



  [image: cover]






  




  

    [image: ]

  




  







  

    [image: ]

  




  







  First published in Great Britain in 2016 by Simon & Schuster UK Ltd


  A CBS COMPANY




  Originally published in the USA in 2016 by Atheneum BFYR


  an imprint of Simon & Schuster Children’s Publishing Division,


  1230 Avenue of Americas, New York, NY 10020




  Copyright © 2016 Alan Cumyn




  This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.


  No reproduction without permission.


  All rights reserved.




  The right of Alan Cumyn to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Design and Patents Act,

  1988.




  Simon & Schuster UK Ltd


  1st Floor, 222 Gray’s Inn Road


  London


  WC1X 8HB




  www.simonandschuster.co.uk




  Simon & Schuster Australia, Sydney


  Simon & Schuster India, New Delhi




  A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.




  PB ISBN 978-1-4711-4467-7


  eBook ISBN 978-1-4711-4468-4




  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

  actual people living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.




  Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY




  [image: ]




  Simon & Schuster UK Ltd are committed to sourcing paper that is made from wood grown in sustainable forests and support the Forest Stewardship Council, the leading

  international forest certification organisation. Our books displaying the FSC logo are printed on FSC certified paper.




  







  For Gwen and Anna, who rock




  







   




  

    

      	

        

          

            Half the absurdities of life we don’t


            even see, they are so on our own noses.


            The other half—that’s your life, baby.




            —Lorraine Miens


          


        


      

    


  




  







  I




  It started as a speck in the east, a hint of black that might easily have been a crow. The sky was full of crows in late September,

  crows by the thousands with their squawking, nervy calls, the way they would mass on a stand of leaf-losing trees, a fractured black cloud of them. It might’ve been a lone crow, and maybe

  that was why Shiels turned her head and looked up.




  She was stepping out of Mr. Postlethwaite’s portable classroom, his forgettable English class, already checking her text messages. Autumn Whirl was less than ten days away, and the band

  was not yet chosen. Rebecca Sterzl was never going to get a handle on that committee. Shiels would have to step in herself, but how to do it deftly, without setting off a bomb? She needed Rebecca

  to function still for lesser duties. And then . . . a speck. Maybe a crow? No reason to even look. But she did.




  Was it before, or just after, that a worm in her gut bit her? It was such an odd feeling. An organ pain, almost, from something inside, sleeping somewhere—her plumbing perhaps—about

  which she had been completely unaware. It had never bitten her before. There was no reason to pay attention.




  The speck got larger. Even from a great distance it seemed possible to tell that the wings were not usual. They arched and seemed, somehow, blacker than crows’ wings, and became larger

  even though the speck was not heading directly her way but moving in a zigzag. Then the wings weren’t actually black but a sort of metallic purple. Royal, maybe, or what a truly harsh band

  might wear at a three a.m. blast with spook lights and a lot of stage smoke.




  That’s one face-rake of a bird, she thought—“face-rake” being the term that Sheldon had invented, having stepped on a rake a few weeks before.




  Zig, zag. North-south, north-south. How to explain this weirdness to Sheldon? For three years they had shared news of everything fractured. Like the parakeet impersonating a baby on the bus, the

  video of which he had texted her, with commentary. And Principal Manniberg’s hair loss pills, which he had left out on his desk for Shiels to see, as plain as day, and which she had told

  Sheldon about later when they’d been hacking into the student newspaper blog because they’d lost the admin password and they were the only ones who knew it.




  Or used to know it.




  They shared everything.




  Now Sheldon wasn’t here, he was tutoring math lab in the south basement, so she had to be aware of every oddity for him, especially how the whole crowd of students simply seemed to know at

  the same time to cock their heads and gaze out over the sports field, the track. But the football players didn’t look. They were all smashing into the tackle dummies and whatever else

  football players smashed into. The cross-country runners were on the track. They didn’t look either, but kept running in little clumps of legginess. Shiels was only vaguely aware of them in

  the first few moments.




  More than twenty kids were standing with their books and backpacks, and their skimpy blouses and short skirts, with bare legs or thin pants—everyone shivering. Probably five were standing

  exactly like Shiels, with phones out, supposedly checking the world. But the world was forgotten.




  One freaking huge royal purple non-crow was cutting a path through the gray sky to their little patch of green.




  “Holy crackers,” someone said.




  Zig to the north. Zag to the south. Not a bite, now, in Shiels’s gut—if that was what it was. Something else. Something worse.




  She wasn’t feeling any part of the cold wind.




  Her phone fell out of her hand and bonked onto the hard old pavement. As she bent to pick it up, she thought: Martians could be landing, and I would still bend to pick up my phone.




  The purple thing, “it”—he—was sharp in many places. That was becoming clear. Sharp in the cool angle of his wings—God, those wings!—and sharp in his

  gaze, in the way he looked them all over as he passed.




  He stared right at her with huge, dark, ancient eyes. She flushed from the roots of her hair. It was as if a switch had been flicked to percolate.




  He circled round—like a gymnast on iron rings, rippled purple muscles in a chest made for flying. Was that when she dropped her phone?




  Did she drop her phone again?




  A beast with wings circling, circling. And that spear of a nose. Shiels saw, like everyone else, exactly what he was going for—Jocelyne Legault, with her bouncing blond ponytail, oblivious

  to the danger. Those skinny, white, tireless legs in her yellow shoes with her pumping little stick arms, rail-like shoulders, boobless torso—her impossible body, really, kept impossible by

  her daily hours of leg-lung workouts around and around that dreary track.




