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<FOBE Interrogation>


<Noah Prime>


<Security Code Sapphire>


<Part 1 of 3>


“WELL, AT LEAST NOBODY DIED,” NOAH PRIME SAID.


He offered up a half-hearted grin and tried to shrug, but the various cuffs and chains that held him firmly to the chair made shrugging difficult.


“Believe me, Mr. Prime,” said his interrogator, “in this world, there are worse things than death.”


All he knew about the woman questioning him was her name: Agent Rigby. Noah had never heard of the secret government agency she was with, nor did he know who or how many were watching them through the huge one-way mirror that nearly overwhelmed the small room.


“I suppose you want to know about the volcano,” he said. “And the monsters that crawled out of the duck pond.”


From the look on her face, it was clear she didn’t even know about the monsters yet. Darn.


Even so, she played it cool. “You could also tell me how that Cadillac ended up stuck in a water tower a hundred feet from the ground,” she said. “But let’s start with why you’re dressed as a caveman.”


“Uh… it’s the newest look,” he said. “You should give it a try.”


He heard a muffled guffaw from beyond the mirror—because clearly the idea of Agent Rigby’s intimidating dark suit replaced by prehistoric furs was just too absurd for her colleagues—but she was not amused in the slightest. She sat on the edge of the table, her hard demeanor softening—or at least pretending to soften. “Noah,” she said, “I know this can’t be easy for you. But trust me when I tell you that cooperating with us will be the best thing for you, considering your current circumstances.”


“Aren’t I supposed to have a lawyer?” he asked.


“This isn’t that kind of interrogation,” Agent Rigby said with a little grin.


“So, what kind of interrogation is it?”


“The kind where the uncooperative don’t fare very well.”


Noah took a deep breath, which was also difficult against all his restraints.


“Could you at least tell me where we are?” he asked.


“The Bella Vista Correctional Medical Facility. But where you are is much less important than why you are. Or, for that matter, what you are,” she said. “What are you, Mr. Prime?”


“That’s not an easy answer,” Noah told her. “But whatever you think I am, you’re wrong. Dead wrong.”
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Sitting on a Froot Loop


BEFORE THE VOLCANO, AND THE MONSTERS, AND THAT MISERABLE business with Stonehenge, Noah Prime sat at the breakfast table, scowling into his Froot Loops.


“So you’ll learn to adapt,” said his mother.


“I don’t want to adapt,” said Noah.


His younger sister, Andi, looked up from her cornflakes and shook her head. “Don’t be such a baby,” she said. “Motocross is a waste of time.”


Noah’s instinct was to strike back, but he wouldn’t give his sister the benefit of knowing she’d pushed his biggest button.


Living in Arbuckle, Oregon, home of nothing in particular, with a population of six thousand extremely pointless people, had only one bright spot as far as Noah was concerned: a fantastic motocross course.


Noah had been riding since he was eleven. He loved the noise, and the smell, and the mud. But mostly he loved the total freedom he had on the track, and he delighted in mastering the control he needed to keep from overdosing on all that freedom and wiping out.


Then, a month ago, it was announced that the course was going to be bulldozed to erect condominiums. And if that wasn’t bad enough, someone broke into their garage and stole Noah’s motocross bike.


“Maybe this is all a sign,” his mother had said.


A sign of what? Noah had wondered. That the universe doesn’t like me? But he already knew that. It seemed as if everything had been stacked against him for as long as he could remember. Like when he was younger and they tore out the town’s only ice rink just as he was starting to get really good at hockey. Every time he started to stand out at something, it was taken away before he could truly shine.


“Lemonade, Noah. Lemonade,” said his mother. She often talked like that, using shorthand for longer expressions. She added some extra milk to his bowl, which she always claimed had too much cereal and not enough milk for his growing bones.


“Mom,” he said, “when life gives you this many lemons, there’s only so much lemonade you can make, okay?”


“You’re such a drama queen,” his sister said to him.


“Will you stop it, Andi—this is none of your business.”


Andi turned to their mother and whined, “Mom, Noah’s being disparaging.”


In response, their mother poured a few more cornflakes into Andi’s bowl, which was mostly milk.


“He’s upset, honey,” their mother said. “We’ll cut him one piece of slack.”


Noah gritted his teeth. “Slack doesn’t come in pieces.” He slammed down his spoon, having absolutely no appetite for breakfast, and knowing that his mother would complain that he wasted so much cereal.


“You know,” she said, “there are lots of other things you could do with your time.”


“Like what?” he said, then turned to Andi. “Study, like her?”


“It wouldn’t hurt you to bring your grades up,” his mother said.


“Dad says my grades are adequate.”


“In case you didn’t know,” explained Andi, “that’s not a compliment.”


“But you know what, whenever I do something better than adequate, it gets taken away from me. I bet if I started getting perfect grades, the school would burn down.”


“Don’t be silly,” their mother said with a grin. “It would just be condemned.”


“Ha-ha.” Then he grabbed his backpack and stood up.


“Leaving already?” his mom said. “Isn’t today a late-start day?”


He could have made a disgruntled comment about not wanting to be at the table with his “perfect” sister, but he didn’t even have the motivation for snark. “I’m going out to Dad’s workshop—I promised I’d help him this morning.”
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“Comfy?” Noah’s dad asked.


“Why does it matter?” Noah responded, lying down.


“A thing still matters, even if it technically doesn’t matter.”


“That makes no sense,” Noah said.


“Just tell me if it’s comfortable.”


Noah rolled his shoulders, then moved his legs, feeling how his body swished against the blue silk padding. “Yes,” he told his father definitively. “If I was a dead guy about my size and weight, I’d be very comfortable spending eternity here.”


