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Prologue
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As she was crossing the lobby toward the stairway leading up to their rooms, Corliss Simon spotted Donna Ramanez coming out of the session on oceanography and public health. She glanced about but didn’t see Mayfair Cummings. From what Lars Stensen, the boy from Denmark who had been flirting with her ever since he arrived, had told her, Corliss was expecting Mayfair to come see her in the Ping-Pong contest, but she had never appeared. She could see that she hadn’t remained in the media center, either. The viewing of the movie Battleship Potemkin had ended a while ago, and everyone who had gone to see it was out and in the lobby, too. She waved to Donna, who walked over to her. The three of them had been practically inseparable since the day they all had met at Spindrift.

“Did you see Mayfair?”

“Not since we went off to go to separate things,” Donna said. She looked around, too.

The twelve other gifted students of Spindrift seemed to burst apart like an exploding star, each of them heading for his or her room, their conversations dying away behind them like dissipated smoke. No one seemed particularly interested in spending time with anyone in particular, and there were some who had already completed the better part of a year here and had known each other for months without developing any sort of real friendship.

Donna, like Corliss, doubted that these other officially recognized geniuses—or, as they were clinically known, gifted students—would have developed deeper friendships anywhere. From how they talked about their past, they certainly hadn’t done so at their previous schools. Despite their exceptionally high IQs, their lack of social skills was something that concerned Dr. Marlowe, the head of Spindrift. She was always searching for ways to improve on that while these students, each considered one in three million because of their super IQs, attended Spindrift. Most who had left after some form of Spindrift graduation and gone on to positions at NASA or the CIA or some other research facilities had done outstanding work. She often heard about that but rarely heard about their personal lives. It was as if they had none.

Dr. Marlowe often wondered if the founder of Spindrift, the world-renowned biochemist Dr. Norman Lazarus, had envisioned this sort of problem. Or did he believe you simply take a brilliant mind, nurture it, give it unique chances to grow, and then simply cast it out to achieve great things? Social relations were secondary in his mind, perhaps, but certainly not in hers. She tenaciously held on to the idea that the whole person had to be developed.

At the moment, Dr. Marlowe stood talking to Professor Morton, who taught psychology and philosophy. Corliss could see that although Dr. Marlowe was in some sort of heavy conversation with him, Dr. Marlowe was watching her and Donna closely. Her eyes occasionally panned the lobby as well. She knew that the three of them, nicknamed the Supremes by some other students here who really meant it to be ironic and derogatory, were almost always together. If anything, she liked that. At least these three seemed capable of forming relationships.

“Maybe she went to the bathroom,” Donna suggested. Corliss nodded, but she didn’t lose her worried expression. “Or she just went up to bed. She looked tired.”

“Not tired. Disappointed,” Corliss said.

“In what?”

“Us,” Corliss said. She knew Donna was aware of that. “And you know how she can get when she’s frustrated,” Corliss added.

Donna knew. Of the three, Mayfair was the most independent and the most stubborn. She and Corliss occasionally discussed her when she wasn’t nearby. They had agreed that Mayfair was different because she came from a home environment in which she had been challenged almost daily since her mother’s unexpected heart attack and her father’s eventual remarriage. It wasn’t uncommon for a stepmother to resent her stepdaughter and even be jealous of her relationship with her father, but with Mayfair so superior to her stepmother in intellect, things were ten times worse in the Cummings household. She had described multiple episodes of conflict that only further damaged her relationship with her father. They read between the lines and heard her say that he was eager to get her to Spindrift, eager to get her out of the house.

However, Donna and Corliss knew that the worst thing they could do would be to show that they felt sorry for her. Analysis was okay. They all did plenty of that, but pity was despised. And that was resented not only by Mayfair but by everyone else here. Egos soared to the point where even constructive criticism was only begrudgingly accepted. If there were any chinks in the armor of these exceptional young people, one of them surely was that arrogance. If they received less than a hundred on a test, there was something wrong with the test.

“Even so,” Donna said, “I can’t believe she would go down to the Piñon Pine Mall without us, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

Their special school, Spindrift, was located about a mile and a half outside the small city of Piñon Pine Grove, so named for the piñon pine trees that populated its borders. Two days ago, when they were on a morning run on the path through the surrounding forest, Corliss had noticed a ditch dug under the ten-foot-high fence that circled the property. It was strictly forbidden, under the threat of expulsion, for anyone to leave the grounds without permission. It was almost impossible to do so with the high wire fence encasing them and the security guard at the main gate 24/7.

