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IT WAS TEN MINUTES past four in the afternoon, and Charlie Lewis was running for his life.


His sneakers skidded against pavement as he barreled down the oversize sidewalk. It wound, like a flickering serpent’s tail, between brightly colored storefronts, stone and marble fountains, and manicured hedges. Trickles of sweat streamed down his back. The thick straps of his heavy backpack dug into the skin of his shoulders. He’d never run so fast before, and he wasn’t sure how long he could keep moving at that pace. Worse yet, the sidewalk was so crowded with tourists, he was dodging and weaving just to stay on his feet. Parents pushing strollers; little kids clutching ice-cream cones and silvery, bobbing helium balloons; teenagers in short skirts and tank tops; everyone laughing and smiling and happy. Everyone except for Charlie, who was frantically crashing through the cheerful mob at full speed. The adults glared at him as he careened by, but there was nothing he could do. One glance back over his shoulder and it was instantly clear—they were gaining on him.


Loopy the Space Mouse was in front—huge black ears bobbing above the crowd, spaghetti thin arms undulating wildly at his sides, oversize hands in shiny silver astronaut gloves pawing at the air. His strange, almost manic smile seemed completely out of place as he shoved his way past a family of three, nearly upending a baby carriage as he went.


The Frog was a few steps behind his rodent cohort. Nearly a head taller, he was all gawky legs and arms, twisting and twirling as he moved like some sort of drunken gymnast. For a terrifying moment, one of his gigantic patchwork moon boots caught in the base of a vendor’s hot dog cart, but he somehow managed to pull it free, and then he was moving forward again, right behind Loopy, closing the distance to Charlie with each flop of his ridiculously long tongue.


Had Charlie not known what was going to happen if the two oversize cartoon monstrosities caught up to him, he would have found the scene hilarious. A twelve-year-old with an overstuffed backpack running through one of the most famous amusement parks in the world, chased by a gigantic mouse and an even bigger mutant frog. But to Charlie, the moment was anything but funny.


A burst of adrenaline pushed new energy into Charlie’s aching legs. He cut left, sprinting around a circular section of the path. A copper statue rose up at the center of the circle, protected by four of the most carefully pruned hedges he had ever seen. The statue depicted a young boy holding hands with the park’s most iconic creation—Loopy. In copper, Loopy looked a lot less threatening than the fierce, flopping creature now just a few yards behind Charlie.


“Somebody stop that kid!”


The muffled cry was enough to send new shards of fear through Charlie’s chest. People around him were pointing and staring, but Charlie kept on going. He didn’t need to look back to know where the cry had come from. Even muffled, Loopy didn’t sound like the Loopy from the cartoons; he sounded like an angry, out-of-breath adult.


Of course, it wasn’t really Loopy—there was, in fact, a man beneath the mouse. Twenty-one, maybe twenty-two years old, with scraggly, spiky brown hair and a mean-looking scar above his lip. Charlie thought his name was Barry, or maybe Gary; he couldn’t be sure, he’d only heard the name in passing. But the scar was impossible to forget. Charlie hadn’t gotten a look at the guy in the Frog costume, but the memory of that menacing scar was enough of an incentive to keep Charlie’s feet skidding against the pavement.


Eyes wild with growing fear, Charlie skirted around a pair of German tourists, too busy babbling in German and gawking at the costumed pursuers to make a grab at Charlie.


It was immediately obvious what was causing the clot of people, even at full speed. Charlie was awed by the scale alone of the architectural wonder in front of him.


Almost three hundred feet tall, Loopy’s Space Station was a sci-fi movie set come to life, topped by a single crystal antenna rising impossibly high into the Florida sky. Its design represented everything the Incredo Land amusement park was supposed to be: magnificent, whimsical, and utterly impractical. The large crowd was going to take at least half an hour to file through the arched tunnel feeding through the base of the space-age structure.


Instead, Charlie cut sharply to his left, exiting the  circular path. A minute later he was crossing over a curved bridge, and it was like changing a television channel: Everything around him shifted from future Earth to the first stop on Loopy’s journey through the planets. His sneakers kicked up meticulously designed clouds of reddish dust as he entered a section of the park known as Miraculous Mars at a breathless gallop.