“Excellent,” his father said, grabbing a tape measure from his workbench. “Now, don’t move; let me take a few more measurements.”


That was okay with Noah. Not that he particularly enjoyed being in one of his dad’s designer coffins, but he wasn’t lying. It was comfortable. Far more comfortable than its future occupant would ever need.


Noah’s father hadn’t set out to be a coffin maker. He was a cabinetmaker of the old Craftsman style, creating museum-quality furniture. Then some terminal rich dude asked him to make a coffin. It was all the talk at the funeral. “My, what a lovely casket,” all the rich and famous had said. “Wherever did you find it?” The widow dropped his father’s name, and within days, orders started rolling in. Suddenly, purchasing your final resting place years in advance became a trendy thing among the movers and shakers. And so ToDieFor Woodworks was born. Today’s model was made of rare knotty alderwood, trimmed in mahogany and gold leaf, for a real estate tycoon who was roughly Noah’s dimensions: a little short, but with broad, muscular shoulders. The guy might not actually cash in his chips for years, but at least now he’d have the peace of mind of knowing he had a comfortable box of fun waiting for him.


“What if the guy gets fat or something before he croaks?” Noah asked. “I mean, this thing is tailored like a suit for him, right?”


His dad winked. “He can always order a new one.”


Noah smiled. For a man who had such a morbid sort of business, his dad was the least morbid person Noah knew. He was the kind of guy who happily hummed classic rock tunes while he carved his wood. Although Noah did once catch him humming “Another One Bites the Dust.”


As his father checked around him, measuring the spaces where the padding left little gaps, Noah changed the subject.


“By the way,” Noah said, as if it was something that just casually came to mind, “I checked, and there’s a motocross club in Portland.”


His dad sighed. “Noah, we already discussed this. Portland is more than an hour away.”


“We can always move.”


“You’d really want me to uproot the whole family for this?”


“You can make these things anywhere—I mean, you ship them all over the world anyway, right?”


“Mom would have to start a whole new floral business from scratch. Besides, it would traumatize your sister.”


That made Noah laugh. “Andi wouldn’t be traumatized by nuclear war.”


His father retracted his tape measure and put it on his workbench. “I’m sorry, Noah, I really am. But for the time being, you’re going to have to find a new—”


“If you say ‘hobby,’ I’m going to scream.”


“I was going to say ‘passion.’ I know you think you’ll never love anything as much as motocross, but that’s what you thought about hockey. You’re the most resilient kid I know.”


He looked at Noah, no longer for measurement, but to take in the whole of his son. “I promise that you’ll find something new to throw your heart into—and it will expand you as a human being in ways you can’t even imagine.”


“Blah blah blah.”


His dad sat down next to him, and Noah sat up. “Do you think this is what I expected to be doing?” his father asked. “Creating works of art that will only be used once, and will never be seen again?”


“You always say you love what you do,” Noah reminded him.


“I do,” his dad said. “But it took me a while to get there. I had to accept that this world is an impermanent place. Nothing lasts forever, and nothing should. Things change. That’s not always a bad thing.”


“This time it is,” Noah insisted.


“Maybe you’re right,” his father admitted. “But ask the question again a year from now. Your perspective might change.”


“Maybe,” Noah had to concede, “but a year is a long time to wait.”


His father smiled. “Not in the grand scheme of things.” He stood up and knocked on the casket. It resounded tuneful and true, like the body of a guitar. “I have to head into town for some supplies—do you want me to give you a ride to school?”


“Nah, I’ll walk,” Noah told him. Then he lay back down to experience the zen of his father’s craft.
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Noah found himself in a recurring dream. It always seemed to come back when he was stressed by the world. He was in a raging river. Ice-cold water churning, churning. He couldn’t breathe, yet he could breathe. He couldn’t swim, yet he could swim. He kept leaping, then getting smacked back down by the current, until finally he made his way to the surface, but it wasn’t exactly the surface—because water was still pouring onto his face. He leaped again and again, until he realized he was fighting the current of a waterfall. He couldn’t fight the force of a waterfall, yet he could. He was. But it was exhausting, and it felt like it would never end.


“Dreams are random neurons firing in your brain,” his friend Ogden had said. “But those neurons are connected to the ones you’ve been using while you’re awake… so a dream is only one step removed from reality.”


He had told Ogden that, in fact, Ogden was one step removed from reality, and that he had to stop speaking geek, and speak English.


“What I mean,” Ogden had said slowly, as if to an idiot, “is that what you dream is a metaphor for what’s going on in your life. Fighting a current means that you feel like life is pushing you backward and drowning you.”


Noah had to admit that Ogden was right—which he was half of the time. The other half, he was spectacularly wrong. Like the time Ogden convinced himself the beehive on a tree behind Noah’s house was swarming with something other than bees.


“They’re fuzzy like bees, but they have a slender thorax like wasps,” Ogden had said, proclaiming them a new species of murder hornets—which the Primes had taken exception to, since they hadn’t tried to murder anyone yet. In the end, Ogden agreed to charge them with a lesser crime, calling them manslaughter hornets—and he kept throwing rocks at the hive every time he came over, to provoke them and prove his hypothesis.


As it would turn out, that tendency for Ogden to be either ingeniously right or spectacularly wrong was a coin toss that Noah’s life would soon depend on.
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Noah awoke from the latest version of his waterfall dream. It took a couple of moments for him to realize he wasn’t in his bed. Where was he? Oh no!


He sat up, then pulled himself out of his father’s latest artwork.


