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PROLOGUE

NO one ever paid attention to the man with the drooping eye. He moved swiftly through the London streets like a stale wind. Sometimes he mumbled, and sometimes he broke into a dance that resembled a fit of electrocution. He smelled oddly sweet and moldy, and his skin was like parched paper. These traits were fine for a book but not so much for a human.

So of course people avoided him. On a gray August morning when he stopped short on a crowded sidewalk, they walked politely around the man as if he didn’t exist. They kept their eyes on their phones. They minded their own business.

Hearing a noise, the old man looked up. Even in the summer he felt cold, always cold, and he pulled his thin black raincoat tight around him. He’d lost the belt years ago, a great disadvantage on a damp, cloudy day. He trained his good eye on a neon orange-and-black jet emerging from the clouds. His sight was weak, but he could make out the name emblazoned on the tail.

TILT.

It was a strange name for a jet, to be sure. But that did not explain the old man’s reaction.

“By the ghost of Gaston!” he squealed. Then he leaped into a complex little jig, his legs twirling and twiddling like rubber sticks. It would have been an impressive display, but as no one was watching, there was no one to be impressed.

Fishing a flip phone from his pocket, he tapped out a message. They’re here.

The answer came back immediately. Yes, I noticed. Not modest, are they?

With a grin, the old man shoved the phone back into his pocket. As he shuffled quickly through the grim and growing crowd, he smiled. He was in a good mood now, so he muttered merry greetings.

But he got no replies.

No one ever paid attention to the man with the drooping eye.
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A FEW DAYS EARLIER . . .

MAX hadn’t planned on drifting off into space. Space found him.

To be more precise, what found him was a conveyance into space.

It was just sitting in a field behind his school. A lot of other things were sitting in the field too, like a dozen trailers, a roller coaster not quite fastened down, three wooden stages, stacks of metal risers and chairs, tools and tape, and a garish sign that said Midsoutheastern Ohio State Fair Coming in August.

Conveyance was a word that meant “a way of getting someplace.” It was a better word than vehicle or vessel. That was a fact, and Max was fond of facts. His homemade drone Vulturon was a conveyance, but that had been crushed in the hatch of a submarine in the Atlantic Ocean.

This conveyance, the one in the field behind the gate, was, in fact, a balloon. A big hot-air balloon.

Now, outside of the land of Oz, it is not normal for a hot-air balloon to be sitting in a field all ready to go. It is even less normal for a balloon to beckon to a human being. But a day earlier, Max had looked out his bedroom window and seen the balloon floating high above his house, trailing a banner to advertise the fair. In its basket were a man and woman in old-timey clothes, waving to the roofs below. In the center of the basket, a thick flame shot upward through a hole at the bottom of the balloon. The hot air was lighter than the cooler atmosphere, which caused the balloon to rise. That was another fact.

Max had nearly dropped his iPad in his rush to get to his window and wave back, but they hadn’t seen him. Maybe they’d been looking at the roofs. Shingles were interesting, if you really took the time to read about them. But Max had had the weird feeling that the balloon itself had noticed him. It had seemed to turn toward him, dipping in the direction of his house. As if it were bowing.

Now, standing outside the field in the wee minutes before sunrise, Max decided to investigate. He didn’t always take sunrise walks, but sometimes he had insomnia, and this seemed as good a thing to do as any. He didn’t feel unsafe. He was, after all, thirteen and could take care of himself. And ever since he and his cousin Alex had found the treasure hidden by the famous author Jules Verne, everyone in Savile had become supernice to him. That included the Fearsome Foursome, who used to make fun of him for being “on the spectrum,” which wasn’t a bad thing when you realized that rainbows were spectra and they were pretty much perfect. Also most people didn’t know that spectra was the plural of spectrum, a fact that Max liked very much.

As he strolled closer to the field, he realized the gate was open.

It occurred to him that it shouldn’t have been left open, and that someone had probably stumbled out of one of those trailers, forgotten to shut the gate, and was now fast asleep, facedown in a plate of scrambled eggs at the Nightowl Diner on Ash Street. But open gates, as far as Max was concerned, were meant to be walked through. Which he did.

