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For Dana, who wanted a book with her name in it,
and Bosco, who seemed very excited about this project

 (and everything else)
and with all due apologies to H.G. Wells.



“Any sufficiently advanced technology
is indistinguishable from magic.”

 Arthur C. Clarke (“Prophet of the Space Age”) 1917 - 2008
 (Author and Futurist. Possibly the first to imagine placing communications satellites at 

geostationary orbital distance, sometimes called Clarke Orbit or The Clarke Belt.)

“A ship in port is safe, but that’s
not what ships are built for.”

Grace Hopper (“Grandma COBOL”) 1906 - 1992
(Computer Scientist and U.S. Navy rear admiral. Developed one of the first high level 

computer languages and coined the computer science term “compiler.”0)

0 A compiler is a special computer program that turns a high level, human readable (for some 
definition of human) computer language into machine code that a computer can execute.



1

CHAPTER 0 — DISASTER PLAN

It was not ten-year-old Dana Dash’s intent to become one of the most 
important human beings in all of history — not right at that moment, 
anyway. She was thinking about only one thing: how she was going to 

explain this to her parents.
Dana was sitting in the principal’s office. She was soaking wet from 

the sprinklers that had gone off in the science lab, and a puddle was forming 
on the dull gray carpet beneath her uncomfortable plastic chair. Her brown 
wavy hair was caked with plaster dust, and there were white streaks of it 
running down her face, shirt, pants, and shoes. She was waiting for Principal 
Peters to return from the lab, where the bomb squad had been called in 
from New York City to verify that the explosion had only been an air 
pressure demonstration gone awry and not something more nefarious. Her 
parents had been called, and her dad would be there any minute.

It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t her fault that her science fair project had 
exploded. It wasn’t her fault that the school had been evacuated. It wasn’t 
even her fault that the entire Dash-on-Hudson Volunteer Fire Department 
had been mobilized to the school or that the mayor had held a press con-
ference on the playground of Hillhurst Elementary to dispel rumors of  
a terrorist attack while kindergarteners huddled in the background crying 
and waiting for their parents. It really wasn’t her fault. Not this time.

The smug smirk on Matt McCaws’s face — Dana’s jaw clenched 
thinking about it. He’d sabotaged her experiment. She could’ve been killed. 
She was probably going to get expelled. Nobody believed her when she 
protested her innocence and pointed at the mayor’s son. He definitely did 
it on purpose to ruin her experiment, although she doubted he knew how 
badly it would end: with a deafening bang as the steel drum exploded and 
shot upwards, blowing a hole in the ceiling, filling the room with steam, 



2

and knocking one of the fire safety sprinkler’s caps loose. Everybody heard 
the bang. Somebody saw the steam and the dust and the sprinkler and 
pulled the fire alarm, and the whole school ran screaming and crying and 
pushing and shoving out the exits, in no way resembling the calm, orderly 
safety drills they practiced.

Dana had tried to get a teacher’s attention to say it was an accident, 
but there was already too much chaos. And nobody listens to a ten-year-
old girl.

But Principal Peters, who had grabbed his Incident Commander hard 
hat from his office wall where it hung at all times (this wasn’t the first time 
Dana had sat in his office), listened to Matt when he meekly tugged on his 
sleeve and with innocent eyes pointed to Dana. Of course the principal lis-
tened to Matt; Matt was his nephew and the mayor’s son. Principal Peters 
had grabbed Dana by the arm and frog-marched her to his office, bellowing 
about his duty, by law, to enforce school safety. He wouldn’t even let her best 
friend Noah Knight wait with her, unless Noah wanted to be “guilty by 
association.” The principal had hollered that phrase as he slammed the door 
to his office and stomped away to bark orders at the firefighters and police 
officers and teachers and anybody else he could.

So Dana waited — cold, wet, covered in goopy white muck, and 
fuming. The minutes dragged on.

There was a soft tap on the door. “Knock knock,” a voice said.
Dana wasn’t sure what to do. “Uh, who’s there?” said Dana, thinking 

this was the most inappropriate time for a knock-knock joke she could 
imagine.

In response, the door opened, and her science teacher Ms. Astrulabi 
entered and quietly closed the door.

“Oh Dana,” she said, shaking her head, her soft green headscarf 
swaying with the motion. “I’m not sure there’s anything I can do to help 
you this time.”

“But Ms. Astrulabi! It wasn’t my fault! My experiment was safe,  
I showed you last week with the soda can!” Dana protested, feeling her 
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face flush with indignation. “It was Matt. You know he has it in for me. He 
sabotaged the barrel — he put the cap back on while I wasn’t looking!”

“I believe you, Dana. But alas, there’s quite a scene outside. Why did 
you decide to use a larger barrel? The soda can demonstrated the power of 
air pressure quite well. And,” she added, “was quite safe.”

“I know, Ms. Astrulabi. But I wanted to be more impressive for the 
judges. A dinky little can crumpling isn’t the same as a steel barrel implod-
ing. I... I just wanted a good project for the science fair. I wanted to win!”

