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Sam   Buttler   
Chapter   1   

  

“It   wasn’t   my   fault,”   Sam   screamed   as   he   wrenched   himself   away   from   her   grasp.   “I   
didn’t   do   anything.”    I   really   didn’t ,   he   thought   to   himself.   This   kind   of   thing   happened   all   the   
time,   and   he   always   got   the   blame.    

“Eva   saw   you   do   it!”   Mrs.   Dillinger   huffed   at   Sam   in   her   usual   disdainful   tone,   as   she   
re-gripped   his   forearm   with   a   firmer   hand.   

“Then   she’s   lying,”   Sam   pleaded   as   he   tried   to   pull   himself   out   of   her   tightened   grasp   
again.   “She   couldn’t   have   seen   me   do   it   because   I   didn’t.”   

“Then   how   do   you   explain   why   Erica   is   covered   in   orange   paint?”   Mrs.   Dillinger   
countered,   staring   down   her   nose   at   the   ten-year   old   boy   with   plenty   of   scorn   learned   from   
a   school-year   full   of   such   incidents.   

He   absolutely   hated   when   people   lookamajudged   down   their   noses   at   him.   
Unfortunately,   everybody   looked   down   on   Sam.   He   was   small   for   his   age.   Even   eight-year   
olds   looked   down   on   Sam.     

But   that   wasn’t   what   really   irked   him.   What   really   needled   Sam   was   that   most   people   
looked   down   on   Sam   because   he   wore   messy   clothes,   and   his   face   was   often   covered   in   
some   form   of   grime,   grease,   or   goo   that   appeared   out   of   thin   air.   

It   wasn’t   that   Sam   didn't   take   care   of   himself.   In   fact,   from   Sam’s   point   of   view,   he   
cleaned   his   clothes   and   washed   his   face   far   more   than   the   other   kids   in   his   class.   The   thing   
was   that   grease   stains   and   oil   splotches   seemed   to   gravitate   towards   him.     

Just   that   morning,   Sam   had   gotten   dressed   in   a   freshly   cleaned   pair   of   blue   jeans,   and   
moments   later,   an   ink   splotch   or   random   black   gunk   splatter   crawled   its   way   up   his   pant   
leg.   Sam   hadn’t   moved   ten   paces   from   his   dresser   drawers   before   he   noticed   this   new   
addition   to   his   wardrobe.     
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Now,   some   of   the   brown,   black   or   puke   green   stains   made   sense   because   he   lived   in   a   
dingy   apartment   above   his   Uncle   Tee’s   machine   shop.   So   there   were   plenty   of   opportunities   
for   a   young   man   to   accidentally   pick   up   a   little   grease   glob   here   or   a   streak   of   rust   fines   
there.     

But   Sam   was   always   extra   careful   because   his   already   short   stature   made   him   the   
natural   choice   for   the   class   bully’s   “attention.”   Every   smudge   or   dribble   on   his   clothes   just   
secured   that   position   further.   

Sam   took   every   possible   measure   to   avoid   bumping   into   pistons   or   fan   belts   or   engines   
that   were   strewn   all   over   his   Uncle   Tee’s   shop,   and   to   everyone’s   relief   Sam   avoided   the   
shop   in   general.   Each   morning   after   breakfast,   after   he   brushed   his   teeth   and   after   he   
changed   into   clean   clothes,   Sam   took   a   carefully   planned   route   out   of   his   bedroom,   down   
the   corridor,   and   out   the   back   door,   to   avoid   collecting   grime.     

This   morning,   like   every   morning,   Sam   stepped   in   the   exact   right   places,   and   he   avoided   
touching   any   furniture,   and   especially   the   walls,   which   were   covered   in   half-peeled   beige   
paint.   Yet,   somehow,   there   it   was:   a   smear   of   sticky   who-knows-what   on   his   shabby   blue   
jeans.     

By   the   time   he   got   to   school,   Sam   had   four   more   splotches:   two   on   his   face,   one   on   his   
pants,   and   one   on   the   right   sleeve   of   his   hoodie.   In   the   school   bathroom,   he   washed   his   face   
clean,   but   found   another   splotch   on   his   neck   just   after   the   bell   rang   to   mark   the   beginning   
of   writing   class.   To   say   “he   found   it”   might   not   be   accurate.   Rather,   Michael   Doveland   
pointed   it   out,   with   a   great   deal   of   accompanied   laughter   from   the   whole   class.     