He stepped around the platforms and metal beams and piles of this and that. “Hi, thanks for inviting me,” he said as he approached the balloon basket. He knew this was silly because balloons do not really make invitations, but saying it made him smile because it sure felt that way. The basket was smaller than he’d expected. He could have just stepped over the edge into it, but there was a door with a latch, so he used that. Metal bars rose up from the sides of the basket to form a kind of frame that came together a foot or so over his head, making a small platform. In the center of the platform was a contraption that looked a little like a gun and a little like a miniature barbecue, pointed upward. This was called a brazier. Max wasn’t sure how he knew that, but a steady diet of facts did that to you sometimes. Above that contraption was the balloon material, limp like a pile of blankets. It was made of a special kind of fabric, but Max couldn’t remember what that was called.

He spotted a pair of gloves on the basket floor, which he put on. He reached up, grabbing a handhold at the base of the gun-like contraption. His index finger came to rest on a switch, so he snapped it down. It sparked.

That seemed pretty cool.

He tried it again and again—until finally a flame burst upward from the contraption. That caused him to pull his hand back with a start. It seemed like the flame should have burned the balloon material or melted it. But that didn’t happen.

Instead, the fabric began to move, as if it were alive, waking from the night’s sleep. It shifted around slowly, and then a little faster. The flowing pattern of the fabric’s motion was so fascinating to watch that it took a while for Max to realize that the stuff was actually rising.

Max knew that it would continue to rise until it assumed the shape it had been sewn to, which in this case was a balloony sphere. But he did not want that to happen at all. He grabbed the handhold again but couldn’t figure out how to turn it off. Whatever he was doing only seemed to make the flame stronger.

He considered running away. But it wouldn’t be right for the balloon to float up and away from the state fair, to be lost in the atmosphere. That was like stealing.

Max pressed buttons, flicked levers, twisted, yanked, and turned anything he could. He concentrated so fiercely on the contraption above him, that he wasn’t really noticing what the balloon itself was doing.

Rising.

The fabric reached its balloon shape faster than he expected. He felt the basket teeter, and he almost fell out. As he left the ground, he gripped the edge of the basket wall. The field below him began to recede. He could see the roof of his school. Fear of heights was called acrophobia and he didn’t have that, but he did have unlimited-rising-into-space-with-no-way-to-control-it-phobia. And he was beginning to move fast.

“He-e-e-e-e-ey!” he shrieked. “He-e-e-elp!”

But even before the sound left his mouth, a door flew open in the side of a trailer, and a large barefoot man in a T-shirt and checked boxer shorts was racing outside, spitting out some very bad words.

“Throw up, dope!” the man shouted. At least that was what Max thought he said, until he repeated it and Max realized it was “Throw out the rope!”

Max hadn’t even noticed the rope coiled in the corner of the basket. It was thick and heavy, but he managed to hoist it out over the edge. As the coil hurtled downward, the basket tipped again. Max clutched tight to the rope, his knuckles white.

The smell of fish rushed into his nostrils. For reasons no one knew, Max always smelled fish when he was afraid.

The end of the rope slapped against the ground, and the man in the T-shirt grabbed onto it. He was shouting something, but Max couldn’t hear it. Now another man had joined him. That guy was shouting too. Max held tight to the rope as the guys pulled and pulled the other end. The basket was tipped almost horizontal now. On the positive side, that caused the flame to angle away from the hole in the bottom of the balloon, which helped keep it from rising. And the men were strong, pulling Max and the balloon closer.

On the negative side, Max was about to fall.

He felt his feet sliding along the now-horizontal basket. He tried to hang tight to the rope, and at this distance he could hear the men clearly. They were saying, “Don’t hold onto the rope!”

Now they were telling him.

Max let go. The basket juddered. But the sudden upward thrust of the edge caught him at the knees and he flipped upward.

And over.

Max screamed. As he dropped toward the ground, he caught a glimpse of the horizon, and it occurred to him it would be the last sunrise of his life.
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“YOU did what?”