But the following evening, they all snuck out through the ditch and walked down the half mile or so of the incline that brought them to the mall, where they had bought new clothes and then gone to a brewpub named Olaf’s to have soft drinks and observe the social atmosphere, almost like inhabitants of another planet. A young man who obviously was attracted to Mayfair had approached them. All three of them partook in the banter that was more like chess with words, but Mayfair clearly was intrigued with him. Before they left the place, they had agreed that each would listen to and follow the conclusions a majority of the three had reached on anything they saw or did, especially when it came to young men. Corliss and Donna had decided that none of them should return and that the young man wasn’t worth any more of Mayfair’s time. Although Mayfair seemed to go along with the decision, the other two quietly suspected she might not—feared was more like it.

“It’s exactly what I’m thinking. She went down to that mall despite us,” Corliss said. “C’mon. Let’s check on her.”

They started for the stairway of the converted Victorian mansion. Everything in it, every room, was kept quite immaculate, almost to the point of being OR-ready. Mayfair would joke about that and tell them the lobby was always prepared for any medical experimentation.

“Be careful, or Dr. Porter will do brain surgery on you on one of the settees,” she would tell some of the others. Most would smirk or widen their eyes without as much as a smile. Corliss recalled Mayfair snapping her fingers and saying, “That’s what’s missing here.”

“What?” Donna had asked her.

“A sense of humor. No one laughs except to check some physiological side effect of laughter or to analyze the mental paths that result in believing something is funny. It’s as if humor is a sign of weakness or a symptom of something boiling away inside you.”

They were almost to the stairway when Dr. Marlowe reached them. Neither was aware of how quickly she had crossed the lobby.

“Where’s the third Musketeer?” she asked.

Donna looked to Corliss.

“Went up early,” Corliss said. “Did you want her for something, Dr. Marlowe? We’ll let her know.”

“No, no. So who won the Ping-Pong contest?”

“There wasn’t much of a contest, Dr. Marlowe,” Corliss replied.

“Then you won?” she asked as they started up the stairs.

“Of course,” Corliss said. “The only thing athletic about this student population is probably athlete’s foot.”

Donna laughed.

Dr. Marlowe smiled unexpectedly. “I’m afraid you’re right,” she said. “See you at breakfast.”

They continued up silently. Neither wanted to show how nervous she was, even to the other. When they reached Mayfair’s room, they paused outside the door to listen. Donna was holding her breath. There was dead silence coming from inside, but they couldn’t tell anything from that. None of the rooms had televisions, and if anyone played music on his or her computer, they used earphones. Corliss knocked. They waited, and Corliss knocked harder.

“Maybe she’s in the bathroom and can’t hear us knock,” Donna said, sounding more like she was praying.

Corliss opened Mayfair’s door. The door to the bathroom was open, too.

“Oh, no,” Donna moaned, her worst fear realized.

It was obvious; Mayfair wasn’t there.



1

[image: images]

“Should we go back and check the bathrooms?” Donna asked.

“She wouldn’t use one down there if she could come up and use her own. Besides, look how much time has passed. No. She’s gone, Donna. Don’t look for ways to avoid reality,” Corliss warned. Being literal and unemotional when it came to something factual was part of their DNA.

“What if she’s hurt in the woods, or maybe she fell down that hill? It was pretty steep,” Donna suggested. They were still in Mayfair’s room. What Donna was suggesting was a realistic possibility. If such a thing had occurred, Mayfair wouldn’t have had the wherewithal to call for help. It was a particular characteristic of just about everyone at Spindrift not to care about having a smartphone. First, they hadn’t left a close enough friend behind with whom to continue communicating, and the supercomputers at their disposal at Spindrift made anything a smartphone could do practically antique. There were landlines at their disposal, but even those were rarely used, even to speak to their own parents or siblings.

Nothing looked disturbed in Mayfair’s room. She hadn’t left it in any sort of rush, but it wasn’t that easy to tell if she had. Mayfair was a little less concerned about her things than they were about theirs. They had already grown used to her ways, her disregard of her possessions, especially her clothes. The only thing that was never out of place was the teddy bear her father had left with her when he and her stepmother had brought her here. It was still on her bed against a pillow, staring at them accusingly, Donna thought. They both turned and walked out silently, closing the door behind them.

They retreated to Donna’s room, which was closer to Mayfair’s. Donna sat on her bed, while Corliss stood by the window, staring out. Minutes went by, and neither had said a word. Shadows in the woods below were dark and deep under a starlit but moonless sky. Corliss couldn’t see much, and the rear of the mansion was too far back on the left.

“We’ll wait until everyone is in his room and the lights are out in the lobby,” Corliss suddenly said.
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