It   wasn’t   just   Sam’s   clothes   and   skin   that   attracted   one   mess   after   another.   It   was   
everything   around   him.   The   ceiling   and   floor   above   and   below   his   home   room   desk   were   
covered   in   everything   from   paint   splatter   and   glitter   to   strawberry   bits,   and   Sam   never   ate   
strawberries.   

Whenever   a   mess   happened   anywhere   near   Sam,   he   inevitably   got   the   blame   even   
though   nobody   ever   saw   him   do   anything,   though   plenty   claimed   they   did.   One   moment,   
everything   would   be   neat   and   orderly,   and   the   next,   a   bottle   of   rubber   cement   would   land   
bottom   side   up   in   Andrew   Dunbee’s   hair.     

It   wasn’t   fair,   but   Sam   had   grown   used   to   life   being   unfair.   Sam’s   mom   and   dad   worked   
night   shifts   at   the   dump,   which   meant   that   Sam   rarely   saw   them.   The   other   boys   said   that   
Sam’s   parents   found   him   in   the   dump,   and   that   was   why   he   was   always   covered   in   gunk.    

So,   when   Sam   found   himself   being   pulled   by   the   arm,   down   the   hall,   to   the   principal’s   
office,   he   wasn’t   terribly   surprised.   He   knew   the   drill   quite   well.   He   would   get   a   stern   

5   



talking   to   and   then   be   sent   home   on   an   omni-bus.   Sam   would   have   to   explain   to   his   parents   
why   he   woke   them   up   by   coming   home   in   the   middle   of   the   day.     

Another   day   in   paradise,    Sam   mused   acidly.   

This   time   turned   out   to   be   no   different   than   any   other,   or   at   least   until   he   boarded   the   
ratty   old   omni-bus   -   a   bus   that   does   everything,   including   self-driving,   self-repairing,   and   
self-guiding   around   town.   Sam   was   drawing   patterns   on   the   moisture-covered   window   and   
watching   shabby   buildings   glide   by   when   the   bus   stopped   in   the   middle   of   the   road.   He   
could   hear   bus   tires   skid   on   this   unusually   cold   and   wet   road   for   a   day   so   late   in   May.   

Self   driving   busses   just   weren’t   supposed   to   do   that   sort   of   thing.   They   are   never   
expected   to   fail,   given   their   ultra-efficient   AIs   and   nanites   that   constantly   repaired   their   
parts.   But,   if   the   ever-so-rare   event   of   a   mechanical   breakdown   happened,   the   bus   was   
supposed   to   safely   pull   over   to   the   side   of   the   road.     

Unlike   any   other   day,   and   unlike   any   other   street,   this   omni-bus   just   stopped.   The   
self-driving   cars   on   either   side   whizzed   on   by.   Cars   behind   had   to   brake   hard   and   swerve   to   
avoid   what   would   have   been   a   quite   unfortunate   accident.     

Of   course,   two   more   splotches   appeared   on   Sam’s   clothes   at   that   very   moment,   not   that   
he   noticed.   Something   far   stranger   happened   just   then.   A   man   in   even   grubbier   clothes   than   
Sam’s   walked   across   four   lanes   of   traffic   as   if   he   were   out   for   a   leisurely   Sunday   morning   
stroll.   Cars   weaved   this   way   and   that   to   avoid   the   man   as   he   walked   straight   at   Sam   and   his   
omni-bus.   

To   Sam’s   jaw-gravitating   amazement,   the   man   walked   up   to   the   omni-bus’s   door,   which   
opened   for   him   like   it   was   a   bus   stop,   and   stepped   up   and   in   as   if   this   were   the   most   normal   
thing   in   the   world.   He   plopped   himself   down   in   the   front   seat,   and   leaned   against   the   
window.   Sam   could   hear   the   bedraggled   man   hum   merrily   to   himself   as   if   nothing   unusual   
had   happened   at   all.     

When   Sam   looked   around   at   the   other   three   passengers,   he   saw   that   each   had   an   
unblinking,   far-off   gaze   and   a   blank   expression   to   match.   They   showed   no   signs   of   
recognizing   the   world   around   them.   Turning   around   in   his   seat,   Sam   waved   a   hand   in   front   
of   a   young   Asian   woman’s   face   and   found   no   response   whatsoever.   Then,   the   omni-bus   
lurched   forward   into   the   regular   stream   of   traffic.     

