Prometheus away from government funding, until the organization stood by
itsdlf. By the end of the seventies, PRI became, publicly, alegitimate pharmaceutical concern specidizing
in neurochemigiry.

But...

PRI wasrun by old intelligence men who, in turn, recruited intelligence people. There was a corporate
psychology at PRI that was cut from the CIA out of whole cloth. In fact, the people who ran PRI had
come from the most extreme portions of the intelligence community, and had shifted into the private
sector because the CIA could no longer tolerate them.

Privatizing PRI did little except removeit from whét little restraint the CIA had forced uponit. In fact,
Prometheus became more entrenched, more paranoid, more secretive about the real work.

Prometheus, freed from the CIA, needed the funding to take the experiment the next logical step. They
found their money in the pockets of Howard Stone.

Stone was arich man. Texasrich. Qil, cattle, rail: name it and Stone owned alarge piece of it. Stone was
aso adie-hard commie-hating patriot who had— among other things— attempted to fund aprivate



invasion of Cubaat least three times during the late sixties. Stone was aso dightly off his cork about the
Bermuda Triangle, the [lluminati, UFOs, Atlantis, and— of course— the powers of the mind.

In other words, he was the perfect candidate to fund PRI.

Billions of Stone's dallars flowed into PRI as the company tried a new tack to prevent the familia
disintegration of the Rhin€'s previous generation. They were more subtle thistime, and as effective. Often
they only talked to one half of the couple. They convinced some second-generation women to undergo
artificia insemination. They recruited some of the second generation to come work for PRI.
Understandably, quite afew of the Rhine kids had evolved an interest in the paranormal. In afew cases,
PRI ill bribed.

The mgor problem was reconstructing alist of the second-generation kids. Locating al of themwasa
major effort. The funding decline during the sixties had allowed many of the second-generation kidsto
dip through the cracks. One of Stone€'s mgjor contributions to PRI was recongtructing its private
intelligence capability to find those kids.

"The ASI?" Allison asked. She had unfolded abit in her seat and was watching her dad. It was an eerie
sensation just to look at him, after so many years.

"Yesand no," Dad said. "The ASl was an agency within the CIA during the sixties and the early
seventies. It was responsible for overseeing Prometheus, the LSD experiments, alot of covert opsin
Vietnam— it was dl but disbanded after the war.”

llBut_ll

"It'saconvenient cover for PRI's operations arm. Whilethe ASl technically existsin Washington, it'sso
layered in secrecy and nationd security that any local inquiries by either police or private citizensare
amply shunted avay."

"So the Hintstones aren't theredd AS'?*

Dad looked away for amoment and replied, "Nothing isred in thisbusiness.”

The slence wasfilled with the vibrating thrum of the plane's engines. Allison wiped the tears off of her
face. Shefdt less on the edge of a hysterical breakdown. But her head till hurt, and her gut still ached.

And Momwas still dead.

Sheresisted the urge to start crying again. Instead, she looked at Dad and asked, "What about us?’
Dad turned to look at her. "Us?"

"Y ou, me, Mom— Where do wefit in this?* Allison sucked in abreath. "Am | someone's experiment ?'
Dad smiled, "That'stheironic thing, Allie. Y ou aren't. Carol and | loved each other, despite the strange
homelife PRI inflicted on us." Dad reached out and squeezed her shoulder. "Don't ever think you'rethe

result of some “experiment.’ Y ou were born because Carol wanted a child, and she never stopped
believing that you were the best thing that ever happened to her.”



Dad let go.

"Tedl medbout it," Allison sad.

* * %

Dad told her that he had met Mom at PRI. By thetime Carol had joined the |ab staff a PRI, Dad had
been working as head of PRI security for three years. Dad had come out of the ASl in Vietnam, Mom
out of Duke University. Within ayear Carol wanted marriage, and afamily.

The problem was that PRI had gtrict rules againgt inter-employee relationships. Mom and Dad had to
develop theirsin secret. Because of Dad's control of the PRI security apparatus, they could do so.
Unlike most PRI employees, Mom and Dad could have a private life— even to the extent of secretly

living together.

Dad said that Mom had never redly known how much active intervention it took on his part to keep the
relationship secret. And, even with his control of the records, marriage was out of the question. In the
end the two of them agreed on a dangerous compromise, Carol would have her family, but without

marriage.
"It was stupid, al the secrecy. One of us should have just quit.”

"Why didn't you?' Allie asked. She couldn't help picturing herself in that Stuation if Dad and Mom had
never separated. Would she have to sneak to school out the back door?

"Too proud, too stubborn, both of us. Another irony, clinging like that, Since we both ended up despising
our jobs."

No wonder, Allison thought. That kind of deception, for four years, it had to take some sort of toll.
"Dad, why did you and Mom break up?'

"Lies catch up with you, honey. Not just what we were hiding from PRI, but what we hid from each
other. Or what | hid from her—" Dad'svoicetrailed off.

"Whet isit?"

"I never told her | was one of the second-generation children. | convinced myself that it was a security
matter. But asthe years passed, and Carol became disenchanted with what PRI was doing, | just
couldn't tell her that | was, in your words, “someone's experiment.'" Dad shook his head. "We separated
because of that, and because Carol discovered that we were both second generation.”

"That'swhy I'm..."
"Yes. Carol didn't want that. She wanted you to have anorma life. | did my best to help both of you by
fogging records, and by falsifying the surveillance on Carol the year after sheleft. | did dl | could to keep

Prometheus from knowing about your existence. | stayed long after | grew to hate the place, to cover
your tracks."

Dad closed his eyes and shook his head. Allison thought she could see light reflecting off his cheek.



"What isit?" Allison asked. "What'swrong?'

"I'm sorry. That'swhy you never heard from your dad, why you never got any visits, why | missed twelve
birthdays, twelve Christmases— | couldn't control the surveillance on mysdif. If | had ever done any of
that, | could have led them right to you."

Allison reached over and squeezed his hand and said, "I forgive you, Dad."
CHAPTER TWENTY

30 OCTOBER NAVARRO COUNTY, TEXAS
6:25AM SATURDAY
Elroy lay in bed and watched the walls bresthe.

Hewasin one of the Ingtitute's hospital beds. Occasionaly he would overhear doctorstalk about activity
in histemporal lobe, or limbic system, or talk about the serotonin levelsin hisbrain....

All of it was so much wind.

Wind that made the walls bregthe.

At the moment the walls bresthed with a pulsing blue light that vibrated in response to the humming air
conditioner. Sometimes the walls were a pale green, sometimes yellow, but right now they were blue.
Above him, he watched the acoustic tiles advance and recede, distorting the fluorescent light fixtures.
Elroy found it rhythmic and caming and not at al unusud.

After seeing God, the world had changed....

For amoment, Elroy didn't know why he had been awakened. There had to be areason. That wasthe
central revelation, that everything had a purpose. She sees the fall of the sparrow, ashismother said.

Then he saw the angd of fire standing next to his bed. She was ared-haired creature of immaculate
beauty, wrapped in the cloak of her swirling mind— but Elroy could see the blackened dead parts of that
soul.

"Get thee behind me Satan,” he quoted his mother.

"Cut the crap, Billy," said the angdl, afrown crossing her bestific face. "I need to talk to you."

"My namein heavenis Elroy—"

"You're back a the Indtitute, Billy. Y ou can cut with the code names."

"Elroy," he said to the angel. "It was traced on my forehead by the finger of God. Like the mark of Cain
on your own."

"No wonder the doctors are worried about you," the angel muttered to hersdlf. "Call yoursdlf whatever
you want. Y ou should know why I'm here."

"Y ou are here to tempt meinto the lake of fire."



"Y ou're garting to pissme off, Billy—"

"Hroy."

"Whatever." The angd strode around the bed. In her wake the colors changed into aruddy red, and the
walls behind her melted and flowed aswell as breathed. " Just tell me about this girl.”

"Sheiscomeagan.”

"Cut the theology. Is she athreat to me?”’

Elroy looked at the angd of fireand said, "Shewill cast you into the bottomless pit for athousand years.”
"You'reanutcase, Billy. They're going to lock you up.”

"Hroy."

The angd of fire made a disgusted noise and dammed the door on her way out.

JessicaMason stormed out of Billy Jackson'sroom in afoul mood. She had pulled alot of peopl€e's
favors, especialy saff favorsthat shouldn't be squandered, to get to vidt Billy. She should have stayed.
A little work and she might have been able to worm something from him, but she was too unnerved by
him.

Jessicadidn't like being unnerved.

Elroy was not Billy, that Jessicawas certain of. There was preciouslittle of the slent little nebbish Billy
Jackson |eft in Elroy's demeanor. When she looked into Elroy's eyes, it was dmost easy to believe that
the kid had seen God.

When sheleft the ward building, three people were waiting for her on the sdewalk. All of them were
male, and with the exception of twenty-year-old Sean, al were younger than she was. Thad, the
youngest and most intelligent of the three, spoke up when she left the building.

"What's the news, Jess?'

Jessicashook her head, "Billy's fried beyond recognition.”

"Should | try reading him?" asked Oscar, the last of the trio. He was ablack eighteen year old whose
eyes never stopped moving.

Jessicashook her head. "Even if you could read past the normal interference, whatever his surface
thoughts are, they're mush. And | don't want to risk you on whatever bad trip he'son.”

Sean nodded dowly, hisbrows knotted in thought. Many of his gestures and mannerisms made people
think he was mildly retarded. Even though he was dow, and lacked any credtivity, asfar as Jesscawas
concerned, he wasn't terribly stupid. Besides, at six feet ten and nearly three hundred pounds, his assets
weren't predominantly menta. "What did Billy say?' he asked.

The predawn darkness had lightened enough for the Ingtitute's floodlights to begin switching off. A light



next to them shut off just as Sean spoke. It made Jessica nervous.
Shedidnt like being nervous.

"He thinks she's the Second Coming. Apparently he saw God."
Oscar whistled.

"That isn't uncommon,” Thad said. "The godhead isa common theme both with schizophreniaand with
hallucinogenic drugs. Therésa congderable overlgp with ps activity.”

"Thank you, Professor,” Oscar said.

"So Billy goes schitz," Jesscasaid. "That doesn't tell us much about thisgirl they're bringing in.”
"Actudly," Thad disagreed, "it speaks volumes.”

All eyesturned to Thad in expectation of an explanation. Thad swelled alittle under the scrutiny as he
gpoke. "Thisisalay understanding, but with Billy we had a passive uncontrolled ability— Classl,
primarily sensory. Externd eventstriggered the chemigtry in hisbrain that alowed him to see people's
aures”"

"Y ou're getting obtuse, Thad," Oscar said.

Thad ignored Oscar. "Technicdly, externd ps events put Billy into agtate of halucination. Like mescdine
or LSD— don't look at me like that, you're taking the same classes | am, | just pay attention...”

Jessicadid attend the same classes, and she got what Thad was saying. Ps was like a highly specific tab
of LSD asfar asBilly was concerned. Then Billy had seen something overwhel ming enough to put him
into a permanent overdose.

Whoever thisgirl was, she might not be the Second Coming, but she wastrouble.

30 OCTOBER NAVARRO COUNTY, TEXAS

7.25AM SATURDAY

Allison spent the rest of the flight staring out the window and trying to think of how she could have done
something differently.

She had failed Mom, sheld failed Dad, sheld failed Macy, and shed failed herself. Shefet wrung out and
wretched, worse for the swath of destruction she'd left behind her to no purpose. Three days of running
into the hands of the enemy...

And Macy shouldn't even be here. This had nothing to do with her.

The plane had been flying away from the sunrise dl through the night. The dawn findly caught them as
they made an approach to land. Watching through the window, Allison saw no city— only rolling acres
of nothing below them.

Asthe plane banked, she saw anarrow ribbon of access road dide into view across tawny scrubland.



Asthe plane made thefind gpproach, Allison finaly saw the Inditute. Their destination was a surred
landscape of buildings carved out of red dawn light and mile-long shadows. Allison saw what looked to
be two magjor fences surrounding the complex. The outer one was a double line carved miles out into the
badlands, the inner one hugged most of the buildingsin the center of the complex.

The place was huge. It reminded Allison of amilitary base of some sort. Perhaps at one time it was.

It had its own airfield and runway, resting in the no-man's-land between the two fences. Therewasa
single runway, half adozen taxiways leading to haf adozen hangars. The control tower for it wasthe
tallest dructurein sght.

Asthe plane descended, Allison caught a glimpse of what |ooked like tract housing between the fences.
Shelost sight of that behind the central complex as the plane landed. The centrad area, which sped by
Allison's window now that they were on the ground, could have been any dightly dreary suburban office
park, if it weren't for the twenty-foot fence surrounding it.

The pilot came over the PA and said, "Welcome home."

Welcome home, indeed.

Despite Allison's violent objections, they separated her from Dad and Macy when they landed. They
pulled her off the planefirst, and when she started fighting, they threatened to drug her again. She quieted
because whatever they'd given her was gtill interfering with her teek.

Macy was gill adeep in one of the seats, and Allison was sure sheldd been drugged aswell.

She was escorted by Fred and aman with thick glasses he called Dino. They walked her off the tarmac
and to awaiting golf cart. They deposited her insde, and stood aside as the cart sped off.

The cart was driven by a uniformed security guard, and in back was ayoung woman in awhite coat. She
held aclipboard, and when she looked at Allison, her smile was dmost sincere.

"Hdlo, Allison. Wecometo Prometheus—"

With those words, the world around her seemed to rapidly go insane. Allison nodded absently asthe
woman spoke. "We know transitions are difficult, so I've been assigned as your orientation officer. If you
have any difficulties, specid requests, or you just need to talk to someone, that's what I'm herefor.”

The golf cart sped up to agate in the inner fence. The fence was plastered with warnings about
electrification. Barbed razor wire curled in over thetop, arcing inward for at least ayard. Every dozen
feet acamerawas mounted on a post extending above the fence, panning the interior.

"We do our best to make the students comfortable.”

Guards with autométic rifles scrutinized them before they let them through. The woman blithely talked on,
asif thiswas something normal. Allison was gripped by the urge to run screaming into the desert.

Thegolf cart trundled in through the gate. " Curfew isfrom ten at night to seven in the morning except
when there's an announcement otherwise. Any security areawill be well marked, but if you're unsure, ask
amember of the gaff. The cafeteria serves breakfast from seven-thirty to ten, lunch from devento...”



Allison couldn't pay attention, her eyes were on the armed guards, the cameras, the Signson certain
buildingsthat said, "Absolutely no admittance.”

There are people with guns here. They've killed my mother. I'm a prisoner and she'stalking as if
this was college admissions.

Theincongruity was beginning to get to her. Shefdt an urge to ask about financid ad. Just the thought
amost sent her into giddy laughter that would have been too close to hysterical sobs.

I'mlosing my mind.

"You'll have the weekend to get your bearings. If you wish to attend services tomorrow, we have a
nondenominationa service—"

The woman went on, and on, and on.... Schedules, services, medical access, and classes. This place was
acollege. Though, interspersed with their ingtruction, Allison would be scheduled for examinations by the
science gaff.

Thegolf cart finally stopped at something resembling a pre-graffiti housing project. The woman led her
into the building and showed her to her room. Asfar as Allison could tell, the place was adorm.

Higher education in Hell, Allison thought as the door shut behind her, leaving her alonein the room.

The room did adorm— or a prison cell— one better by having only one bed and its own separate
bathroom. It bore some resemblance to atiny hotel room, or aprivate room in ahospital emptied of the
medica equipmen.

A feding of shocked numbness, afeding that had been growing for days, froze her to aspot in front of
the door. She didn't want to take a step into the room, asif taking that step would be some sort of
acceptance of what had happened.

She was dso afraid to move. She could fed the jaws of some giant trap that hovered outside the
periphery of her vison. If shetook asingle step, the jaws would snap shut on her, tearing her in half.

When shefinally had the courage to move, it wasto try the door behind her. The door was unlocked and
opened soundlesdy into the hall. Somehow, that was the scariest part of dl of this. The pretense...

Allison closed the door and stepped into her room.

Her captors were well organized. In her room she found the backpack Macy had |oaned her— where
did they take Macy? Insde, she found Babs and the ill-fitting clothes that Macy had swiped for her.
Notably missng wasthefilm can.

Taking thefilm seemed hypocriticd to her, asif removing it could deny the eventsit portrayed.

The backpack was on the bed. In the lockerlike closet, she found the duffel bag that Mom had packed
for her. Seeing that, it was hard not to break down again. Allison refused. Instead, she zipped the
backpack open and began putting clothes away. She organized things, and tried not to think about the
implication that she was stuck here.

Therewasadigital clock mounted permanently on thewall. Occasonaly it would emit anirritating beep



to dert her to ascrolling message. At the moment it wasto dert her that the cafeteriawas open for lunch.

Thefact that there was no way to shut the thing off was the most concrete indication that shewasn't a
free person.

The beep had interrupted her in the middle of reading the orientation packet they had |ft in her room.
Her eyeskept migting over a the details, but the text felt like a collage cut from brochures advertising
resort hotels, Ivy League universities, and high-class drug trestment programs.

The threats to shoot anyone who leaves were buried deeply in the subtext. File under, "unmatched
security.”

The clock buzzed again, and Allison looked at it.

A new message was swimming through the liquid crystal beneath thetime, " Participation in fewer than
two meals a day isindication of medical or psychological difficulty. If you arein need of
assistance, please dial ext..."

"Do you have acamerain here?' she asked the little device. It didn't answer, but it stopped scrolling.
And when | was nine, | wanted a big brother.

Her irritation was somewhat moallified by the fact that she was hungry. She till wanted to yell at thething
that of course she had psychologica problems after what sheld been through.

She didn', becauseif there were cameras, there might be microphones.

Allison looked up at the empty room and muttered, "But I'm taking a shower first, and | don't care who's
watching."

Showering and putting on her own clotheslent abizarre sense of normalcy to her stuation. Theillusion of
freedom her captorslent her contributed to the feding. There waslittle question in Allison's mind that the
effect wasintentional. She had no ideahow many kids were here, but it wouldn't be good for PRI if the
majority of them fdlt like prisoners.

Evenif they were.

In her orientation packet was amap of the complex aswell asalaminated ID card with her high school
picture onit. The card had ablue border on it, ablue that matched about half of the places on the map.
Instructionsin the packet told her to wear the ID clipped to her at al times, present it on demand, and
Stay within the areas designated by it.

As shefollowed the map to the cafeteria, she noted that none of the blue areas came within ahundred
yards of the perimeter fence.

Once sheléeft the dormitory— the "girls residence,” according to the map— the sense of entering aworld
dightly askew returned full force. Teenagers were everywhere. People her own age, many younger, a
few older, had accumulated in the courtyard outside. They sat on benches, played basketbd | and tennis
in alarge area between the residences, ran back and forth carrying books and backpacks, rode
skateboards....

The sght froze Allison for amoment on the stepsto her building. People passed her, going in and out.



She got afew stares but nothing more. There were enough people here for anew face not to be
extraordinary enough to interrupt the routine.

It looks so normal, Allison thought. The residences, the library, the tennis courts al could have been
lifted whole from some private prep school.

But everyone wore alaminated 1D tag, the courtyard was dotted with white poles topped by either
gpotlights or cameras, and Allison knew that barbed wire and armed guards waited just outside the blue
area, behind the carefully arranged buildings.

She glanced a her map and realized that the off-limits zones, the barbed wire, the guards, wouldn't even
be visble from anywhere within the blue area.

Shelooked at her fellow prisoners and wondered what they told themselves. Wasthisjust aspecia
school to some of them? Did some come willingly? Most of her expectations seemed false in the face of
the population before her.

Sheforced hersdlf to remember her mother, and the kids on the film. Shetried her teek sense, and
couldn't push through the haze that the drug had made of that part of her mind. These are evil people,
and they've taken everything | had.

A deep sense of loss gripped her as she wove through the crowd. She barely noticed when severa
people looked in her direction.
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

30 OCTOBER NAVARRO COUNTY, TEXAS
11:30AM SATURDAY

Allison'sfedings of being watched intengfied when she entered the cafeteria building. It wasn't just the
cameras, which seemed to watch every inch of the place. It was her peers.

The cafeteria echoed with conversation, but as she passed tables filled with people, the conversations
would lower and she would fed their gazes burn into the back of her head. It was awaking rehearsal for
one of her nightmares. Shefelt naked and lost, and it took an effort to avoid running back outside.

| amawreck.

Allison picked up atray and got in line. While she waited, shetried to order her thoughts. She couldn't
just give up, not while Dad— and especially not while Macy— were il in the hands of the Indtitute. It
didn't take a geniusto see that they were hostages to her good behavior.

It also didn't take ageniusto see that she was being tested right now. She wasn't under any illusonsthat
she wasn't under supervision. Every oncein awhile, out of the corner of her eye, she would catch one of
the security cameras explicitly following her.

Just the thought of being congtantly watched ignited afirein her somach.
I'm only going along with them because | can't think of what else to do. I'm not giving up. Sheran

that thought through her mind a dozen times as she loaded her tray with food. The thought didn't
convince. It certainly felt asif shed given up.



Allison sat down at an empty table because she didn't fed like talking to anyone. Not here. Sheaso felt a
distinct lack of friendly faces out in the crowd of lunch-goers. She had to remind herself that these people
weren't her captors, and were as trapped here as she was.

Despite being surrounded by hundreds of people her own age, Allison felt more deeply alone than she
had at any other point in her life.

She ate mechanically, because her body told her to. She stared at the center of her tray as she ate, so she
jumped when amale voice asked, "This seet taken?"

Allison bolted upright. The guy stood across the table from her, holding his own tray. He would have
stood out even in anormd Stuation. His hair was so blond it was white, making him look like ateenage
Billy Idol. He wore ablack motorcycle jacket over adirty T-shirt that showed a bullet-riddied smiley
face.

Tolook at him, he defined the word "dubious.”

"Suppose the whole table istaken?" Allison said.

He looked up and down the length of the table. His smile never wavered. "Suppose | just warm the seat
alittlefor theteaparty?'

"Suppose you bother someone ese?!

"Come on, are you going to turn down the only welcome wagon you're going to get? | maybe
scruffy-looking, but | do represent the voice of dissent in this place.” He spoke with an accent that
seemed to come from Baoston, avoice oddly out of sync with his appearance. "1 promiseto vacate as

soon asthe Mad Hatter shows up.”

Allison sghed and gave adightly uncomfortable nod. When he st it brought home the fact that she
hadn't been this close to aboy her own age since Chuck.

She repressed a shudder.

"Cdl me Zack, everyone ese hasto.” He held out a hand. "Welcome behind the looking glass.”

Allison debated letting his hand hang there, but she decided that being rude was pointless. The truth was,
she needed dl the friends she could get. She shook his hand and noticed he was wearing fingerless
gloves. She dso saw atattoo braceeting hiswrist. The picture was of thorns biting into the skin, drawing
blood. She felt proud of herself for not yanking her hand away.

"Y ou've got your references mixed."

"Hm?"' Zack sad, taking hishand away.

"The tea party and Mad Hatter are down the rabbit hole, not through the looking glass."

"Sothey are. | guessthey aren't going to show."

A giggle ambushed her and Allison turned it into acough. "I'm Allison," she managed to say.



"I know," Zack said. "We have arather effective gossp mill here at the U[aubermensch Club.”
"U[aubermensch Club?
"Catchy, huh?'

Allison picked up a cheeseburger that |ooked like every other warmed over burger that shed seenin
every other cafeteriasheld ever been in. In between bites she said, "Actudly it's perverse.”

"That'sthe point,” Zack said. "Needlessto say, the powersthat be— both within and without— aren't
amused by the phrase. They can be touchy about termslike “master race." "

"What are you doing here?" Allison asked.
"Same as everyone d<se. | had the bad sense to choose parents involved in Prometheus master plan—"

"No," Allison set down her burger and looked Zack in the eye. "I've just been kidnapped. I've just found
out my mother's been killed. I've been forcibly separated from my father and best friend. And I'm il
recovering from the junk they doped mewith.... Why are you heretalking to me?' She managed to get it
al out without her voice cracking.

Zack showed little surprise, though he dispensed with hissmile. "Well, for one, I'm here because the
powers that be expect meto be. | try to fulfill their expectations, otherwisethey start to think. Never a
good idea." Zack lowered hisvoice. "I'm sorry about your mom and dl that, but don't go telling your life
gory to everyone."

"Why shouldn't I? After what's happened | should, should..." She had lowered her voiceto Zack'slevel
and found hersdf choking on the words.

"I know where you're coming from, Allison. Some of us have been through as bad or worse. It's not
something the staff likes usto talk about. If they decide you're disruptive, you can end up locked up in
the ward with the vegetables and the schizoids.”

Allison sighed. " Some dissident you are.”

Zack shrugged. "I'm dl this place's got. They only tolerate me because I'm number two on the food chain
after theice queen.”

"Youjust logt me

Zack shrugged. "Wel, you know why you're here, right? Telepathy, clairvoyance, the whole Weekly
World News shtick?'

Allison nodded.

"Without getting into the Indtitute's [abeling system, just say they value some minds more than others. And
when it comes to affecting things outside people's heads, the field amounts to me, Jessica, and abunch of
dice-rollers.” Zack tilted his head to the | eft, over his shoulder, Y ou can see her holding court over there.
Heir gpparent of the new world order."



Allison turned to look. Thetable Zack indicated sat dightly apart from the others. To add to the
emphagis, al thetables at that end of the cafeteriawerefilled, al but the separated table. Only six people
sat there. The girl Zack referred to was easy to pick out, an attractive redhead with a gaze as sharp and
glittering asarazor blade.

All they need is a flashing neon sign saying, "in crowd."

Allison wondered what would happen if shetried to Sit down at that table. It probably wouldn't be
pleasant.

"Bitch has got half this room cowed 'cause she's got Stone's ear. The other half don't matter.”
" sea”

Zack shook hishead. "No, you don't, but you will."

"Y ou don't sound cowed."

"I'm number two on the psychokinetic parade, remember?

Allison had begun to relax alittle, but the mention of psychokinesistightened her up. Zack didn't ssemto
notice.

"What does she do?"
"Pyratic, that'swhy | cal her theice queen.”

Zack seemed to wait for areaction and Allison managed to say, "Uh huh." Inside, more than ever, she
fdt asif the world had goneinsane. She couldn't redly be having this conversation.

"Youll get classesinit, don't worry. The Indtitute wants smart little storm troopers. Just think of it as
crippled telekinesis, dl she can do is dump heat into something— you know, random molecular motion,
dink, dink, dink." Zack waved hisindex fingers asif they were molecules bouncing off the Sdes of the
tray with each "dink." "She just speeds up the dinking,” he said.

Allison stared at him, and he dowly removed hisfingersfrom thetray.

He gave her awesk smile. "Just had aphysicsexam. I'm il alittle punchy.”

"Crippled telekiness?' Allison said, dowly.

"Am | overdoing the mentd BS?' Zack asked. " Sorry, you just got here. | guess you need afew classes
beforeit all makes sense—"

Allison shook her head. " She dinks. What do you do?’

"Hell, I'd show you, but they've got me on their little pharmaceutica leash. They're sort of afraid of me
pulling my superman act over the barbed wire— wonder why."

"Superman—"



"Another example of crippled telekinesis. | can actualy move things— or rether, thing."

Following Zack's conversation was like watching afilm of a Ping-Pong game from which adozen frames
had been removed a random. "L evitation?" she asked, not sure she was interpreting him correctly.

"Technically it'sahigher order than what Jessicacan do, but since I'm just limited to moving my own
body I'm second on the hit parade.”

"You can levitate?'

Zack smiled at her. "Wdl, when I'm not on the Ingtituteslittle yellow pills—"
"How can you do it without puking?'

Zack'samileleft, "Wdl, ah—"

"When | tried it, | thought | was going to die. It waslike jumping off acliff or something, | didn't know
which way wasup and..."

Zack was staring at her.

Allison suddenly remembered where she was. She looked around for eavesdroppers. She didn't see any.
"When you tried it?' Zack whispered.

Allison nodded.

"What do you do?' Zack asked.

