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With Claws Like That…


THE CREATURE WAS CLEARLY NOT OF EARTH. IT DID NOT EVEN bear the slightest resemblance to anything that had ever legally been on this planet.


Wherever it was from, it was obviously an apex predator. Even its teeth had teeth.


“Can’t you go any faster?” asked Andi, clinging to Noah’s back as he raced through the Latvian forest to escape the hellish creature.


“Maybe if you weren’t so heavy.”


“Oh, so now it’s my fault?”


Noah was pushing himself as hard as he could. He had employed cheetah-speed and tried to use horseshoe bat echolocation to anticipate trees, boulders, and other obstacles in their path—but using two complex animal traits simultaneously? Impossible! It was like trying to do math while someone was shouting random numbers at you. He could do them one after the other, but not simultaneously—so they ended up bouncing off a tree, taking critical seconds away. The neon-blue monstrosity was almost on them now.


“Slime trail!” shouted Andi.


“I tried that already!” Noah shouted back. “Twice! I slopped our trail with hagfish slime, then snail slime, and it didn’t even stumble!”


The creature’s scales, each with its own miniature mouth, screeched as the creature galloped toward them. Although “galloped” wasn’t quite the right word for a thing with five legs. “Gallolloped” was more like it. The rhythm of its hooves cut a five-beat cadence that just felt wrong on so many levels.


“You’re the brainiac!” Noah yelled to his sister. “Think of something!”


“I’m not a miracle worker!” shouted Andi. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m a product of science, not a magical being.”


Andi was, as her name suggested, an android. Not the phone, but an actual android, although she was also a phone, but that was a very small part of her functionality. Most of the time she was in humanoid form, indistinguishable from an actual human. But once in a while, she was a suitcase.


She had already tried all her countermeasures against the monstrosity closing in on them, from dark-energy quantum lasers to self-doubt torpedoes. But nothing had worked.


“Fractillian Abysmal Beasts are extremely difficult to discourage once they get their mind set on something.”


“Is that what it is?”


“Duh—isn’t it obvious?”


Noah leaped into a tree with gibbon agility to clear an unexpected bog—but the Fractillian Abysmal Beast stomped right through the bog as if it weren’t there.


“Maybe,” said Andi, “we should find out what it wants.”


“It wants to eat us!”


“Not us,” reminded Andi. “You. My metallic alloys are not digestible to it. But that aside, we’re not certain it does want to eat you.”


“Are you kidding me? Look at it!”


“All that drool discharging from its primary mouth does not necessarily indicate hunger. Fractillian Abysmal Beasts tend to have issues with saliva overproduction.”


Noah dropped back down to the forest floor and called up cheetah-speed again. While he had still not mastered all the defense mechanisms of the million-plus species held within his DNA, there were several hundred he could summon at a moment’s notice—if not simultaneously, then at least one after another. For instance, he could go all poison dart frog on the monster, forcing his skin to secrete a deadly neurotoxin—but there was no guarantee it would work. And even if it did, the thing wouldn’t die until after it had eaten Noah, so that was a nonstarter.


Had Noah been able to effectively echolocate while also running like a cheetah, he would have known about the granite face of a mountain in front of them before it could be seen. And although Andi’s radar did catch it, she couldn’t communicate the threat in time.


Noah hit the mountain face at nearly sixty miles an hour. That would have killed a normal human, but his body responded like a tardigrade—a microscopic creature that could survive bullet-speed impact. Of course, that didn’t stop it from hurting.


But he didn’t have time to yowl. He swallowed the pain of his near splat and, realizing he had to climb the sheer cliff, called up some gecko. Gecko was easy—it was, in fact, one of his favorite traits. His fingers spatulated, and he began to scale the rock wall, but just a few feet off the ground, he realized his critical error.


Shoes.


To successfully gecko, he needed all ten fingers and all ten toes to climb. Quickly, he kicked his shoes off and tried again, but to no avail.


Because he was also wearing socks.


How pathetic to have survived an entire alien conspiracy trying to kill him, only to be defeated by a stupid pair of socks. The irony that they were from “Target” was not lost on him.
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Noah Prime never expected he’d be spending his time running from aliens. To be honest, he had never believed in aliens, until a team of them blew up his house and his parents informed him that they were not, in fact, human, but were emissaries of an advanced species trying to protect him and save his life. Of course, what they failed to tell him was they also wanted to destroy all life on Earth.


Turned out that the aliens trying to kill him were the good guys, and his parents were forces of evil. Even the name of their species—Fauxlites—screamed that they were not what they appeared to be. That sort of thing messes with your head, sending your moral compass spinning into strange, dizzying places.


All the more reason to make everyone think you’re dead and then disappear.


But being devoured by a Fractillian Abysmal Beast was not the kind of disappearing Noah had in mind.








[image: image]











The painfully blue beast gallolloped closer, reaching for Noah. Its stubby little fingers squirmed in anticipation of grabbing Noah and thrusting him into its toothy maw, where the teeth on the teeth could rip him to tiny bits (which the teeth on the teeth on the teeth could break down even further).


If Noah offered up an arm or a leg, that might buy him and Andi the time they needed to escape—and he could use his axolotl salamander regenerative ability to grow new limbs. He’d used it before, but it was as painful as… well, getting your limbs chewed off. So he was not too keen on that plan.