“No! No! No!” It was only the fourth week of school, and Noah already had three unexcused tardies. He pulled out his phone and checked the time. Nine minutes until the bell rang. And his first period was a science quiz he could not miss!


He grabbed his backpack, racing out the workshop door. His mom had already left with Andi, probably thinking that either Noah had walked or his dad had taken him. No one was home to see his morning fail.


Their home had once been a farmhouse surrounded by a few acres of land, but those fields had long since gone to seed. The only plants that grew with intention were the ones in his mother’s greenhouse, where she cultivated rare and exotic orchids and the like.


Noah hurried out of the barn where his father had his workshop and raced down the dirt path out of the woods to the main road. There was no sidewalk, which made running all the way to school a hazard, what with morning drivers speeding around curves to get wherever they were going. Cities didn’t have a monopoly on stressful motorists. Luckily, it was less than a mile. If he pushed himself, he wouldn’t be too late, but he’d definitely break a sweat that would probably overwhelm his deodorant. At moments like this, he regretted his decision not to have a regular bike, because for a motocross rider, any other bike was an embarrassment.


His science quiz was about the brain, and as he raced to school, he tried to review the facts in his own brain.


Thalamus, hypothalamus, medulla, cerebellum.


The evergreens before him began to get thick. Since when were there so many trees in his way between home and school?


Lobes of the cortex: frontal, parietal, temporal, occipital.


Yes, but which was which? He was sure that his science teacher, Mr. Kratz, would make them fill out a diagram. He grabbed a branch, pushing off of it. A minivan sped by. Someone had spray-painted “Loser” on the roof. He wondered if the family even knew.


Right hemisphere, left hemisphere, joined by the corpus callosum.


He came up on the school much more quickly than he expected. Occupying his mind must have made the trip seem faster. If he was lucky, he might be able to make it through the door before the late bell!


But he wasn’t lucky. Instead, his morning fail became a full-fledged crash and burn.














<FOBE Interrogation>


<Noah Prime>


<Security Code Sapphire>


<Part 2 of 3>


“CAN I HAVE A BATHROOM BREAK, AGENT RIGBY?” ASKED NOAH. “Seriously, after all this interrogation, I really need one.”


He shifted in his chair. His chains rattled. Agent Rigby sat down at the table across from him, ignoring his request.


“When you were six years old, you drowned.”


“Almost drowned,” corrected Noah.


“Should have drowned,” said Agent Rigby. She looked at the report as if she hadn’t already looked at it a dozen times. “It says here you fell into a raging river and were swept away.”


“I really don’t remember that,” Noah told her. “I was very young.”


“They expected to find your body downstream. Instead, they found you two-miles upstream, sitting next to the belt of a salmon conveyor, crying your eyes out.”


“Wouldn’t you?” Noah asked.


She spared him a single glance, then violently flipped a page.


“When you were ten, you fell off a cliff. You do remember that, don’t you?”


“It wasn’t a cliff,” Noah told her. “It was a bluff.”


“Your friends thought you were dead. Until you showed up at home as if nothing had happened.”


Noah once more tried to shrug against his bonds. “It wasn’t as steep as it looked,” he said.


“Perhaps not,” conceded Agent Rigby. “But that doesn’t explain the dent in the roof of a car below.” She slammed down a picture of a Hyundai that looked as if it had been struck by a boulder just about the size of a human being rolled into a ball.


He had not known about this part. He remembered that something had broken his fall. It felt kind of like a mattress. And he remembered wandering off a little bit dazed and walking all the way home because he thought his friends had left him. And, as Agent Rigby said, when he got home, he acted as if nothing had happened, because in his mind nothing had.


“Care to explain?” Agent Rigby asked, pointing at the picture of the dented car.


Noah shifted in his bonds. His arms were aching, his neck hurt, and he had a terrible itch on his nose. “You know,” he said, “you might want to loosen these cuffs and stuff, because if it starts to hurt too much, it’s not going to be pretty.”


Agent Rigby glared at him and stood up. “Are you threatening me, Mr. Prime?”


“No,” he said honestly. “I’m just saying stuff happens, you know?”


“Like the ‘stuff’ that happened to your town?”


“Hey, not all of that was my fault,” he said. But even that was telling her too much. “Now can I go to the bathroom?”
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La Dropp


UNLIKE NOAH, SAHARA SOLIS WAS NEVER LATE TO SCHOOL. Her life ran on a tight schedule, like a train. But, like a train, when you’re late for one station, you’re late for all of them. Such was her morning.


She had done the inexcusable thing of setting her alarm for PM instead of AM. And when she did wake up, she was already twenty minutes behind schedule. Try as she might, she was unable to make up that lost time.


Also unlike Noah, she did have a bicycle. But since she always pedaled to school at full speed, she wasn’t going to make up any time by pedaling faster.


Knowing she had less than a minute before the late bell rang, she locked up her bike and ran toward the main entrance—


Where she encountered Noah, who brought her down with the force of an asteroid killing off the dinosaurs.


Her shoulder seemed to burst in pain, and her knee was scraped and bleeding. When she looked at her attacker on the ground next to her, he appeared about as oblivious to his effect as the aforementioned asteroid.


“Whoa,” he said, looking at her. “Are you okay?”


“What’s wrong with you?” she shouted. “And where did you come from anyway?”


“I—I was running to the door. I must not have seen you.”


“No! I was running for the door.” She pointed at the trees. “You jumped on me from up there!”


He helped her up. And although she didn’t want to accept his assistance, she did out of reflex, before she could stop herself.


She rolled her shoulder. The sharp pain was starting to fade, but not entirely. This was not what she needed. If she lost the slightest range of motion because of this, she’d be ruined for this weekend’s gymnastics competition. She could not allow her body to be compromised by some kid who thought he was Tarzan.


