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For Max,
who brought sunshine




CHAPTER 1


You don’t invite the local witch to parties. No matter how beautiful she is. That was the basic problem.


I don’t care, Kaitlyn thought. I don’t need anyone.


She was sitting in history class, listening to Marcy Huang and Pam Sasseen plan a party for that weekend. She couldn’t help but hear them: Mr. Flynn’s gentle, apologetic voice was no competition for their excited whispers. Kait was listening, pretending not to listen, and fiercely wishing she could get away. She couldn’t, so she doodled on the blue-lined page of her history notebook.


She was full of contradictory feelings. She hated Pam and Marcy, and wanted them to die, or at least to have some gory accident that left them utterly broken and defeated and miserable. At the same time there was a terrible longing inside her. If they would only let her in—it wasn’t as if she insisted on being the most popular, the most admired, girl at school. She’d settle for a place in the group that was securely her own. They could shake their heads and say, “Oh, that Kaitlyn—she’s odd, but what would we do without her?” And that would be fine, as long as she was a part.


But it wouldn’t happen, ever. Marcy would never think of inviting Kaitlyn to her party because she wouldn’t think of doing something that had never been done before. No one ever invited the witch; no one thought that Kaitlyn, the lovely, spooky girl with the strange eyes, would want to go.


And I don’t care, Kaitlyn thought, her reflections coming around full circle. This is my last year. One semester to go. After that, I’m out of high school and I hope I never see anyone from this place again.


But that was the other problem, of course. In a little town like Thoroughfare she was bound to see them, and their parents, every day for the next year. And the year after that, and the year after that. . . .


There was no escape. If she could have gone away to college, it might have been different. But she’d screwed up her art scholarship . . . and anyway, there was her father. He needed her—and there wasn’t any money. Dad needed her. It was junior college or nothing.


The years stretched out in front of Kaitlyn, bleak as the Ohio winter outside the window, filled with endless cold classrooms. Endless sitting and listening to girls planning parties that she wasn’t invited to. Endless exclusion. Endless aching and wishing that she were a witch so she could put the most hideous, painful, debilitating curse on all of them.


All the while she was thinking, she was doodling. Or rather her hand was doodling—her brain didn’t seem to be involved at all. Now she looked down and for the first time saw what she’d drawn.


A spiderweb.


But what was strange was what was underneath the web, so close it was almost touching. A pair of eyes.


Wide, round, heavy-lashed eyes. Bambi eyes. The eyes of a child.


As Kaitlyn stared at it, she suddenly felt dizzy, as if she were falling. As if the picture were opening to let her in. It was a horrible sensation—and a familiar one. It happened every time she drew one of those pictures, the kind they called her a witch for.


The kind that came true.


She pulled herself back with a jerk. There was a sick, sinking feeling inside her.


Oh, please, no, she thought. Not today—and not here, not at school. It’s just a doodle; it doesn’t mean anything.


Please let it be just a doodle.


But she could feel her body bracing, ignoring her mind, going ice-cold in order to meet what was coming.


A child. She’d drawn a child’s eyes, so some child was in danger.


But what child? Staring at the space under the eyes, Kait felt a tugging, almost a twitch, in her hand. Her fingers telling her the shape that needed to go there. Little half circle, with smaller curves at the edges. A snub nose. Large circle, filled in solid. A mouth, open in fear or surprise or pain. Big curve to indicate a round chin.


A series of long wriggles for hair—and then the itch, the urge, the need in Kait’s hand ebbed away.


She let out her breath.


That was all. The child in the picture must be a girl, with all that hair. Wavy hair. A pretty little girl with wavy hair and a spiderweb on top of her face.


Something was going to happen, involving a child and a spider. But where—and to what child? And when?


Today? Next week? Next year?


It wasn’t enough.


It never was. That was the most terrible part of Kaitlyn’s terrible gift. Her drawings were always accurate—they always, always came true. She always ended up seeing in real life what she’d drawn on paper.


But not in time.


Right now, what could she do? Run through town with a megaphone telling all kids to beware of spiders? Go down to the elementary school looking for girls with wavy hair?


Even if she tried to tell them, they’d run away from her. As if Kaitlyn brought on the things she drew. As if she made them happen instead of just predicting them.


The lines of the picture were getting crooked. Kaitlyn blinked to straighten them. The one thing she wouldn’t do was cry—because Kaitlyn never cried.


Never. Not once, not since her mother had died when Kait was eight. Since then, Kait had learned how to make the tears go inside.


There was a disturbance at the front of the room. Mr. Flynn’s voice, usually so soft and melodious that students could comfortably go to sleep to it, had stopped.


Chris Barnable, a boy who worked sixth period as a student aide, had brought a piece of pink paper. A call slip.


Kaitlyn watched Mr. Flynn take it, read it, then look mildly at the class, wrinkling his nose to push his glasses back up.


“Kaitlyn, the office wants you.”


Kaitlyn was already reaching for her books. She kept her back very straight, her head very high, as she walked up the aisle to take the slip. KAITLYN FAIRCHILD TO THE PRINCIPAL’S OFFICE—AT ONCE! it read. Somehow when the “at once” box was checked, the whole slip assumed an air of urgency and malice.


“In trouble again?” a voice from the first row asked snidely. Kaitlyn couldn’t tell who it was, and she wouldn’t turn around to look. She went out the door with Chris.


In trouble again, yes, she thought as she walked down the stairs to the main office. What did they have on her this time? Those excuses “signed by her father” last fall?


Kaitlyn missed a lot of school, because there were times when she just couldn’t stand it. Whenever it got too bad, she went down Piqua Road to where the farms were, and drew. Nobody bothered her there.


“I’m sorry you’re in trouble,” Chris Barnable said as they reached the office. “I mean . . . I’m sorry if you’re in trouble.”


Kaitlyn glanced at him sharply. He was an okay-looking guy: shiny hair, soft eyes—a lot like Hello Sailor, the cocker spaniel she’d had years ago. Still, she wasn’t fooled for a minute.


Boys—boys were no good. Kait knew exactly why they were nice to her. She’d inherited her mother’s creamy Irish skin and autumn-fire hair. She’d inherited her mother’s supple, willow-slim figure.


But her eyes were her own, and just now she used them without mercy. She turned an icy gaze on Chris, looking at him in a way she was usually careful to avoid. She looked him straight in the face.


He went white.


It was typical of the way people around here reacted when they had to meet Kaitlyn’s eyes. No one else had eyes like Kaitlyn. They were smoky blue, and at the outside of each iris, as well as in the middle, were darker rings.


Her father said they were beautiful and that Kaitlyn had been marked by the fairies. But other people said other things. Ever since she could remember, Kaitlyn had heard the whispers—that she had strange eyes, evil eyes. Eyes that saw what wasn’t meant to be seen.


Sometimes, like now, Kaitlyn used them as a weapon. She stared at Chris Barnable until the poor jerk actually stepped backward. Then she lowered her lashes demurely and walked into the office.


It gave her only a sick, momentary feeling of triumph. Scaring cocker spaniels was hardly an achievement. But Kaitlyn was too frightened and miserable herself to care. A secretary waved her toward the principal’s office, and Kaitlyn steeled herself. She opened the door.


Ms. McCasslan, the principal, was there—but she wasn’t alone. Sitting beside the desk was a tanned, trim young woman with short blond hair.


“Congratulations,” the blond woman said, coming out of the chair with one quick, graceful movement.


Kaitlyn stood motionless, head high. She didn’t know what to think. But all at once she had a rush of feeling, like a premonition.


This is it. What you’ve been waiting for.


She hadn’t known she was waiting for anything.


Of course you have. And this is it.


The next few minutes are going to change your life.


“I’m Joyce,” the blond woman said. “Joyce Piper. Don’t you remember me?”




CHAPTER 2


The woman did seem familiar. Her sleek blond hair clung to her head like a wet seal’s fur, and her eyes were a startling aquamarine. She was wearing a smart rose-colored suit, but she moved like an aerobics teacher.


Memory burst on Kaitlyn. “The vision screening!”


Joyce nodded. “Exactly!” she said energetically. “Now, how much do you remember about that?”


Bewildered, Kaitlyn looked at Ms. McCasslan. The principal, a small woman, quite plump and very pretty, was sitting with her hands folded on the desk. She seemed serene, but her eyes were sparkling.


All right, so I’m not in trouble, Kait thought. But what’s going on? She stood uncertainly in the center of the room.


“Don’t be frightened, Kaitlyn,” the principal said. She waved a small hand with a number of rings on it. “Sit down.”


Kait sat.


“I don’t bite,” Joyce added, sitting down herself, although she kept her aquamarine eyes on Kait’s face the entire time. “Now, what do you remember?”


“It was just a test, like you get at the optometrist’s,” Kaitlyn said slowly. “I thought it was some new program.”


Everyone brought their new programs to Ohio. Ohio was so representative of the nation that its people were perfect guinea pigs.


Joyce was smiling a little. “It was a new program. But we weren’t screening for vision, exactly. Do you remember the test where you had to write down the letters you saw?”


“Oh—yes.” It wasn’t easy to remember, because everything that had happened during the testing was vague. It had been last fall, early October, Kait thought. Joyce had come into study hall and talked to the class. That was clear enough—Kait remembered her asking them to cooperate. Then Joyce had guided them through some “relaxation exercises”—after which Kaitlyn had been so relaxed that everything was foggy.


“You gave everybody a pencil and a piece of paper,” she said hesitantly to Joyce. “And then you projected letters on the movie screen. And they kept getting smaller and smaller. I could hardly write,” she added. “I was limp.”


“Just a little hypnosis to get past your inhibitions,” Joyce said, leaning forward. “What else?”


“I kept writing letters.”


“Yes, you did,” Joyce said. A slight grin flashed in her tanned face. “You did indeed.”


After a moment, Kaitlyn said, “So I’ve got good eyesight?”


“I wouldn’t know.” Still grinning, Joyce straightened up. “You want to know how that test really worked, Kaitlyn? We kept projecting the letters smaller and smaller—until finally they weren’t there at all.”