Allison hesitated before answering, but she didn't see any profit in hiding the information. It wasn't asif
the Ingtitute people didn't know what she could do.

"Moveguff," Allison said.

"Movesuff? Likewhat?'

Allison hestated before saying, "A Jeep Cherokee."
Zack svdlowed. "How far did you push it?!
"Lifted. A foot off the ground.”

Zack leaned back, causing the chains on hisjacket to jingle. "Jessis going to freak when shefinds out
Stone has anew number one girl."

Allison shook her head. "1'm nobody's number one girl."
"Go with theflow, Allison." Zack rummaged in his pocket. "Come on, whereisit?'

"Whereiswhat?'



"CARE package. I'd be some welcome wagon without a gift. Ah, herewe are.” Zack pulled atube of
papers out of theinsde of hisjacket. "Until you get around to requisitioning stuff for your room, you
should have some reading matter."

Zack handed the sheef to Allison.

"Thisis more entertaining than the orientation manual, and hasjust as much bearing on redity.”
Allison looked at what Zack had handed her. It was half adozen copies of The Uncanny X-Men.
"Comic books?'

"Lifeis God's comic book," Zack said. "Keep you from being bored.” He picked up histray and | eft.
Allison stared at the comicsfor afew minutes before resuming her lunch.

When Allison went back to her dorm, she noticed arec room on her floor. It had acouch, aTV, a
Ping-Pong table, and a dartboard. However, what captured Allison's attention was the phone on one of
the end tables.

She didn't have any illusions about getting an outside line, but they were keeping her father and Macy
somewhere around here. She took a seat on the couch and gathered up the phone. For the moment she
was alone here— except for the camerathat had swung around to watch her. Allison looked up at the
cameraand thought about the little gray men on the other side.

There was athrobbing behind her forehead as her teek tried to fight free—

Allisontried not to let it panic her. It's just a "pharmacuetical leash” like Zack said. They wouldn't do
something to damage that when that was what they wanted.

Allison still fdt asif her teek had been stolen from her.

She looked down at the phone and picked it up. There wasn't adid tone, which didn't surprise her.
However, there was the hollow sound of an open connection.

Now what? | don't have a phone book.
"Now that I've recovered some of my wits, maybe | should talk to my orientation officer.”

Allison rummaged through the orientation packet. She found aname and extension number for the
woman who had welcomed her here. "Extension 0340. Dr. Zendd."

She dided the number and glanced up at the cameralocked on her. Keep staring at me and eventually
| might do something interesting.

"Dr. Zendd," came afemae voice over the phone.
"ThisisAllison Boyle. You told meto cdl if | needed anything.”
"Yes, what?'

"l need to see my father."



"Widl, I'll ssewhat | can do for you. But you'll have to understand that—"

Allison felt the knot of anger flarein her ssomach. "I understand that they're as much prisonersas| am,
and the only reason you have to keep us separate isto intimidate me.”

"Please, there's no reason to use that kind of language.”

"If were not prisoners, | want ataxi to Ddlas, or at least an outside line.”

"Y our packet explainsthe security—"

"Bullshit!" Allison ydled into the phone. Her hands were shaking. "Y ou tell Mr. Stone or whoever dse
holdsyour leash that if they want Allison Boyle to conform to this charade, they'll haveto give me
constant reassurance that John Charvat and Macy Washington are unharmed. Y ou got that?"
"Allison—"

"We're not on afirst namebass, Dr. Zendd."

"— theré's no need to be upset. | can schedule a counsdling session for you to help you dedl with this

"Y oull schedule asesson with my father."
"l don't know if | can...."

"Does Mr. Stone want his new number one telekinetic in acooperative frame of mind or not?* Bringing
that up was a calculated risk. For al she knew, Zack had been feeding her along line of nothing. He
didn't appear to be the soul of veracity. But Allison was furious and was barely in control of what she

was saying.

But Dr. Zendd didn't takeissuewith it. Instead, she said, "'I'll seewhat | can do, Miss Boyle."

"You do that," Allison said, and hung up the phone. She looked up and noticed ayoung girl, maybe ten
years old, peeking around the door to the common room. As soon as Allison caught sight of her, the girl

ducked around the door and disappeared down the hall.

Allison looked back to the phone. "Miss Boyle," shethought, my teek has some pull here even when
they've drugged it out of my skull.

Shelooked up at the security camerain the corner of the room and said, "And what are you looking at?"
To her surprise, the camera began panning again.

It was |ate in the evening before she picked up Zack's comic books and began reading them. Asshe
expected, they were garish, violent, and had a continuing story line that she was barely ableto follow.
She amirked at most of the writing even though she could identify with the " persecuted mutant superman’
theme.

Shewas hdfway into thefirst copy of Uncanny X-Men when she noticed the pinholes. The whole page



had been perforated. She leafed back and saw that it was true throughout the comic— every word
balloon had been pricked full of holes, and every hole was underneath a specific letter.

Allison scanned aword baloon a random and read only the letters that were pointed out by the tiny
holes, "..vetounderstandth..

Zack was giving her a secret message. Ingtinctively, she looked up for acamera. If therewasonein her
room, it was hidden.

Shetried to look casud as sheflipped back to thefirst page. The note wasfilled with misspellings and
missing vowels, but after the first few words she didn't notice that, or the lack of punctuation. She could
amost hear Zack's Boston accent through the pages,

"Congrats, you found the secret code. | like smarts. Hereé'sthe ded—"

"Everywhere's bugged. Don't talk in buildings. If you need to hide from a camera, use the staff bathroom.
There are blind spotsin courtyard, but don't trust them unlessyou haveto.”

"Head count. Out of every ten kids; one head caseisin the ward; two buy into ASl prep school gig;
three know better but won't make waves; and the other four narc for the staff or buy into Stone's new
world order big time."

"Watch the last group. Jess the ice queen runsthe lot, and she has Stone's ear. She's dangerous as hell.
People she don't like tend to vanish.”

"Staff'll drug you aslong asthey think youre arisk. They dso got kidsthat'll seeamind lighting up. Jess
and her storm troopers aren't drugged.”

"If you don't take their little yellow pills, they'll shoot you up. Bad choice. Rill's got fewer side effects.”

"Y ou have to understand that Stone's araving fruit loop. Y ou know it when you see him. If you meet him,
don't buy the dotty uncle act, he's capable of anything.”

"I am the dissenter here, such as| am. If you just want to get by without rocking the boat, you better not
seemeagain. If you fed otherwise, I'll be standing under the camera post between the tennis courts
tomorrow at noon."

"Ditch the comics before the staff finds them, but don't be obvious about it. (Toilet'sano-no. they strain
the sewage.)"

Allison put the comic down and tried not to shudder. There wasllittle there that she hadn't seen hersdif,
but having her suspicions confirmed didn't make her fed any better. The referencesto the "ward” gave
her visonsof the ASl documentary.

Worse was the implication that these people would continue drugging her. She hated the thought of that.
Sheld been aware of her teek for lessthan aweek, and it already seemed an essentia part of her. The
drug cut aragged hole in her mind that ached as badly as any of her headaches.

Worst wasthat reference to Jessica "vanishing” people. Having Prometheus and ASI to worry about was
bad enough. But having to worry about someone else with paranormal powers, someone who wasn't
drugged into ineffectiveness—



Allison could understand why so many kids, according to Zack, "won't make waves." Some of them
weren't even thirteen yet....

She decided that she might, indeed, want to rock the boat. But only after she had a good look at the
crew, and where the boat was headed.
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

31 OCTOBER NAVARRO COUNTY, TEXAS

7:.30AM SUNDAY

Allison dreamed again. All through the night she ran through the empty halls of Euclid HeightsHigh
School. Shetracked clouds of dust after her, stormed through empty classrooms, tore open rusted shut
lockers. All looking for ahiding place.

At firgt, she thought she was hiding from Chuck. But soon, as adream panic gripped her, sheredized
that she was looking for Chuck. She had to find him—

But Chuck was nowhere to be found.

Eventually her search ended on the fire stairs where it had happened. Chuck's blood still soaked the
concrete. The blood was Htill tacky even though the fire door was long rusted in a half-open position and
apile of dead leavesrustled in acorner.

Just as sheld lost her teek, now she'd lost Chuck.

It should have pleased her.

Instead, the lossterrified her. She collgpsed on her knees and wept, dlowing the leavesto blow over her
body. Astheleavesdid, their rustling seemed to form asingle whispered phrase:

"Itistime, thisistheonly time, it istime, thisistheonly time..."

It sounded strangdly like Chuck'svoice. Shetried to cal out, but the leavesfilled her mouth. The whisper
was cut off then, the screeching of the fire door damming shut againgt the rust.

The screeching went on forever....

* * *

The screeching didn't cease until Allison sat up in her bed. The sound wastheinferna clock attached to
her wall. Moreinfernd in that it had no snooze darm, and it reactivated the moment shetried to lie back
down again.

Her first coherent thought was, Thisisthe only time.

"Only timefor wha?' she mumbled. Her mouth tasted like leaves.

Allison woke up further when she redlized that there was ared aftertaste of leavesin her mouth. She
swished her tongue around her mouth, expecting to fed the gritty sensation of munched foliage, but the



only thing in her mouth wasthe dightly icky fed of unbrushed teeth.

It scared Allison, because the taste didn't go away. It was asred as the bed she was sitting on. Shetried
to convince hersdf that she was ill dreaming. It didn't work.

Do people hallucinate tastes?
Allison supposed people did, and she was sure that when they did, it didn't represent anything pleasant.

Before she had collected her thoughts enough to get out of bed, the clock on the wall buzzed again and,
smultaneoudly, the door to her room did open. The noise, the door, and the sudden light nearly made her
tumble out of bed in surprise. While her surprise didn't jerk her out of bed, it did startle her badly enough
to yank her blanket up to her neck, causing the tangled bedding to cut off circulation to her leg.

Aswaves of phantom needles rippled across her sheet-tangled leg, a nurse walked into her bedroom. At
least Allison assumed the woman was anurse or some sort of orderly. The woman wore afamiliar white
coat, and agreen-bordered name tag that Allison couldn't read in the darkness. The woman carried a

tray.

Allison watched the woman, frozen more now by the invasion of privacy than by fear. The nurse placed
the tray on the end table under the clock and said, "Time for your medicine, Miss Boyle."

Allison noted the use of her last name, perhaps her phone call had had more far-reaching implications.
Shelooked at the tray and wasn't surprised to see asmall Dixie cup of water, and asmaller paper cup
withasmdl ydlow pill ingdeit. She consdered refusing, but she remembered Zack'swarning. If she
didn't take the pill, they'd shoot her up.

If this promised to be amilder experience, she wasn't going to tempt fate. She glanced at the nurse. The
woman wore a benign expression, no visble sgn that she was here to drug someone into subservience,

Allison picked up the paper cup with the pill insde. "Do | haveto take this?' she asked.

"We don't want you hurting yourself, or others, by accident. Until you've had sometraining.”

Allison amost voiced another objection, but she knew it would be fruitless. Worse was the fact that there
was some logic behind the nurse's excuse. Unchecked, she had killed Chuck without knowing what she'd
been doing. These paranormal abilities could be dangerousif they weren't under control.

Allison was convinced that the nurse believed thisydlow pill wasfor Allison's own good. Shewas aso
convinced that there were acouple of gorilla-sized orderlieswaiting in the hal in case she wasless than
cooperative. Sheld seen One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest.

Allison downed the ydlow pill.

The only immediate effect that Allison noticed was the disgppearance of the leaf taste in her mouth.

The nurseingsted on checking her mouth to make sure sheld redlly taken the pill. Allison endured it,

however degrading it felt. The sooner she could get these people to trust her, the sooner she could find
some sort of an opening that would get her out of thismess.



At leadt, that was the theory.

Allison showered, dressed, and ate a depressing cafeteria breskfast. The only light point in her morning
routine was the absence of the teek-shaped hole insde her head. Her teek till refused to work, blocked
by the drugs sheld been given, but at least with the pill— as opposed to the injection— the absence
wasn't acongtant physical sensation. She no longer felt congtantly on the verge of amigraine.

She resented the fact that it made her more comfortable about the loss.

When she returned to her room it was close to nine-thirty, and the clock was buzzing again. She looked
at the clock with aviscera hatred. She could fed her teek try to ram through the drugged part of her
brain. It was amost areflex action, and before she could relax the effort, it drove aspike into her
forehead as bad as any she had felt before. As bad as when she had lifted the Jeep. All of it was directed
at the hateful-sounding clock.

If her teek had been operational, the clock would have exploded on the far wall, shattering. Asit was,
the clock was unfazed. Allison had to grip the doorframe for amoment. She did her best not to show the
effort she had just undergone. People were watching, people were dways watching. She couldn't dlow
them to see anything suspicious.

The clock continued to buzz, and Allison walked up to see what it wanted.
Acrosstheliquid crystal was scrolling a message that she had an appointment with Mr. Stone today.

"Mr. Stone?" Allison whispered. The head honcho wanted to see her. The maniac in charge of
Prometheus. Allison assumed that she might meet the man eventually, but never this soon. She wasn't

ready.

What was she going to say to the man who held her lifein his hands?

The display told her to go to the administration complex to meet her escort. Immediately.
"I'veread it! Would you stop thet infernd buzzing?' Allison said into the air.

On cue, the clock ceased its cacophony, but not before she had a chance to notice that the buzz had
changed tone dightly. The buzz stopped with a static crunch, asif the speaker had popped.

Allison was out of her room and hafway to the administration building before she thought that she might
have done something to the speaker, even through the drugs.

The adminigtration building was a cross-shaped, five-story structure at the edge of the student-accessible
area. The mirrored windows made it ook like any other anonymous office building. The only thing at
odds with the architecture were the two boxes on the roofs of each of the three wings facing the student
area. The boxes appeared to be made of armored glass, and Allison could see gunports and armed
guards moving around inside.

Inside the building, next to the fountain that took up most of the lobby, Allison was met by Dr. Zenddl.
The doctor gave her anervous smile. "I'm here to take you to Mr. Stone's office," she said.

There wasn't the condescending manner that had tinged her earlier speeches. Allison thought the woman
had |eft the program she was comfortable with.



"Lead on," Allison said.
She looks as nervous as | feel, Allison thought.

The doctor walked off down a corridor deeper into the building. Asthey walked, shetold Allison, "I've
managed to arrange an appointment with your father and Miss Washington. It will have to be tomorrow
after classes" After apause, she added. "We certainly don't want you to fed intimidated, Al— Miss
Boyle"

Allison didn't respond. She kept her peace mostly out of aspiteful impulse not to do anything to make
Dr. Zendd more comfortable.

Allison wasled through along corridor, down aset of stairs, and through underground tunnelsthat must
have passed far beyond the bounds of the administration building. The corridors definitely passed out of
the blue-accessible area. The second door they passed in the administration building had been marked
"green-accessonly.”

When they reached the elevator that was their gpparent destination, they had gone from green to yellow.

Onceinthe eevator, Dr. Zendd had to offer her 1D card to areader next to the elevator's keypad. That
was when Allison noticed that her card was green-bordered, like most of the pseudo-medical staff sheld
seen. Allison interpreted the doctor's nervousness to mean that, in the normal course of events, she
wasn't dlowed in this part of the complex.

It was somewhat reassuring to see one of the staff as out of her depth as Allison was.

Zendd didn't press any buttons. It was the eevator, or some computer running the elevator, that decided
where they were supposed to go. The doors closed, and the elevator rose. It went up two sublevels and
then proceeded to rise ten stories above ground. Allison thought that put her in one of thetaler structures
in the part of the PRI complex that looked like an office park.

When the door opened, they were greeted by amarble wall supporting agiant chrome logo of the
Prometheus Research Indtitute, a stylized flamelogo with theinitids PRI underneath.

The doctor led her off to the right, and Allison followed. The halls were expensive corporate chic, al
marble, wood, deep carpet, and brushed-chrome furniture. Dr. Zendd led her up to aglasswall with
another card reader. The border— subtle but unmistakably one of the security labels— wasred. If
Allison was reading the colors correctly, thiswas two security levels away from what Dr. Zendel
normally had accessto.

Allison noticed the doctor glance a one of the security cameras as she ran her green ID card through the
reader.

The door opened with apneumatic hiss, and Dr. Zendd looked visbly relieved.

They walked into areception area beyond the glass, and amale receptionist said, "Mr. Stone's expecting
you."

The doctor began to lead Allison down a corridor to their right, but the receptionist added, "Just Miss
Boyle, Doctor.”



Doctor Zendd froze for amoment, gpparently unsure of what to do. Allison looked at the receptionist.
"Just down the hall, Miss," hetold her.

Great, | get to face this guy alone. Nerves clutched her with arenewed strength. Even having Doctor
Zendd to go through thiswith would be preferable to going through thisaone.

It took an effort to continue down that hall.

Every few feet down the hall was marked by apainting onthewall. A sense of familiarity ssopped her in
front of one of the pictures. It had an Egyptian motif, golden pyramids and such againgt agdactic
starscape. Centered in the picture was alight-shrouded human figure with an animal's head. "I've seen
this" shewhispered.

There were posters— if not of this particular work, then definitely by this artis— hanging in the window
of aNew Age bookstore not far from Euclid Heights High.

She stood there, staring at the picture until she decided that she was just delaying the inevitable. She
turned and kept walking, but she kept an eye on the paintings.

The pictures were eerie. The themeswere old— old beliefs, old gods— but they were rendered with
modern hands. In some cases with photographic realism. Looking at some of the portraits gave her the
same sense of razor's edge unredlity that she got when she really concentrated on her teek.

Slipped in among the shamans and the totems were some other portraits. Portraits of people she had
never seen. Little brasstagsidentified the portraits as Edgar Cayce, NinaKulagina, Dr. J. B. Rhine— all
people shewas bardly familiar with from scanning Mom's book collection.

The halway ended at a heavy wooden door. After amoment spent deciding whether or not to knock,
she sucked up her courage and pushed her way into Stone's office.

The first thought that struck Allison as she walked across the Persian carpet was, So many books.

She had walked into amisplaced library. The room was a square, maybe twenty-five feet on aside, with
twelve-foot ceilings. And three walls were bookshelves. All bookshelves, except for the one gap where
the door opened into the room. They were massive, glass-fronted, floor-to-ceiling bookshel ves made of
heavy dark wood. It was the most impressive library Allison had ever seen.

"Findly," came avoice from acrossthe room. Allison tore her gaze away from the shelves and looked at
the desk. Howard Stone, huge and enigmatic, faced her from beyond a desk.

One of the paintings she'd passed had been a scene of the Easter 19and statues transplanted whole to a
lunar environment. Stone reminded her of that painting. His smile was hard, cold, and only as deep asthe
point of achisd.

"Sit down." He motioned to one of apair of massve red-leather armchairs that faced his desk.

Allison sat.

The desk, and thewall behind him, didn't fit the rest of Stone's office. Most of the office seemed out of



another century. A century of wood, leather, and glass. Stone's desk was white enameled metal with
chrometrim. It dmost looked like a bathroom fixture.

Thewall behind him, the only wall without bookshelves, was hidden behind ranks of video monitorsand
electronic equipment that ran floor to calling.

Stone stared at her across hands folded atop his cane.

"Y ou wanted to seeme," Allison said.

Stone nodded. " Since before you were ever born.”

"Ah... right."

He caressed his cane in away that made her uncomfortable. "I'm sure you have questions. Don't you?”
Allison looked at him, " Other than what you've done with my father and Macy? No."

"Oh, don't worry about them. They're perfectly safe. I'm sure Dr. Zendel told you you'd see them
shortly— But perhaps you should let go of your old life.”

"My old—" Allison was having trouble controlling her voice. Anger and fear were balled up in her
stomach and her voice couldn't decide between shouting and crying. "It's my life. What givesyou the
right—"

"Pease, | didn't mean to upset you." He made asmall wave of hishand asif he was dismissng her
emotions. The gesture only made her angrier. "But you should be ready to accept something new.”

"What? Being the CIA's latest mental wegpon?”'

Stone laughed. It was a grating sound, much too loud, a sonic bludgeon.

"l don't seethejoke," Allison said.

"I'm sorry,” hereplied. "Y ou redly have no ideawhat Prometheusis? Do you?'

"I think—" Allison thought of severd things she could say, and rgected dl of them. Findly, shesad,

"Why don't you tell me?"
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"For me, it began when | saw the Apollo Moon landingon TV."

Allison wanted to interrupt, but the look in Stone's eyes had a shiny cast that made her decide against
interrupting him. It wasthe kind of look Charles Manson would give her.

"Until then, | didn't know the meaning of my life."



"Uhhuh"

Stone wasn't paying attention to her now. She had the feding she was listening to a speech rehearsed
many times, before many different audiences. Stone was physically imposing to begin with, and he took
on a presence that made Allison shrink into the chair.

"At the end of the Sixties, | wasahillionaire severa times over. None of it my own. My father had made
my fortune, and by the time it had reached me, the money had itsown life. It multiplied well enough
without me. That left me ashdlow, listlessyouth. By thirty years of age, no word or deed of any
conseguence could be gpplied to me."

"My peersdidn't think so. Through the latter haf of the decade | was picketed and dandered by children
not much younger than I. | was part of the military-industrial complex then.”

You aren't now? Allison thought. She didn't have the nerve to speak.

Stone squeezed his cane, and Allison heard his knuckles crack. "'l understood none of it. How, withina
few short years, ageneration so close to me had become so dien. It was asif the UFOs had landed and
exchanged dl the children.”

"When | saw the Moon landing, | knew that was what had happened.”

Stone stood up. Allison felt aquite different fear now, the fear of being locked in aroom with acrazy
person. Stone seemed to notice the changein her expression. It was arote recognition, asif thiswasthe
point in the play where the audience drew back in shock. From the depth of Stone's eyes, he could be
talking to an empty chair.

"Don't dismissmeyet. You, of al people, have seen glimpses of the other world.”

Allison nodded because she had no ideawhat he'd do if she didn't.

"Imagine my thoughts upon seeing the Moon landing. | had cluttered my mind aready with the teachings
of gurus and mystics, disciples of this new generation | didn't understand. And until thetelecadt, | had no
understanding.”

Stonelooked up at the celling, asif regarding the sky. "Then the redization hit me. | was seeing an event
millions of milesaway, and a billion people were experiencing the same event!" Stone held hisbreath
inadramatic pause, sill staring a the celling. "Every one of them,” Stonefinaly said, " The same thoughts.
Everyone the same vison. Everyone the same collective dream. That waswhen | knew."

Stone waited and Allison redlized that this was the point in the speech where he wanted to be prompted.
Allison gave him the minimd, "Knew what?'

Like a programmed mannequin at an amusement park, Stone launched back into his story. "The upheaval
inthe sixtieswasthefirg stirrings of the Change." Allison could hear the capitd C. "With the Moon
landing | redlized that | was seeing the collective unconscious made flesh. Our primitive unconscious, our

primal fears, our dreams and fantasies al becoming one with the screen.”

Yes, of course, uh huh— Allison shrank alittle degper into the chair.



"That was only the firdt redlization. More and more it became obvious that the redlm of the spirit was
closng in upon us. Technology itsdf was unearthing the ancient shamans and bringing themtolife.
Physicists have delved deep into the heart of the quantum and have found the Buddhalooking back."

Stone started pacing, swinging his cane around to indicate both the bookshel ves and the complex beyond
them. "Before Prometheus ever cameto me, | knew my lifeswork would be to help engineer the
Change. Eventhen | could seeagreat racid longing. | saw it in the children who blew their mindson
LSD looking for the doorwaysinsde. | saw it in the UFOs. Not aliens, | now knew, but travelersfrom
within. | seeit now, in the eyes of televangdidts, the channelers, dl those who believe in something,

anything—"

What about Elvis? Allison thought.

"Therésalonging for the next step, the New Age, the other world. It draws humanity like asalmon
upstream to spawn. | saw dl this, but there was no guiding force, no plan for the next stage in humanity's
evolution—"

"Thisiswhereyou comein. Isntit?" Allison said it so quietly that she didn't know if Stone had heard.

"By thetime | had heard of the Prometheus Research Indtitute, | had amassed thislibrary in pursuing my
dudies." Heindicated the bookswith his cane. "It isthe most extensive of itskind.”

Heleaned on his cane. For thefirgt time Allison thought he wasredly seeing her. "Y ou'reright. Origindly
thiswas funded by the CIA. But the CIA disassociated itsdlf at about the time there were the first signs of
Awakening. Perhapsthey're afraid of the Change. Perhapsthey should be." Stone shook his head. "1 was
apatriot with money, and eventually the Ingtitute contacted me to hel p finance what the CIA no longer
supported.” Stone smiled awide, unrestrained grin that scared the hell out of Allison.

"| did that, and more. | bought them out. Gave them anew direction. A true direction. I've turned
Prometheusinto the instrument to open the doors of the Change.”

Stone stared deep into Allison's eyes. His stare was more intimate, more violating than Chuck's had ever
been. Allison sank back in the chair, raped by Stone's gaze. After along pause, he said in agentle voice,
"After dl these years, and dl these children— Y ou are thefirst oneto be fully Awakened.”

Stone's eyes were intense, empty, and saw much too deep.

"Awakened?' Allison managed to say.

"Yes, | have been waiting for you, one like you. Someone who hasfully linked to one of the ancient
powers. In the words of my PhDs, you are our first fully operant telekinetic.”

Allison graightened in her sest. "What do you want from me?

"We are here to learn to access the other world. With one door open, we can discover the keysto
others. You are but the first of anew order. With your help, there will be others.”

Allison felt Stone's gaze on her and couldn't help imagining hersdlf as the incubator for this nut's master
race. "l get the picture,” she whispered.

"Good." Stone walked around hismeta desk and sat down again. Allison could hear the chair protest.



"You arethefirg of many, Allison. Y ou will help me bring the Change.”

Allison swallowed and pulled hersdlf up in her chair. Remember your advantage, shetold hersdf. Don't
act afraid. In thisman's sick little world, he needs you.

After willing hersalf calm, she managed to speek in avoice whose stillness surprised her. "If you want any
help from me, | have to have regular vistswith my father and Macy."

He made adismissing gesture with hishands asif it wasn't even an issue. "It isnot aproblem, Miss
Boyle." He nodded at her, and she took that as her cueto leave.

Before she reached the door Stone added, ™Y ou were chosen, Allison. Not by me or Prometheus. Y our
conception istheresult of the synchronicity of the other world. Y ou are the Change willing itself to
happen. Remember that."

Allison shuddered as she closed the door behind her.

Shewasled back by an anonymous-looking guard. Dr. Zendel seemed to have disappeared somewhere.
Allison didn't think she/d missthe doctor, but anything would have been preferable to the blank-faced
security goon who appeared asif he'd shoot her as soon aslook at her.

Allison noticed that his ID tag wasred. That placed him at the top of the security hill asfar as Allison
could determine. Blue, green, yellow, and red. Blue on the bottom. Red on the top. Allison didn't find it
encouraging to think that alot of the staff she'd seen with the students were only one step above her,
Security-wise.

Thisguard, leading her back to the blue area, held thefirst red ID tag she'd ever seen. She noticed that,
unlike her 1D card, the red-bordered one only had a photograph and the PRI flame logo, no name.

Shewas dightly tempted to ask this guy his name, but only dightly. He looked like atwitchy Gary Busey
on abad day. When they reached the lobby of the administration building, she was glad to berid of the

auy.
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For lunch, Allison walked through the cafeteria, grabbed a cardboard cheeseburger, and walked back
toward the residences. Between the two large residences were apair of tennis courts, a basketbal | court,
and asmall park set up with benches. The whole courtyard was walled in on three Sides, on the lft by
the boys residence, on the right by the girls, and ahead of her, beyond the basketball court, wasa
building that Allison thought wasagym.

She walked between the tennis courts and leaned up againgt one of the whitewashed camera poles.
Therewasn't any sign of Zack yet. Allison sighed.

If it weren't for her severelack of options, she wouldn't even be thinking of meeting with him.
She turned her gaze upward and watched the cameras above her as she ate her burger. There were three

cameras up there, pointing out the corners of an equilatera triangle. None of them panned down enough
to see within adozen feet of the pole they were mounted on.