At   that   very   moment,   as   he   was   knocked   off   balance,   the   young   woman’s   eyes   fluttered,   
and   her   expression   changed   from   that   of   a   daydreaming   zombie   to   one   of   shock   and   anger.   
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To   Sam’s   surprise,   she   was   not   surprised   by   anything   that   he   had   just   observed.   Instead,   her   
consternation   and   anger   were   focused   in   his   general   direction.     

“Shoo!”   she   said   curtly,   brushing   Sam   away   with   a   wave   of   her   hand.   “What   do   you   think   
you’re   doing?”   

“Nothing   ma’am,”   he   said   reflexively.   “Sorry.”   He   promptly   took   his   seat   and   stared   
straight   forward,   pointedly   not   looking   back   at   the   angry   woman.   Even   if   he   couldn’t   see   
her,   he   could   tell   that   her   eyes   spat   daggers   at   the   back   of   his   head.   

Sam   sat,   still   as   a   stone,   wondering   what   had   just   happened.   He   intently   watched   the   
grubby   man   in   the   front   seat,   but   the   man   never   turned   and   never   stopped   humming.    I   did’t   
do   a   thing,   and   I   got   in   trouble,   and   this   guy   just   walks   across   multiple   lanes   of   traffic   and   he   
gets   away   with   it,    Sam   snarked.    ‘Cause   that’s   fair!    Sam   watched   this   man   so   closely   that   he   
nearly   forgot   to   get   off   the   omni-bus   at   his   stop.     

With   a   quick   grab   of   his   rucksack,   Sam   dashed   off   the   bus,   avoiding   the   eyes   of   the   other   
passengers,   especially   the   young   asian   woman   and   the   slovenly   man   at   the   front   of   the   
omni.   

It   wasn’t   until   minutes   later   that   Sam   realized   his   water   bottle   was   not   with   him.   A   wad   
of   gum   occupied   the   place   where   the   bottle   should   have   been,   and   Sam   hadn’t   had   gum   in   
over   a   year,   so   it   wasn’t   his.   

“Great!”   Sam   muttered   as   he   unlocked   the   back   door   to   his   uncle’s   shop.   Now   he   would   
have   to   explain   how   he   lost   his   water   bottle   on   top   of   everything   else.   

  

  

Something   you   should   know   about   Sam   is   that   he   was   born   a   few   decades   after   they   
invented   The   Treatment.   To   Sam,   and   most   other   people,   The   Treatment   seemed   almost   
magical.   When   every   child   was   born,   they   were   immediately   taken   off   to   a   secretive   tech   
room   in   the   hospital   to   get   The   Treatment.     

The   details   were   complicated,   but   the   procedure   was   definitely   not   magic.   At   birth,   
every   infant   had   a   small   computer   chip   installed   at   the   back   of   their   heads,   in   their   
brainstems.   No,   it   wasn’t   uber   scary.   That   chip   was   like   a   small   computer   or   tablet,   but   it   
was   way   cooler.   Imagine   being   able   to   think   of   anything,   and   then   seeing   it.   Imagine   the   
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coolest   video   game,   and   then   being   able   to   jump   right   in   so   you   could   feel,   touch,   and   even   
smell   the   game.   

Another   cool   part   of   The   Treatment   was   that   you   would   live   forever.   That   silicon   chip   in   
the   back   of   everyone’s   brain   controlled   nanites,   or   tiny   atomic-scale   machines,   that   traveled   
around   one’s   bloodstream,   having   access   to   every   organ   and   cell   in   your   body.   These   tiny   
machines   could   attack   viruses   and   bacteria   so   you   never   got   sick.   They   could   cut   out   a   fat   
cell   here   and   add   a   muscle   cell   there.   They   could   replace   old   and   dying   cells   with   brand   new   
ones.   

The   Treatment   helped   with   other   things   too.   If   you   wanted   to   know   how   to   spell   
platypus,   you   just   thought   it,   and   the   spelling   came   to   you.   Pretty   cool,   right?   It   gets   even   
cooler.   You   could   eat   brussel   sprouts   and   choose   to   taste   a   chocolate   sundae.   

