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PART I



PROLOGUE

00:00

He had always wondered what it would feel like.

Would it hurt?

Would he know what was happening?

Ironically, Dr. Banks could have explained—in minute detail—the science behind the procedure. He could have listed every single step required to destroy a human body cell by cell in one place, and then reverse the process in another. And yet—until now—he’d have been unable to answer these most simple of questions.

So far—he was discovering—it didn’t hurt at all. And yes, he knew exactly what was happening, though his thoughts were disconnected and transitory—clear for a brief moment before being snatched back into the folds of a dreamlike fog.

The gentle tingling of pins and needles in his legs became noticeable only when it began to contract, pooling in strength as the area of focus narrowed in at the center of his left shinbone and then started to move upward. His kneecap began to vibrate.

A familiar checklist appeared in Dr. Banks’s mind. The beginning of Stage Eight, he thought—the reconstruction of detail. It was almost over.

The sensation—now a deep shiver—began to travel slowly around his body—a body that, at this moment, only half existed.

It was uncomfortable, but not painful.

Dr. Banks felt the vibrations move up his spine, climbing his vertebrae one by one, like rungs of a ladder. On reaching the base of his neck, the shiver began to spread out across his shoulders, and a wave of overwhelming panic engulfed him.

Something was very wrong.

Before Dr. Banks could work out what that something was, the fear was gone and the thought vanished from his consciousness.

The sensation continued to travel upward as his body was rebuilt piece by piece: his jaw, lips, cheeks, then nose.

Another wave of anxiety hit him: there was something he was forgetting. Something urgent.

His left eyelid twitched. Orange-white rectangles appeared, trapped behind his eyelids. His vision was returning. The rectangles bounced in and out of sight as his eyelids began to twitch with increasing violence and then, with the immediacy of somebody clicking their fingers, everything stopped. The humming surrounding him disappeared and the vibrations ceased.

His eyes snapped open.

Dr. Banks lay completely still on what felt like a padded table, staring upward and waiting as his eyes adjusted to the low ultraviolet light. His sight sharpened, and the black lines separating the dark gray ceiling tiles above him came into focus, but his head still felt as if it were stuffed full of cotton wool. It was the same confusion and grogginess he felt when his alarm clock woke him from a deep sleep. Except that he was almost certain he wasn’t asleep. And he definitely wasn’t at home in his bed. From what he could see, by flicking his eyes around the enclosed space, he appeared to be in a small square room with plain black walls. There were no pictures, no signs. Nothing except the table he was lying on and now, himself.

And . . . And . . . What was that?

Dr. Banks stared at a turquoise leather handbag sitting in the corner of the room and wondered if he was imagining things.

He squeezed his eyes closed and opened them again. It was still there.

Where was he?

The humming sound suddenly reappeared and the shivering feeling returned, deeper this time, on the exact same spot on either side of his body—just below his elbows. He turned his attention to his right hand.

It was only then that he noticed it wasn’t there. Yet.

Dr. Banks stared at his elbow—the point at which his arm currently stopped—and watched as his lower arm began to slowly materialize. Atom to atom, molecule to molecule, linking together like tiny building bricks until the arm began to taper for his wrist and then widen again for his palm, then fingers.

Finally the sensation ceased. He lifted his newly formed hand to his face and bent each finger in turn, then ran his eyes over the deeply etched lines on his palm and down to his wrist. A wrist, he realized in horror, that looked very different from how it should look.

And that was when he remembered.

His mind suddenly clear, Dr. Banks felt his heart rate shoot up and his breathing quicken.

Without thinking about what he was doing, he raised his other hand and began to frantically press on both sides of his right wrist.

“Parker!” he cried. “Emma!”

Nothing. He sat bolt upright on the table and pressed down harder.

“Answer me!”

He was still calling out, his face now dripping with sweat, when the wall in front of him slid open with a loud whoosh, and a blinding white light flooded the room.

For a moment, as his eyes adjusted to the light, Dr. Banks continued to press down on his wrist and shout, panic overriding any sense of logic. It was only when the view of the adjoining room came into focus that he stopped.

The first thing Dr. Banks saw—before the people dressed in purple or the view from the window in the background—was the sign on the wall.

Three letters made of solid gold.

Three letters that speared him with the greatest terror he had ever felt.

SIX.



CHAPTER ONE

71:38

Parker had been a student at River Creek Middle School in Upstate New York for only five days, but he already knew that he hated it. It wasn’t just that he missed his school and friends back in England, or the farmhouse he had grown up in, or even that he had been forced to move less than an hour away from where his mother had died. Mostly, he thought, as he sat at his desk listening to the whispers around him, it was that he had never felt so alone.