“Weren’t there?”


“Not for the last twenty frames. There were just dots, absolutely featureless. You could have vision like a hawk and still not make anything out of them.”


A cold finger seemed to run up Kaitlyn’s backbone. “I saw letters,” she insisted.


“I know you did. But not with your eyes.”


There was perfect silence in the room.


Kaitlyn’s heart was beating hard.


“We had someone in the room next door,” Joyce said. “A graduate student with very good concentration, and he was looking at charts with letters on them. That was why you saw letters, Kait. You saw through his eyes. You expected to see letters on the chart, so your mind was open—and you received what he saw.”


Kaitlyn said faintly, “It doesn’t work that way.” Oh, please, God . . . all she needed was another power, another curse.


“It does; it’s all the same,” Joyce said. “It’s called remote viewing. The awareness of an event beyond the range of your ordinary senses. Your drawings are remote viewings of events—sometimes events that haven’t happened yet.”


“What do you know about my drawings?” A rush of emotion brought Kait to her feet. It wasn’t fair: this stranger coming in and playing with her, testing her, tricking her—and now talking about her private drawings. Her very private drawings that people in Thoroughfare had the decency to only refer to obliquely.


“I’ll tell you what I know,” Joyce said. Her voice was soft, rhythmic, and she was gazing at Kaitlyn intently with those aquamarine eyes. “I know that you first discovered your gift when you were nine years old. A little boy from your neighborhood had disappeared—”


“Danny Lindenmayer,” the principal put in briskly.


“Danny Lindenmayer had disappeared,” Joyce said, without looking away from Kait. “And the police were going door to door, looking for him. You were drawing with crayons while they talked to your father. You heard everything about the missing boy. And when you were done drawing, it was a picture you didn’t understand, a picture of trees and a bridge . . . and something square.”


Kaitlyn nodded, feeling oddly defeated. The memory sucked at her, making her dizzy. That first picture, so dark and strange, and her own fear . . . She’d known it was a very bad thing that her fingers had drawn. But she hadn’t known why.


“And the next day, on TV, you saw the place where they’d found the little boy’s body,” Joyce said. “Underneath a bridge by some trees . . . in a packing crate.”


“Something square,” Kaitlyn said.


“It matched the picture you’d drawn exactly, even though there was no way you could have known about that place. The bridge was thirty miles away, in a town you’d never been to. When your father saw the news on TV, he recognized your picture, too—and he got excited. Started showing the drawing around, telling the story. But people reacted badly. They already thought you were a little different because of your eyes. But this—this was a whole lot different. They didn’t like it. And when it happened again, and again, when your drawings kept coming true, they got very frightened.”


“And Kaitlyn developed something of an attitude problem,” the principal interjected delicately. “She’s naturally rebellious and a bit high-strung—like a colt. But she got prickly, too, and cool. Self-defense.” She made tsking noises.


Kaitlyn glared, but it was a feeble glare. Joyce’s quiet, sympathetic voice had disarmed her. She sat down again.


“So you know all about me,” she said to Joyce. “So I’ve got an attitude problem. So wh—”


“You do not have an attitude problem,” Joyce interrupted. She looked almost shocked. She leaned forward, speaking very earnestly. “You have a gift, a very great gift. Kaitlyn, don’t you understand? Don’t you realize how unusual you are, how wonderful?”


In Kaitlyn’s experience, unusual did not equate to wonderful.


“In the entire world, there are only a handful of people who can do what you can do,” Joyce said. “In the entire United States, we only found five.”


“Five what?”


“Five high school seniors. Five kids like you. All with different talents, of course; none of you can do the same thing. But that’s great; that’s just what we were looking for. We’ll be able to do a variety of experiments.”


“You want to experiment on me?” Kaitlyn looked at the principal in alarm.


“I’m getting ahead of myself. Let me explain. I’m from San Carlos, California—”


Well, that explained the tan.


“—and I work for the Zetes Institute. It’s a very small laboratory, not at all like SRI or Duke University. It was established last year by a research grant from the Zetes Foundation. Mr. Zetes is—oh, how can I explain him? He’s an incredible man—he’s the chairman of a big corporation in Silicon Valley. But his real interest is in psychic phenomena. Psychic research.”


Joyce paused and pushed sleek blond hair off her forehead. Kaitlyn could feel her working up to something big. “He’s put up the funds for a very special project, a very intense project. It was his idea to do screening at high schools all over the country, looking for seniors with high psychic potential. To find the five or six that were absolutely the top, the cream of the crop, and to bring them to California for a year of testing.”


“A year?”


“That’s the beauty of it, don’t you see? Instead of doing a few sporadic tests, we’d do testing daily, on a regular schedule. We’d be able to chart changes in your powers with your biorhythms, with your diet—” Joyce broke off abruptly. Looking at Kait directly, she reached out and took Kait’s hands.


“Kaitlyn, let down the walls and just listen to me for a minute. Can you do that?”


Kait could feel her hands trembling in the cool grasp of the blond woman’s fingers. She swallowed, unable to look away from those aquamarine eyes.


“Kaitlyn, I am not here to hurt you. I admire you tremendously. You have a wonderful gift. I want to study it—I’ve spent my life preparing to study it. I went to college at Duke—you know, where Rhine did his telepathy experiments. I got my master’s degree in parapsychology—I’ve worked at the Dream Laboratory at Maimonides, and the Mind Science Foundation in San Antonio, and the Engineering Anomalies Research Laboratory at Princeton. And all I’ve ever wanted is a subject like you. Together we can prove that what you do is real. We can get hard, replicable, scientific proof. We can show the world that ESP exists.”


She stopped, and Kaitlyn heard the whir of a copier in the outer office.


“There are some benefits for Kaitlyn, too,” Ms. McCasslan said. “I think you should explain the terms.”


“Oh, yes.” Joyce let go of Kaitlyn’s hands and picked up a manila folder from the desk. “You’ll go to a very good school in San Carlos to finish up your senior year. Meanwhile you’ll be living at the Institute with the four other students we’ve chosen. We’ll do testing every afternoon, but it won’t take long—just an hour or two a day. And at the end of a year, you’ll receive a scholarship to the college of your choice.” Joyce opened the folder and handed it to Kaitlyn. “A very generous scholarship.”


“A very generous scholarship,” Ms. McCasslan said.


Kaitlyn found herself looking at a number on a piece of paper. “That’s . . . for all of us, to split?”


“That is for you,” Joyce said. “Alone.”


Kaitlyn felt dizzy.


“You’ll be helping the cause of science,” Joyce said. “And you could make a new life for yourself. A new start. No one at your new school needs to know why you’re there; you can just be an ordinary high school kid. Next fall you can go to Stanford or San Francisco State University—San Carlos is just half an hour south of San Francisco. And after that, you’re free. You can go anywhere.”


Kaitlyn felt really dizzy.


“You’ll love the Bay Area. Sunshine, nice beaches—do you realize it was seventy degrees there yesterday when I left? Seventy degrees in winter. Redwoods—palm trees—”


“I can’t,” Kaitlyn said weakly.


Joyce and the principal both looked at her, startled.


“I can’t,” Kait said again, more loudly, pulling her walls close around her. She needed the walls, or she might succumb to the shimmering picture Joyce was painting in her mind.


“Don’t you want to get away?” Joyce said gently.


Didn’t she? Only so much that she sometimes felt like a bird beating its wings against glass. Except that she’d never been quite sure what she’d do once she got away. She’d just thought, There must be some place I belong. A place where I’d just fit in, without trying.


She’d never thought of California as being the place, California was almost too rich, too heady and exciting. It was like a dream. And the money . . .


But her father.


“You don’t understand. It’s my dad. I’ve never been away from him, not since my mom died, and he needs me. He’s not . . . He really needs me.”


Ms. McCasslan was looking sympathetic. Ms. McCasslan knew her dad, of course. He’d been brilliant, a philosophy professor; he’d written books. But after Kaitlyn’s mother had died, he’d gotten . . . vague. Now he sang a lot to himself and did odd jobs around town. He didn’t make much doing them. When bills came in, he shuffled his feet and ruffled his hair, looking anxious and ashamed. He was almost like a kid—but he adored Kait and she adored him. She would never let anything hurt him.


And to leave him so soon, before she was even old enough to go to college—and to go all the way to California—and for a year—


“It’s impossible,” she said.


Ms. McCasslan was looking down at her plump hands. “But, Kaitlyn, don’t you think he’d want you to go? To do what’s best for you?”


Kaitlyn shook her head. She didn’t want to listen to arguments. Her mind was made up.


“Wouldn’t you like to learn to control your talents?” Joyce said.


Kaitlyn looked at her.


The possibility of control had never occurred to her. The pictures came when she wasn’t expecting them; took over her hand without her realizing it. She never knew what had happened until it was over.


“I think you can learn,” Joyce said. “I think you and I could learn, together.”


Kaitlyn opened her mouth, but before she could answer, there was a terrible sound from outside the office.


It was a crashing and a grinding and a shattering all together. And it was a huge noise, so huge that Kaitlyn knew at once it could come from nothing ordinary. It sounded very close.


Joyce and Ms. McCasslan had both jumped up, and it was the plump little principal who made it to the door first. She rushed out through the office to the street, with Kait and Joyce following her.


People were running up on either side of Harding Street, crunching through the snow. Cold air bit Kaitlyn’s cheeks. The slanting afternoon sunlight threw up sharp contrasts between light and shadow, making the scene in front of Kaitlyn look frighteningly focused and distinct.


A yellow Neon was facing the wrong way on Harding Street, its back wheels on the sidewalk, its left side a wreck. It looked as if it had been broadsided and spun. Kaitlyn recognized it; it belonged to Jerry Crutchfield, one of the few students who had a car.


In the middle of the street, a dark blue station wagon was facing Kaitlyn directly. Its entire front end was accordioned. The metal was twisted and deformed, the headlights shattered.


Polly Vertanen, a junior, was tugging at Ms. McCasslan’s sleeve. “I saw everything, Ms. McCasslan. Jerry just pulled out of the parking lot—but the station wagon was going too fast. They just hit him. . . . I saw everything. They were going too fast.”