  “Jocelyne!” Shiels cried out. It was in her nature to act, as difficult as it was to shake off the stupefying sight of an ancient predator suddenly appearing high above the athletic

  complex. “Jocelyne!” Others, too, awakened, yelled to the cross-country champion. How many races had she won over the years? But she was modest to a fault. The only way she could

  possibly justify spending all those hours alone chugging around would be to win an Olympic gold medal in something. Was there even an Olympic event for cross-country running? Possibly not. She was

  a tiny, robotic, overachieving nobody—not Shiels’s summation, but rather what was commonly understood in the information cloud of all things Vista View High. Jocelyne Legault could

  outrun a sweating, grunting, gasping pack of two hundred leggy girls racing through backcountry trails, but she would never get a date to Autumn Whirl—would never break training in the first

  place. Impossible!




  Yet all those social distinctions fell away like mist when the monster circled above her. Her stride did not falter. She was, as ever, alone. Was she sprinting? No, it was just that her regular

  pace was crushingly quick, so no one could keep up with her, not even the senior boys, who were clumped behind her, possibly lapped already. Jocelyne Legault was in her own universe, as usual, when

  the dark-eyed, spear-beaked thing circled closer and closer. Obviously aiming for her.




  Bob-swish, bob-swish went her tidy blond ponytail.




  What was Shiels trying to do, running toward her schoolmate? Did she think she could personally beat back the monster, send him flying off like so many crows squawking around the roadside

  carcass of a struck raccoon? (Crows were squawking far above, a murder of them, in the old estimation. Shiels knew the word, thought of it briefly as she and the others—others were running

  now with her—raced to save Jocelyne.)




  The gates of the sports field were chained shut, loose enough to let in those on foot, one by one, but tight enough to discourage a bike or motorcycle, and absolutely too narrow to allow a

  vehicle. As she pushed through the small opening, Shiels thought maybe she should order one of the football players to drive his truck through the locked gate and scare off the purple fend. Any

  number of football players drove trucks. The parking lot was adjacent, and probably eight or twelve young jocks would have raced into action if she’d unleashed the order. But the football

  players were still oddly oblivious to the threat. If they were an army, Shiels thought, we’d be lost in any sudden attack.




  “Hey! Hey! Get off her!” she yelled.




  She was through the opening in the chain gate, on the track now, sprinting, her version of a sprint. Her pants were loose enough and her shoes were sensible—she could be fashionable, on a

  given day, but usually went for comfort, which Sheldon respected.




  She was the last person anyone would have expected to lead the charge against an invading beast. A leader in most other ways, yes, of course. But this too? Yet there she was. Others were

  following, though the football players were only just starting to look around.




  “Jocelyne!” Shiels screamed. Finally the runner glanced over her shoulder, as if some competitor might be about to overtake her. The shadow of those wings darkened her face; her eyes

  lifted, her arm shot up just as the creature crashed into her like a leathery bag of rocks falling from the sky.




  Shiels stumbled then too, but over her own feet, and nearly wiped out. When she recovered, the thing—it, he—was standing on the track in the north end, near the sprint start

  line. He had risen up on his skinny reptile legs, and had his wings outstretched—he looked enormous—with beak raised as if about to spear poor fallen Jocelyne Legault.




  Shiels glanced around desperately, her mind for a moment full of the possibility that someone on the track might have a javelin she could hurl at the beast. But there was no such thing, all she

  had was . . . her phone.




  She saw the thing brandish its glistening beak, like something out of a hopeless Hollywood movie.




  She kept running.




  “Leave her alone! Get out of here! Scram!”




  Down shrank the menacing beak. In folded the wings. The thing seemed to deflate before her as she approached; it folded up, batlike, until it looked more like a skinny umbrella, reached out

  improbable little three-fingered wing hands, and drew the crumpled body of Jocelyne Legault to its deeply muscled chest.




  His deeply muscled chest.




  “What do you think you’re doing?” Shiels yelled, as if the thing could talk.




  He opened his mouth, one might even say conversationally. She was within striking distance of him now—for him to strike her, run her through with that lance of a beak. But she did not feel

  afraid.




  She was aware of everyone else having stopped many paces away. Even the football squad, decked out in armor practically, was keeping a prudent distance.




  “Back off now,” Shiels said. “She’s just a girl.” It was her student-body chair voice, her elected official persona, and in this unusual moment some small part of

  her actually felt like a “body chair,” whatever that might be, a powerful piece of equipment (not furniture, although Sheldon often spun bad puns from the image)—a sturdy

  instrument of power.




  And it—he—was somehow a boy too, Shiels thought, as well as a creature. A very odd three-fingered boy with chest muscles rippling up his . . . fascinating purple hide as he

  lifted the fallen runner, who seemed to have fainted. He held her wrapped in his wings. Shiels thought for a moment he would spring into the air carrying her somehow, yet she could see at once how

  impossible it would be in the current configuration. He was holding her in his winged arms, which he would need to fly anywhere. His legs had claws too, but he would have to transfer Jocelyne . .

  .




  “Put her down!” Shiels yelled.




  He looked at Shiels then, like someone terribly old . . . and improbably wearing, she just now noticed, a backpack. (It was purplish; it blended into his hide.)




