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‘My eyes are what?’
      

      ‘They’re …’ The girl took a step closer, peering into Jessica’s eyes. Jessica raised a hand to her own face, and the girl
         flinched as if afraid of being touched, then looked up at the sky with a puzzled expression.
      

      As her eyes met the moon, Jessica cried out. They flashed a deep indigo, just like the panther’s.

      ‘Melissa’s right,’ Dess said.

      Rex quieted the other two with a wave of his hand. He took a step closer, peering into Jessica’s eyes with a calm intensity.

      ‘Her eyes are wrong,’ repeated the other girl, whom Dess had called Melissa.

      Dess piped up. ‘Today she said the sun doesn’t bother her. I told you she was totally daylight. No dark glasses or anything.’

      ‘What on earth are you talking about?’ Jessica suddenly cried, surprising herself. She hadn’t meant to shout, but the words had launched themselves out of her.
      

      The startled looks on the others’ faces were somehow satisfying.

      ‘I mean—,’ she sputtered. ‘What’s going on? What are you talking about? And what are you doing in my dream?’
      

      Rex stepped back and put up his hands. Dess giggled but half turned away as if embarrassed. Melissa cocked her head.

      ‘Sorry,’ Rex said. ‘I should have told you: this isn’t a dream.’

      ‘But—’ Jessica started, but sighed, knowing suddenly that she believed him. The pain, the fear, the feel of her heart pumping
         in her chest had all been too real. This was not a dream. It was a relief not to pretend to herself anymore.
      

      ‘What is it, then?’

      ‘This is midnight.’
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8.11 A.M.

      REX

The halls of Bixby High School were always hideously bright on the first day of school. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead,
         their white honeycombed plastic shields newly cleaned of dead insect shapes. The freshly shined floors dazzled, glinting in
         the hard September sunlight that streamed in through the school’s open front doors.
      

      Rex Greene walked slowly, wondering how the students jostling past him could run into this place. His every step was a struggle, a fight against the grating radiance of Bixby High, against being trapped
         here for another year. For Rex summer vacation was a place to hide, and every year this day gave him the sinking feeling of
         having just been discovered, caught, pinned like an escaping prisoner in a searchlight.
      

      Rex squinted in the brightness and pushed up his glasses with one finger, wishing he could wear dark shades over their thick
         frames. One more layer between him and Bixby High School.
      

      The same faces were all here. Timmy Hudson, who had beaten him up just about every day in fifth grade, passed by, not giving Rex a second glance. The surging crowd was full of
         old tormentors and classmates and childhood friends, but no one seemed to recognize him anymore. Rex pulled his long black
         coat around himself and clung to the row of lockers along the wall, waiting for the crowd to clear, wondering exactly when
         he had become invisible. And why. Maybe it was because the daylight world meant so little to him now.
      

      He put his head down and edged toward class.

      Then he saw the new girl.

      She was his age, maybe a year younger. Her hair was deep red, and she was carrying a green book bag over one shoulder. Rex
         had never seen her before, and in a school as small as Bixby High, that was unusual enough. But novelty wasn’t the strangest
         thing about her.
      

      She was out of focus.

      A faint blur clung to her face and hands, as if she were standing behind thick glass. The other faces in the crowded hall
         were clear in the bright sunlight, but hers wouldn’t resolve no matter how hard he stared. She seemed to exist just out of
         the reach of focus, like music played from a copy of a copy of an old cassette tape.
      

      Rex blinked, trying to clear his eyes, but the blurriness stayed with the girl, tracking her as she slipped further into the
         crowd. He abandoned his place by the wall and pushed his way after her.
      

      That was a mistake. Now sixteen, he was a lot bigger, his dyed-black hair more obvious than ever, and his invisibility left
         him as he pushed purposefully through the crowd.
      


A shove came from behind, and Rex’s balance twisted under him. More hands kept him reeling, four or five boys working together
         until he came to a crashing stop, his shoulder slamming into the row of lockers lining the wall.
      

      ‘Out of the way, dork!’ Rex felt a slap against the side of his face. He blinked as the world went blurry, the hall dissolving
         into a swirl of colors and moving blobs. The sickening sound of his glasses skittering along the floor reached his ears.
      

      ‘Rex lost his spex!’ came a voice. So Timmy Hudson did remember his name. Laughter trailed away down the hall.

      Rex realized that his hands were out in front of him, feeling the air like a blind man’s. He might as well be blind. Without
         his glasses, the world was a blender full of meaningless color.
      

      The bell rang.