Smriti Patel’s voice sounded different in the Tilts’ new kitchen. It was bigger than the old one. They were standing in the part that used to be a driveway, before the Tilts had bought the house next door and torn it down. Now the Tilts had a beautiful garden, a humongous kitchen, and a glassed-in study for Mom that was protected by a Hulk action figure Max had made with his 3D printer. Also a bathtub shaped like a battleship, Sonos in every room, furniture from Italy, toilets from Japan, two Teslas, a private jet, and a framed portrait of the science-fiction writer Jules Verne hanging in their living room.

These are the kinds of things that happened when you found a secret buried treasure on an island off the coast of Greenland. Which Max and his cousin Alex did, due to finding a hidden note in their attic left by Verne, who was Max’s great-great-great-grandfather. After his adventure, Max was ready to have a normal life without mortal danger and media attention. He didn’t mean for his balloon escapade to happen. But Smriti was the first person who had actually noticed the bruises on his arm.

“I fell off a trampoline,” Max said in answer to her question.

He and Smriti and their friend Evelyn Lopez were making cupcakes for Max’s mom’s birthday. Not long ago it had looked like she might not see the day. But doctors had found a way to make her cancer-free, so this was the most special birthday of all time, and it needed the most special chocolate cupcakes of all time.

Smriti was Max’s best friend. She lived across the street. Evelyn was Max’s partner in robotics class and was just about as addicted to facts. One fact about her was that she had a condition called scleroderma. It made her skin waxy and hard and forced her to use a wheelchair. Basically, all her organs were hardening and there was no cure, so things were either going to stay the same or get worse, but those were facts they both preferred not to think about. Evelyn had a great nose for things that weren’t facts too, so Max was not surprised when she said in response to his trampoline comment, “I don’t believe you.”

“Yeah, that’s a lie,” Max said, taking a heavy bag of peanut M&M’s out of the cupboard. They’d already put cinnamon, white chocolate chips, and bananas into the cupcake mix, but it needed more. “But that’s what I promised I would say. The state fair people didn’t want me to admit what happened. They thought it would be bad for their reputation.”

“So what’s the truth?” Smriti said.

“I took a ride in a hot-air balloon.”

They both gave him the LSS Look. Long, Silent, Stupefied. Max didn’t understand that look, but he knew that people had ways of thinking that didn’t exactly connect with his, which was OK. Sometimes they just drifted off into a confused silence and figured it out later, and Max was patient.

Dumping some M&M’s into the mix, he snuck a quick glance at the clock—6:37. Mom’s book club buddies were scheduled to bring her to the house at seven o’clock for the surprise. The cupcakes would take twenty minutes to bake.

“Perfect,” he said. “Let’s do this.”

Together, the three ladled the mix into cupcake tins. As Max shoved the tins inside the oven, a scream rang out from the doorway behind them: “I cannot believe they did this to us!”

It was his cousin Alex, that’s all, but she had a habit of getting overexcited, and Max jumped. His wrist touched the oven edge, which was a couple of degrees short of a gazillion. “Yeoow!”

“Ohhhh, sorry!” she said. “Let’s get that wrist under cold water.”

She was holding her phone, so she set it near the sink and shoved Max’s wrist under the cold water tap. Alex was eighteen, five years older than Max, with a luxuriant explosion of curly hair courtesy of her African-American mother and piercing green eyes from her French-Canadian dad. But right now, her face was a shade of deep crimson.

“Is he going to be OK?” Evelyn asked.

“We can always do a wrist transplant,” Smriti said.

This, Max knew, was a joke. He could tell by the way the left side of Smriti’s lip curled.

“Finish baking the cupcakes first, then surgery,” Max said through gritted teeth. As Smriti shut the oven door, Evelyn wheeled herself closer and glanced curiously at Alex’s phone screen. “You just complained that somebody did something to you. But all I see is an obituary.”

Max leaned over and looked:

— BASILE WICKERSHAM GRIMSBY —

Beloved uncle, brother, colleague of many, Mr. Grimsby was a man of diverse talents: singer, cartographer, sea captain, marine biologist. He perished undersea after the malfunction of his submarine, while saving the lives of the two young American heirs to the Jules Verne fortune. Memorial service to be held Sunday, August 21, 11 a.m., at the Alfred P. Twombley Funeral Parlor, London.