Needless   to   say,   the   computer   in   Sam’s   brain   did   not   work   like   it   was   supposed   to.   
Instead   of   tasting   chocolate   sundaes,   he   would   often   taste   a   cheeseburger   with   maple   
syrup,   or   pancakes   with   salsa.   Sam   didn’t   think   it   was   very   funny,   but   he   had   learned   to   
expect   odd   tastes.   His   chip   also   returned   words   with   misspellings.   For   example,   Sam’s   
artificial   intelligence   chip   would   spell   “misspelling”   as   “Ms.    S pelling.”   

Roughly   around   his   usual   lunch   time   Sam   quietly   opened   the   refrigerator   door   and   
pulled   out   a   cold   packet   of   plain   tofu,   which   was   all   his   parents   could   afford.   It   was   always   
plain   tofu.   He   had   no   idea   what   flavor   the   chip   in   his   brain   would   give   him   this   time.   For   the   
millionth   time,   he   asked   why   The   Treatment   didn’t   work   right   for   him.   He   tiptoed   to   the   
dining   room   table,   and   tried   not   to   wake   his   parents   just   yet.   Sam   popped   a   small   square   of   
the   bland   tofu   into   his   mouth,   hoping   for   the   taste   of   donuts.   Instead,   he   tasted   cheesy   puffs   
with   applesauce.     

After   he   finished   up   his   tofu-cheesy-puff-applesauce   lunch   and   carefully   placed   the   
package   in   the   recycler,   Sam   pulled   out   his   homework.   This   was   one   of   the   other   things   Sam   
hated   about   his   AI.   While   other   kids   his   age   just   checked   the   answers   on   their   internal   
computers,   Sam   could   not.   Where   the   answer   of   fifteen   plus   two   was   obviously   seventeen,   
his   computer   might   return   seventy   one   or   two   hundred   thirty   seven.   Homework   just   took   a   
lot   longer   than   it   did   for   other   kids.   

It   was   shortly   before   bedtime   that   Sam   was   still   at   the   dining   room   table,   at   work   on   a   
report   about   Bengal   tigers,   when   he   heard   the   typical   bumping   and   thumping   from   upstairs   
that   meant   his   parents   were   awake.    Before   long,   they   would   come   downstairs   and   talk   to   
him   about   his   behavior   at   school,   again.   
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Sam’s   parents   were   all   too   used   to   the   drill.   They   knew   Sam   didn’t   mean   any   harm.   
Accidents   just   followed   poor   Sam,   and   unexpected   things   just   happened   in   every   room   he   
entered.   There   seemed   to   be   no   explanation.     

“What   happened   this   time?”   Sam’s   father,   a   big   burly   man   with   kind   eyes   and   frizzy   
black   hair,   asked.   He   did   not   even   look   at   Sam.   Of   course,   they   would   have   gotten   an   
e-message   from   the   principal   to   tell   them   about   Sam’s   “insidious   behavior   and   negative   
effect   on   the   classroom.”   

“Same   as   usual,”   Sam   replied.   “Erica   got   paint   in   her   hair,   and   everyone   blamed   me.”   

“And   you   didn’t   do   anything?”   his   mom,   a   slender   woman   a   head   shorter   than   his   dad,  
asked   as   she   walked   to   the   fridge   and   pulled   out   a   breakfast   tofu,   which   just   so   happened   to   
be   the   same   as   lunch   and   dinner   tofu:   plain.     

“No,   mom.   I-I   didn't   even   see   it   happen.   I   was   faced   the   other   way.”   

“Did   you   do   your   homework?”   she   asked,   changing   the   subject.    Good,    Sam   thought.    This   
is   going   to   be   a   light   day.    Some   days,   his   parents   asked   all   sorts   of   questions   and   really   tried   
to   figure   out   what   happened.   Other   days,   like   today,   they   just   asked   a   question   or   two   and   
moved   on.   Sam   was   relieved   today   was   the   latter   kind.   

Not   much   later,   Sam’s   parents   had   left   for   work,   while   Sam   brushed   his   teeth   and   got   
ready   to   go   to   bed,   a   splotch   of   toothpaste   had   already   found   its   way   onto   the   t-shirt   he  
wore   to   bed.   Sam   was   rubbing   the   splotch   out   with   his   left   thumb   when   there   was   a   knock   
at   the   back   door.   