      Rex slumped against the lockers, waiting for the hall to clear. He’d never catch up with the new girl now. Maybe he’d imagined
         her.
      

      ‘Here,’ came a voice.

      As he raised his eyes, Rex’s mouth dropped open.

      Without glasses Rex’s weak eyes could see her perfectly. Behind her the hall was still a mess of blurred shapes, but her face
         stood out, clear and detailed. He noticed her green eyes now, flecked with gold in the sunlight.
      

      ‘Your glasses,’ she said, holding them out. Even this close, the thick frames were still fuzzy, but he could see the girl’s
         outstretched hand with crystal clarity. The Focus clung to her.
      

      Finally willing himself to move, Rex closed his mouth and took the glasses. When he put them on, the rest of the world jumped into focus, and the girl blurred again. Just like the others always did.
      

      ‘Thanks,’ he managed.

      ‘That’s okay.’ She smiled, shrugged, and looked around at the almost empty hall. ‘I guess we’re late now. I don’t even know
         where I’m going.’
      

      Her accent sounded midwestern, crisper than Rex’s Oklahoma drawl.

      ‘No, that was the eight-fifteen bell,’ he explained. ‘The late bell’s at eight-twenty. Where’re you headed?’

      ‘Room T-29.’ She held a schedule card tightly in one hand.

      He pointed back at the doorway. ‘That’s in the temps. Outside on the right. Those trailers you saw on the way in.’

      She looked outside with a frown. ‘Okay,’ she said hesitantly, like she’d never had class in a trailer before. ‘Well, I better
         get going.’
      

      He nodded. As she walked away, Rex pulled off his glasses again, and again she jumped into clarity as the rest of the world
         became a blur.
      

      Rex finally allowed himself to believe it and smiled. Another one, and from somewhere beyond Bixby, Oklahoma.

      Maybe this year was going to be different.
      

      Rex saw the new girl a few more times before lunch.

      She was already making friends. In a small school like Bixby, there was something exciting about a new student – people wanted
         to find out about her. Already the popular kids were staking a claim to her, gossiping about what they’d learned about her,
         trading on her friendship.
      


Rex knew that the rules of popularity wouldn’t allow him near her again, but he hovered nearby, listening, using his invisibility.
         Not really invisible, of course, but just as good. In his black shirt and jeans, with his dyed-black hair, he could disappear
         into shadows and corners. There weren’t that many students like Timmy Hudson at Bixby High. Most people were happy to ignore
         Rex and his friends.
      

      It didn’t take Rex long to find out a few things about Jessica Day.

      In the lunchroom he found Melissa and Dess in the usual place.

      He sat across from Melissa, giving her space. As always, her sleeves were pulled down, almost covering her hands against any
         accidental touch, and she wore headphones, the hiss of metal power chords audible from them like an insistent whisper. Melissa
         didn’t like crowds; any sizable number of regular people drove her crazy. Even a full classroom tested her limits. Without
         headphones she found the bickering, striving chaos of the lunchroom unbearable.
      

      Dess ate nothing, didn’t even push her food around, just folded her hands and peered at the ceiling through dark sunglasses.

      ‘Here again for another year,’ Dess said. ‘How much does this suck?’

      Rex reflexively started to agree but paused. All summer he had dreaded another year of awful lunches, hiding from the blazing
         skylights here in the dimmest corner. But for once he was actually excited to be in the Bixby High lunchroom.
      

      The new girl was only a few tables away, surrounded by new friends.


‘Maybe, maybe not,’ he said. ‘See that girl?’

      ‘Mmm,’ Dess answered, her face still raised to the ceiling, probably counting the tiles up there.

      ‘She’s new. Her name is Jessica Day,’ Rex said. ‘She’s from Chicago.’

      ‘And I’m interested in this why?’ Dess asked.

      ‘She just moved here a few days ago. Sophomore.’

      ‘Still bored.’

      ‘She’s not boring.’

      Dess sighed and lowered her head to peer through her sunglasses at the new girl. She snorted. ‘First day at Bixby and she’s
         already right in the middle of the daylight crowd. Nothing interesting about that. She’s exactly the same as the other hundred
         and eighty-seven people in here.’
      

      Rex shook his head, starting to disagree, but stopped. If he was going to say it out loud, he had to be right. As he had a
         dozen times that day, he lifted his thick glasses an inch, looking at Jessica Day with just his eyes. The cafeteria dissolved
         into a bright, churning blur, but even from this distance she stood out sharp and clear.
      

      It was after noon, and her Focus hadn’t faded. It was permanent. There was only one explanation.