Directly ahead, he could see people lining up for the Solar Sailboat that would take them to Mars Central Docking Station. Charlie’s memory danced back to three years ago, when he’d thrown up on that boat; more specifically, he’d thrown up all over his dad, right as the boat ride ended. At least Charlie’s parents had had the decency to buy him ice cream when he’d finally recovered from the trauma of barfing on a ride designed for children half his age.


But his parents weren’t around to help him this time. His dad and mom were five hundred miles away, enjoying a leisurely November afternoon in what was probably the quietest suburban corner of Massachusetts. Maybe his dad was outside, raking leaves, the cold moisture in the air fogging up his glasses. Maybe his mother was reading a book in her study, something scientific and complex, with a title Charlie wouldn’t even dare try to pronounce. For the first time in his life, Charlie’s parents weren’t going to be there to catch him if he fell. Looking back over his shoulder at those menacing giant ears bouncing over the curved bridge that connected the end of Solar Avenue to Miraculous Mars, Charlie knew there were things a whole lot worse than vomiting on his dad on a fake sailboat.


Charlie made another hard turn before he reached the Hall of Aliens—a terrifying place, full of angry-looking animatronic figures that seemed to have stepped right out of a horror movie. Now he was heading straight toward the Space Rock Carousel, which was exactly as it sounded, a revolving ride speckled with asteroid-shaped seats bounding beneath a canopy of near-seizure-inducing lights.


For a brief second, Charlie thought about hopping the low railing of the carousel and trying to lose himself in the whirl of colored rocks. But he discarded the idea almost as quickly as it came—it was a matter of simple physics. Too many people in too small an area. If there was anything that Charlie knew well, it was simple physics. In fact, it had been simple physics that had gotten him into this mess in the first place.


He continued forward, frantically searching for another option. His breaths had turned into gasps, and tight cramps spasmed up his calves. He wouldn’t be able to go much farther.


“Charlie?” A shout suddenly shot toward him from ahead. “Charlie Numbers?”


“Holy smokes!” Another voice, close to the first, rang out. “That is Charlie!”


Charlie skidded to a stop. He quickly picked out a shock of thick dark hair near the end of the line leading up to the carousel. Heck, Dylan Wigglesworth would’ve been easy to spot even if Charlie hadn’t known him since kindergarten. Not just because of that hair, piled above his oversize head like an angry storm cloud. For a sixth grader, Dylan was freakishly big all over. Mountainous shoulders jutting out of a sleeveless white tank top, hands that were more like a Great Dane’s paws, and a chin and neck that seemed to blend into one single body part. Charlie knew that the way he saw Dylan was colored by the fact that Dylan and his buddies had been tormenting Charlie for as long as he could remember. Dylan had one hand on the shoulder of his ever-present co-thug, Liam Anthony, and the other hand in front of him clutching a rapidly melting ice-cream cone. Dusty Bickle, the third wheel of their malevolent bully tricycle, was never far behind the duo. Liam and Dusty could have been brothers; they both had matching curly blond hair, horselike faces, and arms that seemed to be too long for their bodies. Dylan’s size and the wonder-twins’ elongated limbs made them good at baseball—the three had been dominating suburban Boston’s Little League for as long as Charlie could remember—but their prowess at the sport seemed to have an inverse relationship with the nature of their personalities. The more runs they scored each season, the worse they treated Charlie and his equally less-than-athletic friends.


At the moment, the look on Dylan’s face was much more astonishment than malice. The only time Dylan had seen Charlie run even close to that fast was when he himself was chasing Charlie around the school playground. When he caught sight of Loopy and the Frog, Dylan’s surprise turned to true shock. Charlie couldn’t help but feel a moment of perverse pride. It must have killed Dylan.


Charlie didn’t pause long enough to see what expression came after shock. He cut hard left, skirting the back of the line for the carousel, and headed toward a vaguely familiar building. Another space station, nowhere near as gargantuan as Loopy’s; instead of a crystal antenna, this space station was crowned with jutting dioramas meant to look like recognizable landmarks from all over planet Earth: A large smiling clock, a skeletal Eiffel Tower, a daggerish Leaning Tower of Pisa. As with the carousel, there was a line of people out front, waiting to get inside. Charlie raced past the line, looking for somewhere—anywhere—to hide. The cramps in his calves had already begun extending into his thighs; a few more minutes at this pace, and he was going to collapse.


