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PROJECT BARRICADE

REFERENCE CODE: 7

ARTIFACT #06450-1

SOURCE: U.S. NAVAL ARCHIVES

CLASSIFIED: TOP SECRET

Concerning the Tragic and Unexplainable Circumstances of the Sinking of the Trading Vessel ENDURANCE, an account by reporter Stephen Peters

28 January 1898

Dearest Willa,

I cannot imagine what wild rumors have reached you regarding my fate, and I hope this letter can bring you some comfort. How I long to deliver these words in person, to feel your loving embrace once more, but alas, I fear that my condition is unlikely to improve, and there is little hope of finding passage home in the short time I have left.

Before I continue, darling, I must make a solemn request: given what has transpired, I suspect this correspondence will be the only account of the Endurance’s end. Therefore, I beg you, once you have read this, please deliver it to the naval authorities, and please stress to them that, though the events described herein may suggest fantasy or madness, I swear upon my father’s name that all of what follows is true.

Now, for my grim tale: as you will recall from my previous letter, I joined the crew in San Diego on the tenth of December for the journey north to Skagway, in order to file a firsthand accounting of this Klondike gold rush that has of late gripped the imagination. The voyage began most amicably; I have always felt a certain ease among the swarthy clientele of such vessels, perhaps even more so than in the stuffy parlors of our fair city, and so I found the weeks at sea aboard the Endurance quite pleasant, until the fateful night of the twenty-third of January, when tragedy struck.

The hour was nigh seven. I had, as usual, declined the invitations to join the nightly round of card games, and was tucked into my hammock, attempting to organize my notes from the journey so far, when I heard the warning bell ringing on deck: three sharp tones.

Of course the bell did not always indicate danger. Sometimes, it was for a pod of humpback, which our navigator would want to chart for the whalers. Other times, for some sight of interest; there was no shortage of wild and breathtaking coastline along this journey, and the remains of spectacular shipwrecks to match.

And yet as I rose, I felt a portentous chill, and saw a similar disquiet on the other men’s faces as we made our way up the narrow stairway to the main deck. For what, at this dark hour, could justify raising all hands, other than danger?

“What is it, Barson?” the captain called to the first mate, who was perched in the crow’s nest.

“It’s there, sir,” Barson replied, pointing two o’clock off starboard. “But what it may be, I cannot say.”

We crowded to the railing. The sea was relatively calm, the moonless sky clear and twinkling with uncountable stars. I could just make out the features of the coastline: a wide beach and a high bluff, which ended sharply at what might have been the mouth of an inlet.

“There!” a crewman shouted, pointing at the water between us and the beach.

And here you must take my word, though you are sure to doubt: there was a ghostly light shimmering beneath the surface. It fluttered and danced and seemed to spiral in a vortex . . . and it was spreading quickly, causing a riot of waves above it.

“Could be a bioluminescence,” said Mr. Partridge, our science officer. “Or some phosphorescence from thermal vents, though I’m not sure—”

“It is none of those things,” said the captain gravely. He stared at the growing light with a calm, almost innocent visage, which at the time I found perplexing. As a disciple of our new scientific age, I spent those precious final moments engaged in fruitless theorizing: Was this a new manner of diving bell, or some technology known only to the mind of Edison himself? But somehow, the captain knew better. “Bring us hard to port, Mr. Wells,” he ordered. “All hands to the rigging!”

Some of the crew took heel to their stations, but others remained at the railing with me, our eyes fixated on the light as if in a trance. And it grew ever more fascinating: blooming and pulsing, a brilliant golden-white. The water boiled, the waves becoming giant and chaotic, and the light shone bright enough to burn spots in my eyes and cause an unnatural heat on my face. At the same time, a storm was brewing overhead, dark clouds gathering in a spiral, as if this light were drawing foul weather to it.

“Now, curse you!” the captain shouted. “Move!”

Boots shotgunned on the boards, ropes groaned, pulleys whined. But we had barely begun our maneuvers when the first riotous wave reached us. The bow heaved, then fell steeply, sending us staggering for balance. The Endurance was thrown off its line, and so we came broadside to the next wave, which loomed high above the deck rails.

“Hang on!” Barson shouted from above.

For the briefest moment, I saw in that great wave a view that challenged the imagination: a disk of pure darkness had begun to grow within the center of the brilliant vortex, like the pupil of some otherworldly eye. And yet this pupil seemed more like a window: through it, I saw stars, same as the night sky above, but also green swirls of ethereal fire, and closer, a great, hulking darkness, like the blot of a cloud against a moonless night, as if some presence lurked on the other side—for I swear to you, Willa, that was what it seemed I was witnessing, a portal into another realm. I know not how else to describe it.

Then that great wave curled overhead and broke upon us. I lost hold of the rail and was swept across the deck by the frigid, raging sea. It was sheer luck that I slammed into the mast with enough force to slow my pace; otherwise, I would have been carried overboard like so many of the crew. Instead, I was left prone against the far railing, choking and gasping for breath.

I wiped the salt from my eyes and raised my head to see that the brilliant light had only grown. It was all around us now, not just beneath the water but everywhere, such that I could no longer see the fore or aft of the ship, nor the sails—they may have already been ripped away by that point—nor even the sky above. There was only that blinding brightness.

“Ahh!” A nearby crewman shrieked, and when I gazed at him, I witnessed a horrifying sight. His eyes had clouded over with a milky-white film, becoming pearlescent, unseeing, like something from one of Poe’s ghastly tales. He began to speak in wordless tones, his fingers clawing at his face, before he collapsed to the deck.

The light had grown so bright it seemed to spear through the very fiber of every board, of the air itself, but that dark pupil had grown in kind, and from within it, a figure now appeared, walking forward as if out of nowhere. A human form in a heavy blue suit, similar to what a deep-sea diver might wear, and yet lined with flashing lights, as if it were somehow electrified. The figure stopped right in the middle of the deck, looking this way and that.

I realized that I could no longer hear the waves, the wind, even the creaking of the ship. There was only a rhythmic whooshing, like breathing through a pipe, and a steady hum as if made by an enormous windmill. Then a series of urgent sounds: at first, I heard only strange clicks and chirps, but somehow, these unearthly noises began to form themselves into words in my mind, a voice, edged with fear, and sounding as if it were coming through some manner of megaphone.

“Report! What do you see, Admiral?”

“I’m not sure,” a woman’s voice replied from inside the suit. “I’m still taking readings—”

“Be gone, Moon Man!”

I turned to see our captain braced against the ladder to the aft deck, one arm held to shield his eyes, the other aiming his pistol at the otherworldly figure.

“No, don’t—!” I shouted, not quite knowing why, yet feeling certain that no good could come from adding a bullet to this equation.

How right I found myself to be, when the captain fired anyway.