Andi hopped off his back and turned to the creature. “Okay, you caught us,” she said. “Are you just going to stand there drooling, or are you going to tell us what you want?”


And to Noah’s surprise, the creature said, “I’m not entirely sure yet.”


“So,” said Andi, “you just randomly chase people through the woods without even having a clear endgame?”


“I’m trying to decide whether to turn you over to the Anusians or to the Fauxlites.”


Which meant there was nothing random about this encounter. “Then… you know who I am,” said Noah.


“And I know that there’ll be quite a reward for alerting either side to the fact that you’re still alive.”


Well, the good news was that Noah was now off the day’s menu, but the alternatives to being eaten weren’t much better. If the Anusians knew Noah was alive, they would kill him, while the Fauxlites would keep him alive, put him on some interplanetary wildlife preserve, and destroy all life on Earth.


“One might assume there’d be a reward,” Andi said, “but think about it… the Fauxlites hate Fractillians. They’ll probably send you on your way without even a thank-you. And the Anusians? Well, correct me if I’m wrong, but weren’t you a prisoner of the Anusians who escaped in the Volcanic Portal Disaster a few months ago? If you go to them, their mission leader will probably oysterize you again and put you back on her pearl necklace.”


The creature’s mouth seemed to drool just a little less fervently. “Nascent Organic Aggregate Hybrids are valuable. Maybe giving them this N.O.A.H. will buy my freedom.”


“Yes,” said Noah, “but you seem pretty free to me already.”


“Ha!” scoffed its many scaled mouths, then its primary mouth said, “Free? How can I be free when most of the time I have to squeeze myself into a human skin just to fit in?”


Noah shrugged. “But not when you’re rampaging.”


Its scale mouths sighed. “True,” it said. “But there’s more to life than rampaging. And like your android said, I’m still a fugitive, and I’m tired of hiding. But if I bring the Anusians your limp, lifeless body—I’m sure they’ll let me off for good behavior.”


“Killing me is NOT good behavior!” Noah insisted.


“Depends on who you ask.”


“And besides—I’m the one who broke Vecca’s necklace and threw you into the pond to rehydrate!” said Noah. “If it wasn’t for me, you and all the other prisoners would still be pearls around her neck! And this is the thanks I get?”


That gave the Fractillian pause.


“If you let us go,” said Andi, “we’ll give you something more valuable than anything our enemies can give you.”


“And what would that be?”


Then Andi turned to Noah. “Tell him, Noah.”


And the creature looked at him, waiting expectantly.


It was so like Andi to lead him from a cliff wall to a cliff edge. Great. He had nothing.


“Uh… Uh…”


“Well,” said Andi, feigning impatience. “Are you going to illuminate him or not?”


And Noah figured out what Andi was suggesting. It wasn’t going to be easy—he had only managed this particular trait of the broadclub cuttlefish once before. Noah closed his eyes. And when he opened them, they spilled out bright bioluminescence of the exact wavelength needed to hypnotize the Fractillian. Noah didn’t know how long it would last—but it gave him a momentary advantage. Now that it was hypnotized, Noah shifted gears. Turning off the bioluminescence, he dredged up the harpy eagle. His fingernails elongated into the world’s sharpest claws—as did his toenails, completely shredding his socks, as if in karmic punishment for preventing his earlier escape. Just as the trance wore off, Noah leaped at the Fractillian Beast, clawing at it. The creature roared. All its scale-mouths roared, all its terrible teeth in teeth in teeth gnashed in fury. It tried to turn, shake him off, but instead succeeded only in flinging him onto its back, where Noah dug in his claws again, even deeper than the first time.


Then the creature stopped thrashing. And it shivered. And it said:


“Oooh, that feels good.”


This wasn’t what Noah was expecting. He redoubled his efforts, clawing and shredding deeper, sending wailing scales flying—but no sooner had the creature’s flesh shredded than it healed, and new scales came in to replace the old.


“Ooh… Now a little to the left…”


“Andi, it’s not working!”


“Actually, I think it is,” said Andi. “Do as he says.”


So Noah moved a little to the left and dug furiously at the creature’s back with his hands and feet.


The beast rolled its shoulders. The new scales all seemed to be smiling and deeply relaxed.


“Oh my Universal Deity!” said the creature. “That feels amazing. Please don’t stop.”


And since the creature was not eating him or turning him over to his enemies, Noah kept it up for a whole twenty minutes, until the Fractillian Abysmal Beast was as relaxed as a kitten on its favorite rug.


“That,” said the beast, “was the absolute best back massage I’ve ever had. You should go to the Fractal Abyss and start a business. With claws like that, you’d make a fortune!”


“I’ll keep that in mind,” said Noah.


“Pity you’ll never get a massage like that again,” said Andi.


Now that the creature had been massaged into submission, its primary mouth and all its scale mouths puffed their lips into a profound pout. “Aww, why not?”


“Because,” said Noah, picking up on Andi’s lead, “if you turn me in, I’ll either be killed or put on a protected wildlife preserve. Either way you’ll never see me again. But on the other hand… if you let us go, I’ll be happy to give you free massages for life.”


The creature was silent.


“Well,” asked Andi, “what do you think?”