In his desperation, he suddenly noticed something that put a burst of new air into his lungs. Ten feet past the line into the building, there was a maintenance door leading inside; a man dressed in white pants and a blue work shirt was exiting, his back to Charlie. If Charlie timed it just right—


The man let go of the door just as Charlie reached it. He slipped inside, the door clicking shut behind him. He was in a nearly dark hallway with cinder-block walls. The ceiling was barely lit by crisscrossing fluorescent tubes. Steam pipes jutted out from the cinder blocks like the threads of a metallic spiderweb, connected via curved junctions to big circular gears and rusting gaskets. And above the hiss from the pipes, a dull throb of music bled into the hallway from beyond both walls; the melody could only be described as sickly sweet. Charlie mouthed the words as he jogged down the hallway: Oh, the world keeps spinning, yes, it does. Beyond the music, he could hear the sound of running water.


He knew that on the other side of the cinder-block walls, little spaceships were carrying groups of visitors through a cartoonish geography lesson populated entirely by robot children: a futuristic menagerie of cyborgs populating an invented land of a time well beyond the present. As Charlie navigated between the pipes and gears, the music growing louder with each step, he imagined himself wandering deeper and deeper into the working bowels that kept that cartoon world revolving: Rust, steam, cinder block, crackling fluorescent tubes—these were the guts that made up that spinning world, yes, they were. . . .


Slowly, Charlie’s terror began to subside. Maybe his pursuers hadn’t seen him going through the maintenance door—maybe they had run right by. Maybe Charlie was free and clear. He shifted the backpack against his shoulders, taking some of the weight off his aching back . . . when he heard the click of a lock being opened from somewhere behind him, and then the sound of a door swinging inward.


He didn’t look back, he just ran. Deeper, deeper into the building, the pipes and gears flashing by on either side as he went, the flickering lights casting jagged shadows as his feet skidded across the cement hallway floor. He turned a corner, then another—and suddenly, his eyes went wide. Ten feet ahead, the hallway ended in a dead end, entirely blocked by a faceless steel door.


Charlie didn’t even pause. He hit the door with both hands out in front of him and felt the blow right up to his elbows. It didn’t budge. Charlie cried out, throwing all his weight against the steel, every ounce of strength—and nothing. It was locked. He was trapped.


“Like a rat in a cage, kid,” a muffled voice echoed from behind him. “You’re not going anywhere.”


Charlie slowly turned away from the door. Loopy the Space Mouse stalked down the hallway, his sausagelike, silver-gloved fingers tracing the piping along the cinder block walls as he went. The Frog lumbered behind Loopy, those huge moon boots slapping ominously against the cement floor.


Charlie pressed back against the steel, his legs trembling beneath him. Not good. Not good. Not good. Loopy came to a stop a few feet away, then carefully reached up and placed his two enormous hands on either side of his own orbital head. With a twist, he pulled the head off and placed it gently on the floor by his feet. The man’s face, now freed from the Loopy head, was flushed, his spiky hair dripping with sweat. He jabbed at Charlie with one of his oversize fingers.


“Hand over the backpack, kid. There’s nowhere else to run.”


Charlie closed his eyes, his shoulders sagging. Slowly, he reached for the backpack. In that moment, he couldn’t help thinking that other kids his age were safe in their classrooms at schools across the country, taking tests, reading books, playing on playgrounds. And here he was, cornered in a dark hallway in the bowels of one of the biggest amusement parks on earth—and things were about to get ugly.


The worst part was, he had no one to blame but himself. . . .
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Newton, Massachusetts, Three Months Earlier


IN THE BEGINNING, THERE were potato chips.


Well, they weren’t exactly potato chips. They came in a little plastic bag and their shape was vaguely chiplike, but that was where the resemblance ended. The ingredients on the bag were printed entirely in Japanese; nobody could say for sure what they were made of. Most of the sixth grade at Nagassack Middle School was convinced it had to be some sort of soy product, though a few rebellious souls maintained that the chips were reconstituted seaweed. Since Charlie’s parents were both vegetarians, he’d become pretty adept at identifying seaweed in all its variations. It was actually pretty amazing what you could make out of seaweed. For his part, he was pretty sure that the chips did not come from the ocean. Even the name matched its cartoonish appearance—spelled out in bright red block letters splayed across the front and back of the plastic bag with a picture of a lizard sticking its airplane-propeller tongue out at you.