“I’m sorry,” he said, but “sorry” just wasn’t cutting it this morning.


And to add insult to injury, the late bell rang.


“Great,” she said. But the word seemed to come out in a kind of harmony, since he said it, too, at the exact same moment.


“Jinx!” he said with a grin.


But that wasn’t cutting it, either.


“What are you, five years old?”


“Hey,” he offered, opening the door. “We’ll go to the office together, and I’ll vouch for you. I’ll say it was all my fault.”


“It was all your fault.”


“Right, so maybe I’ll get an unexcused tardy and you’ll get off.”


She walked a little faster than he did into the office, trying to keep him out of her peripheral vision. She had neither the time nor the patience.


“It’s Savannah, right?” the boy asked.


Now there was salt, added to insult, added to injury.


“Sahara,” she corrected. “Like the desert.”


His mistake struck her a little more deeply than she wanted it to. This was, after all, a small town. Wasn’t everyone supposed to know everybody?


“Sorry,” he said again. “I guess we move in different circles.”


“I don’t move in circles,” she told him. “I move in a straight line.” Which, she realized, may explain why a lot of the other kids didn’t really know her.
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Noah tried to play over in his mind the moment of their collision. How could he not have seen her? He didn’t remember running up the front steps. All he remembered was crashing into her and then being on the ground.


It wasn’t exactly a memory lapse; it was more like a gap in space-time. As if he had teleported to the front of the school, and into her path, because what else could explain how quickly he had gotten there?


In the end, they were each given an unexcused tardy, and Sahara went off to get a Band-Aid from the nurse for her knee.


Noah wondered why he hadn’t really noticed her before. Maybe it had to do with that straight line Sahara was talking about, he speculated. When you’re more interested in the destination than the view, not only do you miss a lot, but a lot misses you.


When he finally arrived in science class for the quiz, the period was nearly over.


“You’re late,” sang out Mr. Kratz.


“Sorry,” Noah said for like the tenth time today. “Crazy morning. I fell asleep in one of my dad’s coffins.” Which brought some snickers from the kids around the room who knew what Mr. Prime did.


“Wonderful,” said Mr. Kratz, with a sarcastic glare. “A family of vampires.”


“What? No! Never mind.” It wasn’t the time or place for an explanation.


Mr. Kratz handed him the quiz and looked at the clock. “You have four minutes left.”


“Yeah, yeah.”


Noah sat down, looked at the page, and took a long, slow sigh. The quiz was about the spinal cord, not the brain. He wondered if his life could possibly get worse.


It could.
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The only bit of luck Noah had that day was that Coach Bostic, head of the phys ed department, had been Noah’s hockey coach all those years ago. He knew about the killing of motocross in Arbuckle. And although the school didn’t like to let kids enter a sport a month into the school year, Coach Bostic was willing to make an exception.


“What sport are you thinking about?” the coach had asked him.


Noah didn’t have an answer for that. It had never crossed his mind that he would ever have to choose another sport to be in.


“I don’t know. What sport might need me?”


Coach Bostic gave him a slightly disgusted look. “All of them,” he said.


And so, over the next three days, Noah spent afternoons on the basketball court, the soccer field, and the wrestling mat in the gym.


The results surprised even Noah. In basketball, he had the agility to move himself around much taller kids and sank more baskets than anyone expected him to—including himself.


In soccer, the coach, a bit irritated at being ordered to give Noah a try, stuck him in the goal, hoping he would be humiliated enough as goalkeeper to leave with his head hung low. Instead, he stopped every ball that came at him in the scrimmage, denying even their best players a goal.


And in wrestling, although he knew nothing about strategy or actual moves, he was remarkably skilled at not getting pinned.


All three coaches wanted him, but he found he had no interest in their sports.


“I hate you,” his friend Ogden said when Noah told him he wasn’t going to join any of those teams. “The rest of us would kill to have game like you. And you just want to throw it away.”


It wasn’t that Noah wanted to throw it away. And it wasn’t news to him that he was naturally good at sports. He’d always known he could sink a basket or catch any size ball heading in his direction.


The thing was, people enjoy sports because of the challenge of it. But for him, it held no more challenge than tying his own shoelaces. Once he knew he could do it, it was nothing special.


He supposed he enjoyed hockey when he was younger because of the added complexity of being on skates and the speed of it. When he rode motocross, he never felt as if he was competing against the others; it was more about challenging himself. And he couldn’t deny that the unpredictability and danger inherent in motocross gave him a rush that other sports didn’t.


Ogden was not an athlete. He was not a popular kid, and he alternately envied and despised those who were. Ogden’s interests were in more esoteric things, like designing his own board games, and collecting vintage PEZ dispensers, and memorizing facts about bizarre animals, such as the northern leopard frog, which uses its eyes to swallow its prey. And, of course, anything to do with dinosaurs—which arguably made him the town’s biggest fan of FossilFest—a celebration unique to Arbuckle and its amazing fossil history.


Ogden’s parents often said he was “on the spectrum,” which meant he was a bit autistic. This never bothered Ogden. Everybody’s on one spectrum or another, he figured, which Noah supposed was true.


“My parents exist on a love-hate spectrum,” he once told Noah. “Although right now, it’s closer to the ‘hate’ end.” They were both math professors at Arbuckle College, but they had perpetual trouble balancing their own equation. They had been married, then divorced, then married again, then divorced again. Now they lived in identical tract homes across the street from each other, and they shared custody of Ogden on a schedule that had something to do with prime and non-prime numbers.