  The yawning open again of the terrible beak. The thing spoke. “Not zo . . . Engliz yet,” he said.




  Jocelyne Legault snuggled closer into his muscled chest (how hard does he have to work to fly, Shiels wondered?) like she had never snuggled into anything before in her life.




  The crows were scatter-shrieking, thousands of them, it seemed, filling the air.




  Shiels knew it, almost all of it, in a moment: that he hadn’t come to eat them at all, or attack Jocelyne Legault. No, he was a student—a very strange student, the first of his kind

  ever to attend Vista View High.




  







  II




  Shiels knew it, yet still she said: “Who are you? What do you think you’re doing here?”




  Peeking out of his purple backpack was a little pink sheet, a cross-boundary transfer. Shiels recognized the form.




  Jocelyne moaned further into the beast’s arms.




  “Mebbee . . . go nurz?” It was hard to reconcile. The thing standing there. Talking.




  “What?” Shiels said.




  “Nurz. Nurz!” His beak clicked when he spoke.




  Nurse. He knew about school nurses. “Have you been a student before?” Shiels blurted.




  Of course he had. The pink sheet was a cross- boundary transfer. Her brain was all gummed up with exactly the sort of thing her intellectual guide, Lorraine Miens, had written about in

  Organic Misgivings—what Miens called “practical/improbable absurdities,” the way life constantly surprises us with what we feel at first should not be true, and then

  accept without question: the round Earth, flying men, text breakups. This thing looked as if it ought to be extinct, nonexistent, yet here it was swaying and unsteady in front of her, carrying

  documentation.




  Probably Manniberg had forgotten to brief her, as usual.




  “Follow me!” Shiels turned, and the entire football squad, still many paces back, gave way. She charged, chin down, fists clenched, arms pumping. At the chained gate she whirled

  again and saw that the thing was having trouble keeping up with her, that he seemed to be staggering to both hold Jocelyne aloft and move forward at the same time.




  Her heart jagged, she realized, somehow, she needn’t charge anymore; this wasn’t about defending the school or anything like that. The beast was struggling, he couldn’t

  actually hold Jocelyne up. She was bleeding at one knee, a nasty scrape. She wasn’t unconscious, but she wasn’t entirely present, either.




  “You’re going to have to put her down,” Shiels said in as normal a tone of voice as she could find. And then—“Jocelyne, can you stand?”




  The creature huddled forward and, with surprising gentleness, rested Jocelyne’s feet on the ground. His beak looked razor-sharp, and he had a knifelike crest of sorts angled backward out

  of his head. And his body was covered in short, fine fur—it glistened. Jocelyne couldn’t seem to keep herself from touching it. She leaned and hopped, still clutching him, and the beast

  hop-hipped—he wasn’t entirely comfortable upright—and they all squeezed through the opening.




  At the rear entrance of the school Shiels took the pink sheet from his backpack.




  “I’m the student-body chair,” she said evenly, and tried to look him in the eye, for reassurance. The form, neatly typed, listed a single name: Pyke. In the address

  line was written Cross-Boundary Transfer with no previous school listed. Under languages it said English and Pterodactylus.




  “You’re a pterodactyl? Your name is Pyke?” Shiels said.




  Pyke made a barking sound—his own name? His beak dipped precariously close to Jocelyne’s throat.




  “How old are you?” she asked.




  But Jocelyne was slumping again. Pyke caught her, and Shiels held open the door. As they passed through clumsily, she glanced again at the form. He was eighteen.




  Really?




  He was coming in practically overage. Another line on the form read Explanation for lost time: Other commitments.




  The nurse was there. Someone must have told her something exceptional was happening. With only a short, frightened glance at Pyke, she pulled Jocelyne into her office and closed the door. Shiels

  was left standing alone with the pterodactyl—with Pyke—in the otherwise empty hallway. But a huge crowd was gathered at the doorway, staring in at them.




  His torso was heaving.




  Those pecs. That fur. It was as if he were a museum exhibit she needed to touch.




  But she restrained herself. How to talk to him? “I’m afraid you’ve made a terrible mistake,” she began. His head angle changed. “You’ve arrived at the end of

  the school day, not the beginning.” His eyes narrowed. “You need to come back at nine o’clock tomorrow, understand?” She held the paper out to him. She hated her hand for

  shaking, but this was an unusual situation. “And our principal, Mr. Manniberg, can be a stickler for details. You’re going to have to do a much better job with your personal

  information. All right?” As if the mighty Manniberg himself would be a far more terrible adversary.




  Ha!




  Pyke snatched the sheet in his beak, twisted backward gymnastically, and tucked it into his backpack.




  “Where are you from, anyway? What are you doing here?”




  When his beak was shut, his jaw naturally curved upward in a devious grin. The light glistened in his eyes.




  He turned, and moving on all fours—his wings folded, umbrella-like—he was at the doors and through in a liquid instant.




  The crowd massed there—it looked like half the school—parted quickly enough, but his pink sheet fluttered. Did someone pluck it from his pack? Shiels wasn’t sure what she saw.

  It took a moment to follow him through the doors. That sheet was being passed around while football players laughed and Pyke watched them all with quiet, still eyes.




  Shiels’s phone throbbed, but there wasn’t time. “Give it back!” she yelled at Jeremy Jeffreys, the quarterback, who now held the pink sheet gleefully. “He’s

  going to be a student here, just like you.”