“Ah!” the woman in the suit cried, stumbling backward.

A furious tone began to blare, like a siren.

“Abort the trial!” the frightened man’s voice shouted. “Bring her back, now!”

The woman staggered, a jet of steam shooting from her suit. “Close it!” she shouted. “Close it!”

That humming sound intensified, concussing my ears. The siren wailed. The last thing I perceived was the blue-suited figure staggering into that pupil of darkness, the light shrinking around her.

And then all at once, the light collapsed in on itself and vanished, and the humming ceased, leaving a hollow space in our ears, in the night itself—and also where half our ship had once been. Just beyond my feet, the entire center of the deck and the decks below had completely vaporized. There was the briefest moment of pause . . .

Then, with a titanic roar, the sea consumed what was left of the Endurance. I heard the screams of crewmen, the splintering of wood, before I myself was plunged beneath the surface. I struggled to swim, not knowing which way was up, my limbs slamming into broken timbers. A fathomless cold and dark squeezed me in its grip. . . .

Truth be told, I know not how I survived. Some pure instinct must have kept me swimming, held the air in my lungs just long enough for a forgiving wave to carry me to shore. There I awoke at dawn, flat on my back in the surf, unable to move due to a broken leg and a punctured abdomen. I shivered incessantly from the ocean cold, and yet I discovered that my arms, legs, and face were covered with red burns, as if I had been exposed to some intense heat. And while I could still see, a milky fog had accosted my vision.

I feared I might not live out the day, lying there, soon to be food for the crabs and gulls, but a whaling party of Coast Salish people happened upon me, and brought me back to their camp. They have made room for me by their fire and at their table, but despite their best efforts, my wounds are too severe, and foretell my end.

There are, to my knowledge, no other survivors.

My dear, it has taken all my meager strength to write this. I know my tale skirts the boundary of imagination itself, and I would forgive you, of course, for suspecting that I have conjured it while in the grip of some mad fever. Yet I implore you to see this note to the authorities so that other ships may avoid this same fate. For I cannot shake a feeling that this will happen again. There is something about this place, this coastline: you can feel it in the mist. As if some essential border, some comforting gravity that we take for granted as part of our very existence, is missing here. It feels as though, were you to slip just a bit, you could drift away, to where, I do not know. . . .

My rescuers seem to sense it as well. While the gulf between our languages is vast, I have learned that their village is to the north, and that while they visit this place to hunt, they would prefer not to linger. I might suggest that those seeking to settle this region follow their lead, and avoid this spot as well.

Now, dearest Willa, I fear my hour grows late, and the time has come for me to say goodbye. And while I know this will land tragically in your heart, please know that I am ready, and that wherever I end up, I shall wait for you there.

Be strong, my darling. And live well. . . .

All My Love,

Stephen
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The Interview: Part I

JANUARY 18, 2022

Picture a spark of light, like a firework shooting skyward in the moment before it explodes. This spark is traveling through the pure darkness of starless space. The only other lights are a few other distant sparks, headed in roughly the same direction.

As we move closer, we see that this single spark is actually a cluster of lights. And each of these lights is, in fact, an entire galaxy, a hundred billion fire diamonds of dazzling colors, from red to blue to white, spinning around a bright center.

Now picture a single blue dot orbiting a single white star. The dot is moving at sixty-seven thousand miles per hour in its orbit, and the star is moving at nearly five hundred thousand miles per hour around its galactic center. This galaxy is racing at one point three million miles per hour toward a mysterious presence—we call it the great attractor—that draws us, for reasons we cannot know, across the dark sea of space.

And yet.

Despite all that, it is possible, on this little blue dot, inside its blanket of atmosphere, in a tiny town huddled at the edge of a great ocean, in a small, crowded living room—

To feel like you are not moving at all. As if the universe itself has ground to a halt.

This was how fourteen-year-old Sylvan Reynolds felt on a winter night in 2022, in the town of Far Haven, on the coast of Washington State, as Dr. Wells began to speak.

“Thank you for agreeing to meet with us again.”

Sylvan sat on one of the couches. Dr. Wells sat directly across from him, in a chair from the dining table, her tablet balanced on her knees. Her assistant stood behind her, tapping his phone.

“Sure.” Sylvan glanced at his parents over on the other couch. His mother, Beverly, smiled supportively, but her eyes darted with worry. His father, Greg, sat with his arms crossed, glowering at the visitors.

“I’d like to revisit the events surrounding the disappearance of Jovie Williams,” Dr. Wells said. “Now, as I’m sure you know, what we’re discussing here is very sensitive. We do need to have your word that—”

“We signed your papers,” Dad snapped. “Isn’t that enough?”

“Easy, Greg,” said Sheriff Marks, who leaned against the entryway to the living room. “We’re all here for the same reason.”

Dad narrowed his eyes at her. “You sure about that?”

“I understand your concerns, Mr. Reynolds,” said Dr. Wells. “But our goal is the same as it’s always been: the safety of the people of Far Haven.”

Not all the people, Sylvan thought. He glanced at the logo on Dr. Wells’s tablet: a slanted capital B inside a parallelogram with rounded corners. It was the logo of Barsuda Solutions. Their vehicles and their workers in black jumpsuits and hard hats were as common a sight around Far Haven as trash trucks and Amazon vans, and had been for as long as Sylvan could remember. Technically, they’d arrived when he was two, in order to clean up the accident at the Baxter nuclear plant, and to monitor the health of the town’s water supply ever since.

At least, that was the tale everyone had been told.

Sylvan, however, knew the real story: one of wild lights in the water, thrashing helicopter blades over the beach, and, of course, that night, nearly four years ago now, when the ground had shaken, and his friend had vanished.

A friend who, if Dr. Wells had her way, he would never see again.

“If you really cared about us,” Dad was going on, “you would’ve moved everyone out of this town a decade ago.”

“There was a relocation incentive program,” said Dr. Wells.

“Which only helped if you could already afford it,” said Dad.

Sylvan felt a wave of embarrassment hearing Dad talk like that, even if he understood. You rarely met anyone who said they wanted to live in Far Haven. Most everyone seemed to agree that life was better in the sparkling vacation towns elsewhere along the coast, or the gleaming cities of Seattle or Portland, each a few hours away, but no one from here could really afford to live in those places. Far Haven was somewhere you ended up, rather than somewhere you chose to be. A place you couldn’t escape from, even if you wanted to.

Only Sylvan knew how close to the truth that really was.

“I understand this has been difficult,” said Dr. Wells. She flashed what was maybe supposed to be a kind smile at Sylvan’s parents. Really, Sylvan thought she just looked bored. “Now . . .” She adjusted her glasses. “According to the case file, you weren’t with Jovie the night she went missing, which was . . .” She scrolled with her finger. “January 22, 2018. Is that correct?”