“That’s Marian Günter’s station wagon,” Ms. McCasslan said sharply. “That’s her little girl in there. Don’t move her yet! Don’t move her!” The principal’s voice went on, but Kait didn’t hear any more.


She was staring at the windshield of the station wagon. She hadn’t seen before—but she could see now.


People around her were yelling, running. Kaitlyn hardly noticed them. Her entire world was filled with the car windshield.


The little girl had been thrown up against it—or maybe it had crunched back up against her. She was actually lying with her forehead touching the glass, as if she were looking out with open eyes.


With wide eyes. Wide, round, heavy-lashed eyes. Bambi eyes.


She had a small snub nose and a round chin. Wavy blond hair stuck to the glass.


The glass itself was shattered like a spiderweb, a spiderweb superimposed on the child’s face.


“Oh, no—please, no . . .” Kaitlyn whispered.


She found herself clutching, without knowing what she was clutching at. Somebody steadied her.


Sirens were wailing closer. A crowd was gathering around the station wagon, blocking Kaitlyn’s view of the child.


She knew Curt Günter. The little girl must be Lindy, his baby sister. Why hadn’t Kait realized? Why hadn’t her picture shown her? Why couldn’t it have shown her cars crashing, with a date and a place, instead of that pathetic kid’s face? How could it all be so useless, so completely freaking useless . . . ?


“Do you need to sit down?” the person holding her asked, and it was Joyce Piper, and she was shivering.


Kait was shivering, too. Her breath was coming very fast. She clutched harder at Joyce.


“Did you mean that, about me learning to control . . . what I do?” Kait couldn’t call it a talent.


Joyce looked from her to the accident scene with something like dawning realization. “I think so. I hope so.”


“You have to promise.”


Joyce met her gaze full on, the way people in Thoroughfare never did. “I promise to try, Kait.”


“Then I’ll go. My dad will understand.”


Joyce’s aquamarine eyes were brilliant. “I’m so glad.” She shivered violently. “Seventy degrees there, Kait,” she added softly, almost absently. “Pack light.”


That night, Kaitlyn had a strangely realistic dream. She was on a rocky peninsula, a spit of land surrounded by cold gray ocean. The clouds overhead were almost black and the wind blew spray into her face. She could actually feel the wet of it, the chill.


From just behind her, someone called her name. But when she turned, the dream ended.




CHAPTER 3


Kait got off the plane feeling giddy and triumphant. She’d never been on a plane before, but it had been easy as anything. She’d chewed gum on takeoff and landing, done twists in the tiny bathroom every hour to keep limber, and brushed her hair and straightened her red dress as the plane cruised up to the gate. Perfection.


She was very happy. Somehow, once the decision to go was made, Kait’s spirits had lifted and lifted. It no longer seemed a grim necessity to come to the Institute; it was the dream Joyce had described, the beginning of a new life. Her dad had been unbelievably sweet and understanding—he’d seen her off just as if she were going to college. Joyce was supposed to meet her here at San Francisco Airport.


But the airport was crowded and there was no sign of Joyce. People streamed by. Kaitlyn stuck close to the gate, head high, trying to look nonchalant. The last thing she wanted was anyone to ask if she needed help.


“Excuse me.”


Kaitlyn flicked a sideways glance at the unfamiliar voice. It wasn’t help; it was something even more disturbing. One of those cult people who hang around airports and ask for money. He was wearing reddish robes—Tuscan red, Kait thought. If she were going to draw them.


“I’d like a moment of your time, please.” The voice was civil, but persistent—authoritative. It sounded foreign.


Kait edged away—or started to. A hand caught her. She looked down at it in amazement, seeing lean fingers the color of caramel locked around her wrist.


Okay, jerk, you asked for it. Outraged, Kait turned the full power of her smoky blue, strangely ringed eyes on him.


He just looked back—and when Kait looked deeply into his eyes, she reeled.


His skin was that caramel color—but his eyes were slanting and very dark, with an epicanthic fold. The phrase “lynx-eyed” came to Kaitlyn’s mind. His softly curling hair was a sort of pale shimmery brown, like silver birch. None of it went together.


But that wasn’t what made her reel. It was a feeling of age from him. When she looked into his eyes, she had the sense of centuries passing. Millennia. His face was unlined, but there were ice ages in his eyes.


Kait couldn’t remember ever really screaming in her life, but she decided to scream now.


She didn’t get a chance. The grip on her wrist tightened and before she could draw a breath, she was jerked off balance, moving. The man in the robes was pulling her backward into the jetway—the long corridor that led to a plane.


Except that there was no plane now and the corridor was empty. The double doors closed, cutting Kaitlyn off from the rest of the airport. She was still too shocked to scream.


“Don’t move and you won’t get hurt,” the man in the robes said grimly. His lynx eyes were hard.


Kaitlyn didn’t believe him. He was from some cult and he was obviously insane and he’d dragged her into this deserted place. She should have fought him before; she should have screamed when she had the chance. Now she was trapped.


Without letting go of her arm, the man fumbled inside his robes.


For a gun or a knife, Kaitlyn thought. Her heart was pounding violently. If he would just relax his grip on her arm for an instant—if she could get to the other side of those doors where there were people . . .


“Here,” the man said. “All I want is for you to look at this.”


He was holding not a weapon but a piece of paper. Glossy paper that had been folded. To Kaitlyn’s dazed eyes it looked like a brochure.


I don’t believe it, she thought. He is insane.


“Just look,” the man said.


Kaitlyn couldn’t help looking; he was holding the paper in her face. It seemed to be a full-color picture of a rose garden. A walled rose garden, with a fountain in the center, and something thrusting out of the fountain. Maybe an ice sculpture, Kaitlyn thought dizzily. It was tall, white, and semitransparent—like a faceted column. In one of its many facets was the tiny, perfect reflection of a rose.


Kaitlyn’s heart was still pounding violently. This was all too weird. As frightening as if he were trying to hurt her.


“This crystal—” the man began, and then Kaitlyn saw her chance.


The iron grip on her arm loosened just the slightest bit as he spoke, and his eyes were on the picture. Kaitlyn kicked backward, glad that she was wearing pumps with her red dress, slamming a two-inch heel into his shin. The man yelped and let go.


Kaitlyn hit the double doors with both hands, bursting out into the airport, and then she just ran. She ran without looking behind her to see if the man was following. She dodged around chairs and phone booths, heading blindly into the crowd.


She didn’t stop until someone called her name.


“Kaitlyn!”


It was Joyce, heading the other way, toward the gate. Kait had never been so relieved to see anyone.


“I’m so sorry—the traffic was terrible—and parking in this place is always—” She broke off. “Kaitlyn, what’s wrong?”


Kaitlyn collapsed in Joyce’s arms. Now that she was safe, she somehow wanted to laugh. Hysteria, probably, she told herself. Her legs were shaking.


“It was too strange,” she gasped. “There was this guy from some cult or something—and he grabbed me. He probably just wanted money, but I thought—”


“He grabbed you? Where is he now?”


Kaitlyn waved a hand vaguely. “Back there. I kicked him and ran.”


Joyce’s aquamarine eyes flashed with grim approval, but all she said was, “Come on. We’d better tell airport security about this.”


“Oh—I’m okay now. He was just some nut. . . .”


“Nuts like that, we put away. Even in California,” Joyce said flatly.


Airport security sent people looking for the man, but he was gone.


“Besides,” the guard told Joyce and Kaitlyn, “he couldn’t have opened the doors to the jet bridge. They’re kept locked.”


Kaitlyn didn’t want to argue. She wanted to forget all about it and go to the Institute. This was not how she’d planned her grand entrance to California.


“Let’s go,” she said to Joyce, and Joyce sighed and nodded.


They picked up Kaitlyn’s luggage and carried it to a sharp little green convertible—Joyce’s car. Kait felt like bouncing on the seat as Joyce drove. Back home it was freezing, with twenty inches of snow on the ground. Here they drove with the top down, and Joyce’s blond hair ruffled like down in the wind.


“How’s the little girl from the crash?” Joyce asked.


Kaitlyn’s spirits pitched.


“She’s still in the hospital. They don’t know if she’ll be okay.” Kaitlyn clamped her lips together to show that she didn’t intend to answer any more questions about Lindy.


But Joyce didn’t ask any more questions. Instead, she said, “Two of your housemates are already at the Institute; Lewis and Anna. I think you’ll like them.”


Lewis—a boy. “How many of the five of us are boys?” Kaitlyn asked suspiciously.


“Three, I’m afraid,” Joyce said gravely, and then gave Kait a sideways look of amusement.


Kaitlyn declined to be amused. Three boys and only one other girl. Three sloppy, meaty-handed, too-big-to-control, hormone-crazed Power Rangers.


Kaitlyn had tried boys once, two years ago when she was a sophomore. She’d let one of them take her out, driving up to Lake Erie every Friday and Saturday night, and she’d put up with what he wanted—some of what he wanted—while he talked about Metallica and the Browns and the Bengals and his candy-apple-red Trans Am. All of which Kait knew nothing about. After the first date, she decided that guys must be an alien species, and just tried to deal with him without listening to him. She was still hoping that he’d take her to the next party with his crowd.


She had it all planned out. He’d escort her into one of those big houses on the hill that she’d never been invited to. She’d wear something a little dowdy so as to not show up the hostess. With her boyfriend’s arm around her shoulder, she’d be modest and self-effacing, complimenting everything in sight. The whole crowd would see she wasn’t a monster. They’d let her in—maybe not all at once, but over time, as they got used to her being around.


Wrong.


When she brought up the party, her lake-loving boyfriend blustered around, but eventually the truth came clear. He wasn’t going to take her anywhere in public. She was good enough alone in the dark with him, but not good enough to be seen with him in the daylight.


It was one of the times when it was hardest not to cry. Stiff-lipped, she’d ordered him to take her home. He got angrier and angrier as they drove. When she jerked the car door open, he said, “I was going to dump you anyway. You’re not like a normal girl. You’re cold.”