  Jeffreys scoffed, though in his other hand he held his helmet as if he might need a weapon. “Hey, freshman!” he called to Pyke. “You’re eighteen already! What’cha

  been doing all these years?”




  As terrible as Pyke’s beak and claws looked, Shiels saw that the crowd could tear him to shreds. If she allowed it.




  “He had other commitments,” she declared.




  A howl of laughter engulfed the group.




  “What?” the quarterback chortled. “Fighting off woolly mammoths?”




  Shiels grabbed back the pink sheet. “Haven’t you ever heard of personal privacy?” She stared down the quarterback until he glanced away. Then she tucked the sheet more securely

  into the pterodactyl’s backpack, and raised her voice so others might hear. “I think you’ll find a welcoming environment at Vista View. We’re honored that you chose to come

  here.”




  Pyke was glancing backward at the doors to the school. He seemed to be worried—for Jocelyne?




  But then he hunched forward again—he really seemed quite small when he was on all fours—and exploded upward. Shiels, Jeffreys, everyone staggered backward in the shock of the moment,

  as if they had been standing too close to a geyser.




  Shiels’s phone throbbed again. Manniberg. He never texted her, yet there it was. New arrival soon, test case. Let’s talk tomorrow a.m.




  She performed a sanity check. In the dirt in front of her—claw marks. The crowd around her—gaping. In the sky—Pyke, once again a speck in the distance, a sharp and zigzagging

  head followed by a riotously twisting tail of crows.




  Eighteen? He didn’t look a day less than sixty-five million.




  







  III




  Shiels met Sheldon by the mailbox on Ridgeway, on her route home, as usual. With their busy after-school schedules, they could not

  always depart the building together. He was wearing the secondhand tie she had found for him, with colorful garden gnomes set against a black velvet background.




  “What were you thinking, running out into danger like that?” he said. He was fingering his phone. Vhub, the social site that was the whole collective cranium of Vista View—she

  and Sheldon had helped popularize it on her way to becoming chair—was erupting with news of Pyke’s unusual arrival. The little purple vein (or was it an artery?) in Sheldon’s left

  temple was pulsing.




  Her parents, both doctors, would kill her (metaphorically) for not knowing the difference.




  (They didn’t know anything about Vhub, not really. But they certainly knew all about veins and arteries.)




  “It looked like he was going to fly off with her or something,” Shiels explained. “Hello to you, too.” And she stepped right up and kissed him, in part because

  Sheldon—who could be urgent in private, in his parents’ den in the dead of night after homework and organizing—was uncomfortable showing affection in public.




  She also kissed him, though she could hardly admit it to herself, because she desperately needed to kiss someone then. Her body was surging with something—extra adrenaline, maybe, or

  pheromones or dopamine or something scientific she might’ve known about if she had paid better attention in biology (and to her parents’ chatter), but maybe not. Maybe this sort of

  thing was not covered in biology or by parents at all.




  She kissed him hard and deep on the mouth and wanted him to put his stupid phone away for one minute and wrap his arms around her and feel muscular for once. Like . . . an animal.




  She felt like an animal.




  But the kiss stayed mostly one-sided for too long, and then finally she backed off and pulled herself together.




  “What was that for?” Sheldon asked.




  He was not normally dim. Even emotionally he could be quite knowing. Like that first session three years ago over the Leghorn “Things That Rot My Mind” issue when he’d

  pulled back from his keyboard, when they had been alone in the same airless cubbyhole off the library for fourteen consecutive hours (or so it had felt), and he’d just looked at

  her—he’d looked the very same kiss she had just given him.




  Most of the time, in private, he could drop anything to look a deep kiss at her and lean over to her so they could throb together.




  But now he was asking: “What was that for?”




  She didn’t . . . didn’t know. She took his hand (soon, with the cold winds building in the days ahead, they would need gloves), and they walked in uncharacteristic silence down

  Ridgeway and across to Thorniton Avenue. He had large, warm hands for an unathletic guy, the kind of hands that can instinctively find and knead out a knot under a shoulder blade or squeeze life

  into quietly exhausted feet propped on the sofa.




  They felt strong and sure, those hands.




  Finally, when they were close to her embarrassingly large house, he said, “So—what’s he like?”




  And those things she was going to say to him about the flying monster—mostly they stayed inside her.




  “Everyone’s going to hate him,” she said instead. “I’ve seen it starting. Jeremy Jeffreys, the whole football squad, practically attacked him! He can barely talk.

  His beak looks weird. And those flapping wings—what’s he supposed to do with them in class? He won’t be able to sit without bonking someone. I don’t know what he’s

  thinking, coming here. He already injured poor Jocelyne. I don’t know if she’s going to be able to run anymore.”




  How injured was Jocelyne really? Shiels had no idea. She didn’t know why she’d said it.




  “Did he go straight for her?”




  In this moment, disappointingly, Sheldon looked ordinary to her. His curly brown hair, so fine to run fingers through, just seemed limp. Had he even washed it today? Well, it was true, they had

  been up much of the night working through the details of the committee configuration for Autumn Whirl. And she didn’t like a boy who was too fastidious about his appearance. Sheldon

  wasn’t naturally interested in such things—appearances, or committee configurations. He was much more of a writer/observer type than a planner/doer/looker. But he did it—plan,

  organize, wear the ironic tie that she’d bought—for her. To be true to her.




