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Chapter One
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Jake McCartney ran a finger across the row of initials on the underside of his bedside table. They had been carved into the wood, gouged into it, then gone over with a sharpie marker. The letters were very small, and toward the back of the table where he would never have seen them if he hadn’t dropped his pencil and had to get down underneath the table to fish it out. His own initials, repeated seven times—when had he done that? He couldn’t remember it. He’d had the table since he was little, though, since before he could remember much. He smiled to himself, picked up the pencil, and started to climb back out from underneath.
That was when the car hit the house.
Jake smacked his head on the edge of the table, an impact that made his ears ring—or maybe that was just the sound of metal crumpling, of the house shaking down to its foundations. He jumped up to his feet and ran out into the hall to see his Mom leaning out of her own doorway, asking what had happened. “Earthquake?” she asked, looking terrified.
Jake shook his head and hurried down the stairs. It was just after seven o’clock on the last day of summer before his senior year of high school.
At the front door his father tried to grab his arm. Jake pushed past, shrugging an apology, and leaned out into the porch. Flames leapt up from the ornamental nopal cacti at the side of the house and he jumped back in a hurry. “Kiddo,” Dad shouted, “get back inside!” but Jake had seen something through the flames and he rushed out into the evening air. There was a car wedged into the side of the house, a bright red SUV with its front end smashed into the brick wall. Fire swarmed across its bent hood and had engulfed one of the tires, which melted and spat gouts of burning rubber. In the distance Jake heard a siren and knew the fire department was on its way. So far the flames hadn’t spread to the wood trim on the side of the house—maybe it would be okay. Maybe he should go back in—
A hand smashed against the driver’s side window, from the inside. The interior of the car was filled with dark smoke and Jake couldn’t really see inside but the hand—the palm smearing across the glass, the fingers scratching wildly—the hand fell away, almost as abruptly as he’d seen it appear. There was somebody in there.
“Jake! No, Jake,” Dad shouted from the doorway. “Wait for the firemen!”
Jake wondered what he was talking about until he looked down and saw that he was running toward the car. He hadn’t even thought about what he was doing. He looked up at the houses around him, the white and yellow and light blue houses that looked exactly like his own. Lights were coming on in the windows. People were crowding out onto their porches to see what happened next. Nobody was moving to help him. They were just watching.
Maybe they hadn’t seen the hand. Maybe nobody had seen it but Jake. “There’s somebody inside,” he shouted, but no one else moved.
As he got close to the car the heat grew intense and smoke bit into his nose, into the roof of his mouth. He coughed and threw an arm up to cover his face as best he could. He reached for the handle of the car door and nearly burned his hand—it was hot enough to raise blisters. He pulled down the sleeve of his hoodie and covered his hand with it as best he could and tried again, but the handle didn’t move. Either the door was locked or—no—it was wedged shut, he could see where the mangled front end was holding it closed. He tried kicking at a flap of metal that held it shut and his shoe caught on fire. He stamped it out on the ground.
Coughing into his sleeve he looked around for anything he could use as a pry bar. The best he could find was a garden rake leaning up against the side of the house. It would have to do—he ran back to the car, to try to lever open the door, but just as he arrived the burning tire exploded in a rush of super-heated air that spattered him with flaming rubber. He beat at his chest and arms with his sleeves until he was no more than smoldering, then returned to the door with the rake. There was one piece of the wheel cowling that looked like it was pinning the door—if he could just shift it a little—the rake’s handle cracked in his hands but he kept heaving, kept pushing as the heat of the fire seared his exposed face. He could feel his eyebrows curling up, could smell nothing but burning gasoline but then—then—the cowling bent back, away from the door. Jake threw the rake away and grabbed at the door handle, ignoring the heat that seared his hand.
The car door flew open and thick oily smoke washed over him, blinding him, choking him. He pushed forward through it and reached inside the car. He couldn’t see a thing but his hands found something soft and yielding—and lifeless. Maybe he was too late. Maybe the car’s driver was dead but. But it didn’t matter. You couldn’t leave even a dead person to burn up inside the car like that, would you? He tugged and pulled and when the body resisted him he finally realized it might still be strapped in with a seat belt. Still not daring to breathe in he reached around and found the release button, then hauled the body out of the car and ran down the driveway to the street, away from the smoke and the flames.
It was a girl. A girl about his own age. She was wearing a thin dress and a denim jacket that was scorched all down one side. Her face was very pale and his stomach started to turn. She had to be dead. Smoke inhalation. It killed you long before you could burn to death, he knew. A small mercy.
His eyes went wide as her mouth sagged open and a thin plume of black smoke leaked out from between her lips. Then she started coughing spasmodically, her body heaving with the effort of getting the smoke out of her lungs. He rolled her over on her side and turned away as she threw up, over and over.
A fire truck arrived while he was holding her, and then an ambulance. The girl was taken away, still unconscious, while paramedics looked at the burns on his face and hands. “You got lucky,” they said. “This won’t even leave a scar.”
“What about her?” he asked. “Is she going to be okay?”
The paramedics looked at each other and shrugged. That was all the information he got about her. He didn’t know her name. He had no idea why she had driven her SUV into the side of his house. He didn’t know if she would live through the night.
There must have been more to that night. He thought afterwards that he spoke to the police, and surely he must have spoken with his parents. He couldn’t remember those things, though, when he thought back to the events of that night. He couldn’t remember anything after he spoke with the paramedics, until he woke up in his own bed the next morning, a little stiff, a little sore, very tired. He looked over at his alarm clock the second before it began to shriek at him. Six thirty—time to get ready for school.
He could hear his Dad in the shower down the hall. He could smell his Mom’s coffee brewing down in the kitchen. Just like any other day. He rolled out of bed, pulled on a clean t-shirt, and headed for the door of his room. That was when he noticed the one thing different about this morning.
Someone had slid a pale blue envelope under his door while he slept. It was sealed shut and there was nothing written on the outside. He had no idea who might have sent it, but he tore it open anyway and pulled out its sole content, a single strip of thick white paper, with exactly one word printed on it:
PASS
 



Chapter Two
“I’m so glad you’re back. Summer always sucks without you here,” Jake said, pulling Cody into a half hug. It was the first day of school, and the two of them had found each other in the hallway before classes started.
“Fags,” a fat boy in a black t-shirt said, pushing past.
Jake and Cody pulled apart instantly, then shook their heads and leaned back into the hug. They touched shoulders, then pulled away and slapped each other on the arm. “And you’re not going to believe what happened last night—”
Cody did believe it, of course. He was Jake’s best friend, had been since middle school. Even if Cody had to go to Florida every summer to live with his grandmother, they’d never grown apart or lost touch. The two of them might have been brothers—people had made that mistake before. They both had the same hairline, the same color eyes, exactly the same color. Jake had always thought it meant he and Cody were destined to be friends by some higher power.
Not that he would ever have said such a thing aloud.
Cody adjusted the thick glasses that were the most prominent feature of his face. “This girl,” he said, when he’d heard the whole story, “the one you saved.”
“Yeah?” Jake asked. He slung his books from one arm to the other and ducked around three members of the wrestling team, who were swaggering down the middle of the hallway refusing to get out of anyone’s way.
“Was she hot? Because I’m thinking you could get massive hero credits here.”
Jake shook his head. “I don’t know. I guess. But what about the envelope, and the PASS?”
“No clue. I was on a plane coming home when all this happened. Homeroom is with Mr. Schneider this time, right? He’s pretty cool, I had him Freshman year and he used to let us—”
Jake stopped in mid-stride. Something was wrong here. “You believe my whole story, right?”
“Sure.”
“I mean, you heard it all? And yet the only thing you’re thinking about is what homeroom we got?”
“Bell’s going to ring in a minute.” Cody’s eyebrows drew together just over the top of his thick glasses. “Look, Jake, it sounds like you had a real shock. I mean, that kind of thing just doesn’t happen everyday. But you can’t let it get to you.”
Jake rubbed at the stubble on his chin. “I can’t? Listen, doesn’t it seem weird—I mean, in this town, where nothing ever happens—there weren’t any reporters. There’s nothing in the paper about a car crashing into a house and setting it on fire. Nothing! Everybody is acting like it didn’t happen. The biggest, most death-defying thing that ever happened to me and it’s not worth talking about? I know it really happened. My hand still really hurts where I burned it on the door handle. But everybody acts like it was a dream. This girl just disappears, I have no idea who she is or if she survived or what, and now—”
“Jake!” Cody shouted. “Do me a favor, man.”
“Like what?”
Cody grabbed Jake’s arms just above the elbows. “Focus.”
It took a while but eventually Jake’s mouth turned up in a grin. “Yeah,” he said. Then—“Yeah. Okay. You’re right. I was starting to sound paranoid there.”
“It’s okay.”
Jake nodded. “I guess it was just kind of scary. You know?”
“I can imagine. But I can think of something scarier.” Cody looked over his shoulder. “There’s a very hot girl standing behind you. And I am willing to bet pretty good money that she’s the same one you pulled out of that car.”
Jake frowned. “How can you know that?”
“Because part of her hair is burned off. And because she’s staring at the back of your head as if she’s waiting for you to turn around.”
Jake turned, and there she was.
He’d never seen her before the previous night. But he guessed she had to be a student at the school—maybe she’d transferred in. She was carrying a backpack with one strap over her shoulder, the other hanging loose.
She was beautiful, even though a chunk of hair was missing from one side of her face, and there was a patch of red skin behind her ear where she must have been burned. Her eyes were a deep, tranquil blue. Looking at them made Jake feel—
“Hi,” she said.
“Hi,” he said back, too fast and too loud. He looked down at his shoes, then, thinking he’d made a mistake, back up at her face. She was looking at his shoes.
His shoes were not that interesting.
“Listen,” he said, “are you okay? That was a bad crash. And the fire—”
“I’m fine,” she said. “They kept me up pretty late at the hospital monitoring my breathing, but then they said I didn’t even get a day off from school.”
“That sucks!” Jake laughed.
“Yeah,” she agreed.
They nodded and smiled at each other for a while.
“I don’t know what else to say,” she said, with a noise that could have been a laugh but didn’t quite make the cut.
“No, I—I guess—no. I’m not very good at talking to girls. Not much practice,” he said, trying to explain. He would do anything to explain.
She nodded without looking up. “Here’s some advice,” she said. “The best way to get a girl to talk to you, is to not tell her you’re no good at talking to girls. It makes us wonder what’s wrong with you.” Then she walked past him, as if she were going to her own homeroom, and that was it.
He turned to one side and made a fist, thinking he would hit a locker hard enough, to make a sound loud enough, to deaden the roaring of the blood in his ears. He didn’t do it, though, because after a second she turned to look at him again. “Oh,” she said. “I thought of one thing to say, though.”
“Yeah?” he asked.
“Thank you,” she told him, and then disappeared around a corner of the hall.
 



Chapter Three
Jake never made it to homeroom that morning.
Mr. Schneider met him at the door and told him instead to go see the guidance counselor. He gave Jake a hall pass to get there. Fulton High School was built on the plan of a wide rectangle of corridors surrounded by classrooms, one half of which faced the road into town and beyond that, the football stadium and the ball fields. The other half faced an enclosed gymnasium, an assembly hall that many people thought resembled a flying saucer in shape (it had been added in the 1960s by an architect who wished to break up the school’s otherwise entirely right angles), and a long thin extension called the teacher’s wing, devoid of classrooms and used mostly as administrative offices and teacher’s lounges. The guidance office was at the far end of this wing, where a broad picture window looked out over an expanse of open Arizona desert and, in the far distance, a line of jagged mountains looming on the horizon.
It took approximately ten minutes for Jake to walk from one end of the school to the other, but he did not see another human being in the hallways the entire time. This seemed odd, when he thought about it later, but not too odd—classes were in session, the vast majority of the schoool’s population busy either lecturing or being lectured too. Without a hall pass, no one was allowed in the hallways. Jake had such a pass but there was no one to show it to.
He reached the end of the teacher’s wing and stood before the door marked Guidance in gold letters. Flyers and memos advertising college preparatory tutors and career aptitude testing covered most of the upper, glass portion of the door so that Jake could not see what lay in wait for him inside. He knocked, and when he was bid to enter, he did so.
The room was just big enough to contain one large desk, currently covered in papers and files, and two chairs. Behind the desk sat Mr. Zuraw, who Jake had seen only once before standing in the background at a school-wide assembly, at the end of Jake’s freshman year. Mr. Zuraw had been introduced to the students as the newest member of the faculty without further explanation. Jake remembered his face only because of the way he had walked to the front of the stage, studied the student body with a cold and calculating expression as if sizing up their college potential en masse, and the strode off the stage even while the Principal was still talking. As if he hadn’t seen any reason to bother even with respectful silence, based on what he’d seen.
Mr. Zuraw’s expression hadn’t changed much. He had frizzy grey hair, the color of new iron, that stuck out slightly from either side of his head and went thin at the top. His lips were almost colorless. He wore a three piece suit—not a sweater vest and tie, not a buttoned-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, like most teachers at Fulton. He wore a three piece navy blue serge suit that made him look like a businessman. The collar was buttoned very tightly around his throat. He also wore a pair of thin, black leather gloves, which made him look like he had some place to go and only had a few seconds to waste on this appointment.
There was a small object on the desk next to his left glove. It was made of plastic and it looked like a box about the size of a deck of playing cards but a little thicker. It had a hinge on one end as if it folded in half and a stubby antenna stuck up from one corner. It had the word NOKIA printed on its face. Jake wondered what it was—he’d never seen that word before, or anything like the little box. When he looked at it for too long, though, Mr. Zuraw grabbed it hurriedly off his desk and shoved it in a desk drawer.
“McCartney, Jake,” he said, and waved Jake toward the chair facing him. “Senior. Chess club, Science Fairs, French club. Very good grades,” he went on, as if reading from a dossier, though he wasn’t, “in fact, a 4.0 average. On his way to becoming class valedictorian, if he doesn’t screw it all up.”
Jake’s eyes widened a little, but he said nothing.
“No athletic accomplishments to speak of. In fact—nearly failed gym class his freshman year. This school promotes self-esteem and personal growth above actual achievement, which makes it extremely difficult to fail gym, even for the most feeble. When required to climb a rope he proved unable to do so even given support and encouragement by Coach Matthews.”
Support and encouragement had largely amounted to name-calling and expressions of disdain, Jake remembered. “My sophomore year I managed to get up the rope,” he claimed.
Mr. Zuraw tilted his head to one side, then the other. “Lost thirty-five pounds his sophomore year. Did a little better then. Shows he can improve if he tries hard enough. If the only option is failure.”
The guidance counselor sat back in his chair. He looked up at the ceiling for a long time, then brought his gaze down to focus on Jake’s face. Jake got the feeling the man had just opened his eyes after having them closed—though in fact they’d been open the whole time. “Hello, Jake,” he said.
Jake squirmed in his seat. “Hi. You… wanted to see me. Did you want to talk about college applications? Because I’ve already—”
Mr. Zuraw shook his head. “No.”
Jake nodded. “Okay. Then. Um, does this have anything to do with what happened last night?”
Mr. Zuraw smiled at him without any warmth. And waited.
Finally Jake thought to reach into his bookbag and pull out the pale blue envelope. The card with its PASS was still inside. “Is it about this?”
“You’re a very special child, Jake. Or so certain people believe. They think you might have potential no one has tapped yet. We’d like to see if we can tap it this year. For that reason, the curriculum has been changed for you.” He nodded at the envelope in Jake’s hand. He began speaking in a flat tone, very quickly, as if he were describing the side effects of a pharmaceutical. “From now until further notice, everything you do will be graded on a strictly pass/fail basis.”
Jake squinted at the man. “You mean my coursework, and—”
“Everything. You were presented with a test last night, and you passed it. There will be more of them, though no two will be the same. The number of tests is not something I’m going to share with you. They will happen at seemingly random times, and they will be evaluated according to not only whether you complete the tasks you’re given but in what manner you complete them. Cheating is permitted, and in some cases will be necessary to achieve a passing grade. There will be conditions built into each test that will result in automatic failure.”
“What are you talking—who decided this, my parent’s weren’t—”
“Jake, let me pause now to make one thing clear. None of this information will be repeated once I’ve finished. It is to your immense benefit that you pay attention right now and memorize everything I say.”
Jake started to speak again, then sat back in his chair and held his peace. He was getting angry—often enough, his reaction to deep confusion. He knew better than to think the anger would help him just then.
“You should avoid those conditions,” Mr. Zuraw went on, as if he had not been interrupted. “Once a grade has been awarded, either a PASS or a FAIL, it cannot be rescinded or changed for any reason. No appeals will be permitted. During the testing period you will continue to pursue your normal coursework, though the tests you take in class will not be graded.”
Jake shook in his chair. He grabbed the chair arms with both hands. He didn’t know what to think. This was no practical joke, he was certain. It wasn’t funny, for one thing. He’d worked very hard to maintain his 4.0 and to have it threatened now was obscene. There was something going on here, something he was not being allowed the time to take apart and understand.
“If you pass enough tests, you will be allowed to graduate from high school and you will return to this office, where you and I can discuss your very, very bright future.”
He stopped suddenly.
Jake bit his lip. He couldn’t stand the sudden vacuum of his words. He had to say something. “What if I fail?”
“You are allowed to fail any two of the tests without penalty. If you fail three tests, I will personally take you out behind the gymnasium and put a bullet in the back of your head.”
 



Chapter Four
Jake laughed. Okay, he thought.
This was some kind of joke, after all.
It had to be.
“What is this all about?” he asked. “Why would you do something like that?”
“It’s for your benefit, Jake. Everything I do is for your benefit. Beyond that I am not permitted to share with you the reason for the change in curriculum.”
“But—you’re not really going to shoot me,” Jake said.
Mr. Zuraw smiled again, that same humorless smile that pressed his lips together and drained them of all blood. Then he opened up a drawer of his desk, took out a large and very clean revolver, and placed it on the blotter between them.
Jake ran.
He leapt out of the chair, one leg swinging over its arm. He ran out of the guidance office and through the teacher’s wing. Mr. Zuraw made no attempt to follow him. Why would he? According to the rules he’d described, Jake could fail three more tests before Mr. Zuraw would shoot him.
That was accepting the guidance counselor’s logic. Jake refused to do that. Instead he believed a clearly deranged man with a gun was inside the school.
He raced to the Principal’s office. It wasn’t far, just at the juncture where the teacher’s wing met the westernmost classrooms. Jake rushed inside the reception area even as the Principal’s secretary shouted “Hey!” and told him there was no running in the halls. He raced up to the Principal’s door and started pounding on it, even as he recalled that Mr. Zuraw had said “we”. This particular “we” had wanted him to tap his unrealized potential, and were imposing the ludicrous tests on him for that purpose. Jake wondered who this “we” might be. It might include other faculty members.
It might include them all.
As the door swung open, though, he realized he had to try. “Mr. Zuraw, the guidance counselor—has a gun,” he said breathlessly.
The Principal smiled and blinked. “Hello, Jake,” he said.
Standing behind him was a man in a three piece suit. A navy blue serge three piece suit, just like the one Mr. Zuraw wore, down to the black leather gloves. Except for one detail—he had a mask on his face. It was perfectly smooth and covered his entire face and it was as bright and reflective as a mirror, so that Jake saw a shrunken reflection of his own panicked face when he looked at it.
“Who…?” he asked, looking back at the Principal.
“This is one of your Proctors. One of the staff who will oversee your testing. They don’t have names. Not when they’re masked. That’s the point of the mask, you see.”
Jake didn’t stick around to ask any more questions.
His next stop was Mr. Schneider’s homeroom. He peered through the window inset in the door and saw Cody and twenty-eight other students lounging at their desks, some napping, some passing notes or just talking in low voices. Mr. Schneider was reading from a mimeographed list of announcements.
He stopped as Jake threw open the door. He looked up. They all looked up.
“Cody,” Jake said. “Come on. I need your help.”
Cody looked around and started to laugh. “What are you doing, Jake?” he asked. “I can’t just—”
“I’ve always counted on you before.”
Cody shook his head wildly. “I can’t leave without a hall pass!”
“I… think you can.” Cheating was permitted, and sometimes necessary, Jake recalled. He knew he needed some support just then. “Just, stand up. Just stand up.”
Mr. Schneider watched closely as Cody considered this, then, slowly, hands on his desk, started to get up. The homeroom teacher did not make any comment. Cody walked slowly toward the door, always facing the teacher, watching as if he expected to be told at any moment to stop this foolishness and sit down.
Mr. Schneider made no comment.
Was he part of this? Or did he just see the desperation in Jake’s face?
Out in the hall Jake tried to explain what had happened. “Guidance—gun—principal’s in on it—gotta get out,” he ended up saying. Cody told him he was talking too fast. Jake just shook his head and ran for the foyer by the road, where the school buses picked up and dropped off. Cody was enough of a friend to know to just follow and not ask any more questions.
Outside the sun was up. The white sidewalks were blazing and the dry air of late summer made Jake very aware of the salty sweat on his skin. He felt grimy and gross. He felt like he was about to start hyperventilating.
“Where to now, Jake?” Cody asked, looking at him over the frames of his thick glasses.
Jake shook his head.
“Just tell me. I’ll go there with you, I promise.”
Jake tore off his hoodie and balled it up under his arm. He stared one way up the road, then the other. He stared across the street at the football stadium.
Behind the gymnasium. That’s where they would do it. On the other side of the school. Not in the football stadium. But he saw himself, standing on the fifty yard line, surrounded by his graduating class, surrounded by teachers and parents and just… just everyone in the town. He saw the gun, bright under the stadium lights. He heard it fire.
“Maybe we should go back,” Cody said. “Back inside.”
“No!” Jake said. Pick a direction, he thought. Either way is as good as the other. Then he thought of something. “The township offices are down that way,” he said, pointing south. “There’s a police station there. Come on!”
 



Chapter Five
Jake’s Dad had to come pick them up at the Fulton Township Police Offices.
Cody hung his head when they were marched out to the car, a policeman on either side of them. Jake stared straight ahead.
“Jake, don’t worry. I’m going to take you home and we’ll get this all sorted out.”
“Sir,” one of the policemen said, “we don’t take this so lightly. Making a false police report is a felony and your son could be tried as an adult.”
“Mr. McCartney,” Cody said. “Please—”
Jake’s Dad held up his hands for peace. “Officer, I’m sure my son didn’t mean any real harm. He just wanted to get out of school for a—for fun. Surely you skipped school yourself every once in a while.”
The other cop sneered. “I never bore false testimony against one of my teachers just so I could cut class. Do you know how much trouble he could have caused for this guy, Zuraw? He could lose his job. It could have gone a lot further than that.”
Jake’s Dad slumped forward, his hands dropping. “You never know,” he said. “Maybe it’s all true. Maybe the teacher did have a gun.” He didn’t make it sound like a convincing possibility.
“The school’s Principal checked himself,” the first policeman said.
“I told you, he’s in on it!” Jake demanded. “Maybe they’re all in on it! Maybe you’re in on it!”
There was considerable more discussion, but after that things changed tack. It seemed like the police were willing to believe that Jake wasn’t so much malicious as crazy. Eventually the police agreed to release Jake into his father’s recognizance.
They went back to Jake’s house, then. There were scorch marks up the side of one all and the ornamental cacti had been cut back severely, but Cody had no comment on how the house looked. Like Jake he hadn’t spoken since they left the police station.
“Cody can sleep over tonight,” Jake’s Dad said, after clearing it with Cody’s folks. Jake shook his head—it made him feel like he was ten years old again to have a sleep-over—but Cody said he thought maybe that was a good idea.
They watched some TV, or at least, Cody and Jake’s parents watched some TV. He spent most of the evening inside his own head, thinking about what had happened. Wondering how far it went.
When bedtime came and Cody went off to brush his teeth, Jake’s Mom helped him put sheets on the cot in Jake’s room where Cody would spend the night. “I won’t say I’m not worried,” she said. “Kind of scared, actually.”
Jake nodded, understanding. He felt that way, too.
“I don’t know if this has to… change things, though. Do you think it should?”
Jake looked up at her in surprise. What hadn’t changed?
“I mean, we don’t need to take you to a therapist. We don’t need to think about, well, medication. Just yet. I think that today was just about stress. Right? The stress of the fire last night. And having to go back to school right away. Jake. If you tell me this was just stress, that it was a one-time thing, nothing has to change.”
Jake considered what she was saying. But not for long.
He had no proof of what he’d claimed. Until he did, his parents had no reason to believe him. They trusted him normally, he knew. He’d never been a particularly dishonest kid up until now. But the story was too outlandish for them. Yet. He could get evidence, if this thing kept happening tomorrow, and the day after that, he could document it, build a case, and then they’d have to listen to him—
“Yeah, Mom,” he said. “It’s just stress.”
She kissed him on the forehead and sent him to brush his teeth.
In the morning there was a pale blue envelope under his door.
Inside was a card marked PASS.
“You see this, right?” he asked Cody.
“Of course I do. I saw the other one, too.”
“I need you to believe me. I need somebody to believe me!”
Cody grabbed his arm. “I do! I always did. I always will.”
Jake felt so much relief he fell backward onto his bed. He held the PASS card up to the light, studied it for any kind of clues but of course there were none. No watermark to say where it came from, no hairs accidentally trapped in the glue of the envelope. No fingerprint smudges anywhere—not that he would have been able to do anything with them if there had been. He didn’t have access to a crime lab or anything.
“What did I pass?” he asked out loud. “What kind of test? I tried to break out of their game. I tried to get them all arrested. You’d think that would be a fail. It would be something they didn’t want.”
Cody took the card away from him. “This suggests otherwise. It’s like they wanted you to try to escape. At least, at first.”
Jake nodded. He could see it. “They’ve got me in a cage. They expect me to act like an animal in a cage, and rattle the bars. See if it holds. I didn’t just accept the game the way it was described to me, I had to prove it was real, to myself. Okay.”
“I suppose that makes sense. It’s cheating to try to end the game before it begins. They expect you to cheat, right? That’s what Zuraw said.”
Jake nodded.
“It’s a game. They wouldn’t put you through this if they didn’t think you had a chance to make it, right?”
“That’s the impression I got,” Jake agreed.
“So maybe you just need to play along, now,” Cody suggested. He threw his hands in the air. “I don’t like that any more than you do. I think it sucks. Especially because it could mean you’ll get—you’ll—”
“Get taken behind the gym and executed,” Jake filled in.
“I don’t like that. But maybe it’s your best chance. To play along. Don’t try to break the game, because they’re ready to stop you if you do.”
Jake just stared forward, lost in his own thoughts.
 



Chapter Six
He showered. He got dressed. Made himself a bowl of cereal, kissed his mother’s cheek. Then he went to school.
Jake walked to school, as he did every morning—it was only about half a mile away, and it gave him time to think. It had been a week since he had been brought home from the police station, a week in which he had gone through his normal routine just waiting for another test to materialize. None had so far—otherwise he would have seen an envelope under his door, either a PASS or a FAIL, depending.
It would come, he knew. It was inevitable. He had to keep his guard up.
There were moments he thought it had all been a stress-induced breakdown. A hallucination or something. As he walked to school that morning, however, he’d never felt more paranoid. The sun had just come up and still dark blue shadows pooled between the closely-spaced houses. Security lights above garages and front doors cast long, sharp shadows across the sidewalk. A hint of mist crept along in the gutter. Somewhere a dog was barking, though nowhere nearby.
He felt like anything could be crouching, waiting, just around the next corner. So when he heard footsteps coming toward him down a side street, and saw a hunched figure pressing toward him, walking very quickly, he stopped and waited until she came closer.
She. It was a girl. It was the girl. The one he’d saved.
He hadn’t seen her all week, though he’d kept his eyes open in the school halls, watching for her. Hoping to see her again. Even though he knew if he did he would only put his foot in his mouth again—say something even stupider, so that the shallow goodwill he’d achieved with her so far would evaporate and she would flee him like a stalker.
He thought about saying nothing. Just letting her walk past. He could hang back, wait a while so she didn’t think he was following her. It might be easier that way—
“Hi,” he said, raising one hand and waving it like an idiot.
She stopped fifty feet away and stared at him. He couldn’t really see her eyes, just the shape of her hair, lifting a little in the morning breeze. Behind her the sky was orange and purple.
He walked closer, every step taking a certain amount of effort. Finally he was standing no more than five feet from her. She was biting her lip.
“Hi, yourself,” she said.
Jake was too nervous to laugh but he smiled. He tried to think of something to say but failed. Instead he lifted one arm and waved in the direction of the school, and the two of them started walking again. Eventually, she started talking, as if to fill the empty space. “My name’s Megan Gottschalk. We just moved here, like, two weeks ago. Just before school started. I had some friends in Chicago, that wasn’t so bad. But here I don’t know anybody. That’s where we’re from, Chicago. It was a lot different. It’s so hard, not having anybody to talk to.”
Jake nodded in sympathy. During the summers, when Cody was in Florida with his grandmother, he often felt the same way. Like part of his life was missing, like there were resources he needed and he couldn’t find them.
She went on about her life, her childhood, her parents. Trying so hard to make good grades in school, not because it seemed very important but because nothing else did, either, nothing seemed to make much difference but at least with grades you knew there was something to work towards. There was a concrete goal, and she liked that.
He did not choose to share his Pass/Fail status.
Finally she wound down, until there were pauses between her sentences, stretches where they did nothing but walk together in silence. It wasn’t nearly as awkward as the silence that came before, though. “This is kind of nice,” that little laugh that couldn’t, “it’s nice talking to you. You’re so quiet. I feel like you’re just listening, paying total attention to me. Most people when you talk to them they’re nodding and acting like they hear you but they’re actually thinking about what they’re going to say next. They aren’t really listening at all. That always makes me so crazy.”
Jake nodded again. He wondered if he should offer to carry her books or something, then thought better of it. Instead he asked, when it was clear she had finished, “What happened that night in your car? Why did you drive into my house?”
Her eyes flashed and he saw that deep blue again. He wouldn’t mind just looking at those eyes for a long time, he thought.
“It was just an accident. I got careless, I think.”
“You think?” he asked.
She shrugged as if the question didn’t make much sense. “I was going home. I’d been at the mall, buying some stuff for school. Just notebooks and pens and things, and a couple outfits, I guess. I was driving home, I mean, I don’t drink, so it wasn’t that, but there was this moment where my eyes were closed. It’s funny, I wasn’t even tired. I don’t remember being tired… I guess I must have been. My eyes were closed, just for a second, and then the car was headed right for a brick wall. That’s all I remember. I’m sorry. I wish I had a better answer for you.”
“That’s fine.” They reached the school a few moments later and walked inside together. “Listen,” he said, as they split up to go to their individual homerooms, “do you walk the same way every morning?”
She nodded, her eyes wide.
He was a little surprised himself. “Tomorrow, when you get to that corner, wait for me. Or I’ll wait for you. I want to—ask you some more questions.”
It was almost like he’d asked her out, Jake thought. It was very close.
She agreed to the plan and then went her way. Jake headed toward Mr. Schneider’s room—his head was spinning and he wanted to talk to Cody very badly, he needed to talk to Cody—but when he got there the door had a note on it telling him to go to a classroom on the other side of the school. By the time he arrived the bell had rung and the halls were deserted, but he figured he didn’t need a hall pass. Unless that was part of the test—he couldn’t rule that out.
This was it. It had to be. The next test. His palms started to sweat.
He reached for the doorknob of Classroom 187 but the door opened before he could touch it. Standing inside was a man in a navy blue three piece suit, wearing black leather gloves and a perfectly reflective mask. In the reflection Jake’s face looked terrified.
“Hello, Jake,” the Proctor said. “Are you ready to get started?”
 



Chapter Seven
The Proctor’s voice wasn’t electronically distorted, at least it didn’t sound that way. It didn’t sound human, either, though. It had a warm, buzzing quality, as if he were speaking through the whirling blades of an electric fan. The man behind the mask (if it was a man—it could just as easily be a woman in disguise) whispered, which didn’t help, and used no hand gestures or body language.
Jake stared into the reflective mask, stared at his own face, and figured he understood. There was no way for him to know who was testing him, so there was no way to know which of the school’s teachers were part of this messed-up game. The voice was distorted just to make sure he didn’t recognize it. The mask showed nothing but himself. The identical suits meant there could be one teacher behind the whole thing (the odds on favorite was Mr. Zuraw, the guidance counselor) or it could be dozens of them. It could be every teacher in the school, taking turns with the mask.
“Hello, Jake,” the Proctor repeated, patiently waiting for him to make some kind of response. “Are you ready to get started?”
 Jake licked his lips. They were suddenly dry. This was his second test, and he still understood only a few basic rules. He would have to be on his guard. “Yes,” he replied. What would even happen if he said no? Would the Proctor just wait until he changed his answer? Or would he—
“Failure to respond to a test results in a registered grade of FAIL,” the Proctor told him.
Jake let out a little whimpering noise, despite his best efforts to contain it.
Had this thing just read his mind?
Or maybe he had failed to give the correct response. “I’m ready to get started,” he tried, speaking very distinctly.
“Good! Then let’s get started. This will be a very easy test, if you use your intelligence. It is highly recommended that you pass this test, as later tests in the series will be more difficult and more likely to result in a failure condition. It’s important to accrue all the PASSes you can now, rather than waste one of your allotted FAILs.”
“That… makes sense,” Jake said, frowning. Now he wondered if he was talking to a machine. Was there some kind of robot behind the mask? Was he listening to a recorded message?
“There are a number of envelopes in the room behind me,” the Proctor went on. “All but one of them contain a FAIL. Please select the other one and open it.”
The Proctor stepped smoothly aside, letting Jake enter the room.
It was a classroom, much like all the others although the desks had been removed, leaving most of the floor empty. A little early morning light came in through a row of rectangular windows in the far wall. A single wide teacher’s desk sat in the middle of the floor tiles, illuminated as well by overhead fluorescent lights. On the desk sat nine envelopes, arranged in a grid: three by three. They were all pale blue, as was to be expected. They were all the same size and shape and nothing immediately distinguished one from another.
That was all. There was nothing else in the room.
He had to pick one envelope. This was supposed to be an easy test—but it looked like he had eight chances in nine to fail it automatically.
He began to seriously worry about the harder tests to come.
Nine envelopes. Only one right choice.
Jake walked toward the table, intending to pick one up at random. He couldn’t see any other way to choose. Maybe he would pass his hand over each one and see if it gave him a different feeling somehow. Would he even know if a PASS was hidden inside one? He hadn’t yet seen an envelope with a FAIL in it, so he didn’t know if they were different, or if they felt any different from the PASSes. He was almost certain they would seem identical from the outside.
Jake started to reach for the one in the middle. It stood out, a little, because it was the only one surrounded on all sides by other envelopes. But—it couldn’t be that easy, could it? Maybe he should pick the bottom-most, right-most envelope, because that was the last one in the series, and therefore least likely to be picked. He reached for it, and then stopped.
He only had one chance. And a wrong pick meant an automatic fail. He could feel sweat rolling down the small of his back.
He looked back at the Proctor. He—she—it—didn’t move a muscle, just stood there patiently, waiting to see what he would do.
“Can I ask you questions?” he said.
“You may, but the number of answers I can provide are quite limited.”
Jake nodded. He pointed at the topmost, leftmost envelope. “Is it this one?”
The Proctor didn’t even shake its head. So that wasn’t the answer.
“Cheating is permitted,” Jake said, quoting the rules. “Sometimes it’s necessary to cheat to complete the test.”
“Yes,” the Proctor said.
“Do I have to cheat to complete this test?”
“No,” the Proctor said. “Of the entire series of tests, this is the most straightforward. There are no alternate conditions. There are no variables involved. Only one envelope is correct. It is in this room. There is no time limit, nor any constraints on how you choose. You may pick the envelopes up and feel them, hold them up to the light, smell them, weigh them, and so on as you please. The test will continue until you open one envelope. Do you understand, Jake?”
“I… think so,” Jake said.
This had to be easy, he thought. It at least had to have a logical solution. It looked like a purely random choice, but that just wasn’t fair. Not when his very life was at stake. The tests were designed to challenge him, but they weren’t meant to be arbitrary—he was almost certain this wasn’t just a pointless game, that there was a reason he was being subjected to this, that he was being sized up for something, something important. Something the rest of the kids in his school weren’t qualified for.
He wanted to Pass. He realized that, right then. Always before good grades had just been something that came naturally. Easily. This was different. He wanted it. He wanted to know what was on the other side, what happened when he passed the last test and it was all over.
But he had to get through this test first. Nine envelopes, completely alike. If he was allowed to pick them up, test them however he wanted, hold them up to the light then most likely such examinations would be useless. Picking at random was almost a sure way to fail. His hands, he realized, were shaking.
He started to reach for an envelope, just to get it over with. He picked up the one in the middle row on the right-hand side, lifted it in both hands and almost got his thumb under the seal to tear it open—when something hit him like a brick.
The envelope, the Proctor had said, was in this room.
It never said it was on the desk.
He turned around slowly, looking around at the corners of the room, glancing up at the ceiling. He asked the Proctor to move so he could close the room’s door and see what was on the back of the door—maybe it was taped up there. It wasn’t.
One more place to look. He got down on his hands and knees and looked underneath the desk. Just like, he thought, he had looked under his bedside table at home and found that row of his own initials. That was funny. He crawled under the desk and looked up.
Taped to the underside of the desk was a pale blue envelope.
“Oh my God,” he said, letting out a trapped breath. He had come so close to opening the wrong one. This one, a tenth envelope, surely contained his PASS.
As he opened it, though, he realized the Proctor had promised no such thing. It had said that all but one envelope contained a FAIL. It didn’t say anything about the tenth envelope.
With eyes wide he tore open this hidden envelope and pulled out the simple card inside. It read DUCK.
As soon as he’d finished reading it, a high-caliber, high-velocity rifle bullet shattered the window at the far side of the room and lodged itself in the vinyl floor tiles.
The test wasn’t over.
 



Chapter Eight
Jake fought to control his breathing. He looked around the room—what he could see of it from his position of safety under the desk—and saw glass scattered on the floor, the tiles scorched where the bullet had cut through them, the Proctor still standing in one corner, not moving at all, not running away in terror.
Well, of course not. The Proctor wasn’t the target of that shot. Jake glanced from the window to the bullet hole in the floor and traced the bullet’s trajectory. Had he opened one of the other envelopes—the ones on top of the table, all of which contained automatic FAILs, the bullet would have gone right through him. Through his heart, maybe. Or his eye.
He was supposed to be allowed three FAILs before he was killed. That was the rule. But clearly this was one of those automatic failure conditions the Proctor had mentioned. He understood what that meant now: some of the tests would include conditions under which he could be killed without warning, regardless of how many FAILs or PASSes he had. Suddenly everything looked a lot scarier.
A second bullet burst through the window glass, and made a crater in the plaster of one wall. Jake’s whole body jumped a split second after it hit. He pushed himself backwards, away from the windows. If he stood up, if he moved out from under the desk, would he be shot instantly?
But the alternative was to stay down there until—when? Until the test was over? Until the gunman got bored and left?
He followed the trajectory backward, through the window, out into the world beyond. The football stadium was back there. The shooter must be standing on top of the bleachers, aiming through a telescopic sight. The stadium was only about a hundred yards from the back of the school. Jake knew very little about guns but he figured that couldn’t be a very difficult shot for a marksman.
He had to get out. It occurred to him that the Proctor was safe. That if he moved toward the Proctor, the gunman might think twice about shooting him, so he wouldn’t hit the Proctor as well. Jake grabbed the legs of the desk and jumped out as quickly as he could, right toward where the Proctor still stood motionless and unaffected. He nearly collided with the silent man as another shot rang out, spraying his back with tiny shards of shattered glass. He pulled his shoulders in, terrified that he’d been shot in the back and just didn’t feel it yet. But no—he hadn’t been hit. If he had he would be bleeding, he would be—dead.
The Proctor next to Jake sank slowly to the floor, as if his suit was suddenly empty and there was nothing to support it. Jake yelped as he saw the Proctor drop past him, a perfect round hole drilled through its reflective surface where the wearer’s forehead would be.
They had killed their own man, just to try to hit Jake. There was no safe place in that room.
The door stood open at the far side of the room. Jake dashed through it and up the hall, thinking he had to be safe there—thinking he could at least stop to breathe, to think about what came next. The gunman couldn’t shoot Jake if he couldn’t see him through the windows, right? He started walking hurriedly away.
Then he stopped in his tracks, every hair on his arms standing up straight. There was someone out in the hallway, moving around. Someone bigger than Jake. He could hear them, feel their presence with a sense he couldn’t quite identify. Just around the corner, maybe. Or perhaps half the school away. But he knew he wasn’t alone. That he wasn’t safe.
He headed down the corridor, trying not to run. When he ran he couldn’t hear anything but his own footfalls. Even at a slower pace he was almost deafened by his own heartbeat. He pressed up against the wall of the corridor, which was made of cinderblocks painted over so many times they’d become soft and rounded. Across from him a row of lockers ran down the hallway, each exactly alike.
Down at the far end of the hall a long linear shadow stretched across the tiles. The shadow of a human being. There was someone there, waiting for him.
Jake looked the other way. Down that hallway lay the school’s music rooms and the cafeteria. Big, open spaces, but maybe they would offer places to hide. But for how long? He didn’t know if there was a time limit on this test.
The shadow at the end of the hall wasn’t moving. Jake calmed himself, forced himself to be rational. He needed to know. That shadow could just be cast by a hall monitor, or even a teacher willing to help him. He pushed himself slowly toward the corner where the hall bent away to the right. He didn’t want to peak around that corner—that would mean exposing his head to whatever was out there. Maybe another gunman. He looked around wildly and saw, in front of him, a trophy case. It was filled with the school’s football championship cups and soccer and wrestling awards, all of them polished to a high sheen. The glass that fronted the case was well-polished, too. In it he could see the reflection of the man around the corner.
He was wearing a navy blue suit, black gloves, and a perfectly reflective mask. He had a large chunky pistol in his right hand.
Jake couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t move.
He nearly screamed when the Proctor’s suit started ringing.
It sounded almost like he had a telephone in his pocket. How was that possible? It was just some surreal detail to add to the collection. But then the Proctor put away his gun and reached inside his jacket to take out something small and made of plastic, not much bigger than two decks of cards. It looked almost exactly like the little hinged box Jake had seen on Mr. Zuraw’s desk, the one labeled NOKIA. The Proctor unfolded it and it stopped ringing instantly. Then he placed it to his ear. Just like it was a telephone.
“Yes,” the Proctor said. “I understand. The failure conditions have changed. Do you know H’s current location? Very good.”
The Proctor folded the phone up and put it back in his pocket. The—the portable phone? The mobile phone? Jake had no word for such a device. He’d never seen one before in his life, nor ever heard of such a thing.
He stopped worrying about that when he saw the Proctor take the gun back out of his pocket.
Time to run.
Jake headed down the corridor toward the music rooms at a panicked run, his legs flashing up and down. He ran right up to the wide double doors that led into the orchestra practice area and stared through the narrow window inset in the blonde wood. Nobody was in there. He rattled the door but it wouldn’t open.
Behind him he heard the Proctor coming down the hall.
Jake turned to look back, just for half a moment—and saw the Proctor raising his gun, aiming it.
Jake didn’t wait for the sound of the shot. He dashed around a side corridor, out of immediate danger. He kept running until he’d gone halfway across the school. He only stopped because he saw Mr. Schneider’s homeroom up ahead.
Cody was in there. Cody!
 