“No,” Sylvan said immediately. “I mean, yes, correct. I wasn’t with her.”

Relax! he thought. You sound nervous. But he could feel the sweat creeping down his arms, the adrenaline blooming in his gut. Back in elementary school, he’d never been one of those kids who got in trouble, disobeyed his parents, lied to people. How things had changed over the past four years. Now he knew all too well what it felt like to be that kid sitting in class, or at home, hoping you wouldn’t get busted. “Sorry,” he added, “it was a long time ago.”

“That’s all right.” Dr. Wells gave him a smile that seemed more genuine.

Sylvan smiled back, feeling a sliver of ease. And yet he heard Jovie’s voice in his head, like a ghost across time: We can’t trust anyone except each other.

“And do you remember the last time you saw Jovie?” Dr. Wells asked.

“Yeah.” Sylvan scrunched his face like it was taking him a second to remember, as if he hadn’t thought about these very details every single day—4 times 365 minus 4 equals . . . 1,456 days, except plus 1 for the 2020 leap year, so 1,457—and the lies he had carefully prepared. “It was outside school that morning. She rode by on her bike.”

“And did you two interact at all?”

“Well, we weren’t supposed to talk,” Sylvan said, flashing a glance at his mom, who looked away. “But she did say hi, and I said hi back, and she rubbed my hat I think.” Like an older sister, like someone who got him in a way that neither his actual older sister, nor his parents, ever seemed to. Sylvan looked away for a moment, willing back the lump in his throat.

“And that was it,” said Dr. Wells.

“I think I said, ‘Have a good day’”—“Don’t go.” That’s what I really said, and I should have said it a hundred more times—“And she said, ‘You too,’ and that was it.”

“Same as he told you four years ago,” Dad growled.

“I’m aware of that,” said Dr. Wells. Her smile faded for a moment, and she reaffixed the band holding her dark red hair. “But we’re looking for the slightest detail we might have missed. Memories tend to re-sort themselves over time; things that seemed unimportant in the moment find their way to the surface. Especially when we’re talking about events that took place more than a quarter of your lifetime ago.”

“Twenty-eight point six percent,” Sylvan said under his breath.

“What’s that?”

“Nothing.”

Dr. Wells continued: “The police found Jovie’s bike at the state park the next morning, in what was left of the old bunkers. Did you ever go up there with her?”

“No.” This was true.

“Did she ever talk about that place?”

“No.” A bit less true.

“Also the same answers he gave you before,” Dad muttered.

Dr. Wells nodded tersely. “The police came to the conclusion that she died in the landslide, though no body was ever recovered. Do you think that’s what happened to her?”

“I don’t know.” This was a total lie. And the next words that came out were ones that surprised Sylvan himself: “Do you?”

For just a moment, Dr. Wells gave him a knowing look. “Did Jovie tell you why she might have been going up to the bunkers that night?”

Sylvan wondered what would happen if he told Dr. Wells the whole story: about how the events leading up to January 2018 had begun decades, if not centuries, beforehand. What if he mentioned the drifters? Sylvan felt certain Dr. Wells would know exactly what he was talking about. And that was the game they were playing here tonight: Who knew what, and when, and what would it mean for this year? Because one thing was for certain: what had happened in Far Haven four years ago was about to happen again, and both of them knew it.

But instead, he simply said, “She didn’t say, but I bet she was looking for Micah.” He could almost see Jovie nodding with approval. Nice. Let’s see how she reacts to that.

And sure enough, Dr. Wells’s expression turned blank for just a moment. Then she flinched, almost like she’d just returned from a daydream. “I’m sorry, who?”

“Micah Rogers,” said Sylvan. Inside he felt a small swell of relief. Okay, good. I might still be a step ahead of her. “A girl in Jovie’s eighth grade class?” he continued. “She’d disappeared the September before.”

Dr. Wells’s face scrunched. She tapped her tablet screen, her fingernails clicking. Sylvan saw his parents exchange a perplexed glance.

“Ah right, here she is: Micah Rogers, age thirteen, reported missing September twenty-first, 2017. I must have forgotten.” She looked at Sylvan. “Funny how that happens, isn’t it?”

Very funny, Sylvan thought.

Dr. Wells typed rapidly as she talked: “Jovie and Micah were good friends.”

“Best friends,” said Sylvan, “except they’d had a fight before Micah disappeared. Jovie kept looking for her, though, even after everyone else had given up. She wouldn’t let it go.”

“Did you know Micah?”

“I knew who she was. I mean, I was only ten back then, and she and Jovie were thirteen. They weren’t really hanging out with fifth graders.”

Dr. Wells stopped typing and seemed to be reviewing her notes. “Okay, so Jovie was looking for Micah. Why don’t you start there.”

“What do you want to know?”

Dr. Wells looked at him. Her gaze sharpened and her smile widened, her teeth perfect. Sylvan suddenly had a frigid feeling like this wasn’t a game at all—instead, he was a mouse that had just been dropped into a tank with a snake.

“Tell me everything.”
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The Empty Seat

    JANUARY 2, 2018
492 HOURS TO BREACH

Four years earlier, on the first day back after the school holiday break, Jovie Williams set off on her bike through the winter dark. A briny mist smudged the streetlights and coated her face. She’d worn her long underwear beneath her jeans, hoodie, and puffer jacket, but she still shivered in the predawn chill. Her eyes were heavy with sleep; school didn’t start for two hours, yet here she was, out the door before Mom had even gotten home from work, determined to keep doing something that, with each passing week, seemed more and more hopeless.

Her bike chain creaked with each turn of her pedals. The old thing needed a tune-up, but there wasn’t a bike shop in Far Haven anymore. Or a dad. And though Jovie had watched a couple of videos on how she could do it herself, Mom hadn’t had time to take her to the Fred Meyer for the right supplies, and it turned out that kitchen vegetable oil didn’t really work on a bike chain. Fortunately, her early start meant there was no one around to notice; most of the houses in her neighborhood of Meadow Bluff were still dark.

Jovie reached the state road and veered onto the bike trail beside it. High on the hillside, red lights blinked atop the concrete cooling towers of the old Baxter nuclear plant, which had loomed silently over town since the accident in 2010. Jovie barely remembered it, as she’d only been five, but her mom had said it was a pretty scary time. Radioactive cooling water had leaked into the soil and contaminated wells, streams, and beaches. Three people had died, and a handful of others had gotten sick. Everyone in Far Haven had to take anti-radiation medication for a few months, and many of their neighbors’ wells had to be moved. Some houses were even condemned.

The one thing Jovie did recall was peering out her window as the cleanup workers from Barsuda Solutions skulked around her yard wearing black protective suits with astronaut-style helmets, reading meters and sticking long silver wands into the ground. But that was so long ago, it seemed more like a spooky dream than a real memory.