Noah and Ogden had been friends for as long as Noah could remember, and he discovered that their friendship had the added benefit of keeping away kids who ranked high on the shallowness spectrum.


Ogden volunteered at the local animal shelter. After his wrestling tryout, Noah joined him, helping to wash some of the animals. As it turned out, wrestling humans was much easier than wrestling wet dogs.


“If you’re good at every sport you try,” Ogden said, “you should pick something that’s not common. You’re more likely to get a college scholarship for an unusual sport. It’s never too early to start thinking ahead.”


“There are no unusual sports in Arbuckle,” Noah pointed out.


The husky-Labrador mix they were bathing performed a skillful shake that left them both drenched in suds.


“Maybe I’ll create my own sport,” Noah added, “like you create games.”


“Great,” Ogden said, who didn’t get that Noah was joking. He pointed to the dog. “Maybe you can create a hybrid, like Mimi here. I’ve often wondered what skydiving combined with lacrosse would look like.”


“Great,” said Noah, laughing. “We could call it La Dropp.”


Although they both agreed it was impractical, Ogden said he would draw up a cost analysis that night.
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The next morning at school, Noah encountered an unexpected glitch in his sports tryouts. It was during that weird midmorning no-man’s-land that some schools call “snack” or “recess” or, more pretentiously, “nutrition,” when students have twenty minutes instead of five to get to their next class. But since it was not enough time to do anything of value, most kids just hung around in the hallways.


Noah made the mistake of walking into an empty stairwell alone. But he wasn’t alone for long.


“Hey, Prime!”


He turned around to see a kid come into the stairwell behind him. Noah recognized him as one of the basketball players. He was tall, blond, and ugly in a rare kind of way, with harsh features that were getting harsher as he matured.


“That was some amazing ball you played the other day,” the kid said. Noah now remembered that his name was Roger.


“Thanks, Roger.”


He seemed pleased that Noah remembered his name. “The coach asked me to talk to you. To let you know that the team would love to have you.”


Noah was a little bit wary. He sensed that the coach hadn’t asked Roger at all—but Roger was taking it on himself to do this, because then he could claim he was the one who got Noah to join.


Then another voice entered the conversation.


“Nice try—but it’s not happening. The soccer team has dibs.” It was one of the soccer players. One of the school’s cool kids, who was a known fashion time traveler. That is, he dressed in clothes about ten years out-of-date, although they were actually next year’s styles, so he was always simultaneously behind and ahead of the times.


“Whadaya mean, dibs?” said Roger. “He tried out for basketball first!”


“You just had him do drills!” said the soccer dude. “But we put him in an actual scrimmage!”


Roger turned to Noah and glared at him. “You are not joining the soccer team!”


“No, he’s not,” said yet another voice. “He’s joining the wrestling team.”


It was, of course, a kid from wrestling. He had spiky hair and thick, padded shoes that were much too big for his feet, making him look a little like Sonic the Hedgehog.


“Our coach already has you on the roster,” said the wrestler.


“You can’t do that!” growled Roger.


“Too late,” said the wrestler. “It’s a done deal.”


Through all of this, Noah couldn’t get a word in edgewise.


Roger, with growing rage, turned to Noah, scowling, and poked him in the chest. “You’re not wrestling! You hear me, Prime?”


Noah knocked his poking finger away with a kind of wax-off karate slap. That didn’t go over too well.


These three, Noah realized, were not the captains of their teams. These were the kids who acted as if they were in charge but had wisely been passed over for leadership positions. And it just made them angry.


“Are you seriously telling me that you’re turning down a golden invitation to the basketball team—the most successful team this school has?”


“Successful?” said the soccer dude, laughing. “Your record last year was three and nine.”


“Which,” pointed out Roger, “is better than the soccer team.”


“And explains why you’re choosing wrestling,” said Sonic. “It’s both an individual and a team sport. We might not win many meets, but you’ll definitely shine in your own matches—and no one can take away those wins.”


Now it was the soccer dude’s turn to get in Noah’s face. “Is there something wrong with you? It’s… UN-AMERICAN to not want to play a ball sport!”


Noah saw where this was going long before they did. Used to be, in an old-school world, bullies would corner you in stairwells and strong-arm you into giving them your lunch money. Nowadays they cornered you in stairwells, offered to buy you lunch, and when you didn’t eat it, they rammed it down your throat.


“For your information,” Noah finally said, “I’m not gonna do any of your sports.”


“What? You’re going for another sport?” asked Roger. “What is it, swimming? Track?”


“Skydiving lacrosse,” said Noah. “Now get out of my face.”


But they didn’t get out of his face. They only pressed tighter, cornering him. Roger turned toward the other two.


“Can you believe this guy? The disrespect? The attitude?”


“He thinks he’s better than us.”


“Yeah.”


“He comes waltzing into our sports, humiliates us, and walks away.”


“He has no right to do that!”


“Yeah.”


Roger turned back to Noah, jamming him in the chest with his finger, much harder this time. “Relationships are built on respect, and I don’t see any from you!”


Noah pushed him away, hard. Roger bumped into the soccer dude, who bumped into the wrestler, who yelped because his huge shoe got stepped on.


Roger looked at Noah, incredulous. “Did you just hit me?” he said. “Did you just hit me? Excuse me, but that’s bullying, and we have a ZERO tolerance policy at this school for bullying, whether it’s physical or psychological—and right now, you’re guilty of both!”


“We oughta teach him a lesson,” said the soccer dude.


“Yeah,” said the wrestler.


Roger grabbed Noah by the shirt and pushed him hard against the wall. “We’re gonna show you what we do to bullies.”