Despite the mysterious ingredients, these Yum Yum Chippers were the only even remotely palatable item left in the vending machine that stood just inside the main entrance to Nagassack Middle School. The Middle School PTA had made sure of that two years earlier, banning soft drinks, sugary snacks, and high-salt treats, all of it swept away after a unanimous vote by the handful of parents and teachers bored enough to spend a sweltering spring Tuesday evening locked away in a middle-school gymnasium.


Of course, the kids hadn’t gotten a vote. Instead, they got a vending machine full of rice cakes that tasted like cardboard disks, celery-based snack packs you’d feel bad feeding to a goat, apple slices that went brown the second you opened the biodegradable packaging, and Yum Yum Chippers. Surely, the fact that the school had a vending machine at all, which students were allowed to visit in the brief few minutes between classes, was a luxury that many middle schools had to live without. But that didn’t stop anyone from complaining. The sad state of the vending machine was an issue that crossed all class and clique boundaries.


But the political ramifications of the PTA’s vote were far from Charlie Lewis’s thoughts. Charlie crouched low behind a bright yellow plastic garbage can at the end of a long palisade of aluminum lockers that bisected the school’s main entrance. From his vantage point, he had a clear view of the vending machine. And he was mostly hidden from the continuous slipstream of kids moving in through the glass revolving front doors of the building. Five minutes before eight a.m. was the highest traffic period of the day, which was exactly why Charlie had chosen that moment to plan his attempt. He’d never been the type of person who left things to chance.


“How does it look?” he hissed back over his shoulder. “You see any bogies?”


Jeremy Draper leaned out from an alcove three lockers back, his mop of curly red hair flouncing over his freckled face. Jeremy was an exceedingly stringy kid, with pipe-cleaner limbs and a neck that could have doubled as a garden hose. He’d been the tallest kid in their class since the second grade, which might one day be a good thing. Jeremy had been Charlie’s best friend since before preschool; their mothers had met in a natural childbirth class in downtown Boston well before they were born, so Charlie had heard every nickname Jeremy had endured: Scarecrow, Stretch, Plastic Man, String Bean, Bean Pole, Green Bean, and a dozen other variations on “bean.” The names had followed Jeremy all the way until the last week of fifth grade, when his school-wide identity had gone through a radical and abrupt change. Unfortunately, the change had not been for the better.


“Watch where you’re standing, Diapers!”


Charlie watched as Jeremy dodged his head just in time to avoid the soccer ball tearing by his right ear. The ball ricocheted off one of the lockers, then rebounded back toward the eighth-grade soccer player who had kicked it at him. Jeremy mumbled something toward the kid, purposely too quiet for anyone to hear. Both Jeremy and Charlie had learned early on, it was incredibly hard to fight a nickname, especially one with a backstory as good as Jeremy’s.


It had happened nearly five days before the start of the last summer break: Jeremy had been rushing to beat the morning bell, and with legs as long and awkward as his, rushing was never a good idea. To this day, it still wasn’t clear whether somebody had tripped him, or whether he’d stumbled over one of his own feet. What was clear, however, was that when he’d hit the ground, Jeremy’s backpack had come open, spreading its contents all over the front hall of the school. Not books, not pencils or pens or any other sort of school supply. Diapers. At least a dozen, with brightly colored flowers speckled across their fronts, sliding mercilessly across the tiled floor. Nobody cared that Jeremy had a rapidly growing five-week-old baby sister at home, or that his sleep-deprived mother had accidentally packed newly purchased diapers instead of notebooks in Jeremy’s bag; all that mattered was that a new nickname had been born. From that moment on, Jeremy Draper had become Diapers.


The eighth grader with the soccer ball dribbled by, and once again the coast looked clear. After a nod from Jeremy, Charlie started forward, inching out of the relative safety provided by the yellow garbage can.