Chapter Nine
The Proctor came around the corner with a casual step, clearly in no hurry to shoot. The gun in his hand was black and square and looked efficient. Jake pushed his back up against a row of lockers and tried to decide what to do.
If he went into the homeroom, he could be putting Cody—and twenty-eight other students—at risk. The Proctors had no difficulty killing one of their own to get at him, so he didn’t doubt they would see other students as expendable, as well. Yet if he could reach Cody, his best friend might be able to help him—he could distract the Proctor while Jake ran away, or tackle the Proctor from behind while Jake held his attention.
It was his best option, and he knew it. He edged away from the Proctor as the masked man raised his gun, aimed carefully, and fired. At the last possible moment Jake threw himself across the hallway and the bullet gouged a bright silver streak through the lockers behind him. Jake rolled across the floor and pushed open the door to Mr. Schneider’s homeroom, crawled inside and scrambled to his feet. “Cody!” he called out.
There was no response.
Jake slammed the door shut behind him and pressed his back against the wall. He locked the door but he doubted it would take the Proctor more than a second or two to kick it in. Anyway there was a glass window inset into the door and the Proctor could just break the glass, reach through, and unlock the door himself.
“Cody!” Jake shouted again, “I need your help!”
 He turned to look for his friend, who still wasn’t answering him. He realized how quiet the room was. It sounded as if it were completely empty. But that wasn’t the case—the students were all there, each of them sitting in a chair with an integrated wooden desk. Their bags and books were tucked neatly under their seats, and they were all looking forward, toward the front of the room, toward Mr. Schneider’s desk. Mr. Schneider sat there, just where he should be.
Yet no one was moving. Their faces were slack, their mouths hanging open at the corners. Their eyes stared glassily forward and their arms hung loose at their sides. Jake checked one of the students and found that she was, in fact, still breathing, but no matter how hard he shook her shoulder or yelled in her ear, she didn’t come around.
The doorknob rattled behind him. He could see the Proctor’s mask in the inset window, reflecting the horrible scene inside. The Proctor tapped on the glass with his gun, as if he were trying to point something out to Jake.
Jake looked in the direction the Proctor was indicating and saw that one chair was empty. His own, of course. He was the only one missing from the room.
The Proctor tapped on the glass again, and nodded.
Jake licked his lips. He thought he knew what the Proctor wanted. Slowly he made his way between the rows of seats until he reached the empty chair, then he sat down in it and placed his hands on the wooden paddle-shape of the integrated desk.
The Proctor nodded again, then turned and walked off. Jake breathed heavily, pulling oxygen into his lungs, gasping out the stale carbon dioxide. He had never been so scared in his life. He didn’t think it could be that easy. He didn’t think they would just let him go like that. Unless this had been the point of the test. Pick the right envelope—to demonstrate some ability to think outside the box—then survive to get back to homeroom. But it couldn’t be that easy, could it?
The PA box mounted on the ceiling near the door squealed out a loud electronic noise for a second. Then a growling, animalistic voice—similar to the Proctor’s whispers but louder and much more aggressive—said a single word. It sounded like “Wake.”
Around Jake mouths snapped shut. Arms lifted and students rubbed at their faces as if they were waking from a refreshing nap. Conversations started up in mid-sentence and someone passed a note forward from one desk to another.
Jake stared around him, even more creeped out by this return to life than he had been by the sight of twenty-nine unconscious students. He was still breathing hard and sweat was rolling down his face.
“What have you been doing, jerking off?” asked a fat kid in a black t-shirt on Jake’s left.
“Ignore him,” Cody said. Cody was sitting on Jake’s right. He reached over and grabbed Jake’s arm. “What’s going on? Are you okay?”
“No,” Jake said. His voice sounded like a frog croaking. He glanced around and knew that if he told Cody what had happened, the other students would hear—and they would think he was crazy. “I’ll tell you later,” he said.
Cody nodded but he still looked concerned. Just then the bell rang, announcing first period. Cody got up and grabbed his books up into his arms. “Meet me at lunch. You know where,” he said. “We’ll talk then.”
Jake nodded gratefully. He was too shaken to formulate a plan himself, just then.
He was too shaken to do anything. He had to, though. He had to get up and go to his next class—Pre-Calculus, with Ms. Delessandro. Just because someone had tried to kill him, just because a classroom full of kids had been put to sleep and then woken up by barked commands over the public address system, didn’t mean he could skip class. Slowly he started to get up from the desk. Before he could grab his books, however, someone dropped a pale blue envelope to flap onto his desk. It had been another student, but he couldn’t see whom—they were all pushing past him, intent on getting out of homeroom and starting their day of classes, and it could have been any of them,
Jake grabbed up the envelope, horrified that the test still wasn’t done. That someone else was going to shoot at him now. When he got the card out of the envelope, however, he found that it read PASS.
 



Chapter Ten
Cody pushed his glasses back up the slope of his nose. When he sweated, the boy’s glasses always slid down until they were hanging half off of his face, and whenever they went out into the desert, he sweated.
Cody and Jake had been meeting in the ruins behind the school since they were kids. It was a place they both knew perfectly. When Cody said “you know where”, Jake knew exactly where he meant. They weren’t, technically, ruins. Someone had tried to build a house back there, in a clear space free of cacti or scrub bushes, but they had run out of money or materials or something. All that remained of the project was a set of exterior walls, pierced here and there with holes where windows or doors would have gone. There was no floor except fine, reddish sand and no ceiling but blue, cloudless sky. The walls were the uniform grey of poured cement but they had been scrawled on by generations of high school graffiti artists. Names, vows of love, and obscenities were the most common markings but they had been layered over each other so deeply few of them were even legible.
Lots of kids went to the ruins when they wanted to get away from the school. It was strictly forbidden by the teachers—they said it was unsafe—but kids did it anyway. That afternoon, however, when Jake arrived, Cody was the only one there.
He quickly explained to his friend all that had happened to him that morning. “And then he just sort of—pointed at my seat. And I sat down and then I got this.” He handed Cody the blue envelope.
His friend studied it carefully, then handed it back. He didn’t say anything for a long time.
“You don’t believe me, do you?” Jake asked. “You think I’m crazy. I guess that makes sense. Masked teachers shooting at me. Whole classrooms hypnotized over the PAs. Telephones you can carry in your pocket. None of it sounds real, does it? Nobody heard the gunshots. I say it’s because you were all asleep, but… Maybe I am just crazy—”
“No.”
Jake felt like he’d been jolted with electricity. “What?”
“I said no. I know you’re not crazy. Because when I went to Civics III after homeroom, Mr. Foster wasn’t there.”
“What?” Jake asked again.
“We all sat down and waited for him. You know, it happens—teachers are late, sometimes. Eventually, like always, somebody said that if the teacher doesn’t show up in fifteen minutes we’re automatically dismissed, right? Except nobody believed it. Even when he never showed up. Eventually Matt Dewes elected himself messenger and went down to the principal’s office to find out what happened. They said Mr. Foster had a medical emergency and probably wouldn’t be back for the rest of the semester, that we’d have a substitute.”
Jake stared at a patch of ground directly in front of his feet. He was shivering, though it was a warm day and the sun was on his back. “I saw Mr. Foster get killed, didn’t I? In a way, I’m responsible for him getting killed.”
“No you aren’t,” Cody told him. “You can’t think like that. You didn’t shoot him. They did.”
Jake sat down hard on the ground. He hadn’t meant to. His legs just wouldn’t support him anymore. “Cody—they’re going to kill me. They’re willing to kill me. I thought before I was safe, that I could fail three tests before they shot me. It looks like I can be killed at any time, now. It doesn’t make sense! I mean, there must be a reason for these tests. I must be important to them. But I’m expendable, at the same time.”
“That is weird. What are you going to do?”
Jake dug his fingers into the red sand. “I have to get out of here. I’ll run away. It means—it means dropping out of high school. I never imagined that before, but—if your high school is trying to kill you, who cares about graduating? I’ll take my Dad’s car and go to the city, I’ll—I don’t know. I’ll get a job. Cody—will you come with me?”
It took longer for Cody to respond this time. He did, though, in the end. “Yes,” he said. “I would. Except there’s one thing you’re not considering. We’re only seventeen. We can’t rent an apartment. We can’t even get jobs. We could live like homeless people, I guess, though I’ve always enjoyed bathing.”
Jake shook his head angry. “For once in your life stop being a smart ass. What option do we have?”
“Sorry. But—it just wouldn’t work. Eventually our parents will call the cops to report us missing. We won’t even be homeless, we’ll be runaways. Eventually the cops will find us and they’ll drag us right back here.”
Cody was right, Jake knew. He could never explain to his parents why he had to run away. His Mom already thought he was having a nervous breakdown. He and Cody could hide for a while in the city but they would always be looking back over their shoulders, waiting for a policeman to come and grab them and take them in. Or worse. Jake could imagine Mr. Zuraw, the guidance counselor, sending out killers to silence them because they knew too much.
Then there was the worst possibility of all. That he would successfully escape, start a new life, hide from everyone and then one day, when he least expected it, wake up to find a pale blue envelope slipped under his door. That the tests didn’t stop at the front doors of the school. That the whole world was part of it.
“What are you going to do?” Cody asked. “You can’t just—”
“I can’t do anything until I have more information,” Jake said. He’d made up his mind. There was no point in getting depressed and giving up. But until he could answer a few questions he didn’t know how to proceed. “I have an idea, but it’s dangerous. You coming with me?”
“Of course,” Cody said. He sounded half-sure, though. Like maybe he was starting to think he was betting on the wrong horse.
Jake needed his help—what he had in mind was a two-man job. He would have to hope it worked out for the best, and that he wouldn’t permanently damage his friend’s trust in him. The two of them headed back towards the school, Jake peering out through every non-existent window and doorway in the ruins. He couldn’t shake the feeling he was being watched. He’d felt that way since he got his first blue envelope, he realized.
They were just about to leave the ruins when something caught his eye. “Hold on a second,” he said.
“What’s up?” Cody asked, looking scared.
Jake shook his head. He’d seen something painted on the wall, just above the main exit from the ruins. Graffiti which read: PPPPPPPPPPFFPPF
Jake stared hard at the letters, as if eventually a signature would appear beneath them and tell him who had painted them. He counted the Fs over and over again. Three of them, and then the inscription stopped.
There was a kind of question on the aptitude tests they took every year, a question where you were presented with a row of numbers or letters or shapes and you had to determine what number, letter, or shape came next in that sequence. If this was one of those questions, Jake had to guess that the next letter in the sequence couldn’t be a P.
Was the inscription there just to scare him?
If so, it worked.
 



Chapter Eleven
Still scared, shaky, disoriented, but intent on doing something useful, he entered the school through the teacher’s wing, with Cody right behind him. He didn’t see anyone. “You stand lookout, here,” he said. They were directly opposite the guidance office. Mr. Zuraw’s office, where he’d first learned about the pass/fail curriculum. Jake had a feeling that if there were secrets stored anywhere in the high school, they would be in that office. “If anyone comes along—anyone—tap on the glass, here,” he said, pointing at the window inset into the door. “I’ll hear you and know I have to get out before we’re caught.”
“What if we are caught?” Cody asked. His eyes were wide behind their magnifying lenses. “Will they shoot us?”
“I don’t think so. Cheating is encouraged, sometimes necessary. I got a PASS for going to the cops and trying to wreck their game—I doubt searching an empty office will piss them off much, either.” Actually he was pretty well convinced that it would—that the PASS for his first escape attempt had been a message, a message that he was supposed to settle down and stop trying to cause trouble. He needed to do this, though. He needed at least to know who was testing him.
Leaving Cody in place he doubled back and outside, then around the edge of the building to where a line of windows pierced the wall.
He was pretty sure that Mr. Zuraw and the teachers of the school were more than they appeared. They were willing to kill—and to be killed—for the cause of the tests. Normal high school teachers, he was pretty certain, didn’t relish the prospect of threatening, intimidating, and assassinating schoolchildren.
He found the windows he wanted, the ones which illuminated the guidance office, and peered inside. He could see Mr. Zuraw’s desk and the two chairs. There was a second room which led off the main office, and it was full of filing cabinets. Perfect.
Jake hardly expected to find a document on top of the desk labeled “Why Jake McCartney Must Die” with helpful diagrams and illustrations. There had to be something in there, though, maybe something in the files, that would at least help him start to make sense of things.
He tugged at one of the windows looking into the main office. It didn’t move, of course—it was locked tight. All the school’s windows were locked except in the hottest days of summer, when any breath of breeze was welcome. That didn’t mean Jake’s plan was foiled, though. He knew these windows. He’d been looking out of them for years. He knew how the locks worked.
In one pocket he had a piece of cardstock he’d taken from the supplies in his art classroom. It was burnt orange in color, and when he doubled and folded it over six times it was a thin sliver of card as hard as a wooden stick but much thinner. Just thin enough to fit between the window and its frame. With his teeth he tore out a notch in one end of his impromptu tool, to make a kind of hook. Then it was easy enough to slip the card inside the window and snag the window’s simple latch. The window popped open easily, then, and slid up until he could reach inside the office.
No alarm bells sounded, and no one came running with guns blazing. Jake calmed himself, then grabbed the edge of the window and crawled through, head first.
The room beyond felt like any other in the school, though it was empty of people. It smelled faintly of disinfectant and the air was cool compared to the warm desert day outside. It was primarily dark, though there was plenty of light to see what he was doing.
Jake went to the filing cabinets first, and looked for Mr. Zuraw’s file. He found it easily but it contained nothing of interest. Just his vital statistics, his current address, and his resume. Jake had no experience reading the resumes of educators but nothing on Mr. Zuraw’s looked odd—there were no entries for subterfuge or mindgames, for instance, though he had spent several years working as an Objectives-Based Developmental Counselor at the elementary school. The file included a photograph, but Jake already knew what Mr. Zuraw looked like.
He knew what Mr. Foster looked like, too, but he checked that file all the same—maybe hoping to find a big red stamp across the picture reading DECEASED. In this he was disappointed.
He went through the files almost at random for a while, unsure of what to look for next. He had imagined these files as being much juicier—these were Mr. Zuraw’s personal files, after all, and if the guidance counselor was really the kingpin behind Jake’s persecution, there must be some kind of incriminating evidence somewhere—but they seemed to be nothing more than what they presented themselves to be. Simple personnel files.
There were files on all the students, as well. Jake held out little hope for finding anything truly interesting there, but he had to check anyway. Cody’s file was there, and so was Megan’s, and they were perfectly normal. He went to the Ms next, intent on finding out if his own file was as boring as everybody else’s.
It would have been, except for one detail. It contained his class picture (hair combed severely over, one eye slightly shut) and a not saying he was expected to become class valedictorian, but there was no mention of the Pass/Fail Curriculum at all, no evidence, no list of his PASSes and certainly no list of what the remaining tests might be like or how to pass them. The one weird thing about the file, the one thing he couldn’t explain, was that it was labeled MCCARTNEY, JAKE H.
Jake’s middle name was Thomas. There was no file for MCCARTNEY, JAKE T. So the H didn’t refer to his middle initial, he could tell that much. Beyond that he was mystified. He knew the Proctors called him H—the Proctor outside of Classroom 187, the one with the portable telephone, had referred to him that way. But why?
He considered taking the file with him but if he did so it would guarantee Mr. Zuraw knew he’d been in there, something he wanted to avoid. Anyway, there didn’t seem to be anything in the file he could take to the police, or even to his parents, to help explain what was going on. So he gave up on the files and moved into the office proper. He could see Cody through the glass window inset in the door. His friend was trying to watch both ends of the hallway at once. It looked like he hadn’t seen anyone, yet. That was good. Jake went to Mr. Zuraw’s desk and started pulling open the drawers. He found the pistol very quickly—the pistol that would be used to execute him, if he failed too often—and left it alone. He didn’t even like looking at it, and he certainly didn’t want to touch it. Another drawer held perfectly innocent office supplies: rubber bands, paper clips, carbon paper. The bottom drawer held a manual typewriter.
There was one more drawer. It had a prominent lock on it, but when Jake tugged at the handle it popped open freely. Apparently Mr. Zuraw had forgotten to lock the drawer the last time he used it. Inside the drawer sat a simple plastic box, about a foot wide and maybe nine inches deep. It was only an inch and a half thick, but it had hinges on one side and a push-button clasp on the other.
It was surprisingly heavy when Jake took it out of the drawer. He placed it on top of the desk and opened it up. Inside were two things he’d seen before often enough but never in such close proximity. The box folded open on its hinge like a big notebook. Its lower half resembled a typewriter keyboard, though there was no place to put the paper. The top half looked like an impossibly thin television screen—but where was the tube?
The box wasn’t plugged into anything—it didn’t even seem to have a plug, though he could see where one might be attached to its side—but the screen flickered to life even before he had it all the way open. It surprised him so much he barely heard Cody tapping on the door, warning him that someone was coming.
 



Chapter Twelve
Jake glanced down at the television screen attached to the thin box. An animated clock face appeared with the hands spinning around their dial, while a blue bar grew from one side of the screen to the other.
At the door Cody’s tapping grew more intense. Jake had to get out of there. He had no illusions about what he was doing. Being caught in Mr. Zuraw’s office had to be an automatic failure condition—an instant death sentence.
Still… the screen cleared and a new image came up, showing pictures of file folders scattered around the left side of the screen. They had intriguing names: H_TESTING, H_EVALUATION, H_SYSTEMICS, Y_SYSTEMICS, JM_DOSSIER. He was pretty sure the H in front of most of the file names referred to himself, and the JM almost certainly did.
He had no idea who Y might be, or if the initials before the file folder names meant anything meaningful. He had no idea why the television would be showing pictures of file folders—he’d seen no files with those names in the file room.
The screen flashed and a rectangular box appeared in the middle of the screen. It had two smaller white rectangles inside it, labeled respectively PLEASE ENTER USERID and PASSWORD. A short vertical line blinked inside the first white rectangle.
Jake stared at the winking line, then down at the typewriter keyboard attached to the screen. There had to be a connection, right? He tapped the H key.
A capital letter H appeared inside the first white rectangle.
“Jake!” Cody hissed, from out in the hall. “Get out of there!”
Jake was looking at the screen, though. The device seemed to require two entries, a USERID and a PASSWORD. He needed to move the blinking line down to the second rectangle to enter the password, so he tapped the RETURN key on the keyboard, thinking it would act just like a carriage return on a typewriter.
The screen went dark, then a new rectangle came up, displaying a simple message:
THE USERID OR PASSWORD YOU HAVE ENTERED IS NOT RECOGNIZED BY THE SYSTEM. SORRY, JAKE. YOU’LL HAVE TO TRY HARDER THAN THAT.
Jake gasped and jumped back. How had the machine known his name? He’d only entered a code letter—
“Jake?” Cody called from the door. Jake looked up, expecting to see his friend’s face in the window. Instead, he saw Megan peering in, her face aghast.
He hadn’t seen the girl since that morning, since before his big test. It felt like a lifetime ago. He was very, very relieved to see her now. He’d expected to see Mr. Zuraw smiling down at him. Or worse—maybe he would have seen a masked Proctor pointing a gun.
He ran to the door and unlocked it, then pulled her inside. Leaning out he glanced up and down the corridor, then at Cody. “Keep up the good work,” he said.
Cody stared at him, open-mouthed. Then he shrugged and pressed his back up against a row of lockers. He did not look very happy.
Neither did Megan.
“Jake? What’s going on? What are you doing in here?”
“It’s going to be hard to explain, even when I do have time,” he told her. “Which is not right now. What are you doing here?”
She shook her head as if she wanted to refuse to answer. Then she wrapped her arms around her chest and said, “I have an appointment.”
“With Mr. Zuraw?” Jake asked.
“Yes, of course. He’s the guidance counselor. I think he wants to talk about my college plans.” She frowned and looked at him as if she was about to ask another question. Another one he couldn’t answer.
He thought about just kissing her to keep her from speaking. He’d seen that done in a movie once, and honestly, in the midst of the overpowering relief he felt at not being discovered, he almost had the nerve to do it.
Instead he just shushed her.
It was probably a mistake. Her face darkened and her arms gripped her shoulders even tighter.
“I’m… sorry,” he said. “I’m just a little—hey. Hey, you’re from out of town, right? I mean, you just moved here.”
“That’s right. From Chicago.”
“Yeah.” He reached down to the desk and swiveled the weird typewriter-television hybrid around so she could see the screen. “Do they have these in Chicago?”
She stared at it for quite a while. She picked it up and looked at its underside, then its various features. “I don’t think so,” she said. “What is it?”
He shook his head. “I don’t know either. I think it’s some kind of machine that organizes files. Beyond that—”
“Jake,” Cody said, leaning in through the door, “Someone’s coming!”
A cold shiver ran down Jake’s spine.
“That’ll be Mr. Zuraw. Coming for my appointment,” Megan told him. “I’m starting to get the impression you don’t want to be here when he arrives.”
“Yeah…” Jake closed the plastic box and shoved it back in its drawer. He looked around to see if he had disturbed anything else, desperate to hide his presence in the room.
“I’m going to want to know more about this,” Megan said. “I’ll cover for you with Mr. Zuraw, if you want. I owe you that much. You have to tell me everything, though.”
Doing so might put her in a bad position—it could even put her in danger. Jake nodded quickly, though. “Cody,” he whispered, “get out of here. I’ll see you later.” Then he headed for the file room, intending to go out the way he came in. To Megan he said, “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this. Maybe tomorrow, we can—”
She grabbed his shoulders and pulled him toward her. Before he knew it her mouth was on his, warm and soft, and her arms were around his waist.
He sank into the kiss, putting his arms around her, too. Her body crushed up against his. It was confusing. It was alarming. It was scary, because he knew he was out of time. It was the first time he’d ever kissed a girl. It was pretty great, he admitted to himself.
“I owed you that, too, and it didn’t seem like you were going to get around to it anytime soon. In Chicago the guys knew how to talk to the girls, at least. Now, go. But tomorrow you’re telling me everything.”
 



Chapter Thirteen
Of course, when he tried, he couldn’t tell her anything.
He wanted to. Jake would have loved to have another confidante. He had Cody, who had already proved himself invaluable. Cody had been his friend as long as he could remember and he could talk to Cody about anything. He could even talk to Cody about the way he’d felt when Megan kissed him. How it had felt so natural, so right—how for a second, if only for a second, he had forgotten how much danger he was in, how he would gladly have braved Mr. Zuraw’s wrath for just one more kiss.
He would have loved to talk to Megan about that, if nothing else. Yet when he saw her again the next morning, on their walk to school, nothing of the kind had come out. Mostly he hadn’t talked at all. Everything he thought to say sounded so stupid, or like it might offend her in some way. He worried he would come across as too forward, that asking her for another kiss might be a terrible mistake. What if that first kiss had just been an obligation, a reward for saving her life? Maybe she wasn’t interested in him at all. Maybe she just felt like she had to give him a chance.
And now he was blowing that chance, and he knew it.
“This strong silent thing you have going on, it’s very sweet,” she said, sounding exasperated. “It worries me, though. I know there’s something different about you. You aren’t like the other guys at school.”
“No,” he admitted, but he couldn’t think of any way to explain why.
She shook her head. She wasn’t looking at him. She stared straight forward, clutching her books to her chest like a shield. She swung her legs in long strides, hurrying them toward school—he moved along side of her stiffly, keeping pace with her but never finding a good rhythm for his steps.
“No, indeed,” she sighed. “Normal boys don’t break in the guidance office. Maybe they cut classes. Maybe they sneak off to be with their girlfriends and make out for a while. Maybe they go off to do drugs, I don’t know. You’ve got something else going on, and I want to know what it is.”
“I can’t tell you,” Jake blurted out. “I mean, I’d like to. I really would. But you could get in trouble, just knowing too much about me. Please don’t ask me so many questions. Can’t we just—hang out? Can’t we just be friends?”
Had he been able to step out of his body and look at himself from a distance, just then, he probably would have punched himself in the face. Of all the stupid things to say.
Megan stopped in mid stride. She drew her feet together and drew herself up to her full height, her chin sticking out. She looked straight up in the air. “I see,” she told him.
“You do?”
She nodded. Still not looking at him. “I do. You don’t trust me. You have some secret that I’m sure is very dark and dangerous, at least, you think it is, and you don’t want to let me in where I might find out it’s actually very silly. You don’t trust me. I don’t blame you.”
“You don’t?”
“Not at all. You barely know me. You have no reason to trust me. I nearly wrecked your house when I crashed my car. I caught you in the middle of something very important and very secret, and then I demanded information from you. I even kissed you to try to get you to tell me about it.”
“You did?”
“No. That wasn’t why I kissed you,” she said. She hadn’t moved an inch. “But I can’t expect you to believe me. For all you know I’m trying to seduce you to get at your secrets.” She shook her head. “You want to play at being a secret agent or something. That’s your game. Okay. That doesn’t concern me. I’ll try to make this very easy for you. I’ll leave you alone from now on. You don’t have to talk to me anymore. We don’t have to say hello to each other in the hallway, if you don’t want to. If you think I’m a threat to you for some reason. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable. So I’ll pretend like we never met, if that’s what you want.”
“You will?”
“If that’s what you want. But it’s not what I want. I’m not afraid to tell you what I want, you see. I want you to ask me out on a date. I want to go on a nice, normal date with you, where we try to act like normal people and have some kind of normal evening.”
“You do.”
“Yes. So ask me. Right now. I promise I’ll say yes. But it has to be what you want, too. For real.”
Jake felt muscles all over his chest contract. He felt like he was having a heart attack. He couldn’t get the breath together to actually speak, so he whispered instead. “Do… you… want to go to…”
She stared into his eyes and he felt like if he had been on fire, if his clothes had caught fire then and there, he wouldn’t have been able to look away.
“To,” he continued, a little louder, “a movie. With me. On Friday night?”
“I’d love to. I’ll pick the film. You can drive. Does that work for you?”
He nodded. There were no more words inside of him.
“I’m going to dress up a little. I’d like it if you did, too. That’s what normal people do on dates. Jake, I want to make this as easy as possible on you. So I’m going to tell you in advance, I don’t normally kiss on the first date. In your case I’m going to make an exception.”
He didn’t feel like he had control of what came next. It felt like he was being directed from outside, like a puppet with someone else pulling his strings. He took a step closer to her, which made his heart start thudding ominously in his chest. When she didn’t move away he put his hands on her waist. He could feel his palms sweating but it was okay, the touch was very, very light. Then he leaned in and kissed her. Very quickly, very softly. Just long enough to count.
“Nice,” she said. Her eyes were closed. He wondered if he should close his own eyes, but he didn’t have that kind of control at the moment.
Then as if nothing had happened they drew apart and started walking again toward the school. After a few minutes of silence she reached over with her free arm and slid it through the crook of his elbow. She did it so easily he didn’t really have a chance to shy away or do anything stupid, and suddenly they were walking arm in arm.
“I think you’re starting to get the hang of this,” she said.
 



Chapter Fourteen
He had chosen Friday for the simple reason he thought of it as the night people went out on dates. It was still four days away, and each morning the two of them kept walking to school together. Sometimes they kissed, though only briefly, one gentle, quick peck before they reached the school door. Most of the time they talked—or rather, Megan talked, and he listened. He liked hearing her stories, though she was convinced they were boring and of no interest to him. She told him all about the lives of the other students in their school: who was going out with whom, who was theoretically sleeping with whom, who had betrayed their friends and who had just gone shopping that weekend or away with their parents on a ski trip. It was all very simple and mundane, very basic stuff that must have seemed like life and death drama to the kids involved but to him it sounded like paradise. To live in a place where you didn’t have to worry all the time about being executed because you didn’t pass enough tests. To know who you could trust—and to know that even if they betrayed you, there was always the possibility of forgiveness, of making up.
“They’re just people,” Megan told him, when he expressed his admiration for his classmates. “Like me. I just a person. You could be one, too, Jake.” She looked deep into his eyes, then shook her head wildly. “That could be my secret mission, couldn’t it? To help you figure out how to have a normal life.”
It made him feel good, when she said that. It made him want to go and pass some tests. He got his chance just a few days later. Friday morning, in fact. The morning before his big date with Megan.
He was learning that the tests came about once a week, though he was careful not to start expecting them every seven days. Mr. Zuraw had even told him that they would come at times that seemed random, and that no two would be alike. He was almost at a point where he wasn’t surprised when they happened. Almost.
He still jumped when Mr. Dzama in History class announced that they were going to have an unscheduled test. Of course, Mr. Dzama just meant the class was going to have a pop quiz. Most of the students groaned but Jake just sat back in his chair, slightly relieved. He had done some of the reading—probably more than most of his classmates—and anyway, he knew that whatever grade he got on this test wouldn’t count. He was on a pass/fail basis, and he could score a zero on this quiz and it wouldn’t affect him at all, except for a little hurt pride.
So when Mr. Dzama started handing out the test papers and most of the students shrank away from him as if he were handing out cultures of the bubonic plague, Jake just shrugged and reached down for his bag to get a pen.
While he was bent over the PA in the ceiling crackled to life. “Sleep,” a voice growled, and then the room went silent.
Fear spiked through Jake’s veins. Slowly he sat up. He was not surprised to find that the students around him were slumped over their desks, drool gathering in the corners of their mouths. Horrified, maybe, but not surprised.
Mr. Dzama was gone. Or maybe he’d just somehow changed clothes while Jake wasn’t looking. There was a Proctor in the room, with one piece of paper in his gloved hands. He came directly over to Jake.
“Good morning,” the Proctor whispered. The rasping buzz of his voice made Jake’s teeth rattle in his skull. “Are you ready for your next test?”
“I could use some more time to prepare, honestly,” Jake said. He couldn’t imagine ever being ready for one of his special tests. That was part of it, wasn’t it? To catch him off guard. To force him to think on his feet.
The Proctor waited a moment, then repeated, “Are you ready for your next test?” The silver mask didn’t move as he spoke. It just showed Jake his own frightened face.
He swallowed, then nodded. The Proctor seemed to be waiting for him to actually speak, though. “Okay,” he said. “Yes.”
The Proctor held out the piece of paper. “This test will have no automatic failure conditions. Please do not be afraid. You will have the full length of the class period to complete the test, just like everyone else. The questions on your test are the same as those given to the rest of the class, however they are presented in a different format and must be answered in that same format. This should be self-explanatory, and I will not offer you any additional information. Please begin.”
Jake took the test paper and put it down on his desk. At first he thought it had to be a very bad mimeographed copy, completely illegible. Then he realized he was looking at a language he’d never seen before. An alphabet he’d never seen before. Instead of recognizable Roman letters it was made up of squiggles and dots. It was definitely a series of letters, there was a recognizable calligraphy to it, but he had no idea what alphabet it might be. Maybe Arabic?
“Wake,” the PA said. Around Jake twenty-nine pens and pencils started to scratch at test papers.
He looked up, intending to demand more information from the Proctor, but the masked man was gone. Mr. Dzama was sitting behind his desk, reading a newspaper. He riffled the paper, then cleared his throat and said, “Eyes down, Jake.”
Jake licked his lips. What was he supposed to do with this? He glanced around covertly and saw that the other students had test papers in clearly printed English. Some of them looked like they were having trouble answering the questions—others were breezing through the quiz, but they all seemed to understand what was asked of them.
This was impossible. This couldn’t be done.
He glanced up at the clock on the wall. He had forty-five minutes.
 



Chapter 15
Mr. Dzama didn’t say a word when Jake jumped up from his desk. No hall monitor stopped him on his way to the library, and the school librarian hadn’t even looked surprised when he asked for an Arabic dictionary. He showed her the test and she studied it for a minute—a minute he didn’t really have—and then headed for the reference section to get him the books he needed.
At least, the books he thought he needed.
When the Proctor came, Jake considered tearing the test into pieces and throwing it at him. It would mean a FAIL, of course, but he was already expecting one of those.
“Time’s up, Jake. Pen down,” the Proctor whispered.
Jake stared into the reflecting mask. “This isn’t fair,” he said. “There’s no way I could pass this test. This is just gibberish.” He slapped the test paper where it sat before him, surrounded on every side by books. He had an Arabic dictionary open on one side and an encyclopedia on the other, both of them showing a list of characters used in Arabic. The characters resembled the characters on the test paper in almost every respect—except there were characters on the test paper that apparently didn’t exist in Arabic. He had begun translating a few basic words, transliterating as many of the letters as he could into Roman characters and then sounding them out phonetically, but the results were almost incomprehensible. “These aren’t Arabic words. These aren’t words at all. You gave me a bunch of random squiggles just to see me fail.”
“The test is in Farsi. Farsi is one of the principal languages of Iran,” the Proctor said.
Jake’s eyes went wide. “Farsi? Farsi? You’re kidding me. The library doesn’t even have a Farsi dictionary.”
“No,” the Proctor agreed. “It does not.”
Jake got up and shoved the blank test paper into the Proctor’s gloved hands. He hadn’t even been able to write his name at the top of the page—the one thing he knew he was supposed to do, since there was a space for it just as there was always a space for it at the top of Mr. Dzama’s quizzes. He’d tried to transliterate his name into Arabic but even that would have been wrong.
The bell rang for the change of periods, and he was due in Pre-Calc next but he just ignored it. He made straight for the guidance office, where he beat on the door until Mr. Zuraw opened it.
The guidance counselor had a pale blue envelope on his desk. Jake tore it open and found his first FAIL inside.
“You have this for me already? Why am I not surprised.”
“I saw you coming and figured I would save the trouble of having it delivered, since you were good enough to come pick it up yourself.”
Jake threw the card at Mr. Zuraw’s face. “You knew I was going to fail. This test was rigged,” he said. “I couldn’t have passed it. There was no way.”
“Are you sure of that?” Mr. Zuraw asked. He picked the card off of his suit lapel and laid it flat on the desk between them.
Jake could feel his face burning with rage. “You want me to prove something. I’ve been trying to do that. To prove that I can innovate under pressure. That I can solve problems that look insoluble. I thought I had the answer, that I needed to cheat by looking up the language in the library. But the library didn’t have the right books.”
“That’s because we weren’t testing your library skills. We were testing your social skills.”
Jake started to say something nasty—then stopped. Slowly he sat down in the chair opposite Mr. Zuraw. “How?” he asked. “How was I supposed to do it?”
“Three chairs behind yours, and one to the left, there was a student named Navid Fazel. Navid’s family comes from Teheran. They moved here three years ago. Farsi was Navid’s first language, and he can read and write it fluently. He failed, however, to do any of the reading so far for Mr. Dzama’s class. He would gladly have collaborated with you on the test. He could have read you the questions, which you could have answered, and he would have finally translated your answers into Farsi and written them down for you. The two of you could have achieved perfect scores on your respective tests and been done in fifteen minutes. Instead you stormed out of class, and both of you will fail. Of course, his failure will probably led to less serious consequences. Now. If there was anything else you wanted to discuss—”
“No,” Jake said. “It’s not that easy. I’ve never failed a test before in my life.”
“You’ve never taken one like this before, either. Jake, how many friends do you have in this school? I believe the answer is two. Cody Strindberg and Megan Gottschalk. Anyone versed in child development will tell you that a youth with a social circle that small is at risk for any number of negative indicators. It’s well past time you started learning how to play well with others. If this is what it takes to make you realize that, then a FAIL is exactly what you need right now.”
Mr. Zuraw sat back in his chair and studied Jake for a while before he went on.
“Everything we do here, all these tests and conditions—they’re for your own good. It’s time you realized that, too.”
“You had teachers shoot at me for my own good?” Jake asked.
Mr. Zuraw shrugged. “If you were sitting in my seat right now, that wouldn’t seem like such a silly question. Now. Jake. I’ve spent more time explaining myself than the program normally allows for. I have work to do, and you have classes to go to. Not to mention a hot date to get ready for tonight.”
Jake jumped out of the chair. “You don’t talk about that. That has nothing to do with you and your goddamned program.”
“Of course not,” Mr. Zuraw said. He was looking down at some papers on his desk.
“You stay out of my business,” Jake demanded.
“Like you stay out of mine?” Mr. Zuraw asked, not looking up. “I know when someone’s been in my desk, Jake. Now. Seriously. Get back to class, or I’ll have to give you detention.”
 



Chapter Sixteen
By the time Jake got home from school that afternoon he was ready to throw up. His stomach was rolling around inside him like a balloon full of molten lead. His hands were sweating so much he started worrying about dehydration—a serious problem out in the desert. He came in through the kitchen door and went right to the refrigerator and drank three big glasses of icewater until he was panting and his throat felt frozen.
He called Cody. “I’ve never failed anything before,” he told his friend. He had gone straight up to his room and curled up in his bed. He had the blinds closed and the telephone pulled around on its spiral cord and it felt hard and hot against his head. “I’ve never even gotten a B.”
“It’s not the end of the world,” Cody replied. “You can fail two more times before—”
“Before they kill me. I know. Only two more times. What if they give me another test like this one? What if all the tests from now on are this hard? I can’t do it, Cody. I have to find a way out of this. I have to break their system.”
“How, though? We already know you can’t leave town. We know that no one in authority is ever going to take you seriously.”
“I could get some evidence somehow. Some proof of what’s going on.”
Cody sighed. “Jake, I gotta tell you. We went to the cops once. If you come to them with the same story, they’re not going to look at anything you bring them. You need to focus, man. You need to pass the rest of the tests, whatever that takes.”
“If I had to do another test right now I couldn’t—I would just fail. I couldn’t even try, I would just tell them I fail and leave it at that. I feel like I’m going to die right now.”
“You’re not. You’re over-reacting to this because it’s never happened before. And anyway, it’ll be like a week before the next test. You’ll have time to recover. Try to take your mind off this. When’s your date with Megan?”
Jake looked at his alarm clock. “In about three hours. But I don’t know if—”
“It’s tonight?” Cody laughed. “Are you so sure you’re feeling like this because you failed a test? It sounds more like you’re nervous about the date.”
Jake hadn’t thought much about the date since that morning, but now that he did the leadenness in his stomach grew and his palms started to sweat again. Could Cody be right? Maybe his subconscious had just been nagging at him, reminding him of what was to come. He thought about calling Megan and breaking the date, which would at least alleviate some of his nerves. It was a risk, a distraction. He kept thinking of everything that could go wrong, all the ways he could offend her, and wouldn’t it be better to not take the chance? If she rejected him now he would truly want to die. If he put her off, he could focus more on the tests, on surviving—but no.
No.
This… thing with Megan, this nascent relationship was the only thing in his life that felt pure, and right, and untouched. When Mr. Zuraw had even mentioned Megan’s name Jake had felt rage build up inside of him at the very thought of him knowing who she was. He had to take the chance, had to see where things went with her. Otherwise, what was he living for? What was the point of going on at all?
To his seventeen year-old brain there was nothing else. No future, no college, no job prospects. Everything had shrunk down to two irreducible points: passing the tests, and kissing Megan again.
“What if my feet smell?” he asked Cody. “What if I say something stupid because I’m so distracted I can’t think? What if I get so excited I try to grab her and she freaks out and thinks I’m molesting her?”
“She’s making it as easy on you as she can,” Cody said. “I think she’ll give you a real chance. I think maybe she actually likes you. Did you think about that?”
It had occurred to him. Some of the things she’d said certainly suggested it. It had seemed so impossible good though, such an amazing, beautiful, desirable thing, that he had immediately doubted it. The tests had gotten him so worked up and paranoid he was doubting anything that looked easy or good.
“Do your best. Don’t molest her. Tell her she looks nice, girls love that,” Cody said.
“I have to start getting ready,” Jake told him, and they ended the call.
An hour later he came down the stairs and found his Mom waiting for him in the hall. “Very impressive,” she said, looking him up and down. She was smiling very brightly. She’d been smiling like that since he told her he had a date—his first ever. “Only…” she went on, scratching her chin.
“What?” he asked. He had showered and shaved and put on more deodorant than he normally wore. He had brushed and combed his hair. He looked down at his clothes. “She said I should dress up. Is there a stain somewhere?”
“It’s just—is that the suit you wore to grandma’s funeral?”
“It’s the only one I have,” he told her.
“Mm-hmm. And… lilies, huh?”
He raised the bouquet to his nose and sniffed them. “I got them at the supermarket on my way home from school. Are they the wrong color?”
“They’re not… traditional… for a first date. Maybe you can take her flowers next time.” Jake’s Mom took his arm and led him back up the stairs. “That tie is a little too formal, as well.” She went into his closet and took out a blazer and a clean pair of bluejeans. “I think this might work better,” she told him. “Now. As for etiquette. Just try to be a gentleman, and don’t talk all the time, listen to what she has to say. That’s all a girl really wants on a first date. Don’t try to kiss her when you bring her home. It just makes you look desperate.”
Oh my God, Jake thought. This date means everything to me, and look at me. I need my mother to dress me. And I already look desperate before it’s even started.
As he drove toward Megan’s house in his Dad’s station wagon, he could only think: this is going to be a disaster.
 