“Quiet,” said its many thousands of mouths, “I’m thinking.”
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In the end, the Fractillian, who formally introduced himself as Murdrum, agreed to the terms. But not without insisting that Noah make himself available for massages whenever Murdrum had a hankering.


“I don’t like it,” Noah told Andi.


“Hey, a Fractillian isn’t the worst friend you could have.”


The mention of friends made Noah’s heart sink a little.


“Of course, I do think it’s time to move again,” said Andi. “Because if one rogue alien was able to find us, others could.”


Move. That was easy for Andi to say. She spoke every earth language that ever existed, as well as a few that had yet to emerge, and her database was well-equipped with the cultural norms of every society, allowing her to adapt in ways that Noah could not. Right now they were in Latvia—and not only didn’t Noah speak the language, he had never even heard of the place before they set up house there. And to make it worse, on the rare occasions they went into the nearby town of Ludza for food and supplies, Andi introduced him as mans brālis idiots, which Noah quickly learned meant “my idiot brother.” And all Noah could do was offer a blank smile and play the part.


“It’s not appropriate to call someone an idiot!” he had reminded her.


To which she had responded, “In your case, it’s the only appropriate word.”


Mr. Ksh, their rich benefactor, assured them that he could move them to a new location every few weeks, since he had an endless supply of real estate holdings, but for Noah, all the moving around was getting old.


“I miss Sahara and Ogden,” he told Andi, as they sat in their secluded cottage, or kotedža, in front of a fire that Andi kept having to relight with her optical lasers, since the wood was so damp.


“So I’ll set up a virtual hangout room for you.”


But Noah shook his head. The holographic rooms Andi could set up were cool and all, but it wasn’t like being there in person. And besides, it was getting harder and harder to make all their schedules match up. Sure, Noah could meet anytime, since hiding from the known universe didn’t exactly fill one’s social calendar. But Sahara had school and gymnastics, and now had started volunteering to help K-i children. And Ogden—well, Ogden’s schedule was filled with uniquely Ogden-esque things.


“I want to go back to Arbuckle,” Noah announced. “I want to visit my friends in person.”


“Not a good idea,” said Andi. “Arbuckle is still ground zero for alien fugitives, as well as for ‘the Kratz Incident.’ And let’s not forget Agent Rigby and all her ‘Nowhere Men’ are still trying to figure out why there’s a volcano in the middle of town.” Nowhere Men—that’s what they’d come to call Agent Rigby’s dark-suited government henchmen—were almost always male, wore the same cologne, and had an identical lack of any sense of humor whatsoever.


“I don’t have to go back as me,” Noah pointed out. “You could make me a skin to wear, and I’d be undetectable.”


“What if Ogden and Sahara are still under surveillance?” countered Andi.


“What if they’re not?”


“What if there are Anusians and Fauxlites still hanging around?”


“And what if there aren’t?”


“What if Ogden and Sahara are trying to get on with their lives and don’t want to see you anymore?”


That one stung… because as much as Noah wanted to deny it, that was a very real possibility, too.


“Well, the best way to know that for sure is to face them and ask them,” Noah said.


Andi stood her ground for a few moments more, but in the end, gave in—because she knew that Noah, much like a Fractillian Abysmal Beast, could not be discouraged once his mind was made up.
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The Tyranny of Memory


ARBUCKLE WAS GOING TO BECOME A TOURIST ATTRACTION. Eventually.


How could it not, after the inexplicable emergence of a hundred-foot volcano, alien sightings, and an unprecedented episode of mass hysteria where hundreds of people believed they were a middle school science teacher?


Regardless of how it all shook out, Arbuckle would be a mystical place that people would flock to, like Roswell or Stonehenge. In fact, Arbuckle had its own identical replica of Stonehenge, which, like the volcano, had appeared out of nowhere one day. Someone should definitely start charging admission.


Mr. Ksh was not greedy, but he knew an opportunity when he saw one. Which was why, even before the dust had settled, he had purchased all the property immediately around the volcano, where he planned to build a new town center once the debris was cleared out—and the volcano at the town center’s center would be its centerpiece.


The government had reluctantly lifted lockdown two months after the event, even though they still had checkpoints monitoring all comings and goings. Of course, they still had a fenced-in area marking a hundred-yard radius around the apartment belonging to one Dr. Quantavius T. Kratz, who was technically no longer present in Arbuckle, in spite of how many people still believed they were him. As if one Kratz wasn’t enough, now there were hundreds.
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Sahara Solis found it amazing how one’s life could make room for the strangest things and just go on as if it were all normal. People adapt. She had adapted. So now when she went to school, she rode her bike around a volcano, and then around the Quantavius Zone (where people still believed they were Dr. Kratz), stopped at Starbucks, and went to class. She also belonged to a very small secret club who knew what had really happened. But she couldn’t tell anyone.


And in spite of what Andi might think, Sahara wasn’t avoiding Noah. Not really. Okay, maybe she was, but not because she didn’t want to see him. It just hurt to see him, knowing that she would probably never be in the same actual room with him ever again. It wasn’t so much moving on as it was tending to the wound left by his absence.


“Sahara, come down or I will feed your breakfast to the cat.”


It was a Monday morning, just like any other since her parents had become Kratz.


“Mom,” she called downstairs. “That’s Kratz talking, not you.”