From the long corridor of aluminum lockers, Charlie moved into the brightly lit, semicircular front atrium, which was dominated by the glass revolving doors. Five minutes to the opening bell, the doors were pretty much pinwheels of glass, spitting students into the school’s main building in a steady metronome of motion. When the school had been built back in the seventies, it had seemed as good a design as any.


Like most modern interpretations of things that were very old, the Nagassack front entrance didn’t make a lot of sense. The revolving door, fluorescent lights, and space-age windows made the place look like one of the high-tech firms out on Route 128. Meanwhile, the wooden rafters, paneled walls, and intensely wild brush that ringed most of the campus made you feel as if you were standing in the foyer of some sort of hunting cabin. Skulking toward the vending machine, Charlie wouldn’t have been surprised to have seen moose antlers jutting out from the nearest wall.


Almost there, Charlie mouthed to himself as he covered the last few yards. His sneakers were almost soundless against the tiled floor. He could feel Jeremy’s eyes on him from his secure position back by the lockers. A few more steps. Charlie could almost make out his reflection in the front glass of the vending machine, and a burst of anticipation moved through him. The machine was more than simply a depository for some bizarre, phenomenally healthy form of snack food. At Nagassack, the vending machine was an anchor in the chaotic, ever-changing flux of life. Only two weeks into sixth grade, the quest for Yum Yum Chippers had become an integral part of Charlie’s routine.


He tiptoed the last few feet to the machine. Glancing around to make sure he was still unnoticed, he dug a hand into his back pocket, counting out the proper number of coins. His jeans were loose, which made finding the right coins significantly easier. In point of fact, all his clothes were loose; he was positively swimming in his collared long-sleeve shirt, and his socks were balled up around his ankles. Like his best friend, Jeremy, Charlie had always been too skinny. Up until very recently, that hadn’t mattered. Charlie wasn’t exactly sure when kids had started to notice how different other kids could be, but things seemed to be getting progressively worse. Not Lord of the Flies, fight-to-the-death-on-a-jungle-island worse, but bad enough.


He retrieved the coins from his pocket and quickly shoved them into the slot halfway up the vending machine. Then he hit the correct button with his palm, and watched as the corkscrew mechanism behind the glass slowly twisted the Yum Yum Chippers toward the front. “Hurry up, hurry up, hurry up.” And then finally, the chips plummeted the few feet to the base of the machine. With a motion like a striking snake, Charlie’s right arm shot out and into the machine’s retrieval bin, and his fingers closed on the smooth, crinkly surface of the Yum Yum Chippers bag. Grinning, Charlie turned back toward Jeremy and the safety of the lockers.


“Well, look what we have here. My favorite little buddy with my favorite snack.”


Charlie exhaled as he looked up into the oblong, doughy face of Dylan Wigglesworth. He could hear Liam Anthony and Dusty Bickle cackling from somewhere behind their leader, but he couldn’t see past the mountainous giant’s hulking form.


“Dylan, doesn’t this get old after a while?”


Charlie tried to sound tough, but inside, he was mostly liquid. It was true, this had been going on for quite a while now; after all, he, Dylan, and most of his class at Nagassack had been going to school together since kindergarten. In the beginning, they had all been roughly the same size, and Dylan had simply been a run-of-the-mill jerk, making fun of Charlie and pretty much everyone else, just for the sheer pleasure of it. But as their physical geometry changed, and Dylan grew and grew and grew, the tenor of their relationship had also changed. Dylan had morphed into an out-and-out bully. If you didn’t play baseball, you were a fair target. And since Charlie had never hit or caught a ball and had basically avoided any kind of object thrown in his general direction since he was about three years old, he was extremely high on Dylan’s list.


“Okay, Numbers,” Dylan grunted. “You know the drill. Hand over the chips.”


Charlie could feel other eyes on him, and not just Liam’s and Dusty’s. A small crowd had materialized in the front entrance, as it always seemed to do when something like this happened. Charlie knew that Jeremy was somewhere in that crowd, probably quivering with the urge to do something. Charlie also knew that Jeremy wouldn’t dare.