Chapter Seventeen
Megan was wearing a print dress and knee high boots. She had completely changed her hair, cutting it much shorter so that her neck was exposed. She was wearing makeup, too—not much, just a little lipstick and eyeliner—but the effect was dramatic. She was standing on the brick path that led from her house down to the street, and she came straight over to the station wagon when he pulled up at the curb.
He rolled down the window. “You look great,” Jake said. “I mean—”
“Open my door for me, Jake,” she told him. She had a patient little smile on her face.
He nearly knocked her over getting his own door open. Then he had to remember to take off his seatbelt. “Yeah, of course—what did you—what did you do to your hair?”
“I had them cut out the scorched bits. Then they had to even everything out. Do you like it?”
“Yeah,” he said.
They stood there looking at each other for a while.
Finally she said, “You look pretty good yourself. You dress up well. Shall we go? The movie’s at seven.”
“Um, sure,” Jake said. “Don’t you want me to come in first, though, and meet your parents or something?” His Mom had been very clear on how he should address Megan’s parents. He was supposed to try to call her father Sir, which showed respect.
“Why? They would only embarrass us both, and that’s not what I want tonight.” She opened the passenger side door of the station wagon and climbed inside. Too late he remembered that he was supposed to open her door for her. He jumped back into the driver’s seat and got the car moving.
The township of Fulton wasn’t much more than the high school and a large residential neighborhood, but it had a few shops on the main highway, including a two screen movie theater. He pulled into the wide parking lot and then escorted Megan up to the box office to buy their tickets. Megan had chosen some kind of light romantic comedy—not Jake’s kind of thing, normally, but he wasn’t there for the entertainment value. He bought her some popcorn and then found them a pair of seats near the back of the theater. “I wasn’t sure if you would want to go eat, first,” he said.
“I already had dinner. Didn’t you?”
He hadn’t but he pretended he had. He couldn’t have even said why he lied about it—there was no clear reason—but for some reason he felt like he had to agree with everything she said or chose.
Jake didn’t know why this was so hard. Clearly Megan liked him and wanted to be on this date. She’d never said a truly mean thing to him, or given him any kind of impression that he was in danger of scaring her off. Yet every moment he spent with her—as exciting as it might be, as warm and desirable—was an agony of torture.
He was seventeen years old and he expected more of himself. He’d heard other boys his age talking about their dates—their conquests. He’d heard them discussing what they’d “gotten”, about how far various girls had “let them go”, often in graphic detail. He was smart enough to know that most of that had to be bragging, but he knew for a fact that most of the boys in his class went on dates all the time and that none of them had died of a heart attack in the process. Yet Jake had never so much as touched a girl’s hand before he pulled Megan out of the burning car, had never, really, even thought about sex as far as he could remember.
Now it seemed like the only thing he could think about. He would have been better off, he imagined, focusing just on the tests. On passing the tests. Yet when Megan was near him, when he smelled her skin, when their arms brushed against each other, all that went away for a while.
Maybe he was just a late bloomer, he thought. Maybe he was perfectly normal, and that his hormones just hadn’t been jumpstarted at age twelve like most boys, but that from now on he would be just like them. It was a comforting idea.
In the darkened theater she took his hands and twined her fingers through her own, then let their hands rest on her thigh. After a few minutes Jake’s arm started to fall asleep but he knew he would never voluntarily move it from that position.
The movie was pretty bad—a very slow story about a reporter who was only dating a millionaire to gather information for the story she was writing on his shady business dealings, only to find out that she really loved him after all. Jake couldn’t follow the plot very well, and after the first few minutes he didn’t try. Occasionally Megan would laugh and look over at him and he would smile back. Their eyes would meet for a very enjoyable second and then she would go back to watching the screen.
He spent a lot of the movie studying the curve of her neck. He wondered if it was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen or if it just felt that way.
Eventually the movie ended and they got up to head back to the parking lot. Jake offered to drive her straight home but she said she wanted to walk a little. Of course he agreed. They walked along a covered sidewalk along a row of shops that were closed for the evening, talking about the movie—Jake, feeling almost comfortable for a change, took a chance and admitted he hadn’t seen much of it, that he was much more interested in the curving shape of her ear.
She stopped and froze in place. He watched as a shiver went through her and suddenly alarm bells went off in his head, clanging out a million different warnings.
“My ear?” She stared at him with wide eyes.
“It’s beautiful,” he said, not knowing how else to explain. “I’ve been thinking that for the last hour. You have a beautiful ear.”
“You’re unbelievably weird, do you know that?”
“Yes,” he said, sighing. He turned away from her. “I do. I’ve never been like anybody else.” This was it, he decided. His heart sank in his chest. This was the part where he had to face up to the fact he wasn’t cut out for dating, or at least not for dating someone incredible and well-adjusted like her. “I’m sorry.”
“Why?” she asked.
He still couldn’t face her. “I wanted this to be a normal date. I wanted us to be boyfriend and girlfriend. You have to believe me. But I can’t change who I am. I’m weird.” He threw up his hands in resignation. “I’m a nerd. A geek. I’m so sorry. I can’t get through one date without creeping you out. I’ll take you home.”
She grabbed his chin in her hand and he went rigid as she pulled his face around so she could stare into it.
“I said you were weird, Jake. I didn’t say I didn’t like it.”
She grabbed at his hands and pulled him down a narrow alley between two stores. They came out on the side away from the parking lot, a narrow strip of asphalt full of dumpsters and lost shopping carts.
“Nobody’s ever said anything about my ear before,” she told him, with a laugh. “It makes me feel special, do you understand? Do you know how rare that is?” She didn’t let him answer. She was too busy pushing him back against a rough wall and kissing him deeply.
He went into shock, a little. He closed his eyes. He opened them again. She was still kissing him. Her tongue was in his mouth. Her hands were on his chest, her short fingernails digging through his shirt.
It was exactly the wrong time for him to notice that someone had tagged the dumpster behind her. It was the last thing he should have paid attention to. Yet what he saw made his blood run cold, even as other parts of him were starting to warm up. Written in red spray paint were the words:
DON’T TRUST ANYONE OVER 17
 



Chapter Eighteen
DON’T TRUST ANYONE OVER 17
Jake read it again, and again.
He was seventeen. So was Megan, and Cody. Everyone over that age—Mr. Zuraw, the Principal, the police—had turned against him. The message on the dumpster could have just been crude adolescent paranoia, the passing whim of a teenager unable to accept or understand the adult world. Except Jake didn’t think that was it at all.
Maybe he was reading too much into what was, honestly, a very simple message. Except that—well—he couldn’t be sure. But he thought it was written in exactly the same shade of red spray paint as the string of Ps and Fs he’d found in the ruins behind the school. Which meant that maybe the same person had left both messages.
Messages meant for him, and him alone.
DON’T TRUST ANYONE OVER 17
“Megan,” he said, “when’s your birthday?”
Megan stopped kissing his neck and took a step backwards. “Not until March,” she said. She looked confused.
“So you’re still seventeen.”
“I think you’re getting ahead of yourself,” she told him. “It’s not illegal to kiss me. And that’s as far as I planned on going tonight.”
“Wait—what?”
The start of a rage was smoldering behind her eyes. What he said next could fan the flames into a conflagration, if he wasn’t careful. “I didn’t mean… what you think I meant,” he said. “I was looking at that.” He pointed at the graffiti on the dumpster.
She turned to look at it. Her face was a mask of suspicion. “You were reading graffiti while I was trying to make out with you.”
He could only nod. She was going to be pissed. She had a right to be pissed. He wanted very, very much to rewind his life about thirty seconds but that wasn’t an option. “That message means something to me. Something… I can’t explain.”
He was still struggling to get his mind around the implications of the fact that someone was leaving him messages all over town. He had to think about that. He had to decide what it meant. In the process he could, quite possibly, lose Megan forever.
Already she was walking away from him, back toward the alley. Toward the parking lot and his car. She wanted him to take her home. The date was over.
“Wait,” he said, and this time, there was no hesitation. He knew exactly what to say. It came to him in a sudden flash of inspiration that left him sweaty and a little breathless. “Megan.”
She turned, her short hair swinging across her cheek. Her eyes were narrow slits.
“I trust you,” he said. “I want to tell you everything.”
That at least stopped her where she was. So he began. He told her about the row of initials on the underside of his bedside table. He told her about what he’d been doing and thinking when her car hit the side of his house. He told her about his worst suspicion: “They can make people fall asleep on command—it’s a post-hypnotic suggestion, I think. A voice says ‘sleep’ in a certain tone and you just lose consciousness instantly. They could have broadcast the command over your car radio. You said you blacked out for a second, and I think that’s why. They wanted you to crash your car, to see how I would react. They would have let you burn to death in there if I hadn’t got you out.”
She was still angry but now she looked a little scared. “That’s insane, Jake. Crazy—totally crazy. You actually believe this?”
“Yes,” he said. “Do you want me to stop? To stop talking about this?”
She bit her lower lip. “No.”
He went on. He told her about the blue envelope, and his initial talk with Mr. Zuraw. How he and Cody had tried to bring in the police, and how that had been a failure. He told her about the test in Classroom 187 and the history quiz in Farsi. He told her about breaking into Mr. Zuraw’s office, where she’d surprised him.
He couldn’t tell if she believed him or not. It didn’t matter, on one level, because he just had to get it off his chest. He had to tell somebody other than Cody. Somebody who was seventeen, like him. Someone he could trust. Maybe whether she believed him or not meant everything.
It especially mattered a lot whether she believed what came next, because he wasn’t sure if he believed it himself, and he wanted a second opinion.
“Every adult in town may be in on this.”
“What, you mean our parents?”
“Well, no,” he admitted. That didn’t seem right. Jake’s Mom and Dad didn’t seem the type to torment schoolchildren for fun. “All the teachers, though. And the school board. And the police, and—”
“Getting crazier, Jake,” she said. “So who can you trust?”
“Well, you. And Cody. I don’t think the other students know what’s going on. And then there’s somebody… there’s whoever painted that. Somebody who is trying to send me messages. To help me.”
“Who is it?” she asked.
“I don’t know! It must be another student, or at least somebody our age. I have to find out. I have to find them, and find out what they know. If I can find them maybe they can answer some of my questions. Maybe they can help me pass some of the tests.”
Jake couldn’t think. He needed to work this out, to think about what he was being shown, and why, and by whom. Maybe the graffiti artist knew a way to get out of the Curriculum. He stopped for a second. “You believe me, don’t you? You don’t just think I’m crazy?”
“What, about this whole thing? About passing and failing and guys in silver masks giving you weird tests?”
“Yeah,” Jake said.
She said nothing. She just stared at him, looking right into his eyes. Then she did the thing he feared the most. She looked away.
“Jake, I don’t know you all that well. I was just starting to figure out who you are. This changes a lot of things.”
“No. It doesn’t change the fact that I think you’re beautiful. That I want you to be part of my life.”
Her eyes went wide and she stepped farther away from him. “Don’t do that.”
He shook his head. “What? Don’t do what?”
“Don’t pressure me like that. Give me time to think, to process this. It’s not fair,” she said, turning away from him, walking back to the alley that led to the parking lot. She wanted to escape. “It’s not fair that you’re crazy. Not when I was starting to really like you. That’s not fair!”
“If I’m crazy,” he said, “then I’m sorry. But if I’m not, if this is all real, if everything I told you is real—”
“Enough,” she said. “Take me home right now. And don’t say another word the whole way.”
He did as she asked. She got out of the car without even looking at him and hurried inside her house. He watched her front door for a while after it closed behind her. Then he drove home and parked the station wagon in his garage.
Another test, he thought. Not one in the Curriculum, but one he was going to have to pass all the same. He was going to have to convince her. That, or lose her forever.
 



Chapter Nineteen
“Maybe it’s for the best, Jake,” Cody said in homeroom on Monday. “I know you really liked Megan, and it seemed like she liked you. But if she can’t handle this—”
“She just doesn’t believe me,” Jake said, staring at the scratched top of his desk. Generations of kids had scrawled things there, digging into the soft wood with the sharp ends of compasses or just scribbling in permanent ink. Many of the words were obscene, but none of them looked like secret messages from a mysterious benefactor. MARTIN F IS GAY, he read. AMY LOVES SAM, and then below that, in a different hand, DOES NOT! A little to one side someone had written D WAS HERE. None of it meant anything to him. “And why should she? It does sound crazy, if you haven’t seen the Proctors. If nobody has ever shot at you.”
Cody leaned close. “Do you want my advice or not?”
Jake sat up and looked at his friend. “Always,” he said.
“Then take this as a sign that you need to concentrate on your tests. You know what’s at stake. Can you really afford a distraction like her right now?”
I can’t afford to feel the way I do, Jake thought, but he kept it to himself. His stomach hadn’t felt right since he’d driven her home after their failed date. It felt tight and scrunched up, like someone was squeezing it all the time. The feeling just wouldn’t go away. He tried to think of a logical reply. “Right now, you’re the only one who knows about the tests. You’re the only one who can help me. If I had somebody else I could count on it would really help.”
Cody shook his head. He might have said something more but just then the bell rang for first period and they gathered up their books and went to their separate classes. Jake did his best to pay attention through Pre-Calculus and English, but it just didn’t work—his mind was elsewhere and he did little but jot down occasional notes and try not to stare out the window.
After lunch he had Physics II, which was taught by Mr. Irwin, a very thin man with a bald head and a huge beard. Mr. Irwin had always been one of Jake’s favorite teachers, in part because he actually tried to make science interesting, but also because he had a way of helping his students grasp complicated ideas, somehow giving each of them personal attention even when he was addressing a class of thirty. He was lecturing about vectors and Newton’s laws, which was pretty abstract, but somehow he made it seem simple. When the class was dismissed Jake got up from his desk but he didn’t leave right away. “Mr. Irwin,” he said, “do you have a minute to talk?”
The teacher looked up from the papers he was grading on his desk. “Sure, Jake. I don’t have another class until sixth period. Something on your mind?”
Jake had been coming up with a plan all day but he needed help to implement it. “I need to convince somebody of something,” he said.
“Not really my area. You want to talk about elastic and inelastic collisions, maybe I can help.” The teacher smiled warmly. “Okay. Did you have somebody specific in mind?”
Jake sighed. “Yeah. And I thought you could help because—you know all about electronics, I remember we did a unit on circuits back in Physics I. This… person… thinks I’m lying to her. About… something. I thought maybe you would know how I could build a lie detector.”
“Intriguing question,” Mr. Irwin said. “I like your practical approach. Well, maybe there’s something we could do.” He got up from his desk and headed back towards a storage closet at the back of the classroom. As he dug in his pocket for the key, he asked, “So it’s a girl you’ve taken an interest in?”
“Yeah,” Jake said. That was not a conversation he really wanted to have with his science teacher but he did need Mr. Irwin’s help.
“And you told her something she didn’t believe,” the teacher went on. He was trying to draw Jake out, make him explain himself better. When Jake didn’t say anything, he shrugged. “Well, I have to say in my experience real people aren’t entirely bound by the laws of matter and energy.”
Jake laughed.
“In fact, I’ve met very few young women who were impressed by heavy machinery. I think if you’re just sincere enough with her that might work a little better. Still. Just the fact you’ve gone to so much trouble on her behalf might score you some points. Come in here for a second.” He opened the door and led Jake into the storage closet, which was narrow but long enough for them to walk in a ways. The closet’s walls were lined with deep metal shelves that held all of the school’s science supplies—microscopes, boxes of prepared slides, boxes and jars of chemicals, even a wide selection of fetal pigs prepared for dissection. The physics equipment was at the back. The shelves there held prisms and mirrors and simple machines: wedges, blocks and tackle, pulleys. The electronic equipment was on a bottom shelf and Mr. Irwin stooped to sort through it: an old oscilloscope, a Crookes tube on an elaborate metal stand, plastic boxes full of diodes and anodes and resistors, huge dry cell batteries that looked like they had corroded over time.
The two of them were far from any prying eyes—or ears. Jake felt strangely safe back there as if he were hidden from the Proctors for the first time since the school year began. He supposed he knew better but, after all, Mr. Irwin had always been nice to him, had always been more than a teacher, almost a friend. When Jake had won the junior year science fair for his experiment with growing grass seed under ultraviolet lights, Mr. Irwin had been more excited for him even than his parents and had shaken his hand warmly and said some really encouraging things. He decided to take a chance.
“Are you in on it, Mr. Irwin?” he asked.
The teacher grew very still. He was crouched down by the shelves, his thin knees up around his ears. “In on what, Jake?” he asked. His voice sounded very controlled.
“The Pass/Fail Curriculum. I mean. I hate to ask.” It was possible, he supposed, that some of the teachers weren’t Proctors. That Mr. Irwin didn’t have a silver mask in the bottom drawer of his desk. “But I need to know.”
“I’m afraid you’ve lost me.” Mr. Irwin dug a cardboard box out of the back of a low shelf. It was about the size of a cake box and it was covered in dust. He handed it to Jake and stood back up. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, in fact,” he said, as if he wanted to make something very clear. “But maybe you’ll do me a favor and answer a question for me.”
“Okay,” Jake said.
“This is purely hypothetical, now. Very abstract. Unlike your young woman it has nothing to do with the real world.” He was looking right into Jake’s eyes.
“Sure.”
“Let’s say that someone asked someone else the question you just asked me. Let’s call them Student X and Mr. Y. Now, perhaps Mr. Y would very, very much like to tell Student X all kinds of interesting things. He’s a teacher after all, our Mr. Y, and imparting knowledge is his passion. But let’s say there’s another variable in this equation. We can call our third entity Mr. Z if you like.”
Jake nodded.
“Let’s say Mr. Z had already spoken to Mr. Y and told him that Student X might come and ask the question. Now, Mr. Z needs to make sure that Mr. Y doesn’t answer it. So what would Mr. Z do? He might tell Mr. Y that if he so much as thought about answering it, Mr. Y would be fired from his job. And that if that wasn’t enough to convince him to keep his mouth shut, maybe Mr. Y knew for a fact that Mr. Z could do a lot worse to a person than just fire him.”
“This hypothetical Mr. Z is capable of just about anything,” Jake agreed.
“Exactly. Now maybe Mr. Y really, really wants to help Student X. Maybe he feels extremely sorry that he can’t. My question for you, Jake, is this. Would it be fair for Student X to expect an answer?”
Jake looked down at the box in his hands. “I guess not.”
Mr. Irwin smiled. “Logic problems are always fun, because they have easy answers. Okay, you’re all set up.”
Jake frowned. “Huh? What’s in this box?”
“Your lie detector,” Mr. Irwin said. “No assembly required.”
 



Chapter Twenty
The machine was about eight inches square, an enameled steel box with a shiny silver hand grip mounted on either side. On its face was a needle gauge and a single knob marked GAIN. It was scratched and dented in several places, and someone had scraped away some of the enamel so that it said GO PANTHERS! on one side. The rivets on part of its face had come loose and it was held together there with duct tape.
“It’s called a galvanometer,” Jake explained. He sounded desperate even to himself. “They use it in the electronics unit to show how even human bodies conduct electricity. It also works as a primitive kind of lie detector. Whenever a person’s emotional state changes, the amount of sweat on their skin changes, too. That’s called the galvanic skin response. Modern lie detector machines are called polygraphs and they measure a bunch of different things: pulse, respiration, brain activity—and GSR, which many people think is the most important and hardest to fool.”
Megan watched him with cold eyes.
He could feel himself sweating already. He’d found a nice unoccupied room, a practice room at the back of the music rooms, and set up his lie detector on a table with two chairs. Then he’d sent Cody to go find and fetch Megan. It had taken a very long time for him to return. Jake wondered if that meant she had been reluctant to come or whether Cody had just had trouble finding her. He glanced at his friend, who just shrugged.
“Come on, sit down,” Jake said, gesturing at one of the chairs. “I promise, if this shows I’m lying, I’ll never bother you again.”
“Is that what I’m supposed to want?” Megan asked. “To have you leave me alone?”
“You haven’t said a word to me in nearly a week. Every morning I wait for you on the way to school and you’re never there.”
Megan folded her arms and looked away. “I’ve been having my mom drive me. What I want, Jake, is for you to not be crazy. I want you to get help. You don’t have to prove anything to me.”
“I think I do,” Jake told her. “Please.”
“It won’t prove anything,” she insisted. “I never thought you were lying. I think you honestly believe all this weird stuff. I think you believe it so strongly you’ve even convinced your sidekick here.”
“Hey!” Cody said. “I’m not a—”
She held up her hands by way of apology. Cody didn’t look satisfied but he shut up.
Jake stared down at the machine as if it had already failed him. She was right, of course. It was possible he was crazy, that he had hallucinated everything, and that this wouldn’t prove a thing. But he’d worked so hard to make this happen, to get her here. “Just give it one chance,” he said. “Please. At least let me show you how it works. You can go first so you can see there’s no trick.”
She walked over to the table but didn’t sit down. “Will it hurt?” she asked. “Does it zap you or something?”
“Not at all. There’s no power cord, see? And no batteries in it, either. It’s a completely passive device. It just measures the current going through your own body. This knob,” he said, touching the black plastic GAIN control, “adjusts the sensitivity. That’s all there is to it.”
She sighed deeply. But then she sat down. Jake smiled at her and showed her how to hold the grips. They were smooth where generations of Fulton High students had grabbed them during countless demonstrations over decades of physics classes. Jake wondered if the galvanometer had ever been used for this purpose before.
“So what now?” she said. “It feels a little cold.”
“That’s just the metal. It’ll warm up in your hands. Now Cody will ask you a couple questions. You just answer them as you please, either lie or tell the truth, and watch the needle.”
She nodded.
“Is your name Megan Gottschalk?” Cody asked. They had found a book on lie detectors in the school library and had learned that you were supposed to ask a series of what were called baseline questions first. These established the GSR when the subject was calm and collected.
“Yes,” Megan said.
The needle on the gauge failed to move.
“Are you a student at this school?” Cody asked.
“Yes.”
Again, no movement.
“Is your hair blue?”
“Yes,” Megan said, and even she laughed out loud when the needle fluttered against its scale.
Cody adjusted the gain knob and asked, “Do you still like Jake?”
Megan’s lips pressed tightly together. “It’s complicated—” she began, but she stopped when the needle jumped wildly. She let go of the handles and sat back in her chair, not looking at either of the boys.
I’ve still got a chance, Jake realized. She still likes me. He just needed to get past her idea that he was crazy. This was the start of convincing her. It was working!
“My turn,” he said.
She shrugged, still looking away.
He turned the box around on the table so it was facing the other chair. He sat down there and tried to calm himself down. He hadn’t felt truly calm since the end of their date. It was possible to fool the galvanometer, he knew. Hardened criminals could supposedly fake out a lie detector test any number of ways. It was also possible that the subject would be so frightened of the test that even truthful answers would make the needle jump. He had to keep it together so that didn’t happen.
“Okay,” he said. “When I grab the handles, you start asking me questions. Anything you want to know,” he said. “Ask me if I made up my story. Ask me if I really care about you.”
“Can I ask if you wear boxers or briefs?” Megan asked, her voice icy with sarcasm. But she was looking at him again.
“Anything,” he told her. “Starting now.” He reached forward and grabbed the handles. Then something funny happened.
His eyes went very wide.
“Jake,” she said, “is something wrong?”
The needle hovered a fraction of an inch above zero. Meanwhile, the worst pain Jake had ever felt in his entire life was searing its way up his arms. He felt like his hands were burning where they touched the metal grips. He felt like his hair was standing straight up from his head and tiny lightning bolts were zig-zagging across his scalp. He felt like he was going to die.
Somehow the machine was sending live electricity into his body. Somehow it was slowly electrocuting him. It must have malfunctioned—but no, that was impossible. It didn’t plug into the wall. It didn’t even have any batteries. Mr. Irwin had assured him it was totally passive and completely incapable of hurting a human being. Mr. Irwin, who had also practically said out loud that he was in on the Curriculum. That he was one of the Proctors.
Mr. Irwin had lied.
“Jake, let go. Just—just let go,” Megan said. “Jake, you’re scaring me! Let go of that thing!”
“I… can’t,” Jake said, even as he felt the skin on his hands start to scorch.
 