  She didn’t like this feeling of hiding things from him. What was she hiding? That worm, whatever it was.




  “Shiels?” He’d asked a question. What was it?




  “It sure looked like he went straight for her,” she said. “But he didn’t mean it, not at all. He’s actually pretty helpless, if you think about it, in a sort of

  adorable way. He seems to have no idea what he’s doing. That beak—it’ll be like someone carrying a sword around in the halls. Maybe he could get a sheath or something.”




  Sheldon was waiting for his kiss now that they were not on a main street. He was leaning in—listening to her, but waiting, too.




  He almost never initiated a kiss. He just sort of . . . made himself approachable, and waited for her to bridge the gap. Why did he do that?




  Shiels could never imagine the pterodactyl doing that.




  And then she burst out laughing—poor, confused Sheldon, they almost always laughed together—but she couldn’t help herself. Such an odd thought—kissing a pterodactyl!




  “What—what is it?”




  All right, the world was changing, a pterodactyl had more or less dropped out of the sky. But a real kiss, with Sheldon, at the end of the day . . . a real kiss, with eyes closed, and his boy

  breath, and the smell of him, his quiet urgency and the softness of his cheek and the little prickly bits he still needed to shave . . . could still make the whole rest of the world fall away.




  







  IV




  Jonathan came roaring down the stairs two, three at a time as soon as Shiels made it through the door. He had the feet of a

  man—clump, clump, clump!—but the gangly body of a boy. Too many limbs to know what to do with them all, that was the impression her brother made these days.




  “What was he like?” Jonathan croaked, his voice breaking as it did when he was excited. (But when was he ever excited? Never. The boy usually had the cold sludge of

  adolescent attitude in his veins.)




  “Who?” Shiels asked, just to be annoying.




  “Pyke! Pyke! You were right there when he arrived. I saw the video and everything!”




  So someone had caught and posted it after all, which made it far more real and important for Jonathan than, say, if he’d been there in person when his older sister had raced across the

  sports complex to confront a supposedly extinct monster.




  “Nothing special,” she said. “He’s not very good at landing. Poor Jocelyne Legault. She must have been scared out of her skin.”




  “So . . . so . . . like, you saw him? Up close?”




  “I had to,” she said simply.




  “And his wings—like, what are they, about thirty feet across?”




  “Good God no. They’re maybe, I don’t know, six feet. Eight? And he’s not very tall, really. Shorter than you. Unless he stands really straight. Which he seems to hate to

  do.”




  Jonathan was going to be tall, like their father. Shiels was patterned more after their mother, in the compact fireball mode. Even with exquisite posture she was still—




  “But he looked enormous on Vhub!”




  “Well, maybe somebody stretched the truth or something. I guess mostly his wings were folded up when I got to him. He was holding Jocelyne.”




  “So he’s going to . . . He’s coming to our school?”




  This was the longest conversation Shiels had had with Jonathan in years, it seemed. Over the pterodactyl, naturally.




  “Looks like it. He’s probably in your class.”




  Jonathan did a funny little hop-flip motion with his feet, as if he were on his skateboard. His face was all flushed, and his pants, as usual, were nearly falling down. As she watched him,

  Shiels started to feel uneasy. “I didn’t . . . I’m worried about how he’ll be treated,” she said. Clump-flap, clump-flick went her brother, from one

  imaginary trick to the next. He could not stay still . . . unless he was in front of a screen. Then he couldn’t get up to save his life. “A lot of kids might be mean.”




  What more was she going to learn from Manniberg in the morning? Probably not much. When was Manniberg ever prepared for anything?




  “Pyke looks like a scalded dude,” Jonathan said.




  “But he doesn’t know anybody, and he can hardly string together two words.”




  “Sure got to know Jocelyne Legault pretty quick!” Jonathan said. Clump-crash. He wobbled on the carpet, as if about to lose his balance. He dropped to one knee, then bounced

  up and twisted nonchalantly. “The man’s got wings,” he said.




  Wings indeed. It was almost too much to think about. The interlude with Sheldon was draining away, and other thoughts came rushing back. Shiels had reacted instinctively to

  what had seemed like a dangerous situation, but now it was something else. What was it? Her mind was churning over. She didn’t know what to make of it, or how she felt, or what to do.




  The PD—parental dynamo—were dining out, so Shiels fixed herself an arugula salad with almond slivers and then baked organic corn bread from a simple recipe she found online. Jonathan

  finished the corn bread but also ordered a pizza. He had a shocking disregard for his own health and for the PD’s express wishes. Yet they had left a credit card on the busy tray in the

  kitchen island for so-called emergencies, and Jonathan knew—and Shiels knew that he knew—that they didn’t look closely at the monthly bill. Better pizza than drugs.




  Normally Shiels would conference in the evenings with Sheldon, if he wasn’t physically with her in her room. They would go over the half dozen or so joint efforts they always seemed to

  have on the boil. She had an English project due in the morning—she was preparing to create a fan blog for the crippled poet Alden Eldon, whom she had personally discovered (along with about

  seven other “fans”). Weeks ago, when she had happened upon his work, she’d been struck by the evocative streak of lameness shading so many of his poems (“morning now, and I

  am just a cup of coffee”). But somehow, on the verge of creating the blog, she had trouble summoning her earlier convictions. She needed to feel more, to get back in the mood, but first . .

  .