Parker watched as Jenna skipped to the front of the class. She twirled around, sending her two brown plaits flying out on either side of her head, then looked at her friend in the front row and giggled.

“Whenever you’re ready,” said Mrs. Ford.

Mrs. Ford clasped her hands and leaned over her desk, beaming as if this was the presentation she had been waiting for. It would have been more believable if she hadn’t done exactly the same before every one of the twenty-two presentations that Parker and his classmates had already sat through. He wondered if Mrs. Ford would perform the same gesture for the twenty-third presentation: his. He was hoping not to find out, at least not today.

Jenna gave a small cough, giggled again, then began to read from the single handwritten piece of paper in her hand.

“The person I admire most is Missy May. . . .”

At the mention of another celebrity’s name, Parker’s heart sank. He looked up at the clock. Eight minutes left.

“I think she’s an amazing singer and role model for girls my age. Her songs are amazing and she never stops smiling, even though she has to smile for photographers all day. . . .”

Parker’s eyes followed the red second hand as it moved, painfully slowly, around the face of the clock.

“My favorite song is ‘Happy La La Land.’ The lyrics are amazing. . . .”

If Jenna could just keep repeating the word amazing for five more minutes, thought Parker, he would be able to go home and rewrite his presentation before their next class.

The funny thing was, of all the assignments he had been given so far, this one had been the one he had been least bothered about. Back at his old school in England, he had been assigned the exact same piece of work. Parker had written down as much of his previous talk as he could remember, added a few extra details to bring it up-to-date, put it in his bag, and thought nothing more of it. But now almost the entire class had delivered their presentations, and so far every single one had been about a celebrity. He knew it was a petty thing to worry about, and it wouldn’t have bothered him back in his old school, but it was just that after having been completely ignored the entire week, he didn’t want the first time he drew attention to himself to be for the wrong reason.

“And that is why I admire the amazing Missy May. Thank you for listening.”

Parker’s head snapped up. She was finished? That can’t have been more than two minutes, he thought. He looked up at the clock and saw that he was right.

“Great job, Jenna. Maybe a little short on time and facts but excellent delivery,” said Mrs. Ford. Jenna grinned and skipped back to her seat and to a smattering of weary clapping.

“We have time for one more.”

Oh no, thought Parker. He bowed his head low and slid down as far into his chair as he could without falling to the floor.

There was a brief pause, and then he heard Mrs. Ford asking somebody what was the name of the new boy at the back. There was no answer.

From the corner of his eye he saw Mrs. Ford making her way toward him. He waited until she stopped at his desk and only then, reluctantly, did Parker look up.

“Parker? It’s your turn,” said Mrs. Ford.

Parker hesitated. He wondered whether if he explained that he really didn’t want to do it, she would let him off. Before he had a chance to ask, however, Mrs. Ford leaned down.

“Did you do the assignment?”

Parker nodded. “But, I, um—I don’t think I properly understood what we were meant to do. Would it be okay if I did it next week?”

Mrs. Ford didn’t seem to have heard him, and then he realized why: she was too busy reading the paper on his desk. He quickly put his hand out to cover it, but it was too late.

“I don’t see what the problem is; it looks wonderful!”

Parker could feel the eyes of the whole class on him. He lowered his voice.

“It’s not about a famous person.”

Mrs. Ford gave a small laugh. “Oh, honey, that’s absolutely fine. Now come on, up you get.”

Parker grimaced. He slid the paper off his desk and walked slowly to face the class. For the first time during class, the room was completely silent. Everybody, Parker realized with a sinking feeling, was watching him attentively—curious to find out about the new student, he supposed.

Mrs. Ford was already back at her chair, hands clasped and smiling once again. She gave him a nod, and Parker, shoulders hunched and looking down, began to talk.

“The person I admire most is my father—”

“A little louder, Parker. We can’t hear a word you’re saying,” interrupted Mrs. Ford.

Parker took a deep breath and started again, still looking down, but this time in a louder voice.

“The person I admire most is my father, Dr. Geoffrey Banks. . . .”

As soon as he said it, a wave of muffled laughter traveled across the class.

“The reason I chose my father . . .”

There was some more stifled giggling. Parker clenched his jaw and looked over at Mrs. Ford.

“You’re doing fine,” she said, glaring at somebody sitting in the last row.