Chapter Twenty-One
Cody tried to grab the box away from Jake. The second his hands touched it his legs went out from under him and he jumped backwards shrieking as if he’d been bitten by a wild animal.
“Jesus,” he said, clambering back up to his feet. “The whole thing’s rigged. Jake, you have to let go of this thing.”
“Why can’t you let go?” Megan asked, reaching for Jake’s arms. She looked like she was going to pull him off the box.
“Don’t!” he said. “You’ll get shocked, too.” He had to grit his teeth to keep from shouting at her. The pain was intense and it wasn’t going away or getting any easier to bear. “Somehow it’s got me trapped. I keep telling my hands to let go but they aren’t obeying me.”
“Yeah. Yeah! I know about this,” Cody said, grabbing the edge of the table. “When you’re getting shocked with electricity, your muscles contract. You can’t help it. When guys try to break out of prison by climbing an electric fence, this same thing happens—their hands contract around the wires and they can’t let go.”
“Well how do we turn this thing off?” Megan demanded, but Cody didn’t get a chance to answer, even if he knew.
The door of the practice room opened quietly and a Proctor walked in, dressed in the traditional blue serge suit and mirrored mask.
Megan let out a gasp. Not a scream. Jake was proud of her for not screaming—she’d never seen a Proctor before. She’d thought they were a delusion until the one walking in the door.
Cody started running toward the Proctor as if he would knock it down but the Proctor just held up one gloved hand and said “Sleep,” in the buzzing fan voice Jake had come to know all too well. Instantly Cody collapsed on the floor in a heap. Jake hoped he hadn’t hit his head on the floor on the way down.
“What are you doing to him?” Megan demanded. Jake was a little surprised to see that she hadn’t fallen asleep herself. A little surprise was all he could manage—the rest of his brain was taken up by the overwhelming pain. He could feel sweat rolling down his face and he was having trouble breathing it hurt so much.
The Proctor took a step toward the table. Megan took a step back.
“Jake is undergoing a test of his pain threshold,” the Proctor droned. “It will be over shortly. Jake, you may observe the needle gauge of the galvanometer.”
“What?” Jake demanded. He stared at the needle. It was still hovering just a little above zero. “Yeah? So what?” he asked. Then he saw what he was supposed to see.
What he should have seen before. If he’d been smart, if he hadn’t been so worried about convincing Megan he was telling the truth, he might have noticed and saved himself a lot of trouble. There were some scratches in the enamel paint just above the needle gauge. They looked like random scuff marks unless you knew they were supposed to be letters. About two-thirds of the way between zero and maximum, someone had scratched a rough P into the paint. A little farther toward maximum, maybe a sixteenth of an inch farther, were the letters AFC.
He knew instantly what they meant. P was for Pass. AFC was for Automatic Failure Condition.
“Megan,” he said, “this is going to be tricky. I need your help.”
She turned to face him but she couldn’t stop glancing back at the Proctor.
“Pretend he’s not there,” Jake told her. “Please. I want you to turn the gain knob all the way down.”
“I’ll get shocked, like Cody,” she said.
“No, not if you’re careful. The knob is plastic, so it doesn’t conduct electricity. Please. Just all the way to the left, as if you were turning it off.”
She nodded and reached for the knob. She was very careful not to touch any part of the metal surface of the box. With a trembling hand she twisted the knob all the way to the left.
Jake was not surprised when the needle failed to move. The pain didn’t go away. It didn’t even drop in intensity. There was no way to turn the current off, then, or even down. Up, on the other hand, would probably work.
“Okay,” he said. “Now turn it the other way. Just a little.”
She nodded and rotated the knob very, very slowly to the right.
The needle lifted a fraction of an inch. Jake’s arms went rigid as the current racing through his hands increased. The pain burst through his head, stronger than before, more demanding. He thought he was going to cry. He was very worried he might wet himself.
He had to go further, if he wanted to pass.
“Okay, I see how it works,” he said. “You have to turn it up until the needle reaches the P there. Do you see the P?”
“Yes,” Megan said. She looked back at the Proctor.
“Don’t look at him! He’s not doing anything. You need to move the knob to the P, as fast as you can. But—and this is very important—don’t turn it too far. You have to be very careful not to turn it all the way to where it says AFC.”
“What happens then?” Megan asked.
I’ll die, Jake thought. The current will be strong enough to kill me. If he told her that, however, he would scare her. He might scare her so much she wouldn’t be able to turn the knob at all. “It’s just bad. Don’t worry about that. Do you trust me?”
“Yes,” she said.
“Cool. You’re going to get me out of this, Megan. You’re going to save my life, and then we’ll be even. Now, are you ready?”
She bit her lower lip and nodded. Then she reached for the knob. With one quick motion she twisted it almost all the way to the right.
Jake felt like wild animals were eating their way up his arms, starting at his fingers and palms. The electricity surged through him making every muscle in his body jump, making his hair start to smoke, making him feel like he was going to explode—
—and then everything went black.
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
Jake’s return to consciousness was a slow and unpleasant process.
Inside his head, in the dark, it had been warm and safe. Nobody was trying to hurt or kill him. He didn’t have anything to prove. He didn’t have any tests to pass. Nothing happened in there, ever, which meant nothing bad could happen.
Then he heard Megan’s voice calling him. She sounded very far away and oddly distorted, as if she were shouting up at him from the bottom of a well. Or maybe he was at the bottom and she was shouting down. She kept calling his name and asking him questions but he couldn’t hear well enough to know how he was supposed to answer them. Occasionally he heard Cody calling him, as well.
He tried to ignore them, but because there was no other sound where he was, that proved impossible. So he started trying to shout back, to tell them to leave him alone. That meant learning how to use his mouth and lungs all over again.
Then he opened his eyes and pain came rushing into the world. There was light everywhere and it was buzzing, ringing in his ears. No, wait, that didn’t make any sense, light didn’t buzz—
“His eyes are open,” Megan said, sounding excited. Sounding like this was the best thing that had ever happened to her.
Jake wasn’t so thrilled by it. He started to close his eyes again and the comfortable darkness started rolling back over him like a soothing fog—
“Oh no you don’t,” Megan insisted, and she grabbed at his arms and pulled him upwards, pulled at him until he was sitting up. He hadn’t realized he was lying down. There was dirt on his face and he rubbed at his cheeks and mouth to clear it away. Instead he got a face full of goopy cream that smelled like medicine. “Where am I?” he asked.
“The ruins,” Cody told him. Cody’s shadow fell across Jake’s eyes and that helped a little. “Megan wanted to take you to the nurse’s office but I figured they would just shoot you full of arsenic there. I mean, they clearly want to kill you.”
Jake shook his head. “No. They’re willing to kill me. But they don’t want to kill me. That makes all the difference, the way they see it.” He slowly turned his head. There was Megan, squatting down next to him.
“Hi,” he said, sleepily.
“Hi, yourself.” She pressed one palm against his forehead and frowned at him. “I’m glad to see I didn’t kill you.”
He smiled at her. It felt good to have her touch him, to have her close by. In the week since she’d decided he was crazy he’d been missing her terribly.
“So what happened?” he asked.
She looked away. “I turned the knob, just like you told me to. You—well, you screamed. It was hard to stay focused with you screaming right in my ear but I did it, I turned the needle all the way to P. Then it dropped back to zero, almost instantly, and you let go of the handles and fell out of your chair. You were totally out of it and I started yelling at the Proctor, I was kind of convinced you were dead, and—”
“Then I woke up,” Cody told him. “I guess the Proctor woke me up. He was just walking out of the room as if nothing had happened and I was lying on the floor staring at the ceiling, that’s all I knew. But I figured I should follow him. See where he went.”
“I had to stay with you,” Megan said. “I had to make sure you were okay.”
Cody went on, “I followed him half way to the teacher’s wing, but then he just disappeared. He turned a corner and when I went around that same corner he was nowhere to be seen. I think they must have a secret passage there somewhere.”
“Then Cody came back to us,” Megan finished, “and we agreed we couldn’t just leave you there. So we carried you here. There were kids in the halls—it must have been between periods—and they just stared at us, nobody even offered to help. There was one kid, in a black t-shirt, he asked if you were dead and I just didn’t know. I didn’t even answer him. Cody thought this would be a safe place so we brought you here and—”
“And—” Cody said.
Jake held up one goopy hand to stop them.
“Thanks,” he said. He was looking at Megan.
She smiled back.
“So,” Jake said, closing his eyes. He felt weak and small, but the sunlight on his skin was helping. “So now I know what happened. I’m still wondering how it happened.”
“What do you mean?” Cody asked.
Jake nodded. “Cody, did you take the galvanometer out of the music room or did you just leave it there?”
Cody looked away. “I was afraid to touch it. Do you want me to go back and look for it?”
Jake shook his head. “The Proctors or Mr. Zuraw or somebody will have taken it away by now. They don’t want me to get my hands on it again. They know I would take it apart to see how they did it, whether there was actually a battery in there or a capacitor or whatever.”
“I didn’t think,” Cody said.
Jake shrugged. “Honestly, it’s not that important. What really bothers me is that
when I went to Mr. Irwin, I hadn’t told anybody about my plan. About how I was thinking of taking a lie detector test. But when I told him what I was looking for, he went right to that galvanometer and gave it to me. He didn’t even open the box. Which means he must have had it ready in advance—rigged up to give me that shock as soon as I touched the handles. But how did he know?”
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
“You’re saying that Mr. Zuraw knew what you were going to do before you did it,” Cody said, picking his words very carefully.
“He knew,” Jake said, “somehow, that Megan wouldn’t believe me when I told her about the Curriculum. And he knew that I was going to try to convince her that I was telling the truth. He knew how I would react. Or at least he knew me well enough to plan for a possible reaction.” He shrugged. “I think it’s safe to assume he’s not psychic.”
“Really? Are you sure that’s a safe assumption?” Megan asked, wide-eyed. “He’s got access to technologies we’ve never heard of. Portable telephones. Mass hypnosis. Whatever that box in his desk drawer was. For all you know he’s got mental telepathy and precognition, too.”
“This from the girl who believed none of this a couple days ago,” Jake said.
“I’m not saying it’s likely. Just possible.”
Jake shook his head. “I see what you mean but if we start thinking like that, where does it stop? Maybe he has a time machine and he comes from the future, so he already knows what I’m going to do next? No, I think there has to be a more logical answer. He’s got a PhD in developmental psychology. The last time I was in his office I saw his diploma. So he’s probably very, very good at guessing what someone my age will do in a given situation. But that’s not enough, either. He’s got something more, another way to keep ahead of me. I think he’s watching me. All the time.”
Cody looked over his shoulder as if the guidance counselor would be standing right there. “What, like, even when you’re in the bathroom?”
“Probably even when I’m asleep. I think he has cameras and microphones hidden all over the school, and in my house, and probably a lot of other places, too. I think he’s got me under constant surveillance. I mentioned my plan to Cody. Not in any great detail, but enough maybe for him to prepare the rigged galvanometer before I even thought to ask for it. Everything we say and do must get recorded, analyzed, processed and then acted upon. I’m sure he’s watching you, Cody, and now, Megan, I’m sorry to say it, but—”
“But I should start turning out the lights before I get undressed for bed at night.” She shivered visibly. “What a nasty thought. Mr. Zuraw watching me…”
“Wouldn’t we see all these cameras?” Cody asked.
Jake glanced over at Megan. She seemed distinctly perturbed by the idea that she was being watched. That was probably a good thing, he told himself. It meant she would be careful. “They might be very small. Or they could be hidden in the light fixtures, or in the radiator vents in the classrooms—who knows? As Megan said, he’s got technology we’ve never heard of. If he can build a telephone you keep in your pocket, surely he can create a camera you’ll never see.”
“We need to find them. Figure out a place where there aren’t any,” Megan suggested. “So we have a place we can talk safely.”
Jake shrugged. “If such a place exists. We’ll look,” he assured her. “Who knows? We might even get lucky and find something. For now, I think we just need to start paying attention to what we say to each other.”
The three of them agreed to that readily enough.
“Okay. If we’re done for the day, then I really ought to get over to English class,” Cody said. “We have a midterm coming up soon and I still have to worry about letter grades.” Before he left he looked sheepishly at Megan, then grabbed Jake into a bear hug. “I’m glad you didn’t die,” he said.
“Me, too,” Jake said. He smiled. “I’m glad you didn’t crack your head open when you fell down.”
Cody nodded and headed back to the school.
When they were alone again Megan let Jake put his arm around her shoulders—just to support him, she said, since he was still feeling weak and barely able to walk. As they crossed the narrow strip of desert between the ruins and the school she asked him, “Aren’t you scared? I would be petrified right now. I wouldn’t be able to make plans or anything. I would run home to my parents and spend the rest of the day crying.”
Jake shrugged a little, leaning hard on her shoulder. She was a lot stronger than she looked—she was carrying most of his weight. “Of course I’m scared. They tried to kill me. But I can’t tell my parents about it or they’ll think I’m crazy and they’ll make me take antipsychotic drugs and spend all day in therapy. I can’t just go home, either. I need to keep thinking. The Proctors may not want to kill me, but they’re willing to let me die if I don’t figure out how to pass the tests. So I can’t afford to let my fear keep me from thinking, ever. I have to stay sharp.”
“I guess,” she said, “that one of the advantages of being a girl is that you’re allowed to have human emotions. Or at least to show them in public.”
Jake laughed. Then he realized that Cody was gone, and he was alone with Megan—which meant he could finally ask her the big question. Yet as usual he found he had trouble thinking of the right words. He eventually settled on, “Um, so.”
“Yeah,” Megan replied. “So. Obviously, everything you told me was true. I thought you were a paranoid schizophrenic. Now I don’t think that.”
“I guess my lie detector trick worked,” he said, trying to make a joke.
She didn’t laugh. “You could have been killed. You were trying to protect me from that, from knowing that I could kill you if I wasn’t careful.”
“Yes,” he admitted.
“Don’t do that anymore,” she told him. “I’m part of this now. You tell me everything, because I need to know everything if I’m going to be any help to you.”
“That’s what you want? To help me?”
“Yes,” she said.
“Is that… all that you want?” he asked.
She knew, of course, what he meant. He was asking her if they could pick up where they’d left off—making out. Dating. Being boyfriend and girlfriend.
“We’ll see,” she said.
They had reached the door that led back into the teacher’s wing of the school. She let go of him to pull the doors open and he managed to totter inside on his own power. He thought he was going to be okay.
As soon as he got home that night, he went up to his room and crawled into bed, and slept for almost twelve hours straight.
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
Morning light came through Jake’s windows and painted his blankets white. It was a little after five AM, much earlier than he normally got up, but he was awake now and he knew he couldn’t just turn over and go back to sleep. Not with that light streaming in. He’d forgotten to close the blinds the night before. He’d forgotten to brush his teeth, as well, and his mouth felt furry on the inside. As if deposits of mold had grown along the sides of his teeth and underneath his tongue.
He sat up, careful to avoid a head rush, and started to swivel his legs around to put his feet on the floor. He intended to get up and go to the bathroom down the hall. He might as well get the day started. Before his bare feet touched the cold floorboards, though, he heard a sound near his door and he froze in place.
Someone was out there. Just outside his door. In the crack between the bottom of the door and its jamb he could see their shadow. Jake stopped breathing. Was this another test? Had Mr. Zuraw sent an assassin to kill him in his sleep?
The person outside the door bent down with creaking joints and then the edge of a pale blue envelope appeared in the crack. Slowly, quietly, the envelope was pushed inside his room.
No assassin, then. Just a messenger. Someone had come to deliver the PASS he had earned the day before.
Jake wanted to know very badly who it might be.
Even before the envelope was all the way under the door he sprang, throwing himself at the door, knowing that the second he landed and made the slightest sound the messenger would run away. His shoulder collided painfully with the door and he heard a muffled curse outside. It sounded like someone swearing through an electric fan. A Proctor, then. Jake reached up to yank on the doorknob even as he heard the Proctor spin around on his heels and start dashing away.
The door opened with a loud creak and Jake rolled out into the hall. At the other end of the hallway he could see someone in blue running down the stairs toward the front door. He gave chase, dressed only in his boxer shorts and a t-shirt, but when he dashed out through the front door he couldn’t see anyone in the street.
“Damn,” he said, and ran his hands through his hair. It was still wild with sleep. He turned from side to side, looking for any sign of a running figure or a car driving away, but saw nothing. Heard nothing. Maybe the Proctor was hiding in the cactus bushes, but Jake doubted it. They were devoted to the Curriculum, he knew, but it would take a lot of devotion to jump into a stand of nopal cactus with its needle-sharp spines.
Maybe the Proctor had a hidden route to and from the house. It was a scary thought, but it made a certain amount of sense. They had secret passages in the school, he knew. They could have secret passages anywhere.
Hugging himself for warmth—the sun hadn’t risen high enough over the desert to scorch away the night’s chill—he stepped back inside and closed the front door behind him. He listened carefully to see if he had woken his parents up but he heard no sign of anyone moving inside the house. So he headed back upstairs to his room, intent on sitting down for a while and thinking about his next step. Should he spend the day searching the house for trick panels or hidden switches? There were probably more productive ways to use the day. On his way back into the room he picked up the envelope the Proctor had delivered and tore it open with his thumbnail.
He barely glanced at the card inside. It was a PASS, of course—the only way to fail the galvanometer test was to die in the process—and he went to shove it in his desk drawer with the others he’d collected.
Then he noticed it wasn’t exactly like the others. There was something written on the back of the card. In a careful cursive hand, in blue ink, someone had left him the message: I’M SORRY. I DIDN’T KNOW IT WOULD BE SO DANGEROUS. I PROMISE, I’LL FIND A WAY TO MAKE IT UP TO YOU.
It was signed MR. Y.
Jake knew who it was from, then. When he’d asked Mr. Irwin about the Curriculum, the teacher had explained why he couldn’t answer in terms of a logic problem. In the context of that problem Jake had been Student X, and Mr. Irwin himself had been Mr. Y.
Jake sat down on the bed and flicked the card between his fingers for a while. He didn’t know quite what to think. He was pretty sure he knew what Mr. Irwin meant with his message. Mr. Zuraw must have approached Mr. Irwin and asked him to rig the galvanometer to deliver an electric charge when Jake used it. The device hadn’t malfunctioned—it had been intentionally tampered with, and it must have been Mr. Irwin who did the tampering. Yet now he was claiming he hadn’t realized just how much of a shock it would give Jake when he used it. That he hadn’t wanted to hurt Jake.
Interesting. Maybe that was a very good thing. Maybe it meant Jake had a friend who might be very useful indeed. Or maybe it was a trap. Maybe he was supposed to think Mr. Irwin was a friend, when in fact he was just setting Jake up for another deadly test…
Either way, Jake knew what he had to do next. If Mr. Irwin was a friend, the message on the card could get him in a lot of trouble. Folding the PASS card in his hand so that the message was hidden from view, Jake went into the bathroom and sat down on the toilet. Being careful not to make too much noise he tore the card into very small pieces and then fed them into the toilet bowl one by one. He flushed a couple of times to make sure they all went down.
It was the best he could do to hide the message. If Mr. Zuraw wanted to fish them out of the sewer and put them back together like a jigsaw puzzle, Jake knew there was no way to stop him.
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
 Typically the Proctors gave him a week in between tests. This time he only had three days. Fortunately, Jake had warning that it was coming.
He had Physics class three times a week, on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays. He knew it was going to be tricky going into that class and seeing Mr. Irwin, knowing he couldn’t ask the teacher any questions or draw attention to himself in any way. No matter how much the teacher might like to help Jake, he’d made it very clear he would be in danger if he said anything or showed Jake any special treatment. The best thing that Jake could do for the teacher was to pretend that nothing had ever happened, that the galvanometer hadn’t been rigged, that Mr. Irwin had never written a note on the back of a PASS card. It was in Jake’s interest, too. He knew that the teacher would help him in some way, if he were pressed hard enough. His guilt over what he’d done—how he’d nearly killed Jake—would make him take some action, sooner or later. Yet if Jake rushed in and just started asking difficult questions, or demanded that help immediately, he would be throwing away one of the few advantages he possessed. If he asked the wrong question or Mr. Irwin was being watched at that moment, Mr. Zuraw could swoop in and fire the teacher before he had a chance to be any help at all.
So he sat quietly in class, paying attention to the lecture but not too much attention, taking notes like any other student. His mind was racing the whole time, trying to figure out what help Mr. Irwin could give him, but he forced himself to stay calm and not show anything on his face.
The lecture that day was on quantum mechanics and the uncertainty principle, a difficult subject even for the brightest students. As usual Mr. Irwin was breaking it down carefully so that everyone in the class could understand what he was talking about. “So you have the nucleus of a calcium atom, here,” he said, drawing a circle on the chalkboard with a couple pluses and zeros inside to represent protons and neutrons. “It’s pretty big. That is to say, you could only fit about a billion of them in this little dot.” He touched the chalk lightly against the board, leaving a tiny speck. A few of the students chuckled. “And that’s squeezing them in pretty tight.” He grinned for the class, giving them a second to write their notes. “Then you have electrons. In this case, twenty of them.” He drew twenty minus symbols outside the circle. Some were quite close to the nucleus but some were pretty far away. “And you want to know where they are. It would be a shame if one of them went missing. What would he have then?”
He was looking right at Jake.
Jake squirmed in his chair. “An ion,” he said, remembering the chemistry class he’d taken the year before. “A, um, a cation, because it would have a positive charge.”
“Yes, exactly! Great,” Mr. Irwin said. “And we can’t have that. So we want to keep track of our electrons. That might sound tough to do, since electrons are very small. As small as protons and neutrons are, you could fit almost two thousand electrons in the same space. But scientists are very clever people, and they’ve managed to find a way to detect even a single electron. And not just because they have remarkably good eyesight, either.”
Jake smiled. If he wasn’t so on edge he might have enjoyed this.
Mr. Irwin moved to stand directly next to Jake. He was facing the rest of the class but he put one hand down on the wooden surface of Jake’s desk. “So to keep track of your electrons you need to know two things. You need to know where they are, right? But electrons don’t stand still. They’re always moving. So knowing where they were a minute ago isn’t the only thing you want to know. You’d also like to know its momentum, so you know where it’s headed, where it’s going to be. That’s where Uncertainty comes in. It turns out you can know one of those things, or the other, but not both, because even looking at an electron changes it. You,” he said, laying a hand on Jake’s shoulder, “only get to ask one question—because to find out the position, you have to change the momentum. To find out the momentum, you have to change the position. You can test,” he said, and rapped the desk with his knuckles, “the position, but then you’ll only ever know where the electron was today.” He knocked on the desk again. “You’ll never know where it was originally going, or where it should have been tomorrow.”
The bell rang then. Mr. Irwin held up his hands in surrender. “More on this next time, when I’ll explain why it matters.” The students laughed as they jumped up and grabbed their books, in a hurry to get out in the hall.
Jake took his time. He was only slowly realizing that he’d just been given a secret message. There had been no special reason otherwise for Mr. Irwin to emphasize those two particular words.
The message was TEST TODAY.
Jake didn’t say a word as he got up and pulled his knapsack onto his shoulders, but he tried to meet Mr. Irwin’s gaze as he walked past, hoping to thank him if only with a quick look. The teacher, however, was busy studying some papers on his desk and didn’t look up.
Jake spent the rest of the school day psyching himself up. He could handle this test, he told himself. Knowing it was coming gave him a chance to prepare himself. Unfortunately there was no way for Mr. Irwin to tell him what the test might be, or how to pass it, but just knowing it was coming helped. Before, the tests had surprised him and caught him off his guard. Not this time.
At the end of sixth period the bell didn’t ring. Jake was in Ms. Holman’s English class at the time and like many of the other students he was watching the clock, waiting for the bell. It didn’t come at the appointed time, though, and Ms. Holman kept droning on about Chaucer. She didn’t even stop her lecture when she suddenly rushed back to her desk and sat down in her chair as if she was expecting something.
It only startled Jake a little when the PA crackled to life and told all the students to sleep. Like the kids around him, Ms. Holman slumped over in her chair and stared vacantly at the ceiling. She had known, of course, what was coming, and hadn’t wanted to fall down when the command came—that was why she rushed for her chair.
When the door of the classroom opened and a masked Proctor stepped inside, Jake didn’t even jump.
“Are you ready for your next test, Jake?” the Proctor asked.
“Yes,” Jake said, and for once he thought he was.
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
The Proctor led Jake through the school, back toward the teacher’s wing. They passed silently by classrooms where nothing stirred, where the sounds of lectures being taught were absent, past the cafeteria where students lay slumped over across the long white formica tables. Jake didn’t let it get to him. He’d been through this before and he knew they were only sleeping.
When they passed Ms. Baker’s Home Economics class, Jake glanced at the window inset into the door, expecting more of the same. He nearly shrieked in surprise, then, when someone came up to the glass and pressed a hand against the window, looking out.
It was Megan. Unlike everyone else, she hadn’t fallen asleep. Interesting.
She watched his face as he passed. When he was quite close she raised her eyebrows as if asking him a question, and he could guess what it was: did he need any help, did he want her to come along. He gave her a brief shake of the head. She mouthed the words “good luck” at him, and he smiled back.
The Proctor had never stopped walking or even slowed down. Jake jogged forward to catch up and soon they were at the back door of the school, by the guidance office. They stepped outside into bright desert sunlight and Jake saw they’d arrived at the location of the test.
Two Proctors stood back there, behind them only the dusty plain and the cloudless sky, almost painfully blue. They were dressed almost exactly like the Proctor who’d led him there, except for one detail. The one on the left wore a serge suit that was spotlessly white, and his mask was the same color. The Proctor on the left was dressed in black, with a black mask.
Each of them held a single pale blue envelope before them, as if they were presenting their calling cards. They didn’t move a muscle as Jake approached.
The Proctor in white spoke first, in a buzzing voice that was much higher in pitch than the typical Proctor timbre. “I speak only the truth,” he said.
Next the Proctor in black spoke in a deep bass rumble, distorted until it was nearly a growl. “I speak only the truth,” he said.
The Proctor in white turned to look at the Proctor in black. “He speaks only in lies,” he warbled.
“He speaks only in lies,” the Proctor in black said, looking across at the Proctor in white.
Which didn’t make any sense, of course. If they both spoke only the truth, then they had both told a lie about each other. If the both spoke only in the lies, they’d told the truth about each other. It was a paradox. Unless…
Jake understood, then. One of them always spoke the truth, and had told the truth about the other speaking lies. The other never told the truth, and had told a lie about the other being honest. The problem was, there was no way to tell which of them was honest and which was a liar.
“In my hands, I hold a PASS,” the Proctor in white said.
“In my hands, I hold a PASS,” the Proctor in black replied.
“He is holding a FAIL,” they both said, in unison.
So Jake had to decide which one had the PASS. It was that simple. Except one of them was lying. And he didn’t know which one.
Okay, he thought. I’m smart enough to do this. If I wasn’t smart enough to figure this out, they never would have picked me for the Curriculum in the first place. It was a calming thought, which certainly beat the usual mind-numbing panic he felt when faced with an unexpected test.
Jake thought he should start by establishing some ground rules.
He turned to see if the mirror-faced Proctor was still there, and he was.
“Can I take both cards, and keep the one I like?”
“No,” the Proctor said. “You must choose one envelope.”
Jake had assumed as much but it never hurt to ask. After all, cheating was permitted “Can I ask them to open their envelopes and show me their cards before I make my choice?”
“No,” the Proctor said. “Once an envelope is open, it will count as your choice.”
Jake nodded. “Are there any automatic failure conditions to this test?”
“No,” the Proctor told him. “Unless you fail to choose.”
“Can I ask them questions?” he asked.
“Yes,” the Proctor said.
Jake rubbed his hands together. Easy, then. He could ask one of them whether he had blue hair or not, or whether the rain fell up, or whether the sky was green. If they answered yes or no it didn’t matter—either way it would establish whether the one he asked was honest or a liar. Then he would ask the honest one whether he held a PASS or a FAIL. Easy.
Way, way, too easy.
He started to open his mouth, to ask the Proctor in white whether he was wearing a purple shirt or not. Then a twinge of paranoia made him stop. He heard Mr. Irwin’s voice in his head, warning him there would be a test today. It had made a big difference, knowing that—he had walked into the test calm and collected, ready for just about anything. But what else had Mr. Irwin said? He’d been talking about the Uncertainty Principle, and how you could know one fact about a given particle but not two.
He had said, quite clearly, “You only get to ask one question.”
Jake rubbed at his chin for a while. Then he turned to face the Proctor in blue, behind him. “How many questions am I allowed to ask?”
The Proctor buzzed at him. “You may ask one of them one yes-or-no question. Asking a question of both at the same time, or asking a second question, will be taken as a refusal to choose an envelope, and this will result in an automatic failure condition.”
Jake’s heart jumped in his chest. If he had followed his original course of action, and asked two questions—but, he told himself slowly, he hadn’t. With Mr. Irwin’s help, he’d been smart enough to not make that mistake.
One question only. He could only ask one of them one question. That made his original strategy unworkable. He thought about what else Mr. Irwin had said, desperately looking for clues. The test seemed impossible. He had to ask which of them was holding the PASS—but then how would he know if they were lying or not?
“Please ask your question now,” the Proctor in blue said.
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
Jake stared at the Proctors dressed in black and white as if he could tell which was honest and which was the liar just by some subtle difference in their clothing or the way they stood. It was useless, though. Other than the difference in color they were identical, as were the envelopes they held in their outstretched hands.
He should have asked Megan to come with him, he thought. Maybe she could see a way to solve this one where he couldn’t. He hadn’t wanted to get her involved, not if he didn’t have to—the tests were dangerous, and if the Proctors were willing to kill him he had no doubt they’d see her as completely expendable. They might even kill her just for trying to help him, even if cheating was permitted.
He started to sweat in the heat of the desert.
He could only ask one question, and it could only be answered by yes or no. And yet he had to get two pieces of information out of that simple answer: he had to figure out if the Proctor he spoke to was telling the truth or lying, and he had to learn whether that Proctor’s envelope was a PASS or a FAIL.
This was just like the Uncertainty Principle, he thought. You could determine a particle’s position or its momentum—but never both at the same time. Mr. Irwin had been trying to warn him how tricky this was going to be when he gave that lecture.
Jake silently thanked the teacher, though he wasn’t sure exactly what for. Mr. Irwin had managed to send Jake one secret message, why not two? Why couldn’t he have slipped the word “black” or “white” into his lesson plan? Unless maybe he didn’t know which of them would be the one holding the PASS. Maybe even the Proctor in blue didn’t know.
Jake closed his eyes and tried to remember everything else that Mr. Irwin had said to him recently, anything that might be useful. A lot of things came to him but they were warnings, not solutions. Then he recalled one thing. It wasn’t an answer, but maybe it would help.
Mr. Irwin had said that logic problems were fun, because there was always a clear answer.
Which maybe meant that this puzzle wasn’t like the Uncertainty Principle at all. It had to have a definite answer. Subatomic particles couldn’t ever be fully measured—you could only determine a probability of them being in a certain place, or possessing a certain momentum. But the blue envelopes weren’t subatomic particles. They didn’t follow the rules of quantum mechanics.
Which meant there might just be a way of learning two pieces of information at the same time. Jake thought about it. The answer to his question had to be simplicity itself: either a yes, or a no. But what if the question were complex? He worked through a number of possible questions in his mind, then finally hit on a solution.
It had to be phrased perfectly, though. Jake licked his lips, wiped his sweaty palms on his jeans, and then turned to one of the Proctors. It didn’t matter which one, and he was barely aware that he was addressing the Proctor in black.
“If,” he began, choosing each word carefully, “I were to ask him,” he went on, pointing at the Proctor in white, “whether or not he’s holding a PASS, what would his answer be?”
The Proctor in black boomed out his reply in a drone that made Jake’s teeth buzz. “Yes,” he said.
“Very good. The question has been asked. Now,” the Proctor in blue said, “please choose your envelope.”
Jake nodded. Then he stepped forward and took the envelope out of the Proctor in black’s hands.
It had to be the right one.
If the Proctor in black was honest, then it followed that the Proctor in white was a liar. Which meant that if the Proctor in white claimed to be holding the PASS, then in fact he was holding the FAIL.
But—conversely—if the Proctor in black was a liar, then he the Proctor in white had to be honest. Which meant that he would have answered “yes” if he was holding a PASS and “no” if he was holding a FAIL. But because the Proctor in black spoke only in lies, he would answer Jake’s question with the opposite of what the Proctor in white would really have said. Which meant that the Proctor in white would actually have said “no.” if Jake had asked him the question.
Either way the Proctor in black had to be holding the PASS.
Jake dropped to his knees with his thumb tearing open the envelope’s flap. He pulled the card out just enough to see that it said PASS, that he’d been right—but also to see that there was something handwritten on the back of the card. Before any of the Proctors could see it he shoved the card back in its envelope and shoved the envelope deep into his pocket. He only hoped the Proctor in blue wouldn’t demand to see it before the test was declared complete.
In that, his luck was with him. 
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
“Congratulations, Jake,” the Proctor in blue said. “Please return to English class now, as your test is complete.”
Jake headed back toward the school with the envelope in his pocket. He felt like it was red hot, like everyone could see it glowing through the fabric of his jeans. He had no idea what message was written on the back of the card but if Mr. Zuraw even suspected its existence a lot of people could get in trouble.
There was nowhere in school he felt safe enough to look at it, as badly as he wanted to know what it said. That would just have to wait—even if it meant three more periods of torture, hours yet of wondering just what Mr. Irwin might have written. Was it the solution to his next test? Was it a foolproof plan on how to escape the Curriculum? Maybe it was just another apology, or words of encouragement, though Jake thought Mr. Irwin wouldn’t take such a huge risk unless it was something worthwhile.
He couldn’t stop thinking about it. His mind went over and over every possibility, every combination of words he could imagine on the back of the card. His hand kept reaching for the card, tapping it through his pocket as if to reassure himself it was still there. It took real willpower to not even take a tiny peek.
Then he saw Megan in the hallway and he forgot all about it. “Megan,” he called, “over here!”
She ran toward him and grabbed his hands. “Am I happy to see you? The answer is yes, I am,” she said, shuddering with relief. “You do not know how creepy that was. This weird voice came over the PA and said ‘sleep’ and everybody just did. Well, I guess you know what that’s like.”
“Yeah,” Jake said. He’d been there.
“The difference is, when it happens to you somebody comes and takes you to a test. I just had to sit there, wondering what was going on, wondering if you were okay. Eventually I got up and just left. Nobody tried to stop me. I’ve been roaming the halls looking for you.”
“Here I am,” Jake said, and opened his arms as if to hug her. But just then the bell rang to end fifth period and the hallways flooded with people, students bent on getting to their next class or heading for their lockers or simply milling about, talking to their friends. Jake grabbed Megan’s arm, wanting desperately to talk to her but also knowing he didn’t dare say anything meaningful, not out loud where anybody could hear—especially Mr. Zuraw.
He needed someplace private. There was a janitor’s closet a few dozen yards away. Using the crush of bodies in the hall as cover, he pulled her inside and then closed the door behind him. It was very tight inside, with just about enough room for the two of them to stand up without touching. The rest of the closet was filled with mops and plastic jugs of cleaning supplies and a standing sink made of cracked porcelain. Not the most romantic place, Jake thought.
“Kiss me,” he said, excitement overcoming him.
“What?” Megan asked. She looked disoriented.
Well, he had just yanked her out of a well-lit hall and a chattering crowd and into a dim close space where the only sound was a sporadic dripping from the sink. “Kiss me,” he said. “For congratulations. I just passed another test.”
“That’s great, Jake,” she said. She touched him lightly on the upper arm, then leaned in close and kissed him on the cheek.
It felt great, even that small contact, but it wasn’t what he’d had in mind. “Nobody’s looking,” he suggested, as if that was the problem. He knew it wasn’t, but he had no idea why she was being so distant. “Come on,” he said. “Just one real kiss. It’s not like it would be the first time.”
She sneered at him. “Do you know how gross you sound right now?”
Jake grunted in frustration and leaned back against the sink, giving her a little more space between them. “I don’t understand,” he said. “What changed between us? I’m still the guy who said you had a beautiful ear. I’m still the guy who saved you from that burning car.”
“Yeah, you are. But everything else is different,” Megan said, looking away from him. “I just… can’t, Jake. I can’t be your girlfriend right now.”
“Can you tell me why?”
“No,” she said, “because you would take it the wrong way. And don’t just say that you wouldn’t, of course you would say that.” She shook her head. “I have to go. I’m already late for class and I don’t have a hall pass.”
He made no move to stop her as she opened the door of the closet, looked both ways down the hall, and then hurried off. When she was gone he sank down to sit on the floor and just stare straight ahead, not even wanting to turn his head to either side he felt so lousy.
Eventually the door opened again. Half expecting that Megan had come back to say she’d changed her mind, Jake started to get up—only to see it was the kid in the black t-shirt, the fat kid who always made fun of him. “What are you doing in here?” the kid asked. “Did you need to find some place private to have a good cry, crybaby? Is that it? Are you crying?”
Jake got up and angrily shoved the fat kid out of his way as he stormed out of the closet.
“That hurt, dickweed!” the kid yelled after him.
“I hope so!” Jake yelled back.
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
It wasn’t until much later in the day, until after he’d finished dinner with his parents, that he actually dared to look at the card in his pocket. It was one of his chores to take out the trash, a task complicated by the fact that coyotes and other animals often came out of the desert at night looking for food, so the garbage had to be stored in a small shed on the side of the house. It was the last place anyone would want to put a camera or a microphone—it stank in there, there was no light, and Jake only went in there once every three days for a few minutes. He stepped inside and closed the door behind him, which made it almost impossible to breathe inside but guaranteed him a little privacy. He had a small flashlight in his pocket which he switched on, then played over the blue surface of the card.
On the front was simply the word PASS, nothing new, but on the back, in Mr. Irwin’s careful handwriting, where the words:
userid ZURAW
psswd 0308AMG07
Jake understood instantly what he’d been given, though not what it was supposed to do for him. The strange box in Mr. Zuraw’s desk drawer, the one that was a combination of a television set and a typewriter, had asked for two pieces of information before it could be used. It had wanted a userid and a password, and here they were.
He tried to remember the names of the file folders displayed on the television screen. They’d had something to do with testing and evaluation, and they had referred to H—the code letter the Curriculum used to represent Jake. Somehow, he thought, you had to be able to use the box to access information on all the tests Jake had already taken—and all the tests he was yet to take. It was quite possible, he thought, that Mr. Irwin had just given him a cheat sheet for the remainder of senior year.
If he knew all the answers ahead of time—and when cheating was permitted—he could do it. He could pass, easily, and graduate. He could survive.
Mr. Irwin had taken an enormous risk getting him this information. Jake wished there was some way he could show his gratitude but he couldn’t imagine how. Well, he could use it. That had to be what Mr. Irwin intended him to do with it.
He fell asleep that night imagining what his life could be like once he graduated. He could devote all his time and energy to figuring out why Megan had rejected him, he thought. He could work on changing her mind. Thoughts of college and careers and raising a family of his own were nice options, too, but they took a pretty distant second to getting back together with Megan.
In the morning he walked to school with her as always. He was desperate to tell her what Mr. Irwin had given him, and terrified of what might happen if he said it out loud. He couldn’t even tell Cody about this, he thought—not, at least, until he was sure he could get away with it. So he skipped homeroom and made his way down to the guidance office, intending to break in and steal Mr. Zuraw’s box then and there.
When he checked the windows of the file room, though—that was how he’d gotten into the office the last time—he got a nasty surprise. It had been simple to jimmy the locks on the windows before but now that was impossible. Someone had come by and sealed all the windows shut with thick rivets. Jake tried rattling one of the windows in its frame but it wouldn’t budge even a fraction of an inch. He supposed he could break the window, but then he would have to crawl in through shards of jagged glass as sharp as razors. He thought maybe he could go a different way, through the door of the guidance office, but when he stepped inside the teacher’s wing to take a look a camera mounted on the ceiling turned to focus on him.
It wasn’t a hidden camera of the kind he thought watched his every move. It was a closed circuit security camera, a white box with a black plastic auto-focusing lens. It could be turned through 180 degrees to see anything that happened in that hallway. There were cameras like it watching all of the school’s exits, Jake knew. He’d seen them thousands of times before—they were there to prevent anyone from entering the school after hours, and they were electronically linked to display screens in the principal’s office. There was a security guard in there whose entire job seemed to be watching those screens all day.
There had not been one in the teacher’s wing before Jake discovered the box. It was a new installation and Jake had to assume it was there to keep him from trying to get into the guidance office again. Presumably the security guard had instructions to watch for Jake and to respond immediately if he tried anything funny.
Cody had only one idea when Jake explained the problem to him later that day. “You can make an appointment with Mr. Zuraw. He has to let you into his office then. Once you’re alone with him in there you can punch him out, then take the box and leave.”
Jake laughed. “Tempting,” he said. “I’d love to take out my frustrations on him that way, sure. But do you know how to knock a full-grown man unconscious with just one punch?”
Cody shrugged. “No.”
“Neither do I. I’m not exactly a championship boxer. No, we’re going to have to do this the hard way. I’m going to need your help,” he said.
“Yeah, sure,” Cody replied.
“And Megan’s too. It’s going to be a real team effort.”
 



Chapter Thirty
The plan went into action at exactly 11:07 in the morning on the following Monday. Jake had learned enough about problem solving to keep things simple, and to be prepared. That morning the three of them had met before school and adjusted their watches until they all showed precisely the same time. There was no way for Jake to communicate with Megan or Cody once it started, and no way to know exactly what was going to happen, so everything had to be scheduled in advance.
At 10:58 Cody got into position in the ruins, crouching down behind an unfinished window where he could watch the back door of the school, the door that led into the teacher’s wing. He saw Mr. Schneider and Mr. Dzama standing to one side of the door sharing a cigarette. He was not surprised to see them there. The teacher’s wing was never completely deserted, there was always someone in one of the lounges or working on a lesson plan in their office. Jake settled in to watch the teachers, and to get ready to move.
At 11:00 exactly the bell rang inside the school, ending third period. Jake could just barely hear it from where he was. The next period started at 11:06, giving the students time to get to their next class. This was the first period when lunch was served and that meant about a quarter of the students would be headed for the cafeteria, near the front of the school.
One minute later Megan started pulling fire alarms all over the school. This time Jake could hear the bell clearly—it was much louder and more strident than the bell that signaled the start and end of classes. Megan pulled as many alarms as she could. She had a route they’d laid out in advance that let her pull six different alarms before running out the front doors and joining the massive crowd of confused students and frantic teachers that was already gathering there.
Mr. Zuraw had been in the guidance office the last time Jake had checked. Now he stepped outside of the back door and said something to Mr. Schneider and Mr. Dzama. It didn’t sound nice, and the hand gesture he used was pretty rude.
Mr. Dzama hurriedly stubbed out the cigarette and the three teachers dashed inside the back door. The standard fire drill had everyone filing out the front doors of the school into the parking lot and the athletic fields, far from the actual school building.
Within two minutes even Jake, far from the crowd, could hear the rumbling noise of them, could hear the occasional students laugh in excitement or the occasional tense questions as teachers tried to verify all the students were present and accounted for. The principal was making some sort of announcement but Jake couldn’t make out the words. He was probably telling everyone to stay calm.
The local fire house wasn’t far away. By 11:05 Jake could hear sirens approaching. The amount of time Jake had to get into the guidance office at this point was limited. If Megan had only pulled one alarm it would have taken the firefighters only a few minutes to check and see that there was no fire, but because she’d pulled several of them they would be forced to check every part of the school. Jake had been through enough fire drills to know that this would take about twenty minutes, which should be plenty of time.
He waited to enter the school until exactly 11:07, however. When they’d been putting the plan together Cody had asked what would happen if one of the security guards stayed inside the school during the fire alarm—or even worse, what if a Proctor stayed behind to watch the security monitors. They knew from past experience that the Proctors didn’t fear for their own lives, and that the threat of a fire might not be enough to get them all out of the building. This required the second phase of the plan, and Cody had volunteered—after much debate—to run it. Megan had borrowed a bottle of syrup of Ipecac from her parents’ medicine cabinet. It was a brownish liquid that smelled horrible. Drinking more than a spoonful of it was guaranteed to make you throw up everything in your body.
Cody had spent most of the morning eating cheese puffs and drinking milk until he thought he would be sick even without the syrup. By 11:00 he was in the boy’s bathroom directly opposite the principal’s office. At 11:06, with the fire alarms going off all over the school, he drank as much of the syrup as he could stand and then ran out of the bathroom and into the hall.
Jake had no doubt that his best friend was vomiting white goo all over the principal’s door by now and wouldn’t be able to stop until every last particle of food in his body was expelled. If there was a security guard or even a Proctor in the principal’s office they would be very aware they had a sick student out in the hall in the middle of an unscheduled fire emergency. A security guard would have no choice but to help Cody get out of the school, and in so doing, abandon his post. Even a Proctor would be so distracted by the noise and the awful stench that he might ignore the monitor screens for a few minutes to see what was going on.
At 11:07 the entire school would be empty and unsupervised. Jake didn’t waste another minute. He dashed out of the ruins and through the back door—no exterior door of the school was allowed to be locked during a fire alarm. Inside the clanging bell was deafening and emergency lights strobed up and down the hall, dazzling him. Jake didn’t stop, though, until he’d reached the door of the guidance office. It was locked, of course.
The plan had to be kept simple. Jake wrapped a hooded sweatshirt around and around his right hand, then made a fist and punched through the glass window inset in the door. Then he reached through the shattered pane and unlocked the door from the inside.
A second later he was sitting in Mr. Zuraw’s chair. He went to the drawer that held the strange box and took it out, placing it carefully on the desk blotter before him and opening the lid just as he had before. When it asked him for his userid and password, he entered the letters and numbers Mr. Irwin had provided.
It worked. By 11:08, Jake had access to Mr. Zuraw’s most secret files.
 



Chapter Thirty-One
The hardest part of using the box—the part that took him the most time to figure out—was how to open the files. He’d never used anything like the box before in his life.
At first he tried just typing words. He tried “open” and “file” but neither of those did anything. The words didn’t even appear on the screen. Clearly it was more complicated than that. He turned his attention to something he’d already noticed but which he didn’t understand. The keyboard only took up about half of the lower section of the box. Below the keyboard was a recessed square of soft plastic and below that two buttons. Pressing the buttons did nothing, but when he touched the plastic square he finally got a result: a small black arrow appeared on the middle of the screen. By moving his finger around on the square, he could make the arrow move around the screen. At first it jumped and swerved wildly around but he quickly realized that a small motion of his finger made the arrow move much farther and soon he could get the arrow anywhere he wanted with some precision.
There was a little picture of a file folder called H_TESTING on the screen. Jake moved the arrow over the file folder and tried rubbing it, tried running the arrow across the top of the folder, tried drawing a circle around the folder, all with no effect. Then he met with a lucky accident. His thumb was resting on the buttons under the square and as he was moving the arrow around frantically, his thumb pressed down on the button. And the folder opened.
Jake squirmed in the chair as a white rectangle appeared on the screen, expecting to see a message there saying he’d been caught, that he’d met an automatic failure condition, that the Proctors were on the way. Instead the rectangle filled up with a grid of numbers and letters in seemingly random combinations. The only thing he recognized was a row of Ps and one F down one column on the far right. Those represented tests he’d passed and failed, he decided. This file was simply a list of what grades he’d received on his various tests. He tried poking around with the arrow and the buttons but the file didn’t seem to contain any clues or even descriptions of the various tests—just letters and numbers that meant nothing to him.
If he’d had more time—if he could steal the box and work with it over the course of days or even weeks—he thought he might be able to figure out what some of the letters and numbers meant. They had to be in some kind of code, he thought. But he knew that by 11:27 the fire alarm would be over and teachers would start coming back to the teacher’s wing. He glanced down at his watch.
It was already 11:21. It had taken him all that time to figure out how the arrow and the buttons worked.
In a rush he opened up folders called H_SYSTEMICS, Y_SYSTEMICS, and H_EVALUATION, but without much success. EVALUATION was just another grid of numbers and letters. Some of the values in the grid looked like medical data: blood pressure, pulse rate, and so on, but the rest of the information on the screen just baffled him. The two SYSTEMICS folders were even less useful. When he opened them black rectangles appeared, each of them blank except for a bracket in the lower left corner followed by a flashing vertical line. It looked like the same vertical line he’d seen on the rectangle that let him enter a userid and a password, so he thought it would be possible to type letters into those rectangles but he had no idea what he was supposed to write.
Finally he opened the last folder on the screen, which was marked JM_DOSSIER. He didn’t hold out much hope for it. It had to be, he figured, just a version of the paper file he’d already seen in the file room which contained his transcript and his class picture.
In fact, it did have those things. The white rectangle that appeared on the screen showed exactly the same information as his paper file, except for a couple small differences. The picture was a different one, showing Jake’s face but with his hair parted on the other side. The name above the picture said MCCARTNEY, JAKE A. That was weird—his paper file said MCCARTNEY, JAKE H. The other, much more frightening difference, was that at the bottom of the picture was the legend FAILED: SUBJECT TERMINATED BY Z.
Jake’s breath went right out of his chest. His hands grabbed the edge of the desk and it was all he could do to make them let go, to release his fingers from their painful grip. They shook badly but he folded them in his lap and tried very hard to calm down.
The file said he’d been terminated by Z. That must mean executed by Mr. Zuraw. And yet—he was still alive. It had to be a mistake. Or…
At the bottom of the rectangle was the caption PAGE 1 OF 8, followed by a little black triangle pointing right. Jake steadied his hand enough to move the arrow over the triangle and press the button.
The screen cleared, then displayed another page, PAGE 2 OF 8, slightly different from the first. This one said MCCARTNEY, JAKE B. The picture still showed Jake’s face but with much longer hair, almost down to his ears. Jake couldn’t remember ever having hair that long. Under the picture he read FAILED: SUBJECT MET AUTOMATIC FAILURE CONDITION.
So he’d died a second time? How was that possible?
PAGE 3 OF 8 showed MCCARTNEY, JAKE C, who wore glasses. He’d been terminated. On the fourth page MCCARTNEY, JAKE D looked angry. MCCARTNEY, JAKE E looked almost exactly like Jake, but MCCARTNEY, JAKE F had hair dyed jet black with streaks of electric blue, as if Jake had chosen to go punk. It hadn’t helped. MCCARTNEY, JAKE F had been terminated by Mr. Zuraw like the others.
MCCARTNEY, JAKE G didn’t even have a picture. There was just a blank space where one should have been, and underneath it the message SUBJECT REFUSED TO PARTICIPATE. MET AUTOMATIC FAILURE CONDITION. That would have been before school even started—it was one year exactly before Jake had pulled Megan out of her burning car.
Jake was starting to understand, a little, what he was seeing. He paged through to PAGE 8 OF 8 and saw his own face under the name MCCARTNEY, JAKE H. Below the picture he read TESTING IN PROGRESS. He was, after all, still alive.
Eight of them. Eight Jake McCartneys, all but one enrolled in the Curriculum. What had happened to Jake McCartney G? Had he failed to rescue somebody from a burning car? Had he just said no? That had counted as an automatic failure condition. Jake hunched down in the chair, feeling very small and very much alone. Seven of them had failed the tests. No one had ever passed and graduated. They were all—dead. All of them.
Except—
He’d paged through so quickly he had barely noticed, but there was one different entry. He found it again on the fourth page. MCCARTNEY, JAKE D, the angry-looking one, wasn’t listed as having been terminated either by Mr. Zuraw or by an automatic failure condition. Instead, under his photo Jake read simple the word INCOMPLETE.
He was pondering what that could mean when a black glove grabbed the top of the box’s screen and shoved it forward, nearly crushing Jake’s fingers as the box slammed shut. Jake looked up slowly and saw Mr. Zuraw staring down at him.
It was 11:29. Jake had been so engrossed in the files that he hadn’t even noticed when the fire alarm stopped ringing.
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
Jake was painfully conscious of the fact that he was sitting in Mr. Zuraw’s chair, and that the guidance counselor might want it. He did his best to stand up and get away from the desk, but fear turned his legs into blocks of wood.
He had just been caught in what was probably going to be considered an automatic failure condition. Which meant certain, instant death.
No guns came out, though. Mr. Zuraw didn’t summon a squad of Proctors to drag Jake out of the office. Instead he pulled up a chair to the far side of the desk and sat down in it, sighing briefly.
“Questions,” Mr. Zuraw said, “present themselves to me.” His head tilted back until he was looking at the ceiling. “Alike to petals on a rose, waiting to be picked off, one by one. Yet where should I start? They are all equally compelling.”
For a while he just sat like that, saying nothing, not looking at Jake. He was so still and quiet Jake started to wonder if the guidance counselor was breathing. Jake slowly, carefully reached for the box. He wanted to close the files he’d been looking at. If Mr. Zuraw opened the box now and saw the page for MCCARTNEY, JAKE D on the screen, he would know what Jake had just learned. If Jake could just hide that fact from him, if he could somehow erase all evidence of what he’d been doing—
Mr. Zuraw grabbed the box out of his hands with ease and threw it across the room to smash against the wall behind Jake’s head. The screen broke off and went crashing to the floor while several keys popped out of the keyboard and danced across the carpet. Jake cringed and covered his head with his hands, expecting Mr. Zuraw to attack him or at least grab him and haul him out of the room.
Instead the guidance counselor simply said, “I might like to know how he got my password, yes, that does interest me. Or I might ask who pulled the fire alarms. That person is looking at long-term suspension, if I ever learn their name. I could ask him who he expects to clean up this mess, and the foulness by the principal’s office. But I think,” Mr. Zuraw said finally, his head rolling forward until he was looking directly at Jake, “that the question that begs answering the most, is, what does he think he’s doing?”
Jake inhaled sharply. He’d considered this. He’d considered what would happen if he was caught, and he’d tried to plan for it. He’d actually considered the possibility that he would be asked this exact question, and how he should answer it.
“I was following your instructions,” he said, trying to keep his voice from cracking.
Mr. Zuraw’s face twitched into a smile. It looked like the sides of his mouth were being propped up by sticks. “Now that is good,” he said. “I admire bravado. Please, tell me. Exactly when did I instruct you to break into my office and steal my secrets?”
Jake nodded. He knew what to say now. “When you told me that cheating was permitted. That it was actually necessary to pass some of the tests.”
“Cheating? Go on.”
Jake shrugged. “I thought you might have a list of the tests in your—your—”
“It’s called a computer,” Mr. Zuraw told him.
“In your computer,” Jake said. “You might have descriptions of the tests in there, or even solutions to them.”
“And did you find anything like that?” Mr. Zuraw asked. “No, you did not,” he said, not giving Jake a chance to answer. “I’m not that stupid. The solutions are all up here.” He tapped one side of his head. “Still. You’ve shown real cleverness. You know what, Jake? If it were in my power, I’d give you a free PASS just for trying. Unfortunately that’s not in my power. The Youth Steering Committee are quite clear on the rules, and I simply enforce them. Get out of here.”
Jake blinked his eyes.
“I do not repeat instructions. I have work to do, an you’re in my way.”
It still took a second for Jake to realize that he was being dismissed. Without, apparently, any kind of punishment. He could scarcely believe it.
“Oh,” Mr. Zuraw said, as if he could read Jake’s mind, “someone’s going to pay. Maybe several someones. For a start there’s the Proctor you’ve somehow corrupted. There are a very small number of people who know my password, you see. It won’t take long to figure out which of them is playing on the wrong team.”
“I—I figured it out myself,” Jake lied.
“Highly unlikely. It’s not random, but it might as well be. It comes from a book you’ve never seen. I will, of course, have to change it now so you won’t be tempted to try this again. I assure you that whoever provided you with my password will not be in a position to learn the new one. I believe I told you to get out of my goddamned sight?”
Jake ran.
 



