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    Prologue
  


THE MOMENT Ada ran into the room, she noticed it: a soft ruby glow fuzzing through the dropped newspaper on the sofa, like the red smears left at the end of sunset.

“Ugh,” her father said. “I put my glasses down two seconds ago . . . I was just holding them . . .” He twisted around, his mouth pursed in confusion, and Ada laughed. He was looking right at them!

“There, Daddy!”

“Where?” The glow was dimmer now, starting to fade out, but it was still obvious. She could hardly believe he didn’t see it.

“Right there!” She flicked the newspaper aside. Silver frames gleamed against the flowered cushions.

He looked at her, startled. “How did you know? You weren’t in the room when I put them down, were you?”

How could he ask such a silly question? She shook her head hard, baffled at having to explain, and her black pigtails swung out like wings. “I saw them!”

“You saw them. Through the newspaper?” He shoved his glasses on at a haphazard angle and stared at her through the winking lenses. “Are you sure?”

“I saw the glow where things are warm,” Ada told him. Her voice squeaked with impatience. “The red glow!”

He looked from her to the newspaper and back again, his brows pinched together. Then he lifted the paper and let it hang down like a curtain with his other hand hidden behind it. “Ada, sweetheart. This might be serious. How many fingers am I holding up?”

It seemed like a stupid game; she’d known how to count for years. He must realize that. The cloudy shape shone clearly through the paper. But she’d play if he wanted her to.

“Three.”

“And now?”

“One finger.”

“And now?”

“No fingers! You’re making a fist.”

He’d started nodding vigorously to himself. “Infrared vision. It has to be. And there might be more. Oh, God. We’ve been so focused on studying the obvious ones that we never even thought to check—​But of course, of course there might be variations that aren’t visible!” The words didn’t make any sense to her, and she was getting bored. She wandered to the window and he followed, then knelt beside her and put his arm around her shoulder. They both looked out on a sky of flat, featureless blue above the shingled houses lining the street. “Ada? Can you describe the sky for me? Try to tell me exactly what you see.”

Another crazy question. Why should she describe it when he could see it too? If Ada hadn’t loved him so much, she might have turned sullen and refused to keep playing. “It’s like peacocks.”

“Peacocks?”

“Like a million peacocks with big curls spinning around. And there are blue waves that try to be purple, but they can’t. And there’s the net over everything, with gold points that go on and off. And—”

His hand clenched so sharply on her shoulder that she broke off with a gasp. His eyes were wide and he was biting his lip. “Oh, Ada. Oh, no. My baby. Listen. Listen to me. You can’t say that. You have to say, ‘The sky is blue.’”

“Why?”

“Because it looks blue to other people. And you can never, ever talk about seeing a glow where something is warm, either. In fact—​oh, how are you supposed to know what we can see?—​maybe it’s best if you never talk about how things look to you at all. Not even to your mother. Do you understand me?”

“But why not?” His urgency was getting to her, making her blood throb in her head. Her eyes felt hot and slippery.

“Because . . .” He hesitated. This was something he badly wanted not to say, she could tell. “Because, Ada, people might think you’re a kime.”

A kime. A monster, a horror: children born with insect eyes or tentacle fingers or twitchy, hairy flippers. Kimes were rejected by their disgusted parents as soon as they were born and sent Somewhere. Ada wasn’t very clear on where, but she pictured a place halfway between a prison and a zoo. Kimes were dangerous; whatever made them into monsters might be catching. She knew, vaguely, that her father went to the Somewhere occasionally to study them.

“I’m not a kime!” How could she be, when she looked exactly like other people? She didn’t have antennae! Tears were brimming in her eyes. She blinked them away, but the rainbow fringe still radiated, as it always did, from her father’s golden skin, and ruby flames surged from his heart. Even through his plaid shirt they were clear to her, racing out and retreating at a quickening beat.

“Of course not, sweetheart. You’re my beautiful, perfect girl. No one could ask for a lovelier daughter. But people might make a mistake. They might think you were a kime, if they heard you say . . . the things you said to me. And that wouldn’t be safe. Not safe at all. Do you understand? You can’t talk like that. Not even—​especially not—​to your mother.” He was squeezing her and stroking her hair to calm her down. “Tell me you understand.”