Kait stared after the car when it had gone. So she wasn’t normal. Fine, she knew that already. So she was cold—and the way he’d said it made it obvious that he didn’t just mean her personality. He meant more.


Well, that was fine, too. She’d rather be cold all her life than feel anything with a guy like that. The memory of his humid palms on her arms made her want to wipe her own hands on the skirt of her red dress.


So I’m cold, Kait thought now, shifting in the front seat of Joyce’s convertible. So what? There are other things in life to be interested in.


And really, she didn’t care how many boys were at the Institute. She’d ignore them—she’d stick with Anna. She just hoped Anna wasn’t boy-crazy.


And that she likes you, a small, nerve-racking voice in her head added. Kaitlyn squashed the thought, tossing her head to feel the wind snapping her hair back, enjoying the motion and the sunshine.


“Is it much farther?” she asked. “I can’t wait.”


Joyce laughed. “No, it’s not far.”


They were driving through residential streets now. Kaitlyn looked around eagerly, but with a tingling in her stomach. What if the Institute was too big, too sterile, too intimidating? She’d pictured a large, squat redbrick building, something like her old high school back in Thoroughfare.


Joyce turned the convertible in to a driveway, and Kait stared.


“Is this it?”


“Yup.”


“But it’s purple.”


It was extremely purple. The shingled sides were a cool but vivid purple, the wood trim around the windows was darker purple; the door and wraparound balcony were glaring high-gloss purple. The only things that weren’t purple were the slate gray roof and the bricks in the chimney.


Kait felt as if someone had dropped her into a swimming pool full of grape juice. She didn’t know if she loved the color scheme or hated it.


“We haven’t had time to paint it yet,” Joyce explained, parking. “We’ve been busy converting most of the first floor to labs—but you can have the full tour tomorrow. Why don’t you go up and meet your housemates?”


Thrills of nervousness wound through Kait’s stomach. The Institute was so much smaller, so much more intimate, than she’d imagined. She’d really be living with these people.


“Sure, that’s fine,” she said, and held her head very high as she got out of the car.


“Don’t worry about the luggage yet—just go on in. Go straight past the living room and you’ll see a staircase on your right. Take that upstairs—the whole second floor is for you kids. I told Lewis and Anna that you can work out the bedroom situation for yourselves.”


Kaitlyn went, trying not to either dawdle or hurry. She wouldn’t let anyone see how nervous she was. The very purple front door was unlocked. The inside of the house wasn’t purple—it looked quite ordinary, with a large living room on the right and a large enough dining room on the left.


Don’t look at it now. Go on up.


Kaitlyn’s feet carried her down the tiled foyer that separated them, until she reached the staircase.


Take it slow. Just keep breathing.


But her heart was going quickly, and her feet wanted to leap up the steps. The stairs made a U-turn at a landing and then she was at the top.


The hallway was crowded with odds and ends of furniture, piled haphazardly. In front of Kait and to the left was an open door. She could hear voices inside.


Okay, who cares if they’re nice? They’re probably creeps—and I don’t care. I don’t need anyone. Maybe I can learn to put curses on people.


The last-minute panic made her reckless, and she plunged through the door almost belligerently.


And stopped. A girl was kneeling on a bed without sheets or blankets. A lovely girl—graceful and dark, with high cheekbones and an expression of serenity. Kaitlyn’s belligerence seeped away and all the walls she normally kept around her seemed to dissolve. Peacefulness seemed to come from the other girl like a cool wind.


The girl smiled. “You’re Kaitlyn.”


“And you’re . . . Anna?”


“Anna Eva Whiteraven.”


“What a wonderful name,” Kaitlyn said.


It wasn’t the sort of thing people said back at Warren G. Harding High School—but Kaitlyn wasn’t at Warren G. Harding High School anymore, and Anna’s serene expression broke into another smile.


“You’ve got wonderful eyes,” she said.


“Does she?” another voice said eagerly. “Hey, turn around.”


Kait was already turning. On the far side of the room was an alcove with a bay window—and a boy coming out of it. He didn’t look threatening. He had a cap of black hair and dark, almond-shaped eyes. From the camera in his hands Kaitlyn guessed he’d been taking pictures out the open window.


“Smile!” A flashbulb blinded Kaitlyn.


“Ouch!”


“Sorry; I just wanted to preserve the moment.” The boy let go of the camera, which bounced as the strap around his neck caught it, and stuck out a hand. “You do have kind of neat eyes. Kind of weird. I’m Lewis Chao.”


He had a sweet face, Kaitlyn decided. He wasn’t big and gross, but rather small and neat. His hand wasn’t sweaty when she took it, and his eyes weren’t hungry.


“Lewis has been taking pictures since we got here this morning,” Anna said. “We’ve got the entire block on record.”


Kaitlyn blinked away blue afterimages and looked at Lewis curiously. “Really? Where do you come from?” It must be even farther away than Ohio, she thought.


He smiled beatifically. “San Francisco.”


Kaitlyn laughed, and suddenly they were all laughing together. Not malicious laughter, not laughing at anyone, but wonderful torrents of giggles together. And then Kait knew.


I’m going to be happy here, she realized. It was almost too big a concept to take in at once. She was going to be happy, and for a year. A panorama opened before her. Sitting by the fireplace she’d seen downstairs, studying, the others all doing their own projects, everyone joined by a warm sort of togetherness even while they did their own things. Each of them different, but not minding the differences.


No need for walls between them.


They began to talk, eagerly, friendship flying back and forth. It seemed quite natural to join Anna sitting on the bed.


“I’m from Ohio—” Kait started.


“Aha, a Buckeye,” Lewis put in.


“I’m from Washington State,” Anna said. “Near Puget Sound.”


“You’re Native American, aren’t you?”


“Yes; Suquamish.”


“She talks to animals,” Lewis said.


Anna said gently, “I don’t really talk to them. I can influence them to do things—sometimes. It’s a kind of thought projection, Joyce says.”


Thought projection with animals? A few weeks ago Kait would have said it sounded insane—but then, wasn’t her own “talent” insane? If one was possible, so was the other.


“I’ve got PK,” Lewis said. “That’s psychokinesis. Mind over matter.”


“Like . . . spoon bending?” Kait asked uncertainly.


“Nah, spoon bending’s a trick. Real PK is only for little things, like making a compass needle deflect. What do you do?”


Despite herself, Kaitlyn’s heart bumped. She’d never in her life said aloud the thing she was going to say.


“I . . . kind of see the future. At least, I don’t, but my drawings do, and when I look back at them, I see that they did. But usually only after the thing has already happened,” she finished incoherently.


Lewis and Anna looked thoughtful. “That’s cool,” Lewis said at last, and Anna said, “So you’re an artist?”


The relief that flooded Kaitlyn was painful, and its aftermath left her jubilant. “I guess. I like to draw.”


I’d like to draw right now, she thought, dying to get hold of some pastels. She’d draw Anna with burnt umber and matte black and sienna. She’d do Lewis with blue-black—his hair was that shiny—and some sort of flesh-ocher mixture for his skin.


Later, she told herself. Aloud she said, “So what about the bedrooms up here? Who goes where?”


“That’s just what we’ve been trying to figure out,” Anna said. “The problem is that there are supposed to be five of us students, and they’ve only got four bedrooms. There’s this one and another one even bigger next door, and then two smaller ones on the back side of the house.”


“And only the big ones have cable hookup. I’ve explained and explained,” said Lewis, looking tragic, “that I need my MTV, but she doesn’t understand. And I need enough outlets for my computer and stereo and stuff. Only the big rooms have those.”


“It’s not fair for us to take the good rooms before the others even get here,” Anna said, gently but firmly.


“But I need my MTV. I’ll die.”


“Well, I don’t care about cable,” Kaitlyn said. “But I’d like a room with northern light—I like to draw in the mornings.”


“You haven’t heard the worst part—all the rooms have different things,” Lewis said. “The one next door is huge, and it’s got a king-size bed and a balcony and a Jacuzzi bath. This one has the alcove over there and a private bathroom—but almost no closet. And the two rooms in back have okay closets, but they share a bathroom.”


“Well, obviously the biggest room should go to whoever’s rooming together—because two of us are going to have to room together,” Kaitlyn said.


“Great. I’ll room with either of you,” Lewis said promptly.


“No, no, no—look, let me go check out the light in the smaller rooms,” Kaitlyn said, jumping up.


“Check out the Jacuzzi instead,” Lewis called after her.


In the hallway, Kait turned to laugh at him over her shoulder—and ran directly into someone cresting the top of the stairs.


It wasn’t a hard knock, but Kaitlyn automatically recoiled, and ran her leg into something hard. Pain flared just behind her knee, rendering her momentarily speechless. She clenched her teeth and glared down at the thing that had hurt her. A nightstand with one sharp-edged drawer pulled out. What was all this furniture doing in the hall, anyway?


“I’m really sorry,” a soft southern voice drawled. “Are you all right?”


Kaitlyn looked at the tanned, blond boy who’d run into her. It would be a boy, of course. And a big one, not small and safe like Lewis. The kind of boy who disturbed the space around him, filling the whole hallway with his presence. A very masculine presence—if Anna was a cool wind, this boy was a golden solar flare.


Since ignoring was out of the question, Kaitlyn turned her best glare on him. He returned the look mildly and she realized with a start that his eyes were amber-colored—golden. Just a few shades darker than his hair.


“You are hurt,” he said, apparently mistaking the glare for suffering. “Where?” Then he did something that dumbfounded Kaitlyn. He dropped to his knees.


He’s going to apologize, she thought wildly. Oh, God, everyone in California is nuts.


But the boy didn’t apologize—he didn’t even look up at her. He was reaching for her leg.


“This one here, right?” he said in that southern-gentleman voice.


Kaitlyn’s mouth opened, but all she could do was stare at him. She was backed against the wall—there was nowhere to escape.


“Back here—this spot?” And then, deftly and unceremoniously, he turned up the skirt of her red dress. Kaitlyn’s mind went into shock. She simply had no experience that had prepared her to deal with this situation—a perfect stranger reaching under her dress in a public place. And it was the way he did it; not like a grabby boy at all, but like . . . like . . . a doctor examining a patient.