Chapter Thirty-Three
Jake had a lot to think about. He needed to discuss what he’d discovered with Megan and Cody. But first he had to try to save a life. Mr. Irwin needed to know that he was in danger and that Mr. Zuraw would find him all too soon. Jake ran for the physics classroom but it was fourth period and there was no class inside. Jake thought of going back to check the teacher’s wing—maybe Mr. Irwin was in one of the lounges there—but halfway down the hall he nearly bowled over Cody.
His friend’s face was a bad greenish color and he kept belching ominously. His shirt was wet as if it had been rinsed out very recently. But he looked like excitement was beating out any lingering nausea. “Did it work?” he asked, grabbing Jake’s arm. “I don’t mind spewing chunks for the team, but I’d like to know I at least barfed for a cause. Did you find out anything good?”
“Kinda. I’ll explain everything. First I have to find Mr. Irwin, though.” He cursed himself for saying the name out loud. If Mr. Zuraw knew who Jake was looking for, he wouldn’t even have to interrogate the Proctors—he would know immediately that it was Mr. Irwin who had betrayed him.
Still, it turned out to be a good thing. Cody smiled and said, “You’re in luck, then. I know exactly where he is. Megan told me she saw him in his car in the parking lot.”
“What?”
Cody shrugged. “When she was out there, during the fire alarm, she was keeping track on all the teachers. She said it was weird, Mr. Irwin was already out there before anybody else, and when it was over he didn’t come back in. He just got into his car and sat there. Like he was waiting for something.”
He’s waiting for me, Jake thought. “Listen, find Megan. Both of you meet me in the ruins in ten minutes,” he told Cody, then hurried toward the front of the school. Outside the sun was bouncing off the hoods of all the cars lined up in the lot, making it hard to see which one was Mr. Irwin’s. Jake shielded his eyes with his hands and eventually saw the physics teacher sitting in a battered old Honda. Mr. Irwin was sitting up straight in the driver’s seat, just staring straight ahead. He didn’t even look over when Jake pulled open the passenger’s side door and climbed in.
“Close the door,” Mr. Irwin whispered. Jake closed his door. “Good. I don’t think he can hear us in here. I don’t think he’s bugged my car. But I can’t say for sure.”
Jake knew without asking that Mr. Irwin was talking about Mr. Zuraw. He opened his mouth to start to talk, to warn the teacher that Mr. Zuraw was about to find out what he’d done, to try to convince him to run away—but then he stopped.
It was clear from the look on the teacher’s face that he already knew.
For a while they just sat there. Jake was afraid to say anything. No matter what Mr. Irwin said, he knew that he’d put the teacher in mortal danger. Finally, Mr. Irwin sat back in his seat and closed his eyes. He exhaled deeply and said, “When you put the mask on, it’s easier. All the distractions—all the emotions go away. You can focus on the goal. But you can’t wear it all the time.” He opened his eyes. “Did you find what you were looking for?”
Jake frowned. “Not really. I was looking for a way out.”
Mr. Irwin startled him by turning sideways in his seat and grabbing Jake’s arm. “A way out? No! Jake, you have to pass. That’s the only way—so much is riding on the Curriculum. You have to pass.”
Jake shrank backwards in his seat. “I thought you wanted to help me.”
The teacher’s eyes were red as if he’d been rubbing them. Or as if he hadn’t slept in a long time. “I want to help you achieve what you were born for. He—he’s lost sight of that. Zuraw. I remember when this all began. He was so passionate, so committed. Eight years of this takes its toll on all of us. That test with the galvanometer wasn’t good science. It was punitive. He wanted to test your pain threshold. That was never part of the Curriculum before! It’s not even a significant metric. I couldn’t let him keep going like that.” The teacher leaned forward and leaned on his steering wheel. “Now he’s going to turn his gaze on me. Did you find anything in the computer?”
“I found eight different files for eight different people, all with my name. That’s all.”
Mr. Irwin perked up a little. “Then at least you know what you are. I was always against all this masquerade, this school, this town. It should have been done in a lab somewhere. You should always have known where you came from. I’m glad you got at least that much out of it.”
Mr. Irwin fished his keys out of his pocket and started up the car.
“Where are you going?” Jake asked.
“I have a sister who lives in Albuquerque,” Mr. Irwin told him. “I think that’s far enough away. I don’t think they have anyone watching there. I guess I’ll find out.”
“You should get started right away,” Jake said. “I shouldn’t hold you up.” Maybe Mr. Irwin’s motivations had been different than he thought, but he still didn’t want to see the teacher get hurt. The sooner Mr. Irwin was on the road, headed out of Fulton, the less likely he was to get stopped by Mr. Zuraw. Stopped, and punished.
The teacher nodded. He didn’t say goodbye. Jake got out of the car and watched him drive away, watched him head toward the highway.
When he was gone, Jake headed back through the school. He walked out the back door and down into the ruins. Cody and Megan were there waiting for him. They looked at him with expectant faces, waiting to hear what he’d discovered.
“I’m not the first,” he told them.
 



Chapter Thirty-Four
Jake stepped in through the vacant doorway of the ruins and stared at his friends. “I’m not the first,” he said again. He had to keep repeating it until he believed it himself.
“Well, technically, we were here first, so you’re the third,” Cody finally said, and laughed at his own stupid joke. When Cody was scared or confused, he made a joke. Good old reliable Cody.
“If you mean, you’re not the first boy I ever dated, that’s true,” Megan said carefully. “But I don’t see how it’s any of your business.”
“What?” Jake asked, looking up. He’d been lost in his own thoughts. He looked at them again and wasn’t sure if they would understand. If they didn’t, however, he didn’t know who else he could possibly tell it to. “I’m not the first Jake McCartney. I’m the eighth.” He told them about the dossier in Mr. Zuraw’s computer. About the seven pictures of his own face and how the subjects of those pictures, with possibly one exception, were all dead. “None of them passed.”
The initials carved under his bedside table—there were seven of them. Each time, a different Jake McCartney had carved his initials down there. Only to be replaced by the next in line.
“When one of us fails the tests, and gets executed, the Youth Steering Committee brings another one in to try again.”
Megan put a hand on his shoulder. “What are you saying? You have seven brothers or something and they all went through the tests?”
“Those pictures were of my face. They would have to be identical twins of mine. Or… identical octuplets. No, that’s not how it works. They were clones. I’m a clone.”
“That isn’t possible,” Cody said. “The technology for human cloning doesn’t exist yet. We learned about it in Civics II last year, don’t you remember?”
“The technology isn’t supposed to exist to build a telephone you can carry around in your pocket,” Jake said. “Or that box in Mr. Zuraw’s office—he called it a computer. We learned about computers in Physics class a while back,” he said, thinking of Mr. Irwin. “Computers fill up entire rooms, and they can’t do anything like what this one did. They can barely do division. Or so we thought. The Youth Steering Committee has all kinds of technology that isn’t supposed to exist yet.”
“You’re serious about this,” Cody said.
“Yeah.” Jake went over to a shady wall of the ruins and sat down in the sand. “And I have no idea what it means to be a clone. I don’t know if I’m normal or not. I don’t even have my own name—just one I share with seven other people. Which of us was the real Jake McCartney? Any of us? I don’t know if I’m really real, or not.”
Megan knelt down next to him and took his hand in hers. “You’re real. I know you are,” she said.
He gave her a smile he didn’t really feel. “The worst of it is that they all failed. I’m identical to them in every way, all the way down to my genetic structure. How can I pass, if they all failed? It’s hopeless.”
Megan stroked his hand. It helped a little, he guessed.
“You have to look on the bright side,” Cody said. “Look at it this way. You’ll save a ton of money on clothes, since you can have all of their hand-me-downs.”
Even Jake laughed at that one. He felt like he was about to start crying and any joke, no matter how lame, could fend that off for a while. “Thanks,” he said to Cody. “Hey. Can you do me a favor?”
“Anything. Always,” Cody said.
Good old Cody. “I need a minute alone.”
“Sure, of course, you’ve got lots to think about—”
“I mean, alone with Megan. It’s not personal. I just have something I need to ask her. Okay?”
Jake had known it would hurt Cody to be sent away at such an emotional moment, but he didn’t see any way around it. He felt like he was going to go insane, or explode, or just evaporate on the spot if he didn’t talk to her right that minute.
Cody left without another word.
“Jake,” Megan said, when he was gone. “Oh, Jake…”
“Kiss me. Please,” Jake said.
“Oh.”
Jake squeezed his eyes shut and pulled his knees toward him. “No!” he said. “Just do it, okay? I need you to kiss me right now. I’ve never needed anything more. I need to feel alive, because right now I feel like a ghost. One kiss will show me that’s not true.” He forced his eyes open and looked at her through his bangs. His nose had started to run, which meant tears weren’t far behind. Another reason he’d had to send Cody away—he couldn’t let Cody see him like this, not now, not ever. “Just one. And then we can go back to this weird non-dating thing.”
She did kiss him, and it gave him what he needed. But nothing more. It was a soft, dry kiss, on the lips, but there was no passion in it. It would have to be enough.
“Okay,” he said, when it was done. “Now tell me something. Tell me why you and I can’t be together.” He smiled, thinking of Cody’s defense mechanism. “Or can’t you have feelings for a clone?”
“Of course I can. I mean, of course, I could.” She turned away from him. “I told you, you would take it the wrong way.”
“Try me,” he said.
“Fine. I can’t be with you right now because you can’t afford the distraction. You can’t be worrying about how much I like you or what I want for my birthday or whether I had a good time on our last date, not when you’re fighting for your life!” She grabbed him by the shoulders. “Don’t you get it? You need every brain cell you’ve got to pass these tests. You can’t spare a single one for me. I won’t let you.”
He stared at her, horrified. Didn’t she understand? He was distracted, almost fatally distracted, by the fact that she wasn’t his girlfriend. He thought about her all the time. He worried endlessly that she didn’t like him. That she didn’t want to be with him.
“You’re right,” he said, “I don’t understand. I don’t get it. It’s stupid.”
The look on her face made his stomach drop. He suddenly felt like he might throw up.
“Stupid,” she repeated.
It was too late to take it back.
“I guess I am stupid, compared to you. Mr. Valedictorian. Mr. So Smart, so smart you get a special screwed-up advanced placement program all of your own.”
She stood up very fast and all he could do was look up at her and wish he could have picked any other word in the English language. He wished he could explain to her what he’d actually meant. But as he’d told her once, he had trouble talking to girls.
“Much,” she said, “much too stupid for you.” She walked away, then, and every step she took hurt him more.
 



Chapter Thirty-Five
The next morning she wasn’t waiting for him on his walk to school.
He didn’t know what to do. He needed to apologize, obviously, but she wouldn’t talk to him long enough for him to get the words out. When he found her at her locker she turned and gave him a nasty glance and he could do nothing but slink away in shame. She had helped him with his plan to get at Mr. Zuraw’s computer. She had risked being suspended from school. And this was how he’d repaid her, by calling her stupid.
Except he hadn’t! He hadn’t meant that at all, she’d just taken it that way. And now she wouldn’t listen when he tried to explain.
Cody listened. Jake went over it again and again with him. “And at the worst possible moment! I’m still trying to deal with this clone thing.” Jake ran his fingers through his hair, massaging his troubled brain. He hadn’t had a chance yet to sit down and think about what it all meant. Not when he had to worry about Megan being mad at him. “Did she have to be so over-sensitive right now?”
“Maybe that’s not what she’s doing,” Cody said, carefully.
Jake stared at him. “What do you mean?”
“Nothing,” Cody said, too quickly. “Look. Forget about her for right now. She’s distracting you from what’s important, which is your next test.”
Jake laughed. “You know, that’s exactly what she said.”
Cody nodded. “Yeah. Probably because—”
“Because why?” Jake was breathing heavily now.
“It’s probably because I told her so. I told her she was breaking your concentration. Don’t hit me! I did it for your own good.”
“You know, that’s what Mr. Zuraw keeps telling me. That he does things for with my best interest at heart.” Jake looked down and saw that both his hands had balled up into fists.
“Come on, it’s not like that. You need to concentrate. Anyway. I’ve had my doubts about her. For a long time. I don’t think she’s right for you.” Cody took a step back.
“Are you jealous?” Jake asked, anger and surprise bursting through him.
“Jake, buddy, I love you, but not like that,” Cody joked. “I’m just saying she might not be exactly what she appears to be.”
“That,” Jake said, trying to stay calm, “is one the craziest things I have ever heard. You’re suggesting what, exactly? That she works for Mr. Zuraw? That she’s a mole, watching me and reporting back to him my every move?”
“Ah.” Cody looked stricken. “I didn’t want—”
“What, Cody? What didn’t you want?”
Cody took off his glasses and rubbed at them with the hem of his shirt. “I didn’t want to say that out loud. Not until I was sure.”
Jake stormed off angrily, headed anywhere but near Cody. If he wasn’t careful he was going to punch his best friend. But Cody didn’t seem aware of how close that was. He chased after Jake, almost dancing around him, trying to talk to him.
“Hey, we need to think clearly at all times, right?” Cody asked. “If you’re going to survive these tests we need to pay attention. We need to not miss anything that might be out of the ordinary. I was simply being—”
“—Paranoid?”
“—Cautious,” Cody insisted, his voice very soft. “You know they’ll do anything to manipulate you. Anything at all. Do you really think they wouldn’t stoop to using a mole to get to you, to find out what your plans are?”
“Go away, Cody. Be smart and shut up now.”
But he wouldn’t. He kept at it. “That day we broke into Mr. Zuraw’s office,” Cody said, “she had an appointment with him. She was there to talk to Mr. Zuraw about something. What could it have been?”
“Maybe where she’s going to college?” Jake suggested, bitterly. “He is the guidance counselor.”
“Then, when the Proctor said ‘sleep’, she didn’t. Before now we were operating under the notion that whenever they said ‘sleep’ the whole school passed out—except for you, Jake. Now it turns out she’s immune, too. Then there’s this story that she just transferred here from Chicago,” Cody went on. “Kind of convenient, huh? That would explain why nobody here ever saw her before. I think there’s just too much evidence against her. At least too much for me to be comfortable with her around—”
Jake grabbed Cody by his shirt and slammed him up against a row of lockers. Not hard enough to hurt him—Cody was nearly as big as he was, and Jake wasn’t that strong—but it made a huge clanging noise that had every student in the hallway look up in surprise.
“Don’t just ignore me because you don’t want to hear this,” Cody said. There was fear in his eyes but he couldn’t seem to stop.
“I’m going to ignore it because if I don’t, I’ll have one less friend,” Jake told him. “You’re talking about Megan, Cody. They were going to let her burn to death in a crashed car. Just to get my attention. When I wanted nothing more in the world than to ask her on a date, but I couldn’t, because I was too scared, she was the one who walked me through the process. Now, when I find out that I’m not even human, or whatever, the only thing in the world I want is somebody to hold me, and kiss me, and tell me it isn’t true. That I’m normal and that there’s nothing wrong with what I am. But I can’t have that. Oh, no. Because you decided that she wasn’t right for me.”
“She’s suspect,” Cody said, his voice very small.
“She’s the girl I love,” Jake replied, surprising even himself.
He’d never used that word before, not even when he was thinking about her. Not even when he was alone at night in bed, thinking about her.
Jake’s rage swelled up suddenly and he couldn’t take it any more. He punched the locker right next to Cody’s face, hard enough to hurt his hand. More than hard enough to make Cody flinch. Then he stalked off, pushing his way through the crowded hallway, not looking at anyone. If he ran into the fat kid who always wore black t-shirts, the kid was in trouble, he thought. Even if the kid had been right in front of him, though, jeering and mocking, Jake wouldn’t have seen him. He couldn’t see anything. It was like he was blind.
“Sleep,” the public address system said.
Jake kept stomping forward, even as dozens of bodies all around him fell lifeless to the ground. He stepped over a freshman girl in a hoodie, then walked around a pile of football players wearing their jerseys. He only stopped when he felt a buzzing presence in front of him, a weird, electronic vibration.
He looked up and saw himself. He looked pissed. It took him a while to understand he was staring into the mask of a Proctor.
“Hello, Jake,” the Proctor said. “Are you ready for your next test?”
“Sure,” Jake told him. “Why the hell not?”
 



Chapter Thirty-Six
The Proctor led him into the gym. Jake’s shoes squeaked on the blonde wood boards, but the Proctor made no sound at all. In the middle of the gym floor, where a black line had been painted right down the middle of the basketball court, twelve red dodegballs sat arranged in a perfect circle. Jake walked over to one and picked it up. Its rubbery smell made him remember all the painful times he’d had one of these slammed into his body by a sadistic lacrosse player. The gym was not his favorite place.
“Each ball weighs exactly six ounces,” the Proctor told him, droning on in that dispassionate electronic voice they all shared. “Except for one, which—”
“Who are you?” Jake asked. “I know you’re one of the teachers. Is that you, Mr. Dzama? Or maybe it’s Ms. Holman in disguise.”
The Proctor waited for him to finish. Of course it wasn’t going to answer. They were given specific questions they could answer, specific scripts they could deliver to explain the tests, and that was all they ever said. Mr. Irwin had said that when he put the mask on all emotional distractions went away. He wondered if that was just a psychological effect or if the mask had some real ability to deaden emotions.
He could really have used something like that.
“Except for one,” the Proctor said, “which weighs six and one half ounces. You may pick them all up and examine them if you please, but we have determined you will not be able to tell which ball is heavier by feel alone. Do you wish to examine the balls?”
Oh, what Cody could have done with a line like that. Cody. Who had betrayed Jake when he needed him the most.
Jake closed his eyes. He couldn’t afford this, right now. He needed to focus, needed to pay attention. Too many distractions! “No, I’ll take your word for it,” he said. Which was probably a mistake. He knew how tricky Proctors could be.
“To pass this test,” the Proctor told him, “you must identify which ball weighs seven ounces. You may weigh the balls in any manner you please. However, you may weigh them only three times. Weighing a fourth time will result in—”
“—An automatic failure condition? Seriously? You’re going to kill me just because I weighed some balls too many times?”
“You may begin now. I will observe but may not assist you in any way, nor may I answer any further questions.”
Jake stared at the silver mask. He wanted to hurl the ball in his hand at it hard enough to crack it. He wanted to pelt the Proctor with so many dodgeballs it would beg for mercy.
But that wouldn’t accomplish anything.
Fine. He had to weigh some balls. He looked around for a scale, assuming one would be provided. The gym was empty, however. There weren’t even any mats on the walls. Well, Jake knew there was a scale in the boys’ locker room. The wrestlers weighed themselves on it obsessively. He strode over to the door leading to the locker room—and found that it wouldn’t open.
He glanced back at the Proctor, wanting to know what it was up to, but of course it had already said it wouldn’t answer any questions. He tried the door to the girls’ locker room. A place every teenage boy wanted to break into, right? But that door was also locked. So was the door he’d entered the gym through, and the doors leading out to the athletic fields. Only one door was open, and it was a dead end—it led to the equipment room, where all the medicine balls and baseball bats and field hockey pads were stored. There was no way out through that room, not even a window, and—
Ah.
Jake got it, then. He didn’t just have to weigh the balls. He had to build a scale, too. He could use anything in the equipment room to that end.
“Pretty sneaky,” he called, talking to the Proctor because it was the only person around and he was too agitated not to talk to somebody. He leaned out through the door of the equipment room and looked at the Proctor. “Hey, are you Ms. Delessandro?”
The Proctor didn’t flinch, or even turn its masked head. He hadn’t really expected it to.
“I’m just assuming you’re a teacher,” he said, scanning the racks of volleyball nets and catcher’s mits. “For all I know, you’re the captain of the cheerleading squad. Or maybe you’re Megan. Cody thinks Megan’s a spy. Maybe she dresses up like a Proctor when she wants to feel tough.” He pulled down a cardboard box off a high shelf and found it was full of bowling pins. Useless. “Of course, Cody’s full of it. Isn’t that right? I know she’s not in on this. She can’t be.”
She couldn’t. She just… couldn’t.
But when the PA said sleep, she didn’t fall asleep.
It seemed awfully convenient, too, that when Jake had decided to convince her he was telling the truth, Mr. Zuraw had improvised a test on the spot that would not only convince her but make him think she’d saved him from certain death.
No. No, no, no! Jake refused to think like that.
Anyway, he had to concentrate on the test. He couldn’t afford a FAIL. He only had one free FAIL left. If he failed this test and another one, he would be shot dead.
“Okay,” he said, to himself this time. “Think! Think scales.”
Eventually he emerged from the equipment room with a variety of objects. He had a ten foot long pole, used for pole vaulting. He had a couple of jump ropes, and a couple of mesh bags that had been used to hold soccer balls. He went back and made a second trip to push out a stack of hurdles, several dozen of them it looked like.
This might work, he thought. If he got it just right.
First he had to find the balance point of the pole. He set up a hurdle in the middle of the gym. It came to just below waist height. He laid the pole perpendicularly across the top bar of the hurdle. It immediately started to fall off, of course. Carefully he slid it back and forth until it was balanced perfectly, tipping slightly one way, then the other, but not falling off the hurdle. He tied the jump ropes around the balance point, careful not to let the pole slide in either direction even a fraction of an inch. The balance had to be perfect or this just wouldn’t work.
Then he hung an empty mesh bag from either end of the pole. He could put as many dodgeballs as he liked in either one—the bags would easily hold all twelve balls. The problem was they sagged across the floor. The hurdle just wasn’t high enough.
The hurdles weren’t very sturdy. As a safety feature they were designed to come apart if you hit them the wrong way. They wouldn’t hold much weight, but the pole was hollow aluminum and not very heavy, and the dodgeballs were pretty light, too. Carefully, taking his time as best he could, he built a scaffold out of the hurdles, stacking them crosswise to give them as much structural integrity as possible. Finally, reaching up on tiptoe, he lifted his hurdle/pole/bags contraption to the top and let it fall into place.
When he was done he had a balance scale about six feet high. The mesh bags were still almost touching the ground, but that was okay—they just had to be suspended a few inches off the floor. The pole wobbled back and forth but eventually settled down until it was as level as it was going to get. He was ready to weigh the dodgeballs.
There was only one problem: it seemed impossible to weigh twelve balls with only three measurements. He just couldn’t see how it would be done.
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven
Jake watched the Proctor but it didn’t move. It didn’t even shift from one foot to the other. He had no reason to expect it to—they were like robots when they wore the masks. Yet this one made a convenient target for his anger and he found himself trying to provoke it again and again.
“The way I heart it, Mr. Zuraw’s becoming unstable. You ask me—he’s royally messed up. Crazy. Maybe the Youth Steering Committee will have to replace him, huh? You got any opinion on that? No, I guess not.”
Jake studied the makeshift balance scale before him. It would work, he thought. He had to believe it would work. There was no way to test it—that would count as one of his three weighings, and he definitely couldn’t afford to waste even one.
He had to figure out which of the twelve dodgeballs weighed seven ounces, when the rest of them weighed six. His first thought had been pretty simple: break up the twelve into two groups of six each, then weigh the two groups against each other. One group would weigh thirty-six ounces total, and one would weigh thirty-seven. It would be enough to tip the scales, and that would eliminate half the balls right away. Then with his second weighing he could take the heavier group of six and split it into two groups of three, and weigh those groups against each other.
Which left him with three dodgeballs, and only one measurement left. It wasn’t enough. “Goddamnit!” he yelled. “Can’t you idiots ever make one of these tests make sense? Can’t it just work the first time?”
But no, of course not. That wasn’t the point. You had to use lateral thinking to solve these tests. You had to see what everyone else would miss.
Jake studied the dodgeballs carefully. He picked up a pair of them and tried to sense if one was heavier than the other. He was so keyed up he didn’t think he’d be able to tell, even if one weighed twice what the other did—they were both so light and they tried to roll out of his slippery hands.
Two groups of six, then two groups of three, then two groups of one… which left one ball unweighed. There was no way to weigh all of the balls with three weighings. That meant in the end he could only have a probability of being right, not a certainty, because he would have to guess about the last three balls. There was no concrete solution, it seemed. But there had to be, there had to be some solution. There always was.
“I’m going to beat this,” he told the Proctor. “Even if I end up guessing. I’ll guess right. I swear it! Maybe I can’t measure all the balls, but—”
But he didn’t have to.
He saw it, suddenly, so clearly in his head that he actually calmed down for a moment. The elegance of the solution almost made him smile. He didn’t have to weigh all of the balls, and he didn’t have to guess at all.
Instead of two groups of six, he divided the balls into three groups of four. Then careful not to upset the unstable scale, he fed each of the groups into one of the two mesh bags hanging from the end of the pole. If one side went down, even slightly, that would mean it contained the heavy ball. There was also a chance that the two bags would be evenly balanced, meaning that the heavy ball wasn’t in either one. That was fine—that just meant the heavy ball was in the group of four he hadn’t weighed. Either way, he had reduced the number of balls that needed to be weighed by two thirds.
The pole tilted first left, then right. It tottered back and forth for a while with Jake swearing under his breath—but then it started to settle down, with one bag touching the floor and the other still a few inches in the air.
“Yes!” Jake crowed, and immediately started taking balls out of the bags. He kept the four from the heavy group and pushed the other eight to the side.
When he split the four balls into two groups of two and started feeding them into the bags for the second weighing, the stack of hurdles started to sway ominously. Jake froze in place and desperately willed the scale to hold together. When the structure had stopped moving he fed the balls into the bags and took a step backwards to watch.
With aching slowness, the pole started to tilt to one side. Jake held his breath.
One of the bags settled to the floor.
Jake didn’t dare cheer this time. He could see the pile of hurdles starting to buckle. Before long it was going to collapse no matter what he did. If it could just hold together for one more measurement…
He removed the balls from the bags and discarded the ones from the light group, just as he had before. He was left with two balls, one of which was the heavy one. With utmost care, he put one of the balls into the bag on the left. And then he did something stupid. He let go of the bag without putting anything in the other one.
The pole tilted wildly to the left and the bag hit the floor. The dodgeball inside bounced a little, then settled down. Jake looked up just in time to see the pole rolling around on the top hurdle, then to jump out of the way as the stack of hurdles collapsed with a clattering crash. Hurdles skidded across the floor. The pole made a metallic thud as it struck the wood floor of the gym. There were dodgeballs everywhere.
Jake surveyed the wreckage and wanted to tear his hair out. He wanted to scream profanities. He wanted to go somewhere and hide under a rock. But it could be fixed. He could rebuild the scale, he could even make it better next time, he could—
“Jake, have you made you determination?” the Proctor asked.
It was standing right behind him. Jake screamed.
It seemed to make no difference to the Proctor at all.
“Wait,” he said. “I’m not done yet! I only got to do two measurements. I’m not done!”
“The balance moved. You weighed one ball against zero balls. That was your third measurement,” the Proctor said, as calm as if nothing depended on this.
If Jake failed this test it would be his second FAIL of three. If he failed now, his next FAIL would be a death sentence.
“Give me one more chance,” he begged. “Please.”
“Hand me the heavier ball, Jake. You have thirty seconds to choose.”
Rage and sorrow and suffering and fear and loneliness burst inside Jake’s head all at once. He stared at the ball at his feet, the one that hadn’t made it inside the bag. He stared at the Proctor. Then he kicked the ball as hard as he could at the stupid silver mask. When he got to the door of the gym it was unlocked, and he stormed out without another word.
 



Chapter Thirty-Eight
Sleeping bodies littered the hallways. They looked dead, to Jake.
If he looked closely enough he could see they were still breathing. The drool on their lips was still wet, and every once in a while one of them would blink, but they saw nothing, heard nothing. He tried shaking one or two of them awake but it didn’t work, and he felt creepy just touching them so he gave up trying.
At any moment, he supposed, the PA would crackle on and a weird voice would say “wake” and the school would come to life again, but for the moment he was alone. Utterly, devastatingly alone.
He searched the halls for Megan but couldn’t find her. Outside the biology lab he did find Cody, curled in a fetal ball in the middle of the hallway floor. Jake squatted down next to his friend and studied his face. Cody’s glasses had been disarranged when he fell down. It made him look like he’d had a fit or maybe even a stroke. It was disturbing to see him like that. Jake, careful not to touch Cody’s face, pushed them back into a more comfortable position.
Then he just waited. He didn’t know what was taking the Proctors so long to wake everybody up. Maybe they cleaning up the gym—Jake had left the ruins of his sporting good scale all over the wooden floor, left dodgeballs scattered everywhere.
He didn’t mind the wait so much. He had a lot to think about, and a few minutes’ peace was not unwelcome. When the command to wake did finally come, he sighed in regret. In a second the hallway would be full of noise and activity again, as students went about their normal, sane lives.
Cody sat up slowly as if waking from a pleasant dream and turned around, rubbing sleep out of his eyes. Then he saw Jake and squeaked in surprise. “You weren’t there a second ago,” he said, warily.
Jake nodded. “I just had a test.”
“Really? They’re coming more frequently now. I wonder what that means? What kind of test was it? How did you do?”
With a shrug, Jake expressed how little he cared. “I suppose I owe you an apology for getting so rough before,” he said. Trying to summon some remorse. “It was a pretty crappy thing you did to me, though.”
“It had to be done.” Cody watched his face carefully. Maybe he expected Jake to start hitting him at any moment. “It was in your best interest.”
“Really? Because it messed with my head so much I think I might have just got my second FAIL.” He told Cody briefly about the dodgeballs and the collapse of the scale.
“The Proctor didn’t tell you whether you passed or not?”
Jake shook his head. “I didn’t stick around long enough to find out. I was too distracted.”
Cody got to his feet. His bookbag was lying on the floor next to him and he picked it up while never letting his gaze stray from Jake’s face. “Your second fail, and you barely seem to care. I think if you needed any proof that Megan’s got you all messed up, there it is. She’s dangerous to you, Jake. You need to concentrate. Now more than ever. You need to not make any more mistakes.”
“I need to make my own mistakes,” Jake told him. “Don’t do anything like that again. I want you to promise.”
Cody lowered his head. “Alright. I promise I won’t mess with your love life anymore. Is that enough? Are we good?”
Jake was still righteously angry but he knew he needed his best friend. If he couldn’t have a girlfriend then he needed somebody, anybody he could trust. “We’re good. And I am sorry I grabbed you like that before.”
“It’s alright. What are you going to do now?” Cody asked.
“I’m going home. There’s a whole period left in the school day, but I don’t think anybody’ll say a word if I just walk out of here.”
They didn’t. He walked home and said hello to his mother. She was making meatloaf. Jake couldn’t imagine eating any. He climbed the stairs to his room and threw his knapsack in a corner before falling face-first onto his bed. He was tired. Exhausted. He also knew he wasn’t going to sleep for a long time.
He managed to choke down some dinner, and even make some small talk with his dad at the table. When he was done he asked to be excused and went back to his room. He had something he felt he needed to do. From his knapsack he took an X-acto knife and a black sharpie marker, and then he crawled under his bedside table.
The row of initials was still there. JM, repeated seven times. Below the seventh one he scratched in another set of the initials with the knife, then went over the cuts in marker to make them stand out.
His name was Jake McCartney. They had all been named Jake McCartney. He wondered if the rest of them had put their initials there after failed tests, or when they knew the end was coming. He understood the urge that drove them, now. The initials weren’t a clue in a mystery you were supposed to solve. They were memorials. You wanted to leave something behind. Some evidence you’d been there at all.
When Jake was gone—when MCCARTNEY, JAKE H was gone—Mr. Zuraw would go around the town finding any evidence of his existence and he would wipe it out, scrub away any messages he tried to leave, hypnotize people into thinking they’d never met him before, take his name off all the permanent records and files and roll books. The initials would be all that remained.
Eventually, that night, he fell asleep.
Not for long, though. Voices woke him. At first he thought he was dreaming of Proctors. Then when his eyes opened on the darkened room he realized that it wasn’t a dream at all. He was hearing a conversation—there were two distinct voices, one of them a Proctor’s distorted buzz, the other a normal human voice that sounded familiar, though not enough for him to recognize it. The voices were faint, coming up through the air conditioning vent in his floor. He could only make out a little of what they were saying but he could tell they were talking about him.
“—disordered thinking. Emotional complications—”
“H is exhibiting all the classic signs. It always happens like—”
“—you have the envelope?”
“Here.”
“It won’t be long now, until—”
“And then we’ll have a long and pleasant break. Before the next round of tests begins.”
 



Chapter Thirty-Nine
Just after five o’clock in the morning, a Proctor in a blue serge suit, black leather gloves, and a reflective mask climbed the stairs and entered the short hallway leading to Jake’s room. It had a pale blue envelope in one hand, and it didn’t make the slightest sound as it walked, didn’t even make the steps creak.
The Proctor stopped outside Jake’s bedroom door. Perhaps remembering the last time it had delivered a pale blue envelope, the Proctor paused then and tilted its head to one side. Perhaps it was listening for the sound of him breathing on the other side of the door. A moment passed and then the Proctor knelt down and placed the envelope in the crack under the door. With a gentle motion it quietly pushed the envelope under the door. Then it turned and, still keeping silent, started walking back towards the stairs.
It was at that point that Jake threw open the bathroom door and jumped into the hall. He’d been watching the whole thing, staying perfectly silent himself. He had even held his breath as the Proctor walked by.
“I’ve been waiting in there since four,” he told the Proctor, taking a step closer. “Waiting for you.”
The Proctor stood very still. Then it glanced from side to side. There was a linen closet to its left. Jake’s room lay behind it, with the door still closed. The Proctor seemed to be evaluating its options.
In the same second that the Proctor started turning to run for Jake’s room, Jake jumped forward and grabbed its arm. He yanked backwards and up in a way he hoped caused the Proctor some pain, and then with his free hand pushed its masked head into the wall.
The Proctor didn’t struggle. It stayed very still as Jake held it in that position, unsure of what to do next. Then, very slowly, it lifted its free hand and started reaching for the inside pocket of its jacket.
Thinking it might be going for a gun, Jake knocked the hand away and then reached inside its jacket and grabbed what he found there. It wasn’t a gun. It was a mobile telephone. It buzzed in his hand like a beetle and he nearly dropped it, thinking it might bite him—thinking it might explode.
He spared a glance down at the thing, intending to throw it behind him as hard as he could. What he saw made him stop. There was a tiny television screen set into the outer shell of the phone, and on it was the message: SILENT MODE. VIBRATE ONLY. INCOMING CALL FROM CODENAME Z.
If he opened the phone and put it to his ear, Jake knew, he would hear Mr. Zuraw’s voice. Codename Z—that must be what the Proctors called him. Just like they must call Jake Codename H, or just H for short.
“What does he want? Can he see me right now? Can he hear us, does he know how much trouble you’re in?” Jake pulled on the Proctor’s arm again.
“No,” the Proctor buzzed.
Jake shoved the telephone in his own pocket. He was fully dressed, and even wearing a jacket against the morning’s chill. He wasn’t sure what was going to happen next but he wanted to be ready.
He grabbed the Proctor’s shoulders and pulled it backwards, then kicked the back of its left knee. Not hard enough to do any damage, but enough to make the Proctor fall down on the floor. Jake had never been much of a fighter but his body was singing with adrenaline and some things just come naturally when you’re desperate.
He dropped down on top of the Proctor. “So who are you?” he asked, his face only inches from the mirror-surfaced mask. “Are you Mr. Schneider? Maybe Ms. Holman?”
From downstairs Jake heard the sound of someone getting out of bed and turning on a light. His dad, probably, wondering what was going on upstairs. Jake had only a few seconds before he was interrupted.
“Who are you?” he demanded again, staring into his own reflection.
“Jake,” the Proctor buzzed, like a fly trapped between two window panes, “it’s me.”
Jake reached down and pulled the mask off the Proctor’s face.
“It’s me, honey. It’s Mom.”
Jake’s face felt like it wanted to crawl off his skull. He was looking down at his mother, alright. He had just knocked his mother down and threatened her.
“Let me up, sweetie. I’ll go change and we’ll pretend this never happened. We’ll tell dad you had a bad dream. Alright? This doesn’t have to end badly.”
Jake sat back, aghast, and studied the mask in his hands. How was it possible? His own mother? How long—how long had she been working for the Youth Steering Committee? For Mr. Zuraw? How had they gotten her to—
Then something clicked in his head.
They’d had her all along.
“Get up,” he told her.
He was so not ready for this. He’d been operating on autopilot, setting his trap for her simply because he wanted to find out more, to understand what was happening to him. But he was barely able to think, barely able to plan beyond demanding answers to his questions. But maybe—maybe this was an opportunity. A real chance, and one he couldn’t afford to pass up.
He knew what he needed to do.
He handed her the mask. “You carry that, because I need my hands free. But don’t put it on. Right now we’re going downstairs. If we see dad don’t even look at him. I’ll do all the talking. We’re going to get into the station wagon and we’re going to drive to the township offices. That’s right, isn’t it? That’s where I want to go?”
“To the police station, to turn yourself in? I don’t think you want to go to the library right now.”
“I want to go where the Youth Steering Committee meets,” he told her. “Wherever that is, you take me there. They need to know that Mr. Zuraw has lost his mind. They need to stop the Curriculum.”
She didn’t say anything about that.
Jake picked up the envelope that was shoved halfway under his door. Then they headed downstairs together, Jake behind her, ready to grab her if she cried out or tried to run. They didn’t see Jake’s dad on the way. When they got to the car she turned around and raised her gloved hands. “Jake,” she said, “this really isn’t necessary. You don’t have to go there. I can take a message to them for you, if you like, but—”
“I don’t trust you at all,” Jake told her.
She looked hurt. It was hard to look at that face, her face, and not feel guilt crawling all over his bones, but Jake kept his face hard.
“Please, Jake. Don’t hurt me. I’m your mother.”
Jake grimaced. “No,” he said, “I don’t think you are.”
 



Chapter Forty
“What should I even call you?” Jake asked, when they were in the car.
“‘Mom’ always worked before,” she said.
He shook his head and watched the road. “You’re not my mother. I don’t think I even had a mother. I wasn’t born. I was grown in a vat, or—”
“It doesn’t work that way,” she told him. “It’s true I didn’t give birth to you. But I’ve cooked your meals. Done your laundry. Kissed your finger when you got a boo-boo. If that doesn’t make me your mother, what would it take? Jake, I want you to understand—regardless of anything else, I do love you.”
Jake clamped his eyes shut. “The way a scientist loves his favorite lab rat, maybe. It doesn’t stop him from dissecting it when the experiment is done.”
In his pocket, her telephone kept vibrating. He ignored it. Every fiber of his being was telling him how wrong this was. He had taken his own mom captive and was forcing her to lead him to the meeting place of the Youth Steering Committee. Yet he was right, when he said she wasn’t his mother. No real mother would stand idly by and watch her son be executed, would she? Much less watch it seven times. “How many times have you done this?” he asked. “Were you there for all eight of us?”
“Yes,” she admitted.
“And when they—died—didn’t you feel anything?”
“Of course I did. You can’t begin to understand how hard that is. But we have a, a way of thinking about it that makes it a little easier. We tell ourselves that no matter how many times you die, Jake McCartney lives on. He gets another chance.”
Jake closed his eyes. He was shaking. Then he realized it might just be the telephone in his pocket. He tapped it through the fabric of his windbreaker. “Is there any way to turn this off?” he asked.
“You could answer it.”
The last person he wanted to talk to was Mr. Zuraw.
“He’s crazy, isn’t he? Zuraw, I mean. Mr. Irwin told me that the stress of running this program has warped his mind. I can believe it. The stress of taking the tests has certainly warped mine. But he can’t be allowed to keep doing this. Is it true that the tests have changed? Gotten more dangerous?”
She shrugged. She didn’t look at him as she said, “They’ve certainly changed. In the first series, they were all logic puzzles. Like the one with the Proctor who only tells lies and the Proctor who only tells the truth, or the one where you have to find the heavy dodgeball. Have you had that one yet?”
He was surprised she didn’t know. He touched his pants pocket where his latest pale blue envelope sat, still unopened. He was afraid to look.
“There were no automatic failure conditions, back then,” she confessed. “And the original candidates were allowed to fail five tests, not three. But there are good reasons for those changes. Z has been very clear on that—the data we got originally wasn’t useful. The Pass/Fail candidates didn’t take the tests seriously. They thought of them as silly games. They couldn’t understand that they were working toward something special. It was Z’s great innovation to turn that around. There needed to be disincentives, he said. It’s part of modern educational theory. The student has to have a compelling reason to learn, or he won’t apply himself to his full potential.”
“It never occurred to any of you that I might learn better if nobody was shooting at me?” he asked.
“You’re wasting your time, Jake. The Youth Steering Committee has total faith in Z. They know he’s the right man for the job.”
Jake would have to see about that. He thought that if he explained to the YSC about some of the tests—about the galvanometer test, for one, which Mr. Irwin had called punitive—then they would have no choice but to fire Mr. Zuraw. And maybe, just maybe, let Jake go. Call off the Curriculum and let him just live his life.
More likely, he thought, they would kill him. He knew too much, now. But maybe it would be enough, Jake thought, to make things a little better for the next Jake. The one who hadn’t been grown yet.
Maybe he had an option, though. Was it to late to turn back? What if he told his “mom” to stop the car? What if he promised to be good, to keep passing tests? What if he was the one, the first one, to pass the Curriculum?
He turned to look at her. “What is this all about?” he asked. “Maybe if I knew that, what I was working toward, I might feel differently about it.”
“I can’t tell you the details,” she told him. “But it’s a great destiny.”
He took the pocket out of his envelope. She glanced at it curiously. Maybe she didn’t know what it contained. Maybe, as she had suggested, she was just a messenger. Jake tore the envelope open with trembling hands. He’d had a fifty-fifty chance at passing the dodgeball test. No, better than that—he’d almost had it. Maybe this was a—
Inside was a FAIL.
His second. His last, if he wanted to live. A disincentive, to make him take the tests more seriously. Well, it certainly had that effect.
He was considering his next move, still, when the car stopped and she said, “We’re here.”
Jake looked up and saw they were parked in front of the high school. “No, this isn’t what I asked for—”
“You said you wanted to meet the YSC. This is the way. Come on.” She switched off the car and led him inside the school. It was early in the morning and not even the custodial staff had arrived yet. The corridors were eerily dark and the silence in the classrooms gave him the creeps. Some of the hallways were closed off with thick metal grates he had never seen before.
Without a word she led him deep inside the school. They passed the room where he’d taken the galvanometer test and turned a corner—then stopped. Jake remembered Cody saying that when he’d chased the Proctor after that test, the Proctor had turned around this corner and just vanished. Now Jake understood why. There had to be a secret door here—a way for the Proctors to come and go without being seen by any students other than the Pass/Fail candidates.
Jake’s “mom” stepped up to a row of lockers and started turning the dials of their combination locks. She worked quickly and he tried to see what numbers she set the dials to but couldn’t, not in the gloomy hallway. When she was done four lockers slid forward silently, then shifted over to one side, revealing a very normal-looking door set into the wall behind.
A sign on the door read: ATTENTION PASS/FAIL STUDENTS: OPENING THIS DOOR WILL RESULT IN AN AUTOMATIC FAILURE CONDITION.
 