“Basile is the guy who saved our lives,” Alex said. “When the submarine ran out of fuel, we could have been sucked into a whirlpool. But he made us all swim to safety. Max and I barely survived. He didn’t. He sacrificed himself for us.”

“His last name was Grimsby?” Max said. “He never told us that.”

“Check out the date,” Alex said. “August 21! Two days from now. Did we know? No! No invitation, no nothing. What’s up with that?”

“You could send flowers,” Smriti offered.

“Are you allowed to Skype into a funeral?” Max asked.

“You could just go,” Evelyn said. “I mean, what good is owning a jet if you don’t use it?”

“Ding ding ding ding!” Max’s dad chimed, which he always did when he wanted attention. He popped into the kitchen and announced: “Mom is on her way!”

Max cast a quick, panicked glance at the oven clock—6:44. “She can’t,” he said. “She’s not supposed to be here till seven. The cupcakes won’t be ready.”

His dad shrugged. “Nothing we can do now. Her book club buddy just texted me. Guess their dinner ended early.”

“They must have been discussing a lame book,” Alex said.

Max opened his mouth to protest, but Alex, Dad, and Smriti were already rushing out of the kitchen. Evelyn rolled back toward the opposite side of the kitchen. “I’ll join you guys in a minute. I think I need to take some meds.”

But Max was focused on the stove. This sequence of events was all wrong. Mom was supposed to see the cupcakes when she opened the door. Smell them. That was the plan, and plans were supposed to work. Max was getting angry, which meant he smelled cat pee, and that wasn’t too pleasant when it was mixed with chocolate.

“Max, are you OK?” asked Evelyn from behind him.

Give up the things you can’t change, Max told himself, which was something his therapist was always getting him to work on. Breathe deep. Close your eyes. “Fine,” he said.

A few last-minute giggles erupted from the living room, followed by a flurry of sssshhhes. Max opened his eyes. He glanced toward the front of the house, then at the stove.

Before joining the others, he quickly flicked the oven temperature all the way up.

The living room lights were out. Everyone whispered nervously, hiding behind furniture. On the coffee table was a cookie-dough ice-cream cake with a sugar-photo of Mom, Dad, and Max. It was inscribed HAPPY BIRTHDAY, MICHELE! WE LOVE YOU!!! MAX, ALEX, & GEORGE. Streamers hung everywhere, along with collages of favorite family photos.

“I see them—quiet!”

At the urging of Max’s dad, the room fell silent. Outside, a car engine grew louder, then stopped. Footsteps clomped up the front walk. A key was thrust into the lock, and the door slowly opened. Dad counted to three by holding up his fingers, then . . .

“Surprise!”

There was Mom, standing in the doorway with her book club friends behind her. A knit cap covered her short but growing hair. Her brown suede coat was still a bit too large, but Max could tell she was putting on weight. She just stood there for a long moment, framed by the door, her face pale in the porch light. Max expected her to burst out laughing.

Instead, she began to cry.

She wasn’t supposed to cry. He’d only seen her cry once—on the day he found out she had cancer. That was one of the worst days of his life. He pushed his way through the living room, shoving aside the partygoers to reach her. “Mom?” he called out. “Mom?”

She swept him up in a hug. He felt his feet leave the ground. He hated both of these things normally but he sometimes made an exception with Mom, in small doses. “Thank you, sweetie!” she said.

“Are you sick again?” he asked.

Sometimes she gave him the LSS Look too, like now, but it never lasted long. Now she was crying and laughing at the same time. “I’m fine, Max. I’m crying because you and Dad make me so happy!”

Max nodded. As he touched his head to her shoulder, he caught the scent of something burning. “I smell smoke.”

Alex and Smriti were hugging Mom now, catching Max in the middle like a big, uncomfortable sandwich. Alex laughed. “Smoke? That’s a new one. I know fish for fear, gasoline for embarrassment, ham for confusion . . . What does smoke mean?”