If this had been some after-school special, or a movie aimed at middle-school kids, this would have been the moment when Charlie Lewis would have become a “man.” He’d have said something witty, tossed the chips into the air, then given Dylan the thrashing of a lifetime. Or perhaps he would’ve said something charming, maybe talk about their shared childhood, and the two of them would have hugged, friends once more.


Instead, Charlie lowered his eyes as he held the bag of chips out in front of him. Dylan grunted again, disdain written across his face. To him, Charlie was nobody, nothing, just another nerd or geek or dork. He wasn’t even Charlie Lewis, he was Numbers. Just some kid who was good at math but couldn’t catch a baseball.


“Yeah, that’s what I thought.”


Dylan roughly grabbed the bag out of Charlie’s hand, then showed it to Liam and Dusty behind him.


“Looks like breakfast is on Numbers,” he said, laughing. The others joined in, along with some of the watching crowd.


Charlie sighed. He was about to slink away, when a flash of motion came from Dylan’s left, and the scene suddenly froze like it was painted on a pane of glass.


Dylan’s eyes went wide as he watched a hand reach out and grab the bag of chips right out of his pincerlike grip. Both he and Charlie turned at the same time to see two kids who had suddenly materialized, as if out of thin air, right next to them. It took Charlie a full beat to recognize the kid standing closest to them, who was now holding the Yum Yum Chippers in his extended right hand. The kid was wearing a faded leather flight jacket and stylish black jeans, and had a wide grin on his angular face.


“Looks like we got a situation here,” he said through his grin. “One bag of chips, two hungry sixth graders. A real cluster jam of supply and demand. So how are we going to work this out?”


Charlie could tell that Dylan was just as flabbergasted as he was; Dylan’s mouth was wide open, his lower lips starting to quiver. The watching crowd had gone silent as well.


Everyone at Nagassack knew who Finn Carter was—at least everyone had heard of the seventh grader, even if many had hardly ever seen him in person. He was one of those kids who Charlie had heard whispers about for as long as he could remember. Crazy smart, a boy genius who had been bumped up in classes since the third grade; but nobody would have ever called Finn Carter a nerd. Athletic, handsome, taller than average, with limbs as chiseled and taut as his prominent cheekbones and triangle chin. Finn had been captain of the Nagassack swim team for three years in a row and had been widely considered the best swimmer in Eastern Massachusetts since winning a state championship in fifth grade. Just last year, Finn had taken his team all the way to the national finals, himself the front-runner in four different swimming styles. The team was set to take victory at the meet. And then something happened. The final day of competition, the morning of the main team relay that would have secured Nagassack the gold medal and its first national victory in school history, and Finn hadn’t showed up. It had been one heck of scandal at the time. Nobody had been quite sure what had happened. Finn had never spoken about it, never given an excuse, never given any sort of apology. Finn had simply not shown up.


And that’s where most of the whispers about Finn Carter had ended. Finn had been like a ghost at Nagassack from that moment on, a kid you just didn’t see in the hall or pass on your way to class. In fact, this was the first time that Charlie had seen the seventh grader up close. Dark hair in jaunty waves, falling down over his tan forehead. Ski slope cheekbones, and that knife-sharp, angled chin. Eyes the shape of almonds. Up close, Finn looked kind of like an anime character from a Japanese manga. Finn was an enigma in black jeans and a distressed leather flight jacket.


“What do you think, Magic,” Finn continued, this time over his left shoulder, to the other kid standing behind him. “Should I get all Solomon in the situation, cut the bag in half and let the chips fall where they may? Or does might make right?”


Charlie looked past Finn, to the fireplug of a kid standing a few feet behind him. Finn was a mystery, a kid you just didn’t see day-to-day at Nagassack; but Michael Buster, the Magic Bus, or usually just Magic, was someone you simply couldn’t miss. Another seventh grader like Finn, Magic was also a standout personality at the school, but for very different reasons. Magic was a notorious class clown, a bit of a loudmouth, and sometimes even a bad seed. Even though Magic was short for his age, he was built like a battering ram, with a flat cube of a head and legs like tree stumps, and he wore a daily uniform of brightly colored tie-dyed shirts, always paired with cargo shorts. He’d been sent home for ignoring the school’s dress code so many times that teachers had finally just given up. Along the way, Magic had racked up more detention hours than anyone else in the history of Nagassack. Magic had received his nickname during one such Saturday morning spent in school-ordained captivity, using the opportunity to try out a routine he had learned online—something involving a pair of chameleons borrowed from the science room and a top hat with a secret compartment sewn into the lining. Of course, the trick had gone horribly wrong; to this day, the lizards were thought to be living somewhere in the rafters of the school. And Magic had earned himself three more weeks of detention along with his brand-new nom de plume.