      He took a deep breath. ‘She’s one of us.’

      Dess looked at him, finally allowing an expression of interest to cross her face. Melissa felt the change between her friends
         and looked up blankly. Listening, but not with her ears.
      

      ‘ Her? One of us?’ Dess said. ‘No way. She could run for mayor of Normal, Oklahoma.’
      

      ‘Listen to me, Dess,’ Rex insisted. ‘She’s got the Focus.’


Dess squinted, as if trying to see what only Rex could. ‘Maybe she got touched last night or something like that.’

      ‘No. It’s too strong. She’s one of us.’

      Dess looked back up at the ceiling, her expression sliding again into totally bored with the ease of long practice. But Rex
         knew he’d gotten her attention.
      

      ‘All right,’ she relented. ‘If she’s a sophomore, maybe she’s in one of my classes. I’ll check her out.’

      Melissa nodded too, bobbing her head to the whispered music.
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2:38 P.M.

      DESS

When Jessica finally collapsed behind a desk for her last class of the day, she was completely exhausted. She crammed the
         wrinkled schedule into her pocket, hardly caring if she was in the right room anymore, and gratefully dropped her book bag
         onto the floor. All day it had been gaining weight like a new employee at Baskin-Robbins.
      

      No first day of school was ever easy. But at least back in Chicago, Jessica had had the same old faces and familiar halls
         of Public School 141 to look forward to. Here in Bixby everything was a challenge. This school might be smaller than PS 141,
         but it was all spread out on ground level, a maze of addons and trailers. Every five-minute change of classes had been traumatic.
      

      Jessica hated being late. She always wore a watch, which she set at least ten minutes fast. Today, when she already stood
         out as the new girl, she’d dreaded having to creep into a class late, everyone’s eyes on her, looking sheepish and too dumb
         to find her way around. But she’d made it again. The bell hadn’t rung yet. Jessica had managed to be on time the whole day.
      

      The class filled slowly, everyone looking end-of-the-first-day frazzled. But even in their weariness a few noticed Jessica.
         They all knew about the new girl from the big city, it seemed. At her old school Jess had been just one student out of two
         thousand. But here she was practically a celebrity. Everyone was friendly about it, at least. The whole day she’d been shepherded
         around, smiled at, asked to stand up and introduce herself. She had the speech down pat now.
      

      ‘I’m Jessica Day, and I just moved here from Chicago. We came because my mom got a job at Aerospace Oklahoma, where she designs
         planes. Not the whole plane, just the shape of the wing. But that’s the part that makes it a plane, Mom always says. Everyone
         in Oklahoma seems very nice, and it’s a lot warmer than Chicago. My thirteen-year-old sister cried for about two weeks before
         we moved, and my dad’s going nuts because he hasn’t found a job in Bixby yet, and the water tastes funny here. Thank you.’
      

      Of course, she’d never said that last part out loud. Maybe for this class she would, just to wake herself up.

      The late bell rang.

      The teacher introduced himself as Mr. Sanchez and called the roll. He paused a little when he got to Jessica’s name, glancing
         at her for a second. But he must have seen her weary expression. He didn’t ask for the speech.
      

      Then it was time to pass out books. Jessica sighed. The textbooks Mr. Sanchez was piling onto his desk looked dauntingly thick.
         Beginning trigonometry. More weight for the book bag. Mom had talked the guidance counselor into starting Jessica in all advanced classes here, dropping back to a normal level later if she needed to. The suggestion had
         been flattering, but after seeing the giant physics textbook, the stack of paperback classics for English, and now this doorstop,
         Jessica realized she’d been suckered. Mom had always been trying to get her into advanced classes back in Chicago, and now
         here Jessica was, trapped in trig.
      

      As the books were being passed back, a tardy student entered the room. She looked younger than the others in the class. She
         was dressed all in black, wearing dark glasses and a lot of shiny metal necklaces. Mr. Sanchez looked up at her and smiled,
         genuinely pleased.
      

      ‘Glad to see you, Desdemona.’

      ‘Hey, Sanchez.’ The girl sounded as tired as Jess felt, but with much more practice. She regarded the classroom with bored
         disgust. Mr. Sanchez was practically beaming at her, as if she were some famous mathematician he’d invited here to talk about
         how trigonometry could change your life.
      

      He went back to passing out books, and the girl scanned the classroom for a place to sit. Then something strange happened.
         She pulled off the dark glasses, squinted at Jessica, and made her way purposefully to the empty desk next to her.
      

      ‘Hey,’ she said.

      ‘Hi, I’m Jessica.’