It’s   probably   Uncle   Tee   again.    UT,   as   Sam   often   called   him,   sometimes   left   his   keys   at   
work   and   came   back   to   retrieve   them.   He   probably   locked   himself   out   of   the   shop,   so   he’d   
need   to   be   let   back   in.   Sam   wandered   down   the   dim   hall,   down   the   creaky   stairs   to   the   
warped   back   door,   accumulating   another   splotch   and   a   half   on   his   way.     

Sam   knew   better   than   to   open   the   door   without   looking   out   the   peephole   first.   But,   tired   
as   he   was   after   all   that   homework,   Sam   forgot.   He   opened   the   door   wide   and   found   nobody   
there.   He   peered   out   the   door   from   side   to   side,   then   shrugged   and   started   to   close   the   door   
when   he   noticed   his   water   bottle   resting   at   his   feet.     

That’s   bizarro ,   Sam   crinkled   his   forehead.    How   did   you   get   here?   I   guess   I   must   have   
dropped   you   just   before   I   got   home,    he   decided.    Someone   far   nicer   than   most   must   have   
dropped   you   off   here.   
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With   that   mystery   solved,   Sam   headed   back   upstairs   and   went   to   his   tiny   bed   with   
ripped   sheets.   Having   curled   up   so   his   feet   didn’t   stick   over   the   edge,   he   found   sleep   within   
minutes.   

  

  

Sam   woke   up   as   tired   as   a   racing   sloth.   In   his   PJs,   he   drowsily   walked   down   the   hall,   
down   the   creaky   steps,   and   into   the   kitchen.   Bleary   eyed,   he   opened   the   fridge,   pulled   out   
some   breakfast   tofu,   and   sat   at   the   kitchen   table   with   it.   Sam   sat   a   full   three   minutes   before   
he   noticed   that   there   was   a   message   on   the   refrigerator   whiteboard.   

With   sleepy   eyes,   Sam   read   the   words,   recognizing   his   mother’s   handwriting.   
Handwriting   was   an   old   form   of   communication.   Even   this   skill   made   Sam   different   from   his   
classmates.   You   see,   handwriting   was   nearly   obsolete   and   was   now   considered   “old-school”   
communication.   The   Treatment   allows   anyone   to   send   messages   directly   to   friends   and   
family   without   lifting   a   finger.   The   artificial   intelligence   in   that   chip   could   read   your   
thoughts   better   than   you   could.   Or   at   least   most   peoples’   AIs   could.   Sam’s   was   a   bit   
different.   That   was   why   his   family   used   the   message   board   on   the   refrigerator   so   often.   

  

Dear   Sam,   

It   is   amazing   to   me   that   you   are   now   eleven   years   old.   Happy   
birthday!   I’m   so   proud   to   be   your   mom.   We   worked   a   double   
shift   tonight   so   we   can   be   home   with   you   after   school.   

Love,     

-Mom   

P.S.   We   have   something   special   planned   for   tonight.   

  

Sam   had   completely   forgotten   that   today   was   his   birthday.   Birthdays   were   not   often   a   
happy   affair   for   Sam.   It   wasn’t   like   his   parents   could   afford   to   get   him   lavish   presents   or   
take   him   out   to   an   expensive   dinner.   Sam   only   saw   his   parents   for   a   few   minutes   on   most   
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birthdays.   So,   he   learned   long   ago   not   to   expect   anything   on   his   birthday.   Birthdays   were   
much   like   any   other   day.     

Accidents   seemed   more   pronounced   on   his   birthdays,   which   set   Sam’s   neck   hairs   on  
end.   There   was   the   normal,   run-of-the-mill   type   of   accident   that   frequented   him   so   often.   
Then   there   were   the   birthday-level   oddities   like   bricks   falling   off   a   wall,   or   steam   bursting   
from   manholes   up   and   down   the   street.   The   only   reason   to   keep   track   of   birthdays   was   so   
he   would   be   prepared   for   whatever   came   his   way.   