“It’s not a cut. Just a knot,” the boy said. He wasn’t looking at her or the leg, but down the hallway. His fingers were running lightly over the painful area, as if assessing it. They felt dry but warm—unnaturally warm.


“You’ll have a bad bruise if you leave it, though. Why don’t you hold still and let me see if I can help?”


This, at last, catapulted Kait out of silence.


“Hold still? Hold still for what . . .?”


He waved a hand. “Be quiet, now—please.”


Kaitlyn was stupefied.


“Yes,” the boy said, as if to himself. “I think I can help this some. I’ll try.”


Kaitlyn held still because she was paralyzed. She could feel his fingers on the back of her knee—a terribly intimate place, extremely tender and vulnerable. Kait couldn’t remember anyone touching her there, not even her doctor.


Then the touch changed. It became a burning, tingling feeling. Like slow fire. It was almost like pain, but—


Kait gasped. “What are you doing to me? Stop that—what are you doing?”


He spoke in a soft, measured voice, without glancing up. “Channeling energy. Trying.”


“I said stop—oh.”


“Work with me, now, please. Don’t fight me.”


Kaitlyn just stared down at the top of his head. His gold-blond hair was unruly, springing in curls and waves.


A strange sensation swept through Kait, flowing up from her knee and through her body, branching out to every blood vessel and capillary. A feeling of refreshment—of renewal. It was like getting a drink of clean, cold water when you were desperately thirsty, or being drenched with delicious icy mist when you were hot. Kaitlyn suddenly felt that until this moment, she had only been half-awake.


The boy was making odd motions now, as if he were brushing lint off the back of her knee. Touch, shake off. Touch, shake off. As if gathering something and then shaking drops of water off his fingers.


Kaitlyn suddenly realized that her pain was completely gone.


“That’s it,” the boy said cheerfully. “Now if I can just close this off . . .” He cupped a warm hand around the back of her knee. “There. It shouldn’t bruise now.”


The boy stood up briskly and brushed off his hands. He was breathing as if he’d just run a race.


Kaitlyn stared at him. She herself felt ready to run a race. She had never felt so refreshed—so alive. At the same time, as she got another glimpse of his face, she thought maybe she ought to sit down.


When he looked back at her, she expected . . . well, she didn’t know what. But what she didn’t expect was a quick, almost absentminded smile from a boy who was already turning around to leave.


“Sorry about that. Guess I’d better go down and help Joyce with the luggage—before I knock anyone else over.” He started down the stairs.


“Wait a minute—who are you? And—”


“Rob.” He smiled over his shoulder. “Rob Kessler.” He reached the landing, turned, and was gone.


“—and how did you do that?” Kait demanded of empty air.


Rob. Rob Kessler, she thought.


“Hey, Kaitlyn!” It was Lewis’s voice from the bedroom. “Are you out there? Hey, Kaitlyn, come quick!”




CHAPTER 4


Kaitlyn hesitated, still looking down the stairs. Then she gathered her self-possession and slowly walked back into the room. Lewis and Anna were in the alcove, looking out the window.


“He’s here,” Lewis said excitedly, and brought his camera up. “That’s got to be him!”


“Who’s here?” Kaitlyn asked, hoping no one would look at her too closely. She felt flushed.


“Mr. Zetes,” said Lewis. “Joyce said he had a limo.”


A black limousine was parked outside the house, one of its rear doors open. A white-haired man stood beside the door, dressed in a greatcoat which Kaitlyn thought must be terribly hot on this Californian afternoon. He had a gold-topped cane—a real gold-topped cane, Kaitlyn thought in fascination.


“Looks like he’s brought some friends,” Anna said, smiling. Two large black dogs were jumping out of the limo. They started for the bushes but came back at a word from the man and stood on either side of him.


“Cute,” Kaitlyn said. “But what’s that?” A white van was turning in the driveway. Lettering on its side read DEPARTMENT OF YOUTH AUTHORITY.


Lewis brought his camera down, looking awed. “Jeez. That’s the California Youth Authority.”


“Which is . . .?”


“It’s the last stop. It’s where they put the baaaaad boys. The hard-core kids who can’t make it at any of the regular juvie places.”


Anna’s quiet voice said, “You mean it’s jail?”


“My dad says it’s the place for kids who’re on their way to state prison. You know, the murderers and stuff.”


“Murderers?” Kait exclaimed. “Well, what’s it doing here, then? You don’t think . . .” She looked at Anna, who looked back, serenity a bit clouded. Clearly, Anna did think.


They both looked at Lewis, whose almond-shaped eyes were wide.


“I think we’d better get down there,” Kaitlyn said.


They hurried downstairs, bursting out onto the wooden porch and trying to look inconspicuous. No one was looking at them, anyway. Mr. Zetes was talking to a khaki-uniformed officer standing by the van.


Kaitlyn could only catch a few words of what was said—“Judge Baldwin’s authority” and “CYA ward” and “rehabilitation.”


“. . . your responsibility,” the officer finished, and stepped away from the van’s door.


A boy came out. Kaitlyn could feel her eyebrows go up.


He was startlingly handsome—but there was a cold wariness in his face and movements. His hair and eyes were dark, but his skin was rather pale. One of the few people in California without a tan, Kaitlyn thought.


“Chiaroscuro,” she murmured.


“What?” Lewis whispered.


“It’s an art word. It means ‘light and shade’—like in a drawing where you only use black and white.” As Kaitlyn finished, she suddenly felt herself shiver. There was something strange about this boy, as if—as if—


As if he weren’t quite canny, her mind supplied. At least, that’s the phrase people back home used to use about you, isn’t it?


The van was driving off. Mr. Zetes and the dark-haired boy were walking up to the door.


“Looks like we’ve got a new housemate,” Lewis said under his breath. “Oh, boy.”


Mr. Zetes gave a courtly nod to the group on the porch. “I see you’re here. I believe everyone has arrived now—if you’ll come inside, we can commence with the introductions.” He went in, and the two dogs followed him. They were rottweilers, Kaitlyn noted, and rather fierce-looking.


Anna and Lewis stepped back silently as the new boy approached, but Kaitlyn held her ground. She knew what it was like to have people step back when you walked near them. The boy passed very close to her, and turned to give her a direct look as he did. Kaitlyn saw that his eyes weren’t black, but a very dark gray. She had the distinct feeling that he wanted to unsettle her, to make her look down.


I wonder what he did to get in prison, she thought, feeling chilled again. She followed the others into the house.


“Mr. Zetes!” Joyce said happily from the living room. She caught the old man’s arm, smiling and gesturing with enthusiasm as she spoke to him.


Kait’s attention was caught by a blond head near the stairs. Rob Kessler had a duffel bag—her duffel bag—slung over his shoulder. He saw the group that had just come in, and started toward them . . . and then he stopped.


His entire body had stiffened. Kaitlyn followed his gaze down the foyer—to the new boy.


Who was equally stiff. His dark gray eyes were fixed on Rob with complete attention and icy hatred. His body was held as if ready for an attack as Rob came closer.


One of the two rottweilers by Mr. Zetes began to growl.


“Good dog, Carl,” Lewis said nervously.


“You,” the new boy said to Rob.


“You,” Rob said to the new boy.


“You two know each other?” Kaitlyn said to both of them.


Rob spoke without looking away from the other boy’s pale, wary face. “From a ways back,” he said. He let the duffel bag down with a thump.


“Not a long enough ways,” the other boy said. In contrast to Rob’s soft southern tones, his voice was harsh and clipped.


Both dogs were growling now.


Well, there goes any chance of harmony between housemates, Kaitlyn thought. She noticed that Mr. Zetes and Joyce had broken off talking and were looking at the students.


“We all seem to be together,” Mr. Zetes said rather dryly, and Joyce said, “Come over here, everybody! This is the moment I’ve been waiting for.”


Rob and the new boy slowly turned away from each other. Joyce gave the group a brilliant smile as they gathered around. Her aquamarine eyes were sparkling.


“Kids, it’s an honor and a privilege to introduce you to the man who brought you all here—the man who’s responsible for this project. This is Mr. Zetes.”


Kaitlyn felt for a moment as if she ought to applaud. Instead, she murmured “Hello” with the others. Mr. Zetes bent his head in recognition, and Joyce went on.


“Mr. Zetes, these are the troops. Anna Whiteraven, from Washington.” The old man shook hands with her, and with each of them as Joyce introduced them. “Lewis Chao from California. Kaitlyn Fairchild from Ohio. Rob Kessler from North Carolina. And Gabriel Wolfe from . . . here and there.”


“Yeah, depending on where the charges are pending,” Rob drawled, not quite aloud. Mr. Zetes gave him a piercing look.


“Gabriel has been released into my custody,” he said. “His parole allows him to go to school; for the rest of the time, he’s confined to this house. He knows what will happen if he tries to violate those conditions—don’t you, Gabriel?”


Gabriel’s dark gray eyes moved from Rob to Mr. Zetes. He said one word, expressionlessly. “Yes.”


“Good.” Mr. Zetes looked at the rest of the group. “While you’re here, I expect you all to try to get along. I don’t think any of you can realize, at your age, just how great a gift has been given to you. Your one job here is to see that you use that gift wisely, and make the most of it.”


Now for the pep talk, Kait thought, studying Mr. Zetes. He had an impressive shock of white hair on his handsome old head and a broad and benevolent brow. Kaitlyn thought suddenly, I know what he looks like. He looks like Little Lord Fauntleroy’s grandfather, the earl.


But the earl wasn’t giving any ordinary pep talk. “One thing you need to realize from the start is that you’re different from the rest of humanity. You’ve been . . . chosen. Branded. You’ll never be like other people, so there’s no reason even to try. You follow different laws.”


Kaitlyn felt her eyebrows pull together. Joyce had said similar things, but somehow Mr. Zetes’s words had another tone. She wasn’t sure she liked it.


“You have something inside you that won’t be repressed. A hidden power that burns like a flame,” he went on. “You’re superior to the rest of humanity—don’t ever forget that.”