      ‘Yeah,’ the girl said, as if that were terribly obvious. Jessica wondered if she’d already met her in some other class. ‘I’m
         Dess.’
      

      ‘Hi.’ Okay, that was hi twice. But what was she supposed to say?
      


Dess was looking at her closely, trying to figure something out. She squinted, as if the room were too bright for her. Her
         pale fingers played with the translucent, yellowish beads on one of the necklaces, sliding them one way and then the other.
         They clicked softly as she arranged them into unreadable patterns.
      

      A book arrived on Jessica’s desk, breaking the spell that Dess’s fingers had cast.

      ‘When you get your book,’ Mr. Sanchez announced, ‘carefully fill out the form attached to the inside cover. That’s carefully, people. Any damage you don’t record is your responsibility.’
      

      Jessica had been through this drill all day. Apparently textbooks were an endangered species here in Bixby, Oklahoma. The
         teachers made everyone go through them page by page, noting every mark or tear. Supposedly there would be a terrible reckoning
         at the end of the year for anyone criminal enough to damage their books. Jessica had helped her dad do the same thing for
         their rental house, recording every nail hole in the walls, checking every electrical socket, and going into detail about
         how the automatic garage door didn’t go up the last foot and a half. Moving had been annoying in all kinds of unexpected ways.
      

      She began going through the textbook, dutifully checking every page. Jess sighed. She’d gotten a bad one. Underlined words, page 7. Scribbles on graph, page 19 …
      

      ‘So, how do you like Bixby so far, Jess?’

      Jessica looked up. Dess was leafing through her book distractedly, apparently finding nothing. Half her attention was still
         on Jess.
      


The speech was all ready. Everyone in Oklahoma seems very nice, and it’s much warmer than Chicago. But somehow she knew that Dess didn’t want the speech.
      

      Jess shrugged. ‘The water tastes funny here.’

      Dess almost managed to smile. ‘No kidding.’

      ‘Yeah, to me anyway. I guess I’ll get used to it.’

      ‘Nope. I was born here, and it still tastes funny.’

      ‘Great.’

      ‘And that’s not all that’s funny.’

      Jess looked up, expecting more, but Dess was hard at work now. She’d skipped to the answers at the back of the trig book.
         Her pen leapt from one to another in no apparent order while her other hand fiddled madly with the amber beads. Occasionally
         she would make a change. She noted each one on the form.
      

      ‘Several moronic answers corrected by nonmoron, page 326,’ she muttered. ‘Who checks these things? I mean, if you’re going
         to be all new-mathy and put the answers in the back, they might as well be the right ones.’
      

      Jessica swallowed. Dess was checking the answers for chapter eleven, and they hadn’t even started the book yet. ‘Uh, yeah,
         I guess. We found a mistake in my algebra textbook last year.’
      

      ‘A mistake?’ Dess looked up at her with a frown.

      ‘ A couple, I guess.’
      

      Dess looked down at the book and shook her head. Somehow Jessica felt like she’d said something wrong. She wondered if this
         wasn’t Dess’s way of hassling the new girl. Or some weird way of showing off for her benefit.
      

      Jessica went back to her own book. Whoever had owned it last year had dropped the class or had just lost interest. The pages were pristine now. Maybe the whole class had only gotten
         halfway through the book. Jessica hoped so – just leafing through the final pages of dense formulas and graphs was starting
         to scare her.
      

      Dess was mumbling again. ‘A handsome rendering of the gorgeous Mr. Sanchez, page 214.’ She was doodling on one corner of a
         page, marking up the book and then recording the damage.
      

      Jessica rolled her eyes.

      ‘You know, Jess,’ Dess said, ‘Bixby water isn’t just tasty. It gives you funny dreams.’

      ‘What?’

      Dess repeated herself slowly and clearly, as if talking to some textbook-answer-checking moron. ‘The water in Bixby – it gives
         you funny dreams. Haven’t you noticed?’ She looked at Jessica intensely, as if awaiting the answer to the most important question
         in the world.
      

      Jessica blinked, trying to think of something witty to say. She was tired of Dess’s games, though, and shook her head. ‘Not
         really. With moving and everything, I’ve been too tired to dream.’
      

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Really.’

      Dess shrugged and didn’t say another word to her the whole class.

      Jessica was grateful for the silence. She struggled to follow Mr. Sanchez as he zoomed through the first chapter like it was
         old news and assigned the first night’s homework from the second. Every year, by law, there was at least one class in her schedule designed to make sure that school didn’t accidentally become fun. Jess was pretty sure that beginning trigonometry
         was this year’s running nightmare.
      