Sam   finished   his   breakfast   and   went   about   his   normal   morning   routine.   He   brushed   his   
teeth,   took   a   sonic   bath,   and   got   dressed   in   his   freshly   cleaned   school   clothes.   As   always,   he   
was   careful   not   to   smudge   his   clothes.   Sam   was   feeling   proud   of   himself   for   having   made   a   
peanut   butter   and   jelly   sandwich   without   making   a   mess.     

Sam   opened   his   water   to   refill   it   from   the   tap.   But   as   soon   as   he   did,   a   puff   of   air   spurted   
out   from   between   the   lid   and   the   metal   bottle.   This   wasn’t   a   problem   for   most   people,   but   
for   Sam,   things   like   this   always   meant   trouble.   A   small   tear   appeared   right   in   the   middle   of   
his   shirt.    Oh   great!    Sam   thought   to   himself.    My   clothes   are   so   old   that   all   it   takes   is   a   puff   of   
air   to   blow   them   apart.     

After   going   back   upstairs   to   change   into   another   shirt,   Sam   returned   to   open   the   bottle.   
Right   before   turning   on   the   faucet,   Sam   noticed   something   inside.   Peering   in,   he   saw   a   clear   
plastic   bag   with   what   looked   like   a   piece   of   paper   nestled   within.   He   quickly   pulled   the   
baggy   out   and   carefully   retrieved   the   paper.   

I   hope   it’s   a   scavenger   hunt,    Sam   wished.   When   Sam   turned   nine,   his   parents   sent   him   on   
a   scavenger   hunt   around   his   neighborhood.   It   was   a   blast.   Sam   followed   clue   after   clue   until   
he   ended   up   downstairs,   where   Uncle   Tee   gave   him   a   double   chocolate   ice   cream   cone.   It   
was   the   real   thing,   not   some   simulation,   so   it   tasted   just   as   it   should,   like   a   creamy   bundle   of   
sweet   and   bitterness   that   tickled   his   tongue.   

But   as   soon   as   the   note   was   in   his   hands,   he   knew   it   wasn’t   a   note   from   his   mom   or   dad.   
The   handwriting   did   not   belong   to   any   of   his   relatives.   On   one   side,   he   read   his   name:   

Sam   Erwin   Buttler   the   1 st   

That’s   odd,    Sam   thought.    You   might   as   well   call   me   Sir   Sam   the   Great.    He   flipped   the   
paper   over   and   read:   

Dear   Sam   Erwin   Buttler   the   1 st ,   
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Be   careful   today.   You   may   see,   hear,   and   encounter   strange   
things   that   don’t   make   sense   because   it’s   your   birthday.   It   will   
be   okay.   I’ll   be   watching   to   make   sure   nothing   bad   happens.   

If   things   go   terribly   wrong,   say   these   words:   

Alpha,   Gamma,   Omega   

I’ll   be   there   in   an   instant   to   help   you.   

Sincerely,   

-   Bender   

(Your   Mentor)   

As   if!    snarked   Sam.   Whoever   returned   his   bottle   must   have   been   playing   a   birthday   
trick   on   Sam.   The   person   obviously   knew   him   well   enough   to   remember   his   middle   name.    It   
could   be   UT     messing   with   me   again.    UT   had   an   odd   sense   of   humor   like   that.    That’s   probably   
it ,   Sam   decided.   

He   put   the   note   down   and   finished   preparing   for   school.   By   the   time   he   reached   school,   
all   thoughts   of   the   notes   were   gone.   He   was   more   concerned   about   how   he   would   get   
through   another   day   without   one   disaster   or   another   befalling   him.   

  

  

Sam’s   least   favorite   subject   at   school   was   art.   Everywhere   he   turned,   it   was   like   a   ticking   
time   bomb   of   explosive   supplies   just   taunting   him   to   breathe   too   loudly.   Fortunately,   he   
didn’t   have   art   class   today.   Instead,   he   had   physical   education,   which   was   Sam’s   next   most   
hated   class.   He   had   a   tendency   to   kick   the   ball   too   soft   or   out   of   bounds   in   kickball.   In   
dodgeball,   the   red   bouncy   ball   always   veered   towards   him,   like   a   self-guided   missile.   