Thinking about that, she looked around the courtyard to see which cameras were watching her.

The cameras were in the obvious places, the upper corners of the gym wall. Looking around, Allison
couldn't see anywhere that wasn't fully covered by some cameraor other, a least momentarily. It was
depressng.

"BOO!"

The shock amost made her spit up her cheeseburger. She jumped, turned around to dap Zack— his
voi ce had been unmistakable— and stopped.

Shewaslooking at Billy Idol inapair of funny-nose glasses. Her hand froze in midair. She snorted once,
and swallowed. Shetried to control herself and the effort made her tremble.

"Happy Haloween," Zack said.

Allison logt it. Something about hearing Zack's upper class Boston accent— incongruous a ready—
coming from behind a garish plastic nose and whiskers made her ked over laughing. Shetried to tell
hersdf it wasn't that funny. But, as she plopped on her butt, holding her somach, she thought, Maybe it
IS

After asecond she managed to choke out, " Some entrance, Zack."

"Did | do something funny?"

Allison dmost lost it again. But she managed to control hersdlf thistime. She managed to pull hersalf
upright. "Please, take those things off."

Zack took off the glasses, somewhat sheepishly, and looked at them with adightly bewildered
expression. "Sorry," hesaid.

Allison shook her head. "No, it'sdl right.” She actudly fdt alittle better. It wasthe first laugh she'd had
recently that didn't fed asif it wasa symptom of her sanity dipping. "Come on, let'sgo for awalk. You
can show me around.”

Zack shrugged and started walking, and Allison fished The Uncanny X-Men out of her pocket and
handed them to him. ™Y our comic books."

Zack looked at her and arched an eyebrow. "Finished them aready?'
"All of them," shereplied. "I'm aquick reader.”
They walked around in front of the adminigtration building. " So, are they listening to us now?"

"Truthis, | don't know." He lowered hisvoice. "I do know they're watching. There's acamera panning
after you."

Allison shrugged. "'l expected as much.” More quietly: "Y ou were right about Mr. Stone.”

"Y ou've seen him aready? I'm impressed.”



"So's he, apparently..." Allison looked across, back at the dorms. " So wheré's thisward?”

"The ward, and it isn't in the student area, of course.” Zack waved off in the direction of what appeared
to be aclassroom building. "It's over behind me. Believe me, you don't want to screw around with that
place”

"| take it that's separate from the medical facilities| wastold about.”

"Y ou bet, the staff won't even admit the ward existss—"

"But you know different?"

Zack laughed. "Ever try to keep rumors from spreading around a population of tel epaths?”

Allison looked around at the kids crowding the courtyard, fegling more exposed than ever. Zack seemed
to notice her concern. "Hey, don't worry, you're safe from that at least. Doubly safe.”

"Hun"

"Their little yelow pill? Most of the staff take 'em, too, ‘cause the drug blocks the telepaths out. It'slike
locking the door from both sides. Besides which, you're too high up the food chain for them to read

anyway."

"Comeagan?'

"Youll hear it dl inyour orientation class. But smply said, al thismental BS interfereswith each other.
The more power, the more interference. A "path trying to read off you, me, or Jesswould be like trying
to tunein acrysta radio next to the main generator at Hoover Dam. Static city."

"Evenif I'm not doing anything?'

"Yeah. You just have to stand next to someone with alower order power and they not only can't lock on
you, but they'll have trouble picking up anything."

Allison nodded. It made her fed alittle better. The last thing she needed was to worry about someone
running around in her heed.

That made her think about Chuck.

Something must have shown on her face, because Zack put his hand on her shoulder. "Hey, areyou al
right, Allison?'

She shook her head. "Allie, everyone cdlsmeAllie”
"Okay, Allie. Did | say something—"
"No, no." Shewiped her eyes. "l just reminded myself of someone. I'd rather not talk about it, okay?'

"Okay."



"Now... why don't you tell me about Jessica?"
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"Sheiskindapretty,” Sean said in hisdow drawl. His accent wasn't characteristic of any particular place,
or, if it was, it was aplace unique to him. It didn't hamper Jessica's understanding of his speech. She had
known him too long. She didn't respond, since anything she might say would be lost while Sean had his
concentration focused out the window.

While Sean stared out the window of the smal meeting room, Jessicafaced away from him, seated in
one of the overstuffed chairs surrounding the ova table that dominated the room. Her gaze was focused
on the pagein her hands. She stared at it without seeing it.

At the moment Jessica and Sean were the only people in the room. They were here because it was one

of the few blue-accessible places that she knew for afact wasn't monitored. Since they didn't lock up the
classroom building for the weekend, the small lounges for the "teachers' made convenient meeting places.
This one was especidly convenient since it overlooked the courtyard where dl the PRI kids congregated.

"She's il talking to Zack, but a pole'sin theway of his mouth—" Jessica heard Sean shift hisweight
behind her. She continued staring at the sheet of paper she held in her hands.

"Ah, he's saying, “She'sinto control. She getsthe guardsto...' dunno, "...stuff in here." She's asking
something, | can't see”

Jessicanodded. Sean was largely deaf in both ears, from a childhood accident. It made reading lips
second nature to him, and made him useful to Jessica. Such a pedestrian talent was overlooked by almost
everyonein this storehouse of the miraculous. With one pair of binoculars, Sean was dmost asgood asa
clarvoyant.

It was predictable. Zack had made a bedline to the newcomer. That was amost standard operating
procedure. It was never much of a problem before. Zack was never much of a problem before, even
though histaent was vaued highly enough that Jess couldn't convince Stone to have him dedt with. Zack
might be untouchable, but no one ése was. And, unlike Jessica, Zack alienated both Stone and the staff.
Hedidn't have the subtlety to use them to get anything done.

With afew well-placed words, Jessica could undo any amount of Zack's rabble-rousing with the regular
students.

However, Allison Boyle was not aregular student. Jessicaonly had to think of the wreckage of Billy
Jackson to redize that. Worse, from the conversation Sean was relating, Allison Boyle knew how specid
shewas.

She had dready talked to Stone.

Already.

Sean fed her more of their conversation, wrapped in his nameless accent. Jessicalet it bleed into her
mind without paying attention to the individua words. The sense of it was enough.



Allison Boyle accepted Zachary Lanagan's evil interpretation of both Jessicaand Prometheus, afeding
that seemed reinforced by the meansthe field agents used to bring Allison in. Eveniif dl Jesscahad to go
on was Billy'sreaction, it was obvious that the whole episode had been badly handled, to say the least.

Worse, unlike Zack, Allison Boyle seemed ready to use the value of her power asalever with the staff.
Allison wastdling Zack how she had dealt with her orientation officer, Dr. Zendd.

All of thissank in. Each sentence of the conversation below seemed to tear itsown little holein Jessicals
peace of mind. Up to now she had built everything so carefully. Everything since she had come here was
supposed to protect her, kegp anyone from being in aposition to hurt her. Aslong as shewasin control,
aslong as she was too vauable, too cooperative to harm, she was safe.

What would happen to her if she wasn't the most va uable talent that Prometheus had? Zack didiked her,
but there were people— people on the staff— who hated her.

"Jessica?' Sean placed ahand on her shoulder, breaking her out of her reflection. She jerked, acircle of
gray ash collapsed from the center of the pages shewas holding. A small wisp of white smoketrailed up
from the pile it made on the table.

No, | can't lose control. Not of Prometheus and, God help us, not of thid Not now!

Jessicastared at the pile of ash for amoment, thankful that Sean knew enough not to ask if anything was
wrong. She put down the paper and turned so that Sean could see her speak. "Let's go seeif Oscar's
reed anything useful latdly.”

Sean nodded. He bent over to grab awastebasket and started brushing the remains of Jessica's
paperwork into the can. Her eyes focused on the paper again.

They were copies of the autopsy results on Billy Jackson.
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"What the hell's going on?" Allison screamed at the dust-strewn corridors of Euclid High. Her voice
echoed through dark, abandoned halways. Deep in the distance she thought she heard an echo say,
"Little Miss Perfect said, ‘Hdll.'"

The nightmare, the same nightmare. How many times was she going to be trapped here? Mere repetition
had gotten through to her. She was fully aware she was dreaming now. It did no good. Shefelt trapped
here, mired in afrustration as solid as glue.

She walked, or shetried to walk. Single steps seemed to take aeons. Dust billowed up from her steps,
and fragments of gray plaster crunched under her feet. Her hand brushed alocker. The resulting shower
of rust and paint flecksitched madly.

Her mouth tasted dry, dusty.

Shecdled out, "I know you're here, somewhere. Why are you hiding?'



The echo came back. "Y ou're hiding. Y ou're hiding. Y ou're hiding."

"Helpme" she shouted. Shafts of sunlight hung from cracksin the boards covering the windows. She
pushed through each dust-heavy sheft asif it were aphysica barrier.

The clocks here, dl of them, were stopped at twelve. She was passing one now. It hung over the door to
an empty, darkened classroom. She stopped there, unable to push hersdf any farther.

As shedid, she thought the shadows in the classroom moved dightly. She peered inside and whispered,
"Chuck?'

The echo came back, even softer, "Now."
Theclock fell from thewall, smashing at her fest....

Allison sat bolt upright in her bed, fully awake. Her pulse raced in her neck, and her skin was clammy
with perspiration.

To her surprise, the demon clock on her wall wasn't Sirening her wake-up call. She sat bresthing deeply
and cursing both Chuck and her subconscious. They were probably one and the same.

Thewholeright side of her body itched.

She looked at the clock and saw she had nearly fifteen minutes before the nurse came with her little
yelow pill. The thought was depressing, but at least she had time to shower. She needed it.

Her mind was still wrapped up in Euclid High as she walked into the bathroom, so she didn't notice until
sheturned on thelight.

Theright Sde of her body, especidly her arm, was covered in fragments of paint and rust. She had to
stop hersdf from gasping.

It's not there. It's like the leaves. A hallucination.

That didn't make her fed any better. Shetold hersdf to ignoreit; she couldn't start cracking now. She
especidly couldn't start cracking in front of any hidden cameras. Who knows what they'd do with her if
they thought she was going crazy.

What if | am going crazy?

She got into the shower and tried to calm herself down. It didn't help that the rust and paint flakes
stubbornly refused to wash off. When she finished her shower, that whole sde of her body was flushed
and red from scrubbing. And it il itched.

When the nurse came, a seven-thirty, just like last time. Allison expected some comment about the dirt
on her arm. It felt asif it was actually tarting to raise arash. But, as she'd feared, the nurse didn't even
seem to notice.

She went through the routine with the pill, and by the time the nurse | eft, the paint, the rust, and theitch
weredl goneasif they'd never existed. Just like the taste of leaves, before.



01 NOVEMBER NAVARRO COUNTY, TEXAS
9:23AM MONDAY

Her firgt "class’ was a nine-thirty. She had learned that viayet another unsubtle invasion of privacy— as
if she had any privacy left. While she had been out getting breskfast, someone had goneinto her room,
collected her notebooks and her backpack, and arranged it dl on her bed along with alittle
computer-printed schedule.

Her first reaction had been adesire to throw the backpack across the room, but she was restrained by
the paranoid ingtinct telling her that they were dwayswatching. So she put on ashow of takingitin
dride.

Inside, though, she still burned. She wanted out of this place. She wanted Dad, she wanted Macy, and
shewanted her own life back. Shetold hersalf that sheld gladly give her teek back to get away from
these people.

However, what frightened her was the possihility that was alie. She wanted her teek, and shewas afraid
that they might offer it back— take her off this drug— and ask something in return she shouldn't give.

That was what was preoccupying her as she sat in alecture room in Prometheus classroom building.
Everyone el se seemed to just accept things here. Even Zack took this captivity, and the desires of their
captors, as given, undterable.

The"students’ who filed into the hal didn't look like prisoners. They didn't act like prisoners. She
couldn't help but wonder how many in thisroom were dragged here by force. If many were, the
acceptance they showed did not encourage her.

It would be easier if | just gave up.

The thought, after everything that had happened, especially after what happened to Mom, made her
ashamed of hersdlf. Thinking about Mom now, knowing that there wasn't anything she could do—

Theingtructor interrupted her thoughts. She wiped her eyes and glanced at the printout. She wasn't even
surewhat class she wasin, she had just gone to aroom number. The sheet told her that thiswas
"Standard Orientation.”

Below her theingtructor was saying, "...every first Monday. All new students are required to attend each
monthly lecturetheir first year here.”

It was hard for her to conceive of amore depressing thought than the idea of her "first year,” at this place.
"Some of you are new arrivals, and some of you have been here for afew months. | want to remind you
al to pay attention, snce what we cover herein this orientation lecture is fundamenta to your ability to
understand and do well here at Prometheus. Everything I'll say bears repetition, and you should pay
attention even if you've heard it before— am | right, Mr. Harris?'

Someonein thefirst row turned around to face the front. "Y es, ah, right, Dr. Lawrence.”

Allison wiped her eyes and watched Dr. Lawrence. It was just like any other class she'd ever attended,
except thisonefdt asif it might be amatter of life or death. She paid attention.



As Zack had told her, Orientation told her more about PRI's classfication system, and it told her why she
was S0 valuable to these people. PRI divided psychic abilitiesinto three broad classifications.

Class| was defined as purely sensory in nature, and was statistically the most common talent among the
kids here. According to Dr. Lawrence, amost dl of these talents could be considered variants on
telepathy. Even things like psychometry— the reading of "psychic impressions' on objects— and
precognition, were telepathic in nature. The telepathic talent seemed to operate on some quantum level
where commonsense ideas of time and location meant very little. Images from the past or future meant
contact with apast or future mind, and the mind was anonlocalized event, awavelike entity that
extended beyond the physical body.

Much of it went over Allison's head. Dr. Lawrence often gpologized for dl the scientific jargon, but he
went onusing it anyway.

Class || was defined as nonphysical interference in the physical world. That contradictory definition
gpplied to the much rarer talentsthat affected probability in some predictable fashion. The operation of
these talents was obscure and not well understood, and Dr. Lawrence didn't do agood job of explaining
it. Allison gathered that this group included the dice-rollers she had heard about. From the explanation,
the ClassIIsdid not directly affect the motion of the dice to make anumber come up, they atered the
probability of anumber coming up. Dr. Lawrence said that Class|Isdirectly dtered the probabilistic
wave equations of quantum mechanics— whatever that meant.

AllisonwasaClass|I1 because she dedt directly with physical matter and energy. Class |11 grouped the
only taentsthat dedlt with the gross manipulation of macroscopic objects. It wasthe rarest talent of dl,
amounting to two peoplein al of PRI. Three peopleincluding Allison. Fortunately, Dr. Lawrence didn't
point her out to the rest of the class.

There were countless subtleties to PRI's classification system. Therewere Class| taentsthat didn't fit
into asubclass of telepathy. And when Dr. Lawrence began talking about tests and comparisons, Allison
was uncomfortably aware of the film she had seen.

Those twins had been here, and they had died here. She became conscious of the things Dr. Lawrence
wasn't talking about. Like how they had come to find what certain drugsdid, or how they had located
the hot spots of activity inthe brain.

"By now al of you, even those of you who have recently arrived—" Thistime Dr. Lawrence did look at
her. It wasthe first time held acknowledged her presence as anything other than just another captive
sudent. "— have some idea of where you arein this classfication system. | would like to remind you that
thisismerely acatalog, and not ameasure of worth. All these tlents are incredibly valuable when
reproducible, and al our researchesindicate that they come from acommon source in the brain. The
same neurochemigtry isinvolved in dl of these, and as we progress with our genetic sequencing, it
appears that acommon cluster of genesisresponsibleaswell.”

Hewalked out in front of the podium to look at dl of them, but at Allisonin particular. "Asweteach you
about your own powers, you're teaching us how they work. And al of you who show any &hility have
the potential to show them al. Think about that whenever you fed unduly burdened in one of your
classes. Someday one of you may give usthe key to unlock dl of thisin dl of you...."

The bell rang. Dr. Lawrence looked up at the clock and said, " Class dismissed.”
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The phrase, "dl of thisindl of you," had run through Allison's head most of the day. What if PRI could
manage that? What if there was some magic neurotransmitter that could give everyone with the right
genesthe ability to read minds, or levitate—

Or to teek aquarter at the speed of abullet?

No wonder so many kids seemed to accept this. They were being offered ahuge incentive. "Stick with us
and one day you'll work miracles." Allison now understood that there were more than the obvious
reasons that she, and Zack, and Jessicawere valuable to PRI. They were proof that such power was
possible. PRI could encourage their students by telling them that, one day, they could do that.

Therest of her morning had been filled with classes that wouldn't be out of place a Euclid High. Infact,
they gave her some of the same classes. Someone, somewhere, must have gotten hold of her class
schedule. That served to make her just that much more paranoid, and made her feel even more done and
exposed.

And dl that was nothing compared to what she was undergoing right now. She'd known that, eventualy,
they would insst on some sort of physical examination. But she wasn't prepared for it. After everything
else, thelittle computer-written line on her schedule, *1:30 PM Medica Appointment— Room M-1005,"
terrified her.

Now, at fifteen after, after barely eating lunch and ignoring Zack in the cafeteria, she sat in acold waiting
room clutching the little dip of paper.

The waiting room was uncomfortably similar to every other hospital waiting room she had ever beenin.
The chairs were chegp metd tubing and plastic, the floor dick linoleum tile, and the walswere
cream-colored and covered with standard public health posters. Somehow the ordinariness of this place
made it worse. Her mind kept drifting back to the last time she was in a hospitd, right after Chuck had
attacked her.

Worse, when she didn't think about that, she thought about the film, and long needles. She thought of
walking away severd times. But what good would it do? She was trapped, and they were more than
capable of forcing her to cooperate, and cooperation was the only real lever she had with these people.

Thelast line on her paper was, "6:00 PM Family Vist— Room A-3307." That kept her going, and it
trapped her. Shewas going to see Dad and Macy, but if she began fighting now, they could easily take
that away. She had made abargain with Stone, cooperation in exchange for Dad and Macy.

She was ashamed by the wish that she wasn't bound by such adeal, and by the wish that she didn't care
about the hostages they held for her benefit.

"Allison Boyle?" cdled the nurse, like every other nursein every other waiting room.

They try so hard to keep this all normal, Allison thought, and all they manage is to make everything
more bizarre.

They tried to make it comfortable, they even had awoman doctor do the examination. It didn't help.



Allison till had to undress, and even with the hospital gown they gave her, she dtill felt naked throughout
the whole endless process.

They took her blood, her urine, her saliva. They poked and prodded every crevicein her body. They laid
her on adab, strapped her head in avise so it couldn't move, and rolled her into a huge machine they
caled anuclear magnetic resonance imager. They taped eectrodes to her chest, her arms, and her
forehead, and recorded alot of wavy lines.

Allison gritted her teeth and endured it dl, even though it seemed a more thorough rape than Chuck ever
could have managed. The only high point to al of it was when they commented that they would be testing
her telekinetic abilities sometime tomorrow.

After that, the thought that they would take her off their little teek-nullifying drug, even for alittlewnhile,
made therest of their examinationstolerable.
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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"Chrigt, man, when are you going to do something?" Allison'sfriend, Macy, paced through theliving
room making a point of walking in front of thetelevison.

John Charvat wasn't watching the TV anyway. He was seated in one of two chairsthat occupied the
living room of one of the Ingtitute's prefab houses. He wondered if housing Macy with him was a security
decision, some sort of subtle psychologica move on Stone's part, or if it was smply amatter of
efficiency. There had dways been something of ahousing shortage here, and many employees|lived " off
campus' so to speak— even though security would prefer it otherwise,

Not much had changed here. From his point of view that was agood thing.

"Areyou even ligtening to me?' Macy said. "Hasit sunk in to that buzz-cut head of yoursthat were
prisoners here?’

Yes, and that every word you're saying is being recorded. John dlowed himsdf afurtive glance
upward at avent in thewall above the televison. There would be one of four security cameras that
covered amost every square foot of this house. He had made a point to sit with his paper, and his
crosswords, right in plain view.

"Thereslittle | can do, Macy. Werefifty milesfrom the nearest city, twenty from the nearest interstate.
Nothing getsin or out of this place without Stone'sblessing." John kept writing with the marker in his
hand. His notes were cryptic and strayed out of bounds of the crossword puzzle. He kept the writing
tilted on hisknee out of view from both Macy and the camera.

"That's your daughter they're keeping prisoner— and you're Sitting there with a damn crossword puzzle.”

"What do you want me to do? Plan some daring escape? How?' John marked abold line on the paper
that represented the main fence line dividing the tract housing from the airgtrip.

"Y ou worked here—"



John nodded. " Then accept that | know how unlikely escaping thisplaceis.” John knew exactly how
unlikely. On hislittle map he had marked dl the observation towersin the Ingtitute's private little suburb,
in the past two days held managed to refamiliarize himself with the setup. There were only afew places
where the terrain offered some cover from the cameras. He had come up with avery circuitous route to
theairfidd.

Even with the congtant surveillance, John felt perfectly safe saying his next thought doud. "Even if you and
| got out of here, Allison's il in there, behind three layers of security. How would you get her out?"

How will I get her out?

Macy shook her head and said, "Damn." She dropped into the other chair, rubbing her arms and— to
John it seemed— trying not to cry. "It's o rotten, just Sitting here, not being able—"

"l know."
"If we could just pretend that we're getting out of here. Even if we'refooling ourselves, I'd fed better.”

John nodded. He looked &t hislittle map. Am | fooling myself just to make myself feel better? |
haven't flown anything since 'Nam, and how am | going to get Allison out of that place?

John folded the paper and reached over to attempt to comfort Macy—
Just then, without warning, the door burst open.
John'sfirgt thought was, They don't need us anymore.

His second thought, as three of the Prometheus security goons marched into the center of the living room,
was, They saw the map.

Macy stared at them, asif she'd been expecting them. "So? What now?"

A moreinnocuous-looking woman followed the guardsinto the living room. John noticed that the name
tag read "Dr. Zende." Unfamiliar name, after histime. Even so, looking a her, John had her pegged as
Psych—

"If you'd please come with us, Mr. Charvat, we have ameeting scheduled.”

John stood up, paper folded in his hand. "With whom?”

"MissBoyle" Dr. Zendd said, with ahint of annoyance.

Macy jumped up and said, "Allie?"

John felt just as excited as Macy. Not just because they were letting them see his daughter. Stone had no
reason at al to keep him and Macy happy, which meant that this was happening to keep Allison
cooperative. The fact Stone was dlowing this meeting— in fact, Dr. Zenddl's whole attitude— meant that
something sSgnificant was happening with "Miss Boyle"
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"Dad!" Allison cried when he walked through the door. She ran up and hugged him. He stopped in the
doorway, asif surprised at her reaction. She must have surprised him, since sheld surprised hersdlf.

Allison recognized the man who had opened the door for Dad. He was the evil-looking Gary Busey type
who'd escorted her from Ston€e's office. "One hour,” he told them. The door shut after him.

Allison let go of her dad and looked at the door, "Hey, what about Macy?!
"Don't worry. She'sdl right.”
"But I'm supposed to see both of you.”

Dad walked over and sat down on the couch. The room was an ingtitutiona attempt at aliving room,
including arecliner and a coffee table. But the large mirror facing the couch was somewhat out of place.

"From what they said," hetold her, "which wasn't much, you'll get to see her tomorrow."”

Allison shook her head in disgust. "What? Arethey afraid I'll try and escape with both of you?Y ou have
any ideahow many of their armed goons arein this building—"

"Actudly, yes, | do."

Allison turned and looked at Dad. He looked trapped. Allison was confounded by equal waves of
sympathy and irritation at this man she hardly knew.

She sat down next to him. "I don't know anything about you, you know."

"I'm sorry about that. I'm afraid you don't have the greatest father.”

Allison took his hand. "Why don't you tell me about him?"

He chuckled. "To be honest, it isn't very interesting—"

Allison didn't believe that, and her look must have told her father so.

He sghed. "For awhile| had the norma family setup— at least norma when | was growing up— two
parents, a brother, and my granddad al on alittlefarm in upstate New Y ork. Lived there until | was

eighteen, when | was drafted.”

Dad went to Vietnam in 1966. It didn't take long before he was transferred into specia operations run by
ASl. Hewas promoted and placed in charge of specid psychologica operations over North Vietnam.

"What wasit you did?"
"Modtly air-dropped things. Pamphlets, drugs, odd little boxes built by the CIA—"
"No, I mean you were one of PRI'skids, weren't you? That was why they recruited you, right?”’

"Oh, yes..."



Dad told her that, by the time he entered the Army, the ASI had developed a number of blood tests that
could screen out probable psychics. They had alaundry list of indicator hormones and neurotransmitters,
and they were ableto dip the testsinto otherwise norma physicals. In Vietnam they managed to screen
out over athousand people that way. Many of the talents were unstable, liable to burn out while the
person was still ateenager. Most of the people ASI recruited were eighteen, and half were till "usable.”

Dad'staent was what Prometheus called aClass1l. Hewasadice-roller. Or, ashisfriendsin the Army
cdled him, hewasalucky charm.

"It was asde effect of my talent that most of my tour was boring. Mogt of the time we were never even
ghot at. There was onetime we were hit by a SAM, but the missile never went off, it just sheared thetip
off of onewing."

AS had him pilot thirty or forty missonsinto North Vietnam, until the blood tests suggested histaents
were flaring out. Shortly after he was grounded, he dipped in an Officer's Club and fractured hisleg. He
gpent the rest of hismilitary career in ahogpital.

"By then, I'd put in my time and the Army discharged me."

Unfortunately for Dad, things had changed while he was away. His brother and grandfather had diedina
fire that had swept through the farmhouse. His parents dealt with it as best they could, but the stress
ended in their divorce, and the sdle of the farm.

"My grandparents?’ Allison asked.

Dad smiled. It was asad amile, but thefirst real one held given her. "Oh, they're ftill kicking. Y our
granddad opened afarm supply store back home. He's il running it, and afew othersaswell. He
refusesto retire. Y our grandmother went back to school, moved to Washington, D.C. | think it might
have been areaction to my being drafted, but she became an antiwar activist. She actualy met your mom
before | did. She wasworking for Amnesty Internationd last | heard— but | don't keep in touch much.”
It wasincredible hearing about his haf of her family. It wasincredible just having an extended family.
"I'd like to meet them someday.”

Dad reached out and squeezed her hand. "I hope you can.”

"Y our brother," Allison asked. "How old was he?"

"Sxteen."

"Do you think...?" Allison couldn't finish the question. But she could seein her dad's eyesthat he knew
what she was asking. These talents PRI bred, they could be dangerous. Dad had said that the more
powerful the talents of the second generation were, the lessreligble they were.

"That he could have been the cause of thefire? | wish | knew."

"Why did you keep working for them?" Allison asked.

Dad sighed. "No grand reason. | did it because they hired me and they paid well. Thereisn't much work
for ex-gpooks."



""'So you ended up running security here?!
"BEventudly—"

Dad was interrupted by the door opening. ™Y our hour isup,” said Mr. Busey, as Allison had begun
thinking of the guard.

"But," she began to object. The time had gone much too fast for her. There was so much € se she wanted
to talk about, even when she excluded the things she couldn't say while PRI was monitoring their
conversation.

"Shh, Allie," Dad said as he stood up. "I'll see you in acouple of days. They don't want you to think
they're keeping me from you." Therewasalittle smilein theway he said thet, asif he was hoarding some
Secret victory between them.

"Yeah, right,” Allison responded, realizing that Dad was aware of how much Stone vaued her. He might
even know that she was the one who'd forced the meeting.

"Hey, thiswill work out somehow." Dad's voice made it an empty sentiment, but something in hiseyes
sad, "WEell get them." Shewondered if shewasimaginingit.

"Believeit or not, | do loveyou." He squeezed her hand ashe said "love' and et it drop as he I €ft.

Allison looked at her hand. There were things she needed to talk to Dad about. Things she couldn't talk
about in front of microphones.

But what if those things weren't what she was talking about? She kept staring at her hand, thought of
Zack's comic books, and began devel oping the germ of anidea.