Chapter Forty-One
“You see?” she asked. “I told you this wouldn’t get you anywhere. If you open that door it means certain death.”
Jake considered that. “That’s why you’re opening it,” he told her. “Cheating is permitted.”
She grumbled a little but he took a step toward her and then she shrugged. “Alright,” she told him. “Just let me put my mask on.” She took it out of her purse and slipped it over her face. Once again she was a Proctor, indistinguishable from the rest. Without hesitation she turned the knob to the right. The door didn’t open immediately. Instead a tiny hatch set into the O in AUTOMATIC flipped open and a puff of yellowish gas spurted out. It sprayed across the Proctor’s mask.
Jake breathed through his sleeve as the gas dissipated around him. It stung his eyes and made the back of his throat burn. Maybe it was poisonous, or maybe it was just meant to put him to sleep until a Proctor could come and finish him off. He held his breath as long as he could, either way.
“Okay,” he said, when he had to breathe in again. He didn’t pass out or die so he thought he would be alright. “Okay. Open it, now.”
The Proctor hadn’t died either. Apparently there was some kind of air filter built into the mask. She turned the knob to the left and it swung open. Beyond lay a flight of stairs leading down toward a well-lighted corridor.
The Proctor started to walk through the door but Jake grabbed her arm and pulled her back. “Oh, no,” he said. “There’s no way I’m going to let you go down there first. No chance for you to warn them I’m coming. In fact—you’re staying here. I’ll find my own way in.”
The Proctor said nothing. She just stepped to one side to let him pass.
Jake hurried down the stairs. They went down farther than he expected—maybe two floors down, maybe three, until he was below the level of the school’s basement. Behind him the door swung shut and clicked as if it were being locked behind him. This didn’t surprise him.
The corridor he found himself in was carpeted so his feet made no sound as he headed forward. It was long enough he couldn’t see where it ended. On either side, wide doorways led off the main hall, but they had neither doorknobs nor signs describing what lay beyond them.
The telephone buzzed in Jake’s pocket. He’d forgotten he still had it. He considered smashing it against the wall or just leaving it behind him but he supposed that would be a bad way to impress the Youth Steering Committee. He had to show them he was a mature, intelligent person worth listening to. He kind of wished he’d had a chance to shower.
Ahead of him the corridor was coming to an end. He’d been walking quite a while, though he had no good way of measuring how far he’d traveled. He thought he’d passed at least twenty of the featureless doors but he wasn’t about to go back and check.
When he reached the end of the hall with no sign of a secret meeting place of the YSC, he sighed and wondered if he’d been tricked. He would hardly put it past the woman who’d claimed to be his mother—she was a Proctor after all. Tricks and lies were their stock in trade. He turned around, intending to try the various doors he’d passed, without a lot of hope. Then he noticed that one of them had turned red. It hadn’t been red before—it must have changed while his back was turned. He approached it and saw that a row of red lights had lit up all along its frame, making it look as if it had changed color. Jake touched the door and the red lights went out again, but the door also slid open, disappearing into the wall, and a breath of cold air washed over him. The room beyond was completely dark so he couldn’t see what, if anything, it contained.
Maybe—maybe it hadn’t been a trick. Maybe this was where the YSC met, after all. Maybe if he stepped inside the lights would come on and he would be surrounded by men and women sitting around a horseshoe-shaped table. Maybe they would be wearing masks like Proctors, but gold instead of silver. Maybe they would ask him why he’d come, and he would tell them, and—
Jake frowned. He didn’t understand where any of that came from. Whenever he’d imagined the YSC before, he’d thought of them as a glorified and far more homicidal version of the PTA. The image of the gold masks had been so vivid, though. Was it something he’d dreamed?
He took a step into the room. The temperature dropped instantly and a cold, damp breeze blew through his hair. He took another step and—
—he was falling, dropping through empty space, nothing below him, nothing he could see on any side—
His hands caught the edge of a sharp drop-off and his body slammed against a wall. He looked up and saw the door he’d passed through as a rectangle of light in a back abyss. Below him—he couldn’t say. There had to be a floor down there somewhere, but how far down? A few feet, or hundreds? It was as if he’d walked into an empty elevator shaft.
The door started to slide closed again. It would crush his fingers and make him fall. Jake pulled himself up and rolled back into the well-lighted hallway just as the door slammed shut behind him.
The phone in his pocket started buzzing once more. Jake caught his breath, then flipped it open and held it to his ear.
“Hello, Jake,” Mr. Zuraw said. “Are you ready for your next test?”
 



Chapter Forty-Two
Jake sat down hard on the carpeted floor of the underground hallway. This wasn’t fair, he thought. He’d been so close. He’d been on his way to see the Youth Steering Committee, the people directly responsible for his messed-up life. The people who had ordered him to be cloned eight times, and each time tested until he failed and was put down. He was going to convince them, after so long, to stop.
Instead—as he supposed he should have guessed—it was just one more test.
“Jake?” Mr. Zuraw said, his voice sounding very small and far away. “Are you there?”
Jake had dropped the phone. He picked it up and placed it against his ear. “I’m here,” he said. He didn’t want to talk to Mr. Zuraw. He didn’t want to talk to anyone. But he had no options left. He had to pass this test, if he wanted to live. That meant he needed to pay close attention to what Mr. Zuraw said next, and do exactly as he was told. He got up and started back the way he’d come, intending to climb the stairs and force his way through the secret door. When he arrived at the end of the corridor, however, where the stairs had been, he found only a dead end—a wall that looked like it had always been there.
“The way you came in is sealed off now,” Mr. Zuraw told Jake. “You’ll have to find another way out of this maze.”
Jake scowled at the phone. “What is this place?” he demanded. “I thought—”
“You really thought the YSC met in some underground cave?” Mr. Zuraw asked, with a laugh. “Jake, they’re some of the most important men and women in the country. They can meet anywhere they like. Why would they choose that? No, this maze is something I cooked up myself, a while back. Whenever a Pass/Fail student threatens a Proctor and demands to be taken somewhere, this is where they bring him. It cost us an enormous amount of money to dig these corridors under the school but it’s proved to be a very wise investment. Two of your predecessors died here. Tell me, what do you see?”
“I see a hallways, with a lot of doors,” Jake told him. “They’re all the same. White. No doorknobs.”
“Yes, and now?”
Jake looked up. Two of the doors had lit up, one with yellow lights and one with blue. Jake told Mr. Zuraw what he saw.
“Behind one of those doors,” Mr. Zuraw said, “is a vat full of sulphuric acid. You won’t see it until the floor opens and drops you into it. Behind the other door is your next objective. If you choose the correct door you’ll be one step closer to getting out of here.”
“How am I supposed to choose?” Jake asked. He knew the tests were never arbitrary. You never had to resort to just guessing between two options. At least, not if you figured out the trick.
“Oh, this one’s going to be easy,” Mr. Zuraw promised. “You’re going to have help. I have a student here, one of your classmates, who can see what’s behind the doors. They’ll tell you which way to go. Here. Let me put them on the line.”
Who would it be? Cody, who Jake had just fought with? Megan, who thought he was a jerk? He could still trust them, he thought. They wouldn’t let him die.
He didn’t recognize the voice he heard, though. At least not immediately. “Hey, dude,” a boy said. “Weird. I can see you on this TV. Say something.”
“Who is this?” Jake asked, with as friendly a tone as he could manage.
“Dude, you know me. I caught you in the janitor’s closet the other day. And remember when I caught you jerking off in class that one time?”
“I wasn’t jerking off,” Jake said. “I was sweaty and out of breath because a guy with a gun had just chased me halfway across the school.” He knew exactly who he was talking to, then. It was the fat kid who always wore a black t-shirt. The one who had made fun of him at every turn, who had always been around at exactly the wrong moment. “What’s your name?” Jake asked.
“You never even bothered to learn my name?” the kid asked. “Man, that’s just rude. I know you’re Jake something.”
“I’m sorry,” Jake said. “You’re absolutely right. I should have been more friendly. Do you think we can start over?”
“I guess. It’s Brent Scovy. Okay? Don’t forget it. So what’s going on, here? You’re in some kind of trouble, Mr. Zuraw told me so. He says you need my help. I told him you were a dickhead and as far as I cared you could just die down there.”
“I don’t think you meant that literally,” Jake said. “Did you? Because it turns out, that’s a definite possibility. I need you to tell me what’s behind the blue and yellow doors. If you don’t tell me, I could get hurt.”
“Yeah, I can see two rooms. There’s three TVs in here. How awesome would that be, to have three TVs? You could watch three different channels at once. Like, football on one channel, and that one show about the supermodels, and—”
“Brent? I need you to focus,” Jake said. “I really need you to focus. I have to get out of here.”
“Cool,” Brent told him. “That’s cool. Except—what’s in it for me?”
“What?” Jake asked. “You get to save somebody from getting killed. Isn’t that enough?”
“Sure. Except it seems to me, I can get something more, too. I want you to do all my homework for the rest of the year. Zuraw says you’re really smart.”
“Fine. Of course. I’ll be happy to.”
Brent’s voice grew sly. “And I want five hundred dollars.”
Jake didn’t have that kind of money but he said, “You’ve got it. Now. Do I want the blue door or the yellow door?”
“The blue one,” Brent said, sounding happy. “Yeah.”
Jake walked over to the blue door and touched it. It opened effortlessly, sliding back into the wall.
“It’s totally cool back there,” Brent said, as Jake started through the door into the room beyond. A buzzing red EXIT sign hung over a door at the far end of the room. “There’s like a collapsing floor in there, and an acid pit.”
Jake froze in place, one foot still out in the hallway. He’d been about to step fully inside the room and let the door close behind him.
“Dude, I totally got you,” Brent said. “You actually want the yellow door.”
“Good one,” Jake said.
 



Chapter Forty-Three
Behind the yellow door was another corridor, lined again with featureless white doors. As Jake stepped inside, the door behind him slammed shut with little warning. Two doors in the new corridor lit up, one yellow and one blue.
Brent told Jake over the phone that there were whirling saw blades behind the yellow door. Jake went immediately to the blue door and touched it. It opened effortlessly, revealing a third, identical corridor lined with white doors.
This time the yellow door hid a room full of poison gas. Jake stopped and asked, “How can you tell what’s back there? Can you see the gas?”
“No, dude. There’s writing on the screen that says ‘poison gas’. They’re all like that. The blue door leads to an empty room.”
Jake thought about that. “What can you actually see? Can you see me, like on video?”
“That’s the middle screen. The other two are just like, a map. It’s all green lines and the writing.”
Jake thought about that. He’d thought the test was to learn to trust Brent and surrender his own natural impulses, which were to find his way out with no help. But what if this test measured something else? What if it measured his ability to find shortcuts through pointless tasks? “So for all you know there’s no gas in there at all. It could be completely empty.”
“You’re the one who has to open the door, man.”
Jake supposed Brent had a point.
The next corridor had only a blue door. Jake asked Brent if it was safe, and he said yes. Before he went to the blue door, however, Jake tried touching some of the white doors. Most of them didn’t respond at all, but two of them slid open. Behind one was a room full of cardboard boxes. He opened one experimentally and found it contained hundreds of pale blue envelopes. No PASSes or FAILs, however. It couldn’t be that easy. The other door opened onto a small office, with no furniture except a desk and a chair. There were no decorations on the wall, nor was there a telephone on the desk. There was a thin plastic box—a computer, Jake thought, like the one in Mr. Zuraw’s office. He tried logging into it but the userid and password he’d used before didn’t work.
“Hey, guy, where are you? You’re off my maps and stuff,” Brent said. “Did you sneak off to go to the bathroom?”
“Something like that,” Jake told him. He’d never lowered the portable phone from his ear. His arm was starting to cramp up but he didn’t dare lose contact with Brent.
He stepped back out into the hall and touched the blue door. It led, as expected, to another white corridor lined with white doors. When the door had closed behind Jake, two doors lit up, one blue, one yellow.
“This one just has an empty shaft,” Brent told him.
“Which one?” Jake asked. “Blue or yellow?” While he was asking he walked down the hall touching white doors.
“You know, I’m getting bored. Maybe I’ll tell you the wrong one,” Brent told him. “Just to see what happens.”
“Please don’t do that, Brent,” Jake begged.
“I was just kidding. Hey. You’re with that Megan Gottschalk chick, right?”
Jake frowned. Then he touched another white door. Nothing. “I was,” he said.
“What’s she like?”
“She’s—” Jake thought about it. “She’s very honest. And extremely smart.”
“What does she look like naked? Are they big? Are they firm?”
Jake fought back what he wanted to say, which was “none of your goddamned business.” He was totally reliant on Brent—without him he could be dead the next time he opened a door. “I never got to find out,” he said, instead. He controlled himself, fighting down his anger, then touched another white door. It slid open.
“So you two aren’t together any more? Is that what you said?”
Jake stepped inside a room barely larger than a closet. It turned out, in fact, to be a closet. “That’s right,” he said, barely paying attention. The closet was full of double-breasted navy blue suits on coat hangers. A box to one side held pairs of black leather gloves. There was a shelf at the back of the closet, just above eye height. Jake stood up on tiptoes to see what was there. He had an idea.
“Would you be totally freaked out if I made a play for her?” Brent asked.
Jake nearly fell over. Instead he said, “If you think she’d be interested, be my guest.” He grabbed the shelf and chinned himself on it, and found himself looking at his own reflection. There were half a dozen mirrored masks sitting on the shelf.
It had occurred to Jake that there might be no end to the corridors. That Brent might, through no fault of his own, be leading Jake in endless circles. It had also occurred to him that Mr. Zuraw might want him dead. He had seen too much—made too much trouble. What better way to eliminate a nuisance like Jake than to send him into a pointless death maze, and claim later that he’d just made a mistake?
He also remembered that the first trap room he’d seen, the one with the acid pit, had contained an exit door.
“Okay,” Jake said, stepping back out into the hall. He had a mask in his free hand. He hadn’t bothered with the suits or the gloves. “Yellow or blue?”
“Blue,” Brent said.
Jake touched the blue door. It opened. He stepped through, into another white corridor.
In that corridor, the blue door led to a set of whirling saw blades. Jake took the yellow door. In the next corridor the blue door led to an empty shaft with spikes at the bottom. In the corridor after that, Brent told him that the yellow door hid a room full of poison gas.
It was what Jake had been waiting for. “Thanks, Brent,” Jake said. Then he slipped the mask over his face. It gripped his cheeks and temples with a weird suction, as if it were alive and it was trying to swallow his head. It felt weird, and wrong. He could see through it just fine, though the colors he saw were muted.
If it possessed some kind of machinery to deaden emotions, Jake couldn’t tell. He still felt scared. Especially when he touched the yellow door.
When his “mother” had worn her Proctor’s mask, she had been completely protected from poison gas. Jake tried not to breathe too much anyway but his heart was racing too fast for him to hold his breath for long. The room beyond seemed perfectly harmless. This maze wasn’t just for testing purposes, he’d decided. This really was where the Proctors came from before the tests—a kind of waiting room, as well as a supply dump. It was quite possible that it wasn’t a maze at all, but that Brent was merely leading him around from door to door for no reason, just following false information provided to him by the three TV screens.
Or, potentially, the room was full of poison and even taking a breath in there would kill him. He supposed there was no way to tell—either the mask was protecting him, or it wasn’t. He wasn’t about to take it off just to check.
At the far end of the room was a door, a quite normal door with a doorknob and everything, and over it buzzed a red sign marked EXIT.
The exit door was unlocked. Behind it a flight of stairs rose straight ahead of Jake. He took them two at a time.
 



Chapter Forty-Four
“Hey, McCartney,” Brent called, his voice far away and small. Jake had lowered his hand that held the phone. “Hey, I’m talking to you.”
At the top of the stairs was a trap door. Jake pushed up on it with his shoulder and it creaked open, spilling sand all around its edges. Jake climbed up into bright sunlight. The mask shielded his eyes from the glare. He looked around and saw unfinished walls covered in graffiti, with bare holes where windows or doors should be. He was in the ruins. A pale blue envelope lay in the sand next to him. Inside was a PASS.
Jake closed the phone with a click. He had escaped. He had passed. He never wanted to hear Brent’s voice again.
Besides, he had something else to focus on. On the wall directly in front of him someone had spray-painted the words D WAS HERE, right where anyone emerging from the trap door would see it clearly.
Jake had seen that message before, carved into the surface of a desk. At the time he’d thought it was meaningless, just a tag left behind by someone whose name began with the letter D. Now, though, he wondered. He thought of the dossier file on Mr. Zuraw’s computer—
Jake had climbed all the way out of the trap door. Behind him it slammed shut, raising a cloud of dust that quickly settled, obscuring the place where the door had been. Jake thought of all the offices and storage rooms down there. There might be all kinds of useful things down there. In his rush to escape and pass the test, he’d barely begun to explore. He dropped to his knees and felt in the sand, looking for some edge of the trap door, or maybe some hidden catch that would make it open again.
“Where is he?” someone demanded. At first Jake thought it must be Brent again. He looked up and saw Cody standing before him with a baseball bat. “What did you do to Jake this time, you son of a bitch?” Cody demanded, and swung.
Jake tried to roll away but the bat caught him in the side. Pain exploded across his ribs and he groaned as he fell over, clutching at his bruised abdomen. “Cody, stop,” he cried, and heard his own voice come out in a buzzing tone like he was speaking through an electric fan.
He reached up to pull off the mask but Cody stepped forward and raised the bat as if he was ready to swing again—this time for the head. Jake held up his hands in surrender. “Cody, it’s me. Take the mask off me!”
Cody looked confused, but angry enough to swing anyway. Instead, though, he reached down and pulled the mask off Jake’s face. It came free with an unpleasant tearing feeling, like a band-aid, maybe. Like it was reluctant to come off.
“Oh, man,” Cody said. “Oh, Jake. Oh, I’m so sorry.”
“You didn’t know. Help me up?” Jake asked, raising one hand. Cody pulled him to his feet. Jake tried to stand upright and found that his body really, really wanted to stay hunched over. “What are you doing here?” Jake asked.
Cody bit his lip. “You weren’t in homeroom this morning. I got—worried. So I came here hoping to find you. I figured if you were cutting class for some reason, you might be here.”
“And the bat?” Jake asked. “What was that for?”
Cody looked sheepish. “That’s the weirdest thing. It was lying in the sand when I got here. I guess somebody just forgot it here.”
Or Mr. Zuraw had left it there on purpose, knowing what Cody would think when he saw a Proctor—or what he thought was a Proctor—emerging from the trap door. What Cody would do, thinking he was being ambushed by an enemy.
He took the bat out of Cody’s hands and examined it. He was not particularly surprised to find the letters AFC burned into the shaft. Things had changed. Originally Mr. Zuraw had wanted Jake to pass the tests. To pass the whole Curriculum. Now… Jake was more than willing to believe that Mr. Zuraw simply wanted him dead.
“When I saw—a Proctor—come out of that hole, I just grabbed the bat and started swinging. I thought maybe they’d killed you already. I guess I was a little on edge,” Cody said, with a sad little laugh.
Jake nodded, understanding. He was still having trouble standing up straight. The pain in his side had spread outward, becoming a general ache. He wondered if he had any broken ribs. He hurt enough.
Speaking quickly he filled Cody in on everything that had happened to him since the last time he’d seen him, since just after he failed the heavy dodgeball test. Cody was flabbergasted to hear that Jake’s mother was a Proctor.
“But—I’ve known her all my life!” He pulled off his glasses and rubbed them furiously with the end of his shirt. “I’ve known her for all of both our lives. How could you—”
“How could I threaten my own mother? I didn’t, really. She expected me to, so she just went along. Of course, she knew she was leading me into a trap.”
“I was going to say how could you learn something like that and still be functional,” Cody told him.
Jake laughed. “By not thinking about it. I’m still in heavy denial. If I start thinking about it I’ll be in serious trouble. I’ll start asking questions. Like, does my father know? Is my father in on this, too? Or, like, if I went home right now, would she be there? Or would my dad have some weird story about her suddenly being forced to move out of town? Or—”
Cody held up his hands in surrender. “Stop already. I can see why denial is the better option.”
Jake put it out of his head—not without difficulty—and considered his next move.
“Mr. Zuraw is going to have another test for me today,” Jake said. “Probably more than one.”
“So soon? But you just passed one!”
“Cody, he’s going to keep testing me until I fail again. Until the rules let him execute me. He’s decided I have to die. But he has to follow his own rules, I think. The only way he’s allowed to kill me is if I fail another test.”
Cody’s face went pale. “Then you’re going to have to pass everything he throws at you. He can’t kill you if you pass.”
“Maybe not, but he can make the tests impossible. He’s manipulated my whole life to this point. He created my whole life. As far as he’s concerned the rules only exist to let him do what he wants. No, Cody, it’s not going to be enough to pass the tests. From now on I have to do more than pass. I have to win. I have to beat this. And I’m not even sure yet what that would mean.”
Jake had never seen Cody look so serious. Always before, no matter how bad things got, his friend had at least part of a grin on his face. Now he looked like he’d seen a ghost. “Okay,” he said. “Well, I’m in. Whatever you need.”
“Right now,” Jake told him, “I need Megan. Can you go and find her?”
Cody didn’t even look jealous as he ran off to do as he was asked. He must have seen in Jake’s face just how serious things had gotten.
 



Chapter Forty-Five
Jake sat down on the slope of a hill facing the school, between the playing fields and the road. He could keep an eye on the whole school from there. He felt like the next threat was going to come at any second, and though he doubted he would see it that easily he didn’t want to take any chances.
While he waited for Megan he studied the mask he’d taken out of the underground maze. He’d always assumed that they were hard shells, that if he had ever reached up and knocked on a Proctor’s face his knuckles would clank off a cold metallic surface. Instead it was rubbery and warm. The inside was as smooth as the front. He knew it had to contain some way to filter air and some way to alter the wearer’s voice, but he couldn’t see any machinery built into its thin material.
One more mystery he supposed he would never get a chance to solve.
What was taking Cody so long? Jake dropped the mask beside him and pulled at a few blades of yellow, spiky grass that had managed to grow long in the desert sun. Things survived, he thought, in places where they shouldn’t. Where it didn’t seem possible. They survived.
The portable telephone in his pocket buzzed. Jake’s arms twitched as if he was expecting a blow. He forced himself to breathe, then reached for the phone and checked the small screen. It was Mr. Zuraw calling.
Did he even dare answer it? This could be another test. If he opened the phone it might explode against his ear, killing him instantly. But that wasn’t how it worked, of course. He had to be notified in advance of automatic failure conditions. Nothing on the telephone’s little screen told him this was a test. “Hello?” he asked.
“Hi, Jake. Glad to see you’re still with us. Are you planning on coming to class today?”
“Not really,” Jake said.
“I’d strongly advise you to come inside. You should be aware that if the Proctors can’t find you when it’s time for your next test, it will count as a fail.”
Jake rubbed at his forehead. “They know where I am. They can come find me.”
“That’s not their job, Jake. Give my regards to Megan.”
Jake looked up and saw her coming toward him, walking a few steps behind Cody. They were waiting for the traffic light before they crossed the road.
“Leave her alone. Even after I’m gone—just leave her alone,” Jake said.
Mr. Zuraw sounded apologetic. “Jake, you’re not the only students who requires my guidance. For instance, there’s the question of that false fire alarm we had the other day. When I find out who pulled the alarm I’ll be forced to give them long term suspension. My hands are tied—it’s one of the principal’s strictest policies. It’s even in the student handbook.”
“You know what? Fine. If—that person—has to stay home from school for a couple weeks, then—they—will miss what’s about to happen. They won’t have to watch me get shot. So you go right ahead.”
Mr. Zuraw laughed. “We do things a little differently at Fulton High than at other schools you may have heard of. That’s not what suspension means here.”
“What does it mean?” Jake asked, watching Megan come across the street and start up the hill. She was so beautiful, even when she looked angry.
“Believe me, the student we’re talking about doesn’t want to find out.”
Jake snapped the phone shut. Mr. Zuraw was taunting him. Trying to make him uneasy—as if he needed help with that. If he was going to bust Megan he would have already done it.
As she walked toward him, watching his face as intently as he watched hers, he considered the fact that she might be a mole. Cody had put forth a pretty good case for that. She might also be a distraction. Thinking about her, spending even a few minutes talking to her now and trying to work things out, might get him killed.
He didn’t care. If she hated him, what did he have to live for?
“Okay,” she said, standing in front of him. Staring down at him with hard eyes. “I’m here. Cody told me what’s been going on. I agree it sounds bad. It sounds awful, frankly. But I’m still pissed. You called me stupid the last time I saw you. I’m not stupid. I have a 3.95 GPA and I have a real talent for painting. Did you even know that? Maybe you didn’t mean to call me stupid. Are you going to tell me now that was just a mistake? That you’re really, really sorry and you never meant anything by your little comment?”
He found himself smiling at her. He couldn’t help it.
“I’d be willing to buy that, Jake. As dumb as it might sound, I actually would believe you if you apologized to me right now. I mean, it wouldn’t change anything. It wouldn’t make me suddenly turn into your girlfriend. That would take a lot more work. Work I know you don’t have time to do. So maybe it would be better if I turned around and just left you here. Maybe I should say, hey, no hard feelings, everything’s fine. Come look me up when you pass all your tests. Maybe that would be the right thing to say.”
Very slowly Jake started to stand up. He was tired, so tired, and his ribs hurt, but he wanted to look at her eye to eye.
“I’m sure Cody would think that was for the best. And Cody’s a smart guy. Me, I don’t know what to think. It would really, really help if you would say something. I feel like every since I met you I’ve done all the talking, and it really gets on my nerves, sometimes.” She blinked rapidly. Her hair was falling across her face and the breeze was blowing it into her eyes. “It would help if you would—”
She started to reach up, to move her hair out of the way. He touched her hand, then pushed the hair out of her eyes himself. Her eyes—they were so blue. Just looking into them calmed him down. Made him feel better.
“I love you,” he said.
She wrapped her arms around him. He hugged her back, and pressed his cheek against hers. They just stood there, like that, for a very long time. “You need to know that now,” Jake whispered in her ear, “because I don’t know how much longer I’ll have.”
 



Chapter Forty-Six
During Civics III, the Proctors put the school to sleep. One of them came for Jake and led him to his next test. It took place in the lighting room of the auditorium. Jake was led up a narrow flight of metal stairs to the cramped little room, a place he had only seen once before. That had been when he’d joined the drama club, in his sophomore year, and been shown all around the stage, from the props room full of painted cardboard cut-outs to the orchestra pit to the catwalks hidden in the proscenium arch.
The lighting room was painted all in black and its walls were lined with bunches of cables that headed off in every direction. It just had room for two stools—Jake took one and the Proctor took the other—and a lighting board containing hundreds of rocker switches and rheostats and countless silver toggle switches. From that board you could control every spotlight and scoop light in the auditorium as well as run any number of basic lighting effects. You could simulate a flash of thunder from the board, or switch on a strobe light hidden at the back of the rows of seats.
There were only two switches involved in the test, however, and Jake didn’t recognize either of them. They were toggle switches marked A and B, and underneath the pair of them was a strip of masking tape labeled DRESSING ROOMS.
“One of these switches,” the Proctor explained, “turns on a light in the boy’s dressing room. The other turns on a light in the girl’s dressing room. These lights are usually flashed to warn the actors their cues are coming up. You cannot see either light from here, because they are not meant to be seen by the audience. Please tell me which switch turns on the light in the boy’s dressing room.”
Jake studied the switches. There was nothing to make one look more likely than the other. “So, um,” he said, trying to stall for time to think, “what are the automatic failure conditions for this test?”
The Proctor’s voice was flat and emotionless as he listed them. “If you flip more than one switch, it will count as an automatic failure condition. If you flip either switch more than once, it will count as an automatic failure condition. If you leave this room with either switch flipped on, it will count as an—”
“I get it,” Jake said. Mr. Zuraw was going to make this as hard as possible. He thought about how it would work. Presumably he could flip a switch and then go down to the boy’s dressing room and see if the light was on. But first he would have to flip the switch off, which meant the light would be off when he got there. But—
“Ah,” he said, and flipped the switch marked A. Then he sat back on his stool and waited.
After a full minute had passed the Proctor said, “If you do not make a choice within five minutes, it will count as an automatic failure condition.”
“Okay,” Jake said. He flipped the switch to the off position. “Can I leave the room now, or is that an AFC, too?”
“It is permitted.”
“Thanks.” Jake dashed down the spiral stairs again and across the stage to the dressing rooms. He found the boy’s dressing room and went inside. The light was mounted on one wall, just a bare light bulb in a plastic fixture. Jake touched the bulb and yanked his fingers away quickly—it was burning hot to the touch.
He headed back up to the lighting room quickly, anxious not to run over the five minute deadline. “It’s switch A,” he said.
It had to be. Light bulbs got very warm when they were turned on, especially if you let them burn for a minute before you turned them off again. If it had been switch B, the light bulb would have been cold to the touch.
The Proctor took an envelope out of his jacket pocket.
Jake reached for the envelope but the Proctor held it out of reach. “Before giving this to you I must request that you return the piece of Curriculum property you removed from the underground offices.”
Jake was more confused by the request than he had been by the test, at first. Then he realized what the Proctor wanted and he reached into his pocket and took out the silver mask he’d been carrying around. He looked at it carefully, knowing it might come in useful sometime, but also knowing the envelope was far more important. He handed the mask over and the Proctor gave him the envelope in return.
It contained a PASS.
Jake expected the Proctor to demand the return of the portable phone as well, but he didn’t. He just led Jake back down the stairs and out into the hallway, where a couple of sleeping students were lying in a heap on the floor. As he stepped over them the phone vibrated in Jake’s pocket.
He answered it, thinking it might be a summons to a new test. Instead it was just Mr. Zuraw taunting him some more.
“Something tragic has happened, Jake, and I thought you should know about it,” the guidance counselor said.
“The Youth Steering Committee decided to fire you?” he asked.
“Ha. No. I just got a call from the New Mexico state police. They found a car that went over the side of a bridge and the driver turned out to be one of our teachers. Mr. Irwin, in fact. I know you and he were close, so you would want to know. I understand he was taking an unscheduled vacation day to go visit his sister in Albuquerque. He never made it there.”
“You bastard,” Jake said. “You’re lying.”
“You can’t get away, Jake. Ever. Stop trying to break the system. It only exists for your own good.”
Jake closed the phone and shoved it in his pocket.
Everybody knows what’s so good for me, he thought, bitterly, and most of them think it involves shooting me in the back of the head.
He made his way through the corridors, climbing over bodies where he had to, intent on getting to English class with Ms. Holman before the PA told everyone to wake up. When he arrived, however, it became clear that the students were going to stay asleep for a while longer. There as a Proctor standing outside of the classroom waiting for him. “Hello, Jake,” the Proctor said. “Are you ready for your next test?”
“So,” Jake said in return. “I guess this is the lightning round.”
 



Chapter Forty-Seven
“I have a PASS in my jacket pocket,” the Proctor told Jake. They were standing together in the parking lot in front of the school. The Proctor stood a few feet away holding a golf club. He kept taking practice swings, slowly lining up a non-existent shot and then winding his arm back to prepare the perfect stroke. Jake kept ducking every time the Proctor’s arm went back, expecting to be beaten with the club at any second.
“Can I have it?” Jake asked, keeping an eye on the club.
“You may, however you must pay for it.” The Proctor reached into his pants pocket and took out a ping pong ball. He showed it to Jake, then set it down on the asphalt. Lining up his swing again, he followed through this time and tapped the ping pong ball, sending it racing away across the parking lot, jumping and bouncing every time it hit a rough patch of pavement. “The price is one ping pong ball.”
Jake wanted to roll his eyes. Instead he dashed after the ball, running as fast as his legs would carry him. The ball was headed downhill, picking up speed. He lost sight of it behind a parked car—then saw it again, just in time to watch it roll into a hole in the ground. Jake’s stomach sank. The ball had stopped moving but he knew it wouldn’t be as easy as just fetching it back from where it had ended up.
He found the hole easily. It was the mouth of a length of PVC pipe, about two inches in diameter. The pipe had been driven into the asphalt until it was set flush with the ground, so there was no way to pull it back out. Jake knelt down next to the pipe and looked inside. He could see the ball at the bottom, about two feet down. He tried reaching down into the pipe and found that his hand was far too wide to get inside it.
The Proctor walked casually up behind him. “If you leave this parking lot, it will count as an automatic failure condition. If you use any tools to get the ball, it will count as an automatic failure condition. If you cannot produce the ball in ten minutes, it will count as an automatic failure condition.”
Jake barely listened. He was too busy trying to get three fingers down the pipe far enough to touch the ball. It was futile but he kept trying until the skin of his hand was red and chafed. Next he tried blowing into the pipe, using every ounce of lung power he had. He heard the ball rattle inside the pipe but it didn’t pop out and into his hand. It didn’t rise up out of the pipe at all.
He even tried sucking the ball out, pressing his mouth against the edges of the pipe to try to form a tight seal. That succeeded only in scratching the skin of his cheeks and banging his nose up pretty well.
He was in that position when Megan crouched down next to him and asked what he was doing.
“Jesus!” he shrieked, rolling backwards, away from the pipe. He hadn’t heard her approach. “You scared me. This—this isn’t what it looks like.”
“It looks like you’ve lost your ping pong ball down a hole and you’re trying to get it back,” she told him. She looked up at the Proctor standing nearby. “Don’t worry, Jake. I can see where this is going.”
He smiled at her. “You came looking for me,” he said.
“When I saw everyone else collapse in the halls—I don’t think I’ll ever get used to that,” she told him. “It’s just weird. But then I figured you must be in the middle of a test and maybe I could help. It took me a while to find you. So—let’s see. You need the ball to get your PASS, right?”
“Yeah,” he said. “And if I don’t get the PASS, I’m dead.” He lay back on the asphalt and stared up at the blue and cloudless sky. “I’ve only got a few minutes left. I need to think of something. Anything.”
Megan placed a hand on his forehead. It felt very good there, very comforting. It wasn’t helping him figure the test out, though. “If I had some gum, and a piece of string,” he said, “I could try to fish it out. Do you—” he sat up quickly and stared at her. “I can tear a piece of my shirt and use it as a string. Megan, please tell me you have some gum.”
“I—”
He could see in her eyes that she didn’t. “I’ve never chewed gum,” she told him, looking down. “I never got into the habit. I could go back into the school and search the kids in there, somebody has to have some,” she suggested.
“It would take too long,” Jake told her. “I only have two minutes left.”
She opened up her book bag and searched inside. “I don’t know what I have that would be useful. I’ve got a compass in here, maybe we could try to stab the ball and pull it out? But it’s not long enough. Are you thirsty? I have my water bottle.”
“I’m not—” he began, but the he had an idea and grabbed the bottle out of her hand. “Oh, thank God you came along, Megan,” he told her. It was a quart bottle made of purple transparent plastic with a black rubber lid. He hoped it was big enough. Pulling the lid off he poured the entire contents of the bottle into the pipe.
The ping pong ball was hollow and weighed next to nothing. It was buoyant enough that it rose to the surface of the water instantly. It was just close enough to the top of the pipe that he could finally reach it.
“I don’t know what I would have done if you didn’t come along,” he told her, grabbing her up in a tight hug.
“Well—you could have peed in the pipe,” she told him, blushing a little.
“That is just gross.” He looked down at the pipe. “But yeah, that would have worked, too.” He imagined himself handing the Proctor a ping pong ball dripping with urine, and the thought made him grin. Happily, he handed the ball to the Proctor, who gave him the pale blue envelope. Inside, as promised, was a PASS.
Jake and Megan headed back to the school. Inside the students were still lying in heaps on the floor. The command to wake clearly hadn’t been given yet. Jake was not surprised to see yet another Proctor waiting for him in the hallway.
“Hello, Jake,” the Proctor buzzed. “Are you ready for your next test?”
“What’s going on?” Megan asked Jake. “This is what, your third test today?”
“Fourth.” He thought about it. “Maybe the fifth, I’ve kind of lost track. Mr. Zuraw knows I’m one small mistake away from failing permanently. He’s going to keep testing me until I make that mistake—even if it takes all day. Megan, when that happens, I want you to—”
“It’s not going to happen,” she told him. “Because I won’t let it. I’m not leaving your side from now on, not until this is over. I can help you with the tests. Two heads are better than one, and cheating is permitted. Okay?”
He reached for her hand and squeezed it in gratitude.
“He’s ready,” Megan told the Proctor. “Let’s go.”
 