“The reason is that not only has he brought up my sister and me on his own for the last three years, but also that he has done this while working on some of the most important research that’s going on right now in the science world. My father . . .”

There was another wave of muffled laughter, and Parker felt his whole body tense. He turned to Mrs. Ford, who motioned for him to keep going.

He took a deep breath but didn’t look up. It’s just a few minutes, he told himself, then you can forget this whole thing.

“My father is a molecular biophysicist,” continued Parker. “While still a student at Cambridge University, my father and mother, who was also a scientist, were on a team that worked on sequencing DNA. DNA is the molecule that instructs each cell in an organism to tell it what to do and can . . .”

As Parker began to explain what DNA was, he saw a girl at the side rolling her eyes in boredom, and another one smirking. He turned and saw a boy—Aaron, if he remembered correctly—leaning over and whispering something to the boy sitting next to him. They were both grinning.

In that moment, Parker decided he didn’t even care about the grade he got for this. He just wanted it to be over. He looked back at his sheet and ran his finger down the page until he got to the final paragraph.

“My father’s work has influenced everything from DNA testing to cloning. I admire him very much—as a person and for his work—and, because of his influence, I also hope to be a scientist one day. Thank you.”

Parker was already halfway back to his desk before most people realized that he had finished. There was no applause.

Red-faced, Parker sat down. He folded his arms and didn’t look up, even when Mrs. Ford thanked him for his brief but interesting presentation. He felt like such an idiot. If only he’d chosen an astronaut or someone who everyone knew, he thought. And yet, feeling his embarrassment begin to turn to anger . . . It hadn’t actually been that bad. Sure, he’d chosen his dad, but his dad had an interesting job. In his opinion, choosing Missy May was far worse. It was only when the bell went and everybody jumped out of their seats and started to rush past him to the door that he realized they hadn’t been laughing at his choice of subject.

“Farth-uhhh,” he heard somebody say in a mock English accent. Everybody around him started laughing. A couple of other people—Parker didn’t look up to see who—repeated it.

“Farth-uhhh!”

Parker felt his face burning as he realized they weren’t laughing at what he’d said but at how he’d said it. Right now, even though he’d chosen him for his presentation, Parker hated his dad for making them move here.



CHAPTER TWO

71:15

Parker would have stayed in the classroom for the entire lunch break had Mrs. Ford not insisted on escorting him to the cafeteria. As they walked, Parker kept his head down and listened in silence as Mrs. Ford did her best to offer him some words of comfort.

“Just remember,” said Mrs. Ford as they hovered by the cafeteria entrance, “the first week is always the hardest.”

“I know. Thanks,” mumbled Parker. There was an awkward pause as he waited for her to leave.

“Do you want me to go in with you?” asked Mrs. Ford finally.

Parker’s head snapped up. “No. I’m fine.”

Before she had a chance to insist, Parker quickly walked away.

*  *  *  *  *  *

The lunch line was long, and as Parker waited and did his best to ignore the whispers of a group of students from his English class ahead of him, the now-familiar pangs of missing England bubbled deeply in his gut. He had hoped, over the first two weeks after his arrival, that those pangs would disappear once he started school. Unfortunately, he thought miserably, the exact opposite had turned out to be true. He paid for his lunch, tray in hand, and caught sight of his sister waving him over.

Despite how he felt, it was true that he wasn’t completely alone. He did have his dad and sister, yes, but he couldn’t talk about his loneliness with either of them. Since starting his new job, his father had been so stressed and overworked that he no longer had any time to spend with them. And Emma, well, he’d always been the one to watch out for her. Anyway, even if he were to confide in her, he already knew exactly what she would say:

Of course you’ll make friends. Stop being such a pessimist.

She would say this though because, being ten, she was two years younger than he was and because, unlike him, she had settled into their new American life with annoying ease. It was also because she had only recently learned the word pessimist and liked to drop it into conversation as much as possible. In Parker’s opinion, however, there was a big difference between being a pessimist and a realist. A pessimist expected the worst at all times. A realist expected the worst only with good reason. He was a realist.

Emma waved again, thinking Parker hadn’t seen her. She was sitting at a table surrounded by her new friends: all girls, all ten years old. Even if this hadn’t bothered him—which it did—the table was packed anyway. Emma, having apparently already taken this into account, pointed to a two-inch gap between the two girls opposite her. Thankfully, Parker had already spotted an empty table a bit farther along, and he motioned over to it with his head. Emma didn’t seem bothered. She shrugged and turned to her friends.