“I know, I know,” her mother said in frustration. “It’s just that I haven’t had my coffee yet. Sorry, I’ll be fine in a few minutes.”


It was normal to be cranky in the morning, Sahara tried to tell herself. Of course, Kratz-cranky was crankiness on a whole new level. Still, both her parents were emerging from that bitter fog a little more each day.


“There are whole days where I don’t feel like him at all,” her father had told her. “His memories are starting to fade, like some old, bad dream.”


Memories, yes, but attitudes are harder. She knew she had to be patient, which didn’t always come easy for Sahara.


The omelet her mother made her was good, which meant that her mother remembered what their standard family breakfasts were, although she did occasionally serve Sahara a bowl of Cheetos, either by mistake or by a sudden spike of Kratz-driven malice. But when her mother realized what she had done, she would be embarrassed and mad at herself. “Baby, I’m sorry—but that man gets into every corner of your mind like an overflowing toilet. I’ll be glad when we can just flush him out.”


She had to remember that her parents were the lucky ones. They had been outside the event horizon when Kratz had activated the memory cube and projected himself upon unsuspecting neighbors. Which meant that eventually Kratz would be gone from their minds and they would be fully themselves again. But for everyone inside the Quantavius Zone, their old selves were completely gone. All their memories, personalities, everything. Those were the ones whom Sahara felt truly sorry for. Which is one of the reasons why she spent several afternoons a week volunteering to help Kratz-identifying children learn to be someone other than Quantavius Kratz.


That afternoon she assisted one of the government therapists on an art project intended to spur the children’s imaginations, the theory being that if they could imagine themselves as someone other than Kratz, then they could become someone other than Kratz.


“I hardly see the point,” said a ten-year-old, whose nametag said Ryan Rosenstein. “Art is just busywork for lesser minds.”


“That’s not true, Ryan, and you still need to do it.”


“What a cruel trick of fate this is, that a girl who was once my student now looms over me giving me orders.”


Sahara took a moment before answering him calmly. “I was not your student. I was Mr. Kratz’s student, and you are not Mr. Kratz.”


“Dr. Kratz,” the boy said. “I am not Dr. Kratz.” And that was actually a breakthrough, because, without realizing it, he had admitted who he wasn’t. Now it was just a matter of getting him to accept who he was, even if his memories would always tell him otherwise.


“Ryan, Dr. Kratz is an unhappy middle-aged man without many prospects for his future. But you are a ten-year-old boy who can be anyone you want to be. So why choose to be him?”


And then she pointed to the sign that had become a Q-Zone motto over the past few months. “Fight the tyranny of memory.”


The boy heaved a very middle-aged sigh. “Fine,” he said. “Give me the paper and I’ll draw whatever you want. But I can assure you I’ll be thoroughly bored.”


Well, thought Sahara, it was a start.
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Kratz-identifying children weren’t the only headaches Sahara had to deal with, because there was, of course, Ogden. He was also a member of their secret I-know-what-really-happened club, and that bonded them in ways that she wished it hadn’t.


Lately he had been coming to her for romantic advice, as if she were an expert on such things.


“If you were Claire Jensen, what could I do to impress you?”


To which Sahara had responded, “Absolutely nothing. Because, frankly, Ogden, Claire Jensen is not in your planetary group, if you catch my meaning.”


To that Ogden shrugged. “Orbits change, celestial bodies plummet from the sky, and someone needs to be there to catch them.”


Sahara couldn’t help but be a little bit impressed by Ogden’s practical approach. Not that she thought he’d be successful, but his combination of naivete and skillful analysis was charming in its own way.


“Besides,” said Ogden, “if I don’t get to her, Raymond B.S. will, and that simply cannot be allowed!”


“I promise you, Ogden, Raymond B.S. doesn’t have a chance with her, either. He’s too creepy.”


“Don’t be so sure. Mesmer and Rasputin were super creepy, and they succeeded where less creepy people failed.”


Sahara found it best not to argue with Ogden, because arguing with him was like playing Jenga on a Tilt-A-Whirl. But it still annoyed Sahara that Ogden had this puppy-eyed crush on Miss Popularity.


“Why Claire Jensen?” Sahara had to ask. “She’s the shallowest, most entitled, most self-absorbed girl in school!”


“She’s only that way because deep down she’s insecure,” Ogden insisted. “But when she’s my girlfriend, she’ll be as secure as a prison for the criminally insane.”
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There are certain people with names so unfortunate it’s like a strange alignment of planets. Ogden and Sahara’s history teacher was one of those. Mr. Balding was doomed from the moment the first clumps of hair began to clog his shower drain. The inevitability of the prophecy put forth by his very name was too powerful to ever escape. On the first day of school every year, there were always students who couldn’t stifle their snickers. Mr. Balding was used to it. He took it in stride. He was even patient with that one student who, with the unwavering conviction of a flat-earther, insisted for weeks that his last name had to be a joke. But if it was a joke, then the man’s parents were in on it. Because his first name was Spalding.


One might think that Spalding Balding was the be-all and end-all of unfortunate names, and yet he was just the tip of the iceberg.


Because there, in the English department, was Miss Stalker.


While “Adeline Stalker” was only mildly problematic as a name, it all became a whole lot worse when she and Mr. Balding fell in love and got married. Individually, they kept their own last names, but they absolutely insisted that their children be hyphenates.