Chapter Forty-Eight
“Jake, are you ready for your next test?” the Proctor asked.
“I already told you,” Megan said, “yes!”
Jake shook his head. “He needs me to say it. They have to be way literal—it’s part of the testing process. The tests have to be clear and concise so I can’t say I didn’t know what was expected of me or what the conditions were.” He turned to the Proctor. “I’m ready,” he said.
The Proctor turned on his heel and started walking away. Jake and Megan followed.
“Everything is so controlled,” Megan said, with a shudder. “It doesn’t even feel real. I mean, in real life nothing is ever cut and dried. The rules in real life aren’t logical.”
“In real life there aren’t any rules,” Jake said. “Except the ones you make for yourself.” He remembered what Mr. Irwin had said. “Logic puzzles are fun, because there’s always a clear answer.” The real world didn’t have answers at all, just more questions. Was Megan his girlfriend now? Could she be? Or was Cody right about her? Was she a spy sent by Mr. Zuraw to keep tabs on him?
If he passed all the tests, what happened then?
He tried to clear his head. Whatever came next would at least make sense. It would be fun, by Mr. Irwin’s definition.
The Proctor led them out of the school through a side door by the gymnasium. The football stadium loomed over them but before you got there you had to cross a patch of open grass painted with white lines. It was a multi-purpose playing field, good for soccer or field hockey or baseball or whatever. It had been set up now as an obstacle course. Pieces of equipment were scattered all over the field.
Twenty-four tires were laid out nearest to him. The Proctor explained that he would have to run through them, putting a foot in each tire. Beyond the tires was a free-standing wall as high as his chin. He had to get over that, then grab a rope and swing over a mud pit to a rope net that formed a very unsteady ladder to the top of another free-standing wall, this one higher than his head. He had to climb over that wall, drop safely to the ground on the other side, and then through a series of plastic pipes just big enough for him to wriggle through. The last pipe led back to the tires.
“Do you understand the course?” the Proctor droned.
“Yes,” Jake said, terrified of what came next.
Ten Proctors were lined up across the far side of the field. Each of them was holding a pistol.
“You will need to complete three laps of the course. A physically fit person can be expected to complete one lap in one minute. You may take as long as you like. However, after one and one half minutes have elapsed, the Proctors standing there will begin firing at will. Failure to complete three laps will result in an automatic failure condition. Attempting to harm or disarm the Proctors will result in an automatic failure condition. Receiving an injury during the test that prevents you from finishing the course will result in an automatic failure condition.”
Well, at least if he got shot in the legs, he wouldn’t have to suffer very long. It sounded like they would finish him off then and there.
Jake closed his eyes and tried not to pass out. He was still in pain from where Cody had hit him with the baseball bat. He hadn’t slept in a very long time. His brain hurt from solving all the tests. To top it all off, he knew that even under the best of conditions, he had never been any good at gym. He’d spent much more time worrying about making his mind strong than about the condition of his body.
“This is unacceptable,” Megan said. “How can this possibly test anything useful? You want him for the way he thinks, not how fast he can run!”
The Proctor administering the test ignored her. “You may take your starting position now, Jake. I will begin timing your first lap as soon as you start running.”
He had no choice. He didn’t have any FAILs left. He had to pass this test or die trying. He turned to Megan. “You don’t have to watch this,” he said.
“I’m staying right here,” she told him.
He shrugged. “Listen, if you go and wait inside, I’ll come get you when I’ve passed this and you can help me with the next test.” He could see in her eyes that she knew what he was really saying: you don’t have to watch me get killed. “There’s no way for you to help me here,” he went on.
“I can be your cheerleader,” she said. “Too bad I forgot my pom-poms.”
He smiled and shook his head and wondered if a dumb joke would be the last thing she ever said to him.
A white line had been painted at the start of the tire-run to mark the starting position. Jake stepped towards it slowly, shaking out his legs and his arms, trying to loosen himself up for the run ahead of him. He felt stiff as a board. He was still stretching when he noticed another Proctor coming toward him. It seemed unlikely that this new Proctor was just late for the test—they were always punctual. As he came closer, Jake saw that the newcomer’s suit was rumpled and one sleeve was torn so that it almost hung free at the shoulder. There was something wrong with the Proctor’s mask, as well. As the Proctor came still closer Jake saw a bad scratch down the front of the mask—no, it was a crack, as if the mask had been torn in half and then glued back together.
The new Proctor had something in his hand. Not a pistol, exactly.
Jake turned to look at the Proctor who was stationed to time the laps. He wanted to ask what this late arrival meant—was it some nasty twist to a test that was already deadly enough? Maybe he didn’t want to know.
The new Proctor kept striding toward him with total determination. But its posture was wrong—not straight enough. And then it was lifting its arm, holding up its weapon. Jake shied back at the last second before he was impaled on it.
He wasn’t the ragged Proctor’s target, though. The sort-of gun jabbed into the blue serge suit of the timing Proctor, who collapsed without a sound to the green grass. He lay there twitching as if he’d received a massive electric shock.
“It’s called a stun gun,” the Proctor with the broken mask said to Jake, holding up its weapon. Its voice was something like the familiar buzzing drone but a lot more emotional than Jake had expected. He could definitely hear a sneer in that voice. “I promise it’s not lethal, if you care. I’ll explain everything later—right now we don’t have time. In a few seconds the idiots over there,” the newcomer went on, gesturing at the Proctors holding pistols at the far side of the field, “are going to realize something’s wrong. They’ve been trained never to question what another Proctor does. That’s why I’m wearing this mask. If I took it off they would shoot me on sight. This way we have a chance to get away before they start wondering.” The masked newcomer bent down and started going through the fallen Proctor’s pockets. “Okay. Let’s go.”
“Where are we going?” Jake asked. He didn’t like this at all. It didn’t make any sense.
“Well, first we’re going to escape. After that, you can choose for yourself.”



Chapter Forty-Nine
Megan came running after Jake as he started to follow the newcomer. “What’s going on? Who is he?”
“I think I’m walking away from the test,” Jake said, having trouble believing it himself. If he didn’t run the obstacle course he would receive a FAIL for the test—which meant certain death.
But maybe that didn’t matter anymore. Maybe there was a new option available to him.
As for who the masked man was, Jake had a pretty good idea.
The three of them headed around the side of the school and back toward the ruins. Once they were around a corner of the building the stranger peeled off his mask. He looked to be college aged, maybe twenty-one or twenty-two. He had a good coating of stubble on his cheeks and his face was dirty, but Megan stopped in her tracks and gasped when she got a good look at him.
“But he—he looks just like—”
The stranger’s face was lined and his eyes were old. He was thinner than Jake, and his hair was unevenly cut. They might have been brothers. They might have been identical twins, except that one was older than the other. Jake held out a hand. “You must be Jake McCartney,” Jake said.
“No.” The stranger shoved the mask in a pocket of his suit and peeled off his scuffed leather gloves. “That’s not my name and it never was. It’s not yours, either. Just call me D, alright?”
“Okay. Do you want to call me H, then?” Jake asked.
D didn’t reply. He reached into a pocket of his jacket and pulled out a small iron pry bar. Kneeling down in the sand in the middle of the ruins he started jabbing the bar into the ground, again and again, until one time it made a clunking sound that suggested it had hit something solid and wooden underneath the sand. “There’s not a lot of time to talk right now. We’re on a tight schedule. Tell her to go away.”
“What?” Megan demanded. “Oh, no. Not as long as Jake’s in danger.”
“I trust her,” Jake said.
D looked up at him with squinting eyes. “You got my message, right? ‘Don’t trust anyone over seventeen?’ I’ve found out since—you can’t trust anyone seventeen or younger, either. Maybe little kids. Like, six year-olds. No, the only person you can really trust is yourself. Which means you and me.”
“I won’t go anywhere without her,” Jake insisted.
D shrugged. “If she’s a spy for Zuraw—”
“She’s not!”
“Fine,” D said. “But if she is, she’s going to wish she stayed behind. Help me with this.” Together they shoved sand away from the trap door that led into the maze of death under the school. Soon they had the door clear, a grimy square of wood with metal-reinforced corners.
“I tried getting it open again myself but it was sealed shut,” Jake said.
D’s response was to jam his pry bar into one edge of the door. Grunting, he heaved back until the wood splintered and cracked. Then he shoved his fingers into the hole he’d made and pulled upward with all his strength. The door groaned open, revealing the white staircase leading down and inside.
D was in a lot better shape than Jake, it seemed.
The three of them hurried inside. Jake started to pull the trap door closed behind him but D told him not to bother. “By the time they realize what we’re up to, we need to be done and on our way out of here. We have maybe half an hour. It all depends on whether Zuraw is paying close attention. How far apart are your tests? A couple days?”
“I’m in some kind of lightning round,” Jake said.
“Crap.” D looked scared for the first time. “I’m so sorry. I would have come sooner but I had to get everything ready, first. We only get one chance at this.”
“Who is this guy?” Megan asked.
They both turned to look at her. Jake licked his lips. “This is my fellow clone, D,” he said. “He was part of the Curriculum a while ago—I don’t know how long ago. He’s the only one who didn’t fail and who wasn’t executed. Instead he got a grade of INCOMPLETE instead. That’s what it said in Mr. Zuraw’s computer, anyway.” He looked at D. “How do you get an INCOMPLETE?”
“Well, you fight your way out. Then you run away,” D said.
“I thought of trying that, but I’m only seventeen. There’s no way I could get a job or rent an apartment on my own, and the police would always be looking for me—”
“Not up in the mountains.” D grimaced. “Nobody ever goes up there. There aren’t any roads. I nearly starved to death my first week, but now I do okay. If I ever see a human being I hide and wait for them to leave. I have a little cabin I built for myself, camouflaged from the air so passing planes can’t see it. Mostly I hunt and fish for the food I need.”
“That sounds horrible,” Megan said. “You must be so lonely.”
“I’m alive,” D said. “That’s more than I can say for E, F, or G.”
Jake felt his blood running cold. “They were—”
“Murdered. Yeah,” D said. “I sneak down to watch it happen every time. I felt like I owed it to them, to be there when it happened. I always knew I would come back when I was ready and save one of us. Looks like it might be you, H. But only if we move fast, right now.” He stepped up to the door at the end of the stairway and tapped it with his fingers. When it didn’t open he took a step back, then ran at it and smashed through it with his shoulder. It was made of light wood and it collapsed easily under his weight.
“Now, come on. We have work to do.”
“What do you mean?” Jake asked. “What’s your plan?”
“I’m going to make sure there is no I or J or K. I’m going to shut he Curriculum down, permanently. You in?”
The phone in Jake’s pocket chose that moment to start vibrating.



Chapter Fifty
Jake pulled the phone out of his pocket. D stared at it as if Jake was holding a live hand grenade. “Have you seen these?” he asked D. “I don’t know how they work, but—”
“They’re called cell phones,” D told him. “I know they must seem pretty cool to you, but out there, in the real world, everybody has them. Even kids these days. Who’s calling you?”
“Mr. Zuraw. Should I answer it?”
D nodded tensely.
“Hello, Jake,” the guidance counselor said. “Everything alright? It looks like you might be late for a test. I don’t need to tell you how unfortunate that would be.”
Jake swallowed the lump in his throat. “Things are… fine,” he said. He looked at Megan and D but they both just shrugged. They didn’t know what to do, either. “I’m here on the soccer field,” Jake went on, improvising, “waiting for a test to begin. It looks like there’s a problem.”
“Oh? Really?” Mr. Zuraw asked, sounding no more than curious.
“One of the Proctors had a fit. Or something. Maybe a seizure.”
“I see. Well,” Mr. Zuraw said with a sigh, “I suppose I’ll have to come down there personally and investigate, hmm? See you soon.”
Jake clicked the phone shut.
“Okay,” D said. “Good work. It’ll take him a while to figure out what happened.”
“Can’t he just look at the cameras?” Megan asked.
D frowned. “What cameras?”
Jake explained, “He’s always one step ahead of me. We assumed he must have cameras everywhere, and microphones too.”
“Nope.” D shook his head. “He keeps track of you through spies—people close to you, people you’re likely to trust.”
Jake forced himself not to glance at Megan. She couldn’t be a spy. It was impossible. “My mom was one,” he said. “Our mom, I guess.”
“Yeah. I know. Both of you, come with me, and hurry.” He headed down the white corridor and busted through another door. Inside lay a shiny and immaculately clean machine shop, with tools hanging on the wall and stacks of wood and sheet metal piled under a waist-high table. D went to a closet and took out a number of small items which he placed on the table. He started assembling some kind of electronic device from the pieces, and kept talking while he did it.
“There are some things you should know,” he told Jake. “Things I’ve found out by hacking Zuraw’s computer system.”
“You know about the computers, too?” Megan asked. “Let me guess. Outside of Fulton everybody has one of those as well. Even the kids.”
“Especially the kids. They kept cell phones and computers out of Fulton to limit your contact with the outside world. Listen, if any of us survive to get out of here, we can do questions and answers then. For now, just let me talk.” He plugged a wire into a small black box and a screen on its side lit up, showing the numbers 00:00. “I don’t know why they’re doing this to you. I’ve never been able to learn what they hope to accomplish with all this testing—you have to pass the Curriculum to find out, and nobody ever has. But I know some history, about how this got started.”
With deft hands he loaded batteries into another small box, then sealed it by wrapping it numerous times with electrical tape.
“It began as a kind of nation-wide gifted program, administered by a group called the Youth Steering Committee, about thirty years ago. There was a competition. A written test that every high school student in America took. Every year the winner with the top score came here to Fulton to take additional tests, on a Pass/Fail basis, with a prize going to anyone who could pass the full Curriculum. The tests weren’t anything like they are now. Most of them were just word problems or complicated math equations. They were looking for the smartest kid who ever lived, basically. But there was a problem. Nobody could ever pass the complete round of tests. One kid got pretty close—close enough that when he grew up they actually asked him to take over running the Curriculum. You would recognize him if you saw a picture of him. You would call him Jake McCartney, the original Jake McCartney, though that wasn’t his actual name.”
On the table D laid out several lengths of insulated wires. He stripped their ends and twisted the exposed copper fibers into tight braids.
“McCartney’s job was to get at least one kid to pass the full series of tests. He hired the best teachers, child psychologists, biologists money could buy and brought them here to create the perfect learning environment. A lot of them still live here. He tried everything they could think of—he brought whole families out here so the Curriculum students wouldn’t get homesick, he offered cash and prizes for anyone who could solve some of the especially thorny tests. He even tried giving them drugs to enhance their problem-solving abilities. Nothing really helped. The tests were just too hard. The YSC still needed somebody who could pass them all, though. So McCartney told them he had another idea, one which they might not like. If incentives weren’t enough to get people to pass, he would try disincentives. He would threaten the students. If they failed too many tests, he would punish them. The YSC agreed—they didn’t like it at all. To prove he was right, McCartney put himself through the tests again. He hired teachers to intimidate him and even give him severe electric shocks if he couldn’t solve the tests. These teachers were his employees, and he worried he might fire them if they were hard on him, so he made them wear masks so he could never see who it was who was torturing him. He made the masks reflective so that when he looked at his tormentors, he would see his own face and remember he was doing this to himself.”
D took a pronged object out of a carton full of them and hooked it up to the box of batteries. Sparks jumped between the prongs. He unhooked the wires from the batteries and the pronged device and then wired the timer inbetween them.
“It turned out McCartney was right. He got closer to solving the tests then anybody ever had before. A lot closer. It turned out he had a very special quality. Most people freeze up when they’re scared or hurt. Their brains shut down and their reflexes take over. But some rare people actually think better when they’re under stress. McCartney was one of those people. He was much too old for the purposes of the YSC—they wanted a high school senior—but he had a solution to that, too. This was back in the late 90s. About the time scientists first managed to clone a healthy mammal—it was a sheep, if I recall correctly. Everyone knew it was just a matter of time before somebody cloned a human being. McCartney decided to be the first. Can you see where this story is going?”
D put the pieces he’d been working on together and wrapped them with more electrical tape. Then he slipped it into the pocket of his jacket.
“Next stop,” he said, and headed for the door. “The cloning vats.”



Chapter Fifty-One
This time D didn’t knock down the door. Instead he pulled his Proctor’s mask over his face and touched the door gently. It slid open and a wave of humid air washed out and over them.
They stepped inside into a dimly lit room full of what looked like refrigerators lying on their backs—long white boxes with hinged lids. One of the boxes was open and vapor was rising from its contents.
A pair of Proctors were working over the box. One reached down inside with a hypodermic needle. When it pulled its arm back, its sleeve was sopping wet. As the three kids entered the room both Proctors looked up, their masks hiding any surprise or anger they might feel at being disturbed.
D had said before that the Proctors were trained to trust implicitly anyone in a mask. D strode confidently toward them and said, “There’s a problem with the current test. Both of you are needed on the soccer field.”
The two Proctors filed out of the room without comment. When they were gone D peeled his mask off again. “You may not want to see this,” he said.
“But I have to, right?”
“No. You can choose to not look. That’s how you know you can trust me. I give you choices, alright? But I think you should see it. Come over here.” Jake came and stood where D showed him. He looked down at the lid of one of the large boxes. It had a letter I painted on it, near the top. There was also a digital readout that said RUNTIME REMAINING 65 DAYS, 7 HOURS, 31 MINUTES, and a yellow sticker that warned the contents were at risk of bacterial contamination if preventative measures were not followed.
“Open it up,” D said, and together they lifted the lid. It was heavy but once it was lifted it stayed up without anyone holding it. Mist boiled up out of the box and Jake waved it away. When he could finally see what lay inside he nearly gagged, though he had expected something much like it. Inside, floating in yellowish liquid, was a miniature version of himself, perhaps four and a half feet tall. It was curled in a ball, completely naked, and a cluster of thin tubes ran into its nose and mouth and the corner of one eye.
“They’re already growing my replacement,” Jake said.
“They have been for nearly a year. Take a look at this one,” D told him.
The next box over was labeled J. The remaining runtime on that one was 327 DAYS, 21 HOURS, 9 MINUTES. Jake pushed back the lid and when the steam cleared he saw an embryo floating in the liquid, just a curl of flesh that didn’t even have proper eyes yet. It was connected to its box by the same bundle of tubes in its face, but also had a thicker one attached to its belly button.
“It takes a little less than twelve months to grow a new Jake McCartney,” D explained. “They’re very patient people, the YSC, but they don’t want to have to wait seventeen years every time somebody fails the Curriculum. They want a new test subject every year, and one who appears to be seventeen is good enough. When these are done there won’t be a doctor in the world who can tell them apart from a real seventeen year old.”
“Wait—there’s something wrong here. You’re saying they grow a new one every year? But they can’t have grown me like this. I’m a lot more than a year old!”
D said nothing. He just watched Jake’s face.
“No, come on. I remember—I remember being sixteen. I remember being nine.”
“Really? Try.”
Jake closed his eyes and tried to call up a memory from when he was a kid. A birthday party—yes—he was surrounded by—by fifth graders. He was blowing out the candles on a cake. For some reason he was much taller than any of the other kids at the party. And he had stubble on his face. He tried again. A family vacation he’d taken when he was eight. Jake and his parents had gone to Hawaii and they’d taken Cody with them. The two of them had watched girls walking on the beach in their bikinis and—no. He couldn’t have been eight. No eight year old would think things like that about a girl in a bikini.
Every memory Jake had could have taken place in his seventeenth year of life. He could not remember a time when he was shorter, or before his voice had broken, or when he hadn’t worn size 32 pants.
D grabbed his arm. “I’m sorry. But I have to ask. What is your father’s first name?”
Jake shook him off. He didn’t know the answer. He couldn’t remember a time he’d ever heard his father called anything but Mr. McCartney.
“What are you saying?” Megan demanded. “Of course he knows his own father’s name!”
D ignored her. “You were never sixteen, Jake. You’ve been alive for only a few months. You were never conceived, never born, and all your memories are lies, fed to you in your vat through that cable going into your eye—”
“Stop!” Jake shouted. The word echoed in the windowless room.
He walked to the next vat. It was labeled K. There was no runtime listed. Presumably they hadn’t even begun to grow that one, yet. “Who was he?” Jake asked, finally, in a very quiet voice.
“Who?” D asked.
“Jake McCartney. The original Jake McCartney. You said that wasn’t his real name. Do you know what it was? He was my father, I guess.”
“No. He made you from nail clippings, or maybe a strand of your hair. A father’s something different,” D said. “Are you sure you want to know this? He’s never acted like a father toward you and he never will. Be sure. This is not like an adopted kid finding his birth father.”
“I’m sure,” Jake said. He tensed up every muscle in his body, as if he expected to be struck.
“His name was Jonathon Zuraw. His name is Jonathon Zuraw.”
Jake grabbed the side of one of the vats so that he didn’t collapse on the floor.
“Zuraw knew that he thought best when he was in danger. So he reasoned that if he was close to passing the tests just by having Proctors threaten and abuse him, then if he put himself under threat of death then he would do even better. But it had to be a real threat, you understand? He had to believe it was real. The biggest problem was that he couldn’t be sure he would pass, anyway. If something went wrong, if some small part of the Curriculum broke down, he could fail easily and there would be no way to repeat the experiment, because he would be dead. Unless there were more of him.”
“So he cloned himself. Except it still didn’t work,” Jake said, imagining how it must have gone. “Jake McCartney A failed. So did B. And all the rest, including me.”
“Imagine what it must be like to pass judgment on yourself like that,” D said, sounding almost as if he pitied Mr. Zuraw. “To have to finally put yourself down so many times, over and over again. Is it any surprise he’s gone insane?”
“And the Youth Steering Committee—”
“Has no problem with what he’s doing,” D finished. “He isn’t hurting anyone but himself—technically—and in the process, he might just give them what they want. A seventeen year-old who can pass every test they can think of.”
D closed the lids of the two vats and headed for the door again. “I know it’s a lot to process, but we don’t have time for you to try to make sense of it right now. We’ve got maybe five minutes left before this place is swarming with armed Proctors. One last stop and then we head upstairs.”
He led the two of them to another corridor. All the doors looked alike but somehow D knew exactly where to go. He busted down a door and inside was an armory. The walls were lined with pistols, hung up carefully with their clips ejected. Boxes of bullets were stacked neatly on the floor.
“Gear up,” D said. “I don’t know what kind of resistance we’ll meet up top, so choose the gun that looks best to you.”
“No,” Jake said. His brain was starting to hurt, but he was sure he was making the right decision. “No guns. Going up there with a gun would make me just like him. That’s my choice.”
D studied Jake’s face for a while before shrugging in acceptance. “Fine. Then take this instead,” he said, and handed Jake his stun gun. “There’s one, maybe two charges left. Listen,” he said, when Jake hesitated before taking the weapon, “I guarantee you won’t kill anybody with it.”
Jake took it and shoved it in his back pocket. He planned on throwing it away as soon as that was safely possible. He turned to go when he saw Megan taking a gun down from the wall.
“Unh-uh,” D said, grabbing it away from her. “I don’t trust you. You don’t get a choice.”
 



Chapter Fifty-Two
The three of them emerged through the secret door in the school. The lockers swung back and closed automatically behind them once they were out of the maze. D grabbed Jake’s arm and pointed at the lockers across the hall from the secret door. “Listen,” he said. “What I have planned may not work. If it doesn’t—go to my old locker. It’s number 1337, right there.”
Jake nodded.
“The combination is the same as on your locker.”
“How do you know his combination?” Megan asked, in a whisper.
D shrugged. “I know all the combinations. There are only about five different ones. I’ve been coming back here at night, sometimes. I’ve been coming back for years. It’s taken me that long to get together the stuff I need. This way, if you’re with me. Or you can just head off on your own, if you think your chances are better that way.”
Another choice. Jake looked up and down the hallway. Clusters of sleeping bodies lay before the classroom doors. Half the wrestling team was in an unconscious heap before Mr. Brosnahan’s metal shop. At the far end of the hall he could just see Mr. Dzama, lying on his back and staring up at the ceiling.
Jake followed D, and Megan followed him.
They came eventually to a place where two corridors intersected. Jake thought they must be near the center of the school, halfway between the front doors and the back of the school, where the guidance office lay. There was a janitor’s closet there—the same one he and Megan had hid inside after he passed the test with the black- and white-masked Proctors. Where he’d last asked her to kiss him, and where she’d refused.
D opened the door and revealed that the closet was stuffed with black trash bags, all of them stuffed full and tied at one end. They definitely hadn’t been there before. “This is what took me the most time. They don’t just sell this stuff in hardware stores. Give me a hand.”
Jake and Megan helped him remove the bags from the closet one by one and stack them in a rough pyramid. It was hard, sweaty work—the bags were extremely heavy and there were a lot of them—and after awhile Jake started getting tired. Rather than placing it neatly, he tried tossing one onto the top of the growing pile, but D called out, “Careful! This stuff isn’t exactly stable.”
“What is it?” Megan asked.
“It’s a mixture of fertilizer and a couple other ingredients, baked and then compressed into bricks. It’s got an extremely high reaction velocity and a low flashpoint, which makes it ideal for this kind of work.”
Jake got very little of that except the part about fertilizer. “What exactly is it supposed to achieve? Don’t tell me we’re starting a farm.”
“Of course not,” D said, placing the last bag at the top of the pyramid. Then he took out the complicated device he’d assembled down the maze’s machine shop. “It’s a bomb.”
Very carefully, he tore a hole in one of the sacks. For a second Jake smelled turpentine or maybe kerosene, and then D slid the pronged end of his device into the bag, a hair’s breadth at a time.
“We’re directly above the maze, here,” he told them. “Specifically, we’re above the cloning vats. If the explosion is big enough—and it had better be, after all the trouble I went through to get this stuff—it’ll wipe out the entire complex, including the school. Millions upon millions of dollars worth of equipment, files, and test results will go up in one quick flash. The Curriculum will never recover from a loss like that. And of course,” he said, “Zuraw will be right here in the middle of the blast.”
“How do you know that?” Jake asked.
“Because by now he’s figured out you’re not on the soccer field. Which means that in what, two minutes? He’ll be standing right here, probably pointing a gun at me. Know your enemy, Jake.”
D twisted a knob on the side of his device—a detonator, Jake realized—and the digital readout flashed 05:00. Immediately it began counting down: 04:59. 04:58.
“You two just have time to get out of here. Get as far away as you can—the other side of the football stadium should do it, if I’ve calculated everything just right.”
“Jake,” Megan whispered.
He ignored her. He was sure he’d heard wrong—
“You’re going to stay? You’re going to die like this?” he asked D. “After surviving for so long?” He couldn’t believe it.
“I want to see the look on his face. His face, which is my face, all grown up. I’ve made my choice. You don’t get to argue with it,” D told him.
“Jake!” Megan hissed.
Both D and Jake twisted around to look at her. Of course, Jake thought, D would still respond when he heard that name called—
“I’m not sure if you noticed,” she told them, “but every student in this school is lying on the floor here! If you set this bomb off right now, you’ll kill every single one of them.”
“She’s right. Turn it off,” Jake said.
“No.” D smiled. “I knew there would be some casualties. I’m willing to accept that.”
“I’m not,” Jake said. “Turn it off. Or show me how.” He took the stun gun out of his pocket. It had a simple trigger on one end, and a part you pointed at the person you wanted to stun. He pointed it at D.
The expression that crossed D’s face hurt Jake to see. It was a look of betrayal and anger. This other self—this older, wiser self who had taught Jake so much in so little time—was judging him and finding him a failure. It felt a lot worse than getting a FAIL.
Then D’s eyes narrowed and he started reaching for his pocket. “He got to you,” D said. “Zuraw put you up to this.”
“No,” Jake said. “Now, turn it off.”
D’s hand came out of his pocket with a pistol clutched in it. “I should have known. After all this time… he couldn’t just let me go. He’s been searching for me for years. I thought I was free—but you never get free. He knew I would come back for you, that I would risk exposure if it meant a chance to save you, even just one of you. He set me up. This is my last test, isn’t it? Except I can’t pass it. He’s going to show up now and kill me.”
“You’re being paranoid,” Megan told D. But D didn’t look at her.
He was looking only at Jake. “Come on out, Zuraw. Show yourself.”
“Stop it,” Jake said. “Stop the timer. Then all three of us will leave here together. We can escape. We can find somebody who will listen to us, who will send police, real police here to stop the Curriculum—”
D raised his pistol and pointed it at Jake’s face.
Jake wanted to run away, but he didn’t. There had to be a way to make D understand that what he was doing was wrong. “If you blow this place up now, the two clones downstairs will die with you,” he tried.
“They haven’t been born yet. It’s better if they die now so they don’t have to go through the tests. If you were me—if you were one of me, one of us—you would understand that. I’m not going to stop it.” He pressed the gun against Jake’s forehead.
The muzzle was very cold, and very hard.
“You know it’s not like that. I just don’t want to see anybody hurt. My best friend is around here somewhere, sleeping. His name is Cody Strindberg and he doesn’t deserve to die. Neither do I. I know you won’t shoot me,” Jake said. “You can’t. It would be like shooting yourself.”
“Jake,” Megan whispered. “Jake, we’re running out of time!”
“Go ahead and shoot me,” D said. He lifted the gun away from Jake’s head. “It’s what you’re supposed to do, right? What you have to do.”
“No,” Jake said. “It’s what I choose.” He jabbed the stun gun into D’s chest and pressed the trigger. There was a very abrupt, very loud noise and a faint sizzle. D dropped to the flooor, his limbs flopping wildly.
“Jake!” Megan screamed. “He was the only one who knew how to turn off the bomb!”
“Then I’ll just have to figure it out without help,” he told her. “I’ve gotten pretty good at problem solving.”
 



Chapter Fifty-Three
Jake shoved the stun gun in his pocket and knelt down next to the detonator. The digital display read 01:03. He wanted to just run away, to get as far away as possible, but he doubted there would be enough time even for that.
He could just pull the detonator out of the explosive bag. That would seem like the logical thing to do. But he was pretty sure D was smarter than that. If he just pulled it out, it might go off automatically. If he tried to disassemble it where it was, it might go off anyway. He had no idea how it worked, or what might trigger it.
There was nothing to lose by trying, except maybe a minute off his life. No. Fifty-nine seconds.
He tried to remember how D had put the thing together. He looked down at his double on the floor and saw that D had at least stopped twitching so much. He hoped his older self hadn’t hit his head on the floor when he fell. There was still so much he could teach Jake, so much he must know about that Jake couldn’t even imagine yet. If he could just defuse the bomb, he and Megan could carry D out of the school, they could—
One thing at a time, he told himself.
There had been four main pieces to the detonator. There was the digital time, a battery pack, and the pronged part at the end that made sparks when it was activated. Jake could see how it worked. Power from the battery pack was flowing toward the spark generator but was resisted by the timer. When the timer reached 00:00, it would complete a circuit which would activate the spark generator, which would ignite the fertilizer bricks in the bag, starting a chain reaction. It was pretty simple. Jake saw the solution right away—kind of. He had to remove a wire leading from the battery pack to the timer, so that it could never make a complete circuit. He remembered this kind of problem from back in junior high when they’d done basic electronics in science class.
Actually, though, that had never happened. He’d never been in junior high. Everything he thought he knew was suspect—all of his memories had been fed to him while he was still growing in the clone tank. Everything he believed, everything he’d ever taken for granted, was concocted by Mr. Zuraw so that he would think he’d had a normal childhood. Lies. All of it, just lies.
“Jake!” Megan shouted.
He looked down at the timer. 00:42.
He had to focus. He’d been shocked and horrified and disillusioned, all so fast his brain was having trouble keeping everything he was feeling inside his skull. He’d had his whole world turned upside down. But it didn’t mean he could stop what he was doing.
He had to pull one of the wires. He studied the timer and the various wires coming in and out of it. Which wire? Which one did he pull? In the movies when a spy or a superhero had to defuse a bomb there was always a red wire and a blue wire, and almost always the hero was supposed to pull the red wire. These wires, however, were all white. If he pulled the wrong one he could cause a short circuit. That would send power to the spark generator for a split second. Just long enough to set off the bomb.
“Now, Jake. Do it now. Take a guess if you have to.”
Logic problems were fun because there was always a simple answer… not like real life at all…
Jake looked up when he heard footsteps coming down the corridor toward him. “Hello, Jake,” Mr. Zuraw said. The guidance counselor was followed by a dozen Proctors in mirrored masks. They must have just come from the soccer field. Mr. Zuraw bent down next to D’s prostrate body. “Well, this is intriguing. What do we have here? Two of them. The one who got away! And the one who didn’t want to complete his scheduled test, even though he knew it would mean a failing grade.”
“I’ll explain later. Right now, just help me,” Jake begged. “Kill me afterwards if you have to, but help me stop this bomb. Please.”
The timer read 00:17.
“Get him up on his feet,” Mr. Zuraw said, directing two Proctors to pick up D. “Take him behind the gym. I’ll deal with him shortly.”
“You don’t understand what’s happening here,” Jake said. “Please. A lot of people are going to die if you don’t help me!”
“Part of the Curriculum,” Mr. Zuraw said, squatting down next to Jake, “that students must take their own tests, without any help from the Proctors. It’s always been that way and I see no reason to change now.”
00:04. There was no time left.
Jake pulled one of the wires off of its terminal.
00:03. At least there was no short circuit. At least—
00:02. Jake held his breath. Had he done enough? Or did he need to pull two wires? He just didn’t know.
00:01. Jake’s whole body tensed up, ready for the explosion, even though he knew he would never feel a thing, it would all happen far too quickly, faster than the speed of sound, his body would be vaporized instantly and—
And—
He opened his eyes. The timer showed 00:00. Then, digit by digit, it changed. When it was done it read:
 FA:IL
Mr. Zuraw turned to the Proctors behind him. “Take these two away as well. The girl is overdue for long-term suspension. As for H—well. It’s been a good run, but all things must come to an end.”
“I don’t think so,” Megan said. She had D’s pistol clutched in both her hands. It trembled in her tight grip, but it was pointed right at Mr. Zuraw’s face.
“Ms. Gottschalk, you’re making a very bad mistake,” Mr. Zuraw said, walking slowly towards her with his hand out. “Give me the gun, please.”
“I’ll kill you if you take another step,” Megan shouted.
Mr. Zuraw stopped in place and smiled.
“They’re not afraid to die,” Jake whispered.
“They’re afraid of something. Otherwise, why aren’t they shooting?” Megan took a cautious step toward the Mr. Zuraw.
The Proctors didn’t move a muscle.
Megan lowered her gun to the level of the guidance counselor’s chest and cocked it carefully. “Jake and I are going to walk out of the school, and run very far away. You won’t see us again. Or you can die right now.”
Nobody moved.
“You have five seconds to decide,” Megan said, nearly spitting with sarcasm. “A lack of response will result in an automatic failure condition.”
Mr. Zuraw grinned wickedly. Then he put his hands up and turned around and walked away. He didn’t run, didn’t even seem to be in a hurry. He just walked around the corner and was gone. The Proctors followed him without comment.
Jake and Megan watched them go. Jake exhaled noisily when they finally disappeared, and he realized he had both been holding his breath.
“Oh, thank God,” Megan said. “He fell for it.”
“What?” Jake asked.
“I can’t shoot somebody in cold blood, Jake. I’m not crazy. Phew!”
 



Chapter Fifty-Four
Jake’s eyes went wide. “So we’re just going to run away? How far do you think they’ll let us get?”
Megan laughed. “I don’t know!” Her eyes were too bright as if she’d gone a little bit crazy.
Jake was confused. He couldn’t imagine Mr. Zuraw just giving up, not so easily. He must know something that Jake didn’t. “This feels wrong, like a—” Before he could finish his thought she pushed him up against a row of lockers and stared into his eyes. Her look made him feel overheated and sweaty.
She leaned in and kissed him hard, running the fingers of her free hand through his hair. Her other hand still held the gun.
“We’ll go away and live in the mountains, like D did,” she said. Her voice was high-pitched and giddy. “Or to the city, and we’ll live under a bridge. Who cares? We’ll be together. There’s no future here. No future for you—I saw those clone tanks. No future for me. I know too much. It’s funny,” she said, “how free you can feel when you’ve got no options left.”
Jake was so confused. He’d received his third FAIL, according to the timer on the bomb he’d defused. He’d saved the school but it meant sacrificing himself. And now—and now—
And now he was with Megan, and she was kissing him again, which had to be worth something. And they were still alive. And nobody was trying to stop them.
He knew perfectly well that it couldn’t last.
Megan apparently didn’t see it that way. She grabbed his hand as she ran down the hall. Her face was flushed but her eyes were sparkling.
They made it halfway down the corridor before stopping again.
“Did you hear that?” Jake asked.
The intercoms in the ceiling started to crackle. The growling voice said “Wake,” and all around them Jake heard conversations starting up again, heard teachers lecturing in bored monotone voices. From outside he could hear a lawn mower pacing back and forth on the baseball field. In the hallway students started rising to their feet, their faces blank at first but instantly lighting up with interrupted expressions, laughing, talking about nothing, adjusting their bookbags, drinking from water fountains.
Megan looked surprised but not very much afraid. “What are they doing?” she asked, almost casually.
The bell rang to signal the start of the next period. A moment later classroom doors opened all up and down the hallway and students started pouring in, clutching books to their chests or slinging knapsacks over their shoulders. They filled up the hallway on either side, blocking Megan and Jake from running in either direction.
Then somebody saw the gun.
Jake could not have said later where the panic started. He had a front row seat to watch it grow, however. It went from face to face as students grabbed at each other, howled out warnings, knocked each other down trying to get away. The braver among them held their arms out at their sides, as if they could protect their friends behind them. Some of the students started crying, spontaneously, without saying a word.
They didn’t need to say anything. This message could be grasped at first sight, without the need of any explanation at all.
There was a crazy student in the hall with a gun.
Every kid in Fulton High School had heard how that story went. They’d seen it on the news, heard about it from their parents. They’d done a special unit on school shootings the year before, in Civics II. They’d seen pictures of what happened. Seen video of the aftermath.
“Oh my God,” Jake said.
On one level he had to admire Mr. Zuraw’s problem-solving abilities. It was an elegant solution to his problem. He needed to take Jake and Megan out of the equation, but with a minimum of struggle. He could have sent his Proctors at her, and some of them would have been shot, and probably killed.
Or he could do it the easy way.
Jake grabbed her arm. She didn’t seem to understand what was happening. “They won’t give you a chance. The cops will come—they’ll shoot on sight. Megan, you have to drop the gun and put your hands up.”
“Screw that.” She stared at the gun in her hand. “I’m in charge right now. If I drop this, there’s nothing to stop them from grabbing us and—and killing us.”
Jake shook his head. “Don’t you get it? This is the perfect solution for them. He was pretty sure you were willing to kill Proctors. But now—are you willing to kill a student? These are your classmates. Your friends.”
Megan licked her lips. She nodded, and looked around at the faces surrounding them, and seemed to calm down a little. But she didn’t lower the gun. “I haven’t made a lot of friends here, since we moved from Chicago.”
Jake nodded carefully. The tone of her voice was different now, though. It sounded like she might have started thinking again. It sounded like she wanted to be convinced.
“They could be your friends, though,” he said. “Given a chance. If you kill one of them, the rest of them will hate you as long as they live. Do you want to give me the gun? They might like you better if you do.”
“No,” she said. Her mouth was hanging open as if she was gasping for breath. Her eyes were very wide. She looked scared. “If I don’t have the gun, I can’t stop them when they come for me. This way I still have a chance.”
Jake looked out at the sea of eyes watching him, watching Megan. The kids were scared but not in the same way she was. He could see the math going on behind their eyes. The simple addition. There was one girl with a gun. There were hundreds of students, and even if they weren’t armed, they still had the power. They could rush her. They could pile on top of her and hold her down. Nobody wanted to be the first one to break from the pack and attack her—that person was likely to get shot—but a lot of those faces, a lot of the students, were clearly thinking they’d love to be second in line.
He had to get Megan out of the school. He looked to his left and saw a corridor leading to a broad set of exit doors. “Come on,” he said to Megan. “I’ll go first, okay? I’ll lead you out of here.”
She nodded. Then she lifted the gun and swung it around, pointing it at the crowd. A lot of kids screamed, and not just the girls. Some of them tried to get back, to get away, and only succeeded in knocking over the people behind them.
Jake didn’t have time to reassure them, to calm down the panic building in that mass of people. He grabbed Megan’s free hand and dashed to the left, down the corridor. There were fewer kids down there—there was almost a free path all the way to safety.
Then Brent stepped out of the crowd. Brent, in his black t-shirt, the kid who had led Jake in circles through the maze of death. Brent who had never liked him. Brent stuck out one leg just as Megan was passing him. She went forward with her hands down to catch her and at first Jake thought she could recover, that she could get back up. But then her forehead bounced off the tile floor with a sickening thud. The gun flew out of her hand and skidded down the hallway, kids jumping backwards away from it as if it were a poisonous scorpion.
“Your girlfriend’s a psycho,” Brent said.
Jake made a fist and started to wind up for a punch to Brent’s jaw, but there was no time. In an instant, half the kids in the school were on top of him, on top of Megan.
 