At the moment, Magic was grinning almost as widely as his friend Finn while he stepped forward, poking a stumpy finger into Dylan’s chest.


“We could wrestle for it. I’m not sure I’m in this one’s weight class, but I’m willing to make a go of it.”


There was sweat beading on Dylan’s upper lip. Charlie could see that his nemesis was more than a little bit put off by the presence of the two older kids. Even though Dylan was bigger than both of them, and he had his two buddies behind him, the two seventh graders were an imposing sight. Magic was thickly built and, more important, didn’t seem to care about getting in trouble. And Finn was a mystery. At the moment, there was a frightening spark in those almond eyes. Something was going on here that Charlie did not understand. And if Charlie didn’t understand it, Dylan certainly would be beyond lost.


“Keep the chips,” Dylan finally growled. He stepped away from Magic’s finger, then gave Charlie a final look. “We’ll talk again later, Numbers.”


With that, Dylan turned and stalked away. Liam and Dusty follow dutifully behind. Eventually, the crowd of onlookers disbursed. Charlie wanted to leave too. Really, he wanted to turn and run as fast as he could, but the two seventh graders were still standing in front of him. So he just stood there, waiting.


When the crowd was mostly gone, Finn showed him an amiable smile.


“Here you go, champ,” Finn said. “But you really should be more careful about what you put into your body.”


He tossed the bag of chips to Charlie. It hit Charlie in the chest, and he made a grab for it, but of course the bag fell right through his fingers. As he bent down to pick it up, he noticed Finn’s military-style boots, and Magic’s flip-flops. Another Saturday detention waiting to happen.


“Uh, thanks.”


Charlie straightened back up, clearing his throat as he tried to think of what to say. It was a bizarre situation, the two seventh graders acting like Good Samaritans in a place that was pretty short on random acts of kindness. Charlie glanced past them and caught sight of Jeremy. Jeremy was shooting him a look that was easy to read: Get the heck out of there, man, before something else happens! But Charlie was frozen in place.


“Don’t let that jerk get you down,” Finn responded, still smiling. “Guys like him spend their lives trying to prove something. Guys like us, well, we don’t have anything to prove.”


Charlie raised his eyebrows. Guys like us? Up until this moment, he would never have imagined that Finn would even know who he was. And even if the older kid somehow recognized Charlie from some school photo album, what could they possibly have in common?


“Well,” Charlie murmured. “I certainly appreciate the help. I’m just glad you happened to be walking by.”


“With a name like Numbers, you can’t possibly believe in coincidences, can you?”


Charlie’s mouth opened, but he didn’t know what to say. He wasn’t sure what Finn meant by the question. He glanced up at the clock fixed into one of the wooden rafters near the ceiling, saw that it was barely a minute before the morning bell, but he still felt rooted in place.


“Numbers isn’t really my name.”


“We know who you are, Charlie. And we know why they call you that. We’re just here, making conversation.”


And suddenly, at that moment, the shrill sound of the morning bell reverberated through the front atrium. A shiver moved down Charlie’s spine, not entirely due to the metallic vibration from the bell. The situation was getting stranger by the second. Charlie cast another look at Jeremy, saw his friend waving his spindly arms, gesturing that they were going to be late. Maybe Finn and Magic didn’t care about getting detentions, but Charlie had never been in trouble in his life.


“Okay, then. We should be on our way to class. Thanks again, and I guess I owe you guys.”


“If you really mean that,” Finn said, sliding his hands into the pockets of his leather jacket, “there is a way you could pay us back.”


“It’s just a bag of potato chips,” Charlie started, but Finn laughed. Magic reached out and gave Charlie’s shoulder a friendly squeeze.


“Relax, kid,” Magic said. “We’re not here to give you a hard time. We just want to invite you to join us on a little excursion this Saturday.”