When Noah was younger, and bigger kids pressed their advantage as bigger kids often did, Noah would launch countermeasures that let everyone know he was not to be messed with. Ogden called it “going Wolverine.” It would usually earn Noah detention and a good talking to by the vice-principal, but it had always been worth it. Kids who knew him knew he couldn’t be pushed around.


It had been years since he needed to go Wolverine on anybody, but he was more than ready to do it with these clowns. He felt the adrenaline coming on, the tingling in his ears, the heating of his cheeks—but before he could throw that first punch, something else happened. Something he was not expecting.


Suddenly, both his arms pulled up like a T. rex’s, the fingers on both his hands curled, and he fell. He didn’t just fall, he keeled over—like a bike with a broken kickstand.


He was now on the ground, on his side. Every single muscle of his body was locked—he couldn’t speak; he couldn’t move. His eyes remained open, but he couldn’t even blink.


“Jeez, whad’ja do to him, Roger?” asked the soccer kid.


“Nothing. I didn’t do anything.”


“He’s right,” said the wrestler. “Dude just dropped on purpose.”


“Get up!” demanded Roger. “You can’t do that! Get up!”


But Noah didn’t move. He couldn’t move. It was horrible.


“Man, you’re freaking me out!”


“Roger, what if there’s something wrong with him? What if he had a stress heart attack like our math teacher last year?”


The wrestler backed away, already wrestling his way out of the situation.


“There’s nothing wrong with him,” insisted Roger, but he didn’t seem so sure. He nudged Noah with his foot. “You think you’re funny? You’re not funny.”


Noah did not think any of this was funny. But even if he did, he wouldn’t have been able to laugh.


“C’mon, man,” the soccer kid said to Roger. “He’s not worth it.”


Roger clearly was itching for a fight, but he couldn’t fight a kid lying on the ground. So he gave up. “You’re right,” he said. “Let’s not waste our time.”


And just to make sure he had the last word in a conversation in which Noah had barely uttered a word at all, Roger said, “You need help.” Then he added, “My mother’s a therapist. I’ll get you her card.”


Once they were gone, the bell rang and kids flooded the stairwell. No one stumbled over Noah; they just avoided him, as if he was part of the scenery.


“What’s up with him?” kids asked one another.


“Probably a dare,” someone suggested.


“I hear the drama class is doing this weird performance art thing.”


“Didn’t someone vomit right there yesterday?”


“Last week, they were singing Hamilton in the trees.”


“No, seriously, right where his cheek is.”


And the last person to pass him in the stairwell was none other than Sahara.


“What are you doing?” Sahara asked.


Finally, Noah got enough control to be able to speak, if not move.


“I don’t… know,” Noah responded.


In a moment, he was able to flip a wrist, then shake an arm, and the momentum of that was enough for him to sit up and look at Sahara.


“That’s not normal, right?” he said, getting to his feet.


“I get the feeling that you and normal don’t live in the same area code.”


Which made him laugh. Not because he found it funny, but because of the absurdity of it. He always saw himself as pretty “normal” in the broadest interpretation of the word. But to Sahara, he was fringe material. And not even clean fringe, but the dirty kind that drags in the mud when you walk.


She strode away in her straight line.


“You should go wash your face,” she called back to him without turning. “A kid vomited there yesterday.”
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Monkey Brains and an Alligator’s Belly


“IT’S CALLED ‘CONVERSION DISORDER,’” OGDEN SAID, AS THEY did research in the computer lab during lunch. “It used to be called ‘hysterical paralysis.’ But since the word ‘hysterical’ derives from the Latin hystericus, which has to do with a woman’s uterus, it was considered sexist to call it that. You’d be amazed how many words—”


“Ogden, wrangle.”


It was their agreed-on code word for when Ogden got off topic.


“Right,” Ogden said. “No matter what you call it, it’s psychological. Unless, of course, it’s not. Then it would be a brain tumor.”


“You’re not helping,” Noah snapped at him.


“You asked me a question, I gave you an answer. Don’t blame me, blame Google.” Ogden put up his hands in a “who knows” gesture. “Maybe when you found yourself cornered, your monkey brain kicked in and decided the best course of action was to play possum.”


Noah knew about the monkey brain. It’s the part of you that is best known for saying, It seemed like a good idea at the time.


“Yeah, but monkeys are monkeys, not opossums,” Noah pointed out.


Ogden considered that. “True,” he said. “But don’t forget, all mammals share ninety-two percent of their DNA.”
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After school that day, Noah went down to the motocross track, which sadly wasn’t a track anymore. Bulldozers had leveled the many hills and dips of the course. Concrete slabs and cinderblock walls were already being erected.


It was hard for him to reconcile the fact that something that had already left the world still existed so clearly in his mind.


The construction crew was already gone for the day by the time Noah arrived at the fenced-off parcel of land. Noah never saw himself as the destructive type—but just outside the fence, there was a pile of rocks that had been excavated. And all that yellow heavy machinery seemed to mock him like an attack force of miserable mechanical enemies. After he threw the first stone, it became easier to throw more, like skimming stones in a lake. The equipment was virtually indestructible, but it sure felt good to hear the hefty clang when a rock connected with its target.


So focused was he on his angry endeavor that he didn’t even notice the car pull up behind him.


“Vandalism may feel good in the moment,” a voice said, “but is ultimately very unsatisfying.”


Noah turned to see a man about his size standing next to the open rear door of a big chauffeured Cadillac. Not quite a limo, but close. The man looked Asian, with a dark complexion that suggested the southern part of the continent. He wore an expensive-looking suit and a bright, busy tie that seemed much less reserved than the rest of him. “This happens to be my property, and you happen to be trespassing.”