"Thiswill work out somehow," she whispered.
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George sat at one end of the table in the briefing room, Stone sat at the other. At the moment, George
was shaking his head, an expression of disbelief on hisface.

Stone held up his hand to silence a scientist who was spesking. "Is there something wrong, George?'

George let out ahumorless chuckle. "Wrong? If | understand right, you killed Elroy to cut open hisbrain.
What the hell could be wrong?'

The scientist who had been addressing the room said, " There were chemical and structura studies that
we couldn't do with the NMR—"

"Chrigt, Smpson thinks I'm objecting on a practical basis," George whispered.

"We can talk about your problems|ater,” Stone said to George. Then he turned to Simjpson and said,
"Please, continue.”



Simpson nodded, glancing at George before he went on. He pressed a button on the remote in his hand;
in response, an image was projected on thewall of the room. Theimage was ameagnified view of a
tangled mass of nerve cells. "This showswhat 1've been describing about Billy Jackson— Elroy. Pay
particular attention to the dengity of the interconnections here." He pressed the remote again. "And here.
These arefrom siteswe know arerelated to Class | activity. And for your reference—" Theimage
changed again to show apicture formed of a series of vertica gray bars, each crossed by random black
gripes of varied intengity. Three Stes had been highlighted by red boxes. "Thisis Billy Jackson's genetic
profile. The marker Steswerdateto Class|, I, and 111 activity areindicated.”

Simpson walked in front of the projection and pointed to the one box that enclosed anumber of black
bars. "Obvioudy, from Billy Jackson's profile even the nonbiologists here can see thisisthe Class | Ste.
The other markers are absent.” He indicated the other red boxes, which enclosed empty spots on two
other bars.

"Now, back to the anomaly—" He pressed his remote. The image changed to aview of neuronsagain,
amilar to thefirst but dightly different. "Thisisfrom the only Ste— so far— that we can associate with
Class 11 activity. These branchings should not be there. And the biochemicd tests bear out the fact that
Billy Jackson had developed into alatent ClasslI1."

Stone shook hishead. "I sthis something we could have missed earlier?”’

"Emphaticaly not. Biochemicaly, at least, Billy Jackson changed after he went into thefield. For thefirgt
time we have abrain and neurochemigtry different from the genetic profile.”

"| assume you've double-checked everything?"
Simpson hodded.
"So what about the girl 7" Stone asked.

"We've only got preliminary tests from the blood the field team extracted. Well have better data after this
afternoon'stests are fully processed.”

"Fine," Stone said, "you've hedged. Now what do we know?"

"Shejust hasthe Class 11 genetic markers, which we could have predicted. But the chemical markers—"
he paused.

"y e
"Thisisprdiminary, you understand.”

Stone nodded.

"She has dl the markerswe associate with Class| and Class|1 activity.”

One of the seated scientists shook her head. "Great! Y ou've just shot down al the work we've donein
genetic sequencing.”

"No," George said. Hewas still shaking his head, and he said wearily, "He hasn't. Y our great Change,



Stone, isn't it?"

"It'swhy | called thisbriefing." Stone gave George acold smile. ™Y ou should be happy that, for once
here, physics hasled thelife sciences.™

The scientist who'd complained about genetics spoke. "Would someone explain thisto me?’
Stonelooked at George, "Y ou are the physicist, and you did bring the girl in."

The color drained from George's face as he stood. He gave a curt nod to Simpson, dmost adismissive
gesture, and began to address the assembled scientists. "Most of you are here, a PRI, because you are
practica scientists. My ream has been theory, trying to explain the data you people keep handing me.
Collectively, wein physics havetried to provide the Ingtitute with a coherent description of the nonloca
mind, a quantum description of the eventsyou record here. A description of the mind asawave
function.”

George waked in front of the projected neurons. He did not look like aman used to talking before an
audience. His eyestried to hide in the shadows of the projected image.

"Our best effort so far has been predicting the interference of one mind with another, especialy how
sometalentswill cancel others. But it is characteristic of wavesthat interference need not be destructive,
damping thewave. Thereisapossibility, which we've predicted, that there could be congtructive
interference.”

There was an excited babble in the room which persisted until Stone cleared his throat. George |oosened
histie asthe crowd grew slent. Stone said quietly, "Layman'sterms, for the psychologists.”

There was one nervous chuckle in the room. It wasn't from George.

Hewalked over to alab cart where apair of smal devices sat. "Mr. Stone wanted a demonstration. |
have here apair of signa generators.” He switched on one of the devices, and alow, numbing tonefilled
theroom. "Y ou're listening to arather low-amplitude sound wave." He turned on the other. Another low
sound filled the room, and the combined noise was barely audible. "Two sounds are now being piped in
from opposite ends of the room, through the PA system. In a perfectly controlled environment you would
be hearing nothing now, because both waves are exactly ninety degrees out of phase. Theinterferenceis
destructive, the waves are destroying each other, in the way that ps talents cancel each other out.”

George adjusted the did on one device, "Note that | am not changing the amplitude— the “volume— of
the waves—"

Even 5o, the low bass sound became louder and louder until it hurt thefillingsin the listeners teeth and
vibrated the floor beneath them. The sound was becoming intolerable just at the point Stone said,
"Enough." Hehad to rase hisvoice.

George flipped the switch on one of the boxes. The sound level dropped down to the origina soft bass
tone. "That was congructive interference.”
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Allison sat on the roof of the girls dormitory. The areawas fenced in well short of the roof's edge, but
she could ill have aview of the area beyond where she was supposed to go. At the moment, she was
garing off in the direction of the landing strip, invisible now except for the lightsalong its edge.

She had been sitting here and thinking for hours.

"Allison Boyle, | presume.” The voice was femae, and it came from behind her. Allison turned to face the
speaker, though she had an idea of who it was.

"JesscaMason," Allison said.

It was. Her red hair was unmistakable, even in theill-lit gloom up here. Something about Jessica, her
expression, her body language, something sublimind, put Allison on edge.

"I'm here to offer abeated welcometo the Indtitute.” She smiled at Allison, but it was afrightening smile.
It was a smile someone might make whileinflicting, or recalving, greet pain.

Allison nodded and said, "Thank you." It was the only gppropriate thing she could think of.

Jessicawa ked to the fence surrounding the small courtyard on the roof. Light from below painted
chain-link shadows on Jessicasface. "l see you're dready pushing the boundaries, Allison.”

"Huh?" Allison stood up.

"It'san hour after curfew. What if security found out?"

It was Allison'sturn for agrim smile. "I'm quite sure they know exactly wherel am at dl times.”
Jessicalooked at her, and her smile disappeared. "Y ou're taking liberties. That's dangerous.”

Allison folded her arms and resisted an urge to back away. Fear had run her life for so long now that it
seemed that she had little left. "What do you want?' she asked.

"I want to know what you want, Allison."

Thetone of voice, her forced familiarity, reminded Allison of Chuck. The thought should have scared her,
or at least heightened the paranoid anxiety that had gripped her ever since PRI had brought her here.
Instead, Allison felt her resolve strengthen. She looked Jessicain the eyes and tried to discover
something in there.

"l want to beleft done.” | want my life back.

Jessica stared back with an intensity that seemed to deaden any expression she had. "Isthat all? | hopeit
is"

An odd breeze brushed Allison's cheek. A wind warmer than the cooling scrubland surrounding
Prometheus, a breath of air from much earlier in the day. Then it was gone. Jessicalooked away asthe
breeze passed, and Allison remembered what Zack had said. Jessicawas not under any chemical
resraints.

"Y ou'vetaked to Zachary Lanagan.”



Zachary Lanagan? In ancther context, Allison might have found the name amusing.

Jessicawas till talking, pacing in adow circle around her. "He's given you some distorted notions of
who | am."

"Sowho areyou?' Allison asked.

"Do you know what this place really is? Do you know what it means?' Jessicakept pacing around her.
Thewords sounded as if they were written by Howard Stone, but the tone was much different. There
was no trace of idealism or mysticism, however twisted, around Jessica. Her speech was matter-of-fact,
basic, practical. "Prometheusis designed to make superhumans. Everything hereis designed to create
people who do what we do, better than we do, freed of al the accidents of biology." Jessica stopped
pacing. ™Y ou know what it means when they succeed?’

"Stone's Change?'

Jesscalaughed. "Stone wants aMessiah. He wants hislittle factory to churn out a hundred thousand
Chrigts.... Therésgoing to be achangedl right. But it's going to be aless than spiritua one." She turned
around and looked at Allison again. "When they open that door, unleash that power, we are going to
inherit thisplanet.”

Thistime Allison did take a step back. "What are you talking about?*

"Inevitability. The question isnot if well take control, but who will bein charge when it hgppens.”
"That'sinsane,” Allison said. Her voice had faded to awhisper.

Jessicasmiled coldly. "Why? Even with what's here, in this compound today, a competent |eader could
take over asmall government completely. One coercer here, afew dice-rollers a the polls, enough

tel epaths providing enough information to control the legidature. And then there are the ClassIslike

youand me...."

Allison stepped back again, and Jessicatook a step forward. " The human body is such addicate
ingrument.” Jessicasmiled when she said that.

"Y ou can't be serious about Al this?'

"Don't be naive," Jessica snapped. "Whatever Stone says, it'swhy we're here. PRI thinksthey'll bein
control when the floodgates open. But it will be me.”

III %ll

"I don't think you do. Y ou've comein here, and you've taken some obvious security in the value
Prometheus places on your talents. But |'ve spent Six years here, preparing. If | wanted to, my people
could take this place. Do you bdieve me?'

Allison was speechless. All she could do was stand there and look at Jessica. Belatedly, the fear findly
came. It was no longer the paranoid fear of PRI, but fear of just how little control they might have over
what they were unleashing. Slowly, she nodded.



"Y ou want to be left done. I'll leave you done. But | want you to believethis. I've earned what | have,
and God help anyone who threatensit. Anyone. And never once think your value to Prometheus protects
you from that." Jessicaturned and left Allison alone on the roof.

Beyond the airgtrip, the Texas wilderness looked londlier than ever.
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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Allison sat up in her bed. Thetaste of dust wasin her mouth, and the memory of the abandoned
corridors of Euclid Heights High wasfresh in her mind. Three nightsin arow. It was Sarting to scare her.
It was asif Chuck had locked himsdlf into some dim corner of her mind and waited for the moment when
her defenseswere at their [owest to torment her.

That thought woke her up the rest of the way. She sat in her bed and ran her tongue over the
halucinatory grit in her mouth. Maybe that was exactly what was happening, why she heard the whispers
about time, why she noticed dl those clocks.

Asif to confirm the suspicion, the taste of dust disappeared, asif she had dready swallowed their little
ydlow pill. She shuddered. If I'mright, that means | really am in some sort of contact with Chuck,
and these are more than just nightmares.

It was an ugly thought, but she could dmost hear Chuck's voice saying, "Bingo, Sweetcakes.”

She hugged hersdlf and whispered, "Stop calling methat.”

Allison tried to shower the fedings away. She didn't want to believe that Chuck was till there, in her
head. It wasfineto think such thingsin adream, but it was very bad when the idea began to make sense
inthe red world—

If therewas still such athing asthe red world.

But it made a perverted sort of sense. Chuck’s nocturna visits could have been a product of her own
mind, but if they were, why did they cease when they put her on the yellow pill? She could even
remember, before he had faded away, about him mentioning something about " anti-mindwarp crap.”
Could that be the same thing as Zack's "pharmaceutical |eash?’

She even began wondering how Chuck could know something like that before she did.

Why was she looking for him in the dream?

Zack said that those drugs did more than disable her teek, they interfered with everything. Maybe even
some psychic process in her own head. Maybe the reason Chuck faded away that last time was because
that's when the antipsychic drug kicked in for thefirst time.

As shetoweled hersdlf off, she knew what Chuck wastrying to say with these nightmares.

Itistime. Thisisthe only time.



She stood in front of the sink and looked at the faucet. And, like alimb numb from lack of use, she could
fed her teek reach out. The sense was much fuzzier than she was used to, and much fainter. It was asif
she was drunk and much too far away. But her teek wasthere, and it brushed through the metallic lattice
that was the substance of the faucet.

Shetried totieit to part of the faucet, and it waslike groping through ethereal mud. The effort built a
pressure behind her forehead that felt asif it must burst through the skin.

Her own hand reached for the faucet, her fingerstouching it lightly as she felt her teek moveit, letting the
water into the aink.

Allison amiled.

That wasit. Thedrug only lasted so long. By thistimein the morning, the dose they had given her was
beginning to wear off. That waswhat Chuck was saying. Suddenly, Allison fdlt asif freedom might redlly
be within her reach.

Shelet her teek sink back into her head. They were going to be testing her today, and she was going to
see Macy. The closer she came to escaping this place, the less she could afford to let thelittle gray men
behind the cameras redize what she was thinking.

But it was very hard not to smile as she brushed her teeth.

When the nurse gave her thelittle yellow pill, Allison'steek clamped onto it with athrobbing death grip.
Asthe nurse checked her mouth, Allison held the pill in an agonizing stass, hovering in her throat, feding
asif it would strangle her. When the nurse | eft, she pulled it back into her mouth.

When she dressed, she spit it into her hand as she pulled a shirt over her head, the cameras none the
Wiser.
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George dept at hisdesk, his head resting on hisarms. The office was dark, the only light adusky rose
glow seeping in from the closed louvers on the windows. Jane stood in the doorway, quietly watching
him.

After afew minutes, she knocked on the open door.

George grunted and stirred, dowly pushing himsdf upright in his chair. He blinked up at Jane, glanced at
the windows, and then at the clock on his desk.

"Long night?" she asked.

George ran his hands through hiswhite hair. "When my first thought is’AM or PM? " He stretched and
grunted. "Y egh, long night."

Jane walked over to the windows and opened the blinds. George shaded his eyes and turned away.
"You lit some sort of fire under Stone's ass last night, you know that?



"Yeah," Georgesad. "l know."

Jane turned around, facing George's back. "Mind telling me what's going on?"
George waved ahand in ahelpless gesture. "Didn't you know?"

"l wasn't a the meeting—"

"About Elroy, | mean.”

Janefolded her arms. "What about him?"

"They found Stone'sHoly Grail. Apparently what pushed Elroy over the edge dso induced some latent
Class|II biochemigtry, including some changes to the gross structures of the brain.”

"That's grest. No wonder Stone's—" Jane's expression faded as she walked around the desk to face
George. "Y ou're talking about more than asmple NMR map, aren't you?”'

George nodded. He looked up at her and said, "Aren't you the one who keepstelling methat | knew
what | was getting into with dl of this?*

Jane nodded and sat at the end of the desk. "Y eah, that was me, wasn't it?' She exhaled and shook her
head.

Georgeturned in his chair and started tapping at acomputer keyboard. "1've been trying to come up with
some workable model for what happened. I've given lip service to constructive interference, but saying
that isalong way from coming up with aworking modd."

"Congructive interference?’ Jane's voice sounded uncertain.

George nodded, apparently unaware that Jane was facing away from him. "The wave modd we've been
using doeswell in predicting Class| behavior, but it'sincomplete. We've always assumed that the
sengitivity of the purdy menta forms carries al the way through the spectrum. But there's some
underlying unity there, and with the power of the Class 11, there's a chance that the waveform's more
robugt, that condtructive interference might not destroy the basis of the talent—"

Jane turned around and held up ahand. "Stop for air. You'velogt me."

George did take a breath, a deep one.

"Now," Jane said. "Can you talk down to the biologist for amoment?”

George nodded. "Yes. It isample, redly, if | can ever get the math to work out. Each tdlent islikea
wave on the ocean. What defineswhat it doesisthe shape of the wave. It extendsin severd dimensions,
but just pictureit in two dimens ons— wave ength and amplitude. Two waves meet, and you have anew
wave, one plusthe other, which has adifferent wavelength, and a different amplitude. Can you picture
thet?'

Jane nodded.

"Degtructive interference happens when the two waves damp each other's effects, flattening out the wave.



Congructive interference reinforces parts of the wave, increasing the amplitude. Unfortunately, | think our
models are confused.”

Why?

"Because dl Class| interference seems destructive, because talents seem to screen each other out. A
telepath cannot read a Class |11 brain, and so on. But I've begun to think that's because tel epathy might
just be too sengitive to any dteration in the waveform. Other talents, especidly Class1lis, may be much
more robust, maintaining their characteristics throughout al sorts of interference.”

"I think | follow you. But why isthisimportant?'

"Because of what happened to Elroy. There'sfeedback, and when two talentsinteract, there may bea
changein thebiology." George looked up from the computer. "That's the theory anyway.”
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Allison lay on atable with growing impatience as adoctor atached wiresto her forehead, her arms, and
just about everywhere else. They were going to test her teek, and despite the indignity of being strapped
down and told to perform on demand, she wanted to let loose her newly freed talent. It wanted to be
used. Shefdt the same curiogity about the limits of her teek, the same need to find the limits that had
prompted al of her experiments.

She was dso curious about what exactly they wanted her to do. The room they'd placed her in was
cramped with examination equipment. The green-tagged |ab technicians barely had room to maneuver
around her.

"Now just listen to the instructions over the speaker,” the tech to the left told her as he attached the wires
from her body to boxes lined againgt the walls. "'If you fed any discomfort, say so and we can abort the
tes.”

Come on, let's get started....

Thetech to her right had rolled up her deeve and was swabbing her arm. "When we set up the drip,
there may be adight feding of euphoria. That's normd."

Allison nodded, though inside she felt the first twinges of fear. If thiswasto counterbalance the effects of
the yellow pill they'd been feeding her, what would it do to her when she wasn't drugged a al? Their little
pill was till safely in her pocket, gethering lint.

Shefdt the pressure of the intravenous needle asit did into the vein in her arm. Instead of abag, the tube
leading to the needle led off to another machine. The tech taped it in place.

"Thereweare," he said. "Y ou'll be ready in about five minutes.” He looked across her at the tech with the
wires, and they nodded at each other. They both walked out of the room, leaving her to Sare across at a
blank wall made of acoudticd tile.

Great, what if | have to go to the bathroom?



At least now she had someideawhy they said she shouldn't eat or drink anything today. Shelay therefor
long minutes, until it felt like the table had dropped away from beneeth her, leaving her floating.

"Hello, Miss Boyle," cameavoice from aninvisible speaker. "Please relax, while | explain the
testing apparatus.”

"Relax," Allison muttered to hersdlf, "I'm flying."

Infront of her, thewall she faced began withdrawing into the ceiling. Behind it was a glass partition that
appeared afoot thick. The window looked out on blackness. Asthe man spoke to her, spotlights began
to come on in the room beyond.

"The machine you see was built for industrial use, so you needn't worry about damaging it."

Thething spatlit in the next room looked industrial. Four threaded columns emerged from asquare metal
base that was four feet on aside. The columnswere taller than Allison was, and each was thicker than
her arm. At the top of the machine, the columns screwed into ameta plate, and between the base and
that plate, each column supported an arm that angled in toward the center of the framework. The four
armsal reached in to hold one side of aslvery metal plate. The plate was afoot square and mounted so
that it faced her.

"This machine was originally designed for testing alloy samplesto destruction. We've modified it
to measure the stresses on the sample. Each of those arms can measure forces in three dimensions
up to..."

There was apartidly imagined whisper in her ear, "Hiya, sweetcakes."

Allison blinked and turned her head, which wasn't agood idea. The stuff dripping into her arm was
making her light-headed.

"Missme?'
Allison closed her eyesto make Chuck's voice go away. But instead, she was greeted by the Euclid High

School now familiar from her nightmares. The sight was as vivid as the room where she was strapped to
atable. Thevision was even more surredl because the voice from the spesker waslegking in here.

"—tension and compression as well as movement in space. The sample we want you to work with
isaplain carbon steel—"

Even as she heard the speaker's voice, she could taste the dead air and cobwebs in the abandoned
science wing. In her mind she walked down acorridor lit only by dagger shafts of sunlight prying through
the cracksin the window boards.

Somehow she could still be strapped to atable somewhere at Prometheus, and be here kicking dugt,
garbage, and old leaves. She was tempted to open her eyes and end the vison—

Chuck's voice came from one of the labs she passed. " Sense of euphoria, huh?"

Allison turned to see Chuck leaning in the doorway of Mr. Franklin's classroom. "It isthe drug,” Allison
sad.



"Bingo," Chuck said. Hewaved her into the lab, "Comein here before that guy stops droning.”

Allison could 4till hear the voice from outside. "— monitoring pulse rate, electrical activity in the
brain—"

She cautioudy followed Chuck into the lab. The room was swathed in darkness and cobwebs, and things
skittered around in the corners. The blackboard had collapsed at an angle. On the floor, between it and
the teacher's desk, was amummified corpse. Allison stopped, staring at it.

"Oh, jeez," Chuck said, "That guy'd be harmless even if hewasred." He kicked the body with a
steel-toed boot and was rewarded with a billowing cloud of dust.

Allison winced. "Did you choose this place?’

Chuck looked at her and shook his head. "Y ou think | like being trapped here?' He shoved the body out
of theway with hisboot and said, "At least they ain't warm and squishy.”

IITI,W?I

"Come on, take a seat. We ain't got but afew minutes before you're supposed to perform.”

There was one unbroken sest available. When she sat, she saw that Chuck had some of Mr. Franklin's
physics apparatus. He had a dide projector out, pointed at the blank spot on the wall where the
blackboard had fallen away.

"Frat off," Chuck said, "you got to get off of that pill. But you knew that."

Allison nodded, she had aready figured out how.

"Things you don't know— | was one of Stone'skids. Telepathy, saw in other folks heads.”

"My God."

"Bdieve me, sweetcakes, He had nothing to do with it. Was thing numero uno that fucked up my excuse
for alife" He paced in front of the dide projector, framing hisfacein the light. Chuck looked alittle odd,
asif he was a double exposure, something that was more a projection than actually there.
"Yourefading," Allison said.

"You noticed,” Chuck said. "l said we don't havetime, and it'staking what | got |eft to talk while you're
conscious." The shadow on the wall behind him began graying out. He looked at his hand and said,
"Fuck. Quickly, three things—"

"One, you got to get out of here now. | till occasiondly hear things on the melon pipdine. All hdll'sgoing
to break out soon, once that redhead figures out Stone's found his Change.”

Allison stood. "What do you mean?"

Chuck held up hishand, she could see though it now. "No time. The more | keep up with this, the lessit's
me. And | got two morethings. This place, the High Schoal, it isn't imaginary.”



Shewas il stlanding, and as she watched, Chuck seemed to loose hisindividudity. He wasn't just
fading, but he was taking on the same gray cast asthe rest of the school around them. Hisvoice even
seemed to belosing its character.

"What do you mean?' Allison sad.

"It'sal thesamething," said the ghost Chuck. "Telepathy, telekinesis, precognition... It'sal from the same
place. Thisis Euclid Heights High in adecade or s0."

"How?'

He shook hishead. "Notime. I'm losing it—" Quickly, he arranged dusty glassware on thetable. He
fiddled with an eectronic device connected to a threadbare speaker. He pointed the speaker at the
glassware. "Thisisyour ideal found, but | need to pull your attention to it before the shit hitsthe fan.”

He flipped the switches on the device, and the room wasfilled by an irritating high-frequency hum. He
angled the spesker dightly, and dust billowed up from the desk. Motes scrambled in the beam from the
dide projector, seemingly passing through Chuck's body asif he wasn't fully there anymore.

Chuck began tuning the dia on the box. Allison saw his mouth moving, asif in explanation, but she
couldn't hear hiswords over the rising tone from the device. The sound was painful, like anice pick in her
ear.

Then, suddenly the glassware in front of the speaker shattered.
Chuck turned off the device, and the sound faded. He said something inaudible.

"I can't hear you," Allison whispered. At first she thought the noise had deafened her. But she heard her
own voice perfectly well, and from another world, she heard the voice from another spesker. "— await
the final checks while the technicians calibrate their equipment. Then we can begin the tests—"

Chuck looked at her. He had lost dmost dl definition, becoming little more than ashadow, athickening
intheair. One of hishands brushed the control to the dide projector. A didefell into place, replacing the
white glow with a picture of asuspension bridge. The photo had caught the centra span in the midst of
bucking like abronco.

Allison knew the picture. She had seen afilm of it in Mr. Franklin's physics class, in this same room. It
was the Tacoma Narrows Bridge in Puget Sound. She remembered watching the bridge shake itself
gpart in what the film's narrator described asa"mild gale.”

"What are you trying to say?"

Chuck wasn't there to answer. It seemed like he had dissolved undernesth the projection.
"..we'reready, Miss Boyle."

Allison opened her eyes and rgjoined the real world. After that waking dream, it was abizarre feding to
redize shewas till strgpped down here. Allison was confused, torn between wondering what had

happened with Chuck and puzzling out what hed been trying to say to her. The floating feding had
gripped her with redoubled force, and parts of her body seemed impossibly far avay.



The man behind the speaker wastelling her to use her teek to try and pull the metal plate from the
framework. Allison stared at the massive machine, and groped out with her teek—

She had expected some resistance, but the effects of the "pharmaceutical leash™ had dl but vanished. Her
sense flowered out dmost ingtantaneoudly, flipping her world inside out with dizzying rapidity. If they
hadn't strapped her to the table, she would have fallen off.

If anything, the stuff they had dripping in her arm— the stuff that made the real world float and seem far
away— made her teek sense sharper. She could fed more of the matter around her. She could fed the
individua grains making up the cinder blocksin the next room, like solidified foam. The metd of the
testing machine was honeycombed with small crystalline structures. She could fed wires, and screws,
bolts, washers....

When she closed her eyes, shefdt asif she knew this machine better than she knew anything sein her
life

Allison smiled, Chuck and Euclid Heights High forgotten for the moment. Her heart was racing with the
rush of her teek. She clamped her senses around the small test plate with afedling of exultation. Shed rip
it free of its moorings, show them what they were dedling with—

She pumped all of hersdlf into the effort, when she'd done as much as she'd done to the Jeep, she was
barely aware of thetwingeit caused in her temples.

The plate barely seemed to move at dl.

Shetried again, in another direction. Still, the plate was held fast by the massive armatures. Frustration
dammed her like afist. These Prometheus people were pulling some crud hoax on her, only pretending
they'd freed her teek. Shetried again and again, and it was like pounding her head into the cinder-block
wdls.

"Good, good. Now if you could try some other mode of movement—"

They were playing games with her. They had drugged her so they could laugh at her expense. The drug
only made it worse. It hadn't just freed her teek sense. It seemed to have freed every single emotion she
hed.

"— Miss Boyle? Are you all right? We can stop now if you—"

Allison ignored the voice. Shed had enough of this. She was gripped with anger and frustration; some of
it was directed at Prometheus, but the vast mgjority of her raw emotion was focused on that square metal
plate that hung, mockingly immobile, in front of her.

A mild gale could take down the Tacoma Narrows Bridge, why can't | teek free a chunk of metal?
With that thought, she didodged the ideathat Chuck had been trying to prod free.

Vibration.

It wasn't the force of the wind that had taken the bridge down, it was the frequency. The wind matched
the naturd frequency of the bridge, each vibration increasing the amplitude of the shaking....



That she could do.

As soon astheidea cameto her, she had her teek begin throttling the metal plate. With the shaking of the
plate, shefdt, with her sharpened teek, the sympathetic vibrations in the machine holding the plate in
place. She began afast, rhythmic shaking. In away it was just like pushing someone on aswing. Y ou just
had to keep pushing alittle bit, at the right time, when the swing was moving away from you, and the arc
would keep getting longer and longer. That was what she did. She shook the plate with the vibrations of
the machine, reinforcing the shaking, the violence of the shaking becoming alittle worse with each jolt.

"Miss Boyle, what are you...?"

The voice was interrupted by anoise. The noise was arumbling, amost subsonic hum that Allison could
fed through the table. She could open her eyes now, because what she was doing was becoming easier
the more pronounced the shaking became. It was now very easy to feel when to push her teek.

The rumbling became worse. L ooking through the window, the machine's vibration wasvisible. Allison
could see dust dancing across the surfaces of the machine, and the details seemed blurred, asif it was al
dightly out of focus.