      And to make things worse, she could feel Dess’s eyes on her the whole period. Jessica shivered when the last bell rang and
         headed into the crush of the loud and boisterous hallway with relief.
      

      Maybe not everybody in Oklahoma was that nice.
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12:00 A.M.

      THE SILENT STORM

Jessica woke up because the sound of the rain just … stopped.

      It changed all at once. The sound didn’t fade away, trickling down into nothingness like rain was supposed to. One moment
         the whole world was chattering with the downpour, lulling her to sleep. The next, silence fell hard, as if someone had pushed
         mute on a TV remote control.
      

      Jessica’s eyes opened, the sudden quiet echoing around her like a door slam.

      She sat up, looking around the bedroom in confusion. She didn’t know what had woken her – it took a few seconds just to remember
         where she was. The dark room was a jumble of familiar and unfamiliar things. Her old writing desk was in the wrong corner,
         and someone had added a skylight to the ceiling. There were too many windows, and they were bigger than they should have been.
      

      But then the shapes of boxes piled everywhere, clothing and books spilling out of their half-open maws, brought it all back.
         Jessica Day and her belongings were strangers here, barely settled, like pioneers on a bare plain. This was her new room,
         her family’s new house. She lived in Bixby, Oklahoma, now.
      

      ‘Oh, yeah,’ she said sadly.

      Jessica took a deep breath. It smelled like rain. That was right – it had been raining hard all night … but now it was suddenly
         quiet.
      

      Moonlight filled the room. Jessica lay awake, transfixed by how strange everything looked. It wasn’t just the unfamiliar house;
         the Oklahoma night itself felt somehow wrong. The windows and skylight glowed, but the light seemed to come from everywhere,
         blue and cold. There were no shadows, and the room looked flat, like an old and faded photograph.
      

      Jessica still wondered what had awakened her. Her heart beat quickly, as if something surprising had happened a moment ago.
         But she couldn’t remember what.
      

      She shook her head and lay back down, closing her eyes, but sleep wouldn’t come. Her old bed seemed uncomfortable, somehow
         wrong, as if it didn’t like being here in Bixby.
      

      ‘Great,’ Jessica muttered. Just what she needed: a sleepless night to go with her exhausting days of unpacking, fighting with
         her little sister, Beth, and trying to find her way around the Bixby High maze. At least her first week at school was almost
         over. It would finally be Friday tomorrow.
      

      She looked at the clock. It said 12:07, but it was set fast, to Jessica time. It was probably just about midnight. Friday
         at last.
      

      A blue radiance filled the room, almost as bright as when the light was on. When had the moon come out? High, dark clouds
         had rolled over Bixby all day, obscuring the sun. Even  under the roof of clouds the sky was huge here in Oklahoma, the whole state as flat as a piece of paper. That afternoon her
         dad had said that the lightning flashes on the horizon were striking all the way down in Texas. (Being unemployed in Bixby
         had started him watching the Weather Channel.)
      

      The cold, blue moonlight seemed brighter every minute.

      Jessica slid out of bed. The rough timbers of the floor felt warm under her feet. She stepped carefully over the clutter,
         the moonlight picking out every half-unpacked box clearly. The window glowed like a neon sign.
      

      When she looked outside, Jessica’s fingers clenched and she uttered a soft cry.

      The air outside sparkled, shimmering like a snow globe full of glitter.

      Jessica blinked and rubbed her eyes, but the galaxy of hovering diamonds didn’t go away.

      There were thousands of them, each suspended in the air as if by its own little invisible string. They seemed to glow, filling
         the street and her room with the blue light. Some were just inches from the window, perfect spheres no bigger than the smallest
         pearl, translucent as beads of glass.
      

      Jessica took a few steps backward and sat down on her bed.

      ‘Weird dream,’ she said aloud, and then wished she hadn’t. It didn’t seem right saying that. Wondering if she were dreaming
         made her feel more … awake somehow. And this was already too real: no unexplained panic, no watching herself from above, no
         feeling as if she were in a play and didn’t know her lines – just Jessica Day sitting on her bed and being confused.
      

      And the air outside full of diamonds.


Jessica slipped under her covers and tried to go back to sleep. Unconscious sleep. But behind closed eyelids she felt even more awake. The feel of the sheets, the sound of her breathing, the slowly
         building body warmth inside the covers were all exactly right. The realness of everything gnawed at her.
      

      And the diamonds were beautiful. She wanted to see them up close.

      Jessica got up again.