“He doesn’t want to be seen hanging out with us,” she signed, smiling.

“I don’t blame him,” signed her friend, opposite.

He heard them all laugh as he walked over to the table and sat down.

Emma was deaf. She had been born with a damaged auditory nerve that meant she couldn’t hear any sounds at all. This was the reason that their father had enrolled them here at River Creek instead of at the middle school closer to their new home: this one had a deaf unit attached and would allow Parker to keep an eye on his sister. Emma had objected, arguing that she was now old enough to take care of herself. Their father hadn’t agreed. As it turned out, Parker thought as he unwrapped his sandwich, she had been right. Emma wasn’t the one that their father had needed to worry about.

“Mind if we sit here?”

Parker looked up and saw three girls standing next to him. He recognized them all from his English class that morning. Becky, the one with the long red hair and freckles, had been at the front, giggling when he’d been talking. Next to her was Jenna, the Missy May fan. He couldn’t remember the third one’s name. This was the first time any of them had spoken to him.

Parker hesitated before deciding that it would only cause him more problems if he refused.

“No, go ahead,” he mumbled.

“Thanks,” said Becky. She placed a tray next to Parker’s and climbed over the bench. Jenna and the other girl sat down opposite him and started talking between themselves.

“I’m not saying I don’t like her, but I don’t think her last album was the best one.”

“Are you crazy? Did you actually listen to it?”

“Yeah. I just didn’t like it that much.”

“Fine, but you’re wrong. ‘Lipstick Your Love Away’ already won a ton of awards.”

“That doesn’t mean . . .”

I really need to get out of here, thought Parker. He picked up his sandwich and took as big a bite as he could manage, gulping it down with a large swig of orange juice. Before he had swallowed properly, he was already taking another bite. He was about to wash it down with another gulp of juice when Becky, sitting next to him, interrupted him.

“Are you from England?”

The two other girls stopped talking to listen.

Parker, his cheeks stuffed so full of food that he looked like a hamster, nodded.

“Where?”

Parker couldn’t answer, at least not without spitting his half-chewed sandwich out onto the table. The prolonged silence grew awkward as he tried to chew his food as quickly as possible while the three girls stared at him. Finally Parker swallowed.

“A place called Kent. It’s near London,” he said at last.

As soon as he spoke, the girl next to Jenna giggled. Parker’s jaw tightened. Here we go again, he thought. Here, however, unlike in class, he didn’t have to stick around to be laughed at. He picked up his cup, took another swig of juice, and looked down at his half-eaten sandwich. He would have to leave it unfinished. He took ahold of his tray and was about to stand up when Jenna interrupted him.

“Your accent is—”

“Really funny. Yeah, I know,” said Parker.

“No!” said Jenna. “It’s awesome!”

Parker rolled his eyes. “Yeah, right.”

“It is!” agreed the girl next to her. “It’s cool. Say something else.”

Parker narrowed his eyes. “Like what?”

“Say ‘egg,’  ” said Jenna.

Parker looked confused. “Egg.”

Jenna looked disappointed. “Oh, it’s kind of the same.”

The girls went quiet and, seeing an opportunity to escape, he went to stand up again.

“I know! Water!” said Jenna. “Say that!”

Parker hesitated and looked at Jenna. She was smiling with what looked like genuine interest.

He decided to give her the benefit of the doubt. “Water,” he said finally.

The girls giggled again but, Parker realized with some surprise, they didn’t appear to be laughing at him. He allowed himself a small smile. Maybe it wasn’t all that bad, he thought.

For the next few minutes the girls quizzed him about life in England.

“Does it always rain?”

“Have you been to Buckingham Palace?”

“Did you wear a uniform at your old school?”

“Is it weird driving on the wrong side of the road?”

Parker answered their questions, and the girls listened to him, completely fascinated. As he loosened up, he began to wonder if he might have been overreacting about the incident earlier. No sooner had he thought that than a group of boys from his year came over and sat down at the other end of the table.

“Hey, Aaron!” called Jenna.

“What?” asked Aaron.

“Listen to this. He . . . What’s your name again?”

“Parker.”

“Yeah. Parker sounds like Shakespeare or something. Say ‘water’ again, Parker.”

Parker looked over at the group of boys staring at him.

“I really don’t want to,” he mumbled.

“Oh, come on! Please?”

Parker hesitated. They’re just interested, he told himself. No harm.

“Water,” he finally said with a shrug.

The boys didn’t react.

“Isn’t it cute?” asked Jenna.

Parker tensed. Cute? He felt himself turning red.