“But . . .” The thought of never being able to mention anything she saw was closing down on her like a lid. It seemed impossible. She had a sense that there were obscure rules she was expected to follow and she couldn’t guess what they were. “Never say anything I see?”

He chewed his lip. “Yes. I suppose that would be too hard.” He thought a minute. “Then keep it general, keep it bland. Ada, we have to practice.”

She keened and tried to pull away from him, but he held her tight. Fury spiked through her; everything he was saying seemed so horribly unfair. “No!”

“Please, sweetheart. Just for a minute. Please. For me. Say, ‘The sky is blue.’”

For a long moment she fumed in silence, but he wouldn’t stop gazing at her with wide, worried eyes. Ada dropped her head and muttered, “The sky is blue.”

He pointed to the flowers bursting under the window, to the climbing roses shaking on the trellis. “‘I like flowers. They’—​yes, yes, that’s safe—​‘they have a lot of pretty colors.’”

“They have a lot of pretty colors.”

He beamed. “That’s very good, that’s safe. You see? You don’t even have to lie. Just keep it—​okay, now say, ‘Purple is my favorite color.’”

“Purple is my favorite color.”

“Beautiful! Now, Ada, most people, they can’t see a thing if something else is in front of it. The way the newspaper was in front of my hand. Do you understand? Can we practice that next?”

Ada gave a loud, protesting whine.

“Practice one more thing, and I’ll take you to feed the ducks. And we can have cupcakes by the river.”

She loved ducks. She loved to watch the light spinning off their heads until it turned into a waterfall of more-than-green, falling straight into her eyes. There was a quick stitch of pain inside her at the thought that maybe he couldn’t see ducks that way.

“Okay.”

He got up and swept the dropped newspaper off the floor, then sat and draped it in front of his hand again. “Now. Tell me what you see. How many fingers am I holding up?”

Four, of course. Four fat sticks of red light with a softer brilliance around their edges.

But suddenly the truth was the wrong answer. She wavered. “I can’t tell?”

“That’s right! That’s right! That’s safe. You can’t tell!”

“Because I can only see the paper? Because it’s in front?”

“Oh, that’s my smart, smart, wonderful girl!” He jumped up, scooped her into his arms, and spun her, and his enthusiasm melted her resentment. She nestled her face against his shoulder. “Oh, you’ll be safe! We’ll be just fine. You can only see the paper!” It seemed to be the cleverest thing she’d ever said. “I suppose that’s enough for today. To the ducks, my duck! We’re off to the ducks!”

She’d thought he was so happy, but now tears overflowed and spilled down his cheeks.

I can’t see your hand behind the paper. I can’t see your heart inside your chest. It felt sad to her, too. The sky was blue, he said, and that was a tiny part of the truth. It was such a tiny part that it made her ache.

“What can I say about ducks?”

“About ducks?” He used the back of his hand to dash the tears away. “You can say, ‘I love ducks. They have pretty feathers.’”

“They have pretty feathers,” Ada repeated dutifully. She wanted him to feel better.



  
    Chapter One
  


I KNOW HOW to keep a secret. I know how to lie better than anybody. My dad has drilled me about a million times on what to say, so I’ve had plenty of practice.

It’s June, almost the end of the school year. Our room has air conditioning, but the summer heat blazes in scarlet waves on the windows. Prismatic snakes of light pulse in the red. But if we were writing poems about summer, I would say, The sun is bright. It looks pretty on the grass, and then shut up.

The problem is that my body could still tell on me, any time. There are two nurses from the local government at the front of the room, and our teacher, Ms. Holleman, is twitching, she’s so angry. One of the nurses looks nice, a nerdy guy with big teeth and floppy light brown hair that keeps spilling over his glasses, but the woman nurse has a nasty sharpness in her voice.

“It’s a routine check, Ms. Holleman. Ears, eyes, throats. Don’t panic.” Eyes. My heart starts drumming so fiercely I wonder if everyone can hear. I might have to slip into a bathroom and hope against hope that no one says anything. My parents take me to see doctors a lot—​they’re kind of paranoid about my health—​but eye checks are absolutely off limits. The nurse smiles in a tight pucker. “No need to go hiding any of the children in broom closets.”