Is he trying to flatter us? Kait wondered. Because if he is, it isn’t working. It all sounds . . . hollow, somehow.


“You are the pioneers in an exploration that has infinite possibilities. The work you do here may change the way the entire world looks at psychic powers—it may change the way the human race looks at itself. You young people are actually in a position to benefit all humankind.”


Suddenly Kait felt the need to draw.


Not the ordinary need, like the desire she’d had to draw Lewis and Anna. This was the need that came with an itch in her hand—and the internal shiver that meant a premonition.


But she couldn’t just walk away while Mr. Zetes was talking. She glanced around the room in distraction—and met Gabriel’s eyes.


Right now those eyes looked dark and wicked, as if something in Mr. Zetes’s speech amused him. Amused him in a cynical way.


With a shock, Kaitlyn realized that he looked as if he also found Mr. Zetes’s words hollow. And the way he was gazing at her seemed to show that he knew she did, too.


Kaitlyn felt herself flushing. She looked quickly back at Mr. Zetes, freezing her face into an interested, deferential expression. After all, he was the one paying her scholarship. He might be a little eccentric, but he obviously had a good heart.


By the time the speech was over, her need to draw was gone.


After Mr. Zetes was finished, Joyce said a few words about how she wanted them to do their best in the next year. “I’ll be living at the Institute with you,” she added. “My room is back there”—she pointed to a set of French doors beyond the living room that looked as if they led outside—“and you can feel free to come to me at any time, day or night. Oh, and here’s someone else you’ll be working with.”


Kaitlyn turned and saw a girl coming through the dining room. She looked college age, and had tumbled mahogany hair and full lips which looked a bit sullen.


“This is Marisol Diaz, an undergrad from Stanford,” Joyce said. “She won’t live here, but she’ll come daily and help with your testing. She’ll also help me cook. You’ll find a schedule for meals on the dining room wall, and we’ll go over the other house rules tomorrow. Any questions?”


Heads were shaken.


“Good. Now, why don’t you go upstairs and fix up your rooms? It’s been a long day, and I know some of you must be tired from jet lag. Marisol and I will throw together something for dinner.”


Kaitlyn was tired. Although her watch said 5:45, it was three hours later by Ohio time. Mr. Zetes said good-bye to each of them, and shook their hands. Then Kait and the others headed upstairs.


“What did you think of him?” she whispered to Lewis and Anna as they reached the second floor.


“Impressive—but a little scary. I kept expecting him to introduce ‘Masterpiece Theater,’” Lewis whispered back.


“Those dogs were interesting,” Anna said. “Usually I can sort of read animals, tell if they’re happy or sad or whatever. But those two were very guarded. I wouldn’t want to try to influence them.”


Something made Kait glance behind her—and she found that Gabriel was looking at her. She felt disconcerted, so she immediately went on the attack.


“And what did you think?” she asked him.


“I think he wants to use us for his own reasons.”


“Use us how?” Kaitlyn said sharply.


Gabriel shrugged, looking bored. “How should I know? Maybe to improve his corporation’s image—‘Silicon Valley Company Benefits Humankind.’ Like Chevron financing wildlife programs. Of course, he was right about one thing—we are superior to the rest of the human race.”


“And some of us are more superior than others, right?” Rob asked, from the stairs. “Some of us don’t have to follow the rules—or the laws.”


“Exactly,” Gabriel said, with a rather chilling smile. He was walking around the hallway, glancing into each bedroom. “Well, Joyce told us to pick our rooms. I think I’ll take . . . this one.”


“Hey!” Lewis squawked. “That’s the biggest room—the one with the cable hookup and the Jacuzzi and . . . and everything.”


Gabriel said blandly, “Thanks for telling me.”


“It’s much bigger than any of the others,” Anna said with quiet heat. “We decided it should go to whoever rooms together.”


“You can’t just grab it for yourself,” Lewis finished. “We ought to vote.”


Gabriel’s gray eyes narrowed and his lip lifted in something like a snarl. With one step he was close to Lewis. “You know what a lockup cell looks like?” he said, his voice cold and brutal. “It has a two-foot-wide bed and a metal toilet. One metal stool attached to the wall and one built-in desk. That’s all. I’ve been in a cell like that on and off for two years. So now I figure I’m entitled. Are you going to do something about it?”


Lewis scratched his nose, looking as if he were considering it. Anna pulled him back a step.


“MTV isn’t worth it,” she told him.


Gabriel looked at Rob. “You, country boy?”


“I won’t fight you, if that’s what you mean,” Rob drawled. He looked half-disgusted, half-pitying. “Go ahead, take the room—you sad bastard.”


Lewis made a faint sound of protest. Gabriel stepped inside his newly acquired room and began to shut the door.


“By the way,” he said, turning, “everyone else had better keep out of here. After you spend so much time in lockup, you get to like your space. You get kind of territorial. I wouldn’t want anybody to get hurt.”


As the door closed, Kait said, “Gabriel—like the angel?” She could hear the heavy sarcasm in her own voice.


The door opened again, and Gabriel gave her a long, measuring look. Then he flashed a brilliant, unsettling smile. “You can come in any time you like,” he said.


This time after the door slammed, it stayed shut.


“Well,” Kaitlyn said.


“Jeez,” Lewis said.


Anna was shaking her head. “Gabriel Wolfe—he’s not like a wolf, really, because they’re very social. Except for a lone wolf, an exile. One that’s been driven out of the pack. If wolves get driven out far enough they go a little crazy—start attacking anything that comes near them.”


“I wonder what his talent is,” Kaitlyn mused. She looked at Rob.


He shook his head. “I don’t really know. I met him back in North Carolina—at a place in Durham, another psychic research center.”


“Another one?” Lewis said, looking surprised.


“Yeah. My parents took me to see if they could make any sense of the weird stuff I was doing. I guess his parents did the same thing. He wasn’t interested in working with the staff, though. He just wanted his own way, and the hell with other people. A girl ended up . . . getting hurt.”


Kait looked at him. She wanted to ask, “Hurt how?” but from the closed-off expression on his face, she didn’t think she’d get an answer.


“Anyway, that was over three years ago,” Rob said. “He ran away from the center right after it happened, and I heard he just went from state to state, getting in a heap of trouble everywhere. Making a heap of trouble everywhere.”


“Oh, terrific,” Lewis said. “And we’ve got to live with this guy for a year?”


Anna was looking at Rob closely. “What about you? Did that center help you?”


“Sure did. They helped me figure out just what it was I was doing.”


“And just what is it you do?” Kaitlyn put in, staring significantly from him to her leg.


“Healing, I guess,” the blond boy said simply. “Some places call it therapeutic touch, some places call it channeling energy. I try to use it to help.”


Looking into his steady golden eyes, Kaitlyn felt oddly ashamed. “I’m sure you do,” she said, which was as close as she could come to saying “thank you.” Somehow she didn’t want the others to know what had happened between her and Rob earlier. She felt strangely confused by him—and by her reaction to him.


“I’m sure we all do,” Rob said, again simply. His smile was slow but infectious—irresistible, in fact.


“Well, we try,” Anna said. Kait glanced at Lewis, who just widened his eyes without saying anything. She had the feeling that, like her, he hadn’t worked too hard at helping people with his powers.


“Look,” Lewis said, clearing his throat. “I don’t want to change the subject, but . . . can I pick my room next? Because I’d like . . . ummmm, that one.”


Rob glanced into the room Lewis had indicated, then stepped down the hall and looked into two other doors. He turned and gave Lewis an oh-come-on look.


Lewis wilted. “But this is the only one left with cable. And I need my MTV. And my computer and my stereo and—”


“There’s only one fair thing to do,” Rob said. “We should make that room a communal place. That way, everybody can watch TV—there isn’t one downstairs.”


“But then what do we do?” Lewis demanded.


“We double up in the small rooms,” Rob said briefly.


Kaitlyn and Anna glanced at each other and smiled. Kaitlyn didn’t mind rooming with Anna—she was actually glad. It would be almost like having a sister.


Lewis groaned. “But what about my stereo and stuff? They won’t even fit in one of those small rooms, especially if there’s two beds in there.”


“Good,” Rob said relentlessly. “Put ’em in the common room. We can all listen to them. Come on, we’d better start moving furniture.”


The first thing Gabriel did was scan the room, prowling around it with silent, wary steps.


He looked in every corner, including the bathroom and closet. It was big, and luxurious, and the balcony offered a quick escape route—if it turned out that escape was necessary.


He liked it.


He flopped on the king-size bed and considered whether he liked anything else about this place.


There was the girl, of course. The one with the witch eyes and the hair like flame. She might be an interesting diversion.


But something inside him twisted uncomfortably. He found himself on his feet and pacing again.


He’d have to make sure it was just a diversion. That kind of girl might be too interesting, might tempt you to get involved. . . .


And that could never happen again.


Never. Because . . .


Gabriel wrenched his thoughts away. Aside from the girl, there wasn’t much to like here—and several things to hate. Kessler. The restrictions on his freedom—being under house arrest. Kessler. The stupidity of the whole study these people had planned. Kessler.


He could do something about Kessler if he wanted. Take care of him permanently. But then he’d have to run, and if he got caught, he’d end up in lockup until he was twenty-five. It wasn’t worth it—not yet.


He’d see how annoying Kessler turned out to be. This place was tolerable, and if he could last out the year, he’d be rich. With that much money, he could buy freedom—could buy anything he wanted. He’d wait and see.


And as for them testing his powers—he’d see about that, too. Whatever happened, it was their problem. Their fault.


He settled down on the bed. It was early, but he was tired. In a few minutes he was asleep.


Kait and the others didn’t get much moved before Joyce called them down for dinner. Kait rather liked the feeling of eating at the big dining room table with five other people—five, because Gabriel hadn’t come out of his room, ignoring all knocks at his door. It was like being part of a large family, and everyone seemed to have a good time—except maybe Marisol, who didn’t talk much.