“It means I smell smoke.”

Smriti’s face fell. “So do I.”

“Could it be the cupcakes?” Alex said. “You didn’t touch the oven, did you, Max?”

“I had to,” Max said. “I turned the temperature up to the highest, so the cupcakes would cook faster.”

As the smoke detector’s shrill beeping rang out, the guests fell silent.

“Max, you can’t broil cupcakes!” Alex shouted, running back to the kitchen.

Max sprinted after her. The entire room was engulfed in black-gray smoke. As Alex yanked open the oven, a thicker cloud belched out. Coughing, she pulled out the cupcake tins with a potholder and threw them onto the counter. Smriti, Dad, and Mom were pushing the windows open as far as they could go.

Alex waved away the smoke. The cupcakes looked like little lumps of charcoal.

“I can scrape off the burned parts!” Max said, rummaging through the kitchen drawer.

He grabbed a kitchen knife and turned. But no one was looking at him or the cupcakes.

Evelyn was in the corner of the kitchen, exactly where he’d left her. But she was clutching her coat in her lap and staring at Max’s mom with wide eyes. Her face was nearly white. “Ha—happy . . . birth—” she rasped. “Couldn’t get . . . to the stove . . . sorry. Gotta go home . . .”

Max knelt beside her, taking her hand. “Evvie? What’s up? Are you OK?”

“Fine,” Evelyn said. “I . . . j—just need to get . . .”

She never finished the sentence. Her eyes rolled back into their sockets, and her head slumped onto the back of the wheelchair with a solid thump.
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THE clock in the waiting room at Savile General Hospital showed 8:53 a.m. Seven whole minutes till morning visiting hour. Max paced in front of Alex and an elderly woman. He’d barely slept the night before. For about the twentieth time, he rearranged the flowers in a vase he’d brought for Evelyn.

“Are you OK?” Alex asked. “You look upset.”

“I smell garlic,” he announced.

The elderly woman looked up from a magazine. “I smell roses.”

“He smells garlic when he feels guilty,” explained Alex. She was sitting hunched over a coffee table, typing on a laptop. “Which he shouldn’t, because he has no reason to.”

“I see,” said the woman, although her face said I don’t.

“The smoke made Evelyn sick, Alex,” he moaned. “From the burned cupcakes. So it’s my fault.”

Alex reached out and touched his hand. “Max, Evelyn has a serious condition. It’s unpredictable. She spends a lot of time at the hospital, and it has nothing to do with smoke. Come on. Chill.”

She patted the seat next to her and Max sat. He drummed his fingers on the chair’s arm as Alex went back to her work. “I finally finished translating that last note Grandpa Julesy left,” she said. “I’m checking it now. It’s just as weird as all the others.”

Next to the laptop was a note scribbled in French on a yellowed sheet of paper—the last message left by Jules Verne, which they had found at the bottom of the treasure.

They’d found a whole series of them, not long after Max’s parents had left for his mom’s cancer treatments at the Mayo Clinic. One message had led to another. Together they took Max and Alex on a journey that Verne himself had made, a wild submarine chase that he used as research for his famous novel Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea.

As usual, this message was in his native French. Alex was fluent, but with all the post-adventure excitement, she’d only now had a chance to finish translating this one.

She turned her laptop toward Max.



THE LOST TREASURES

—PART FOUR—

. . . What follows from my adventure with Nemo is a wonder greatly surpassing the glitter of earthly wealth. For wealth, as we know, does not travel with the possessor after death.

As it happens, death itself was the subject of my further adventure. Namely, the reversal thereof. There exists in human biology a vexing problem: cells within the body so vigorous, so alive with growth, that they devour all around them and destroy the very body they occupy.

This condition goes by the name of the greedy beast visible in the night constellations, Cancer the Crab.

Who knew that my tragic voyages with Nemo would bring into my possession one specimen (among thousands collected) that would lead to a discovery too powerful to expose to the world in my lifetime. A cure to that disease which knows no mercy.

For this, reader, one cannot begin without Isis hippuris.