“Well, if it’s routine—​we have three students whose parents have opted out of routine medical checks. I trust they’re exempt?”

For a second the woman nurse’s eyes flash and her lips give a little squirm, like she thinks this is exciting news. “Of course they are. Which students are you referring to?”

I pretend to read. I prop my hands on the desk to stop them from trembling and hold my book in a tight pinch.

“Well.” Ms. Holleman is poking through some papers; I watch her from the corner of my eye. “Well, we have Aidan Matthews, Josiah Simms, and Ada Lahey. Your father has some kind of religious objection—​isn’t that right, Ada?”

I barely glance up from my book, nod. My ancestry is such a crazy mix of Greek and French and Eritrean and English and Persian that no one can begin to guess where my parents are from, or what we would believe, so people will accept anything we say. It’s a perfect lie.

“They can wait on the benches outside the gymnasium while the others are checked, then.” The nurse has a tense smirk on her face that stops me from feeling completely relieved.

“Can’t they wait in here? It’s so hot out!”

“No. We’ll need you to come with us, Ms. Holleman. The students who have opted out can’t be left unsupervised.”

Ms. Holleman doesn’t look thrilled about this, but there’s not a lot she can say without seeming like she’s trying to get away with something. I start to wonder if she suspects about me. I can’t imagine how she would. I’m very careful.

We all get in line and file out, first down the hallway and then out into the blazing heat. It’s almost a hundred degrees today. The woman nurse waves toward a bench in the sun for Aidan, Josiah, and me, and she manages to make it look like an obscene gesture. No one will be supervising us here either. All that’s in front of us is a bright swoop of lawn surrounded by the U-shaped school. The nearest trees are all the way across the street, off school grounds, and we’d get in big trouble if anyone caught us over there.

So we sit, and read, and sweat. Sweat trickles down my ribs and pools in the small of my back. The white pages of my book glare into my face.

I read twenty pages, then forty, then seventy. Whatever they’re doing, it’s taking forever. No one comes for us. Aidan and Josiah try running around for a while, then give up and wilt on the bench. It’s so hot that I’m starting to feel dizzy. My dad says it never used to get this bad so near the ocean; he says it’s the climate changing so quickly that evolution can’t keep up, and people can’t, either. Sea levels are rising fast, ready to engulf Long Island. I imagine all the houses across the street under water, with fish swimming out of their windows and coral fanning off the mailboxes.

The nerdy male nurse walks toward us and then stands dithering in his white lab coat. Hair falls in his face, and he juts out his lower lip and tries to blow it out of the way. It flutters and flops back down. Oh, he does that because his hands are full: a clipboard in one and three Popsicles in the other. My mouth waters.

“You must have thought everybody forgot about you. Right?” He gives an awkward laugh. “No, no, it’s just taking longer than we expected. Here. I brought you Popsicles. It’s such a hot day!”

We’re already reaching for them. “I call the orange one!” Josiah yells. I get cherry. Already dripping, the cellophane droopy with sticky red syrup. So sweet and cold that when I start slurping, I feel better right away. Bright dots splat onto my book.

The nurse doesn’t go away. He sets his clipboard on the grass and stands there looking gawky, smiling at us through his limp hair and saying pointless things. “It’s a nice school. I went to school near here, just over in Riverhead. But I bet you’re looking forward to summer vacation, right?”

“Sure,” I say. It was nice of him to bring us Popsicles, so we should be polite. The boys grunt and nod. Cherry ice flakes off in my mouth. It’s melting so quickly that I can barely swallow fast enough.

“Summer! Me and my friends, we never left the beach. Oh, but now I’m a grownup, I just have to keep working, like it or not. Too bad for me, right?”

Josiah crunches his way down the stick and gulps, orange dribbles sliding down his chin. He glances around for the garbage, but the nurse reaches for his stick.

“Here, now. I’ll take that.” Then he just holds the stick between his pinky and ring finger. He’s starting to give me the creeps. “Your name is Josiah, right? Josiah Simms?”

“Yeah.”

“And how about you two? Almost done there?” His voice keeps getting friendlier, doggier. “I’ll take those sticks now. Thanks a bunch.”

Why should he thank us? We hand our sticks over, and he fans them between the other fingers of his left hand. Like he’s making sure to keep them separate.