A few months later, the county and state had declared that the crisis was over and everyone was safe, but even now, eight years later, Jovie and her mom kept two shelves of bottled water in the basement, and their well had a monitor on it that a Barsuda worker stopped by periodically to check. And there always seemed to be at least one spot around town, either a part of the beach or the forest, or some home or building, that Barsuda had taped off and blocked with their vans in order to do further testing or cleanup.

As for the plant, it was supposed to have been torn down years ago, but as Jovie’s mom often said, this was only Far Haven, and so there it still stood, the concrete towers slowly crumbling, their sides covered in blackberry and ivy like they were ancient ruins.

Jovie glided down the hill to Main Street, catching a glimpse now and then of the cove, and the lighthouse blinking weakly at the end of its jetty. When she reached the bottom of the hill, she turned toward downtown. The only cars out this early were headed in the opposite direction, toward jobs elsewhere. She passed a series of dark buildings—the former hardware store, the former ice cream factory, and the former bowling alley—before reaching the KFC/Taco Bell, its lights so bright, it was like arriving at a spaceport.

Definitely the place where you’d make your stand against the zombies, Micah had joked one time. They used to talk about making a horror movie, Jovie running the camera, Micah building off her starring role in the middle school spring production, which she’d gotten even though they’d only been in sixth grade. Whether it would be zombies, mutants, merpeople, or some combination had never been quite decided. Just something caused by the old radiation. We wouldn’t even need to build sets, Micah had said, looking around at Far Haven’s patchwork of closed and dilapidated buildings with her wry smile. It’s perfect.

Jovie coasted over to the crosswalk and parked her bike. Here she reached into her backpack and removed a flyer and a roll of packing tape. She stepped to the utility pole and positioned the paper at eye level. One rain-wrinkled corner remained of the last one she’d hung in this same spot, two weeks ago.

The tape barely stuck to the damp, staple-studded wood—a staple gun would have worked better, but they cost almost twenty bucks, and would also set off the metal detectors at school—and so she had to wrap the tape around the entire pole so it would stick to itself, a move that made it look like she was giving the pole a hug. Of course, a car passed as she was doing this.

Jovie stepped back to check the placement of the flyer and felt a familiar lurch in her abdomen, like an elevator suddenly in free fall. There was Micah’s grinning face, cropped from a selfie they’d taken back in March during their last sleepover, her eyes sparkling with that ridiculous eye shadow they’d gotten at the dollar store. The text above the photo read:

HAVE YOU SEEN THIS GIRL?

And then below:

MICAH ROGERS, AGE 13, MISSING SINCE SEPTEMBER 21.

Beneath that was the police department’s hotline number and the link for the web page that Micah’s parents had set up.

Jovie heard footsteps coming from behind her. A man was approaching the crosswalk: black raincoat, shoulder bag, earbuds, on his way to the commuter bus stop across the street. Jovie watched him pass right by the pole without even a glance.

Her insides sank, but the man’s lack of attention wasn’t uncommon. After all, who had time to think about a girl who had gone missing so long ago now that it had officially happened last year?

And yet Jovie could still picture the moment when she’d walked into first period that September morning and noticed that Micah’s seat was empty. That in and of itself hadn’t been all that troubling, but by the time Jovie had gotten to the next class they’d shared, period five, and found Micah’s seat empty there, too, the rumors had already been blazing through the halls: Police had been spotted in the main office and at Micah’s house. Isla and Corey, Micah’s friends—her new friends, the ones who had replaced Jovie last spring—had been seen sitting on the bench outside Principal Martinez’s office. Did they know something? Were they involved somehow? Suspects?

But it had turned out they’d had no contact with Micah that morning, nor since that pool party at Braiden Sandberg’s back in July, the one Micah had reportedly left in tears.

In fact, no one at school seemed to have been in contact with Micah at all leading up to her disappearance. That included Jovie. She’d wanted to talk to her during those first couple weeks of school; Micah had seemed down, and looked lonely. Jovie had almost texted her, but she hadn’t been sure what to say, and besides, the last time she’d reached out, sometime late in the spring, Micah hadn’t responded.

There had been a school-wide email that September afternoon. Then every phone buzzing with an emergency alert.

State police and investigators.

News vans and reporters.

A rising panic, like the entire town was short of breath. . . .

On her way home from school, Jovie had paused on the hill up to her neighborhood, leaning against her handlebars to watch the teams of officers and dogs and volunteers combing the shores of the cove. She’d seen on the news that they’d searched the beaches, the woods in the state park, even the fenced-off forest around Baxter.

The next day: Micah on the front page of the Far Haven Herald.

The next week: articles about Micah on the Seattle Times and Portland Tribune websites, and her class picture on a poster board outside the school library, surrounded by notes and flowers.

For almost a month, Micah’s face had been everywhere, her name on the tip of everyone’s tongue. . . .

And then it had begun.

The regional headlines had turned to wildfires, to elections, to holiday gift guides. Micah was only a girl from Far Haven, after all. But the articles in the Herald had dwindled in length, too. Because what else was there to say? There had been no new leads, no new evidence. Soon, the principal had stopped including updates in his weekly email. The poster board by the library had been taken down on the night of the school’s fall concert and never put back up. Even Micah’s parents had stopped posting updates to the web page, and stopped running ads.

By December, it was as if Micah was no longer missing; she was simply gone. The only sign of her that remained was the empty seat in her classes, which still hadn’t been filled.

Jovie couldn’t believe it: That was it? Shouldn’t the police have been trying harder? Posing new theories, looking for new clues? Surely the search should have been getting more intense the longer Micah was missing, not less.

But there was nothing.

One afternoon, frustrated by the lack of any new articles, Jovie had repurposed an unused journal-sized notebook she’d won in a school library raffle and started a list of her own:

Causes of Micah’s Disappearance


	ACCIDENT: Drowning? Hit-and-run? Fall? Lost in the woods?

	ABDUCTION: Stranger? Family? Friend?

	RAN AWAY: Relationship? Problems at home? Bad friends?



And yet just by making this list, Jovie had quickly understood the predicament the police were in, as she was almost immediately able to cross out nearly every possibility.

ACCIDENT

While an accident was possible, Micah almost certainly hadn’t drowned; she was a strong swimmer, the cove had been searched thoroughly, and she definitely knew better than to swim out in the open ocean, with its frigid water and treacherous currents, not to mention the enormous driftwood logs that could be lurking within the waves at any time.

On top of that, Micah had last been seen by her parents at dinner on the night of her disappearance. She’d gone up to her room at about eight, and as far as they knew, she’d been in there all night. It was only the next morning that they’d realized she was gone. It seemed weird to Jovie that neither of them had stopped by to say good night, or crossed paths with her somewhere in the house, but still, the point was, even if Micah had been crazy enough to go swimming, she wouldn’t have taken it to the double-crazy extreme of going in the dark.