As she watched, the resonant hum was overpowered by a gunshotlike snap as part of the framework
faled catastrophicaly. A bolt flew from the machine and into the glass partition. The window starred,
fracturing her view of one of the massive screw columnstoppling avay from the machine. The framework
collapsed with asound like a car crash.

Allison heard the speaker say, "Oh, shit." Even though she knew she wasn't thinking quite straight,
Allison gmiled.
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Jessica sat on one of the benchesin the courtyard and felt the world dipping away from her. The
character of the staff had changed; she couldn't get hold of people, they wouldn't talk to her. Jessica
knew that it was Allison. Mr. Stone and Prometheus had found a new toy, and suddenly they didn't see
her asthat important.

Most significant was the fact she sat done in the courtyard while most of PRI's population werein
classes, or being tested in the medica building. She should have been in the medicd building hersdlf,
undergoing her own weekly ritua of tests. Jessica had never much liked that part of PRI's regimen, but it
had given her an opportunity to feel her power. Shetried not to think that the tests gave her some sense
of worth.

And the Prometheus scientists had bumped her testsfor Allison Boyl€e's, leaving Jesscastting aoneina
hot, dry courtyard. She had caled on everyone she knew in science when she discovered the
rescheduling, and no one would respond to her. All she could reach was voice mail.

She was glad that the staff was too rushed to schedule anything in place of her tests; no one needed to
see her this strung out. It was an effort to keep her talent reined in. Every time she saw aguard acrossthe
courtyard, she felt an urge to unleash everything....

The 3:30 bell sounded and people began filling the courtyard, passing between buildings. For thefirst



timein along while, shelooked out at the mass of people, PRI's students, and wondered how many
weretruly her dlies. How many would follow her when the time came?

The question had anote of urgency toit, now that she felt that the time was coming. With Allison here,
the only way Prometheus implicit promiseto her was ever going to befulfilled wasfor her to teke it
hersdf.

Oscar and Thad were pushing their way through the crowd toward her. She stood up when she saw
them.

Thad was frowning, and that was never agood sign.

"Jessica," Thad said as soon asthey werein earshot, "we need to talk.”

"What isit?"

"Billy Jackson's gpotheosis—" Thad said.

"Stone's Change," Oscar added.

Jessicalooked at them both and saw in their expressions something asinevitable as an oncoming train.
The two of them stood there, perhaps wanting to be taken somewhere where they wouldn't be
overheard. To Jessica, the secrecy didn't seem to matter anymore.

"What do you mean, Stone's Change?”

Oscar looked around at the students streaming around them.

"What do you mean," Jessicarepeated harshly, " Stone's Change?”

Thad spoke. "The rumors are all over the place, but Oscar managed to read from a primary source.”

Oscar nodded. "Dr. French, genetics. Shewas at ameeting last night. Apparently Billy was affected by
Allison—"

"Chrigt," Jesscasaid, "l could seethat.”

"No," Thad said. "Oscar means physiology, not psychology. That was the reason for the postmortem you
were concerned about.”

No. Not now.

Oscar nodded, "Billy was alatent Class 111 when he came back.”

They kept talking to her. Sheld been right, the secrecy didn't matter. The rumors had aready leaked from
the staff, the students around her already knew that something unprecedented was going on. Something
that trivialized dl of Jessicas effort since arriving here. What was she, if now they could ignite agiven
tdent in anyone's skull?

Shewasjust another cipher, anull, alabrat.



Nothing had changed since her father had died. She was till only someonestoy. Stone'stoy. All her
dreams were nothing more than something else to keep her in line. What were they going to do to her
now? Now that she knew she was worthlessto them....

"Jess?' Thad said.

Sheignored him. She walked toward the medicd building, through the mass of students. Inside that
building was Allison Boyle, the person who'd made worthless everything Jessicawas.
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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They'd left Allison stirapped to the table for along time after their tests concluded. Long enough for the
fluid in the tube going into her arm to change to clear, and for her to recover abit from the drug. The
giddy high was replaced by adull ache behind her temples.

Sheld had ampletimeto curse hersdf for alack of caution. Tearing gpart their machinery was not going
to help things. She was supposed to cooperate and gain their trust, make it easier when she decided to
escape from here— Though, if Chuck wasright, she didn't have time for the subtle approach.

Of all the people to have the psychic hotline to.

Shelooked at the tube going into her arm. The fluid inside the transparent plastic was clear. She was
waiting to fed her teek being drugged away again. Her senses were wrapped around the needlein her
arm. She could yank out the needle, or the tube from the machine, but that would only be addaying
tactic. If shewas going to do something, it had to be something they wouldn't notice.

She had to block the stuff flowing into her arm. She couldn't crimp the 1V tube with her teek, that
required moving two surfacesin different directions. She could move awhole segment of the tube up,
down or Sdeways, but that wouldn't block the flow.

It took her amoment to redlize that she could aso rotate the tube. She did her teek up the tube, feding
adong itslength. The plagtic fdt asif it waswoven of slken fibersfiner than hair. She fdt back until she
had reached inside the machineitsdf, then she rotated alength of tubing afew times, counterclockwise.
Even though she could bardly sense the fluid with her teek, she could tell when it stopped flowing inside
the tube. It suddenly became that much harder to sense. She held the tube like that, until they cameto
unstrap her.

Without that to worry about, al she'd had to think about was escape, and Chuck. When they did come
for her, the techs were gpologetic for making her wait so long.

"Sorry to leave you here for so long, there were some technical problems we had to deal with."
Is that so? Then what happened to the man on the speaker?
To her immenserelief, thefirst thing they did was remove the needle from her arm.

She noticed they removed the wires alittle more gingerly than they'd gpplied them, giving her alittle more



respect. Could they be afraid of me?

Of coursethey were afraid. Even if they thought she was drugged, she had ahistory of leaving
destruction in her wake. 1t'd aready killed one person, and she had torn apart a piece of industrial
strength testing equipment in front of these people. If shewasn't so preoccupied, it'd frighten her.

"Be careful anding, MissBoyle," said one of the techs as he unstrapped her. ™Y ou may fed somewhat
disoriented.”

Thefact was, shedidn't fed disoriented at all. Her head felt clearer than ever, especialy now that she
wasn't teeking that damn tube. The tech must be expecting some residua effects from the drug that'd
supposedly been feeding into her arm.

Allison tried to fed as drunk and as mushy-headed as she had when she disembarked from the plane,
and she got to her feet unsteadily.

"WElII take you to your room. Y ou can rest until your six o'clock meeting.”
Does everyone here know my schedule?

Allison leaned on the tech, because that's what he seemed to expect. And heled her out of the testing
areq, followed by the other one. Asthey left, Allison noticed that many of the scientists that'd been
hovering around the area seemed to have left aswell. Apparently they'd seen dl the interesting bits and
had better thingsto do now.

The testing area had been below ground level. The techstook her up in an eevator. Allison wasn't
thinking about where she was being led, so she didn't notice Jessicauntil they had walked her into the
lobby of themedica building.

The techswalked her toward the glass doorsthat led out to the student courtyard. Allison glanced
around and noticed Jess ca watching them from one corner of the lobby. Jessicaglared at them, and
Allison straightened up, because she now noticed something that the techs seemed to have overlooked.
The guards here were unconscious.

When Allison straightened up, the tech who'd been supporting her seemed to redlize something was
wrong. He noticed the guard by the front door, and started walking toward him, leaving the other tech by
Allison.

Allison looked up for the omnipresent security cameras. When she saw one, she saw a haze of white
smoke hovering around it.

Oh, no!

The tech who'd gone to examine the guard never reached him. The tech broke out into a sweat and
collapsed halfway there. "What are you doing?" Allison said, looking at Jessica. She fdlt ahard edge of
panic dicing into her.

"I'm not |etting you take everything away from me," Jessicasaid. Her voice was cold and emotionless. It
scared Allison more than Chuck had.

The remaining tech was edging away from her.



Allison backed away from Jessica. "They aren't going to let you get away with this, they'll drug you, or
worsel"

Jessicashook her head, "With you dive, I've dready lost Prometheus.”

"You cant—"

"Cantwhat?'

Ten feet away, Allison heard aweight hit the floor. She turned and saw the last tech dump.

"l can't what?' Jesscasad. "Wholl ssop me?"

Good question. Everyone here was unconscious, and the cameras were blinded. How would anyone
know that something was going on here?"One of their spotters must have seen you doing dl this" Allison
waved her arm across the lobby.

Jessicashook her head. "They took their best spotter in with you, trying to force an gpotheosis on him.
They took him out on astretcher. Him and every scientist in this building went to the Ward about ten
minutes ago."

Allison felt out desperately with her teek as she kept backing toward the doors of the lobby. Jessica
dowly walked toward her.

"There are other guardsin thisbuilding,” Allison said. "One of them must have heard something—"

Jessicashook her head. "If they have, it'stoo late. With you gone, I'll have everything back. They won't
dare harm meif they don't have another Class|I| to fall back on."

Allison had almost reached the doors to the lobby, but she had to stop because of the heat the doors
were emitting. She turned and saw that the glass seemed to be glowing dightly.

Allison looked up at the sprinklers.

"The water's shut off," Jesscasaid. " The smoke detectors and the fire darms are mdted. It wasthe first
thing | did."

The carpet around Allison was turning black. The char stopped about fifteen feet away from her. Why
isn't she attacking me directly, like she did the guards and the lab techs?

At the moment it didn't matter. She had to get out of here.

Allison grabbed the door with her teek as small jets of flame began shooting from the carpet around her.
She pushed the door open as hard as she could....

Severd things happened at once.
The stressed door flew open againgt awarped frame, and the stressed glass shattered. A wind blew in

from the outside, sucked in by the burning carpet. The small flames exploded toward the ceiling fanned
by the sudden wind. Someone outside the building screamed, "Firel™



Jessicayelled, "No!" as Allison dived out the broken door.

Thetrangtion from tota isolation to chaotic mob was amost instantaneous. She ssumbled out into the
courtyard, and was absorbed into a converging mass of PRI's students.

She turned and saw the front of the lobby engulfed by awall of flame. As she watched, more glass
shattered, and she saw Jessica emerge from the flames, apparently unscathed. Jessicaglared at the
crowd around the front of the lobby. A pair of kids emerged from the crowd and started toward her.
Everyone else kept their distance, hdting their approach toward the burning building.

Jessicalooked the crowd over, and her gaze locked on Allison. She seemed about to say something, but
shewas interrupted by asound like an air rifle. Allison saw alarge dart sprout from Jessica's neck.

An expression of surprise crossed Jessicas face before she collapsed. One of the approaching kids
caught her asshefdl.

Allison backed away from the scene, into the crowd, as Prometheus guards converged on the front of the
medica building.

Shetried to kill me. The thought wouldn't go away; it kept repeeting itself, over and over.
"My God, what about the people in the building?'

The guards erupted from the crowd, surrounding Jessicaand the two kids. From somewhere, Allison
findly heard an darm going off.
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Allison never got that rest before her six o'clock meeting. The guards hustled her into atiny meeting
room, and people shot questions at her for two hours. They acted asif she was the one who'd gone nuts,
not Jessica. Asif dl of thiswas, somehow, her faullt.

She went over what happened at |east three times. Each time she neglected to mention the fact she wasn't
drugged anymore. She was gambling that they didn't know, and couldn't tell. Allison was aso using her
supposedly drugged state as an excuse to give them dow and muddled answers.

Chuck was right; she had to get out of this place. Some of the people questioning her, the scientists
mostly, seemed to betrying to defend Jessica, to find some excuse for her actions. The security people
questioning her weren't any better. The incident gave them leave to be paranoid about everyone.

The scientiststried to blame her for Jessica's outburst, and security put her in the same Classl|
category— asathreat. Allison considered hersdlf lucky that they released her to go to her meeting with

Mecy.

Even then, the anonymous Gary Busey type escorted her the whole way, even through the blue student
areas where she was supposed to have free range.

Security is going to be a nightmare after this, Allisonthought. Even if | keep from being drugged,



even with my teek, they're going to be watching me under a microscope.

I'm going to need help.

The guard left her in the familiar, ingtitutiona living room. She hoped that sheld be ableto get her plan
acrossto Macy in the hour they'd be given. Zack had given her the idea how to communicate under
everyone's nose— but when she had the idea, she believed she was going to have time, that she'd have
more than the onevisit.

Macy was smart, sheld pick up on what Allison was doing. She'd have to. Otherwise Allison would be
completely doneinthis,

They let Allison stew for afew minutes before they opened the door and let Macy in. Macy stood in the
doorway for afew moments, looking at her, before she said, "Hey, girl. How you doing?"

Allison stood up and hugged her. "I'm doing dl right. God, I've missed you."
"Same here" Macy sad. "No offense, but your dad ain't the greatest company.”
They separated, and Macy wobbled abit. Allison took her arm and asked, "Areyou al right?'

Macy shrugged. "They've given me stuff for my feet, got me alittle twirly. Stitched up my fest—" She
sighed when they both collapsed on the couch. "Boy, did we screw up, didn't we?"

Here goes nothing. Allison took Macy's hand in both of hers. "Do we have to dwell onit?Y ou know
well get through this. These people are just trying to understand what | can do. I'm just glad you're here
to seeme, so we can talk."

With each sentence, Allison squeezed Macy's hand, emphasizing a specific word. It wasfairly smple,
"Do... You... Understand... Me...?"

At firg, Macy looked a Allison asif she thought her friend was nuts, but then a confused expression
crossed her face, asif she could tell Allison was doing something and was trying to figure out what.

Allison kept going, trying to weave the important words into sentences that didn't sound contrived. "They
choseto hand—" squeeze— "us an opportunity to talk—" squeeze— "to each other. Evenif they—"
squeeze— "forced usinto this, can't—" squeeze— "wetry to see—" squeeze— "amore reasonable way
throughit...?"

Hand talk, they can't see it. Understand?

Allison felt asif shetaked for twenty minutes, saying doud what her captors wanted to hear, desperately
trying to emphasize what she wanted Macy to hear. But, eventudly, after an eternity, Macy squeezed her
hand back.

Yes.
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After her meeting with Macy, Allison spent her time looking for Zack. The powers-that-be had allowed
thingsto dip back to anormacy that felt even more false and surred than usud. The only evidence of
Jessicas outburst were sheets of plywood covering the entrance of the medica building, and adight smell
of smoke hovering over the courtyard.

Therewere il kids around, walking in the floodlit courtyard. But everyone was quiet, their conversation
muted. It was asif everyone Allison passed had suffered some private tragedy that they couldn't bring
themsalvesto talk abouit.

The area of the courtyard next to the medica building was deserted. No signs warned anyone away from
the scene, everyone seemed to be avoiding it automaticaly. It seemed asif some unspoken fate would
descend on someone who showed too much of an interest in what had happened.

Allison didn't want to draw attention to herself, so she avoided the area dong with everyone e se.
Shefinaly found Zack in the gym between the dorms.

The gym was alarge open area, surrounded by an indoor track. Half the lightsin here were out, and it
seemed Zack wasthe only person here this late. He was running along the track, aternately passing from
light to dark, visbleto invishble.

Allison watched him make acircuit of the track. He seemed to run effortlesdy. Hisface waslost in
concentration. He didn't even appear to notice her watching. It wasthefirst fully serious expression shed
seen on hisface. He wore shorts and atank top. What she saw made her think that skinny wasn't the
right word to describe him. He was thin, but she couldn't think of anyone that well-muscled as skinny.
The bracelet on hiswrist wasn't his only tattoo. A tiger rode hisright bicep, the image seeming to take a
feline dretch every time Zack sivung hisarm. Allison caught sight of another tattoo on his back. She
could only catch aglimpse of green when his collar flapped. She wondered what it was.

"Hey," Zack said as he rounded the corner in front of her for the second time.

Allison didn't know why, but she suddenly felt embarrassed for watching him. She did her best to ignore
the feding. She stepped under alight as Zack dowed to awalk. "'l need to talk to you," she said.

"Y ou need to talk to me?" Zack asked, still walking. Allison paced him around the track. "What the hell
happened between you and the ice queen today, Allie?!

Allison shrugged. "Asfar as|'m concerned, it's Jessicas problem. The PRI people can ded withiit."
Zack stopped talking. "Allie, that's not just cold, it'swrong—"
Allison shook her head. "'l didn't expect her to get sympathy from you."

"Damn it. Sheisone of us, trapped here as much aseveryone else. And it isn't just her thetechsare
going to dea with. If they get paranoid about the psychokinetics, were dl threein trouble.”

Allison grabbed Zack'sarm. "Like| said, it's Jessicas problem. It's Prometheus problem. And | need to
tak toyou."

Zack nodded. "Okay, let me get atowd."



They walked out into the courtyard, away from the buildings. Zack wiped hisface with atowel and said,
"Sotak."

From hisvoice, Allison could tell he was disturbed. There wasllittle of the wiseass tone he'd had before.
For afew moments Allison wondered if she could trust him. But who el se did she have? There was no
time to coordinate with Dad and Macy. They were as much on their own as she was. She needed help to
get to them, and Zack was the only person she had.

She noticed cameras following them, and she turned away from them and whispered, "If you could get
out of here, would you?'

"Fuck, yeah, Allie. What do you think—" Zack stopped wiping hisface and let histowd drop to hisside.
He lowered hisvoice to match her own. ™Y ou aren't being hypothetica .

Allison shook her head.
"If thisis about Jessica, the medics will handle her."

Allison made a disgusted sound. "Some dissident. | want out of this place. They have no right to imprison
anyone here. The only thing Jessica's making me do istry this now."

"Do you know whét you're dedling with?"

"I need your help, Zack."

Zack looked at her, "I don't know what kind of help | can give you while I'm drugged.”

Allison looked at him and said, "1 need someone who knows this place. Even if you're drugged, I'm not.”
What?"

Zack stared at her and she reached into her pocket. Shaded from the cameras, she opened her cupped
hand dightly so he could see asinglelint-covered pill on her pam.

Zack stared and said, "Fuck, put that away."
Allisondid so.
"Soyou ain't drugged?'

Allison shook her head. "If they didn't have two hostages— and | could figure out how you're supposed
to levitate— 1'd be gone by now."

Zack whigled, "How'd you avoid swdlowing their little pill? They're pretty thorough.”
"I can move a Jeep, something that size isn't much of aproblem.”

"Y ou mean you swallowed it?'

"Halfway anyway."



Zack grimaced. "l takeit you have some sort of plan?’

Allison nodded. "We get my dad to their airgtrip.”

"Okay, how?'

"That's open..."

Zack looked at her.

Allison'swhisper became lower and harsher. "I'm sorry, but | don't have the time. If I'm getting out of
here, it's got to be before they have the timeto redly think about what happened with Jessica. I'm

committed to this. Tomorrow. Do | have your help or not?!

"Y ou know you're borrowing trouble. Just having me around is probably going to cause enough
interference to scramble anything telekinetic you do.”

Allison hadn't thought of that. She tried an experimenta feeling out with her teek, and it wasliketrying to
drag her sense though clay. But, like she'd said, she was committed. "I need to know where I'm going,
Zack."

Zack stared a her along time before he said, "Hell, it'd serioudy fuck with my self-imageif | refused.”

Allison held out her hand and said, " Tomorrow, then?'

Zack took her hand and said, "Tomorrow, then, beautiful." Zack did something then that she never
expected. Instead of shaking her hand, he kissed it lightly on the back.

Hewalked away. Around her thewind picked up, carrying awarmth she felt mostly in her cheeks.
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When Jess ca awoke from her sedation, the fire waslocked in her skull. Shetried to reach out, to fedl,
from her bed, but that part of her mind was sensdess, mute. She couldn't fed the tiny motes that made up
the matter around her, and that meant that all the burning went oninside her.

They hadn't drugged her for years, not since they had told her that she was their most valuable talent
here. Today had proved them liars. JesscaMason didn't matter at al to these people, to Stone. Even
what she could do, the one thing that raised her above everything else, that was expendable.

And they had taken that from her.

Jessicasat up in her bed, in her darkened room. She stared at the door across from the foot of her bed,
knowing it was locked. She knew it was locked because her father had always locked the door after he
hurt her.

He had awayslocked the door, and in the morning he gpologized and tried to explain himself.



They would have to come for her eventualy, if only to dose her again. Their injection into her mind
couldn't last forever. And she knew that Howard Stone would want to talk to her, to apologize and try to
explan himsdf.

She had dways believed that, if they didn't love her, at least she mattered to them, that at least her
well-being meant something. She had managed to convince hersdf that she wasimportant.

She waswrong. Shewas just Jessica Mason, and no one gave a shit about her. If she screamed in the
night, no one would come running. If anyone said they cared about her, it was because they wanted
something from her. If she died, no one would weep over her grave....

Tohdl withdl of them.

They had to come for her eventudly. Their injection couldn't last forever. When they camefor her, she
knew what she would do.

Stone'swould be the last gpology she would ever have to hear.
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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"... All hell's going to break out soon, once that redhead figures out Sone's found his Change.”
"What do you mean?"

"This place, the high schooal, it isn't imaginary."

"What do you mean?"

"It's all the same thing. Telepathy, telekinesis, precognition—it's all from the same place. Thisis
Euclid Heights High in a decade or so."

Allison sat up in her bed, drenched in a cold swest. It wasn't even adream of Chuck thistime, it was
more of adream of amemory of Chuck, or what he had said.

What he had said. It scared her. It scared her that what she had dreamed might be real. What could
cause that to happen to Euclid High, what could cause the bodies?

| can't think about that now. | have to think about getting out of here....

Allison took a shower, trying to plan ahead, hoping that Zack was correct about where the Ward was.
7:00AM

John Charvat was awake and staring out the eastern windows of one of the prefab houses hugging the
resdentid sector of Prometheus. The window faced ranks of smilar houses marching off toward the

chain-link perimeter. The dawn was rose-colored; John watched out the window asthe light began
painting his shadow on thefar wall.



There were two bedroomsin this house, the door to one of them was till closed. He turned away from
the window and walked up to that door, knocking softly. There was amurmured response that sounded
half adeep.

John nodded to himsalf and walked into the bathroom.

He closed the bathroom door, opened the shower stal door, and turned the hot water on full. With the
shower sl open, the bathroom began immediately filling with humid fog. John stared at the mirror over
the sink as his face dissolved into gray. He made no move to undress.

When the mirror was completely fogged over, he stepped on thelid of thetoilet. Hisfingers dipped on
condensation as he fumbled with avent over the toilet. He moved carefully, making very little sound.

Pulling the grate off the vent, he revedled the camera beyond. Itslenswas asfogged and white asthe
mirror. He lowered the grate and placed it on the sink. Then he reached for the roll of toilet paper.

Hetook asingle sheet and separated one ply of thetissue. Very gently he draped the single thin tissue
over thefogged lens. He smiled to himself again, sepped off of the toilet, and began the work of opening
the window.

7:15AM

Jessicaswait was rewarded. She had barely felt some return of her numbed senses when her door
opened. Three orderlies and adoctor came in with little of the socia pretense that seemed second nature
at PRI. No one approached her until they had al entered and had positioned themsealves.

Jessicadidnt move, shesmply glared at them.

The doctor held an air-powered hypodermic in his hand and he was looking a her warily. "I hope youll
make thiseasy for dl of us, MissMason."

"Youreearly," Jesscasad.
He stared at her blankly, then glanced back at the rest of the orderlies.
"Seven-thirty iswhen you're supposed to dope people.” Jessicalooked at him.

He shook his head and replied, "We want thisto cause aslittle disruption as possible to the other
sudents.”

You would have done me in my sleep, if | had slept.

"l want to see Mr. Stone," Jessica demanded.

No one had made amovefor her yet. That was good. They were afraid of her. But she could barely fed
with her extra senses. She could do these people no damage, no matter how much they feared her, no
matter how much she wanted to. From the way she felt, she needed at |east another hour before she
would befully recovered from last night.

"We need to do thisif you're to see him," the doctor said.



Jessicanodded. "When do | seehim, then?'

He looked back to one of the orderlies, and Jessica noticed that the man wasn't an orderly after al. He
was security, afamiliar looking guy in asuit and with abad-eagle pin on histie. Fred, the field agent
who'd brought her in. Maybe he felt some proprietary interest in her. Fred finally spoke. " Stone wantsto
see her ASAP, so as soon as she's ready to go.”

While hetalked, Jessicafelt with her crippled senses. Her mind groped through a buzzing particulate
world filled with tiny vibrating motes. The air was aswarm of gnats, and the structure of the hypo wasa
network of tiny snakes, each viper buzzing, and twisting in atiny confined space. To thisview, theworld
was vadt, and her mind swept through it at impossible speeds. The bouncing rotating insects followed her
point of view like acloud filled mostly with nothingness.

It was a pedestrian exercise, smply opening her mind to the impressions of the maiter around her. But
with the drug still damping her power, the effort set her heart racing and brought the taste of copper to
her mouth. She felt sweat dripping down her back, her cheeks, between her breasts. It was a
superhuman effort to keep from closing her eyesin concentration. She managed, by force of will, to stay
motionless, Stting in the same position sheld been in since they'd entered her room.

"S0," said the doctor, "can | please have your arm?”

Jessicanodded and dowly raised her arm. Asshedid, her mind fdll into the via that fueled the air hypo.
The few ccs of liquid made up athick universe as vast as Jupiter. Compared to the gnats of gas
molecules, or the short vipers of polymer chains, the drug was made of minnows and leviathans. It was
the leviathans that mattered. The minnows were water and sdty ions. The whaesfloating in this Jovian
world were complex neurotransmitters, each engineered to fill spacesin Jessicas synapses.

Swegt stung her eyes as she fed the leviathans the minuscule amount of energy she could muster in her
drugged state. The monster molecules spun and bent. There was barely enough energy in Jessicals burst
to raise the temperature of theliquid, even so small avolume. But dl of it was pumped into the minuscule
fraction of theliquid that was the active drug.

The leviathans spun themsel ves past the breaking point, some dammed into the minnows, absorbing the
small ones and becoming something ese. Othersflew into each other and disintegrated into a cloud of
smaller beings. Some spontaneoudy exploded.

By the time the hypodermic reached her arm, most of the leviathans had died.

720 AM

George walked into his office carrying alarge cardboard box. He dammed the door shut behind him with
hisfoot. The office was plunged into gloom, the only light afew ruddy trickles from the louvered

windows. He made no moveto turn on thelights.

He tossed the box on top of his desk, knocking his phone askew. He ignored the phone and grabbed an
oversized wastebasket from beside his desk. The wastebasket had a shredder built into the top of it.

He et it down next to afiling cabinet.

The phone began beeping a him. George fished in his pockets for afew minutes before he found akey
ring. His hands shook as he unlocked the cabinet. Onceit was unlocked, he did the bottom drawer



open. The drawer wasfilled with multicolored file folders hanging onrails.

George began pulling out the files contents, feeding them into the shredder. Pages of notes, long
passages of mathematical equations, many handwritten, al were sucked into the shredder. At least twice,
George fed pagestoo fast, and he had to unjam the machine.

When the basket filled, he dumped the contents in the corner of his office, and began on the next drawer.
Sometime in the middle of the third drawer, long after the phone had given up on attracting his attention,
there was aknock on the office door.

Georgefroze, apersond memo trembling in his hand.

The knock came again, more ingstent thistime. George looked down at the shredder and backed away
from it, dropping the memo. He kept backing away until he was next to his desk. He had to step over the
phone.

He faced the door as the knock became an insistent pounding.

"Yes?' hesad quily.

Hisvigtor took that asthe cueto enter. The door swung inward, flooding the office with light from the
hall beyond. George blinked at Barney. Barney was shaking his head. Unlike George, Barney's clothes
were neat, hed shaved, and he appeared asif held gotten at least some deep in the past forty-eight
hours.

George bent down and picked up the phone at hisfeet. "What do you want?'

Barney was till shaking his head. "Never play poker, George,” he said in his Western twang. Barney
reached over and turned on the light switch with his cagt, flooding the room with morelight.