A sick feeling starts gathering in my stomach, even before he reaches with his free hand and pulls a glass vial out of his pocket. It has a label reading Josiah Simms. He pops Josiah’s stick into it and shoves on a plastic cap, then slides it back into his pocket.

And all at once I get it. They can use spit to test your DNA. They can put it through a machine and see every gene in your body, read you like a book. Which would be fine, except that my DNA holds the biggest secret of my life. My heart lurches.

“Excuse me. Can I please have my stick back?” Oh, he’s already got my vial in his hand. Ada Lahey. I want to grab it from him and smash it on the pavement, but then they’d figure it out anyway.

“Nope, little lady. You sure can’t.” He slides my stick inside the glass tube and closes the lid. “You don’t have anything to hide, do you?”

“But my dad has opted out of routine testing. I mean for me. It’s against our religion!” My voice is jumping. I can’t afford to sound upset. I’ll give myself away.

“Ah, well.” He grins and all his sloppy, doggy friendliness is completely gone. “Maybe this isn’t so routine after all.”

“Um, what? Are you taking about? I mean, why would anyone want—” Aidan sputters. He and Josiah look totally confused.

“I’m glad to see you boys don’t understand what this is about,” the nurse says, finishing up with the last stick. “That tells me a lot right there.”

“So—​what is it about?”

The nurse makes a face halfway between a grin and a sneer. His glasses flare like two holes full of burning sun. “Ada knows. Ooh, she knows exactly what we’re looking for—​and I bet I know ex-act-ly what we’re going to find. Why don’t you ask her?”

They stare at me while he walks away.

I might as well say it. I won’t be able to hide it much longer. They’ve got the stick, and that means I’m doomed. I want to run after him, grab his lab coat, and beg him for mercy, but I saw that sneer. There’s no mercy for kids like me.

“They’re looking for kimes. He tricked us into giving him our DNA, on those sticks. So they can analyze it.”

“Gross! How could he think we’re kimes?” Aidan flings himself off the bench and starts stalking around with his back hunched, his arms bowed out, and his face twisted horribly. “I’m a kime! I’m a kime!”


  No, Aidan, you aren’t. Or if you are, you don’t know it.


A kime? That would be me. A kime, short for chimera: a word that starts out like chimney but that is actually pronounced kye-MEER-uh. It means a kind of monster with the parts of two different animals, or more than two. And I’ve known what I am for years.

 

∗ ∗ ∗

 

I can’t make myself call my dad and tell him what happened. He and my mom will find out as soon as the tests on my saliva are finished, and she’ll be nauseated to learn she’s been raising a monster, and he’ll be devastated that he couldn’t protect me from people finding out. Because he figured out the truth when I was still a little girl. He knew before I did.

It’s the worst thing that can happen to a parent. That’s what my mom always says. It’s worse to give birth to a chimera than it is to watch your kid die in front of you. Of course she has no idea how that makes me feel, every single time. She completely missed the irony of what she was doing, working on all those anti-kime campaigns, after people started to realize the possibility of kimes like me: the ones where you can’t tell just by looking at them. I think the reason my dad never discouraged her is that he didn’t want her to get suspicious.

The instant I get home, I run into my room and throw myself face-down on the mattress, but somehow I can’t cry. How did I fool myself into thinking I’d get away with it forever? I grind my face in the pillow, but there’s no relief, and I guess I don’t deserve any. I’m being punished, because lying was a terrible thing to do.

Whatever made me a kime might be contagious, possibly; no one really knows. That’s why the whole South Fork of Long Island is under quarantine and no one can leave here. So far, Chimera Syndrome hasn’t spread outside the area under containment. Everyone stuck behind the line is terrified out of their minds of having kids like me. My dad really should have turned me in as soon as he realized I was a monster, but he was too selfish. He loved me too much. And I told myself that what we were doing was just fine.

Every time I heard my mom, or a newscaster, or our principal say that chimeras represented a threat to the very survival of the human race, I told myself they were just being dramatic. I told myself I was human in all the ways that count. Like, why shouldn’t I see things other people can’t? What’s so bad about that?