And thus, Raymond Balding-Stalker was born—and was doomed from birth.


But rather than despising his parents for the name, Raymond went with it, embracing his name on every level. Now that he was a student in his parents’ school, he accepted his role as “the Creepy Dude,” and excelled in the position, knowing that, in the fullness of time, he’d grow out of his name. Or more deeply into it. Or maybe just have it legally changed.


As anyone can tell you, the Creepy Dude is a time-honored position in every school. It doesn’t even have to be a dude, because the creep factor is not gender specific. But regardless of the particulars, someone always filled the position in every school, because nature abhors a vacuum.


Raymond Balding-Stalker was quiet. He had more thoughts than most people realized, but he kept them to himself. And for as long as he could remember, his archnemesis had been Ogden Coggin-Criddle.


Although Raymond always felt their rivalry was on a level playing field, it was not. While Ogden was unique and generally spent his life in left field, at least he was in the ballpark. Raymond, on the other hand, was out in the parking lot trying to see over the fence. But there was something about the whole volcano incident that gave Ogden more confidence than he’d ever had. The fact that he now had an interest in Claire Jensen infuriated Raymond, because Raymond had harbored a secret crush on her since kindergarten. The very idea that Ogden might actually make some inroads, and maybe even talk to her, gave Raymond many a sleepless night. He was determined to somehow, in some way, make his feelings to Claire known, and leave Ogden crying and humiliated in the dust.
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Ogden’s parents had been at the far edge of the memory-field when Kratz accidentally projected himself out to his neighborhood—which meant they only lasted as Kratz for just a couple of weeks. Now they were long back to their old selves.


Which meant they weren’t talking.


Ogden still shuttled between identical bedrooms in identical homes across the street from each other—aptly named House Coggin and House Criddle. He still honored the custody arrangement, which was all about prime and non-prime numbers. This was Ogden’s version of normal. His comfort zone.


As it was the fourteenth of the month, he had three days in a row at his mother’s house, since the next prime number wasn’t until the seventeenth, when he’d spend a day with his father. Usually he didn’t play favorites unless it suited a particular agenda, but lately he’d liked being at his mom’s house more, because she had a new boyfriend of whom Ogden heartily approved.


Mr. Ksh.


Ogden had come to respect the man who helped him, Noah, and Sahara save the world. Ogden admired the calm, sensible way Mr. Ksh dealt with everything from being hurled twenty years into the past by his own future self, to his car being hurled a hundred feet into the sky by a rogue alien with him inside. This is a man I could learn from, Ogden had concluded.


Not that he couldn’t get fatherly advice from his actual father—in fact, it was quite the opposite. Professor Coggin was thrilled on the rare occasions that Ogden asked him for advice. So thrilled that he would drop everything, and turn his response into a research project resulting in a lengthy dissertation, when all Ogden usually wanted was a simple yes or no.


When it came to his hypothetical relationship with Claire Jensen, he thought Sahara would give him good advice, being a girl and all. But clearly Sahara had an anti-Claire bias that made anything she said suspect.


And so that evening, before his mother got home from the university (for she, too, was a celebrated mathematics professor), Odgen put his question to Mr. Ksh, who had been spending more time with them than not.


“Mr. Ksh,” Ogden asked, “how do you win the affection of a girl who doesn’t know you exist, or if she does know you exist, sees you as a lower life-form, perhaps invertebrate?”


Mr. Ksh nodded knowingly and gave him a wide grin. “Ah, yes, the great question of the ages. The question of love!”


“Let’s not get carried away,” Ogden corrected. “We’re talking holding hands in public, arm-over-the-shoulder in movies, and, in time, the requisite pressing of lips that tends to accompany these activities.”


Still the man didn’t stop smiling. “You try to make it all so clinical, yes? But it’s not, is it?” Then he wagged a finger. “I’ve seen that look of infatuation in your eyes, Ogden. I’ve been wondering who the lucky classmate might be.”


“From her perspective, I don’t think she sees it as lucky.”


“Well then, you’ll need to offer her a new perspective.”


“But I don’t know how!” Ogden sighed. If Noah were here, he would know. Or at least he would tell Ogden not to waste his time—which would be helpful in its own tough-love sort of way.


But Mr. Ksh was a man who believed all things were possible, because experience had shown him that all things were.


“You must talk to her like there’s nothing unusual about you talking to her,” he advised. “You must present the best true version of yourself at all times. You must shine like the worthy young man that you are!” Mr. Ksh said. “And then buy her something nice.”


“Uh… like what?”


Ksh shrugged. “Well, where I come from, a yak—but this is a different time, a different place. You’d know better than me what would have deep and significant meaning for a fourteen-year-old American girl.” And then he leaned closer and whispered, with his eyes wide. “But whatever it is, it should make her see stars!”
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A Twinkling Ball of Burning Gas


IT WAS AN UNPLEASANT DAY IN THE LATVIAN FOREST. RAIN buffeted the windows of Noah and Andi’s cottage, which had sprung multiple leaks.


Andi stood in the one dry corner, seeming to stare off into space.


“Aren’t you done yet?”


“Quiet! I’m still downloading the pattern for your artificial skin.”


“You’ve been standing there for hours.”