Today,   during   PE,   his   teacher   announced   that   they   would   play   kickball   again.   It   was   
most   of   his   classmates’   favorite   sport.   Sam   groaned   inwardly,   thinking,    I   might   as   well   paint   
a   bullseye   on   my   forehead .   Inevitably,   the   two   captains   who   chose   the   teams   would   pick   him   
last.   It   was   just   how   things   went.   Sure   enough,   Sebastian   Loche   avoided   eye   contact   and   
didn’t   pick   Sam   until   the   only   option   was   him   or   the   playground   squirrels.   
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His   team   was   winning   three   points   to   one   when   Sam   had   to   walk   up   to   home   plate.   
Several   of   his   teammates   groaned   in   anticipation   of   Sam’s   poor   performance.   Billy   Taylor   
bounced   the   ball   toward   Sam.   Oh   no,   thought   Sam   as   he   kicked   at   the   ball.    Please   be   a   good   
kick .   

To   Sam’s   amazement,   the   ball   never   reached   his   foot.   If   it   had,   he   surely   would   have   
messed   up   his   attempted   kick.   Instead,   just   before   he   could   boot   the   ball,   it   launched   away   
over   shortstop,   Sally   Withers,   and   over   the   left   fielder,   Tyrone   Tanner.   The   ball   kept   flying   
over   the   third   grade   classroom,   on   to   destinations   unknown.   

“Run,”   yelled   Sebastian   in   exasperation.   “Run!”   

Flubberdawdled,   Sam   raced   around   first   base,   then   second,   then   third,   and   finally,   home.   
His   teammates   congratulated   him   once   he   crossed   home   base.   “Bonus   sauce!”   “A-maze-ing!”   
“Where   did   that   come   from?”   “Fist   bump   times   five.”   Olly   Schwarts   and   Tanya   Banelli   
clapped   him   on   the   shoulder,   having   just   come   home   themselves.   

The   joy   Sam   felt   at   actually   doing   well   only   lasted   for   a   moment.   When   Tyrone   returned   
from   around   the   third-grade   classroom,   he   held   a   completely   deflated   ball.   This   was   what   
Sam   was   used   to.   

From   both   teams,   Sam   heard   groans   or   hisses.   He   saw   his   teammates   and   opponents   
shake   their   heads   and   roll   their   eyes.   This   was   what   they   all   expected   out   of   him.   To   be   
honest,   this   was   what   Sam   expected   of   himself   too.     

Somehow,   Sam   knew   that   whatever   punted   the   ball   for   him   also   popped   it.    Just   like   every   
other   experience   in   my   life,     everything   good   had   an   equal   and   opposite   consequence.   

  

  

Sam   chose   to   eat   lunch   by   himself   behind   the   second   grade   classroom,   where   none   of   
the   other   boys   and   girls   could   give   him   nasty   looks   or   say   mean   things.   Sam   did   this   a   lot.   
On   occasion   Alex   Druggen,   an   outcast   second   grader,   joined   him.   Today,   Sam   took   pleasure   
in   being   alone.   

Alone,   that   is,   until   Billy   Taylor   and   Sebastian   Loche   rounded   the   corner.   Sam   sensed   
them   before   he   saw   them.   They   looked   angry.   Billy   and   Sebastian   walked   up,   towering   over   
Sam,   as   he   sat   eating   lunch.     
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“You   broke   our   ball,”   Billy   said   menacingly.   

“Now   you’re   gonna   pay,   freak,”   Sebastian   added.   

Billy   kicked   at   Sam.   Sam   braced   for   the   kick,   but   to   everyone’s   surprise,   the   kick   never   
landed.   Instead,   Billy   slipped   and   fell   on   his   duff.   Sam   tried   to   hide   the   giggle   that   bubbled   
up   and   out   of   his   lips   like   a   mouth   fart.   

“You   think   that’s   funny?”   Sebastian   asked.   He   wound   up   and   kicked   at   Sam   as   well.   
Again,   Sam   braced   himself   for   a   crunching   blow.   It   never   came.   He   opened   his   eyes   and  
found   Sebastian   on   the   ground   flailing   madly   beside   Billy   sputtering   loudly   about   “Get   you!”   
and   “Owe,   my   butt!”    They’re   like   the   clowns   that   drew   the   short   straw,    Sam   laughed.     

Both   kids   tried   to   get   up,   but   they   kept   falling   back   to   the   asphalt.   If   Sam   didn’t   know   
better,   he   would   have   thought   they   were   trying   to   stand   up   on   slick   ice   and   being   pushed   
over.   But   it   was   a   warm   spring   day,   and   nothing   could   be   farther   from   the   truth.   After   
several   tries,   they   gave   up   and   crawled   away   before   standing   up.   