“I’m outside the fence, so technically I’m not trespassing,” Noah pointed out. “And besides, I didn’t break anything.”


The man strode closer. “Intent to do harm is, in fact, enough to press charges.”


Noah shrugged. “So, what are you gonna do now? Have me arrested for not breaking your bulldozers?”


The man grinned. “You’re cheeky,” he said. “And you also look familiar. Where do I know you from?”


“I don’t know—do you keep a file on all the people whose lives you ruin? Maybe you know me from there.”


Then the man gasped, as if reaching some grand realization. “Ah yes,” he said. “Now I know. Now I know, indeed.” But he didn’t explain himself.


“Well, are you going to tell me?” Noah asked.


“You’re much younger, wearing a Pokémon T-shirt, next to your sister, who refused to smile!”


Noah had a vague memory of that shirt—and a whole lot of memories of his sister not smiling.


“It’s a picture framed in your father’s showroom,” the man said. “I recently commissioned a casket from him.”


Noah finally put two and two together: This man he stood eye to eye with. A build not all that different from his own.


“Right,” Noah said. “Yeah, I tested it out. It’s comfortable.”


“Good to know,” he said. Then he looked at the work machines. “So, what do you have against me and my construction site?”


“I ride motocross,” Noah informed him. “Or at least I used to.”


Now the man got it. “And I have ruined your beloved pastime.”


“You could have built your condos somewhere else.”


Then the man picked up a rock and hurled it over the fence. It hit the bucket of a backhoe with a solid clang. “The land was for sale at a reasonable price.” Then he turned around and headed back to his car. “If you want to blame someone, don’t blame me,” he called back. “Blame your father.”


“My father? What are you talking about?”


And the man said, “He’s the one who convinced me to buy it.”
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Sahara’s shoulder was still a little sore from her collision with that Noah kid earlier in the week. She iced it and heated it and iced it again, with the single-minded determination that she would not allow something so ridiculous as a boy falling on her from the trees to interfere with this weekend’s gymnastics competition. And in spite of what he said, he had fallen on her from above—there was no question in her mind. The only question was, What was he doing up there?


And after today’s display in the stairwell, it was clear the kid had issues. She wanted absolutely nothing to do with him. Except for the fact that she couldn’t stop thinking about him. Which was ridiculously annoying, like when you have a song you don’t even like stuck in your head, torturing you from within.


What was this kid’s deal? After finishing her homework that afternoon, and before her evening gymnastics practice, Sahara spent a few minutes doing some online reconnaissance. He had told her his name was Noah, and when they had gotten their tardy slips, she had noticed his last name was Prime. She did a search for his name on multiple social media platforms. You could learn a lot about a person from their digital footprint.


She found profiles for seven Noah Prims, and four Noah Preems, but not a single Noah Prime. So she tried using just his first name and adding their town as a search parameter. Still, he didn’t turn up.


Curiouser and curiouser, as her mother would say when she encountered something strange. Not everyone liked social media, but whether they liked it or not, everyone she knew had a profile. Everyone but this kid.


She resolved to put Noah Prime and his infuriating behavior out of her mind. And she would. Just as soon as she looked him up in her elementary school yearbook.
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It was raining by the time Noah got home.


His mom had made a pot roast for dinner, but she cooked the vegetables separately because Andi wouldn’t eat foods that touched each other.


Noah had no appetite.


His father came in from his workshop smelling of wood instead of varnish, which meant he had started on a new project. Noah always associated that woody smell with his father. He even knew the smells of different woods his father worked with. Today it was cherrywood.


Noah had a good poker face. He could hide his emotions well when he wanted to. As dinner began, no one suspected how truly furious he was, how betrayed he felt. He waited until his parents asked him about his day, which they always did.


“Something really interesting happened today,” he said. They waited, but he took his time, chewing a piece of meat and swallowing it first. “I ran into the guy who bought the motocross course.”


“Mr. Ksh? What do you mean you ran into him?” his father asked, looking a little suspicious.


Noah didn’t answer the question. He’d let his dad figure it out.


“He told me something interesting,” Noah said, cutting another piece of meat and chewing it slowly. He watched his father, then finally said what was on his mind. “He told me it was your idea for him to buy the course and get rid of the track. He told me you were the one who told him to do it.” Then he caught his mom looking over at his dad, and he realized the truth.


“You knew, too? You both knew?” Noah stood up. “Why? Why would you do that? Motocross is the one thing I truly love, and you took it away from me.” His eyes filled with tears, and this time he couldn’t push them away and hide his emotions. “I hate you!” he told them. Then he stormed out.


“Noah, wait,” his father called after him, but he wasn’t about to listen to anything his father said.


He went to his father’s workshop. Several projects were in various stages of completion. Mr. Ksh’s was done and pushed to a corner, soon to be delivered. An artsy conversation piece until the day he’d get shoved inside it.


Noah grabbed a heavy steel gouge from his father’s workbench and walked over to the casket. Noah hefted the tool and prepared to dig a deep gouge into the wood, so deep his dad couldn’t repair it, so deep that he’d have to do the whole thing over.


But Noah couldn’t do it. It wasn’t as if his body froze the way it had in the stairwell that morning. It was his mind that froze. No matter how angry he was, he couldn’t bring himself to vandalize his father’s work.


He dropped the gouge on the floor, cursed into the wood-scented air, and kicked up sawdust.


“Noah…”


He turned to see his father standing there. He had no idea if his father had seen what he had almost done.


“Leave me alone,” Noah said. “You have no right to talk to me after what you did.”