  . . . She just sat going over it all again: the dark speck in the sky getting larger, the way her feet had taken off when she’d seen that Jocelyne was in trouble, how the

  monster—Pyke—had stood semi-glowing with pterodactyl heat close enough to spear her through if he’d wanted.




  The muscles in his rib cage trembling, rippling.




  Those eyes.




  (Was he afraid of her?)




  The frail blond runner draped in his winged arms. (Why hadn’t he landed on Shiels, knocked her down, picked her up like she was the most precious thing in the modern

  world?)




  Sheldon vibrated her four times in the course of the evening, but she didn’t pick up. She had the Alden Eldon blog to do. Which took a lot of thinking.




  It took a lot of thinking to get around to thinking about Alden Eldon.




  Finally she texted Sheldon back. He called immediately. “Where are you? I’ve been at you all night.”




  “We need an emergency assembly over Pyke,” she blurted. “He’s going to be a completely ostracized circus act. I mean, think about it—that beak! It’ll be

  against the code of conduct for him to walk down the hall. Manniberg is going to have to address the school, and we’re going to have to get briefing notes together for him to do it or people

  simply won’t know how to act. I’m worried about the football team. I think I told you they would have torn his wings off if I hadn’t been there. . . . I have a meeting with him in

  the morning, but don’t tell me he’s prepared. You know he isn’t.”




  “You have a meeting with Pyke?”




  “Manniberg! Don’t be dense.” He could follow her thoughts perfectly well, even when she was being scattered. If he was offended, he would’ve said something, but he

  didn’t. She felt him pause for a breath.




  All right, she could be brusque with him, especially in moments of intensity, but she was hard on everybody, including herself. And he knew that, didn’t he? Didn’t he love her

  exactly for who she was?




  Being able to kiss the way they did meant they could say anything to each other.




  “How is any of this your responsibility or concern?” he said finally.




  “I’m student-body chair. Everything is my responsibility!”




  “Even the pterodactyl?”




  “He has a name! He has rights! All we need is one ugly incident, and Vista View is going to be tagged as anti- . . . as anti- . . .” As Shiels was talking, she could almost feel Pyke

  next to her again, surrounded by the hostile crowd. She wasn’t tired anymore. It was a rush to be decisive. “Anti-diversity! Not on my watch, Sheldon. It’s my reputation too. We

  need to do this.”




  “It’s after two in the morning,” Sheldon said, in that voice of his that, fundamentally, agreed with what she was doing. He always agreed, finally. He had no defense against

  her energy, Shiels knew. He just gave in.




  “We need to hammer out a charter, a sort of code of conduct, for dealing with pterodactyl-students,” she said. She would frame it out loud, the way she was doing—letting the

  rush happen—and he’d start to take notes and then ask pertinent questions, and that was how it was going to get done. Like they were two brains connected by the grid—almost the

  same person.




  “Are we really calling him a ‘pterodactyl-student’?” Sheldon asked. Brilliant! To focus on the language from the get-go.




  To get the language right.




  “He’s not a pterodactyl-student.” She paused, breathed, waited for the rush to continue. “He’s a . . . New Cultures Arrival.”




  “We could make a New Cultures Accommodation Protocol,” Sheldon said.




  “Not a protocol. That’s so—”




  “Okay. It’s just a . . . New Cultures Accommodation.”




  “It’s the NCA,” she said. “We’ll have it in place by nine a.m. for Manniberg to announce. It’s all about . . .”




  “Trusting the welcoming spirit,” Sheldon said. His dear, dear voice in her earbuds (practically an implant!). If he were here beside her, she would pull him to her. They would . .

  .




  Well, if he were here physically, they might not get the NCA done. And that was the most important thing right now.




  Normally Shiels collapsed in a heap at the end of busy days, and slept, oblivious to the world, until her alarm jolted her back to her obligations, sometimes as early as five

  in the morning, if the project list of the particular day were snarly. Early-morning thoughts were clearer, bolder, more focused yet more likely to range toward fresh solutions. She counted on

  rising anew, strong and able in the head.




  But now sleep was slow to come to her. She thought again and again of the play of those dark wings, and now, somehow, felt like she could smell him right next to her—an earthy, potent,

  wild aroma. And when she did finally drift off, she dreamed of Sheldon, of all people, who had improbably just bought new yellow running shoes like Jocelyne’s and was eager to try them out.

  And so Shiels was running with him, but without shoes herself—her feet were slapping the grass as they might have ten thousand years ago, racing across some rocky meadow (but her feet were

  tough; nothing hurt). Sheldon appeared in the distance, then, naked except for his yellow shoes (free of any logo) and an old pair of underwear so battered and ripped, they looked more like a

  loincloth than anything else. His body was hard. He had changed. He was just as lean as ever, but she could see the movements of his back muscles, the lovely tight shape of his thighs . . . and his

  hair was longer, and he had shoulders (he looked good with shoulders). She wanted to be closer, to see for sure. So she sped up, her strong bare feet shaping themselves to the ground so that she

  hardly felt any hard stalk of grass, any shard, any little spiky shrub she happened to . . .




  She happened to be able to jump over most things, quite easily in fact, effortlessly, her body was so . . . She jumped so well, she only had to touch the ground now and again, bouncing like a

  moon walker . . . flying.




  She was flying. Not high, barely off the ground, but with just the power of her mind she was able to do it. Quietly. No need to tell anyone. What a fuss they would make! She looked down at the

  ground passing beneath her, how smoothly it all worked.