Aaron shrugged. “It’s just a stupid accent.”

Jenna flicked her head in disgust, and her plaits flew behind her. “You’re just jealous.”

Aaron’s jaw clenched. “You’re such a loser, Jenna.”

“Whatever, Aaron. At least I don’t sound like . . .”

There was a pause as Jenna searched for the right insult.

“A donkey.”

Everyone burst out laughing, and Parker, horrified at the way the conversation had suddenly turned, decided that this might be a good moment to leave. He stood up.

“Don’t let him bother you,” said Becky, turning to face him. “He’s always like that.”

Parker looked over to see Aaron glaring at Jenna.

“Actually,” said Parker, “I have to go. I, uh, have to get something from the library.”

“Oh, okay. Sure,” said Becky.

Parker stood up and grabbed his tray. Becky and the girl opposite waved, and Parker nodded back. Jenna was too involved in her staring match with Aaron to notice him hurrying off.

What was that all about? he thought as he cleared his lunch off into the trash. He put the empty tray on top of one of the lunch carts and was about to walk away when he felt a tap on his shoulder. He turned.

“Hey,” said Aaron, with a nod.

Parker nodded back, his mind racing to assess the situation. Was Aaron planning to start a fight? Though they were the same age and looked similar (well, they were both the same build and had brown eyes and messy short brown hair), Aaron was a couple of inches taller than he was. He was also on the wrestling team. Parker straightened and pushed his shoulders back.

“What do you want?” asked Parker.

“I just wanted to say I’m sorry,” said Aaron.

Parker hadn’t expected that.

“Those girls are just idiots,” continued Aaron. “Your accent is cool.”

Parker stared at him for a moment as he thought about how Aaron had been whispering and laughing during his presentation. Was he being sincere now? Parker had no idea.

“Um, okay. Thanks,” said Parker.

“What was the word they were getting you to say?” asked Aaron.

Oh, right, thought Parker, his eyes narrowing. It was obvious where this was going.

“I’m not stupid,” he said. “I have to go.”

He turned to leave, but Aaron stopped him with a hand on his arm.

“Oh, come on,” said Aaron.

Parker paused and stared at Aaron.

“Seriously, I’m really sorry,” said Aaron. “It wasn’t about you. It’s just Jenna—she drives me nuts.” He couldn’t be sure, but Aaron did seem to look genuinely apologetic. Parker didn’t reply but he didn’t leave, either.

And to be fair, thought Parker, Jenna was kind of annoying.

“I shouldn’t have said anything about your accent,” continued Aaron. “I just came over to apologize.”

“Okay. Well, thanks,” said Parker, shrugging.

Aaron looked relieved. He smiled. “So, what was the word they were getting you to say?”

He hesitated for a moment and then decided to give Aaron the benefit of the doubt. “Water?” he asked.

Aaron’s smile widened into an unpleasant grin. “Sure,” he replied.

*  *  *  *  *  *

In Parker’s mind, the events of the next few seconds felt like they played out in slow motion:

Aaron swinging his right arm out from behind his back.

Parker looking down and seeing the full cup of water in Aaron’s hand.

Parker realizing what was about to happen.

Parker also realizing that it was too late to do anything about it.

Parker’s eyes following the arc of Aaron’s arm as the contents of the cup were flung forward, directly into his face.

*  *  *  *  *  *

Someone screamed.

Parker stood, frozen, his mouth open in shock as the water ran down his face. In front of him, Aaron burst into laughter just as a voice from behind called out.

“Aaron, are you crazy?!”

Parker turned and saw Becky running toward them, her face red with what looked like a mixture of concern and fury.

“I was just kidding,” said Aaron, a wide grin still on his face. “It was a joke. No hard feelings, right?” he said, turning to Parker. He gave Parker a playful punch on the arm.

Parker looked down at where the punch had landed and then slowly up to Aaron as his shock began to turn to anger. His hand began to curl up into a fist. In twelve years, he had never once punched anybody but, he thought, if there was going to be a first time . . .

Aaron looked down at Parker’s fist and the smile vanished.

“Whoa! Calm down. It was just a joke. Don’t get so weird about it.”

Parker’s mouth dropped open. He could hardly believe what he was hearing. He had done nothing to this boy. Nothing! Now Aaron had thrown water in his face and he had the nerve to call him weird.

It was the last straw.

“Weird?” he shouted. Aaron jumped back in surprise. “You think I’m the one being weird? What is wrong with you? All I said was ‘water’ . . .”