      She pulled on a sweatshirt and rummaged around for shoes, taking a minute to find a matching pair among the moving boxes.
         She crept out of her room and down the hall. The still unfamiliar house looked uncanny in the blue light. The walls were bare
         and the living room empty, as if no one lived here.
      

      The clock in the kitchen read exactly midnight.

      Jessica paused at the front door, anxious for a moment. Then she pushed it open.

      This had to be a dream: millions of diamonds filled the air, floating over the wet, shiny asphalt. Only a few inches apart,
         they stretched as far as Jessica could see, down the street and up into the sky. Little blue gems no bigger than tears.
      

      No moon was visible. Thick clouds still hung over Bixby, but now they looked as hard and unmoving as stone. The light seemed
         to come from the diamonds, as if an invasion of blue fireflies had been frozen in midair.
      

      Jessica’s eyes widened. It was so beautiful, so still and wondrous, that her anxiety was instantly gone.

      She raised a hand to touch one of the blue gems. The little diamond wobbled, then ran onto her finger, cold and wet. It disappeared,
         leaving nothing but a bit of water.
      


Then Jessica realized what the diamond had been. A raindrop! The floating diamonds were the rain, somehow hanging motionless in the air. Nothing moved on the street or in the sky. Time was frozen around her.
      

      In a daze, she stepped out into the suspended rain. The drops kissed her face coolly, turning into water as she collided with
         them. They melted instantly, dotting her sweatshirt as she walked, wetting her hands with water no colder than September rain.
         She could smell the fresh scent of rain, feel the electricity of recent lightning, the trapped vitality of the storm all around
         her. Her hairs tingled, laughter bubbling up inside her.
      

      But her feet were cold, she realized, her shoes soaking. Jessica knelt down to look at the walk. Motionless splashes of water
         dotted the concrete, where raindrops had been frozen just as they’d hit the ground. The whole street shimmered with the shapes
         of splashes, like a garden of ice flowers.
      

      A raindrop hovered right in front of her nose. Jessica leaned nearer, closing one eye and peering into the little sphere of
         motionless water. The houses on the street, the arrested sky, the whole world was there inside, upside down and warped into
         a circle, like looking through a crystal ball. Then she must have gotten too close – the raindrop shivered and jumped into
         motion, falling onto her cheek and running down it like a cold tear.
      

      ‘Oh,’ she murmured. Everything was frozen until she touched it, like breaking a spell.

      Jessica smiled as she stood, looking around for more wonders.

      All the houses on the street seemed to be glowing, their windows filled with blue light. She looked back at her own house. The roof was aglitter with splashes, and a motionless spout
         of water gushed from the meeting of two gutters at one corner. The windows glowed dully, but there hadn’t been any lights
         on inside. Maybe it wasn’t just the raindrops. The houses, the still clouds above, everything seemed to be incandescent with
         blue light.
      

      Where did that cold light come from? she wondered. There was more to this dream than frozen time.
      

      Then Jessica saw that she had left a trail, a tunnel through the rain where she had released the hovering rain. It was Jessica
         shaped, like a hole left by a cartoon character rocketing through a wall.
      

      She laughed and broke into a run, reaching out to grab handfuls of raindrops from the air, all alone in a world of diamonds.

      The next morning Jessica Day woke up smiling.

      The dream had been so beautiful, as perfect as the raindrops hovering in the air. Maybe it meant that Bixby wasn’t such a
         creepy place after all.
      

      The sun shone brightly into her room, accompanied by the sound of water dripping from the trees onto the roof. Even piled
         with boxes, it felt like her room, finally. Jessica lay in bed, luxuriating in a feeling of relief. After months of getting used to the idea of moving,
         the weeks of saying good-bye, the days of packing and unpacking, she finally felt as if the whirlwind were winding down.
      

      Jessica’s dreams weren’t usually very profound. When she was nervous about a test, she had test-hell nightmares. When her little sister was driving Jessica crazy, the Beth of her dreams was a twenty-story monster who chased her. But Jessica
         knew that this dream had a deeper meaning. Time had stopped back in Chicago, her life frozen while she waited to leave all
         her friends and everything she knew, but now that was over. The world could start again, once she let it.
      

      Maybe she and her family would be happy here after all.

      And it was Friday.
      

      The alarm rang. She pulled herself from under the covers and swung herself out of bed.

      The moment her feet touched the floor, a chill ran up her spine. She was standing on her sweatshirt, which lay next to her
         bed in a crumpled pile.
      

      It was soaking wet.
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8:02 A.M.