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Don't fuck with me. Y ou're not good enough to fuck with me." Barney looked around the office, which
showed dl itsdisarray inthe unkind light. Y ou're panicking, George."

George laughed, dmost ahysterica giggle. "Panic? That'swhat thisis?'
Barney shook his head. "I can't et you rabbit on us."

George shook hishead. "Y ou're perfect, you know that? They couldn't have done better if they
engineered you for your job."

Barney took a step into the room and closed the door behind him. "1 think you should calm down before
you do something regrettable.”

George kept shaking his head, waving the phonein hishand. "Y ou never had any mordity for thisplace
to corrupt, did you?"'

"Cut the sentimentdist bullshit, George." Barney reached into his jacket with hisleft hand and removed a
gun, an automatic with aslencer attached. Ingtinctively, George backed up. "Fred gave me ajob. If
something becomes a security risk, | haveto ded withit.”



George laughed again, "Chrigt. Y ou're enjoying this, aren't you? There aren't any other security people
here because they might spoil your fun." Barney leveled the silenced gun at George, but he couldn't stop
laughing. "' Go ahead, shoot. It'd be the capping insanity.”

Barney kept the gun level. "I never liked you." He took another step toward George. "What the fuck did
you think you were doing?"

"Coming to my senses. Elroy—" George caught hisbreath. "I mean Billy. Billy was one thing. That was
accidental, and maybe he'd gone beyond hope. But we went and forced another kid to go though the
exact same thing. We placed a sensitive too closeto that girl when shelit up. We deliberately drove
another kid insane.

"I'm touched. That doesn't answer my question. How were you intending to get out of here?’

"l wasnt."

Barney stopped approaching and stared.

"That surprisesyou?'

"If you weren't about to bolt, what the hdll are you—"

"Y ou don't understand guilt, do you? Thisisn't something | can run from. The blood's on my hands."
Barney kept staring a him.

"You see, dl that'sredly left for meisto erase whatever contribution I've made to thisinsanity. My work,
my notes..." George gestured toward the corner of the office, where the pile of shredded documents
were piled.

Barney stepped back and |ooked where George had indicated. "I don't see what—"

Barney was interrupted by George swinging the base of the phoneinto hisface. The gun, in Barney's off
hand, discharged with amuffled report, and both men fel to the ground.

George brought the phone down twice more on the back of Barney's skull. The gun didn't go off again.
He dropped the phone and rolled over on his back.

Beneath him, shreds of paper began to absorb a spreading red stain.
7.35 AM

Allison waited for Zack in the courtyard between the dorms, her attention divided between the cameras
and the residence building. She was done out here: the only people sheld seen had been afew boys
whao'd dipped into the gym.

Standing here made her fed exposed and conspicuous. Their security had to be paying extraattention to
her, after yesterday. In away she counted on that attention. If al of Prometheus attention was directed
inward, at their potentidly dangerouskids, that meant they might overlook the fringes of their security—
like Dad and Macy.



Shejust had to pray that Macy had gotten her message to Dad, and that they managed to dip away to
theairdtrip.

Early sunlight washed over the courtyard, and the air felt hot and dry. It felt too much likethe air in the
medical building yesterday. Allison found hersalf looking around for Jessicamore than once. She had to
tell hersdlf that it was anirrationa fear. Jessicawas drugged and under guard somewhere. What Allison
had to worry about was Prometheus Security— the little gray men behind the cameras, the men with the
guns....

More people began emptying out of the buildings around her, and she began worrying about Zack.
About the time when she serioudly began to think he might not show up, Zack came out of the boys
residence. Helooked flushed, and his eyes showed lack of deep. Hewalked right up to her and pulled
her am. "Comeon.”

Allison followed, away from the courtyard and the half dozen other early birds. Zack led her to acorner
of the academic building, away from everyone, and stopped. "If werelucky," hesaid, "thisisablind

spot.”

"Good. How much time do you think we have before security ison to us?'

"Y ou redlly haven't planned this out, have you?" Zack shook his head. "Minimum, they're after us already.
Maximum, two hours when we don't show up for aclass.”

Allison looked around. "We better assume we have sometime.”
"So what now?"

"We need to give them something bigger than usto worry about.”
"Like?'

"Can you get usto the Ward without setting security on us?'

Zack smiled. "That | think | can do. It isn't redlly that far into the restricted area— but let's get insde
first." He nodded toward the entrance to the classroom building.

IIWI,.M?I

"I need afaculty washroom." Allison stared at him and he laughed. "I know, should have thought of it
before | left— but, considering that our mutud interference isn't going to let you telekinese that pill out of
me, I've decided to resort to more primitive methods.”

Allison found herself making aface when she redized what he mearnt.

"Comeon," Zack said, taking her arm. "They'll be less suspiciousif it looks like we're making out or
something.”

745 AM

John stopped working at the window in response to a knocking at the bathroom door. Macy's voice



came from beyond. "Hey in there, | need to use the bathroom."
John glanced briefly at the vent he'd doctored. He waited until Macy pounded again. "Hey in there.”

After another pointed delay, John said, "I'min the shower.” Hisvoice carried afeigned irritation that
didn't show in hisexpression.

"Come on, thisisan emergency. I've been waiting fifteen minutes.”

Another pointed pause.

"Hdlo?' Macy sad.

John let out asigh that again didn't match his expression. "Let me grab atowe.” He stood up and
reached into the till running shower and shut off the water. The fog in the bathroom began to dissipate
immediately with the breeze from the now open window. John was il fully dressed, and he made no
move for atowd.

"Okay," John said. "The door's open.”

Macy opened the door, rushing in and damming it behind her. "Hey!" John said, "you could wait for me
to get out of here—" He glanced again at the blinded camera.

"| said it was an emergency,” Macy replied as she went to the window. Shelooked at it and glanced at
John. John nodded &t her.

The window Macy faced had taken John nearly half an hour to open. The effort showed. The only tool
he'd had to work with was a pair of nail clippers. With them, held unscrewed four small metal contacts
from the window sash, pulling them and their connecting wires out from their mounts. Now, buried in
those mounts were lengths of wire that John had earlier stolen from alamp cord.

The ends of the four lengths of lamp cord led up to Smilar contacts in the window frame, preventing the
circuit from being broken by having the window open.

Beyond the window was ascreen. It was operable, but instead of diding it open, John had |aboriousy
cut aholethough it with the clippers.

Macy looked over his handiwork for afew moments, then she dowly pulled hersalf though the window.
John waited afew moments for her to clear the space under the window, and then he followed.

Once hisfeet touched the ground outside, he reached through the screen and very gingerly pulled the
window shut again behind them. He'd anchored the wires firmly around the mounting screws, none came
loose. Even so, when the window did home, he exhded with visible relief.

"Safe?" Macy whispered.

John nodded and said, "For the moment. There's no visua surveillance beyond the roads and the
immediate area around the security fences." After along pause, he said. "What does she think she's

doing?'
"Escaping, likeus."



John shook hishead. "Macy, | ran the security for thisplace. | know where everything is, and | don't
know how she thinks she's getting out of the middle of the complex.”

Macy shook her head. "We dipped out of the house easy enough—"

"We dipped out of an employee's residence. The security on the studentsis much tighter.” John looked
off down arank of backyards that marched off to atall chain-link fence. "We aso haven't managed to

dip anywhereyet."

Macy followed his gaze. "Now what?'

"Get closeto the airstrip without being seen.” John started moving across the backyards, keeping an eye
on the windows. He whispered, mostly to himsdlf, "Allie, please, God, know what you're doing.”

750 AM

Zack led her through the classroom building, and Allison couldn't help noticing the cameras that peppered
every intersection. Shetold hersaf that it wasn't time to be nervous yet, she hadn't stepped out of the
areathat she was dlowed to be in. She hadn't done anything that would set security on her. Not yet.
Zack led her up threeflights of stairs and to amen'sroom door. To her chagrin, Zack pushed her through
the door. She experienced a brief wave of fear. She shook herself loose from Zack and said in a shaky
voice, "Don't do that."

Zack backed in the direction of the sdls. "What?"

Allison folded her arms across her chest and said, "Never yank me through another door.”

"Sorry. Look, wait there. I'm pretty sure that security doesn't have this place monitored.”

Allison waited there, standing just on the inside of the men'sroom door. She had to tell hersalf anumber
of timesthat Zack was not Chuck. The only things they had in common were age and gender.

Allison had to cover her face when Zack started retching.

Another way to get off their drug, Allisonthought. Not something you'd want to do every day.
Allison wanted to think about something else, so shetried to fed out with her teek, experimentally, to find
out how badly Zack's presence was interfering with it. To her relief, she found that Zack's presence
wasn't damping her ability at the moment.

That made her fed better. Just using the sense was aliberating feding. Waferlike tiles separated by
ephemera grout, porcelain that felt like someiced pastry, and—

To Allison's surprise, there was ablind spot to her teek sense. There was aroughly spherical patch
amogt ten feet in diameter blocking out part of the bathroom. Allison had to open her eyes and alow her
other sensesto lesk in before she redlized that the blind spot was centered on Zack.

So that's how it works, Allison thought. Shefelt she could understand what Zack was talking about now
asfar asinterference went. She couldn't affect anything in that little dead areaaround Zack, and if she



actualy stood within that dead area, she would find her teek dogging through the same clay asit did last
night. Having avisud picture made it much easier to understand.

And that must be why Jessica never attacked me directly, for all that she wastrying to kill me.

Zack finished retching in the stal and stumbled out accompanied by aflushing sound. He went over to the
sinks, muttering, "That's not as easy asit |00ks."

He turned the faucet and began cupping water into his mouth and spitting it back into the sink. He didn't
bother taking off hisglovesto do so.

"Areyou dl right?" Allison asked.

Zack nodded into the sink. "' hope that made a difference. I'd hate to do that for nothing." He
sraightened up and looked into the mirror, wiping his mouth.

Allison looked a the sdl. "Why didn't you try this before?!

Zack looked at her, and his smart-ass smile was back. "Aesthetic considerations aside, first, | have no
ideaif the drug'll wear off in timeto do any good. Unlike you, my talent'sal or nothing. I can't “sort of'
levitate. Any metal fog and I'm grounded. Second, doing that is real unsubtle. | figure| have one shot
before they figureit out.”

Allison nodded, but she saw something else in Zack's expression. She thought that there was at least one
more reason he hadn't experimented before; he was scared, and he didn't want to make the attempt
alone. He'd probably been ready to try thisfor along time, but al he'd needed was someone to push
him.

"Okay," Allison said, "you're going to lead usto the Ward now."

Zack nodded. "1 just have to think about how we dip out of the student area.” He stood looking
thoughtful for amoment. "How badly does my presence interfere with what you do?'

"If you're ten feet away from me or whatever I'm trying to do."
"Hm... Sotilting acameraisn't aproblem for you?"
"Y ou have something in mind?"

"We don't even have to leave the building until wereinto the green area.”
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

03NOVEMBER NAVARRO COUNTY, TEXAS

8:00AM WEDNESDAY

Jessicafdtill.

The whole set of goons had accompanied her to the glass-walled reception areato await Mr. Stone's

pleasure. During the wait, waves of nauseaand dizziness enfolded her. She'd broken down what they'd
drugged her with, but it ill had an effect on her body.



She doubted that the orderlies would care how shefélt, even if shetold them. They were thereto keep
her under control. She doubted Fred was here with her well-being in mind.

To hell with all of them, Jessica thought as she gritted her teeth against arushing headache.

It seemed that the reception area had been in stasisfor hours before the receptionist told them that Mr.
Stone was ready.

Finally ready to meet his wayward child. She couldn't manage even anironic smile at the thought. Her
anger was too great. When she stood and checked the large chromed clockface above the desk, to see
how long she'd been waiting for him, the clock told her that it had only been twenty minutes.

It had seemed much longer, and the distortion she felt in her time sense only degpened the emaotions she
felt.

Fred, the security man, led the way down the art-plastered hallway. The orderlies followed, stationed
behind her. She kept her gaze fixed on the back of Fred's neck. Paranormal sensations leaked into her
awareness. Shefdt the ebb and flow of particleswithin hisflesh, something like shed imagine plankton in
aswirling ocean current might look.

The headache and the nausea weren't dimming her abilitiesin the least. Her senses seemed to hone
themsdves on the pain. At that thought, she did manage anearly invisble smile.

Fred turned and held up his hand outside Mr. Stone's door. "Wait here amoment.” She hated the
reassuring tonein hisvoice. It was only there when he talked to her.

He opened the massive door and dipped inside, leaving Jessica out here with the orderlies. The door shut
dowly enough that Jessca could hear the beginning of an argument.

"...Mr. Stone, | don't think it'sagood ideato—"

The door cut off Fred's voice, and the soundproofing was good enough that Jessica couldn't even tell that
anyone continued speaking, much lesstell what they said after that.

However, she could guess. Stone liked to see kids aone, especialy when he had some grand point to
make. He liked captive audiences, and he didn't like divided attention. Of course, Fred wouldn't like the
ideaof leaving him alonewith her, evenif shewere drugged.

Fred wasright.

But, in the end, Fred wasn't in charge. He opened the door afew minutes | ater, a disgusted expression
on hisface. Hewaved Jesscainsde.

Shewalked in, and the door closed behind her, shutting her up donewith Mr. Stone.
8.05AM
Allison and Zack didn't talk once they |eft the bathroom. Zack had explained everything to her before

they left the one area he was certain wasn't bugged. Allison could fed her heart racing asthey wovetheir
way through the classroom building.



The corridors were till mostly empty, though they now passed the occasiond office where teachers were
preparing for classes. At one point they even passed one of the PRI faculty in the hal. The man greeted
them in passing, and it took al of Allison's sdf-control to return a*good morning” that didn't sound like a

panicked gasp.

They were ill in the blue area, the place where they presumably had open access. Zack had said that
even if they were paying specid attention to her movements, she would haveto fal out of view for an
extended time before security started worrying. Allison hoped that when security panicked, they'd have
no ideawhere she was— and by the time they had an ideg, they'd have other problems.

That was the theory anyway.

But what kept running through her mind was the fiasco she had started when she had gone hometo try
and save Mom. She hadn't had the best of luck with impulsive schemeslikethis.

Great time for second thoughts, Allison chided hersdlf. If I'mreally lucky, Dad and Macy are
already at the airstrip.

She could start doubting hersdlf, but she couldn't very well turn back now. No matter what happened,
she had to stick this out to the end.

Together they made it to the stairwell Zack had told her about. 1t was one of the few interior trangtions
between security levelsthat didn't have a permanent human observer stationed at it. Up the stairswere
more classrooms, but down the stairs led to agreen areathat Zack said was storage and maintenance.

When they entered the Stairwell, Allison felt abrief surge of panic, the same as when Zack had pulled her
into the bathroom. She saw the concrete steps and froze. She stood there hyperventilating for a second,
and when Zack touched her, she almost screamed aoud.

Zack looked concerned, but he didn't say anything, which meant he was still worried about microphones.
Allison had to keep telling hersdf that thiswas adifferent stairway, and Zack was a different person—
but only the conscious part of her mind seemed to agree with her. Therest of her body seemedto insst
on having apanic attack.

She kept breathing deeply, waiting for the spike of amigraine, and waved Zack aside. What she was
supposed to do next needed him to be more than ten feet away from her.

It took Zack afew momentsto move; he seemed unwilling to leave her. The delay made Allison want to
scream, but hefinaly did move, freeing her teek.

Fedling out into the stairwell drained the emotion, asif the act distanced her from the place. Fedling the
insdes of everything— the cinder block, the metd railing, the concrete stairs— seemed to lessen the
impact of the object. To her teek, the solid surface everything displayed wasillusory.

After afew minutes, Allison had forgotten her distress and was concentrating, eyes closed, on groping for
acamerathat was out of view down the airs.

Zack had told her two important things about this stairwell. Firgt, the landing just insde the door, where
they stood, was a blind spot. The other side of the solid fire door was covered by acamera, but on this
sdethey had to go hdf aflight in one direction or the other for a camerato see them.



Second, the camerasin here activated and panned based on motion sensors, which made senseina
little-traveled area. This meant that the cameras dept until activated, and if they were disabled before
then, the guards monitoring them wouldn't know something waswrong until they actualy checked the
cameras.

Of course, most people couldn't get close enough to disable acamerawithout activating it. Allison didn't
have that restriction on her. Shefound it below her with her teek.

It was far enough away that sensing it took some concentration. That aside, however, it was easy to
distinguish from the matter around it. She could fedl the thin skin of the meta box, and the ephemera
electronicsthat skin protected, the skeletal armature mounting it to the cinder-block wall, and, most

importantly, the threads of the cameras wiring snaking through the armature and into thewall.

It wasn't far enough away that pulling those wires free cost her any real menta effort.

She opened her eyes once she was confident that the camera below them was blind. "Come on,” she
mouthed to Zack, and she started down. Zack followed closdly as she stepped over the chain marking
the separation of the blue and green aress.

The chain was deceptively innocuous. The only sign that it marked anything significant wasthe fact that a
placard hung from it reading, "absolutely no admittance.”

Oncethey crossed that line, their margin for error had diminished to nothing. If any Prometheus guards
came across them now, they would amost certainly face the samefate as Jessicahad. Please, Dad,
Macy, bethere....

When they reached the landing below, the camera, blinded and inert, let them pass. All she had to do
was get them both past three more cameras, and they would be outside again.

8:10AM

Jessicasat wordlesdly, staring at Mr. Stone. He had gone into areprise of hisvision for the new age of
mankind, and how they were on the cusp of a Change greater than any one of them. Jessicadidn't redly
listen. All she could think of was how heloved to hear himself talk.

Stone walked back and forth in front of his desk, pausing to lean on his cane whenever he wanted to
emphasize apoint. She watched him, and suddenly she redlly noticed how his distant expression
reminded her of her father.

"I understand how you might be hurt,” Stone said. "But just because we've found another Classlll, it
doesn't mean we vaue you less. Everyone hereisan integra part of thewhole.

Behind Stone, asmall wisp of white smoke emerged from the phone and the intercom.

Stone was obliviousto it. He kept talking. ™Y ou can't abandon our work here, not after how far weve
come. | can't understand how you can turn away from us when we're on the cusp of agreat awakening."

"Y ou don't understand anything," Jessicawhispered coldly.

Stone stopped and looked at her. It was the first time he had looked directly at her since he started



speaking. "What do you mean?”

Jessica stood, redlizing as she did that when he leaned on the cane, shewas astall as he was. She could
look him inthe eye. It was surprising, asif theimpression of size that Stone gave was as much afraud as
everything ese about him.

"I'm not one of your disposable children.”

For thefirgt time since she had met him, Howard Stone looked surprised. Then he looked angry. "None
of my children are disposable—"

"Tell that to the wrecks you keep inthe Ward. Tell that to the kid the docsfried yesterday. Tell that to
Billy Jackson."

Stone resumed pacing. He worked hisway around the desk. " The sacrifices are necessary if we'reto the
control the Change."

"Youmeanif you're to control the Change."

Stone stood on the other side of the desk, leaning on his cane. He had regained alittle of his composure.
"l was the one to see the Change coming.”

"Who better," Jessica said. Stone nodded. He must have been deaf to theirony in her voice. Jessicafelt
her ssomach churning, and perspiration made her clothes stick to her body. Her temper finally boiled over
into her voice. "Bullshit!"

Stone's expression logt its carefully regained composure. "There's no need for that kind of—"

"Y ou arrogant hypocrite." Jessicawaked up to the other side of the desk. ™Y ou think you can dispense
power and take it away asif you were some sort of god? Y ou think you're the chosen one? Y ou think
you're the prophet of the age?’

"| think our conversation isover." Stone reached over and pressed a button on the intercom. The button
clicked, but nothing happened. He pressed it repeatedly.

"Solder is designed to have alow mdting point,” Jesscasaid.

Stone looked up &t her. His face had gone ashen. "What do you mean?"

"Electronics don't take well to abrupt risesin temperature.”

"You? Y ou're supposed to be—"

"Pharmaceuticals can be cooked, too."

He stared at her. For once he was speechless.

"You gave medl | had. For that little taste of power you gave me, | would have done anything for you.

Did you ever understand that? Could you? If you'd only asked, | would have burned acity to the
ground—"



"Jessica..." Hisvoice sounded alittle choked.

"Do you know now how much | hate you for trying to take that away?'

Stone dumped in his chair, shaking his head. He was flushed and swesting. "Please...”

"Y ou're not going to get your Change. Y ou're not going to buy your way into messiahhood." Jessica
leaned over the desk. "And the only taste you'll have of this power you've been hunting iswhat you're
feding right now."

Stone loosened histie. Behind his glasses, his eyes appeared unfocused. "What are you talking about?’

"Do you think every manifestation hasto be blatant? Y ou've taught me alot sncel ignited my father's
clothes."

Stone stared &t her, blinking dowly. His breathing was becoming deep and ragged.

"Y our blood doesn't need to boil, Stone. All it needsisto have its temperature rise adozen degrees or
90." Jessicasmiled. "l can fed your heart pumping. | can sensetheliquid rushing like aperiodic
avaanche. And with each pump, I'm dumping alittle more energy intoiit. I've been doing it afew minutes
dreagy—"

Stone's eydids drooped. "Stop it," he muttered. His cane clattered to the floor as he sagged into the
char.

Jessicawaked around the desk and leaned over him. "1 want you to know onething."

He shook his head weakly. "Stop," he repeated. His face was now flushed beet red.

"Y our dreamisgoing to burn,” she said.

8:15AM

George's lower body was awash with blood from the holein his gut, hisface was pasty white and lined
with pain. Hisleft arm clutched across his abdomen asif it had been welded there, and his movements
had ajerky, random quality.

It hed taken him nearly haf an hour to drag himsdlf the ten feet to his desk, and another fifteen minutesto
pull himsdf into his chair. The path held taken, dl fifteen feet, was blazed by his own blood and trails of
shredded documents.

Occasiondly hed wince and jerk his head. Or he'd gasp and catch his breath asif someone was kicking
him. But most of thetime, as he typed at the keyboard of his computer, hewore asickly grin.

Indl that time, no one had come. In that time, Barney never moved. Barney stayed where he had fdlen,
face-first into apile of shredded paper, hisleft arm draped across the shredder, the remains of the phone
scattered by his head.

Barney'sgun now lay on the desk in front of George.

He'd been typing one-handed at the keyboard for nearly fifteen minutes before he heard a pounding on



the door. On the screen, aquestion flashed at him, "Format Drive N: (Y/N)?"

George reached for Barney's gun with hisright hand. He pried hisleft hand away from his gut and
pressed the"Y" on the keyboard. He leveled the gun at the door.

The screen responded with, "All Dataon Drive N: will be erased. ARE YOU SURE? (Y/N)?'

From outside, George heard someone shout, "Thisis PRI Security. Whoever isin there, step away from
the computer.”

With ashaking hand George pressed "Y" again, smearing blood across the keyboard.

The door flew open and three guards stormed into his office. "Drop the gun,” one of them ordered. " Step
away from the computer.”

George sad, "Fuck you."

The room erupted in about fifteen seconds of gunfire. The monitor exploded, splinters erupted from the
desk, and haf adozen bullets dammed into George's upper body. When it was over, George dumped
out of the chair, diding to the ground. He hadn't returned fire once.

One of the guards looked around at the shredded documents, the blood, and the two corpses, and said,
"What afucking mess."

8:20AM
"What are we waiting for?' Macy asked.

She and John had made their way down to a sun-dried drainage ditch. John had led them to just within
sght of the airstrip and stopped. He lay on the doping edge of the ditch, flattening himself as much as

possible.

"We're only going to get one chance at this," John said. "We're going to need Alliesdiversion. Or, at the
least, agap in ther patrols.”

Macy nodded without looking at John. She was staring down the ditch, to whereit ended. About a
hundred feet away was the fence surrounding the airstrip. Below the fence, the ditch ended ina
sx-foot-high concrete wall. The wall was pierced by acorrugated meta pipe about four feet in diameter.
"What about the drainpipe? We wouldn't have to go through the front door."

"Y ou do see the camera up there, don't you?' John asked.

Macy nodded, but kept looking down in that direction. ™Y eah, but it keeps on panning.”

John turned his head to look where Macy was looking. Above the pipe's outflow, mounted on a post on
thefar side of the fence, acameradid dowly pan acrossthe ditch. The way it was angled, they weren't

swept by it, afew dozen more feet in and they would be.

"What are you getting at?' he asked.



"Does anything cover thedrain?'

"Not redly, but—"

"So within about ten feet of thewall, the cameracan't seeyou.”
"Wes"

"How fast can you run?'

John stared at her as she dipped over the side of the ditch and crouched on theflat, concrete-lined
bottom. "Come on," Macy urged him. "I know | can make that distance before the camera pans back.”

John inched down the edge of the ditch alittle. "What about your feet?

"Shut up about my damn feet." She scowled. "'If we make it down there, can we get through?”

"There should be agrating blocking thedrain.”

"Something we can get past?'

"Possbly.”

"Good, I'm tired of waiting." Macy turned away from him, touched the ground in front of her with her
hands. The camera ahead panned across the ditch, and once it had passed, she dashed toward the
concrete wall at the end of the ditch.

825 AM

Allison and Zack had made their way through the basement of the classroom building, leaving atrail of
disabled camerasin their wake. The basement was adark maze of boxes and shelves. The combination
of dark dust and cobwebs reminded Allison too much of her nightmares. When they findlly reached the
opposite end of the basement, Allison was glad to be out of it.

The stairway they took led back up into the classroom building. On the ground floor there was a short
hall and two doors leading off from the stairwell. One led back inside the building, and the other looked
outside, onto a part of the Prometheus complex that Allison had never seen before.

They both inched up toward the door, and Allison kept an eye out for the ubiquitous surveillance
cameras. Beyond the chicken-wire glassin the door, Allison saw aclugter of buildings. The buildings

were dmogt interchangeable with those in every office park she had ever seen.

If she hadn't lost her sense of direction— which would have been dl too possible in the maze of the
basement— the student areawas al behind them now.

Zack nodded toward the door, at the buildings beyond the glass. "Thereit is," he whispered. It wasthe
first time he had spoken since they'd dipped out of the bathroom. The sound scared her, and made her
think of microphonesin thewalls.

Shetold hersdlf to cdm down. Her plan, such asit was, assumed that security would be closing in on
them by now. Disabling the cameraswas only adeaying move. She knew it waslikely that, by thetime



they got to their destination, security would know exactly where they were. They certainly would shortly
afterward.

What Allison hoped was that, by then, security would be worried about other things.

Allison looked out the window, trying to see what Zack was talking about. Behind the classroom building
was asmal courtyard. There were afew benches and plants, but it al had the sparse look of an area that
no oneredly used.

"Where?' shefindly whispered back.

"Ahead and to the left,” Zack said. "That building to our immediate left isawing off the medica building.
Seethe walkway?'

Allison nodded. Now that Zack had pointed it out, Allison could see that the neighboring building was the
same place they'd tested her, and the place where Jessica had gone nuts. She wasjust seeing it froma
different angle. From the second floor emerged awakway that led to another building farther back.

"The Ward's a the other end of that walkway."

The building that Zack talked about didn't Iook that different from any of the other buildings. If she didn't
know better, Allison might have thought it was another classroom building. It was al the same
anonymous concrete and glass.

She till couldn't see where the cameras were, though she knew that there had to be at least one covering
the courtyard in front of them. She was about to ask Zack about it, when she heard adoor close above
them.

They both looked back toward the stairs. Footsteps echoed down the stairwell toward them. They came
at anear running pace.

"Shit," Zack said. "'l think the gig'sup.”

Allison darted up toward the gairs, out of Zack's disruptive sphere of influence, and felt out with her
teek. She didn't fed up the stairs, where the sounds came from. Instead she felt out through the door
back into the building. If security was closing on them, that was where they should be coming from.

They were there, on either side of the door. She could fed bone like a petrified spiderweb, fibrous
muscle, and the crystaline solidity of the weaponsthey carried. Four or five men, waiting to push through
and grab them. Allison's heart began pounding in her ears.