But assuming that she had sneaked out in the night, the other possibilities for an accident didn’t make sense, either. Micah almost always biked around town, but her bike had been safely in the garage, which meant she would have been on foot. She could have been hit by a car, but every roadside in town had been searched. Maybe a fall from some height? But the only real danger spot would’ve been the high bluff at Fort Riley State Park. Micah did love the view from atop the old World War II bunkers up there, but every inch of the bluff and the beach below had been searched. She liked the tunnels in those bunkers, too—she and Jovie had gotten lost for almost two hours up there back in fifth grade, a frightening ordeal, but one that had somehow made Micah only love that spot more; it’s the perfect location for the final scene of our movie, she had said of the dank tunnels—but the bunkers had also been searched. As had the woods. Abandoned buildings. Basically everywhere.

ABDUCTION

An abduction couldn’t be completely ruled out, but there was simply no evidence for it. Every member of Micah’s family had been interviewed, as well as anyone who’d been in the same places as her leading up to her disappearance. And of course, there had been no ransom note or any such thing.

You did hear stories about teens meeting people online, secret boyfriends or girlfriends who turned out to be creepy adults or psychos or both, but Micah’s phone records and social media accounts had been searched as well. There was still a chance that a total stranger had taken her, though no suspicious types had been seen in town that night or any of the previous days.

All of which left only one possibility:

RAN AWAY

Micah hadn’t seemed like the type to run away, but Jovie couldn’t be sure—a lot could have changed in the five months since Micah had stopped hanging out with her. Maybe something had happened to Micah that Jovie didn’t know about. It certainly had seemed like she was starting to change before that.

But still: Why would she leave? They already knew it hadn’t been for a romance; there would have been some digital fingerprint of that. And if something bad had been going on at home—Micah’s parents hadn’t seemed all that happy when Jovie had known them, but Jovie felt nearly certain there hadn’t been anything dangerous or abusive going on, unless, again, it had started in those last few months—wouldn’t that have come to light during the official investigation?

So all Jovie could come back to was that very last thing on her list:

Bad friends?

Isla and Corey. Those five months. Could something have happened with them that made Micah want to run away? Could it have been whatever happened at Braiden’s party?

Jovie actually had a theory about that: on the night of the party, which she hadn’t even known was happening, Jovie had stumbled across a photo, posted by Isla, that showed Micah beside the pool, dripping wet, as if she’d just climbed out, except instead of a bathing suit, she’d been wearing a nice crop top and what Jovie knew were her most stylish white jeans. In the photo, she was turned toward the camera, a look of shock on her face. The text of the post had read first date FAIL! beneath which was a string of comments featuring laughing emojis and facepalm emojis and OMGs.

Jovie had also found a post on Micah’s account from a few hours earlier, a selfie she’d taken before leaving for the party, in which she looked absolutely perfect the way that Micah always seemed to pull off so easily. The caption had read: Putting myself out there.

Both posts had vanished by later that night.

Jovie suspected that Micah had been going to the party specifically to see Braiden. She had mentioned to Jovie once that she sort of had a crush on him. Jovie had agreed that he was pretty cute, if not also pretty cocky. His photos always looked so posed.

So, had falling in the pool been an accident—or had someone, perhaps even her new besties, Isla or Corey, pushed her in? Jovie wouldn’t put it past them. Either way, it broke Jovie’s heart to think how embarrassing that must have been, even for Micah, who was way more comfortable around others than Jovie was. And yet Jovie couldn’t help also thinking, That’s what you get when you choose friends like that over me. This was not a thought she’d been proud of, but she’d had it.

All that said, Braiden’s party had been nearly two months before Micah had actually disappeared. If that event had really been awful enough to make Micah want to run away, why had she waited?

Also, based on what Jovie had read online, most runaways ended up coming back, or landing with a relative or a friend somewhere else. The fact that Micah hadn’t suggested a twist that threatened to turn Jovie’s entire list upside down: What if Micah had run away and then something bad had happened to her? Those possibilities seemed endless and dark, and without a lead to go on, there was almost no way to narrow them down.

Jovie had thought about asking Isla and Corey or maybe even Braiden about the party, just to see if there were any other important details from that night, but the thought of approaching them and their sneering faces made her nerves buzz like exposed wires. Besides, they’d already been interviewed by the principal and the police.

And so, just like that, the case was at a dead end.

Actually, there was one more thing, a possibility hidden in plain sight on Jovie’s list, one that made her throat tight and her eyes well with tears:

What if Bad friends didn’t mean Isla and Corey?

What if the bad friend was Jovie? If they’d stayed friends after their fight last April, if Jovie had just been there for Micah when she needed someone . . .

But she pushed ME out, Jovie reminded herself. Micah was the one who’d chosen Isla and Corey, who’d started to dress different and act different. Jovie hadn’t done that; she hadn’t done anything! She’d just been left behind by her best friend. Who could blame her for not trying harder?

And yet that knot of guilt remained. She and Micah had been best friends since kindergarten. They’d been at each other’s birthday parties, played on the same soccer team and been in the same dance class, gone to summer camp together, gotten sick on too many sour candies from the Walgreens, gotten scolded for staying up too late at sleepovers, and shared a hundred ice-cream cones and sandwiches and mochas.

Micah had even been there, a year and a half ago now, listening through the wall with Jovie as her dad walked out, finally and for good, after the last bitter, tear-filled fight with Mom.

Sure, they’d had their rough spots along the way, as any friends did. They’d gone weeks without speaking, one time for most of a summer, but they’d always ended up back together. And so who could blame Jovie for believing, right up until that September morning, that eventually, that same gravity would bring them back into one another’s orbit again?

But it hadn’t happened, which left Jovie wondering: What if all those comforting phrases like things will come full circle or she’ll come back around weren’t true at all? Maybe nothing in life actually moved in a circle. Technically, even Earth itself didn’t. Sure, it was orbiting around the sun, which was, yes, spinning around the Milky Way, but the entire galaxy was actually hurtling at millions of miles per hour through space, toward some distant spot Jovie couldn’t remember the name of. Those circles were really spirals. Yesterday wasn’t just in the past—it was millions of miles behind you.

Maybe things didn’t come back around. Maybe things just went.

A best friend. A father.

Or, Jovie thought, it’s me. They just leave me.

She sniffed and wiped her eyes. Ugh, it didn’t do any good to think like this! Hanging flyers, that was still something she could do. And the sky had lightened to a dim gray, which meant she needed to get moving.

She biked on into Far Haven’s historic downtown: a few charming blocks of cobblestone sidewalks and quaint buildings that could almost make you feel like you were in one of the coast’s fancier vacation towns . . . until you noticed that nearly every other storefront was boarded up.