“I can understand how you’d be upset,” his father said, picking up the gouge from the floor and returning it to the workbench. “But you don’t know the whole story.”


“I know enough,” Noah said.


“Do you?” his father asked, turning back to face him. “So, did Mr. Ksh tell you the entire conversation I had with him?”


“He told me enough. That it was your idea for him to get rid of the course.”


“No,” said his father. “It was my idea that he buy the course. It was up for sale, and no one knew what was going to happen to it. So I suggested he buy it and build it out into a full-fledged motocross stadium.”


This was not what Noah was expecting to hear.


“Turns out he only took half of my advice,” his father continued. “I guess condos are more profitable than motocross.”


“Is that the truth?” Noah asked, still not entirely ready to believe it.


“What do you think?” responded his father.


Suddenly, Noah didn’t know how to feel. His anger still felt like a fever. And even though he now knew what had really happened, the feeling didn’t go away. Instead, it turned inward, and now he was furious at himself for misjudging his father.


“Come back to dinner,” his father said.


Noah shook his head. “I’m not hungry.”


“Noah, in this world, things aren’t always what they seem. You need to remember that.”


Then he left Noah alone to grapple with it.
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That night, Noah tossed and turned, unable to sleep. He had humiliated himself twice today. Not only in front of his whole family at dinner, but also in the stairwell in front of Sahara.


And he still had no explanation for the way he had seized up in front of those three jerks.


Well, it was all in his head, one way or another. Although he didn’t particularly like the idea of having to get checked for a brain tumor, or even telling his parents about it.


“See if it happens again,” Ogden had suggested at school. “And if it does, you have to tell someone. Because if you don’t, I will.”


There was a gentle knock on his door, and then his mother opened it and peered in. Sometimes he would pretend to be asleep when she did that, but not tonight.


“Hey,” he said.


“Trouble sleeping?” she asked.


He nodded. “Rough day.”


She pulled up a chair and sat beside him.


“I don’t want to talk anymore,” he told her. “I’m sorry I said I hated you.”


“Already forgotten,” she told him. “And I’m sure it won’t be the last time anyway.”


She sat there with him for a few moments, then said, “Remember when you were little and couldn’t sleep? How I would rub your tummy and it would always put you out?”


When he was little, it had been their bedtime ritual and private joke: He was a baby alligator, and she would rub his tummy and put him to sleep—because alligators had that sleep reflex.


“Mom, I’m fourteen. I’m too old for that.”


“I know,” she said. “I was just trying to help.”


He thought about it for a moment more, then rolled over onto his back. He was in that place where he was beyond tired. That place where your mind is too stressed and your body is just too tired to fall asleep. “Maybe just this once,” he told her.


She gently began to rub his belly, as she had done all those years ago, and like an alligator, he was asleep in ten seconds flat.
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Meanwhile, nearly seven thousand miles away, another boy who, not coincidentally, was also named Noah, lay on a gurney in a hospital in Buenos Aires, Argentina.


“Estuviste en un accidente de auto,” he had been told. “You’ve been in a car accident.”


He had no memory of it. The last thing he remembered was being in his room at home. And suddenly he was here.


“But how did it happen?” he asked the nurse, a woman with a kindly smile, although there was something very strange about her eyes. Over the past few months, odd things had been happening to him. Things that he not only couldn’t explain but was afraid to talk about.


Like the time he found himself squealing for no reason and was somehow able to “see” through walls. Or the time he pounced on his sister’s guinea pig and ate the poor beloved cavia, fur and all.


Car accident? he thought. He didn’t even know who had been driving the car.


“My family?” he asked the nurse. “Are they all right?”


She fiddled with a string of pearls around her neck, which seemed strange for a nurse on duty to be wearing. “Don’t you worry about that right now,” she answered.


Which was not the thing he wanted to hear.


He was rolled down an empty hallway and into a room with a large humming device that he recognized as an MRI machine. There was something strange about it. But, like the nurse’s eyes, he couldn’t quite place what it was.


“We’ll need to make some scans,” the nurse told him, “to make sure you’re all right.”


“Will it hurt?” he asked.


The nurse took his hand. “Not at all,” she assured him. “Although it may be a bit loud. Just try to relax, and stay absolutely still,” she said. “It will be over sooner than you know it.”


The orderly shifted him from the gurney to the MRI platform. There was a faint mechanical vibration, and the platform began to slowly slide into the doughnut-shaped machine until his entire body was inside. And then the nurse closed the lid, sealing him in.


He didn’t know that MRI machines even had lids.


He was in complete darkness now, and at that moment it occurred to him how strange this all was. He hadn’t seen anyone besides the nurse and the orderly who had wheeled him down the hall into the MRI room. Shouldn’t a hospital be bustling with people?


Well, maybe it was the middle of the night. He had no idea how long he’d been unconscious.


Then he realized what was strange about the nurse’s eyes: While the MRI machine had a lid that shouldn’t have been there, her eyes should have had lids… but didn’t.


Not knowing what to do with this odd bit of information, he put it in the back of his mind and got back to the business at hand. He tried to remain absolutely still as he had been told.


The nurse was right. It was completely painless.
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The nurse let the machine run for ten seconds. Much longer than was necessary, but she wanted to be absolutely sure. Then she had the orderly open the lid.


Inside, on the narrow bed of the machine cleverly disguised as an MRI scanner, were approximately two pounds of white ash spread out across the surface.


The “nurse” sighed. “You’d think we’d be able to come up with a vaporizer that actually vaporized, instead of leaving behind such a mess. Clean it up,” she told her associate.


Then she went off to a prepare a report that would let the home office know that N.O.A.H. Tercero had been neutralized.
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