But I knew. Secretly I knew why it was wrong. Say, if a pregnant woman near me at the grocery store catches whatever it is I have, her baby might not be so lucky. Her baby might end up with something a lot worse than crazy vision, or it might even die. A lot of kimes die as soon as they’re born, or before. That was the first sign that there was something wrong: hundreds of deformed babies that came months early, already dead. Even now that they know to test for us before birth, it seems like a lot still slip through.

So maybe I’ve killed people, not on purpose, but just because I wanted to be free and have a real life. Just from being greedy for everything normal people take for granted and putting myself first and not caring if that hurt someone else.

My mom will hate me when she finds out, and I guess she’ll be right.

I try to force the tears out, but all that happens is that my breath comes out sounding like someone hacking wood. I get up and grab my violin and bow instead, because whenever I can’t let myself say what I think, or whenever I can’t remember who I am inside, that’s my way out. You can only tell the truth with music, but music keeps your secrets at the same time.

I start off with the violin parts from this singer Andrew Bird, who my dad likes a lot. But pretty soon I let go of the melodies and just set the strings screaming. I’ll make the sounds that are right for me. Right for what I truly am.

Monster, I tell myself while I play. Ada Lahey is a disgusting monster. She deserves to be locked up. Monster. Monster.



  
    Chapter Two
  


THREE DAYS go by, and I almost start to hope there’s been some miracle that will let me keep living with my secret intact, like maybe the car carrying those nurses was in an accident and the vials got smashed and they were both killed, or the machines that read the DNA broke down and no one can fix them, or somebody in the lab doesn’t believe kimes are bad after all and decided to fake my results. And then, so many kimes are still being born all over the quarantined zone that it seems obvious the tests can’t be that reliable. See? I’m so good at lying that I can even lie to myself.

And it’s wrong for me to hope they won’t get me, anyway. It doesn’t matter that I would never hurt anyone on purpose. I’m dangerous whether I want to be or not, and they have every right to take me away—​to wherever kimes go. Somewhere out in Sag Harbor.

I didn’t hear the bell go off, but it must have, because when I look up, everybody is leaving. I jump and start grabbing my things, but Ms. Holleman is already there with her hand on my arm—​and there’s this sick look on her pale, saggy face that tells me everything. Her eyes are so light they look like raindrops on a window.

“Oh, Ada. I had a bad feeling. I should have known, I should have—​I don’t know what I could have done—​tried to hide you somehow, warn you. I am so very sorry.”

That’s why they used that trick. They were smart enough to realize some teachers would try to protect their students, kimes or not. Maybe most teachers wouldn’t, but a few would.

“Did you know?” I ask—​but really it doesn’t matter anymore, so I don’t wait for her to answer. “What do I have to do?”

“They’ve called in your parents. And there’s a Mr. Collins here to discuss your results. The principal has loaned them her office for a meeting. Oh, Ada, if there’s anything at all I can do—”

“You can’t. But thank you for wanting to.” She’s about to start crying and I can’t stand it, so I jump up with my books in my arms. Probably I won’t need them anymore, though. “Um, goodbye.”

And I bolt out of the room before she can say anything else. Dealing with my parents is going to be more than enough. The hallway is already mostly empty, and I run like a lunatic the whole way, because if I stop, I don’t think I’ll be able to keep moving at all. My stomach is so bunched and knotted that I’m running bent over, and I practically crash into the door to the principal’s office. It’s ajar, and my dad’s face stares at me through the gap.

He looks like somebody just stabbed him and he’s doing his best to hold in the blood.

I push the door open and then stand there.

“Ada Lahey?” a man says; he must be Mr. Collins. He has very short brown hair and a face like a wad of bubble gum, pink and slick. He’s sitting across the desk in the principal’s fat brown chair, and her artificial flowers reflect on his skin in orange blobs.

I can’t force my voice out, so I nod.

“You can have a seat.”

My legs won’t move. After five seconds my dad gets partway up, reaches for me, and pulls me next to him, so one half of me is perched on the side of his chair.

“Do you know why we’re here, Ada? We have some test results for you that are quite significant.”