Chapter Fifty-Five
Jake couldn’t see anything. There were bodies everywhere, and shouting, and hands grabbing him—he tried to fight them away but there were too many. He was being dragged, then carried, then dragged away, further away from Megan. That was all he knew. He called her name again and again but he couldn’t hear his own voice over the shouting. He heard someone crying close by.
It wasn’t her.
Suddenly there were fewer bodies around him and he was almost standing on his own feet. Someone grabbed his arm and he smacked at the intruding hand but then a face appeared before him—Cody’s face—looking scared, looking worried but Cody said something and hands behind Jake pushed him up fully onto his feet.
“Come on,” Cody said, just loud enough to be heard over the roaring.
Kids lined the halls, pressed up against the lockers three deep. There was just enough room in the middle of the hall to push through. Cody was moving through the crowd ahead of Jake, forcing a path through the kids. None of them looked at him, or at Jake. They were craning their heads around, pushing impatiently at each other trying to see what was going on behind Jake. He tried to turn around himself, to see if Megan was still back there but Cody grabbed him and spun him around to face forward again, to pull him forward through the crowd.
Jake just didn’t have much fight left in him. He allowed himself to be led out of the crowd, into a less populated section of the hall. Jake’s head started to clear when he had a good breath in his lungs and nobody was shouting in his ears. He started thinking again, then, and he called Megan’s name again.
Cody grabbed him hard. “She’s gone,” he said, his voice firm. It was not a statement you could argue with. “The police are already here, and they have her. You do not want to go with her.”
“I can explain it to them,” Jake said.
“No, you can’t, because right now nobody is listening. They’re going to close down every doorway in the school, lock us all in here. In here with Mr. Zuraw and the Proctors, do you understand? You have to get out, now.”
Yes. That made sense. Jake had received his third FAIL, and it was all over. Mr. Zuraw would already be looking for him. Looking to take him to his final appointment behind the gym, where he would get a bullet in the back of his head. Just as the guidance counselor had promised the first day of school. There was a finality about that logic that almost made Jake want to turn around and give up, turn himself in and take what was coming to him. The straightforward solution to the logic problem of his life.
“We have time, I think,” Cody said. “In all this confusion they won’t see us slip away.”
Jake thought about that. If he ran now, he could never come back to the school, never show his face anywhere in Fulton again.
But he would still be alive.
“Okay,” he said. “Maybe later, I can do something to help her.”
“Sure,” Cody said. “Just get out of here first. That door—I don’t see anyone guarding it. Not yet.” They headed through one of the exit doors on the side of the school. It didn’t lead anywhere except for a concrete path that curved around to the parking lot. Out that way Jake saw dozens of police cars sitting right in front of the school’s main doors, their lights flashing and painting the school blue and then red, blue and then red.
“We can’t go through there,” Cody said. “They won’t let anyone through, especially not you.”
Think. Just think, Jake told himself.
“This way,” he said, and pointed around the other side of the school, toward the ruins and the desert beyond. “We can head out a ways, get out of view, and then double back to the highway.”
“Okay,” Cody said, and they set out at a fast walk, not wanting to look like they were running but not wanting to waste any time, either. They were both sweating and grimy by the time they reached the main road, but Jake was pretty sure no one had seen them. “Now what?” Cody asked.
“We could try to hitchhike into the city,” Jake suggested.
“Too risky,” Cody said. “We need a car of our own.”
“My station wagon,” Jake said. “And if we go to my house before we leave, I can grab some money I’ve been saving, we can change our clothes—”
“And get some water, maybe even some food to take with us,” Cody said, nodding.
They didn’t need to discuss what they were doing too much. It was just assumed, by both of them, that now the time had come they would run away together. Jake didn’t question too deeply the instant rapport the two of them shared. Cody had always been his best friend. They could usually finish each others’ sentences and they tended to think in very similar ways. In a crisis they made a perfect team. He remembered a time, when they were both twelve, and they—
No.
Jake had never been twelve.
But he’d always known Cody. They had always been best friends.
He couldn’t believe otherwise. Every time he tried to accept the evidence, to put together a logical deduction, he failed. Something in his brain wanted so badly to believe that he and Cody had grown up together, that they had always been best friends, that it was actively fighting the rational, thinking part of his brain.
That was dangerous, he knew. But it would be far more dangerous to try to get out of this situation without Cody. He wouldn’t have made it out of the school.
At his house Jake pushed open the door and then jumped to one side, expecting his mother or his father to come running at him with a gun. They were both at work, however—or wherever they went during the day—and Jake stepped inside into an empty house and went right to the kitchen. He grabbed the car keys and was looking around for food—fruit, cans of soup, anything that wouldn’t spoil before they could eat it—when he heard Cody calling his name from upstairs.
Maybe his dad was home after all. Jake dropped the keys on the counter and went to the bottom of the stairs. “Cody?” he called. “Everything okay? What are you doing up there?” Maybe Cody had heard something, or maybe he was just grabbing some clean clothes from Jake’s closet.
“Jake, come on up,” Cody said. He didn’t sound worried.
Jake headed up the stairs two at a time. When he reached the top he saw his door, at the end of the hall. It was wide open. A pale blue envelope was lying on the floor just inside his room.
He walked into his room, not knowing what was going on. Not knowing why there would even be an envelope there, he’d failed his last test, and—
A thought flashed through his mind. He’d never met Cody before the first day of school this year. Cody had been in Florida, with his grandmother, all summer long. And Jake hadn’t been born before that. Jake couldn’t think of a single clear memory of Cody before that day, because he knew he didn’t have any.
He spun around as the door slammed behind him. Cody had been pressed up against the wall. Now he lunged forward, something flashing in his hand. Jake felt a sharp sting in the side of his neck.
Cody stepped back again. He was holding a hypodermic syringe. A droplet of clear liquid beaded the end of the needle.
“Sleep,” Cody said.
Jake just had time enough to swear at his so-called friend, before everything went black.
 



Chapter Fifty-Six
Cody had betrayed him.
Cody was in on it. Maybe Cody was even one of the Proctors.
Jake didn’t wake up so much as fade back into consciousness. He spent a long time with his eyes open, lying on his back in his bed, convinced that everything was okay and there was no reason for him to move at all, no reason especially to sit up, to get out of bed. The sunlight moved across his room, lighting up one wall and then the other and then turning orange as the sun set again, and slowly he rolled over and started to stretch.
When he sat up he got a head rush so bad it made him squeak in pain. He had no idea what Cody had injected him with, but he could feel it still coursing through him, trying to drag him back down into the bed.
He fought back.
Rolling to the floor he saw the blue envelope lying by his door. He grabbed it up and tore it open by force of habit. It was a PASS, for all the good it did him. His next step was to get out of his room. He managed to get to the bathroom. After twenty-four hours asleep he needed that pretty badly. When he was done he crawled out into the hall and pushed himself up with his hands against the painted wall. He called out for his dad, for his mom. For anybody. Nobody replied. Maybe he was alone in the house.
It was starting to get dark outside. He staggered over to the light switch at the top of the stairs (being very careful not to fall down them) and flipped it on.
Nothing happened. Maybe the bulb was burnt out, he thought, and went back to the bathroom to try the light there. Nothing. In the lengthening shadows he looked down at the toilet. It had flushed just fine after he used it, but the bowl hadn’t refilled. He tried the taps on the sink. When he twisted the knobs all the way over he heard a faint, distant moaning sound but got not water.
That woke him up pretty fast. He headed downstairs and searched the house but found no one. Every light switch he tried was useless. There was no power, which also meant no air conditioning—which wasn’t just a luxury in Arizona, even this late in the year. There was no water, but at least he had a solution for that.
Before he tripped over something and broke his neck he found a flashlight in a kitchen drawer and flipped it on. With its narrow little beam he was able to find the three gallon jugs of water his mom had always kept at the bottom of the pantry. When you lived in the desert you got used to not having access to plentiful water and you made preparations against disaster. In the desert heat, those jugs would last Jake about three days, he knew. Surely, the water would be back on by then.
His next step was to go next door. The Campbells lived there, a nice retired couple, and he thought they might know what was going on. He rang their doorbell again and again but got no answer, so he went around back and tried the door there and found it open. Inside the house was clean and tidy. There was no sign of a struggle or a rapid departure. But nobody was home. Which was weird, since Mrs. Campbell was wheelchair-bound and hadn’t been away from her house by night in years—well, at least as long as Jake could remember.
He thought of the smiling little elfin face of Mr. Campbell, who was always working in his garden, tending to his succulents. The man had always had a wave and a nice word for Jake when he came home from school. It just wasn’t possible that Mr. Campbell was part of the Curriculum.
Was it?
Jake went to the next house down the block, which the Flemings owned, a family with two baby girls. Nobody was in when he forced the lock on their garage door, nobody asked him what the hell he thought he was doing when he tramped all over their house looking in vain for any sign of human occupation, any clue where they might have gone. He tried all their light switches and all their faucets, and nothing worked.
He didn’t know who owned the house third down the block, a pale blue ranch home with darker blue trim on the shutters and along the roof. He couldn’t remember ever seeing anyone in the yard. When he got inside he found nothing—nothing at all, just bare walls and floors, not a carpet, not a chair. There weren’t even any interior walls, just naked pillars holding the roof up. It was the shell of a house. Just enough of a house that when Jake walked past it he wouldn’t think it looked fake.
The fourth house on the block was the same. So was the fifth.
By that time Jake was starting to get pretty tired. There was still some of the drug in his system and he had been climbing around houses all evening in the last of the day’s heat. He drank water until he wasn’t thirsty anymore, then went back to his own bed, which stank of his own sweat but at least it was his. It seemed way too creepy to think about sleeping on someone else’s abandoned sheets.
In the morning nothing had changed, except that Jake was ravenously hungry and his throat was parched and burning.
He drank some water, which helped, and then opened up a can of soup and ate it raw. He would need to find a way to make fire, if this was going to go on for a while. He sometime expected a Proctor to jump out from behind him at any time and yell “surprise” but with each hour that passed that seemed less and less likely.
He spent a long part of that day just staring into space. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d done that—the last time he’d had a moment’s peace, a moment to think for himself. Eventually it got so boring he got up and got to work.
The first order of business was to get out of Fulton.
He didn’t think this strange emptiness would last. Every person in town hadn’t just got up and moved away forever in the middle of the night. They had to be coming back—and when they did, Jake knew the first order of business would be to march him behind the gym and shoot him. Just like, presumably, they had already done to D.
Why they hadn’t done that already—why they were giving him this eerie grace period all alone by himself in a half-finished town—remained a mystery. But maybe he could take it more as an opportunity. He could load up a car with food and water and drive west, toward the mountains. Toward New Mexico. Mr. Irwin had thought he would be safe there, that it was far enough away that Mr. Zuraw couldn’t track him there. Of course, he’d been wrong.
Jake might have to go farther than that. He might have to go to California. Or Mexico. What he would do when he got there was anybody’s guess, but at least he would be alive.
There was plenty of water in the pantry still but the selection of canned foods was limited. Jake headed down to the garage to fire up the station wagon and take it to the local grocery store. When he got down there, however, he found that the garage was empty and both of his parents’ cars were gone.
He didn’t really worry, though, until he checked the Campbell’s garage, and the Flemings’. There were no cars there, either. Still he kept his cool and spent the rest of the day looking for a car anywhere in the neighborhood. Then in the center of town.
By nightfall he had confirmed there wasn’t a single car, truck, or even a bicycle left within the entire township. When the people left they must have taken their vehicles with them.
This was going to be harder than he’d expected.
 



Chapter Fifty-Seven
He spent the next few days getting ready.
In a sporting goods store in the center of town he found a good backpack, the kind mountain climbers and long-distance hikers used. It had two big compartments and an aluminum frame that only weighed a few pounds, and best of all it had a built-in water sack with a plastic tube he could suck on when he got thirsty. In a clothing store he found a good hat with a floppy brim and a string he could tighten under his chin.
He was going to walk through the desert, following the roads where he could, until he reached the mountains. D had survived up there for years—though Jake was pretty sure it wouldn’t be easy, or much fun, he was pretty sure he could do the same. After all he and D shared the same DNA, the same ability to solve problems and get out of bad situations.
It was possible that before he reached the mountains, he would see some sign of human life again. Jake was willing to believe that Mr. Zuraw had evacuated the entirety of Fulton in one night, but he just didn’t think it would be possible to clear out the entire state—certainly it wouldn’t be done just for one weird educational experiment that had to be kept secret from the general population. Jake fully expected to walk just a few miles and find a bustling little town just over the next hill, full of people going about their daily business, living perfectly normal lives.
He wasn’t sure if he could trust them. For all he knew the police in every town in Arizona had an eye out for a seventeen year-old boy who looked like he’d just realized his whole life was a lie.
If he met anyone on the road, he would have to play it by ear. Honestly he would be so happy to see another living human being, he wasn’t sure he could make a good, logical choice, so maybe his best option was to travel by night and hide if he saw any car headlights.
He had a lot to think about, a lot of planning to do. Luckily he had a lot of free time.
Thinking that made him laugh out loud. He was in the middle of the town center and he looked around quickly to see if anyone had heard him. That made him laugh even harder.
He was just outside the township offices, which included the public library. He’d been meaning to come down there for a while, intending to search the library for any books on desert survival techniques. As he stepped inside the darkened offices and switched on his flashlight, the beam touched something golden at the far end of a hallway. Jake headed that way to get a better look and saw he’d lit up three letters painted in gold on an otherwise unremarkable door:
YSC
It couldn’t be, he told himself. The door was right between the offices of the PTA and the School Board, which he supposed was an appropriate place for it, but there was no way the acronym stood for what he thought it did. There was no way the Youth Steering Committee met in such an undistinguished place. Mr. Zuraw had even told him as much—after luring him into the maze of death, he’d told Jake that the YSC were some of the most important people in the country, and that they could meet wherever they liked. Surely this couldn’t be it. And Jake had been down that hallway dozens of times. How had he missed the gold letters every single time?
He pushed open the door. The room beyond was windowless and dark. Jake opened his pack and took out a battery-powered lantern he’d found in the sporting goods store. Switching it on, he carried it inside the room and placed it in the middle of the floor. The light didn’t show much, but Jake could make out the edge of a horseshoe-shaped table that ran around three walls, leaving an open space in the center where someone could stand and address the entire Committee at once. He also saw more flashes of gold.
He was shaking a little when he walked up to the nearest patch of gold and picked it up. It was soft in his hand. A mask. A mask like the Proctors wore, but gold instead of silver.
“I’ve been here before,” Jake said, out loud. He almost expected a reply. The last time he’d been in that room, it had been full of people. People in golden masks. The memory came back so fast it hurt. It literally gave him a headache. It felt like a bandage was being torn back inside his head.
He’d almost remembered when he was down in the maze. He’d seen the golden masks in his head, but had thought it was just his imagination acting up. Now it all came back to him and he knew he’d been summoned here the very day he was born.
Born of course was the wrong word. The day his vat had coughed him up, was more like it. He’d been brought here, naked, still wet, and completely docile. Full of drugs that kept him from acting out and also from forming long-term memories. He had to see the place again to remember any of it.
“We want you to pass the tests, Jake,” someone had said to him. A kindly voice. Not like the electronic buzz of the Proctors at all—this was the voice your father had when you were a baby. The voice you wish your father had. It was soothing, and merciful, and warm. “Will you try your hardest for us?”
Jake had nodded happily. He would do anything for that voice.
The ring of gold masks around him had focused on him, twelve mirrors, not quite perfect mirrors: where the masks of the Proctors reflected only who you were, the masks of the YSC showed you what you could be, what your best self might be.
“We’re very proud of you, Jake. You’ve done very so well so far. The last seven times you came very close. This time we want you to go all the way.”
“I will,” Jake had said, in a voice so full of determination and desire it made him wince to hear it in his memory.
To them there was no difference between McCartney, Jake A and McCartney, Jake H. The next clone out of the vat would still be part of the same experiment, one more lab rat in the same old cage. Jake had thought the YSC would be shocked to hear how excessive the tests had become under Mr. Zuraw. He knew now that they had forced Mr. Zuraw to become what he was. Their need, their desperate desire for someone who could pass the tests, had pushed and warped him until he’d become the murderous lunatic who had made Jake’s life an empty joke.
There was a single sheet of paper on the horseshoe-shaped table. It was a memo, a report from Mr. Zuraw. Jake read what it said without understanding much: “Subject H displays remarkable skill at test-completion, even when averaged with past results, but is easily distracted by social cues. My informant, Codename Y, reports increased anxiety and a deficit of task-orientation whenever subject H is in close proximity to the female. Y’s recommendation is to divert the female from her attachment to H, and I concur.”
Jake scrunched up the paper in his hand, crunching it into a tiny, dense ball. They had planned his whole life out in this room, point by point. Zuraw and Codename Y had made all his decisions for him. They had—
Something struck Jake then. Codename Y. CODename Y. CODY.
Jake left the room, not bothering to shut the door. He didn’t go to the library. Instead he wandered out of the township offices and into the street. There was nothing there he wanted, just then.
He had to go to the school. He had to go down into the maze again, and find Mr. Zuraw’s office. Not the guidance office, but the place the madman had gone to hide. Jake was sure he would be down there, still pulling his strings and working his machinery. Getting ready for the next series of tests. He would find him down there, and he would—he would—
He had no idea what he would do.
His feet kept walking toward the school, even as his brain tore at itself. Tried to reconcile everything that had happened, everything he had learned. Before, during the lightning round, he hadn’t had time to think about the fact that his mother was a Proctor. Or that his best friend had been deceiving him—and spying on him—his entire life. Now he had time to think about everything. Now he had time to feel.
He was almost jogging toward the school, running past empty street after empty street where the houses were empty, the promises were empty, the people had always, always been empty, when he stopped so suddenly he had to catch himself before he fell over. He had seen something out of the corner of his eye. Something that just couldn’t be.
Over there—that was Megan’s house. It was as dark and as empty-looking as all the others. Except… it wasn’t. He looked closer. Something was off. Yes, there. In one of the first-floor windows.
A human hand pressed up against the glass. A girl’s hand.
 



Chapter Fifty-Eight
He had to break down her door to get inside. It was locked and the deadbolt was set. He shouted her name and hammered on the door but when she didn’t respond he had to rush it with his shoulder, the way D had knocked down the doors in the underground maze. Jake had never been physically tough and he thought all he would get for his trouble was a broken arm, but when he hit the door it crumpled like balsa wood and he fell through, onto the carpet of her foyer.
Inside the house was silence and dust. He was encouraged at least to see there was furniture, that it wasn’t just the empty shell of a house. The air smelled stale and dry and was suffocatingly hot.
He found Megan in the living room, her top half sprawled across a couch with her arm up to touch the window, her legs dangling behind her. Her left leg was swollen and purple at the ankle. She was wearing a silk nightie and she was a mess.
Her hair was unkempt, her face pale white. Her eyelids fluttered when he turned her over but they didn’t open. She wasn’t conscious and he was terrified she was going to die on him.
He couldn’t wake her. He tried shaking her by the shoulders, then he tried chafing her wrists but her eyes wouldn’t open. Her lips were badly chapped and he thought she might be dehydrated, but when he tried pouring some water into her mouth she gagged and spat it out. He searched the house until he found a bathroom and then soaked a hand towel in water from his pack. When he put the end of the towel in her mouth she sucked at it for a while. He mopped her face and arms with the wet towel to try to cool her down.
Careful not to touch her injured leg too much, he pulled her up onto the couch so she was in a comfortable position. Then he sat down in an armchair where he could watch her, and tried to think of what to do next.
Cell phones, he thought.
It shamed him, but he couldn’t stop thinking about it. D had said that cell phones and computers were common outside of Fulton. That even kids had them. Yet when Megan had seen a cell phone in Jake’s presence, she had acted as if she’d never seen one before in her life. If she had claimed to come from some small town that was behind the times, maybe he would have believed that reaction. But she said she was from Chicago—certainly if cell phones were as common as D said, they would have them in a major city like Chicago. He had asked her point blank if she’d ever seen a computer before, and she’d said no.
How real was she? How much of what she’d told him, of what she’d said to him was real—how real were her kisses? Cody had had his doubts. Of course, Cody had been working for Mr. Zuraw the whole time. Cody had lied every time he opened his mouth.
But that didn’t mean Megan was real.
The injury to her ankle was real. He was worried it might be broken. It had to be at least sprained to look as bad as it did. He should probably splint it. There was a fireplace in the living room, with a pile of wood sitting next to it. He picked out two short lengths of wood, not too thick. Then he took a table cloth from the dining room and tore it into strips. Careful not to jar her too much, he tied the splints to her leg to immobilize it. She would probably need a cast, but he didn’t have any plaster to make one, so the splint would have to do.
While he was finishing up she woke up, but he didn’t realize it until he sat back to inspect his work and then glanced up at her face. Her eyes were open. Those deep blue eyes, confident eyes. The eyes that had drawn him to her. Trusting eyes.
Cell phones, he thought. Kids in Chicago all have cell phones.
But those eyes—they were hard to argue with. Those eyes watched him with recognition, and trust. And something more. Belief. She believed in him. She always had.
“Hi,” she said. Her voice was a weak croak.
“Hi yourself,” he told her.
“I fell down the stairs. I switched on the light but it didn’t work. In the dark I tripped,” she told him. “My leg—”
“It might be broken,” he said. “I’ve done what I could. Try not to move too much.”
“No problem,” she said, and smiled. “Right now I don’t think I could sit up.” She just laid there and watched him for a while before she said, “You found me.”
“Here, have some water,” he said, and handed her the plastic tube from his pack. He drank a lot of it before she handed it back.
“There’s nobody here, is there?” she asked. “I called for help. I screamed a lot. But nobody came.”
“As far as I can tell,” Jake said, “you and me are the only people in the whole town right now. I thought I was alone.” He laughed. “I was beginning to think I was dead, and that this is what happens to clones when they die. But then I found you.”
“You found me,” she said again. She made it sound like he’d done something pretty special. “Well,” she said, turning her face up toward the ceiling, “if this was Heaven, I think I would feel a lot less crappy right now.”
He laughed.
She fell asleep again a little later. He woke her gently when he’d finished making dinner for the two of them. Soup, from cans, cooked over a little camp stove he had in his pack. She was still very thirsty. She had been lying across the couch, unconscious, for days in the dry still heat of the empty house.
“I think that we’ve been suspended,” Jake said, when they’d finished eating. “Mr. Zuraw said he would suspend you for pulling the fire alarm.”
“What are you in for?” she asked.
He smiled. “Take your pick. But I don’t understand why they would suspend me when they can just kill me instead. I got my third FAIL. I’m done.”
“Maybe Mr. Zuraw has a heart after all,” she told him. “Maybe he’s going to let us have one night together before—before that happens.”
Jake doubted it. But he was happy enough to just be with her, as hot as it was in the house. As bad as the food was, as scared as he might be, he was still glad.
They talked about little things until she fell asleep again. Jake made a bed of pillows for himself next to the couch—he had decided he would stay by her side through the night at least and make sure she was okay. As he lay down to go to sleep, her eyes opened again and she looked over at him.
“Me, too,” she said.
“Huh?”
She reached out to touch his face. Her hand felt very cool and soothing against his skin. “You said you loved me. So. Me, too.”
He twisted his head around to kiss her palm. “Go to sleep,” he told her. “You need your rest.” He wasn’t sure what he would do in the morning. He couldn’t very well leave her like this. She might die if he left her alone. But if he stuck around, if he waited too long, the Proctors might come and get him.
In the end it wasn’t his decision to make.
When he woke up in the morning the house felt empty and too still, as if time had stopped altogether. He sat up very slowly and saw that he couch was empty.
Megan was gone.
 



Chapter Fifty-Nine
“No, no, no, no, no!” Jake howled. He kicked at the couch, at the walls, at the antique furniture in the living room until it cracked and broke. He wiped at his mouth, rubbed his eyes, swore every curse he could think of.
Still he wasn’t sure what Megan’s disappearance meant. Had the Proctors come for her in the night and lifted her gently off the couch (gently so she didn’t scream as they moved her broken leg), so gently they hadn’t woken Jake, who was lying right next to her? Or had she slipped something into his food to make him sleep a deep dreamless sleep, then got up herself on a leg that only looked broken, and crept off like a spy in the night?
Cell phones—she’d never heard of cell phones before. Even though every kid in Chicago had one. It was enough to prove she was a spy. That she worked for Mr. Zuraw, and that everything she’d ever said to him was a lie.
Or maybe it wasn’t enough.
Mr. Zuraw had implanted memories in Jake’s brain before he was even born. Fragile, simply-constructed memories that fell apart if you looked at them too hard. But they’d been enough to make him think he’d lived seventeen years in this town. That he had friends here, and family.
Could he subtract memories from someone’s brain, as well? Maybe he had hypnotized Megan into thinking she’d never seen a cell phone or a computer before.
It was possible. She could still be real. Their love could be real.
He had to find her. He had to know for sure. The rational part of his brain, the part that had kept him alive through so many tests and puzzles and traps, kept telling him he should just let it go. That he should gather up his pack and his things and leave Fulton for good, walk out into the desert and disappear.
His heart had to know.
She would be at the school, if she was anywhere. She would be underground in the maze of offices and storerooms under the school. He would go. He would confront her. And then he would leave, if he still could. If the Proctors didn’t catch him while he was down there. He remembered how D had gotten around them, by wearing one of their masks and acting as if he knew what he was doing. Maybe that would work for Jake, as well, though he doubted he could match D’s self-assured tone of voice.
Before he left he topped off the water supply in his pack and adjusted the brim of his floppy hat. Used the upstairs toilet, which still had some water in the bowl. It was going to be a long day.
Outside the sun turned everything white and brown. It was hard to see for the glare, even with sunglasses on. Days like that weren’t uncommon in the Arizona desert. Jake knew which way to go, even without checking the street signs. He’d walked this way a thousand—well, several times before.
There was the corner of the local bank, and there was the entrance to the school parking lot. The school itself rose square and sharply-outlined from the desert. On the far side he could see the green patch of the soccer field, and the rising angles of the football stadium. The—
He heard something. A distant roaring, like waves crashing on a beach. Jake had never been to the ocean, not in his short life, but he knew that sound from television and movies. Except it wasn’t quite right. It didn’t rise and fall rhythmically like ocean breakers. It was more random, more chaotic. He closed his eyes to try to hear it better.
Then he got it. It was the sound of a lot of people all in one place. The sound of people in a crowd talking excitedly amongst themselves.
“Hello, Jake,” a buzzing voice said behind his left shoulder. “Are you ready for your next test?”
Jake nearly jumped out of his boots. He whirled around and saw two Proctors standing right behind him. They weren’t carrying guns but their mirrored masks were more frightening to Jake than any gun could possibly be.
Behind them two more Proctors emerged from the bank. Two more came up a side street, while four of them stepped out of a bakery and formed up behind the rest. More and more of them came—soon there were dozens of them there. Every teacher in the school must have come out for this, and maybe other people, too—it didn’t matter who they were when they wore those masks.
“Does she work for you?” Jake demanded. He needed to know. “Does Megan work for Mr. Zuraw? Is she a spy?”
“Everyone works for us, Jake,” one of the Proctors said. He wasn’t sure which one. “Some of them may not know it.”
It was the best answer he was likely to get.
“What do you want from me?” Jake whined. “Haven’t I gone through enough? Just shoot me already and let this be over.”
“We’re not here to terminate you, Jake,” one of them said. It could have been any of them who spoke. “We are here to form your honor guard. Please proceed to the football stadium, where we may begin your graduation ceremony.”
Ceremony? All Jake could think was that when Mr. Zuraw shot him in the head, there would be a crowd there to watch. But what choice did he have? He couldn’t run away. He couldn’t fight off all those Proctors. He walked around the side of the school and toward the entrance to the stadium, the Proctors marching along behind him in close formation. He started to head up the stairs for the bleachers.
“No, Jake. Please use the players’ entrance.”
Confused, Jake headed through the broad gate that led directly onto the football field. When he stepped out onto the astro-turf, bright lights exploded all around him, blinding him. Thousands of them, coming from every direction at once, popping and flashing at random—
Flashes. Camera flashes. People were taking his picture. He held up one arm to shield his eyes and saw that every seat in the bleachers was filled, that people were sitting in the aisles and hanging off the guard rails. There weren’t that many people in Fulton—people must have come from other towns for this. He saw a few people he recognized in the stands: Cody’s mom, the town librarian, the school nurse, Mr. Fleming. The vast majority of them, however, he’d never seen before in his life.
They started cheering and screaming as soon as he lowered his arm.
“Jake! Jake! Jake!” they shouted. “Jake! Jake! Jake!”
In the center of the field the cheerleading squad waved their pom-poms and kicked up their legs, twirling their short skirts and their blonde hair. From the far side of the stadium the marching band launched into a raucous tune.
Up in the stands all those people held up cards, pale blue cards a foot square. At a cue from the cheerleaders some of them turned their cards over, showing they’d been painted black on one side. From Jake’s perspective the pattern of black cards seemed to form a word.
It said PASS.
One of the Proctors behind him touched Jake’s shoulder and then pointed to the far end of the field. There was a reviewing stand down there, and a raised platform with a set of stairs going up to its top. In front of it all Mr. Zuraw stood waiting, smiling so hard it looked like his face might stretch out of shape. He waved Jake over as if he had great news to impart.
“What’s going on?” Jake asked, running over to the guidance counselor. “What the hell is this?”
“You passed, Jake! For the first time ever, someone passed all the tests! Well, technically, there’s one left, but it’s just a formality. A real no-brainer.”
Jake spun around, trying to see everything at once. The reviewing stand on his left was decked out with red, white, and blue bunting. It held twelve people in folding chairs. Each of them wore a golden mask.
“That’s the Youth Steering Committee,” Jake said.
“Of course! They wouldn’t miss this for the world. For thirty years they’ve been waiting, Jake. Waiting for you. And now at last you’ve come. My boy, I could not possibly be prouder right now. Not even if you were my own son.”
“You’re more than a father to me,” Jake thought. And a whole lot less.
“That’s the spirit!”
“But I got a third FAIL,” Jake said, shaking his head. This couldn’t be real. “The bomb—the timer said FAIL when I pulled the wire.”
Mr. Zuraw actually looked surprised. “You thought that was for you? No, my boy, that was for D. That was his third FAIL. You passed that test, with flying colors. I know we put a PASS under your door.”
Despite his bitterness and anger, Jake couldn’t help but feel a wave of shuddering relief. “You mean, I—I’m done?”
Mr. Zuraw nodded happily. “Or just about. One last thing to do and then it’s official.”
“What’s that?” Jake asked. He took a step back to look at the raised platform. Stairs led up to its top where someone was kneeling with his head bowed. Jake looked closer and saw they’d been bound, with their hands tied behind their back. He looked again and realized it was Cody up there.
“It’s less of a test than a reward,” Mr. Zuraw told him. “I have a gun right here. All you have to do, to pass, to graduate, to go on to your real destiny—is step up there and kill him. Kill the boy who said he was your friend. Kill the boy who betrayed you. Easy as pie, right?”
 



Chapter Sixty
It had to be a hundred degrees on the football field. There were thousands of people watching Jake, cheering him on, so proud of him. It didn’t stop cold dread from gripping him like a bony claw.
“You want me to kill Cody,” he said, slowly.
“Codename Y, you mean. Cody was never his name,” Mr. Zuraw corrected. “He’s not even seventeen. Does that help? He’s twenty-six. He’s been working for me since the beginning of the project. He has a youthful face and when he shaves twice a day he can pass for someone your age.”
Jake nodded. He understood what was going on.
“I, um,” he said, trying to think fast. “I’m kind of grimy.”
“What?” Mr. Zuraw asked, looking perplexed.
“There’s going to be a graduation ceremony afterwards, right? And I get to meet the members of the YSC, shake their hands, that sort of thing?”
“Yes, and then you and I will go back to my office where we can discuss—”
“—my very bright future, right, I remember.” Jake scratched at his cheek. “I just want to look my best for them. They went to so much trouble. Do you think I could just clean up for a minute, first? Take a shower, maybe. Or even just wash my face in a sink.”
Mr. Zuraw frowned but then he reached into his pocket and took out a microphone. There was no cord attaching it to any loudspeakers, but when he lifted it to his lips it made his voice boom around the stadium. “Folks, thank you so much for that warm welcome. The candidate needs a minute to collect himself, but as soon as we get back, I want you all to be ready to party!”
The crowd went wild as Mr. Zuraw led Jake out of the stadium and into the school, through the gym. “You can use the showers in the locker room,” Mr. Zuraw said. “But please, Jake, be quick. I’ve waited a long time for this.”
“Sure. I just need to go to my locker really quick and get my towel, it’s in my gym bag. It’s locker number 1337, it’s not far—”
Mr. Zuraw cleared his throat and Jake shut up.
“I am not surprised by your hesitation, Jake,” the guidance counselor said. “I know it’s a lot to take in all at once. You still think of Cody as a friend, as misguided as that impulse may be. I must remind you, I think, that this is the last thing you need to do. As soon as it’s done you’ll graduate. You’ll be free of the Curriculum.”
Jake licked his lips. He wanted to laugh. Free? He knew exactly why Mr. Zuraw had chosen this last test. If Jake actually did it, if he shot Cody up on that platform, it would be in front of thousands of witnesses. From that moment on, for the rest of his life, he would have to do everything Mr. Zuraw said. If he didn’t, Mr. Zuraw could just go to the police and have Jake sent to jail for murder.
“Seriously, I just need my towel,” Jake said, walking toward the gym’s interior doors with as much confidence as he could manage. “This won’t take a second—”
“I know your locker number, Jake, and it’s not 1337. I know everything about you, including what you’re planning on doing right now. But how much do you know?”
“Enough to know I want no part in this,” Jake admitted.
“Are you sure? Don’t you want to know why we did it?”
Jake blinked. He stopped where he was. “Did what?”
“Everything.”
Jake turned and stared at the guidance counselor with wide eyes. “I thought I didn’t learn that until after I graduated.”
Mr. Zuraw shrugged. “I see no harm in it. Not now, when you’re so close.” He smiled. “You’re going to be famous, Jake. You’re going to be powerful. It’s possible, with a little luck that you could become President of the United States when you’re old enough. The YSC are very influential people. They have a lot of money to work with. They could make that happen.”
Jake said nothing.
“This country is in trouble. Crime is high, and the economy keeps falling. Pollution turned out to be worse than we expected, catastrophically so—the environment is collapsing as we watch. Worst of all no one believes in their leaders anymore. The people we expect to make the hard decisions, to get us back on track, are so desperate for re-election that they promise anything, anything at all to get votes—and then they never deliver. They only make things worse. We need someone, Jake. Someone who can see our problems for what they are. Challenges, but not insurmountable obstacles. Someone who can find solutions everyone can live with. We need someone who can solve the most fiendish puzzles imaginable, and do it without breaking a sweat. We need someone who can really, truly, think. You’ve proven your suitable for the job. And all it takes is for you to go back out there, right now, and do one very simple thing. Something you should find enjoyable.”
Jake felt hot and cold all over. He had no idea what to think, or what to do next.
Mr. Zuraw didn’t suffer from that problem. He reached into his jacket to grab something. The movement spurred Jake into action. His hand was already in his pack—when it came out it was holding D’s stun gun.
Mr. Zuraw’s hand emerged from his jacket holding a gun. He didn’t get to use it. Jake jabbed the stun gun into the guidance counselor’s chest. There was a startlingly loud noise and Mr. Zuraw collapsed to the varnished boards of the gym floor, twitching spastically.
Jake didn’t stop to see if he’d hit his head on the way down. He rushed through the gym doors and out into the hallways of the school. Locker 1337—D had said that if things didn’t work out, if they came to a crisis, he should go to locker 1337. He had no idea what he would find there but it would be worth finding out, he thought.
Unless D worked for Mr. Zuraw, too. Everyone did in the end. Maybe D’s return had been staged. All part of an elaborate test.
No, Jake told himself. He couldn’t think like that, not right now. Sometimes paranoia saved your life but sometimes it cost you everything.
Behind him the doors to the gym creaked open. Mr. Zuraw staggered out, grasping his chest.
“Oh, no,” Jake said.
D had warned him there wasn’t much charge left in the stun gun. Clearly there hadn’t been enough to do more than stun Mr. Zuraw.
Locker 1337 was right ahead. Jake ran to it and started dialing in the combination. The same as his own locker combination, D had said. He turned the dial left to 2, then right to 48, then left again to 6.
Behind him Mr. Zuraw was crawling down the hall. Crawling toward him. He didn’t have a gun—Jake guessed this was his lucky day.
“I’m—giving you—a choice,” Mr. Zuraw said, biting off the words as if cost him great amounts of energy to speak. “You can—go back—right now. Or fail. If you—don’t—do this, it’ll be your third—fail. You know—what that means.”
Jake laughed. “That’s a choice? That isn’t a choice. Picking between two options when there’s a gun to your head and picking the wrong one means your death. That’s no kind of choice at all.”
“So you’re going—to run?” Mr. Zuraw grimaced in sudden pain. “There’s no—incomplete for you. I’ll—find you. And kill you.”
“Or I can stay here and be your slave.” Jake pulled open the locker door.
“Stay here—and be—with Megan,” Mr. Zuraw said. “Or go—and never—see her again. How’s that for a—choice?”
Jake closed his eyes. Mr. Zuraw knew how to push his buttons—the man always had. They were, after all, buttons he had given Jake in the first place. Kill Cody, be a slave, but a slave in love with the girl with those blue eyes… or run, run and be free, free to hide in caves in the mountains forever, to always wonder what could have happened.
He opened his eyes. Inside the locker were a six pack of bottled water and a folded piece of paper. Nothing else. Jake opened up the piece of paper and saw it was a map. It showed the main roads and more secluded tracks leading up into the foothills. It showed places to hide, places where it was safe to sleep. That was all that D could give him. What he had sacrificed his life for, to give Jake this chance.
“I can’t—stop you—like this,” Mr. Zuraw said. “But I can—warn you, you’ll never—be safe—never be at peace. There is no—going back.”
Jake looked down at the man crawling toward him across the floor. He could still say yes. He could still turn around, go back up to the top of that platform, and graduate. He looked up and saw a doorway leading outside, into the desert. He could still say no. He could run. He could be free.
For the first time in his strange life, Jake McCartney made a choice.
THE END
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 Chapter 1.
 
“When are you going to start rebelling, kid?” Brent’s father asked. He shifted his pack on his back and started clambering down a rough-walled ravine, where a flash flood had cut through the desert like a knife after last month’s storms.
“I’m not really sure what I’m supposed to rebel against,” Brent answered. He reached forward with one boot and found a rock that didn’t shift when he put his weight on it. It was easy enough going, but you had to be careful. Brent grabbed at the tough roots of a juniper bush and stopped still when a scree of pebbles started shifting under him. “It seems to me we have it pretty good—you look at some of the people in this world who don’t have anything to eat, or their government forces them out of their homes, and—”
At the top of the ravine, Brent’s older sister Maggie appeared silhouetted against the sun. “Would you two hurry up?” she whined. “I want to get back to civilization. You know, where people have cell phones that actually get a signal?”
Brent’s eyes narrowed. He started thinking of the perfect reply, something really nasty, but then his dad put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed gently. “Don’t,” his father said. “I wish you two wouldn’t fight so much.” He wiped his forehead with the back of his arm. “I thought this trip would do her good but I don’t know. She doesn’t seem to be having a good time, does she?”
“We’ll just have to hit the outlet mall on the way back,” Brent said. He was pleased when his father actually smiled, though he knew he would never get a laugh. Their dad was always scrupulously careful not to favor one of them over the other, and that included never saying a bad word about Maggie.
Even when she deserved it.
“Come on down, kid. It’s not too much farther. I saw the sun shining on something this morning. It looked like there might be an oasis out here. Maybe we can go for a quick swim!”
“I didn’t bring my bathing suit,” Maggie answered, but she started carefully picking her way down the rocks. For all her lack of enthusiasm she had no trouble with the climb down. Brother and sister were both experienced rockhoppers. That was entirely thanks to their parents, who had dragged them out into this desert for hikes every year since they’d been old enough to walk. Now that their mother was gone, the hikes were even more frequent.
Brent didn’t mind at all. He loved how quiet it was when you got more than an hour’s walk away from the highway. He loved the shade at the bottom of ravines like this, and the thin breezes that dried all the sweat on your skin. He thought maybe when he was older he would like to live out there, and just watch the clouds go by overhead everyday until the sun turned them a million shades of red and orange.
“Hey,” Maggie said. “I think I see it. But that’s no oasis. God, what a stupid goose chase. It looks like an old car somebody left to rust to death.”
Dad rushed down the bottom of the ravine, where the footing was a lot more stable. Brent hurried after. This would have been a bad place to be when the rain came through—millions of years’ worth of mud and sand had been washed away in a foaming wall of water—but now the ground had dried out so much it shrank away from itself, making a fine pattern of cracks like a gigantic spider web. Tiny flowers surrounded by thick spiky leaves sprouted up through some of the cracks, thriving on whatever moisture remained. The flowers’ petals were soft, delicate colors you couldn’t find anywhere else in the desert.
“Is it even worth checking this thing out?” Maggie asked.
For his father’s sake, Brent held his tongue. Maggie had been like this ever since their mother died a year ago. Dad claimed it was because he didn’t know how to talk to a teenage girl so he wasn’t doing a good job helping her through her grief. Brent thought otherwise. He thought Maggie was just a jerk. The two of them had never gotten along very well. There had been a brief time, after the accident, when the two of them had hugged a lot and cried on each others’ shoulders. But that had ended all too quickly.
“I hate to tell you this, Mags,” Dad said, “but that is no rusted-out car.”
Brent came up around a bend in the ravine and saw what he meant.
Cars weren’t fifty yards long, for one thing.
It was funny, though. He could see why Maggie had been confused about its size. If you didn’t look right at it, it seemed smaller. And it got bigger as he got closer to it—much bigger. It was almost like it couldn’t decide how big it really was, or what its real shape might be. But that didn’t make sense, he thought.
Whatever it was, it was made of metal and yes, a lot of it had rusted away. But parts of it were still shiny, even though it had clearly been buried in the sand for a long time. The flash flood must have uncovered it, or at least, uncovered part of it. It looked like the top part of something much bigger that was still buried.
Brent thought it might be a crashed airplane. It had a roughly cylindrical shape. Part of the top of it had been eroded away but the side walls still rose up like steepled fingers to form a series of huge arches. The surface of the object was pitted and scratched by time and weather, but it looked like it had once been very smooth, even aerodynamic.
It lay across the ravine running perpendicular to the course of the flood. It looked like the water had tried to go around it, failed, and then just gone over it instead. Looking down through one of the arches Brent saw puddles of water inside that hadn’t even evaporated yet. “What is it?” Brent asked.
“I don’t know,” Dad confessed. He moved closer. Brent started to follow but his dad put up one hand to stop him. “Just let me check it out first.”
Maggie came up beside Brent as Dad stepped through one of the arches, into part of the cylinder that was still mostly intact.
“Is this going to take long?” she asked, but before Brent could answer a hundred dusty-winged birds came swooping out of the cylinder and flapped vehemently away. One came close enough to brush Brent’s cheek with its wingtip.
“Dad!” he called. “Dad!”
He rushed forward, through the arch—and immediately stopped.
And shivered.
The air under the arch was at least twenty degrees cooler than the air outside. Shade in the desert was always a startling thing, but this was different. It felt like he’d stepped into an air conditioned hotel lobby. Yet the arch was open to the outside air, and he could still feel the sun beating down on his shoulders.
He couldn’t explain it. He couldn’t even begin to think of how that might be possible.
“Dad?” he asked, and stepped further inside.
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