      MELISSA

As Melissa got closer, the taste of school began to foul her mouth.

      This far away it was acidic and cold, like coffee held under the tongue for a solid minute. She could taste first-week anxiety
         and inescapable boredom mixed together into a dull blur, along with the sour bile of wasted time that seeped out of the walls
         of the place. But Melissa knew the taste would change as school grew nearer. In another mile she would be able to distinguish
         the individual flavors of resentments, petty victories, rejections, and angry little skirmishes for dominance. A couple of
         miles after that and Bixby High would become almost unbearable, a buzz saw in her mind.
      

      But for now she just grimaced and turned her music up.

      Rex was standing in front of his father’s house, tall and skinny, his black coat wrapped around him, the lawn under his feet
         dying. Even the tufts of weeds seemed to be battling some malign, invisible force. Every year since the old man’s accident,
         the house had fallen further into disrepair.
      


Served the old guy right.

      Melissa pulled her car up to the curb. Between the brown grass of the yard and Rex’s long coat, she half expected cold winter
         air to rush into the car when he opened the door. But the hideous sun had already burned away the brief chill of last night’s
         storm.
      

      It was still early fall, still the beginning of the school year. Three months to go before winter, nine more months of junior
         year.
      

      He jumped in and shut the door, careful not to get too close. When Rex scowled at the music’s volume, Melissa sighed and turned
         it back down a notch. Human beings had no right to complain about music of any kind. The pandemonium that went on in their
         heads every waking hour was a hundred times noisier than any thrash-metal band, more chaotic than a bunch of sugar-rushing
         ten-year-olds with trumpets. If only they could hear themselves.
      

      But Rex wasn’t that bad. He was different, on a separate channel, free from the commotion of the daylight crowd. His had been
         the first individual thoughts she’d ever filtered from among the hideous mass, and she could still read him better than anyone.
      

      Melissa could feel his excitement clearly, his hunger to know. She could taste his impatience, sharp and insistent over his
         usual calm.
      

      She decided to keep him waiting. ‘Nice storm last night.’

      ‘Yeah. I went looking for lightning for a while.’

      ‘Me too, kind of. Just got soggy, though.’

      ‘Some night we’ll get one, Cowgirl.’


She snorted at the childhood nickname but muttered, ‘Sure. Some night.’

      Back when they were little kids, when it was just the two of them, they had always tried to find a streak of lightning. A
         bolt that had struck at exactly the right moment and gone to ground close enough to reach before time ran out. Once, years
         ago, they’d spent the whole hour biking toward a bright, jagged spur on the horizon. But they hadn’t made it all the way,
         not even close. It’d been a lot farther away than it had looked. Riding back in the falling rain took much longer, of course,
         and by the time they’d made it home they were soaking.
      

      Melissa had never been quite sure what they were supposed to do with a streak once they found one. Rex never said much about
         that. She could sense he wasn’t totally sure about it himself. But he’d read something somewhere on one of his trips.
      

      School grew nearer, the early morning collision of struggle and apprehension building from taste to clamor, the bitterness
         on her tongue expanding to a cacophony that assaulted her entire mind. Melissa knew she’d have to put her headphones on soon
         just to make it until classes started. She slowed the old Ford. It was always hard to drive this close, especially at the
         beginning of the year. She hoped her usual spot was free, behind a Dumpster in the vacant lot across the street from Bixby
         High. Parking anywhere else would take thinking. The school parking lot itself was too close to the maelstrom for her to drive
         safely.
      

      ‘I hate that place,’ she managed.

      Rex looked at her. His plain, focused thoughts made things better for a moment, and she was able to take a deep breath.


‘There’s a reason for all this,’ he said.

      A reason for the way she was? For the agony she felt every day? ‘Yeah. To make my life suck.’

      ‘No. Something really important.’

      ‘Thanks.’ The Ford’s suspension squealed beneath them as she took a turn too sharply. Rex’s mind flinched, but not because
         of her driving. He hated hurting her, she knew.
      

      ‘I didn’t mean that your life wasn’t—’

      ‘Whatever,’ Melissa interrupted. ‘Don’t worry about it, Rex. I just can’t stand the beginning of the year. Too many melodramas
         all turned up to max.’
      

      ‘Yeah. I know what you mean.’

      ‘No, you don’t.’

      The parking place was empty, and she pulled in, switching off the radio as she slowed. Melissa could tell that they were almost
         late – the crowd flowing into the building was harried, nervous. A bottle burst under one of her tires as the Ford ground
         to a halt. People snuck over here to drink beer at lunch sometimes.
      