"Move," shetold Zack in aharsh whisper. As she did, she wrapped her teek around the door. She had
to delay them, if only for afew seconds. Her mind dipped through the skin of the door and found the
mechanicd skeleton of the latch holding the door shut. To her teek the inside of the door, next to the
doorframe, was atightly fitted collection of levers attached to a single tongue of metd that held the door
inplace.

Allison found the lever that led to the handle on the opposite side of the door and, with dl the force her
teek could muster, pushed it in adirection it wasn't designed to go. The sound of warped metal echoed
through the stairwell, and to her teek sense, the tightly-fitted machinery of thelock had turned into an
immobile lump of metd.



"Move," she repeated as she turned to run after Zack.

The footsteps above them were closing, and as she turned, she could hear the guards on the other side of
the broken door trying to force it open againgt its frozen lock.

Zack was dready in the courtyard by the time Allison reached the door. She ran through it before it shut
completely.

Somewhere, asiren began to wall.

As she ran to keep up with Zack, she remembered what had happened to Jessica. Somewhere, above
them— and in amoment, behind them— ther€d be a sniper with atranquilizer gun.

Her teek's response to the thought was automatic. She wrapped hersdf, and the dead spot containing
Zack, with her teek. The effort of covering such awide areawas a pressure behind her eyes. She had
doneit before she had fully emerged from the door, and before she could reconsider the effectiveness of
gpreading hersdf so thin, she felt something dart through the skin of her teek fidd.

Like when Macy had tossed a cue ball at her, Allison could fed an object splash into thefield, and her
brain felt the ripples as the field soaked up the energy. It hadn't been going asfast asabullet, but it was
fast enough to be painful.

Another invader tried to dice through her overextended field, tearing through her mind like aghostly
maosquito. Then another. And another.

The impacts became painful, another blow to her skull trying to prevent her concentration. She had to
screw her eyes shut and run following her teek sense done. She could follow Zack that way, he wasa
fuzzy blind blotch right in front of her, aragged holein her teek that otherwise blanketed them likea
twenty-foot-diameter umbrella. The sheer wealth of sensory feedback was nearly asbad ablow asthe
needlesfiring into her teek. She could fed the whole universe wrapped around her.

Except for that hole where Zack was. She could fed nothing insideit. Worse, asthey ran, the angle of
the shots began to shift to focus ahead of her, toward him. Not only wasit farther away and harder for
her to teek, but if adart punched through into the dead area—

The snipers confirmed her worst fears. She felt arapid succession of three shots. Thefirst shot dammed
into her awareness above her. Even with her eyes closed, she could fed it plungein and stop, hovering a
few inches above her, asif it had plunged into avat of molasses. It was another hard mote of matter
hovering around her, like the others she'd stopped asthey ran.

The second plunged between her and Zack. It was farther away, and the impact felt even worse, more
like abullet than acompressed air dart. This one took even longer to stop, descending to eye level
before stopping between them. Asit dowed, the dart briefly brushed into the dead area around Zack.
Even though it was on the fringes of the areg, it was asif the dart ceased to exist to her teek, and she
didn't fed it again until it tumbled to the ground &t her fest.

Shewas running over thelost dart when the third one pierced her teek about fifteen feet in front of her.
Theimpact knocked the breath from her, even though it was primarily mentd. If the last impact had been
like abullet, thisone waslike asmal cannonbal. It blew through the grip of her teek, and shot through
the dead area around Zack.



Then, suddenly, she had run into the blind area and lost the sense of her teek. She collided with Zack,
and they both tumbled to the ground next to the Ward building. The srens seemed |louder than ever.
CHAPTER THIRTY

03 NOVEMBER NAVARRO COUNTY, TEXAS
8:30AM WEDNESDAY

Macy's limping sprint ended with adive into the drainage pipe, just as the camera began sweeping the
ditch as part of the return pan. She didn't land well, diding into the pipe on her shoulder, and John winced
as he watched her divein.

John leaned forward and called in a harsh stage whisper, "Areyou dl right?’
In response, Macy waved at him from her spot on the ground. She scrambled to her feet, crouched in the

pipe and out of view of the camera. She duckwalked backward, nearly faling with her unsteady gait, and
waved John forward.

John did off the dope where he'd been presenting aslow a profile as possible, and, in imitation of Macy,
crouched in the bottom of the drainage ditch. He wiped his pams on hisjeans as he locked his eyes upon
the camera

Macy kept gesturing frantically.
John waited, breathing deeply and wiping his hands. Then, asthe camera panned past the ditch in front of
him, heran. He didn't [imp, as Macy had, but he was older and couldn't match her for speed. He kept his

gaze on the camera.

By the halfway point, John's cheeks were puffed with effort, hisface was flushed, and the camerawas
aready on itsreturn pan. He sucked in his breath and accel erated.

Macy crouched in the pipe waving him forward and mouthing encouragement to him.

When the camera began to pan over the ditch, John was fifteen feet away from the mouth of the pipe.
John dived forward, toward the cover of the concrete wall ahead of him. He hit and rolled on the
concrete floor of the ditch, tearing his clothes and abrading the right side of his body.

He scrambled to the concrete wall next to the pipe, and leaned againgt it. Macy came to the mouth of the
pipe and whispered, "Y ou madeit."

John nodded and wiped hisforehead. His hand came away smeared with equal parts blood and swest.
"I'm not in shapeto do thingslike thisanymore.”

"Y ou best the camera?"

John nodded again, till catching his breath. "Pretty sure| dived out of sight intime. Let's get into the
pipe." He began pushing himsdf up thewall.

Macy put ahand on his shoulder, "Maybe you should give yoursef aminuteto rest. Y ou trashed yourself
pretty good.”



"] don't think we have aminute," John said.

Asif in response to John'swords, adistant klaxon began sounding. Both of them froze in response to the
bleating Sren. "For us?' Macy said, the emotion leaking out of her voice.

"I don't think s0," John said. "That may be Alliesdiverson." He pushed himsdlf up and entered the pipe.
"Wed better move.”

8:35AM

Agent Fred Jackson stood outside Stone's office, talking into a pseudo-cellular phone. The sound of a
security alarm from outside lesked through thewalls.

The orderlies didn't look comfortable, and Fred— the one security person there— looked angry. He
paced between the orderlies and the door, shaking his head as he shouted into the phone. "What do you
mean, dead? Are you sure? How in the hell did this happen? When? What's the damage?”

Ashetaked, atrio of guards ran up the corridor toward him and the orderlies. The orderlies edged over
to thewalls, next to apainting of Annubis, to let the newcomers pass. The guards had their weapons
drawn.

"Wait aminute," Fred said into the phone. He stopped pacing, pressed the phoneto his chest, and
snapped at the three guards, "And what the hell are you all about?'

They stopped in front of him and the lead one said, "There's been a serious security breach—"
Fred nodded. "Chrigt, | know that. | hear the damn darm. I'm talking to the cleanup team now."
The three of them looked a each other with blank expressions.

"' Shoot-out between security and one of our scientists. Security breach in the mainframe, right?”
Thetrio till looked confused.

"Right?" Fred repeated. Thistimeit didn't sound asif he was asking arhetorica question.

Thelead guard shook his head. "I don't know about that. We're here because theré's an activeloosein a
secure area— and Mr. Stoneisn't responding to any calls.”

"Shitfire." Fred backed up and pounded on the doors to Mr. Ston€e's office. The sound was muffled by
the thick wood of the door. " Stone's in ameeting. Who got loose, where?"

"Allison Boyle, aClass|ll, near Medicd. We haveto talk to Mr. Stone, sir.”
Fred nodded, and his knocking took on a desperate character.
"Who's Mr. Stone having ameeting with?' one of the other guards asked.

Fred stopped knocking, shaking his head. "Oh, fuck." He drew agun from a shoulder holster.



"Sir?' said thelead guard.

"l told him," Fred muttered. To the others he said, "JessicaMason isin there with Mr. Stone. She's
another Class|11." He looked back at the door. "We've dready had problemswith her.” He backed
away from the door and waved one of the new guards forward with the gun.

The orderlies backed down the hall as the security team followed Fred's lead and flanked the door.

One of the guards opened the door and stepped inside, covering the room with his gun. After amoment
hesad, "My God."

The others dipped in after him. Fred yelled at the orderlies, " Someone get amedic in here.”

Inside Ston€e's office, agrayish haze hung from the ceiling. One of the guards bent over behind the desk
fedling around Stone's neck for apulse. The guard was shaking his head.

Fred led the guards around the other side of the table. Video monitors and other piles of eectronic
equipment had been tossed onto the floor. A large section of the wall behind the desk, where the
equipment had been mounted, was bare. A six-foot-long section of drywall had falen from thewall and
had broken apart on the dead pile of eectronics.

One guard picked up a section of the drywall about afoot square. A hole was burned through it, about
the diameter of the guard'slittlefinger. Therest of the drywall was perforated by smilar holes.

"How could this happen without setting off the smoke darms or the sprinklers? one of the guards asked.

"She disabled them,” Fred said. He kicked the warped plastic case of a smoke detector as he
gpproached the holein thewall.

The hole went completely through thewall. A section of the rear wall, about Six feet tall and four feet
wide, was missing except for the meta studsthat used to hold the drywall. Those studs all showed signs
of being exposed to grest heet. The surface of the galvanized metal was dark and had arainbow sheen,
especidly around the fasteners where the drywal | had been attached.

Beyond thewall was a darkened office, empty.

"Fuck it," Fred said. He put away his gun and pulled out his phone. He pressed a button and said, "We
have agtuation here.”

840 AM

Allison opened her eyeswhen she hit the ground. They'd falen under the walkway between the medica
building and the Ward. The door to the Ward was about ten feet away. Zack scrambled out from
undernegth her, grabbing her arm. They started moving again just in timeto avoid being hit by another
dart.

He pushed through the door into the Ward. As soon asthey were through the door, Allison could
bresthe again. "Areyou dl right?' Allison asked.

Zack reached up and pulled asmadl dart from hisjacket and handed it to her. "'l guessit didn't makeit
through the leather." He kept looking out the door and said, "That'salot of darts.”



Allison saw what Zack meant. Ten feet from the door, where the two of them had collided, asemicircle
of dartslay on the ground where they'd been dropped by her teek. "Y eah,” Allison responded.

"Here comesthe cavdry," Zack announced.

Allison looked up from the ground and saw a quartet of guards making their way across the courtyard.
They were hdfway toward them dready. "Run.” Allison yelled.

She wanted to barricade the door, but these weren't like the fire doors she'd jimmied closed with her
teek. These doors were mostly glass. She turned and started down the hall, and thistime she pulled Zack
after her.

"You'retheguide," Allison shouted at him, "Where do they keep the kidsin here?

"l don't know."

"You don't know?"

"It'snot like I've ever been in here”

Behind them, Allison heard the door to the courtyard fly open. She pushed Zack ahead of her, down an
intersecting corridor, around the corner from their pursuers.

The corridors here were bare cinder block, and the ceiling snaked with an assortment of pipes. They
passed brown-painted doors that were featurel ess except for white stenciled numbers on their faces.
Behind some of them, Allison could hear the hum of machinery.

"We need to get upstairs,” she said.

Zack nodded. Getting to the kids was part of the plan, and right now it looked like the kids, and
everything else, were upgtairs.

Allison had no ideahow vaid her plan was at this point. It wasfaling apart just like every other initiative
she had taken so far. Security wasn't supposed to be after them yet. How were they supposed to get out
of this, even if they launched a decent digtraction?

Dad and Macy were probably aready in the hands of Prometheus.

Somewhere, in the back of her head, she heard alone dissenting thought. Think like that and you're
going to die, sweetcakes. With the thought came ahorrid sick feding that she didn't know whose
thought it was.

She and Zack turned down adogleg in the corridor which ended in astairwell. At the corner wasa
freight eevator, and Sitting in front of it were apair of whedled carts carrying between them about a
dozen cylinders of compressed ges.

How serious am | about getting out of here? Allison thought as Zack passed the cylinders. She
thought about her mother and had the answer to her question.

They both took the turn, and she could hear the security people running after them. When they turned,



Allison stopped running and gasped, "Keep going, I'll meet you upstairs.”
Allison could see an objection rising in Zack's face, and she shouted at him, "Move!"
He moved, though he didn't look pleased about it.

As soon as he had gotten beyond ten feet, and her teek began working again, she gripped the top valves
of the canisters and began twigting them off. They broke off with the sound of sheering metal and

ecaping gas.

She didn't seetheir pursuers, but she could hear them in the corridor around the corner from her. She
heard their running feet come to a halt as the fourth valve clattered to the ground. She heard someone
down there blurt out, " Shit."

Allison began backing toward the stairs as her teek gripped the top of canister number five,

"Allison! Allison Boylel" someone yelled from around the corner. "Give yoursdf up. Y ou don't want to
dothis"

Thetop of thefifth canister spun free with ahiss. Allison kept backing toward the dairs. Sheyelled at the
people around the corner, "Y ou better move back from there."

"You can't get away with this. Give yourself up before more people get hurt.”
More people get hurt? No one's been hurt yet.

Allison pushed the stairway door open behind her. Before she stepped through, she took out the dart
that'd been caught in Zack's leather jacket. Shetossed it into the hallway behind her.

"Back out of that hallway,” Allison said, "and no onewill get hurt." She stepped into the Stairwell and
pulled the door shut. When the door was shut, she grabbed the dart with her teek, lifting it off the ground
and pointing it down the hal toward the canisters.

She stared down the hd | through atiny rectangular window, her view segmented by chicken wire. Her
mind wrapped around the tiny dart with anumbing grip. The effort throbbed in her skull in timeto her

pulse,

"Giveyourself up,” camethe voice, distant and small through the metal door. Allison was barely aware of
the noise as she aimed the dart down the hall. All that oxygen, shethought, one spark...

"Giveyoursdf up,” the voice kept talking. "Thisis going to be your only chance. Security'sbeentold to
use letha forceto protect the complex.”

Ononelevd Allison was aware of the words, but on another her world was afixed tableau, the dart
floating in the corridor, the emptying canisters, and the trgjectory between them. Her mind was tensed
like a spring behind the dart, and when she felt-saw motion, her teek |et the dart go before she was

ready.

The motion was one of her pursuers rounding the corner. The man had agun out. The dart shot down the
corridor, faster than it was designed to go. Allison had been startled into throwing the dart, and the man
had moved between it and the canisters.



Allison had planned to strike the dart off the canisters, and spark an impassable fireball. Instead, the dart
dammed into the abdomen of the guard. It struck like abullet. The guard's somach erupted in aflower
of blood as he doubled over.

Allison backed away from the window as the man collapsed. He fell into the carts, knocking canisters
everywhere. The gun fell from hisfingers. Allison tried to grab the gun with her tegk, but everything was
going too quickly. The gun struck the ground and discharged—

The corridor erupted in an orange firebal around the man, and Allison ran, tears streaming down her
cheeks.

8:45AM

Jessica had spent dl night planning the destruction of Stone's dream, the dream that had betrayed her.
Finishing Stone wasn't enough, she knew that. Stone had been the brain behind the machine called
Prometheus, but PRI had existed before Stone, and could conceivably exist after Stone.

To Jessica, that possibility was now intolerable. Prometheus now saw her power as athreet, not an
asset. Jessicaknew extremely well what that meant; she had seen it too often. Threats to Prometheus
ended in the Ward at best; a worst, they were destroyed. Jessica knew, because she had once helped
identify such threatsfor Prometheus.

Stone had taken that control from her, and if she couldn't control thisthing called Prometheus, she had to
destroy it. If she didn't finish it, then Prometheus— in whatever incarnation— would surely destroy her.

She dso knew, very well, what the heart of Prometheuswas. It wasn't the dormitories where the kids
were kept. For the most part the kids were expendable to Prometheus. It wasn't in the classrooms,
which were only atool to keep the kidsin line— like the cafeteria, the gym, and everything €l se that
helped to shore up the facade that somehow the kids imjprisonment was voluntary.

No, the heart of Prometheus was research. The testing, the examinations, the processing of medica data
that was supposed to eventually lead to Stone's Change.

When she made her way back to the medical building, she didn't make the mistake she had made
yesterday. She did not walk out into the open where a sniper with adart could put her down. She had
left through the hole sheé'd burned into Stone€'swall, and had walked downstairs to the underground
tunnels that connected most of the Prometheus complex.

As she had walked, and as the degenerate drugsin her veins ate at her gut and her brain, shelet her
power dide behind the walls of the corridors. Insde thewals, synthetic insulation did off of wires. Bare
wires shorted out, charring their outlinesin thewall, showering sparks from light fixtures, burning out
Security cameras.

As she had walked through the corridors to the medica building, everything dectric died behind her.
Twice, guards had tried to stop her progress. Once they were armed with darts, once with firearms. In
both cases, a sudden influx of heat had ruptured their wegpons. In the first instance, the liquid tranquilizer
vaporized within the darts, wrapping the guards in a searing anesthetic cloud. In the second, the
ammunition had exploded within the clips, tearing the guards hands gpart.

Both sets of guards had been easily finished off by cauterizing the mgor arteriesin their necks.



There were doorslocked in her path, but their components were metal, and their low specific heat easily
succumbed to Jessicas will. Heat warped the locks holding the doors shut, until the door's skin glowed
red through charred and bubbling paint. After that, they were easily forced open. No door delayed her
more than fifteen seconds.

When she pushed her way into the basement of the medica building, she was driving the technicians
ahead of her. Her warped and steaming door opened onto aforest of empty cubicles. To her left wasa
glasswall behind which sat the researchers mainframe in air-conditioned comfort; to her right, three or
four of Prometheus researchers were pushing through an exit, away from her.

Jessicasmiled, even though it felt asif the entire surface of her skin burned. Sweat stung her eyes, her
muscles were cramped, and a migraine flowered behind her eyes. Shewas dimly aware that therewasa
possibility that her manipulation of their drug might have poisoned her. But she was past caring. If
anything, her talent seemed more powerful than ever.

Her awareness expanded past the suspended ceiling, into the pipes feeding the sprinkler system. The
effort was amost reflexive now. Evenin apoint of view that rendered physica objectsinto an endless
matrix of motes, she could il tell the copper pipe from the solder that held it together. The solder wasa
layer of motesthat responded much more quickly to her power, so quickly that the solder went fluid, its
motes escaping the binding of its matrix, long before the energy could escape into the nearby water.

For each pipe she did, the water pressure separated the pipe for her, draining the sprinkler system.
Behind her, water began leaking around the squares of the suspended ceiling.

She walked into the room and turned toward the mainframe. This was the heart of Prometheus—
research, information, the data they'd pried loose from the skulls of the kids they controlled. She stared
into the white room. Insde were anumber of white cabinets about astal as she was. In the center of the
room was Prometheus Cray, dtting like achunky top hat central to the room.

Jessicafocused on the Cray.

Insideit, behind one of the panels, insulation began to dide off of wires, connections began to discolor,
and semiconductors cracked, releasing white smoke.

All over the Prometheus complex, networked computers began to crash. When she was certain the
computers were dead, and the air-conditioned room behind the glass was hazed with smoke, Jessica
turned to follow the fleeing technicians updtairs.

850AM

Allison caught up with Zack at the third floor landing. As she climbed up the airs, she watched him
dtrain against the door, trying to pull it open. He grunted acknowledgment to her when she was up next to
him.

After another pull, Zack said, "Maybe we should drop thisidea? | think we've aready confused the hell
out of them."

Allison shook her head. She could still see the man engulfed by thefire, and that wasn't helping her ability
to plan their escape. "What's on the other side of the door?”



"Look for yoursdf," Zack said. "But you've got to get the door open. They've buttoned up the stairwell
tight."

Allison bent over in front of Zack and looked out the rectangular window. The corridor here wasthe
same shape as the one downstairs, but the walls were whitewashed, and the floor was carpeted. As
downgtairs, an elevator sat a the corner where the corridor doglegged out of her view.

Also, there was anew festure: around mirror set at aforty-five-degree anglein the corner.

"Look inthemirror," Zack said. "What you can seeis set up like amental hospital or aprison. | think
that'sit."

Allison could see what Zack meant. The mirrored corridor ended in awall that had alarge featureless
door. Setin the wall next to the door, was another chicken-wire window, behind which she could see an
orderly moving around. Thiswasit, or at least part of it. Behind that door were the kids Prometheus
decided to lock up—

Wasit right to go through with this? Allison thought of what the guard had said, "Lethal force.” If she
went through with this, sheld be putting those kidsin danger.

Security made up her mind for her. She heard a door above them dam open, and she heard something
gmall clatter down the sairs. Her eyes, nose, and mouth began burning.

"Tear gas," Zack said, pulling hisshirt collar up over hisnose.

"Away from the door," Allison hissed, trying not to inhae. She placed her hands over her mouth and
closed her eyes. "Give meroom.”

Shefdt it when Zack had backed hisinterference away from her. She reached her teek through the door,
finding the metal tongue holding the door shuit. It didn't want to move, but she yanked it back insdethe
door with dl the strength she could muster. The meta snapped, igniting aburning pain inside her skull to
match the painin her eyes.

She stumbled out the door for fifteen feet or o before she felt safe opening her eyes. The air ill burned

them, and everything was blurred. Zack, who sounded asif he was coughing up part of hislungs,
dammed the door behind him as he followed.

Allison felt dizzy and redlized she was ill holding her bresth. She gasped, and when she Sarted
breathing, her coughing rivaled Zack's.

Tear gas? Allisonthought. Lethal force? They'reterrified of us. A smal part of her mind, which
sounded like Chuck, said Why shouldn't they be?

Allison began to redlize just how irrevocable thisal was. Even if she wanted to surrender, there was no
way she could disarm hersdlf. Right now, she was supposed to be drugged, so Prometheus security
wouldn't even be ableto trust that anymore. To these men, she would dways be athrest....

"Move," Zack gasped in ahoarse voice.

Allison nodded and whispered back, " Stay behind me." Her own voice sounded raw. "Watch my back.”



Allison headed down the dogleg and toward the door to the secure part of the Ward. The door itself was
emblazoned with al sorts of security warnings, "Y ellow Access Only."

The orderly had seen them coming, and he was aiming some sort of wegpon at them through the glass.
There was a speaker mounted next to the window and it activated in aburst of static. "Now, why don't
you just stay there and wait for the guards. We don't want anyone to be hurt here.”

The gun he hed wasn't atranquilizer gun, Allison could seethat. It wasared firearm, something designed
to kill people. The orderly was red-faced and sweating. He looked terrified. However, his possession of
that weapon made her |ose whatever sympathy she had for him.

She wrapped her teek around the gun, afamiliar sensation by now, and yanked it out of hishands. Unlike
Barney, hisgrip was neither firm nor steady enough for the maneuver to injure him. Hesmply said, "Oh,
fuck," asthe gun flew out of hishandsto dam into the glass shield separating him from Allison. The
window turned opague with cracks asit bowed out around the gun.

Allison kept pulling the gun, and the window made a sound like someone grinding sand into concrete.
The window continued deforming in aconvex bulge toward her. The only thing keeping the window an
intact sheet was the chicken wireembedded in it.

Then the window stopped resisting her pull on the gun, and the window flowered out around the bulge,
spraying fragments of safety glass everywhere. Allison let the gun go and it skittered on the ground behind
her. Through the hole in the window, the orderly stared at her, aghast.

"Get out of here," Allison told him, her voice raw with gas and anger.

Themanran.

8:55AM

"We should wait for her," Sean said. He faced Oscar and Thad in the nearly empty classroom building.
"Shelll know what to do.”

Thad looked out the window of the lounge. His voice was heavy with irony. "I'm sure shewould, Sean.”
Oscar shook hishead dowly. "The security hereis panicked—"

"| can seethat when | look out the window,” Thad said. "Tell me something | don't know."

"What did you say, Thad?" Sean asked. The othersignored him.

"There'sno need to act like an asshole, Thad."

"Sorry," Thad said. He continued looking at the window. The courtyard was normaly filled with students
at this hour, and the classroom building was normally ahive of activity. But the Srens seemed to empty
the grounds, asif it wasan air raid. Occasionaly agroup of guards would run across the compound,

toward themedica building. "I would like some specific information.”

"l was going to tell you. What | picked up seemed to be at least two studentsloose in the medical
complex.”



Thad cursed and turned around. "That does seem to be where everyone's running. Could it be people
from the Ward?"

Oscar shrugged, "Do they have Class|lIsin the Ward?'
"Itisher."
A disturbed expression crossed Sean'sface. "Does this mean Jessicaisn't coming today?"

Oscar looked downcast and Thad nodded. "I'm sorry, Sean, it seemsthat way." Under his breath, so
Sean wouldn't read his lip movement, he added, ™Y ou poor love-struck bastard.”

"Now what?" Oscar said.
"Sheisn't coming," Sean said, his odd accent growing thicker as he spoke.

Thad paced. "We have alot of problems. From guilt by association all the way down to the fact that
Prometheus security is probably going to make life here rather unpleasant after an incident like this."

Oscar nodded. "Don't | know it. But what the hell can we do about it?"

"We can get while the getting's good.”

Oscar stared a him.

Sean shook his head. "Get what?!

"Security'sin chaosright now,” Thad said. "'l don't think electronic surveillance away from the medica
center counts for much at the moment.” He reached out and grabbed Oscar's arm. "And with our
telepath here, we can avoid the human guards.”

"Just likethat?' Oscar asked.

Thad shrugged. "We have an opportunity here. Wetakeit or we don't." Hetilted his head toward the
dormitories. "We aren't likely to get a better one.”

"You want usto leave?' Sean asked.

Thad looked up at the large man and said, "Y ou don't have to come.”
"Y ou'd abandon Sean here?' Oscar said, distaste coating hisvoice.
"If he choosesto stay and wait for Jess, we aren't abandoning him.”
"You'reacold bastard.”

Thad shrugged. "I'm apragmatist. | want him to come— I've dwayswanted to try our good luck charm
in Vegas— but thetimeto leaveis now. I'm not going to spend the time fighting about who's going.”

Sean looked downcast. "Jessisn't coming, is she, Oscar?"



Oscar sighed, reached up, and put a hand on Sean's shoulder. "I'm afraid not, buddy.”

Sean stared at Thad with moist eyesand said, "Let'sgo.”
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

03 NOVEMBER NAVARRO COUNTY, TEXAS
9:00AM WEDNESDAY

Fred led asecurity detail, following JessicaMason. It took them nearly half an hour to reach the
mainframe in the basement of the research building. It wasn't because Jesscawas hard to follow. The
swath of destruction she wrought through the corridors of Prometheus blazed an unmistakable trail. What
ate up time was the caution Fred enforced on the three-men team he'd appropriated.

Even Fred seemed to chafe against the restraint he placed on the team, but the need for such restraint
was graphic and undeniable. The corridorsthey followed wereilluminated by charred calligraphy,
marking the location of every wire that had been buried within the walls. Twice they came upon guards
who had been less cautious than they were, piles of corpses with burned hands and livid necks.

At the second pile of corpses, Fred had told histeam, "Our only chance againgt thisis surprise. We have
to use overwheming force before the target is aware of us.”

The team had nodded in unison.

When they reached the mainframe, achoking white haze had migrated from the computer room to flood
the entire basement. With the reduction in visibility, the team had to dow even further.

Fred shot questions into the pseudo-phone that connected him to what was left of Prometheus Security.
After afew moments of heated debate over the phone, he called his team together at the opposite end of
the computer room.

"Hereisthe news," Fred told histeam. "We're authorized to use al necessary force to secure this
gtuation. The sabotage here has taken down the whole network, including survelllance, but we have the
rogue e ements contained in the medica complex. Both buildings are surrounded and contained.” He
nodded at all of them. "Sincethetarget is not leaving the building, we're going to do dow sweeps, by the
numbers. If you seethe target, you takeit out.”

Fred's team nodded.

Then one of them opened the exit and covered the stairwell beyond. Carefully, one by one, the team
dipped up the sairs, after the target.

9.05AM

The Ward made Allison sick. Ten minutes of throwing open doorstold her that no distraction would
come from here. Even Zack was | eft speechless. What Allison had expected— and from Zack's reaction,
what he had expected— was to find something akin to political prisoners. The forced normalcy of
Prometheus elsewhere led her to expect to find regular kids here, dissenting, maybe disturbed like the
twins she had seen in the film, perhaps even violent—

But not like what they found.