  Power of mind. Anyone could do it. Keep the right pressure—no sudden thoughts or mental movements—and she would stay afloat.




  Aloft.




  Flying.




  And here was Sheldon. Turning to her. With his new body. He was darker, harder, like he’d been carved from purplish ebony . . .




  What was ebony? A hard, dark wood.




  Piano keys.




  Oh, those shoulders!




  He didn’t seem surprised to see her. He had to turn his beak—such a long, sharp, dangerous weapon! And then she was breathless in his arms, soaking in his heat, his soft fur, his

  pungent . . .




  Why was she breathless? This had all been so easy. Practically effortless.




  







  V




  It was silly, and she knew it was, yet just for a moment the dream changed the way she looked at Sheldon. There he was at the pickup

  spot, the corner of Roseview and Vine, in his slouchy pants and worn old faux-ironic trench coat and the faded black canvas running shoes he wore unthinkingly, even through the worst winter storms

  (which would surely be coming soon). His hair was rumpled, as usual. He was looking at her with those puppy-dog eyes.




  He looked soft all over. Not a hard angle to be found.




  “Do we have to have twelve points?” he said. “Ten was good enough for God and Moses.”




  He looked like a pillow you could mush into any shape and it would just lie there on the bed, inert. Shiels had woken forty minutes after her alarm, coverless, soaked in sweat, thinking of

  angles, hard edges, hot tangents a body might want to lean into.




  “Hey, you look nice,” Sheldon said, lifting his glasses. “What’s the occasion?”




  Without his glasses, his face had a washed-out vagueness to it. His eyes looked weak. They were weak—that was why he wore glasses. But to really see something, often he took his

  glasses off.




  “I don’t have to wear the same thing every day,” she said.




  They were walking now. They hadn’t kissed. It would’ve been perfunctory anyway. Roseview and Vine was semi-public. She’d have smudged her lipstick if they’d kissed, and

  Sheldon would’ve said something—he was unused to the taste of it. Anything he said would have made her feel uncomfortable about wearing it.




  Was this what it was like to be married? she wondered. To know exactly what your partner’s reactions were going to be twenty chess moves later?




  “Let me see the list.” She took his phone out of his hands. Despite his strong fingers, she couldn’t help noticing how easy it was to steal the thing.




  “NCA—New Cultures Accommodation.”




  Was it good to lead with an acronym? Not everyone was in love with them.




  “Vista View High is an open-atmosphere school welcoming to students from all cultures and backgrounds. Diversity is our strength, and as representatives of new cultures arrive, we

  strive to foster the rich inclusiveness . . .”




  Sheldon was walking with her as she read aloud, shambling in his way, as if exhausted somehow, old. She had noticed it before, but it had never bothered her.




  “I’m falling asleep already,” she said, “and this is just the preamble.”




  “Well, maybe we don’t need the preamble.” He was giving in, as he did so often. “It was your idea.”




  “It can’t sound United Nations. It’s got to be relevant, punchy. And we can’t say things like, ‘arrive, we strive.’”




  “What?”




  Shiels read him the passage again. “I can fix that,” he said, and he took back his phone and happily thumbed in new text.




  She wasn’t used to walking in heels. She had to step carefully along the rough sidewalk to avoid ruts. She found herself scissoring her legs like fashion models do, and swinging her hips,

  just a bit. Sheldon paid no mind. His nose was in the phone. The coolish breeze made her legs feel more alive than they had felt in . . . forever.




  She was wearing zebra-patterned leggings, and a short dress she’d bought months ago but had never actually worn before. Of course Sheldon didn’t notice. Hey, you look

  nice.




  Practically didn’t see her.




  She let him talk. He read the whole thing to her, but as they neared the school, she felt her heart swelling until it seemed to engulf her chest. Sheldon hadn’t noticed, but others would.

  People would comment. “Shiels, my God, look at you all of a sudden!” As if she’d been a librarian most of her life.




  Nice. She didn’t look nice. She looked something else. She felt something else.




  She felt herself gazing at the sky, quite naturally, even while Sheldon was glued to the text as they walked along. She had brain compartments too. She could comment on point number

  five—All students must recognize the fundamental rights and dignities of others, regardless of physical forms and differing species backgrounds—while scanning the horizon for

  any sign of those angled, dark-reach wings.




  She wanted to see them again.




  She was twisting inside, like a wet towel, with the discomfort of the yearning.




  And who should meet them on the way to Manniberg, but Rebecca Sterzl? The hall was its usual jostling cacophony—voices, smiles, bobbing backpacks, lockers clunking open

  and slamming shut, some girl cooing on the phone—“Oh my God, scissors?”—some guy muttering, “banana face.” And Rebecca cut through it all. “Triumphant

  Agony!” she exulted outside the office. “We finally got to demo them last night, and they are . . . Shiels, are you listening?”




  Shiels was listening, but the words weren’t gelling. She was looking for a sign of him—for Pyke, for those hard-bent wings, for his hop-hip gait—in the hallway. He hadn’t

  been in the sky outside. He must be in the building. She wanted to see him before she got to Manniberg, who naturally had not set a time for their meeting. He never did. He just waited for things

  to happen, for her to come to him.




  “You have my full attention, Rebecca.”




  Sheldon was still fiddling with the text. It had to be ready to go in the next couple of minutes. But Sheldon was a rock under pressure. It freed up Shiels to deal with everything else.