      Rex started to ask, so she beat him to it.

      ‘I felt her last night. The new girl.’

      ‘I knew it,’ he said, hitting the dashboard in front of him, his excitement cutting through the school noise with a clean, pure note.
      

      Melissa smiled. ‘No, you didn’t.’

      ‘Okay,’ Rex admitted. ‘But I was 99 percent sure.’

      Melissa nodded, getting out and pulling her bag after her. ‘You were totally scared that you might be wrong. That’s how I
         knew how sure you were.’ Rex blinked, not understanding her logic. Melissa sighed. After years of listening to his thoughts she understood a few things about Rex that he didn’t know himself. Things, it seemed, that he would never figure
         out.
      

      ‘But yeah, she was out there last night,’ she continued. ‘Awake and …’ Something else. She wasn’t sure what else. This new
         girl was different.
      

      As they walked toward Bixby High, the late bell rang. The sound always quieted the roar in Melissa’s head, softening it to
         a low rumble as teachers established control and at least some students tried to concentrate. During classes she could almost
         think normally.
      

      She remembered the night before, in the awesome silence of the blue time. Even in the dead of normal night she had to put
         up with the noise of dreams and night terrors, but the blue hour was absolutely still. That was the only time Melissa felt
         whole, completely free of daylight’s chaos. For that one slice of each day she actually felt like she possessed a talent,
         a gift rather than a curse.
      

      Melissa had known what Rex wanted her to do from the moment he’d come into the cafeteria on the first day of school. Every
         night this week she had crawled out of her window and up onto the roof. Searching.
      

      It could take a few days to wake up for the first time. And she didn’t know where the new girl lived. Dess had taken a long
         time to track down, out on the wild edge of the badlands.
      

      Last night there hadn’t been any lightning, not that she could see. Just one frozen flicker behind the motionless clouds.
         So Melissa had cleared her high perch of water splashes and sat down.
      


She had calmed her mind – so simple to do at midnight – and reached out across Bixby. The others were easy enough to feel.
         Melissa knew their signatures, the way they each met the secret hour, with relief, excitement, or calm. All of them were in
         their usual places, and the other things that lived in the blue time were in hiding, cowed by the energies of the storm.
      

      A perfect night for casting.

      Last night it hadn’t taken long. The new girl lived close to her or was very strong. Melissa could feel her clearly, her new
         shape bright against the empty night. Melissa tasted a flicker of surprise at first, then long moments of wariness, then a
         slowly building torrent of joy that had lasted deep into the hour. Finally the girl had gone back to sleep, unworried by disbelief.
      

      Some people had it so easy.

      Melissa didn’t know exactly what to think of the new girl. Below her shifting emotions was an unexpected flavor, a sharp metal
         taste, like a coin pressed against the tip of Melissa’s tongue. The scent of unbridled energy was everywhere, but maybe that
         had just been the storm. And of course someone new was always full of unfamiliar flavors, unexpected faculties. Each of Melissa’s
         friends felt different to her, after all.
      

      But Jessica Day felt …more than different.

      Melissa remembered to pull her headphones from her bag. She would need them to get through the halls to homeroom. As they
         crossed the street, Rex put a hand on her forearm, careful not to touch bare skin, steadying her as he always did this close
         to the distractions of school.
      


He pulled her to a stop as a car shot past.

      ‘Careful.’

      ‘She’s freaky, Rex.’

      ‘The new girl?’

      ‘Yeah. Weird, even for one of us. Or maybe she’s worse.’

      ‘Worse how?’

      ‘Normal.’

      Melissa switched on her disc player as they continued, edging the volume up to push away the massive, approaching roar of
         school, pulling her sleeves down to cover her hands.
      

      Rex turned to her as they reached the front door. He squeezed her shoulder and waited until she was looking at him. Rex alone
         knew that Melissa could read lips.
      

      ‘Can you find her?’
      

      She answered with deliberate softness – she hated people who yelled over the music in their headphones. ‘No problem.’

      ‘Soon,’ his lips formed. Was that a question or a command? she wondered. Something about his expression, and the worry in his mind,
         disturbed her.
      

      ‘What’s the big rush?’

      ‘I think there’s danger. More than usual. There are signs.’
      

      Melissa frowned, then shrugged.

      ‘Don’t worry. I’ll track her down.’

      She turned away from Rex, missing his reply, unable to concentrate as the school – with its noisy squall of anxiety, boredom,
         desire, misdirected energy, worry, competition, cheerleader pep, stifled anger, a little joy, and too much outright fear –
         swallowed her.
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