She hung a flyer on the bulletin board in one of the few thriving spots: the Salt & Sand Mercantile, a combination café and grocery store inside a creaky old Victorian house where she and Micah had gone countless times after school. She hung another on the post office window, then on the board outside the Red Apple grocery store, as well as a few on streetlight poles, before heading back out to Port Street, where she coasted into the parking lot of the Gas ’N Go.

At the far corner of the lot was Cove Coffee, the tiny stand—it was really just a converted garden shed—where Jovie worked a few mornings a week. Technically, she wasn’t old enough to have a job yet, but Elena, her boss, paid her under the table, and while it wasn’t very much, the money helped.

She circled around the line of cars at the ordering window and parked by the door on the other side. Inside, Elena was making multiple drinks, the espresso machine humming and steaming, the coffeepot burbling, the shed full of the spicy scent of coffee mixed with car exhaust.

“Hey,” Jovie said.

“Oh!” Elena jumped. “You startled me. Didn’t I give you the week off? Not that I couldn’t use you, if you have a sec!” She glanced at the mirror that allowed them to see the line at the ordering window. Cove Coffee owed most of its success to the fact that it was on this side of Main Street, so it caught all the people racing away from Far Haven each morning.

“I have to get to school. Just stopping by to put up a flyer.” She waved the paper.

“Ooh, new band?” Elena asked.

“No.” Jovie had briefly been the singer in an after-school rock band in sixth grade, which had been fun except for the actual performing part, which had terrified her. “It’s for my friend—”

“What’s that?” Elena said out the window. “Almond milk? Sure, no problem.” She turned to Jovie and held out a cup. “Want a mocha?” She lowered her voice: “The customer’s always right, even when they change their mind at the last minute.”

“Sure, thanks.”

Elena bent to the little refrigerator beneath the counter. “I want to hear more about this band sometime. You’re so talented.”

“It’s not . . .” Jovie trailed off. “Okay, bye.” She closed the door and felt a surge of frustration. Of course, Elena had been distracted. But that band had been almost two years ago. It was like people didn’t even want to remember Micah.

She hung the flyer on the bulletin board beside the ordering window. As she squeezed by the cars, none of the waiting drivers seemed to notice her, all just looking at their phones. She drank her mocha as quickly as she could, grateful for the burst of warmth and sugar, and continued on up the long hill toward school, her bike chain grinding away.

Far Haven’s elementary, middle, and high schools were located on the same campus, separated by wide, mud-slicked playfields. Jovie locked her bike and hurried into the middle school with the last stragglers, but stopped at the bulletin board by the office, where one of her last remaining flyers would go.

The board had been cleared off over break, and there were no pushpins to be found, so she used a short piece of her packing tape. Its tearing sound attracted a quizzical look from Ms. Daly, the receptionist in the office. You had to have permission to hang flyers, but Jovie had gotten a pass in the fall. If Ms. Daly said anything, she still had it somewhere in her binder.

The second bell rang. Jovie quickly rubbed the tape down and hurried off.

Everyone was already seated when she slipped into her language arts class. As Jovie crossed the room, her eye was drawn to the empty seat at the front table, a hole in the world that caused a hollow feeling inside her. It still seemed as if it had happened yesterday.

“Good morning, Jovie,” said Ms. Neary, standing by the front board. “No tardies on the first day back, but try to be seated by the second bell, okay?”

“Yup,” Jovie said, her cheeks flushed. She could feel Isla’s and Corey’s eyes on her from across the room, never missing a chance to revel in someone else’s awkwardness.

The morning passed in a dull blur. Jovie moved from one class to the next in a daze, feeling like she was barely there, invisible to everyone else, except for a shoulder bump or two in the halls.

On her way to lunch, she passed the office and saw that the bulletin board had been freshly covered with two large posters, one announcing a Valentine’s Day dance, the other for auditions for the spring drama production.

She could just imagine turning to Micah, seeing her inspecting that poster hungrily, putting the audition dates into her phone . . .

Jovie’s flyer had been removed.

For a moment, she just stood there. What was the point? Spending so much of her time, using up her precious money from the coffee stand on printing and tape, if no one noticed, if no one even cared?

But then she found herself in fifth period, earth science, and there at the front corner table was Micah’s empty seat. No matter if anyone else noticed it or not, she did.

Just keep trying, she told herself. Even if the search felt hopeless, the idea of giving up felt even worse.
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420 HOURS TO BREACH

Friday morning, Jovie woke up to heavy rain, which meant she’d have to leave early so that she could catch the school bus, which picked her up first before making a wide circuit around the northern end of town. She rushed around her room gathering her things and had just crossed the short hall to the kitchen when she heard Mom’s car pulling into the driveway, home from her overnight shift at the casino.

Jovie had been planning to just get a muffin at school—they only cost a dollar—but Mom would be hungry, so she opened the refrigerator. Dad used to be in charge of breakfasts, and of course, as Mom frequently noted, she hadn’t had to work nights until he’d left. So, the job had fallen to Jovie.

“Hey,” she said as Mom stepped in.

Mom dropped her keys and purse on the counter, her gaze somewhere between the floor and deep space. She had her wireless earbuds in, which she wore basically all the time.

Jovie quickly placed the eggs, milk, English muffins, and butter on the counter. “Mom,” she said, a bit louder.

Mom seemed to startle and squinted at Jovie. She felt a squeeze of adrenaline, a weird momentary fear that her mom didn’t even recognize her. “Oh, hey.” Mom plucked out her earbuds and yawned. “So exhausted I didn’t even notice you.”

“How was work?”

“Long and slow.” Mom got a juice glass and squeezed by Jovie to the fridge. In the pale light of the open door, she unscrewed the cap on a wine bottle and filled the glass. “Vampire dinner,” she said, her usual joke.

“Want some human breakfast, too?” Jovie asked.

“That would be great.” Mom slumped into a chair at their little dining table, which was pressed against the kitchen wall, and started scrolling through her phone.

Jovie opened the old propane camping stove, its lid squealing on rusted hinges. It sat atop the electric stove, which had stopped working a couple of months ago. Mom kept saying she was going to call someone. But if you ignored the giant sticker on the side of the stove that warned DO NOT USE INDOORS, the camping one worked fine.

She turned on the vent, lit the stove, flicked butter into a frying pan, and cracked three eggs on top. As they began to pop and splatter, she mixed them with one of the disposable sporks Mom brought home by the pocketful from the casino. Each one came wrapped in plastic with a napkin and salt-and-pepper packets. The fewer dishes, the better, Mom always said. Dad had been in charge of the dishes, too.

“Do you have to go to the studio today?” Jovie asked as she slid the English muffin halves into the toaster.

Mom sighed. “I don’t have any students, but Colin says there’s a problem with the heat, so I’m meeting a contractor at three.”