  Rebecca caught her breath. She was birdlike, vibrating with urgency even over small things.




  “The band. For Autumn Whirl. We’ve found it. Triumphant Agony. They played a demo for us last night at Maggie’s. . . . I mean, there’s turbulence. And the bass player is

  gorgeous. I can share some files if you want. They fit our price range—”




  “Is it danceable?” Shiels asked. A hesitation. “Did Maggie say she thought it was danceable?”




  Shiels had a way of just waiting, standing still and looking unimpressed. Rebecca began to come apart. “They’re absolutely in our price range,” she said finally. “And

  they have a girl. She’s a drummer. They’ll show up on time.”




  “Did Maggie actually dance to the music?”




  “It’s just . . . we’re almost out of time!” Rebecca’s chin quivered.




  “It’s Autumn Whirl. The music has to coagulate. Yes?” Shiels wrapped the frail girl in her arms. “You’re going to be great. I know you are. We’ve got plenty

  of time. Keep looking!”




  Rebecca pulled herself together, but her eyes still seemed frightened. “Is there really . . . Do we really have a pterodactyl in the school now?” she asked in a low voice, as if

  afraid to be heard.




  “He’s a boy,” Shiels said. “A pterodactyl-boy, and I’ve met him. He’ll be fine. Believe me, I’m dealing with the issue!”




  Shiels spied Manniberg heading around the corner to the south wing, away from his office, as if he’d seen Shiels and Sheldon yet instantly had found something else to do.




  Shiels had learned so much from him already about worst possible management styles.




  When Rebecca was gone, she said, “Who else have we got to find a steaming band?”




  Sheldon put his phone away. “Morris is on it.”




  “Seriously? Morris?” Morris could barely crawl out of his parents’ basement most days.




  “Morris knows music,” Sheldon said.




  A quarter to nine, and Shiels felt herself growing calmer, felt time slow down in that familiar way when seconds, words, actions became important. Manniberg had headed into the

  south wing. She could practically smell him. He wouldn’t elude her.




  She was moving so fast that Sheldon could not keep up, but she felt it as slow—every dip of her body to miss someone else in the jammed hall, every footfall perfect, focused, right. It

  wasn’t what she had felt the day before, racing after Pyke—that had been outside her usual realm of experience. But this—tracking down Manniberg, getting the NCA into his hands,

  into his brain, as the seconds drained before the bell—this was her arena.




  She belonged here.




  And there he was! Hiding in the science room with Ms. Glaskill, crowding her against her desk with a green sheet in his hand, engaged in phony conversation. He betrayed himself—he turned

  to see Shiels just as she sailed into the room—because he must have known at some cellular level that he could not escape.




  Shiels Krane was about to change the course of yet another of his days.




  Besides, he was the one who’d called this meeting.




  “I need a minute of your time, sir,” she said, dropping her voice the way she had figured out how to do years ago, when she’d been student-body chair of her elementary school

  and at first no one—no one—had taken her seriously.




  Manniberg had a fattish face—portly, to use an old word—and his mouth twitched. On the bald stretch of his high forehead, tiny white hairs were growing, almost as fine as

  Pyke’s fur. His eyes took her in, neck to toes and coming back to rest finally at chest level. So she remembered what she was wearing.




  Good. She had stunned him as an opener.




  “We have a situation developing that you need to address right away, before it gets out of hand. It’s about the new student, Pyke. I don’t know if you’ve met him yet. But

  we have real reason to fear—”




  Where was Sheldon? He had the NCA text; she was going to need to quote from it in less than a minute. Had he really not been able to keep up?




  “—a backlash against him, sir. I can’t put it more plainly than that. He’s new, he’s foreign, he’s a different species, and students here are not used to

  dealing with—”




  “Ms. Krane,” Manniberg said. He was trying to do nothing. It was in his nature. Principals avoid proactive decisions whenever possible. They—




  Where was Sheldon?




  Sheldon was not there, but his message arrived just as Shiels’s hand touched her phone. In a blink she had the NCA text in front of her.




  “It’s my most urgent recommendation, sir, that you convene an immediate assembly. I happen to have a text of procedures we need to present to the Vista View community.”




  Manniberg squinted at her screen. Why did he not carry his glasses?




  “Point number two is crucial,” she said. “Privacy and protection of students from all walks of life, including different eras of evolution, must be promoted and maintained

  so that a normal atmosphere conducive to learning and rich cultural exchange is safeguarded at all times. Photographs, video, and other digital records of private students, regardless of species,

  should be banned from social media unless express consent has been—”




  He squinted at her doubtfully. The science teacher, Glaskill, had not left, but she might as well have disappeared.




  “He’s a freak and he scares people!” Shiels blurted. “We attack what we don’t know. It was my initial response, and I’ve seen it already with the football

  team. So we need a protocol”—wrong word! but she pushed on—“a code of understanding, coming right from the top, from you, today I believe—this morning, if

  possible—that will outline acceptable behaviors and help all of us deal with what is, I think you would have to admit—”




  Sheldon, at last! There seemed to be a commotion in the hallway. He’d fought his way through the crowd.




  “Are you talking about the pterodactyl-boy?” Manniberg said.




  “Yes! He’s going to get beat up. He looks different. People are not going to know how to behave around him. . . .”




  “It’s a school board initiative,” he said. “We were lucky to get him. We’re taking a low-key approach.”
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