As soon as Parker said the word, Aaron’s eyes turned to the cart next to him. In that split second, Parker knew exactly what Aaron was going to do. As Aaron grabbed another cup and swung it in Parker’s direction, Parker was already jumping out of the way. He was quick enough to avoid a second soaking but, in his haste, he forgot about the pool of spilt water already at his feet.

Parker’s eyes widened in shock as he felt his foot slip out from under him. There was nothing he could do to stop it. With every person in the cafeteria watching, Parker flew up into the air and then, with an enormous thud, he landed on the floor faceup.

This time, nobody laughed. Not even Aaron. There was complete silence. If there was any pain, Parker’s body hadn’t yet registered it. Too shocked to move, he lay on the floor as water seeped in through his clothes, wishing only that he could close his eyes and make everything disappear.

And then Parker’s wrist began to vibrate.

Parker knew exactly why it was happening, and he knew, even before she forced her way through the crowd, that the cause of it was his sister.

Emma was not going to see him like this.

The thought sent a jolt of furious determination through him. He jumped up and found himself once again face-to-face with a now nervous-looking Aaron. Maybe it was the expression on Parker’s face—thunderous, his jaw clenched tight—or maybe it was the fact that his little prank had suddenly turned more serious than he had expected.

“Hey,” said Aaron, holding his hands up. “I’m sor—”

Parker didn’t want to hear it. Before Aaron had a chance to react, Parker rushed forward and slammed into him. Aaron stumbled backward into the crowd that had gathered. He may have fallen, but Parker didn’t turn to see. Instead he grabbed his now wet schoolbag by his feet and then, with his wrist still vibrating, Parker ran out of the cafeteria.



CHAPTER THREE

70:31

As Parker raced the corridors of his school, sweating, frantically searching for somewhere to disappear to, his father—in complete contrast—was sitting utterly still at the desk of his laboratory, his eyes fixed on the equally static page of numbers lying on the desk in front of him.

Where am I going wrong? he thought, his frustration building.

Dr. Banks squinted, and the stark, sharp black numbers dissolved into a pool of gray haze. When his eyes refocused, the small illogical part of his mind—the part that he relied on only in desperation—was disappointed to find that the numbers had not somehow managed to rearrange themselves into a different conclusion. Everything that Dr. Banks had always loved about numbers—their certainty, their total reliability—was what he hated them for now. No matter how much he wanted it, deep down he knew that there was nothing he could do; the numbers would not be changing, and the rat lying on the counter behind him would not be coming back to life.

“Dr. Banks?”

Lina’s voice was hesitant—not because she was worried about how he might react to being interrupted, but because she seemed to have an uncanny ability to understand the way he worked. Though only a year out of graduate school, she was possibly the most competent and intuitive of any assistant that Dr. Banks had ever had. And, though she had been his assistant for only three weeks, he already trusted her completely. It was a good thing, too—there was no way he was going to be able to carry out what he needed to do without being able to confide in her.

Dr. Banks looked up and saw that Lina’s eyes were fixed on the rat behind him.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“I just don’t know what I’m overlooking,” said Dr. Banks. “It shouldn’t be this hard.”

“That’s what people have been saying for thirty years,” replied Lina.

“I know,” said Dr. Banks, “but those people didn’t have as much to lose as I do.”

Lina didn’t say anything. She walked over to the lifeless body of the rat, picked it up carefully, and gently stroked its head.

“Do you want me to get you another?” she asked.

Dr. Banks shook his head. “Maybe later. I can’t bring myself to do that again right now.”

Lina nodded. She, like him, hated this part of the job. In the past some of Dr. Banks’s colleagues had teased him for being too soft about testing procedures on animals.

A small sacrifice for the greater good, they’d said.

And, with regard to the majority of the work that Dr. Banks had carried out over the course of his career, this may have been true. Nevertheless—perhaps influenced by his wife and now his daughter—the taking of a life, even a rat’s, was not something that had ever sat easily with him. So much so that, as soon as he had enough authority to demand it, Dr. Banks had refused to work with any more living animals. This, for the first time in years, was the exception—and only because he had truly believed that he would not be doing any killing. Unfortunately, it turned out that his perception of his own ability had been misguided.

Lina gently placed the rat into a small white plastic box and then turned to face Dr. Banks.

“I came in to let you know that the shipments go out this afternoon. I’m going to go to the terminal in about an hour.”

“What did you tell them?” asked Dr. Banks.