For years had I read fantastical accounts of the properties of Isis hippuris, a type of rare deep-sea coral also known as “sea fan.” Rumors abounded about this substance—some said it would cause human cells to correct their own defects. Or that diseases would be reversed. Or it must be ground into a powder and rubbed on the feet. Or digested by a weasel and then excreted. Or, if immersed in holy water, it could cause age itself to stop! Such rumors were powerful enough to send the great explorer Ponce de León on a failed search for the Fountain of Youth.

When a person of science hears the cries—Magical powers! Instant healing!—skepticism is in order. I thought it no more than an amusing tale, and I added it to my growing list of possible ideas for a novel.

On the day I was shot by my nephew Gaston, everything changed. My beloved physician decreed that I had three months to live!

I pause here to declare that the pain of the gunshot was excruciating. Yet I blamed not Gaston. For he had an illness of the mind, a malady eating his brain alive. I felt for his pain as well as mine. If only, I thought, there would be a cure for us both.

In my fevered state, I thought again of Isis hippuris . . .

And the idea of altering human cells . . .

My desperation got the better of my skepticism. If this claim were true, what boundless possibilities! This miracle substance might not only cure cancer but all maladies! I buried myself in research. Among much failed scientific speculation were the reports of the brilliant, neglected American scientist Kinsey Loren Steele, who claimed to have released the healing properties of Isis hippuris by immersing it in a combination of waters derived from many remote and inaccessible parts of the world. The substance was destroyed in a laboratory fire, but after great sleuthing and greater expense, I recovered a carefully written list, documenting the locations of these waters.

I knew that replicating these results would require a great deal of travel. This, of course, necessitated funding.

And that, dear reader, is when I approached some English financiers at the Reform Club. It took many weeks for them to reach a decision. They had certain demands:

1. I must create a record of my account, solely for their use and not the public’s.

2. I would have a time limit for the successful completion. After much discussion this was set at eighty days.

3. If I failed I would return the money.

Harsh, but arguably fair, thought I. Still, how could I—a writer of some renown!—not proclaim to the public about what promised to be such a dramatic journey? Yet how could I not agree to such a fantastical voyage?

Above all, this question: upon the (quite likely) failure of this endeavor, how would I survive the financial ruin?

My nephew concocted a solution: write two books! One would be a novel—with the locations and incidents wholly made up. Complete fiction. The other would be the true account for our financiers. Gaston pointed out that if our mission failed, and the money were returned, well then, the novel would sell enough copies to reimburse the author! With great pride, he volunteered to write the latter.

What guile and brilliance! The nephew who attempted my murder would be my helpmeet, my literary manservant! With great cheer I struck an agreement with the wealthy English gentlemen. I secretly set to work on my novel, inventing my character Phileas Fogg. His manservant Passepartout was modeled after Gaston himself. The book, Around the World in 80 Days, indeed succeeded beyond my dreams.

But enough of vanity! I see your impatience as you read this. Verne, you ask, was this voyage—the real voyage—a success?

Yes, I say.

And no.

The substance exists. But there is no longer any trace.

But do not lose hope, dear reader, for with my guidance you may find it. To do this, one must begin with the true account of our voyage, as written by loyal Gaston.

It remains under lock and key with the LeBretch Forum.



“LeBretch Forum?” Max said.

“That’s what he wrote—letter for letter, not even translated,” Alex replied. “I Googled it, and I found nothing. But I’ve read Around the World in 80 Days. It’s amazing. The main guy, Phileas Fogg, is a little like you, super-OCD, efficient, smart, unflappable. He’s at his club in London one day with his BFFs, smoking cigars and stroking beards and saying Well, fuff fuff fuff, old fellow, and they come up with this idea—”

Max giggled. “They said, ‘fuff fuff fuff’?”