Mom still ran the Far Haven Music and Dance Academy, a business she and Dad had started before Jovie was born. Jovie had spent countless hours there when she was younger—taking piano and voice lessons, but more often just hanging out in the lobby after school, a crowd of students and parents bustling around her. Mom and Colin were the only instructors left now, with just a handful of students each. Jovie had heard more than one person ask if Mom ever considered closing the place, including Dad. There are still kids who need it, Mom always replied, and to Dad, she’d added, even if you don’t.

“Think you’ll sleep?” Jovie asked.

“I should get a few hours in—” Mom coughed, damp and sharp, into her elbow. “Once I shower all this smoke off me.”

Jovie scooped half the eggs onto a plate and added half an English muffin, which she quickly smeared butter on. She put the plate by her mom and tore open a fresh spork packet. “Here you go.”

“Thanks,” Mom said absently, still scrolling through a blur of gifs and angry headlines. “Are you working this morning?”

“Elena gave me the week off.” Jovie had told Mom this at least twice already. She opened a cabinet to get her lunch. “We’re out of granola bars.”

“I’ll put it on the list. Where were you yesterday? You weren’t home when I left.”

Jovie grabbed a few little bags of oyster crackers, more spoils from the casino, and tossed them in her backpack. Not exactly a healthy lunch, but it would have to do. “I stopped at the library to print more flyers.”

Mom’s face remained glued to her phone. “For what?”

Jovie paused in the middle of the kitchen. “About Micah,” she said crossly.

Mom looked up at her. “Who?”

Jovie frowned, while at the same time feeling that empty rush, the elevator falling in her belly. “Micah. My best friend?”

For a moment, Mom just looked at her. Then her phone buzzed with an alert and her eyes slid back to it. “Oh, right,” she said, shaking her head. “Sorry. What are the flyers for?”

“What do you mean—”

Jovie was cut off by the sharp crack of Mom’s phone slapping against the table. Her glass toppled over onto her plate, the bloodred wine seeping into her eggs. She made a low moaning sound and rubbed at her temples.

“What is it?” Jovie asked. “Another headache?”

Mom didn’t reply for a moment. She’d been having what she’d described as “pulsing” headaches for a while now. She said they made her eyes hurt, and sometimes caused these bright flashes in her vision. Finally, she breathed deep. “They’ve been bad lately.”

“I have some ibuprofen in my bag,” Jovie offered.

“I’m fine.” Mom waved her hand. “Lots of people say they’re acting up because of the time of year.”

Mom was referring to the people online who suspected that the cause of any health problem in town, from headaches to cancer, might actually be the leftover radiation from the Baxter accident. Jovie knew from her science classes that radiation could linger in the water and soil for years, and that the wet winter weather was one of the things that could dredge it up. But those same teachers had always emphasized that the water and the town were safe now, and that the data Barsuda Solutions collected from the wells and soil and beaches, all of which was available to the public, proved as much. In fact, no one in Far Haven had actually gotten sick because of Baxter in many years.

And yet whenever Jovie had tried to convey this to Mom, she just dismissed it with statements like Nobody knows for sure, which was true—and also how science worked—but shouldn’t the actual evidence have counted for more than the wild online theories?

It seemed to Jovie as if Barsuda was one of the voices in town you could actually trust, unlike so many businesses that had closed abruptly over the years, from stores to movie theaters to an entire logging company. Unlike their last mayor, who’d been accused of stealing money.

In addition to their monitoring, Barsuda also did things to be part of town. One of their young interns had visited Jovie’s sixth grade class—Micah had gone on about how cute he was, even drawing a heroic, anime-style version of him in her journal—and he talked about Barsuda’s program to protect the local wildlife from any radiation effects. The whole class had gotten school binders with a big B logo on them. Barsuda had also sponsored the town’s little July 4th parade, had funded the waterfront park by the cove, and had built new bleachers at the baseball fields. Their little office in town even had the best candy on Halloween.

Mom was still rubbing her head when her phone buzzed. “Hey, it’s trash day. Could you put it out before you go? Recycling, too.”

“Okay.” Jovie eyed her breakfast plate, the clock on the microwave . . . and opted to put the food in a plastic container. School muffin it would be after all. She rinsed the pan and gathered the trash and recycling to put by the door.

As she slid on her jacket, she realized that her earbuds were still charging. She hurried back to her room, and as she passed through the kitchen again, Mom looked up. “Are you working this morning?”

“You already asked me that!” Jovie snapped. Mom flinched, and Jovie felt a surge of guilt. “Sorry.”

“No, I’m sorry, it’s my head.” Mom yawned again. “Have a good day.”

“Thanks.” Jovie paused in the doorway and looked back at Mom, sitting there, her body crooked over her phone, face ghostly in its light. She felt a wave of sadness mixed with anger, like she wished Mom was doing better, but was also annoyed that she wasn’t. Sure, there were the headaches, and the long nights at work, but also Dad had been gone awhile now, and Mom had wanted it that way. So get over it, Jovie thought, but also I’m sorry. Two voices speaking at once. The feelings overlapped and rose up in her like a wave, and all she could do was mumble “Bye” and slip out the door.

Outside, she took a deep breath, then rolled out the bins. As she started up the street, she noticed their next-door neighbor Ruth, who was in her eighties and lived alone, standing on her front path. She was holding the slim plastic bag with her newspaper and looking out into the misty dark. She did this sometimes, just sort of frozen in place, ever since she’d had a stroke a couple of years ago. Jovie liked Ruth, who was nothing but sweet to her, and yet the sight of her like this always caused a little spike of fear: Was this how Mom would end up? How she would end up, someday?

“Hi, Ruth,” Jovie called.

Ruth flinched and looked over, the streetlight reflecting on her large glasses. “Oh, hi, dear,” she said. She looked down at her paper as if remembering why she’d come out. Then she smiled. “Will I see you today?”

“No, tomorrow.” Jovie helped Ruth with small jobs around the house, getting paid hopefully in cash, though sometimes just in baked goods.

“The sixth,” Ruth said, nodding to herself as if puzzle pieces were fitting together. “Today is the fifth.”

“That’s right. See you then!” Jovie rushed on, but looked over her shoulder just to be sure that Ruth was making her way back inside.

Jovie barely made the bus, and sat slumped against the window for the bumpy, nearly forty-five minute ride to school. As she walked inside, she stopped to hang a fresh flyer on the bulletin board, just as she’d done each day this week. Whoever had put up those posters did not seem to care for her putting her new flyers directly on top of them and had removed each one, but the way Jovie saw it, her flyer had been there first.

Ten minutes into first period, Ms. Neary was interrupted by the classroom phone.

“Sorry, everyone.” She answered and listened for a moment. Jovie returned to copying the class notes—

“Jovie.” Ms. Neary was looking right at her. “Mr. Martinez wants to see you.”