Backing   up   farther,   Billy   said,   “You   got   lucky   this   time.”   

“Next   time,   I’m   gonna   pulverize   you   so   bad   your   AI   won’t   recognize   you,”   Sebastian   said.   

This   must   be   a   wackadoodle   dream,    Sam   thought   to   himself.    Otherwise,   this   is   Opposite   
Day.    He   wasn’t   worried   about   the   threat.   After   all,   he   had   been   threatened   plenty   of   times   
by   those   two   before.   What   captured   Sam’s   attention   was   how   and   why   Billy   and   Sebastian   
fell.   Something   about   it   felt   very   similar   to   when   he   “kicked”   the   kickball.   

  

  

On   the   omni-bus   ride   home,   Sam   was   engrossed   in   his   favorite   graphic   novel.   He   was   
trying   to   forget   about   all   the   strangeness   of   the   day.   Graphic   novels   regularly   gave   Sam   a   
way   to   escape   from   a   life   of   odd   events.   Unlike   everyone   else   he   knew,   his   AI   consistently   
failed   to   offer   up   fun   sims,   like   “Mad   Dog   4”   or   “Bubble   Bouncer   and   Elixir   Girl.”   So   he   had   to   
resort   to   antiquated   forms   of   entertainment   to   give   him   an   escape   from   reality.   

Sam   looked   up   from   his   graphic   novel   and   out   the   window   in   a   moment   of   quiet.   There   
were   those   times   in   life   when   Sam   felt   that   something   was   about   to   happen.   Sam   couldn’t   
explain   why   he   looked   up   at   that   moment,   but   he   did.   It   was   as   if   he   felt   something   coming.   
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In   this   instance,   another   bus   careened   its   way   straight   through   a   stoplight   on   Sam’s   side   of   
the   bus.     

The   other   bus   was   not   just   zooming   at   Sam’s   side   of   the   omni-bus,   but   right   at   Sam.   In   
the   flash   of   a   moment,   he   could   see   the   terrified   eyes   of   the   passengers,   the   slight   jostling   of   
the   bicycle   on   the   front   bike   rack,   and   the   scratched   blue   and   orange   paint   on   the   front   left   
corner   of   the   rapidly   approaching   bus.   

Flinching   in   panic,   Sam   flung   up   his   hands,   and   braced   for   impact.   He   closed   his   eyes,   
and   waited   for   the   sound   of   squealing   tires   to   transition   into   crunching   metal.   A   pit   twisted   
inside   his   stomach   as   if   he   was   twirling   inside   out   in   anticipation   of   the   accident.   Sam   heard   
a   popping   sound,   but   the   metal-on-metal   crunching   sound   never   came.     

When   Sam   opened   his   eyes,   his   omni-bus   had   stopped   in   the   middle   of   the   intersection.   
He   looked   from   side   to   side,   craning   his   neck   to   get   his   bearings.   The   tail   part   of   the   bus   that   
was   about   to   crash   into   him   had   passed   through   where   he   was.   

Sam   could   see   the   tail   end   of   the   other   bus   inside   his   bus.   Unlike   any   accident   that   he,   or   
anyone   else,   had   ever   seen,   this   one   didn’t   show   any   signs   of   bent   metal,   broken   tail   lights,   
or   even   a   dent   or   a   scratch.   Instead,   the   two   buses   seemed   to   meld   together.   

Don’t   worry   yourself   though,   because   not   a   single   person   got   hurt.   Even   more   surprising   
than   the   odd   nature   of   the   accident,   Sam   now   sat   on   the   street   corner   with   his   butt   planted   
on   thin   air.   The   moment   he   realized   this,   he   slipped   off   the   unseen   seat   that   held   him   up.   He   
fell   to   the   ground   and   spilled   his   water   bottle   and   lunch   box   from   his   backpack.   The   fact   
that   nobody   noticed   shouldn’t   surprise   you   by   now.   

Still   wubbleflummoxed   by   this   extremely   peculiar   event   -   even   by   Sam’s   standards   -   he   
snatched   up   his   belongings,   slunk   away,   and   walked   the   rest   of   the   way   home.   
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