“Just that you’re very particular about who handles your work and you want me to ensure it gets sent fine. They all think that everybody who works in this department is odd anyway, so nobody questioned it.”

Dr. Banks shrugged. “Better odd than suspicious, I suppose. Good work.”

He leaned down, reached into the open briefcase at his feet, and pulled out a small black memory stick. As Lina looked, he opened the long desk drawer and pulled out a small bottle of Wite-Out. Then, on the body of the memory stick, he began to carefully brush a simple outline of a diamond with a smiley face inside it. When he had finished, he replaced the lid of the Wite-Out bottle and blew on the glistening white lines.

“It’ll need a bit longer to dry,” he said as he carefully handed the stick to Lina.

“Is it . . .” Lina paused, as if unsure whether to finish the question.

“Yes?”

“Is it the letter you told me about?”

“Yes,” replied Dr. Banks. He bit his lip. “But also, I asked Parker and Emma to write letters too.”

“They know?” asked Lina.

“No, they don’t know. I told them it was for something else.”

Lina nodded. “So I just put it with the others?” she asked. She was looking at the memory stick.

“Yes. But it really shouldn’t arouse any suspicion, even if they were to look at its contents—I disguised it all well enough.” He gave a small laugh. “I can’t tell you how long it took—Emma got a bit carried away.”

“You should have asked me—you have enough to think about. I can do it next time, if you’d like.”

Dr. Banks considered the offer for a moment.

“It’s just that . . . ,” he began.

Lina raised her hand to stop him. “No need to explain. I completely understand. I’m sorry—forget I mentioned it.”

Dr. Banks pursed his lips in a tight smile. “Don’t apologize, Lina. Perhaps I’m being too hasty—it would be helpful.”

“All you have to do is ask,” replied Lina.

“I’ll have to show you the code, but it’s very simple.”

“I’m sure I can pick it up.”

“I have no doubt,” said Dr. Banks. “And you . . . well, you wouldn’t say anything, not to anybody?”

“Of course not.”

There was a pause, and Lina, perhaps sensing it was time for her to leave, picked up the plastic box containing the dead rat and crossed the room without another word. She was about to turn the handle of the door when Dr. Banks interrupted her.

“Is it wrong to do this?” he asked.

Lina stopped and turned to face him. She shook her head. “No. I don’t think so.”

“If Parker and Emma knew, they’d never forgive me.”

“They would if they knew why you were doing it.”

Dr. Banks gave Lina a grateful smile, then turned his attention back to the page of numbers.

He hoped she was right.



CHAPTER FOUR

70:15

With the door closed, the technology storeroom—the room that Parker had decided to hide in—was almost pitch-black but for a tiny sliver of light sneaking its way in through a thin vent high up on the wall. Parker sat on the worn carpet-tiled floor with his back against the far wall and his knees pulled up to his chest. He was well hidden—tucked in behind a wooden cart that was missing a wheel and surrounded by crates overflowing with tangled cables and broken keyboards. Even if somebody were to walk in, which seemed unlikely given how the room seemed only to serve as a dumping ground for defective equipment, they wouldn’t have seen him. It would have been the perfect place for Parker to forget about the outside world—if only for a moment—had it not been for the persistent vibration in his left arm.

Effie could be so annoying.

Parker looked down at the two tiny dots of orange light on either side of his wrist. This was Effie—rather, E. F. E., “Ears for Emma,” a device his father had invented not long after Emma was diagnosed as being deaf. Effie translated electrical impulses created by thoughts into audible speech for Parker and his parents to hear through an implanted microphone, and into subtitles that Emma could read using specially designed glasses.

In short, Effie was much like a cell phone, only that it transmitted thoughts instead of voices.

The light on the left of Parker’s wrist was the link to his father, the one on the right—the one that had been flashing almost continuously since he’d run out of the cafeteria—the link to Emma. There had once been another light in the center of the two, but that had turned off the day his mother flew out of range on her business trip. She had been due to return four days later, but just a few hours before she should have been boarding her flight, they had received the call about her accident. Her light had never come back on.

*  *  *  *  *  *

As far as Parker was aware, only three people in the world now knew about Effie. His parents had asked him and Emma to keep it a secret and, though he had to admit that there’d been a couple of times he’d considered telling his friends, in all it really hadn’t been too difficult. Both Parker and his sister enjoyed what they liked to think of as their secret superpower, even though they rarely used it for anything very important. (Notable exception: the time Parker saved his sister’s life by warning her about a speeding car. He liked to remind Emma of that.) It also helped that nobody had ever asked them any awkward questions about it. This was because in daylight Effie’s lights looked like nothing more than tiny marks on the skin, and in darkness she and Parker wore watches or long sleeves to hide the faint glow. Nevertheless, over the four years that they had been using it, both Parker and Emma had questioned their father about the reasons for keeping his invention a secret. After all, if Effie could allow Emma to communicate with her family and vice versa, then surely it could help other families in their same situation.