“Sunspot activity,” she said. “It makes the dark-and-stormy web glitchy.”


“Don’t you mean ‘the dark web’?”


“Don’t be stupid, that’s totally different.” Then Andi took a step closer to the window to get better reception.


As everyone in the enlightened universe knew, if you needed something and had no idea where to find it, there was one place you looked. The dark-and-stormy web.


While Earth’s dark web is a virtual den of all sorts of criminal activity, the dark-and-stormy web was perfectly legit—a great trans-universal network sparking with dark energy. True, it had unseen tendrils that reached into every aspect of life throughout the universe, but that didn’t make it illegal. It was simply the universal equivalent of Amazon.


It was, quite literally, a web that was spun by the Cosmic String Spider—perhaps the most malevolent entity to ever exist. It would lure unsuspecting life-forms into its web with promises of endless amounts of useful information, then ensnare and devour them. (In other words, the universal equivalent of Google.)


In the end the spider was killed, and to this day its rotting carcass remains at the center of the web, becoming one of the most horrifying artifacts of the universe. Now the dark-and-stormy web is a wealth of trade and commerce. At least until the Cosmic String Spider’s egg sack opens, releasing thousands of its offspring into the universe in a few million years, or next week.


As for the artificial skin that Andi was buying, it was listed by a certain Beverly Hills dermatologist, who just happened to be a shape-shifting alien with a side hustle. His human patients never knew why their treatments were so painful, but they endured it because they all went home completely cured of whatever skin ailment they had, never knowing that their skin had been copied by the good doctor. It was, therefore, a win-win for everyone but the dead spider.


“Can’t you just go into town and copy someone’s skin for me, like you did before?” Noah asked.


“What, in this weather?” Andi replied.


Noah dropped himself down into a thoroughly drenched sofa. He really couldn’t complain because Andi was doing him a favor. It had been his idea to go back to Arbuckle, and his idea to do so in disguise.


“Is it a good skin?” he asked. “What will I look like?”


“Stop distracting me.”


Noah sighed and felt his butt become porpoise-like in response to the wetness of the cushions. Patience was a virtue that Noah lacked. He supposed he could dredge up a little sloth to make the time appear to move faster, but sloth was so hard to snap out of. So he busied himself with thoughts of meeting up with Sahara and Ogden, and how much fun it would be.


Unfortunately for Noah, none of the creatures woven into his DNA had an ability to predict the future. If one did, then he’d be more prepared for the type of “fun” he and his friends were headed for. Which was no fun at all…
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It was always strange getting used to a new skin. It wasn’t like a rubber costume that stretched to fit you—it was more like the skin stretched and shrank the fabric of space itself, so that anything could fit inside it, from a human to a giant multi-tentacled alien. It itched, and it chafed, and it tingled.


“Okay,” Noah said, not even bothering to check in the mirror to see if his face was straight, “I’m ready for the portal.”


“Sit your porpoise-butt down, I’m still calculating.”


“How do you know I have porpoise-butt?”


“I can smell it. It’s not pretty.”


Andi turned, then turned again, facing in different directions. “Hmm… sunspot activity is making a direct portal too difficult to manage. Are you sure you want to do this?”


“Yes,” said Noah. “Whatever it takes.”


“All right, then,” said Andi. “We’re going to have to do a lunar-transfer.”


Andi had mentioned this once before. “You mean a portal that bounces off the moon?”


“The portal doesn’t bounce—we do. We jump to the moon through one portal, then into a second portal that gets us to our destination. Kind of like connecting flights at an airport. But without oxygen.”


“Oh. Okay.”


Andi positioned herself. “Hold on to something nailed down,” she said. “Unless you want to get sucked through the portal, go bouncing across the airless surface of the moon, and die.”


“Point taken.” So Noah employed gorilla strength to hold on to the cabin’s central support beam and took a deep, shuddering breath. He knew Andi was programmed to protect him, so he doubted she’d put him in any real danger. Even so, this didn’t sound good.


“You seem a little worried,” Andi said, looking him over. “Take this.” She handed him a little purple pill. “It’ll help protect you from explosive decompression.”


Noah swallowed it. “Okay, ready,” he said.


“There’ll be a moment of airlessness when you reach the lunar surface and leap to the second portal. Whatever you do, don’t miss the entrance to that second portal.”


“Wait, which direction do I leap?”


“It’ll be obvious when you get there.”


Andi touched her finger to the wall and inscribed a large circle that began to glow. Then the center of the circle disappeared, replaced by the gray and grainy expanse of the lunar surface—and there came a rush of wind so powerful, it nearly ripped Noah free from the beam. Everything—everything in the cabin—was sucked through the hole. The waterlogged sofa, the pots and pans collecting rainwater from the leaky roof, the big pot-bellied stove, which bounced off Andi before careening through the hole. Andi, on the other hand, didn’t seem affected by the wind at all. She just stepped through onto the surface of the moon.


That’s when everything went sideways. Literally. Because the support beam ripped loose, and the entire cottage began to collapse. With nothing stable to grab onto, Noah was sucked out onto the surface of the moon—and in spite of what Andi had said, the second portal was not obvious when he got there.