“Then there’s been a mistake.” That’s my mom. She’s right next to me, and I can see the edge of her cream-colored sleeve, the tiny ruffles around her golden-brown hand and her sapphire ring, but I can’t look at her face. I can’t. “Now that you see Ada, see her for yourself, you have to realize there’s no way this test could be accurate. My Ada, she’s an excellent student, a gifted musician, beautiful, polite—”

“No mistake, Mrs. Lahey. The results are plain. Forty-five, forty-six.”

“Excuse me!” my mom shrieks, though she knows what that means. I can feel my dad flinch.

“Human DNA has forty-six chromosomes. With Ada, forty-five of those chromosomes are precisely what they should be. As human as you like. But the forty-sixth is of clearly nonhuman origin. From some sort of animal, though I couldn’t guess what. That is, she meets the legal definition of a chimera.”

My mom gives a muffled shriek. I haven’t looked up from her sleeve, and the cream silk is dancing with a filigree of more-than-silver, more-than-lilac.

“Of course, it’s entirely possible that none of that, ah, foreign DNA is actively expressed. She looks normal enough, I’ll grant you, and for all we know, her nonhuman genetic component doesn’t affect her in any way. But she could still be contagious. We simply don’t know.” He’s simpering at her, trying to comfort her. My mom is pretty, and men get like that when she’s around.

“We never gave permission for Ada to be tested.” My dad’s voice comes out guttural and hard.

“Of course you didn’t.” Mr. Collins doesn’t bother cooing at my dad. “You do realize that willfully concealing a chimera is punishable by five years in prison? A law I believe your wife campaigned for.”

“But no one could have ever imagined this!” My mom again. She grabs my hand for a second and squeezes it.

And then drops it, fast. Like she’s just realized what she’s touching.

Mr. Collins turns his simper back on. “Of course not. But now that we know, you of all people must understand, Mrs. Lahey. Steps must be taken.”

“But.” My mom gasps, and I finally glance her way. She’s so pale under her gold skin that she looks moonish, green and shining. “But—​no one could ever tell! Mr. Collins, couldn’t you make an exception?”

I can tell from his smile that he’s been waiting for this. “According to the laws you worked so hard to pass? Absolutely not. You’re free to take her home. But she’ll have to be registered, and I think we all know what that will mean.”

It will mean mobs throwing stones through our windows, screaming at us every time we leave the house. Or doing worse things than that. I picture fire washing up our walls like a tangerine sea, coming to swallow us.

My dad’s arms contract so hard he crushes the air out of me. “Steps have already been taken! We’re all living under quarantine because of the chimeras. And being trapped on Long Island has been absolutely devastating for my career; it’s impossible to truly participate in the scientific community. Isn’t that enough of a sacrifice without handing over our daughter as well? So we thank you for your concern, Mr. Collins. But we’ll take our chances.”

“No.” It’s the first thing I’ve said since I walked in. It’s horrible, but it’s also a relief. “I won’t let you. I’m going—​wherever it is kimes go.”

My mom lets out another little yelp. I’m the first one who’s gone ahead and said that word out loud.

“The Genesis Institute.” Mr. Collins blurts it out, like he’s been dying to say it. “Out in Sag Harbor. I hear it’s, uh, really very well run.”

“No. And I’m perfectly aware of the conditions at that place, though that’s hardly the point. I helped conduct studies there several years ago.” My dad has been protecting me for so many years that he can’t accept it’s all over now. “Our daughter is staying with her family.”

“Caleb, you know there’s more to think about than Ada. Of course . . . we still love her just the same. But then, the stress, and . . . It wouldn’t be healthy. Maybe keeping Ada isn’t the right choice for our family. For now, Caleb. Just for now.”

I look around at everyone to figure out what she’s talking about. My dad’s face is crumpled, hanging over his lap, but Mr. Collins looks as confused as I am.

“Mom?” I say. But I should have known better. She shrinks back, and on her face is the look I’ve dreaded for years now: squeamish and tight and terrified.

“You’re worried about the baby,” my dad says at last—​and all at once I realize from the resigned droop of his voice that he’ll do it, he’ll give me up. I’ve always known my mom would want to send me away if the truth came out, but I thought he’d fight for me no matter what it took. I’m going, but I don’t want him to let me go.

Then his words sink in. “What baby?”

“A little brother or sister, Ada. Expected in January. We were planning to tell you soon.”