Thedoors, dl of them, had shutters over the windows in them. Each door was stenciled with acase
number, no names. Each of them had dectronic locks that Allison had to force with her teek. Each of
them opened on the same scene.

Theroomsin theward werelarge, their Sze necessary to contain life-support and monitoring equipment.
Central to each room was the bed, and strapped on the bed was an immobile figure. Some of the kids
were nearly cadaverous, some appeared to be deeping, while some only stared at the celling when
Allison pushed the doors open.

Thetwo of them dammed open door after door, only to see the samething. Boys, girls, catatonic, fed
through tubes, breathing through tubes. It was like an intensive care ward, but Allison had the awful
suspicion that none of these kids had anything wrong with them— at least not before they'd come here.

Only one of them spoke to her. When Allison opened the seventh door, the boy on the bed actudly
focused on her for afew seconds. "I know you," he whispered. "Pretty... Pretty..."

Allison raced to his sde, but he had degraded into mumbling something incomprehensible. Shelooked a
the kid's face, which had awild expresson on it, and felt an incredible fegling of hopel essness.

She looked up a Zack, who stood in the doorway staring at the babbling kid, and said, "It'slike dl they
areto themisalife-support syslem for abrain.”

Allison shuddered.
"Let'sget out of here" Zack said. "We can't do any good here.”

She didn't want to leave, but she looked down and saw that the kid wasn't even aware of her presence
anymore. She didn't realize she was holding the kid's hand until shelet it go.

After that, shelet Zack lead her through the hdls. "I'm sorry,” Allison said to him.
"Thisisnt your fault,” Zack said.

"Yes, it was my idea" Allison grimaced. Shefdt disgusted and na3/4[auve. "' was expecting some sort
of prison revolt. Just open the doors and these kids would, would..." Her voice was choked off by a sob.
It had been a stupid romantic notion, and now she and Zack were trapped here because of it.

She had stopped moving, and Zack put hisarm around her to lead her along. For once the touch didn't
feel uncomfortable. "Come on, Allie, you had no idea of the shapethese kidswerein." Zack suckedina
breath. "I certainly didn't.”

They stopped in front of another secure door. Next to it was another glassed-in office, but thistime there
wasn't an orderly. "Hold on," Zack said. "I'll open thisone.”

Allison nodded as Zack dipped into the little guard office. It was obvious now that this security setup,
unlike aprison or amenta hospital, was more interested in kegping people out than keeping themiin. If
she had given hersdf at least one more day to think, shewould have redlized how pointless ducking into
the Ward would be.

"How do we get out of this?' she asked. All theinitiative had drained out of her, she had no ideawhat to



do next.

"We're doing pretty well with improv," Zack said from insgde the little glassed-in office. "Good news,
from the monitorsin here, their security system seemsto be down.”

"Could that just be the office there?" Allison said, walking up to the glass and staring at Zack through the
chickenwire.

"The cameradown the hdl, isthelight on, isit moving?"

Allison glanced down the hall at the camerathat should have been panning down the hall. It was frozen
and itslittle LED indicators were dark. "1t seems dead.”

"Luck'son our sde. No guards since the tear gas. That'swhy. No clue wherein the building we are.”
Zack looked around the little office and picked up alittle Styrofoam cup and sniffed it. "I guessthey
evacuated people quick."

"Wedon't havetime." Allison said. "They know what floor we're on at the least.”

Zack looked up at her.

"The orderly wasthelast to see us, and they must have flooded al the stairwells with gas—"

Zack frowned. "And shut off the eevators. They'retrying to contain us, drive us somewhere." Heflipped
aswitch to buzz open the door in front of them. Allison pulled it open and held it for him as he made his
way out of the office.

"Theres one direction | bet they haven't surrounded,” Zack said.

Allison got hismeaning immediatdy. ™Y ou think you can?"

Zack shrugged. "Worth atry when we get to awindow."

"Y ou're sure you've recovered from—"

"Who knows. Let'smove." Zack pushed through the door.

If Zack could manageit, without getting shot, it was probably the only chance they had for getting to the
argrip. At least Zack's shot. Allison couldn't see herself teeking hersdlf airborne and surviving. She could
gl vividly remember thefedling of dizziness and vertigo right before she dammed into the garage.

But it had to be possible, if Zack could doit.

What happened when shetried to levitate herself? She gripped herself with her teek and...

Redlization struck her. Allison muttered, "I'm afool.” She dipped out the door after Zack. Asshedid,
she cdled after him, "Hey, I'vefigured out the problem..." Shetrailed off.

Zack stood in the center of the corridor, staring down toward where the walkway connected the Ward
to the medica building. The scene was empty of people, but Zack was backing toward her, away from
thewalkway.



Allison redized that she was hearing more than one Siren now. Additiona wailswereraised againgt the
klaxons that had accompanied them ever since they'd left the classroom building. These new Srenswere
closer, more piercing, and coming from beyond the walkway.

"Do you smell smoke?' Zack asked.
910 AM

Jessca Mason walked through the research building, leaving flamesin her wake. No more guards
stepped into her path, the building had been evacuated ahead of her. She was only accompanied by the
sound of firedarms and the crackle of the flames themsdlves.

Pain dso accompanied her. There wasn't only the searing within her skull. Now every musclein her body
wastorn by crampsthat felt asif they severed her limbs. She was sweating and racked with fever, yet
somehow she managed to continue walking.

She fdt disconnected, watching from sometiny flare of identity indde hersdf. The pain didn't seemto
reach her anymore. Instead, the pain seemed to feed the power.

Jessicaredly wasn't thinking anymore. The destruction was supposed to be arelease for her anger, but
instead, every time she destroyed something it seemed to heighten her fury at Stone, at Prometheus, a

everything.

Shed baled hersdf up into her anger, and now she Ssmply lashed out at everything around her. All the
craft, al the subtlety, al the control, had eroded away. She no longer disabled the sprinklers, she smply
fed the heat of her anger into random objects as she passed.

Couches erupted into black synthetic smoke. Bottles of chemicals exploded into corrosive clouds.
Electronic equipment melted and sparked. Carpeting melted and charred in her path. By thetime she
reached the second floor of the building, her attacks were completely reasonless and random.

Then she turned a corner and saw him. Zachary Lanagan. They stared at each other through the
walkway. Both of them frozen in recognition.

He backed away, and Jessica stepped forward. Seeing him— the person who had derided her, mocked
her attempts to control what was happening, someone who held in disdain everything she had just lost—
it fed the rage within her.

Jessica pushed everything she had a him, every flare of emotion fed into her power. Shewilled a
holocaust and sensed...

Nothing.
The damn interference.

Suddenly, now that her anger again had afocus, her mind began to sharpen. To work again through the
pain. Shefdt part of theworld again. Hest blew againgt her from behind, where parts of the medical lab
burned. White smoke scoured her nose and throat with the scent of charred foam rubber. Her skin was
flushed, the swest stinging where her flesh had been seared. Between her and Zack, theair in the
walkway rippled in the morning light, casting shadowslike weter.



Above dl were the twinned sensationsin her heart, the feverish agony and the insatiable anger.
Zack might have sensed something, because he scrambled back from her. Someone was behind him—
Her.

There shewas, the avatar of everything Jessica had lost. Her replacement. Allison Boyle. Allison called
something down the walkway to her, "Wait! We aren't the enemy.”

Jessicalaughed; the sound was strangled and tasted of soot. Everyone was her enemy.

She couldn't get past the interference, but the fire could. Damn them both, Jessicathought as she
focused her mind above the two of them, around them.

"We can get out of thistogether," Allison was saying. Jessicatuned out the voice and closed her eyes,
concentrating on the upper surface of the celling suspended above their heads. "Please, we can get past
dl of them."

It was hard to do at this distance, especialy with tiles that weren't supposed to burn, but she could fed
thetiles themsalves begin to char, then smolder, sucking oxygen through the crawl space between the
tilesand the celling. The temperature rose, the flames feeding themsalves now with little help from her
power, above the smoke detectors and the sprinklers, immune.

"We can help each other—"

Jessica could sense what was about to happen, so she opened her eyes. Shedidn't look at Allison, or
Zack. Shelooked at the celling above them. She smiled as she saw the wisps of white smoke drifting
down between the metal framework. Then the smoke was sucked back into the celling, one or two tiles
were actualy blown upward, in toward the ceiling, asthefire tried to feed its voracious appetite for

oxygen.
And then the ceiling exploded.
9:15AM

It happened too quickly for Allison to absorb it al at once. From out of nowhere came Jessica Mason.
One minute Allison wastrying to talk to her, the next, Zack wasyelling, "Allie, look out!"

With those words, Allison felt him shove her toward the walkway. Allison sumbled forward, faling to the
carpet, astheworld erupted around her. It was asif Hell itself opened above them. The air was sucked
out of her lungs as aburning wind blew her to the ground.

Burning debrisfell on her back, and Allison rolled away, out from under it. She scrambled away until she
could think clearly enough to redize that she wasn't on fire hersaf. Then she looked back the way she
had come.

There was nothing back there but a solid wall of smoke, roiling toward her. Behind it, dl she could see
were flickering orange highlights that hissed and spat &t her.

"Zack!" Her voice was hoarse, and sucking in the smoke made her gag. " Zack!" sheydled between



coughs.

Only the spitting flames responded to her. The smoke stung her eyes, blurring her vision. She pushed
hersdf to her knees and looked around, but everything had turned an even gray. The walkway wasfilled
with opague smoke. Allison was beginning to fed dizzy.

Air, | need air, or I'mgoing to drop right here.

Shefelt out next to her with her teek, locking it into the nearly insubstantial matter of the window. Then
she pushed it away from her.

She heard a crack as the window was freed of itsframe, and smoke began pouring out the hole in the
wakway. She could breathe alittle now. Allison blew out another window and started standing up.

"Zack!" Her eyeswere gill watering. She kept telling herself that he was on the other side of that
holocaust and couldn't hear her.

With the two windows open, the air cleared around her, enough so that breathing didn't cause her chest
to ache. Shetried to teek athird window, and fdlt into adull dead sphere of interference.

She dmost thought it was Zack, but it was coming from the wrong side of the walkway. It was suddenly
difficult for her to breathe for reasons that had nothing to do with the smoke. She stood, shaking, and
faced the direction of the interference.

Jessica had to be stopped, and Allison knew of only one way to stop her. She dove through the smoke
a the interference. Even though she couldn't see through the smoke, she was able to aim at the center of
her teek's dead zone. Then she passed the threshold, and her teek was blind to her—

And she knew that Jessicas pyrokinesiswould be just as dead, aslong as they were this close to each
other.

Allison dammed into Jessicals midsection in aflying tackle. Jessicahadn't been expecting it. Shefolded
over and fell to the ground in ahegp under Allison. Allison scrambled for Jessicas hands, to pin her—

"Bitch," Jessica hissed at her through soot-blackened lips. Allison felt nailsrake her face. She managed to
grab hold of one hand in the scrambled tangle of limbs, but Jessica pounded on her, clawed at her with
her other hand.

"Stop it." The smoke blurred Allison's eyes as she fought for control.

She may have stopped Jessica from burning anything more, but she was sprawled on top of someone
four years older and asbig asMacy.

"Stopit," Allison pleaded, "Before anyone dseis hurt—"

Allison felt the breath forced from her lungs as Jessicadammed aknee up into her kidney. The pain
sucked dl the strength from her limbs, and Allison fell on her side.

Jessicarolled over, on top of her, wrapping her hands around Allison's neck. "But | want people hurt,”
Jessica said as she began to squeeze.



Allison scrambled madly against her, bucking, kicking, clawing at Jessicasface. But, like Chuck, Jessica
wasjust too heavy for her to move. It felt like the world was beginning to spin, and, weirdly, the world
began to lighten—

The smoke was clearing. Beyond Jessicas face, Allison could see the sky through the glass ceiling of the
walkway. With thelack of air, it dmost felt asif shewasfaling up into it, up into the sky. She knew she
could give up, and things would be so much easier.

Even asthe thought crossed her mind, Allison remembered her own voice saying, "...even if people
die”

She had promised Macy. Giving up wasn't an option anymore, if it ever had been. With the thought, she
balled her hand into afist and brought it up to Jessicas chin as hard as she could. Theimpact fdt asif it
broke her thumb. It did break Jessicals grip on her neck, allowing Allison to suck in deep, greedy gasps
of theclearing air.

Jessica's head snapped back, and one hand went to her face. She wiped blood away from her hurt lip,
her expression darkening, when the windows around them began shattering.

Allison watched in horror as blood erupted from Jessica's chest and mouth. It seemed that Jessicawas
aready faling on top of her before she heard the first echoes of the gunshots.

Oh, God, that's what Zack meant. They were driving us here to the walkway, nothing more than
an exposed glass tube that the snipers can shoot us through. The smoke was our only cover....

Allison's thoughts spun in chaotic spirds as guns continued firing, and glass sprayed acrossthe interior of
the walkway. Being flat on the ground had been the only thing that had saved her.

Worgt of dl, Jessicawas still moving. Blood was |leaking everywhere, coating Allison. Jessica had been
hit two or three times, and she was still moving on top of her.

Jessicareached up and put a hand on Allison's face. Allison winced, but it wasn't an attack. As gunshots
played out above them, Jessica stared into Allison's eyes. She coughed afew times, spitting blood from
her mouth and nose.

"Your turn, | guess," Jesscasad.

Then she closed her eyes and rested her head againgt Allison's chest. Allison watched as her breathing
cameto ashuddering halt.

Allison redized that, until that point, she had never truly hated anything before.

She stayed there as the smoke continued clearing, and as the gunfire came to a halt. She stayed there,
immobile, understanding what Jessicahad felt. Prometheus had rained so much destruction on so many
livesthat even Jessicas lashing out seemed only justice.

A team of men entered the opposite end of the walkway, from the direction that Jessica had come.
Leading the team was aman in asuit. Hishair was date-gray, and hewore abad-eagle pinin histie. He
looked unmoved by the carnage in front of him. He spoke into allittle phone and Allison could hear him
say, "Stand down, we're securing the area. Get some teams out to handle the other security breaches.”



Agent Fred Jackson, ASI....
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

03NOVEMBER NAVARRO COUNTY, TEXAS
9:20AM WEDNESDAY

When she saw Fred Jackson, Allison realized that she could fed out with her teek. The interference from
Jessicawas gone now. Jessicawas gone now. The evaporation of the interference brought her death
hometo Allison more than the body lying on top of her.

"Watch your approach,” Fred was telling the people behind them. "The snipers may not have cleaned the
area. If you see amovement, shoot.”

They didn't see her, or they didn't redlize she was alive. She must ook dead, covered with blood, soot,
and glass, and with Jessica's corpse covering her. Allison froze every muscle, trying not to breethe.

These evil bastards wanted to kill her now. Even this precious talent of herswas expendableif it
threatened their little project. It wasn't Stone's metaphysica Change. It wasn't the kids or the
extraordinary thingsthey could do. All that was important was Prometheus. All that was important was
the damn organization, and to hell with anything that threatened it. It was a cancer; Prometheus had no

godss, no purpose beyond perpetuating itself.

The destruction it caused, the peopleit killed, those weren't even aside issue. Allison redlized that Fred
would gladly kill every kid in the complex to save Prometheus. The inherent contradiction wouldn't even
occur to him.

The guards closed on her, Fred in the lead. She had to do something, she couldn't hold her breath
forever.

Remembering aline of quarters breaking the sound barrier, shefdt out with her teek, and grabbed the
fragments of safety glassthe bullets had scattered on the carpet. Hundreds of solid little cubes embedded
themsalvesinto the ectoplasmic clay of her teek.

The group was spread through the walkway. Fred was ahead of dl of them and almost upon her. Two
others guarded the entrance they'd come through. The remaining one followed a distance behind Fred,
looking everywhere Fred wasn't.

The glassrosg, tilting to form afragmentary wall between Fred and Allison. For amoment the glass hung
there like a beaded curtain as she tried to reorient her teek to point down the walkway. It gave Fred time
to react.

"Shit," hesaid, firing hisgun. Allison felt abullet dam into Jessicas body. In response, every ounce of
energy she had at her command pressed those glass cubes down the walkway.

The sound of the glass striking every surface was like ashort burst of rain, or abrief 9zzling, likea
hamburger on agrill. The effects of the glass tearing through the walkway were horrible.

Fred fell backward, scores of bloody holestorn into his face and body. The guard behind him dropped
his gun and fell to his knees, clutching aspurting wound in his neck. The guards by the door did to the
ground, blood pooling around them. The wounds were worse than what Jessica had suffered, it appeared



asif the glass had shattered— no, exploded— when it had hit.

Allison gasped and pushed Jessica off her. Then she scrambled back, without standing up. She kept low,
all theway back to the Ward building. Back into the smoke, and cover. The floor here was damp, which
meant that somewhere the sprinklers were working.

She didn't have much time to think about it, because armed guards appeared at the other end of the
walkway. She could see them duck around the corner, looking up toward her. She backed farther into
the smoke, trying to beinvisble.

She found hersdlf hoping that one of them would bresk cover so that sheld have a shot at him, and she
hated hersdf for the thought.

One of them rushed into the walkway, holding up ariot shield for cover. Hetook a station in front of one
of the two wounded guardsin the rear. Then they began removing the guard under cover. They weretoo
far away for her to do anything effective, and teeking something like a quarter or a piece of glasswouldn't
be effective againgt one of those shieds.

They had her trapped againgt the fire behind her, and they knew it. They could swarm the walkway and
overwhdam her in afew minutes. What could she do?

She looked out a them. There were now atrio of guards, huddling behind the Plexiglas shields, vaguely
inhuman behind gas masks. It was like awar zone. Most of the glass had been blown out of the
walkway, making it look like some half-blasted bridge in an old war movie—

Bridge.
There was no way her teek was strong enough.

However, they had reached the third guard, the one with the neck wound, and there were half a dozen of
them in there, behind their shields. By the time they werein range for her to do something directly, it
would betoo late.

Allison wrapped her teek around the superstructure of the walkway, the end nearest her. Like the Jeep
Cherokee, the metd offered her solid purchase for her teek, but actually forcing energy through her teek
into something so massve— it waslike tearing out hunks of her own brain. It wasn't only that she was
trying to movetons of materid, but shewastrying to fed the resulting vibration.

She thought it would be impossible with her mind rubbed raw by all that had happened. However, inthe
midst of the effort-induced migraine, shefet the shift. Even though it was lessthan amillimeter, thefact
that the object was so large, and occupied al her mental awareness, made it noticeable.

At the greatest deformation she pushed with al her ability, and let it rebound back.

The guardsin the walkway had reached Fred. She was aware of them even though her eyeswere
closed. Everything in the walkway floated through the awareness of her teek. Shefelt her body curl into a
ball.

She reversed the force of her teek at the point of greatest rebound. And repeated. And repeated. It was
much dower than the machine they had tested her on, but somehow she fell into the pattern, the rhythm
became as naturd as her pulse. In fact her pulse conspired with her to match itself to the natural



frequency of thewakway. Her heart, the dagger throbsin her skull, and the vibration of the walkway, dl
worked in time with each other.

She was dimly aware of movement in the walkway, the guards pulling what was left of Fred Jackson out
of harm'sway. The vibration was becoming noticeable. First it was audible as a screeching of twisted
metd, then the movement of the structure reached a point where the guards could noticeit. The guards
stopped their advance.

The larger the vibrations amplitude, the easier it got for Allison. The sound was now like someone
repeatedly swinging arusty door open and closed, open and closed. The wakway's movement was now
measurable in centimeters, not millimeters. Allison's mind was so full of thewalkway thet it felt like her
entire world was moving up and down in timeto her pulse.

The walkway's sounds became louder, more insstent. She could hear the guards curse, and with her teek
sense she could fedl the mass of their bodies retreat back from where they'd come.

Allison gtill grained with the effort. It felt asif she was methodicaly damming ahammer into her skulll.
The pain of it had become so regular and intense that it was numbing.

Asthe guardsretreated, Allison dowly opened her eyes. She was on her side on the ground, swesat
stinging her eyes as she stared past her knees. Seeing the walkway almost broke her concentration, even
though she knew what to expect.

Thewakway had been agently arching rectangular tube connecting the second floors of both buildings.
Now that arch was deforming up and down, more than six inches in the center, enough to see that
something was wrong, enough to make the walkway ook dive. Thefloor of the walkway sank and rose
like the ocean.

Some of the guards sent wild shots toward her, but she still had the smoke back here for cover. She
couldn't stop now or break her concentration.

For along time— it fdlt like hours when it could have been only minutes— it seemed that the walkway
wastoo well engineered. It would sway and buck that six inches, but no more— no matter how much of
her teek she pumped into it. There was something in the design that was absorbing the shock she was

putting into it—

Allison closed her eyes again and felt with her teek as she pushed on the wakway. In aweird way she
could sense the forcesingde the metal framework. It seemed asif the Stressesingde the materia
changed the textureingdeit dightly, but she could fed it with her mentd fingers.

She found what shewas looking for. A pair of srutsinsde thewall, dmost directly below her. They
were s0lid, but stressed a dozen times more than anything in the walkway. Every time her teek pulsed the
walkway, the struts sucked up the excess like a shock absorber.

It took her amoment to think of how she had any hope of dedling with it. After afew moments, she
shifted the focus of her teek to the structure immediately above and connected to one of the struts— only
one.

She opened her eyes again. It took afew moments for an asymmetry to develop in the shaking of the
walkway, arolling sde-to-sde motion that was less than the up-down motion, but growing in amplitude.



With her teek, she could sense the asymmetry develop in the stresses felt by the struts below her. They
were no longer equd. The one below her teeking effort was actualy now under much less stress than the
onenext toit. Allison could fed samilar effectsal over thewakway. The asymmetrica deformation was
multiplying stresses dl over.

The structure sounded asif it wasin pain. Theripplesin thefloor had grown in amplitude. The center of
the bridge now deformed over afoot at its greatest extension, but now when theright sdewasraised a
foot, theleft was lowered by the same amount.

Allison could fed the walkway twisting itsdf apart just like the Tacoma Narrows Bridge, bucking and
moaning asif caught in an invigble hurricane. What remaining glass there was in the walkway's windows
began to shatter, ruptured astheir framestwisted out of true.

The guards stopped taking potshots at her.

Then, like the Tacoma Narrows Bridge, something gave way asthefloor twisted. Theleft Sde of the
gpan deformed downward, and with an explosive mechanical snap the floor kept going downward.
Gravity peded it away asif thefloor of the wakway was shed skin.

The floor had been an integral part of the Structure, and without it, the skeletal framework around the
walkway began folding in onitsdf, tearing away from Allison's building and collgpsing into the courtyard
below.

When shelet go of her teek, Allison passed out from exhaugtion.

9:40 AM

"Am | dead?" Allison asks the empty halls of Euclid Heights High.

"No," comes an all-too-familiar voice. "I am."

She turns toward Chuck, her face burning with anger. "1 thought | wasrid of you."

"Not that easy, sweetcakes." He shrugs. "l just thought you'd like to know."

"Know what?" Allison asks.

Chuck waves his hand at the school around them. Allison looks, and it takes her a moment to
realize that the school isn't abandoned. Kids are going to and fro, pushing past both of them,
going to classes. The windows are open on a sun-filled sky.

"You did it," Chuck says.

"Did what?"

Allison regained consciousness believing that Chuck was kissing her. She pushed someone away and
coughed up afew hacking breaths before she opened her eyes and saw Zack.

"What—" shetried to say, but she had to keep coughing up gobs of sooty-tasting phlegm. Even as she
rolled over and coughed her throat raw, she could fed her face flushing.



"Thank God," Zack said. His Boston accent seemed even thicker now. Shelooked up at him. He didn't
look good. He was covered with soot, his leather jacket was charred in places, and there was a nasty
red burn on hisright cheek. "I thought | lost you for amoment.”

Allison nodded, still trying to figure things out. The coughing finaly stopped, and she managed to suck in
enough air to talk. "I thought you were dead." Shelooked up a him. "How'd you know the ceiling was
about to explode?"

Zack smiled, winced, and raised ahand to his cheek without quite touching it. "I saw Backdraft. Whena
fire gartsto inhaeits own smoke, that's bad.” He dowly lowered his hand away from the wound on his
cheek. "l pushed you away and tried to get out mysdlf, through the door. | wasalittle late, but | madeit.”
Hewinced again when he smiled. "Jug.”

Allison nodded. Shewas till concentrating on bresathing the fresh air. Which made her redize that they
were no longer inthe medica building.

Shetried to stand up, and Zack said, "Take it easy, | don't know how long you were lying there sucking
up smoke."

Allison nodded and stood anyway, even though it made her fed dizzy. They were on aroof somewhere
in the Prometheus complex. She turned around and felt disoriented until she saw apillar of smoke about
athousand yards away, marking the medical building.

"Where— how— what—" Allison was dumbfounded, and a more than little wobbly. How long had she
been out?

Zack stood up next to her, putting a supportive arm around her. "Where is an outbuilding sitting at the
end of Prometheus runway." Zack turned her away from the complex so she could see the tarmac, the
hangars, and the control tower. "How? The air-Zack express.”

Allison shook her head, "But the interference?"

Zack grinned again, thistime with only the uninjured part of hisface. "There are ways around that. Ever
see Rescue 9117

"Wha?'

Zack gestured at the ground where sheld woken up. Lying on the ground was along length of fire hose,
tied into aloop on both ends.

"They raise peopleinto helicoptersdl thetime. | just dangled you out of range— landing was abitch,
though.”

"Zack, youreagenius.” Allison hugged him.
"Theface, waich theface"
950 AM

Macy paced in front of the open door of the Gulfstream Starship. She held one of the oversized
tranquilizer rifles carried by the Prometheus guards. Up until fifteen minutes ago it had belonged to the



man crumpled in a heap by the hangar door. It had been over an hour since they had emerged from the
drainage ditch.

From that point, it only took ten minutes and three guards for John to get them to the plane. Thenitwasa
maiter of waiting.

Every few minutes Macy would glance over at the cockpit windows to watch John work on the plane.
Therest of her time was evenly divided between looking at the crumpled guard and staring at the chaos
the Prometheus complex had become.

Since John had handed her agun and told her to guard hisrear, seven guards had passed the hangar.
Only one of them showed interest in the airplane, and he stopped his approach when he saw Macy and
therifle

There were more escaping students than there were guards. For the past fifteen minutes, since the echoes
of the last gunshots had faded, stealth no longer seemed a priority. The hangar opened on to the tarmac,
and wasin sight of two of the mgjor gatesinto the PRI complex, and both seemed open and unguarded
now. People flowed out of them without challenge, in cars, golf carts, and on foot.

During the wait, Macy's expression grew darker and darker. Occasionaly she'd wipe her cheeks and
mutter, "Allie, comeon, girl," as she sared off at the smoke. Then she'd glance at the crumpled guard

and begin pacing again.

It was almost ten o'clock when sheraised therifle at two figures walking toward the hangar. It took a
few long moments before recognition dawned on Macy's face and she lowered therifle. "Allie!"

Macy dropped the gun, ran up, and embraced Allison. When she broke off the hug, Macy |ooked down
at the combination of blood and soot that she'd smeared on her own clothes and said, "L ord, girl, you
look likehell. Areyou dl right?"

"I'm ambulatory,” Allison said in ahoarse voice.

Macy looked over to the boy Allison was leaning againgt. He looked as bad or worse than Allison did.
"Whao'syour friend?' Macy asked.

"Macy meet Zack, Zack, Macy."

"Charmed," Zack said.

"Greet, | worry about your assfor hours, and you're going around picking up guys.”
Zack shook hishead, "Actudly | picked her up.”

Allison erupted into hoarse laughter.

"l don't get it," Macy said.

"Long gtory,” Allison told her. "Anyway, he's coming with us."

"Hey, you can bring Rush Limbaugh asfar as1'm concerned, aslong as you're back." Macy put an arm
around Allison's shoulder. "Now let's seeiif your dad can fly us out of this place.



He could.