“They’re English,” Alex replied. “Anyway, Fogg brags he can travel around the world in eighty days. Which now seems like yeah-big-whoop, but back then? With no airplanes, no phones, no internet, maybe a few railroads? Unthinkable! So of course these guys are like Ho ho, what a fool! They bet him a crazy amount of money he can’t do it, and Fogg’s trusty sidekick, Passepartout, is like, No, master, this is impossible! But Fogg is cool as a witch’s nose in Hades. He says yes to the bet, and off they go. But—cue sinister music!—they don’t realize they’re being followed. Seems there’s this police chief who thinks Fogg is a bank robber, and he vows to track him to the ends of the Earth. Literally.”

Max could barely sit still. “Wait. So Verne just made that story up to make money, while he actually went around the world looking for a secret formula to heal himself? If he found it, how come no one knows?”

“He didn’t lie to us about the secret treasure,” Alex said, scratching her head. “He had his reasons for hiding that. We can’t know what his reasons are here. He could have used the healing formula on himself, Max. We know he didn’t die from that gunshot wound.” She shrugged. “There’s only one way to find out.”

“No,” Max said.

“No, what?” Alex replied.

“No, we’re not going off on a crazy chase again. We almost died the first time.”

“We have a jet now, Max. And we have experience decoding Verne’s messages. We can do this.”

“Don’t you have to go home to Quaflac?” Max asked. “And write a best-selling novel, and go to college?”

“It’s Quebec,” Alex said. “And yes, I do. But this could be world changing, Max.”

“Then do it yourself.”

In the opposite corner of the room, the old woman blurted out, “Oh dear! Oh my gracious!”

Max and Alex had been so deep into their conversation, they’d forgotten she was there. And now she’d heard every word of their conversation. “Don’t pay attention to anything we said,” Max told her. “It’s fake news!”

“I overheard you saying Jules Verne!” she exclaimed. “I know you! You’re the young people I saw on the evening news! I know this is . . . oh, I’m so embarrassed to ask . . . but may I have a selfie to show my granddaughter?”

As she fished in her purse for a phone, a nurse stepped into the waiting room and announced, “Ms. Lopez is ready to see you.”

Max and Alex jumped out of their seats and followed. The nurse was a thin, smiling young man with a badge that read Arthur Ramos. “Does that happen to you a lot?” he asked. “The celebrity treatment?”

“Too many times,” Alex replied.

Max spotted Evelyn’s name in a frame outside a door at the end of the hallway. He raced ahead to the room and peeked in. Evelyn was sitting up in bed, an enormous, striped stuffed animal by her side.

She was smiling.

“Zebra?” Max asked.

Evelyn smiled and gave the animal a hug. “Quagga. It’s extinct. I love extinct animals. One of the perks of having a mom who works for a conservation society.” She picked up an iPad and showed Max a collection of images. “I’ve been adding to my Pinterest page on endangered species. If I die, Max, promise you’ll never torment or kill an endangered animal or plant.”

Alex rushed around Max to hug Evelyn. “You’re not dying. You look so much better!”

“Thanks, I feel better,” Evelyn replied. “Did you bring me a cupcake? I love the taste of charcoal.”

“Was that sarcastic?” Max was very good at facts but not so good at sarcasm.

“Yes.”

“But the promise about endangered species was not sarcastic?”

“No, that was serious.”

“OK, I promise.” Max cringed as Evelyn signaled him to come close. “Do we have to hug?”

“Don’t worry. I just have to tell you something, that’s all.”

Max stepped forward and leaned down, turning his ear to Evelyn’s mouth. When she spoke, he could feel her breath on his ear. This made him smell mint, and then gasoline—mint for excitement, gasoline for embarrassment that he was smelling mint.

“My dad helped me on the details of our experiment,” she said softly.

“The new drone?” Max asked.

Evelyn shook her head. “The other one. Charles the flying robot.”

“Uh-oh. Nerd break,” Alex murmured to the nurse.

In robotics class, Max and Evelyn were called the Genius Twins, which Max never understood because they were neither geniuses nor twins. Evelyn had helped Max develop Vulturon. Charles was their new project, a hang-gliding robot.

“Dad checked our calculations about Charles’s collapsible wings,” Evelyn said. “We were right. It won’t work. They’re too heavy.”

Max sighed. “Back to the drawing board.”