And I could infect Mom, he knows that. He’s known all along. So he took the chance that I would kill their new baby or turn it into some unspeakable half-human thing?

“Well, in that case,” Mr. Collins says in a that’s-all-settled voice.

“Ada, sweetheart, believe me,” my mom says—​but she’s out of her chair now, cowering as far from me as she can get, her back pressed against the ugly bamboo wallpaper. Her black hair is coiled in a bun on the top of her head; blue sparks fly from the coil as she nods. “If we knew that it wouldn’t be unhealthy for the baby, then of course . . . of course . . .”

She doesn’t say of course what, though. She’d still want to get rid of me.

“It’s not a catastrophe, Mrs. Lahey,” Mr. Collins croons. “No need to treat it as one. Someday we’ll understand Chimera Syndrome, and once we know how to stop it from spreading, why then of course Ada can come right home. And why focus on the negative? Only one of her chromosomes is abnormal. One out of forty-six! So think instead about the forty-five chromosomes in your little girl that are just right.”

My mom gives him a big, dewy-eyed smile. She’s sliding toward the door.

“We can visit her, at least?” my dad says. And I know about the baby, I know, but my mouth tastes bitter, and my heart shrivels into something the size of an acorn, cold and hard and numb. He’s changing his mind so easily.

“If you’ve worked there before, Dr. Lahey, then you must know how the locals react to private cars when they see them leaving the gates. I assume your lab took the precaution of using marked vehicles, to avoid attacks?” A half smile. “Visit at your own risk.”

“She needs time to pack. To prepare.”

“We’ve picked up two others from the school in Riverhead, and they’re waiting in the van. I can give you fifteen minutes to go collect Ada’s things, if you like.”

I told myself I was ready for this, but now I want to start screaming. I’m leaving everything, my friends, my periwinkle blue room where my dad painted a border of musical notation in silver near the ceiling, with diamond-shaped notes. And then . . .

“My violin!”

My dad looks dazed, but my voice gets through to him. He gets up, nodding hard. “Yes. Your violin. Of course, that’s essential. You can’t go without it. Yes, I’ll be right back.”

And then my parents are together at the door, staring at me. I almost get up to hug them goodbye, but I’m too afraid to feel my mom twisting away from my arms.

In a flash, the door is closing behind them, and I’m alone with Mr. Collins.

“You knew,” he snarls. He’s up, pacing uncomfortably close to me, back and forth. “I could see that in your face; you weren’t surprised in the slightest when I explained what you are. You knew, and you never told anyone. Is Chimera Syndrome like rabies? Do you freaks feel a desperate need to destroy as many innocent people as possible, by making them like you?”

Destroy people? I just wanted to be normal. Live like a regular person and not be locked up! But if I said that, he’d just hate me more.

“You said . . . it wasn’t so bad, with me. Forty-five out of forty-six. You said I’m almost human.”

His upper lip hikes. “If this were a spelling test, Ada, then forty-five out of forty-six would be excellent. But you were tested to see if you’re a human being, and that’s strictly pass or fail.” He stops right in front of my chair and bends down. It’s hard to breathe, like his pink blob face is suffocating me. “Forty-five? That means you fail.”

“You told my mom that she should focus on, on all the parts of me that are right! You said—”

“Good heavens. Of course I had the decency to try to make your poor mother feel better about this. I can barely imagine how dirtied she must feel, now that she knows what she’s been coddling.” He looks at me like I’m a giant spider. “They tell me your, ah, animal chromosome carries genes associated with vision. Pity we can’t dissect your eyes and learn the truth.”

My cheeks are burning and my throat constricts. I don’t want to let him see me cry, but I don’t know how much longer I can hold in my tears.

He turns away, walks to the door without glancing at me again, and slams it behind him.

I put my head on the desk and picture myself falling down into the spiraling ribbon of my own DNA. The closer I get to it, the bigger it looks, a double strand of glowing beads, until I slip through a door in the side of an atom and into a huge ballroom. Thousands of blade-sharp crystals hang like stalactites from the ceiling. The floor is crowded with kimes, hideous ones, dancing and spinning and keeping time to the music by clacking the enormous crab claws at the ends of their furry arms, twitching ratlike whiskers, snapping their long fangs.

Where I’m going
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