After dinner they went back to furniture arranging. There was plenty of furniture to pick from; the jumble in the hall and rooms seemed to include every style ever invented. Kait and Anna’s room ended up with two mismatched single beds, a cheap pressed-wood bookcase, a beautiful French Provincial chair, a Victorian rolltop desk, and the nightstand that had attacked Kait in the hall. Kaitlyn liked all of it.


The bathroom in between the two small rooms was designated the girls’ bathroom—by Rob’s decree. “Girls need to be nearer to their stuff,” he said obscurely to Lewis, who by then only shrugged. The boys would use the bathroom off the common room.


Going to bed, Kaitlyn was happy. Indirect moonlight came in the window behind her bed—north light, she noted with pleasure. It shone on the beautiful cedar-and-cherry-bark basket Anna had placed in their bookcase, and on the Raven mask Anna had hung on the wall. Anna herself was breathing peacefully in the other bed.


Kaitlyn’s old life in Ohio seemed worlds away—and she was glad.


Tomorrow’s Sunday, she thought. Joyce promised to show us the lab, and after that, maybe I’ll do some drawing. And then maybe we can look around town. And on Monday we’ll go to school and I’ll have a built-in set of friends.


What a wonderful idea. She knew that Anna and Lewis, at least, would want to eat lunch together. She hoped Rob would, too. As for Gabriel—well, the farther off he was, the better. She didn’t feel sorry for him at all. . . .


Her thoughts drifted off. The vague discomfort she’d felt about Mr. Zetes had entirely disappeared. She slipped easily into sleep.


And then, suddenly, she was wide-awake. A figure was standing over her bed.


Kaitlyn couldn’t breathe. Her heart seemed to fill her mouth and throat, pounding. The moonlight was gone and she couldn’t make out any details of the figure—it was just a black silhouette.


For a wild instant—without knowing why—she thought, Rob? Gabriel?


Then a dim light came through the window again. She saw the halo of mahogany hair and the full lips of Marisol.


“What’s wrong?” she whispered, sitting up. “What are you doing here?”


Marisol’s eyes were like black pits. “Watch out—or get out,” she hissed.


“What?”


“Watch out . . . or get out. You kids think you’re so smart—so psychic—don’t you? So superior to everyone else.”


Kaitlyn couldn’t speak.


“But you don’t know anything. This place is different than you think. I’ve seen things . . .” She shook her head and laughed roughly. “Never mind. You’d just better watch out—” She broke off suddenly and looked behind her. Kaitlyn could see only the black rectangle of the doorway—but she thought she heard a faint rattling sound down the hall.


“Marisol, what—”


“Shut up. I’ve got to go.”


“But—”


Marisol was already leaving. An instant later, the door to Kaitlyn’s room silently closed.




CHAPTER 5


The next morning, Kait had forgotten about the strange visit.


She woke up to a distant clanging, feeling as if it were very late. A glance at her bedside clock showed that it was seven-thirty, which, of course, meant it was ten-thirty in Ohio.


The clanging was still going on. Anna sat up in bed.


“Good morning,” she said, smiling.


“Good morning,” Kaitlyn said, feeling how wonderful it was to have a roommate to wake up with. “What’s that noise?”


Anna cocked her head. “I have no idea.”


“I’m going to find out.” Kaitlyn got up and opened the bathroom door. She could hear the clanging more clearly now, and along with it, a weird shouting voice—and a sound like mooing.


Impulsively she knocked on the door that led from the bathroom into Rob and Lewis’s room. When she heard Rob’s voice calling, “Yeah, come in,” she opened the door and peered around it.


Rob was sitting up in bed, his rebellious blond hair tousled into a lion’s mane. His chest was bare, Kaitlyn noticed with an unreasonable feeling of shock. In the other bed there was a lump of blankets which presumably contained Lewis.


Kaitlyn suddenly realized she was wearing a T-shirt nightgown that only came down to her knees. It had seemed quite natural to walk around in it—until she was confronted by the indisputable reality of boys.


She looked desperately around for the source of the clanging and mooing as a distraction. Then she saw it.


It was a cow. A cow made of white porcelain, with a clock in its stomach. The measured, hoarse voice coming from it was shouting in a marked Japanese accent, “Wake . . . up! Don’t sleep your life away! Wake . . . up!”


Kaitlyn looked at the talking alarm clock, and then she looked at Rob. Rob smiled his slow, infectious smile—and suddenly everything was all right.


“It has to be Lewis’s,” Kait gasped, and began to giggle.


“It’s great, isn’t it?” said a muffled voice from under the blankets. “I got it at Sharper Image.”


“So this is what I can expect from my housemates,” Kait said. “Mooing in the morning.” She and Rob were both laughing together now, and she decided it was time to shut the door.


After she closed it, she looked at herself in the bathroom mirror. She didn’t usually spend much time at mirrors, but just now . . .


Her hair was rather disheveled, falling in fine tangles to her waist. Wispy red curls had formed on her forehead. Her strangely ringed eyes looked back at her sarcastically.


So you don’t care about boys, huh? they seemed to ask. So how come you’re thinking that next time you ought to brush your hair before barging in on them?


Kaitlyn turned abruptly toward the shower—and that was when she remembered Marisol’s visit.


“Watch out or get out. . . . This place is different than you think. . . .”


God, had that really happened? It seemed more like a dream than anything else. Kaitlyn stood frozen in the middle of the bathroom, her happiness in the morning draining away. Was Marisol crazy? She must be—she must have some kind of mental trouble, creeping around in the middle of the night and standing over people in bed.


I’ve got to talk to someone about it, Kait realized. But she didn’t know who. If she told Joyce, Marisol might get in trouble. It would be like snitching—and then again, what if it had all been a dream?


In the sunlit, bustling morning, with sounds of laughing and washing all around, it was impossible to even consider the idea that Marisol’s warning had been genuine. That there really was something wrong at the Institute.


Marisol herself was in the kitchen when Kait went down for breakfast, but she returned Kaitlyn’s questioning look with one of sullen blankness. And when Kait said politely, “Marisol, could I talk to you?” she just frowned without looking up from the orange juice she was pouring.


“I’m busy.”


“But it’s—it’s about last night.”


She was more than half expecting Marisol to say, “What are you talking about?”—which would mean that it had all been a dream. But instead Marisol shook back her mahogany hair and said, “Oh, that. Didn’t you get it? That was a joke.”


“A joke?”


“Of course, stupid,” Marisol said roughly. “Didn’t you know that? You superpsychics are all so stuck-up—couldn’t you tell?”


Kaitlyn’s temper hit flashover.


“Well, at least we don’t sneak around at night acting like lunatics!” she snapped. “The next time you do that, you’d better watch out.”


Marisol smirked. “Or what?”


“Or . . . you’ll see!” Just then the others began arriving for breakfast, so Kaitlyn was spared having to think up a more specific threat. She muttered, “Nut,” and snagged a muffin.


Breakfast was lively, just as dinner had been the night before—and just like the night before, Gabriel didn’t show up. Kaitlyn forgot all about Marisol as Joyce told them the house rules and described some of the experiments the kids would be doing.


“We’ll do one session of testing this morning, just to get some baselines,” Joyce said. “But first, anybody who wants to call their parents can do it now. Kaitlyn, I don’t think you called your dad yesterday.”


“No, but this would be a great time. Thanks,” Kait said. She was actually rather glad to get away from the table—looking at Rob’s hair in the morning sunlight made her feel strange. She called her father from a phone at the foot of the stairs.


“Are you having a good time, hon?”


“Oh, yes,” Kaitlyn said. “It’s warm here, Dad; I can go out without a sweater. And everybody’s nice—almost everybody. Most people. Anyway, I think it’s going to be great here.”


“And you’ve got enough money?”


“Oh, yes.” Kaitlyn knew her father had scraped together everything he could for her before she left. “I’m going to be fine, Dad. Honest.”


“That’s terrific, honey. I miss you.”


Kaitlyn blinked. “I miss you, too. I’d better go now—I love you.” She could hear voices in the room just in front of her. She went around behind the staircase and saw an open door in the little hallway below the landing. Joyce and the others were in a room beyond.


“Come on in,” Joyce said. “This is the front lab, the one that used to be a family room. I’m just giving the grand tour.”


The lab wasn’t at all what Kait had expected. She’d envisioned white walls, gleaming machines, tile floor, a hushed atmosphere. There were machines, but there was also an attractive folding screen, lots of comfortable chairs and couches, two bookcases, and a stereo playing New Age music.


“They proved a long time ago at Princeton that a homey atmosphere is best,” Joyce said. “It’s like the observer effect, you know—psi abilities tend to fade any time the subject is uncomfortable.”


The back lab, which had been a garage, was much the same, except that it also had a steel room rather like a bank vault.


“That’s for complete isolation in testing,” Joyce said. “It’s soundproof, and the only communication with the inside is by intercom. It’s also like a Faraday cage—it blocks out any radio waves or other electronic transmissions. If you put someone in there, you can be sure they’re not using any of their normal senses to get information.”


“I bet,” Kaitlyn murmured. She could feel a creeping sensation along her spine—somehow she didn’t like that steel room. “I . . . You’re not going to put me in there, are you?”


Joyce glanced at her and laughed, her eyes sparkling like green-blue jewels in her tanned face. “No, we won’t put you in there until you’re ready,” she said. “In fact, Marisol,” she added to the college girl behind Kaitlyn, “why don’t you go bring Gabriel down here—I think we’ll test him in the isolation room for starters.”


Marisol left.


“Right, everybody, show time,” Joyce said. “This is our first day of experiments, so we’ll keep them a bit informal, but I do want everyone to concentrate. I won’t ask you to work all the time, but when you do work, I ask that you give it your all.”


She directed them into the front lab, where she installed Anna and Lewis at what looked like study carrels on either side of the room—study carrels with mysterious-looking equipment. Kaitlyn didn’t hear all the instructions she gave them, but in a few minutes both Anna and Lewis seemed to be working, oblivious to anything else in the room.


“Gabriel says he’s coming,” Marisol announced from the door. “And the volunteers are here. I could only get two so early on Sunday morning.”