Eyes speared her from all sides. Jovie’s cheeks burned as she gathered her things. “Sorry,” she mumbled to Ms. Neary, and hurried out.

Her stomach churned as she walked through the empty halls. This had to be about the flyers. She remembered the way Ms. Daly had been eyeing her, and sure enough, her flyer from moments ago was already gone. She shifted her backpack around as she walked, hauled out her binder, and started leafing through it for the pass.

“You can head down to his office,” Ms. Daly said, not looking up as Jovie entered.

Pass clutched tight, Jovie walked down the narrow hallway. The bench outside the principal’s office was empty. His door was open.

“Hi, Jovie.” Mr. Martinez stood by his desk. He motioned to the two chairs in front of it. “Have a seat.”

Jovie slid into one, her heart hammering. Mr. Martinez eased himself into his chair and exhaled hard through his nose. He straightened his tie, slipped on his glasses, and picked up her latest flyer from his desk. “Did you make this?”

“Yeah—” Her voice came out like a croak. She cleared her throat. “Yes.”

“And . . .” Mr. Martinez picked up the three other flyers. “These, too, I’m guessing.” Mr. Martinez stacked the flyers, laid them on his desk, and laced his fingers together.

“I have a pass,” said Jovie. She slid the paper across his desk. “Ms. Daly gave it to me in October.”

Mr. Martinez eyed the pass but didn’t take it. “Jovie . . .” He scrutinized the flyer and seemed to be searching for words. “I’m trying to understand. Is this part of a project? I can’t imagine it’s some kind of prank. That would seem unlike you.”

“What?” Jovie said, stunned.

“‘Have you seen this girl?’” Mr. Martinez read. “Micah Rogers. I thought maybe it was related to a book you’re reading in class or something. A creative assignment. But Ms. Neary doesn’t know a thing about it.”

“A book?” said Jovie, her chest constricting. “That’s Micah. She goes—I mean, she went to school here.”

Mr. Martinez looked from her to the flyer. His brow furrowed, then he shook his head and gave her a kind smile. “You’ve been having some trouble at home.” He glanced at his computer screen. “Your dad left. I can only imagine how hard that’s been.”

Jovie shrank in her seat. “I guess, but . . .”

“Have you talked to Mr. Sommers about this?”

The school counselor? “No. What does that have to do with Micah?”

Mr. Martinez adjusted his glasses. “I’m sorry, Jovie, I just—I know you’re a good kid, so I’m looking for a way to understand this. Putting up flyers about a fake missing person could be triggering to members of our community—”

“It’s—it’s not fake,” Jovie stammered. “Micah’s real. She went missing on September twenty-first.”

“Jovie—”

“Her seat is still empty in my classes!” Jovie knew she shouldn’t be raising her voice at the principal, but she couldn’t help it. Why was he saying these things?

Mr. Martinez peered at her like she was a puzzle he couldn’t solve. “Look, I’m willing to skip calling home about this, but I really do think you should talk to Mr. Sommers.”

“But . . .” Jovie blinked back tears. “The police were here,” she said. “You talked to them.”

Mr. Martinez laughed incredulously. “The police? Jovie . . . Mr. Sommers has lots of experience with what you’re going through. I’m going to make you an appointment—”

“I’m telling the truth!” The tears ran down Jovie’s cheeks. She felt like she was floating in her own head, like there was no solid ground, no gravity. This made no sense! Something had to be going on here.

She thought of how Mom had reacted this morning when she’d mentioned Micah, how Elena had misheard her yesterday, the way people walked by her flyers without looking at them, and how there hadn’t been any new stories about the case. . . . But then Mom had seemed to remember. How could she jog Mr. Martinez’s memory now? Where might there be something to remind him that Micah existed?

“Our grades!” Jovie pointed at his monitor. “You can see them from here, right?”

Mr. Martinez blinked at her. “Well, yes.”

“Look up Micah Rogers.” Jovie reached across the desk and tapped the stack of flyers. “Search for that name, just one time, and then I promise I’ll go to Mr. Sommers, or detention, or whatever you want. Please.”

Mr. Martinez bit his lip. Another deep exhale through his nostrils. “If you weren’t one of our best students . . .” He slid his keyboard closer, checked the flyer, and typed in Micah’s name slowly, letter by letter. Jovie watched the search results blink in his glasses.

He stared. His eyes narrowed.

“Is she there?” Jovie asked.

“I, um . . .” Mr. Martinez winced and kind of flinched, almost like something had poked him in the eye. “Okay, well, I guess I should apologize. I—wow.” He glanced at Jovie for a moment, then back to the screen, shaking his head. “I’m so sorry, Jovie, you’re right. There she is: Micah Rogers. I—I don’t know how I could’ve forgotten her.” He took off his glasses and wiped them with the cuff of his shirt. “I guess with the holidays, or something. My god,” he said to himself in almost a whisper. “Micah . . .”

Jovie felt a cool flood of relief surging through her, except: “Did you really forget her?” she asked.

“No, of course not, I, um—I should call the police.” Mr. Martinez shuffled everything on his desk, as if his hands needed something to do. “Get an update. The last time I spoke to the sheriff about this, she, um . . .” His brow furrowed again. Jovie saw beads of sweat there. He picked up the flyer, gazing once more at Micah’s photo. “Thank you very much for bringing this to my attention. You should get back to class.”

“Wait,” said Jovie, her heart beating even faster now. “What’s going on?”

Mr. Martinez answered as if his thoughts were miles away. “Everything’s fine.” He kept staring at the flyer, his lips moving soundlessly. It looked like he was saying Micah, over and over. Then he waved a hand at her. “I’ll look into this and come find you later. It’s all right. It’ll be all right. Don’t worry.”

Jovie stood and Mr. Martinez barely seemed to notice, so she left him there. She was out of the office and halfway back to class before she stopped in the middle of the hall, stunned. What just happened? No matter what Mr. Martinez said, he had forgotten Micah. As if she’d never even existed. How was that possible?

Back in class, she nudged Thomas, who sat beside her. “Hey, do you remember Micah Rogers?”

“Who?” he said, looking up from his phone, which he had beneath the table.

“Micah. She sat right there.”

Thomas followed her gesture. He peered at the empty seat for a moment, then looked back at his phone. “What are you talking about?”

“What am I talking about?” Jovie said to herself.

“Huh?”

“Nothing.”

But this wasn’t nothing.

Somehow, she seemed to be the only person who remembered Micah had ever existed.

Jovie spent the morning in a daze. She eyed her classmates, her teachers. Did any of them remember Micah at all? She hoped Mr. Martinez would have some answers, now that she’d jogged his memory. But by midday, he still hadn’t come to find her.

On her way to lunch, Jovie stopped by the office again.

“Oh, he left,” Ms. Daly said. “Stepped out this morning, then called to take the rest
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