Every time they had brought it up, however, Parker’s father said the same thing: that there were people in the world who would always find a way to turn an invention for good into one for evil. Until he could make sure Effie could be used only for what he intended it to be used for, it was to remain a secret. Before their mother died, his father had been working on doing just this. After she died, he had never discussed working on it again. For the time being at least, Effie was their family secret.

Parker’s wrist started vibrating again. He pressed down on the flashing light until it stopped.

Their father had implanted the device into Emma and Parker on the first day of their summer vacation, just a week after Emma had turned six. Parker could remember many things about that day—his picture of a space shuttle framed on the wall of his mother’s office, her white lab coat draped over the back of her tall-backed chair, the smell of antiseptic—but he couldn’t remember the procedure itself. It had been done under local anesthetic administered by his mother, so perhaps the absence of pain had lessened the memory’s impact.

He did—not surprisingly—recall in vivid detail the moment he had used Effie for the first time. His mother had knelt at his side and shown him how to call Emma by pressing down on the light on the right side of his wrist. In response, Emma’s arm had started to vibrate. She had jumped in surprise, and his father, kneeling next to her, had smiled and, with his hand over hers, had pressed down on the flashing light on her wrist.

“Think of something to say to your sister, Parker. Nothing too complicated, so that she can read it easily.”

In time, Parker would come to realize the significance of this moment—the first-ever thought-to-thought transmission—and would wish his first words had been more fitting of the occasion. As it was, he had simply relayed the first thing that had come to mind.

Your glasses are a funny color.

Emma’s eyes had lit up in amazement as Parker’s thought had been translated into subtitles that had scrolled—imperceptibly to anybody else—across the right lens of her new lime green glasses. There’d been a brief pause as she’d slowly read what Parker had said. She’d looked up at Parker, grinned, and her thought had been translated almost instantaneously into a very slightly robotic voice inside Parker’s head.

Not as funny as your face, she had replied.

Parker’s thoughts were interrupted by his wrist vibrating once more. He had tried hanging up the call a few times, but Emma just kept calling back. She wasn’t going to give up. Finally Parker sighed and pressed down quickly on his sister’s light to answer.

I don’t want to talk, he said. Well, he didn’t say it; he thought it. For Parker and Emma though, thinking via Effie was as natural as it was for others to open their mouths to speak.

Where are you?

I’m fine. Don’t worry. I just want to be by myself for a while.

What happened? Are you okay?

I said I don’t want to talk about it.

Just tell me what happened.

I’m going now.

But, Parker—

Parker pressed the light on his wrist and Emma’s voice cut off before she could finish her sentence. There was nothing she could do to help. That was the thing about Emma; she wanted to help everyone. Victims of disasters, starving children, injured animals, and now him. His father said that she was just like their mother. He meant it in a good way. If anybody asked their father about his children, he would tell them (to Parker’s and Emma’s embarrassment) that Parker was going to grow up to be a Nobel Prize–winning scientist, and Emma, well, she was going to save the world. Good for her, thought Parker, but she wasn’t going to start by saving him. Not today. Right now all he wanted to do was hide.

Parker—his eyes adjusting to the dim lighting—unzipped his backpack and pulled out a bright yellow Walkman that had once belonged to his dad. Emma had found it in the attic of their old house when they’d been packing for their move, and neither she nor Parker had had a clue as to what it was. Their dad had been shocked, and even more so when he’d pulled out a cassette tape with a tangled loop of brown plastic ribbon hanging out and neither of his children had looked any more the wiser. Mumbling something about getting old, their dad had left and returned some time later, triumphantly holding a pencil, a pack of batteries, and a set of headphones.

Parker had watched as his father had put the pencil into one of the holes of the cassette then had turned it slowly, causing the ribbon to wind back into its housing. Turning it upside down to show Parker that the ribbon had now become taut, Parker’s father had then placed the cassette into the Walkman and pressed play, only to find that it didn’t work. He’d shaken it, replaced the batteries with another set, pressed all the buttons with increasing frustration, and finally banged it against the wall before giving up. There was, he’d said, too much packing to do to be wasting time fixing junk.
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