He could see the earth shining bright blue on the lunar horizon, but he had no time to appreciate the view, because the air had been sucked out of his lungs, and it felt like his lungs were about to be sucked out of his chest. His animal instincts instantly enlarged his lung capacity like a loggerhead turtle, which could hold its breath for nearly ten hours, but that was entirely useless on the moon, where there was no breath to hold.


He realized he probably would have died if Andi hadn’t given him that pill. Then instinct kicked in, and he began to exhibit a trait he later learned was the naked mole rat, which could exist for a time without oxygen—but it was too little, too late. Dizzy and disoriented, he looked around desperately for the transfer portal. He was already feeling consciousness beginning to slip away when he felt a hand tug at his arm. He turned and saw Andi, shaking her head angrily. She was moving her lips, but without air to carry the sound, Noah couldn’t hear her string of insults, which was probably just as well. She pulled him a few steps to the left, and Noah found himself falling into the connecting portal. Before he knew it, he and Andi landed in muddy earth. Which was fine because it was Earth earth.


The portal closed behind them, the roar of escaping air stopped, and Noah rose to his feet. He knew exactly where they were. They were smack in the middle of “Stonehenge-West,” the replica that had replaced their house in Arbuckle, Oregon, three months ago—although it felt more like a hundred years.


After a few deep breaths, and puffs of moon dust, Noah began to feel better.


“Good thing you gave me that pill,” he said. “What was it? Some kind of oxygen infusion?”


“It was a Skittle.” Andi shrugged.


“What?!”


“It’s called the placebo effect. Fake medicine for impressionable minds. It helped, didn’t it?”


“Only slightly,” Noah told her, both relieved and annoyed that it had helped at all.


Before they headed off to find Sahara and Ogden, Noah took a moment to look around. This was the place where he had lived most of his life—and even though the house was gone, the terrain was the way he remembered. The trees, the hills, the little dirt road that once led from their house to the highway that always got his parents’ cars so muddy when it rained.


His parents. The loss of them still ached and he knew it would for a long, long time. Not just the loss of their presence, but the loss of his image of them as fine upstanding people. Because they weren’t people. Not in any human sense. They were Fauxlites. And they certainly weren’t upstanding, considering their mission to end all life on Earth. He wondered where they were now. Was Vecca still wearing them as a pair of pearl earrings? Did he care? Of course he cared. No matter what awful beings they were, he still loved them. And he had to believe that, in spite of their murderous mission, they still loved him. Wherever they were.


“Looks like you’re still on the moon,” Andi commented.


“I was just thinking about Mom and Dad,” he told her.


Andi sighed. “Sorry, bro—I don’t have a Skittle for that.”
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Meanwhile, Ogden, having no idea yet that Noah was in Arbuckle, busied himself with his advice from Mr. Ksh.


Talk to her like there’s nothing unusual about you talking to her. Present the best true version of yourself.


To the old Ogden, it would be a terrifying prospect, but he was a new man. He had survived alien captivity and countless threats from various malevolent forces. Talking to a girl was easy. At least that’s what he told himself.


And so, while Noah and Andi were portalling their way to the moon and back, Ogden sought out Claire Jenson during lunch and, finding her in the cafeteria line, paid off the kid behind her to let him slip in. The next person in line complained about giving cuts—but technically it wasn’t cuts, it was a legitimate business transaction, so the complainer had no case.


Then Ogden tapped Claire on the shoulder, and she turned to him, blinking those deep, soulful, if overly outlined, eyes.


“So, Claire,” he said. “It’s lunch!”


“Uh… Yeah, so?”


“Always my favorite meal! Some like breakfast, others dinner, but lunch is the most powerful meal, because it divides the day in two!”


“Do I know you?”


“I’m Ogden Coggin-Criddle. How could you forget, Claire? We’ve known each other for years.”


“Uh… I don’t think so?”


“Well, I have many fond memories,” Ogden told her. “And I look forward to making more.”


“More what?”


“Memories—didn’t I just say that?”


“Sorry, I really wasn’t listening.”


“Oh—and let me be the first to wish you a happy birthday!” Ogden said.


“Uh… you’re not the first.”


“Well, almost the first.”


“Not really.”


“Well, one among the many, then—and I look forward to your party tonight.”


“I… don’t think you’re invited.…”


“I’m sure it was an honest mistake, as we go way back. By the way, I’ve been studying current dance trends, and I think you’ll be impressed.” Then he took her hand, spun her out of the line like a top, and spun her back, leaving her noticeably dizzy.


“Was that really necessary?” she asked.


“Absolutely,” Ogden responded.


“BURGER, PIZZA, OR VEGAN LASAGNA?!”


Both Ogden and Claire were jolted by the voice of the food server, who, for some reason, always yelled out the food choices, even though there was no reason to yell.


“Do you mind? We’re trying to have a conversation,” Ogden snapped.


“I’ll have the vegan lasagna,” said Claire, “but with a burger patty on top.”


“CAN’T DO THAT!”


“Aw, pleeeeeease?”


“OKAY JUST THIS ONCE!” said the server. “NEXT! BURGER, PIZZA, OR VEGAN LASAGNA?!”


“I’ll have what she’s having,” said Ogden.


“CAN’T DO THAT!”


“But you already made an exception.”


“AND I REGRET IT.”


“This is completely unfair! You’re favoring her because she’s pretty and has the perfect smile!”