“I assume you’re free?” Finn added, arching an eyebrow.


The morning bell went silent, the metallic sound still echoing in Charlie’s ears.


“This Saturday?” he asked. “I mean, I’ve got a lot of homework, and I think my parents might have something planned—”


“I totally understand,” Finn interrupted, shrugging amiably. “But if you change your mind, or somehow find some free time—the Sherwood Halloween Fair. Ever heard of it?”


Charlie blinked. Of course he had heard of the Sherwood Halloween Fair. The annual fall carnival was one of the highlights of the season. Although it was a weak little sibling to the larger carnivals in places like Salem or Concord, the Sherwood Fair was less than twenty minutes from Nagassack, and certainly worth the brief car trip and the five-dollar entrance fee.


“Sure,” Charlie said. “What about it?”


Finn smiled again—then suddenly turned and headed toward the revolving glass door that led out of the school, Magic right behind him. Two minutes after the morning bell, classes already probably starting, and the two seventh graders were heading outside.


“If you finish your homework,” Finn responded as he entered the glass revolving door, “meet us at Sherwood, and you’ll find out. By the midway games, say two p.m.”


With that, in a swirl of glass and distressed leather, Finn was gone. Magic gave Charlie a final wave, then followed his mysterious friend into the revolving door.


“Enjoy your chips, Charlie.”


Charlie watched Magic’s flip-flops as they vanished within a whirl of motion. Alone by the vending machine, he could barely feel the bag of chips against his palm. He shook his head, then quickly rejoined Jeremy by the lockers.


“What was that all about?” Jeremy asked as they started toward their first-period class.


“I have no idea,” Charlie answered truthfully.


But deep down, Charlie was more than a little curious. He thought about what Finn had said, about there being no such things as coincidences. If Finn and Magic hadn’t run into him by the vending machine randomly, well, the whole scene didn’t make much sense.


“We’re going to be late,” Jeremy grumbled, propelling himself forward on his giraffelike legs.


Charlie followed two steps behind, still lost in thought.


He couldn’t shake the feeling. Something big was about to happen.
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GREEN.


A lush and brilliant interlocking tapestry of green, flashing by at close to thirty mph. Charlie felt himself disappearing into that deep well of color as he pressed his face against the cold glass window. Ten days after Labor Day and the trees had not yet begun to change, but the colors seemed all the more intense because they were now so temporary. A few more weeks and the green would give way to an entirely different palette, reds and yellows and browns, nature’s fireworks painted in strokes of leaf and daggers of bark.


“The turn should be right up here,” Charlie’s dad interrupted. “Unless we passed it already. I mean, I guess we could have passed it. But if we passed it, we can just turn around at the next mile marker. Still, I’m pretty sure it’s right up here.”


Charlie closed his eyes, pressing his face harder against the glass. An unintentional smile flickered across his lips. Even with his eyes closed, he knew that his dad was poking at the GPS control panel with one hand while tapping nervously at the steering wheel with the other. The GPS, of course, had been turned off the entire drive over from their house. His dad never used it until they were within spitting distance of their destination. Not because he had confidence in his sense of direction—in fact, quite the opposite. Charlie’s dad could get lost trying to find his way out of a cardboard box. It was just that he didn’t seem to remember the car even had a GPS until it was usually too late.


That was the thing with genius; it often had zero application in real life. His dad was a double PhD in physics and engineering, a tenured professor at MIT, one of the top scientists in New England, and he still had no idea how to work the most basic functions of his two-year-old Volvo. Even worse, he had made this trip at least once a year since Charlie was five. Usually, Charlie’s mom was in the front passenger seat, navigating. Today, Charlie was glad that his mom has been too busy getting her latest paper ready for publication, because it was going to be a lot easier to ditch his dad, rather than both his parents together, when they reached the fair. Not that his mom was any less oblivious than his scientist father. She was Charlie’s dad’s equal in most respects. Two PhDs, in biology and virology, and just as much difficulty in dealing with the most basic elements of day-to-day life. Charlie’s mom could write papers that led to lifesaving drugs for cancer patients, but the last time she’d packed Charlie’s lunch for school, he’d opened up the brown bag to find two uncooked eggs and a piece of toast buttered with cottage cheese.
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