The volunteers turned out to be Fawn, an extremely pretty blond girl in a motorized wheelchair, and Sid, a guy with a blue Mohawk and a ring in his nose. Very California, Kait thought approvingly. Marisol took him into the back lab.


Joyce gestured at Kait to sit down on a couch over by the window. “You’ll be working with Fawn, but you’ll have to share her with Rob,” she said. “And I think we’ll let him go first. So just relax.”


Kaitlyn didn’t mind—she was both excited and nervous about her own testing. What if she couldn’t perform? She’d never been able to use her power on cue—except at Joyce’s “vision screening,” and then she hadn’t known she was using her power.


“Now, Rob,” Joyce said. She had attached a blood pressure gauge to one of Fawn’s fingers. “We’ll have six trials of five minutes each. What I’m going to ask you to do is to pull a slip of paper out of this box. If the slip says ‘Raise,’ I want you to try to raise Fawn’s blood pressure. If it says ‘Lower,’ I want you to try to lower it. If it says ‘No change,’ I want you to do nothing. Understand?”


Rob looked from Fawn to Joyce, his brow wrinkled. “Yes, ma’am, but—”


“Call me Joyce, Rob. I’ll be charting the results. In each case, don’t tell anyone what the slip says, just do it.” Joyce checked her watch, then nodded at the box. “Go ahead, pick.”


Rob started to reach in the box, but then he dropped his hand. He knelt in front of the blond girl’s wheelchair.


“Your legs give you much trouble?”


Fawn looked at Joyce quickly, then back at Rob. “I have MS—multiple sclerosis. I got it early. Sometimes I can walk, but it’s pretty bad right now.”


“Rob . . .” Joyce said.


Rob didn’t seem to hear her. “Can you lift this foot here?”


“Not very high.” The leg lifted slightly, fell.


“Rob,” Joyce said. “Nobody expects you to . . . We can’t measure this kind of thing.”


“Excuse me, ma’am,” Rob said softly, without looking around. To Fawn: “How about this one? Can you lift it some?”


“Not as high as the other.” The foot lifted and fell.


“That’s just fine. Okay, now, you just hold still. You may feel some heat or some cold, but don’t you worry about that.” Rob reached forward to clasp the girl’s bare ankle.


Joyce tilted her sleek blond head to look at the ceiling, then sighed and went to sit beside Kaitlyn.


“I suppose I should have known,” she said, letting her hands with the watch and notebook fall on either side of her.


Kaitlyn was watching Rob.


His head was turned toward her, but he clearly wasn’t seeing her. He seemed to be listening for something as his fingers moved nimbly over Fawn’s ankle. As if looking at the ankle would only distract him.


Kaitlyn was fascinated by his face. Whatever she thought of boys in general, her artist’s eye couldn’t prevaricate. Words from a book she’d once read ran through her mind: “A beautiful, honest face with the eyes of a dreamer.” And the stubborn jaw of a fighter, she added to herself, with an amused sideways glance at Joyce.


“How does that feel?” Rob asked Fawn.


“I . . . sort of tingly,” she said, with a breathless, nervous laugh. “Oh!”


“Try to lift this foot again.”


Fawn’s sneaker came up—almost ten inches off the footrest.


“I did that!” she gasped. “No—you did that.” She was staring at him with huge eyes full of wonder.


“You did it,” Rob said, and smiled. He was breathing quickly. “Now we’ll work on the other one.”


Kaitlyn felt a stab of jealousy.


She’d never felt anything quite like it before—it was similar to the ache she’d gotten back in Ohio when she’d heard Marcy Huang planning parties. Just now, the way Rob was concentrating on Fawn—and the way Fawn was looking at Rob . . .


Joyce chuckled. “Same thing I saw at his school,” she said to Kait in a low voice. “Every girl swooning when he goes by—and him not even knowing what’s going on. That boy has no idea he’s so sexy.”


That’s it, Kait realized. He has no clue. “But why doesn’t he?” she blurted.


“Probably because of the same thing that gave him his talent,” Joyce said. “The accident.”


“What accident?”


“He didn’t mention it? I’m sure he’ll tell you all about it if you ask. He was hang gliding and he crashed. Broke most of his bones and ended up in a coma.”


“Oh, my God,” Kaitlyn said softly.


“They didn’t expect him to live, but he did. When he woke up, he had his powers—but he also had some deficits. Like not knowing what girls are for.”


Kaitlyn stared at her. “You’re kidding.”


“Nope.” Joyce grinned. “He’s pretty innocent about the world—in a lot of ways. He just doesn’t see things quite the way other people do.”


Kaitlyn shut her eyes. Of course, that explained why Rob casually reached up girls’ skirts. It explained everything—except why just looking at him made her heart pound. And why just the thought of him lying in a coma hurt her. And why she had a very uncharitable desire to run over and physically drag him away from pretty Fawn right now.


There’s a word for your condition, her mind told her snidely. It’s called—


Shut up, Kaitlyn thought. But it was no use. She knew.


“That’s enough for now,” Rob was saying to Fawn. He sat back on his heels and wiped his forehead. “If we kept working on it every week, I think I could maybe help more. Do you want to do that?”


All Fawn said was, “Yes.” But it was the way she said it, and the melty, awed way she looked into Rob’s eyes, Kait thought. Fortunately, at that moment Joyce stood up.


“Rob, you might talk to me about arranging that,” she said.


He turned and looked at her mildly. “I knew you’d want me to,” he said.


Joyce muttered something under her breath. Then she said, “Right, we’ll work something out. Why don’t you take a break now, Rob? And, Fawn, if you’re too tired for another experiment . . .”


“No, I feel great,” Fawn said, not sappily but buoyantly. “I feel so strong—ready for anything.”


“Energy transfer,” Joyce murmured, taking off the blood pressure cuff. “We’ll have to explore that.” Then she looked up as the door connecting the front and back labs opened. “What is it, Marisol?”


“He is not cooperating,” Marisol said. Gabriel was right behind her. He looked particularly gorgeous and somehow elegant—but his expression was one of cold contempt.


“Why not?” Joyce asked.


“You know why,” Gabriel said. He seemed to sense Kait’s eyes on him, and he gave her a long, deadly look.


Joyce put a hand to her forehead. “Right, let’s go talk about it.”


Rob reached out and caught her arm. “Ma’am—Joyce—I don’t know if that’s such a good idea. You want to be careful—”


“I’ll handle this, Rob, please,” Joyce said, in a voice that indicated she’d had enough. She went into the back lab, taking Marisol and Gabriel with her. The door shut.


Anna and Lewis were looking up from their study carrels. Even Fawn was staring.


Kaitlyn braced herself to look at Rob this close. “What’d you mean by that?” she said, her voice as casual as she could make it.


His gaze seemed to be turned inward. “I don’t know—but I remember what happened at that center in Durham. They tried to make him do experiments, too.” He shook his head. “I’ll see y’all later,” he said softly, and left. Kaitlyn was pleased that he didn’t turn to look back at Fawn, and displeased that he didn’t turn to look back at her.


A few minutes later Joyce returned, looking slightly frazzled. “Now, where were we? Kaitlyn, it’s your turn.”


Oh, not now, Kaitlyn thought. She felt raw and throbbing from her new discoveries about Rob—as if she’d had a layer of skin stripped off. She wanted to go off by herself somewhere and think.


Joyce was thumbing through a folder distractedly. “Informal; we’ll keep this informal,” she murmured. “Kaitlyn, I want you to sit down here.” She guided Kaitlyn behind the folding screen, where there was a plush reclining chair. “In a minute I’m going to have you put on these headphones and this blindfold.” It was a weird-looking blindfold, like goggles made of the two halves of a tennis ball.


“What’s that?”


“Poor man’s version of a Ganzfeld cocoon. I’m trying to get the money to set up a proper Ganzfeld room, with red lights and stereo sound and all. . . .”


“Red lights?”


“They help induce relaxation—but never mind. The point of Ganzfeld testing is to cut off your ordinary senses, so you can concentrate on the psychic ones. You can’t see anything with the blindfold; you can’t hear anything because the headphones fill your ears with white noise. It’s supposed to help you be receptive to any images that come into your head.”


“But images don’t come into my head,” Kait said. “They come into my hand.”


“That’s fine,” Joyce said, and smiled. “Let them come—here’s a pencil and paper on a clipboard. You don’t need to see to draw; just let the pencil move as it wants to.”


It sounded crazy to Kaitlyn, but Joyce was the expert. She sat down and put on the blindfold. Everything went dark.


“We’ll try just one target image,” Joyce said. “Fawn will be concentrating on a photograph of a certain object. You try and receive her thought.”


“Sure,” Kaitlyn muttered, and put on the headphones. A sound like a waterfall filled her ears. Must be white noise, she thought, leaning back in the chair.


She felt Joyce put the pencil in her hand and the clipboard in her lap.


Okay, relax.


It was actually rather easy. She knew no one could see her behind the screen—which was a good thing, because she must look pretty silly. She could just stretch out and let her thoughts drift. The darkness and the waterfall noise were like a slippery chute—there was nothing to hold on to. She felt herself sliding down . . . somewhere.


And she began to be afraid. The fear swept up and engulfed her before she knew what was happening. Her fingers clenched on the pencil.


Easy—calm down. Nothing to be scared of . . .


But she was scared. There was a terrible sinking in her stomach and she felt as if she were smothering.


Just let images come—but what if there were horrible images out there? Frightening things in the dark, just waiting to get into her mind . . .?


Her hand began to cramp and itch.


Joyce had said to let the pencil move as it wanted to. But Kaitlyn didn’t know if she wanted it to move.


Didn’t matter. She had to draw. The pencil was moving.


Oh, God, and I have no idea what’s coming out, she thought.


No idea—except that whatever it was, was scary. Formless darkness writhed in Kaitlyn’s mind as she tried to picture whatever it was that the pencil was drawing.


I have to see it.


The tension in her muscles had become unbearable. With her left hand, Kaitlyn pulled the goggles and headphones off.


Her right hand was still moving, like a disembodied hand from a science fiction movie, without her mind having any idea of where it was going to go next. It didn’t seem part of her. It was horrible.
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