“AND BECAUSE SHE SAID PLEASE. YOU DIDN’T SAY PLEASE.”


“Okay, please.”


“TOO LATE, THAT SHIP HAS ALREADY SAILED. NEXT!”


Ogden was so infuriated by this clearly preferential treatment that he forgot for a moment why he was there, and by the time he remembered, Claire had already left and was sitting at the popular table with other popular types.


“YOU RUINED MY OPPORTUNITY!” Ogden yelled at the server.


“NOT MY PROBLEM,” he yelled back, then the next kid in line elbowed Ogden out of the way to get his lunch.


Ogden stormed out of the cafeteria, having completely lost his appetite, and skipped school, because his singular focus would make education impossible today. It was becoming increasingly clear that if he was going to win Claire’s heart, he would need to follow Mr. Ksh’s next bit of advice and get her his own version of a yak. The perfect birthday gift. It was only a matter of deducing what the perfect gift would be.
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There was only one game store in Arbuckle. Merlin’s Games and Mischief. The guy who ran it, Miles “Merlin” Miller, was dedicated to his clientele.


“I feel it’s my moral responsibility to get gamers out of their mothers’ basements,” he often said—and was very successful in the endeavor. In addition to selling just about every kind of game imaginable, the place was filled with tables of active board-, card-, and role-playing games, all day, every day.


This was Ogden’s domain. These were his people—and also the guinea pigs on whom he tested his own game creations. He considered himself the Mischief of Merlin’s Games and Mischief.


It was here that Ogden went to find a gift for Claire—because it was the only place he could think of in Arbuckle that sold anything remotely interesting.


Merlin himself was a large Hagrid-looking man—basically just eyes and a nose in a big, bearded face. He knew every game, old and new, and was skilled at picking the right one for the right person. But when Ogden explained the situation to him, Merlin shook his big, hairy head, and said, “Sounds to me like this girl isn’t the game-playing type. Or at least the kind of games I sell.”


“I know,” admitted Ogden, “but everything else I can think to get her is ordinary and boring. Flowers, chocolates, gift cards—anyone could get her that. I want to get her something that makes her see stars!”


Merlin tapped a pensive finger to his lips. “Stars, you say.… I think I know just the thing.” Then he pointed to the shop’s bulletin board, where people advertised things like open spots in quest parties and basements for rent. There, slightly off-center, was a gold-edged card that read:




McGuffin Observatory—Star Registry.


Buy your sweetie a Star!





Ogden had to admit he was intrigued. He had heard of star registries before. And while flowers die, chocolates melt, and gift cards magically disappear in junk-drawers, a star will be there forever. Or at least for a few billion years until it goes supernova. Yes… but was it a “yak”?


“I don’t know, Merlin—there are more stars out there than people on Earth, so there’s nothing all that special about it.”


“Ah!” said Merlin, leaning in a bit closer. “That’s where you’re wrong. Most registries have stars you need a telescope to find—but McGuffin Observatory specializes in stars that can be seen by the naked eye. Just glance up into the night sky, and there it is.”


That snagged Ogden’s interest. He imagined himself at Claire’s party, looking up at the stars and pointing out the twinkling ball of burning gas he had purchased for her. It would be a very romantic moment.


“Can I buy it here?”


Merlin shook his head. “Gotta go to the observatory. It’s about twenty miles outside town.”
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Ogden was no stranger to ride-share apps. Sometimes self-propelled wheels like a bike or skateboard were too inefficient or labor-intensive—and riding his bike twenty miles up a mountain simply wasn’t going to happen. So he took out his phone and requested an Unter—the ride-share app for drivers that were rejected from Uber. It was cheaper, faster, and occasionally more thrilling. Their motto was “Why take your life into your own hands? Let us do it for you!” And while a surprising number of Uber drivers were aliens, Ogden suspected Unter had an even higher percentage. So when the dented little Kia jumped the curb to pick him up, he asked, “You human?”


To which the driver responded, “As human as I need to be.”


Which was good enough for Ogden.
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Noah decided to walk his old path to school from where his home used to be.


“Wouldn’t you much rather swing through the trees?” Andi asked.


And although Noah was excited to be here, he wanted to slow down and savor being home. Besides, school hadn’t let out yet, and he didn’t want to just hang out front, since the overzealous school security guard had a major issue with loitering. Fake skin or not, it would draw unwanted attention. A leisurely walk would get him there by the time school ended.


Neither of them paid much attention to the careening Kia that sped past them, heading out of town, toward the mountains.


Halfway to school, they came to a shop-lined street far enough from the center of town to be spared from the volcanic disaster. With the old town center gone, this spot was bustling with activity. Restaurants and quaint boutiques that never got much traction were suddenly full of people. Even the ever-empty Arbuckle Fashions now appeared ever-full.


“It’s time for me to make myself inconspicuous,” Andi said. “Just in case people recognize me.”


“You should have made a skin for yourself,” Noah pointed out.


She glared at him. “I’m perfectly happy to be a suitcase.” Then she looked toward the crowded street. “Are you absolutely sure you want to do this?” she asked.


“Of course I do,” Noah said. “We’re here, and I’m doing it.”


“Fine,” said Andi, preparing to take suitcase form. “But don’t blame me if everything goes terribly, horribly wrong.”
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