“Not so fast.” With a grin, Evelyn pulled a small duffel out of her backpack. “Voilà. This is for you. Happy belated your-mom’s birthday!”

Max unzipped the duffel. Inside was a tangle of thin plastic sheeting and folding poles, tied tightly with a cord. “A tent?”

“It’s the whole glider, Max—with harness too,” Evelyn said. “Dad’s company made a prototype, using our design. He said it was perfect. Ready to strap onto Charles the robot. If we ever finish making him.”

“Wow . . .” Max lay the glider on the floor and unwrapped the cord. The wing fabric was attached to a lightweight skeleton of folded aluminum rods, which in turn was attached to a harness. As Max lifted it, one of the aluminum poles shot outward with a loud sshhhhhickk. The fabric went taut and a wing sprang into shape, its tip clanging against a metal cabinet. “Sorry!” he said.

Max stood and leaned over Evelyn’s bed. “Thanks!” he said.

“You’re . . .” She yawned. Her eyelids were heavy. “Welcome. Arrrgh, I get so tired. This sucks.”

Nurse Ramos looked at his watch. “All right, you two, I’m afraid we need to leave.”

“Go ahead, I promise I’ll be OK,” Evelyn said. “By the time you come back . . . from London . . .”

“London?”

“The funeral.” Evelyn stared levelly at Max. “You are going, right?”

“I—I—” Max’s breath caught in his throat. He looked nervously at Alex. “We haven’t talked about it.”

“Well, talk about it. It’s important to remember people after they go. That’s how they live on, inside you.” Evelyn smiled. Her eyes fluttered and she nestled back into her pillow. “When you come back . . . we’ll take those gliders . . . you and me . . . and we’ll . . .”

Her voice drifted off as she fell asleep.

Nurse Ramos took Alex and Max both by the arm and quietly led them out of the room. Max’s head felt light and spinny. Evelyn hadn’t finished her sentence, but in his brain he imagined her voice saying the last word, over and over.

Fly.

As they walked down the hall, he stuffed the glider into his backpack and slung it over his shoulder. On the trek to the elevator, neither of them said a thing. But Max couldn’t stop thinking about what was happening to Evelyn. And what she had said.

It’s important to remember people after they go. That’s how they live on, inside you.

“I’m scared,” Max finally said, stopping in the hallway.

“Me too,” answered Alex.

“When we started this project, she was walking,” Max said. “Back then, when she had to be in a wheelchair, she turned it into something cool. Even though we were making the hang gliders for the robot, we really planned to test them ourselves.”

“She’s a fighter,” Alex said.

Max nodded. “But now she’s talking like she’s dying. She never did that before. She’s afraid we’re not going to remember her. I want her to know she’s important. I want to do something for her.”

“There’s a nice gift shop in the lobby.”

“I was thinking about Basile’s funeral. Evelyn wants us to go. She knows it’s important to us. Even though she’s so weak, she’s thinking about us. So we should honor that.”

Alex took his arm and started toward the elevator. “I’ll talk to your dad. Maybe he can get us a pilot.”

“We had the jet painted,” Max said. “It would be a shame not to show it off.”

“Good point,” Alex said. “And afterward you’ll go back home—and I’ll go off following the words of Jules Verne, all by myself.”

“Are you being sarcastic?” Max said. “Because finding that secret potion thing is scientifically unlikely.”

“And Evelyn’s fate is scientifically certain.” Alex sighed. “Sorry. That’s harsh.”

“But it’s a fact,” Max said softly.

“I’m not being sarcastic. About finding the formula. I want to do this. I don’t see a downside, Max.”

Max pushed the elevator button. “When we followed Jules Verne’s last note, we were kidnapped, attacked by a killer squid, tied to a snowmobile and pushed into the sea, and marooned on an island in the Arctic Circle. That’s the downside.”

“But look what we got out of it!” Alex said.

“No, no, and no.” As the elevator door opened, Max went in first. “Just the funeral. Not the search.”

“Are you sure?”

“No,” Max said. Because he preferred to tell the truth unless he was saying he fell off a trampoline.

Alex smiled. “Well, it’s a start.”
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