Dana’s eyes began to fill with tears. Ms. Astrulabi was right. This wasn’t 
like the time Dana let the mice out of the cage. Or when she “borrowed” the 
school’s telescope outside to get a better look at the super moon. This time, 
although she had taken all the proper safety precautions,1 she hadn’t protected 
herself from the human element: sabotage. She hadn’t run the full experiment 
— she was only there during lunchtime to test how long it took to boil the 
water in the larger barrel. How could she know that slimy Matt McCaws 
would want to win the science fair competition so badly he would follow her 
into the lab? He must have heard her say “Make sure cap is removed — check!” 
while she read her safety list. He might not have even known it would explode 
— he just wanted her to fail. And he was going to get his wish.

Dana thought about the scared kids and frantic parents and the news 
crews and the bomb-sniffing dogs and the emergency responders from at 
least five city, state, and federal agencies outside. This was very, very bad.

Down the hallway, Dana could hear voices and the heavy steps of 
Principal Peters. He thrust open the office door and sauntered behind  
his desk, still wearing his Incident Commander hard hat. It was too small 
for his big head and rested on top of his toupee like a cherry on an angry 
orange sundae.

Donald Dash, Dana’s father, walked in behind the principal.
“Bug! Are you ok?” he said, and held open his arms.

1 When conducting potentially dangerous experiments, first put on safety goggles and protective 
gear, and make sure a fire extinguisher is handy. Always. Safety first!
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Dana jumped into his big embrace. She was really going to cry now. 
“Errrrmuuhhkaaay,” she mumbled into his shoulder.

Principal Peters cleared his throat with a Hrrrrumpff, and Mr. Dash let 
go of Dana, smoothing her messy hair as he took a seat. Dana wiped her 
nose on her sleeve and braced herself. As bad as her day had been so far, she 
was pretty sure it was about to get worse.

“Hrrrrumpff.” Principal Peters cleared his throat again. “Mr. Dash,  
I have made my official report to the superintendent. This is a very serious 
matter. And there will be serious consequences.”

“What exactly happened?” Mr. Dash asked, turning to Dana.
“I was only...” Dana started, but Principal Peters cut her off.
“What happened was the consequences of little girls conducting  

dangerous science experiments!” Principal Peter’s jowls wobbled as he tried 
to control himself.

“Dad, it wasn’t...” Dana tried again to explain her side. Principal Peters 
was determined not to let her.

“Your daughter is a menace! Look at the... the havoc! Your daughter 
blew up a school!” He was gripping the edge of his desk so hard his knuckles 
were white.

“Dana, is this true?” her father asked, gently. Her father never raised 
his voice, but when he spoke like this, he was very, very disappointed. 
Dana’s heart sank. He thought it was her fault.

“No, I... Dad, it wasn’t me! Matt McCaws...”
“WAS IT OR WAS IT NOT YOUR BARREL THAT EXPLODED 

IN THE SCIENCE LAB?!?” Principal Peters bellowed.
“Well yes but...” Principal Peters interrupted before Dana could explain 

further.
“AND DID YOU OR DID YOU NOT HAVE PERMISSION TO 

DO THIS EXPERIMENT?!?”
“Well no...” Dana sunk into her chair. She couldn’t argue that point. 

She hadn’t asked.
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“FIRE DEPARTMENTS FROM THREE NEIGHBORING  
VILLAGES!” Principal Peters’ face was red and his eyes were starting to 
bulge, like he was conducting an air pressure experiment on his face.

“NEW YORK STATE EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT!”  
Collections of spittle were forming in the corners of his mouth.

“DEPARTMENT OF HOMELAND SECURITY!” His hairpiece 
was slipping from the effort of keeping the Incident Commander hard hat 
in place.

“THE COAST GUARD!” His hairpiece gave up and slipped loose 
down his forehead. The hard hat tumbled to the desk, bounced once with 
a plastic-y THWACK, and landed at Dana’s feet. She picked it up, and 
would have handed it back to the principal, except he hardly seemed to 
notice. He pushed his hairpiece mostly back in place and continued.

“I cannot overemphasize the embarrassment this has brought down 
on my head! And of course, the disruption to the school!”

“Was anybody hurt?” Mr. Dash asked.
“That,” Principal Peters growled like a bulldog, “is not the point! The 

news is here! The mayor! And if it weren’t for my nephew having the... the 
courage to say something because he saw something, we would have thought 
it was terrorists!”

He pointed to a sign on the wall that was repeated at every school 
assembly and safety drill: If you see something, say something. She hadn’t 
actually seen Matt place the cap back on the barrel, but she had seen him 
running out the science lab’s back door, just as the barrel started making 
loud PINGS. The experiment was supposed to show the power of air pres-
sure by lowering the pressure inside the barrel and causing a very loud, but 
mostly safe, implosion. Dana’s plan was to do this very dramatically for the 
judges, with a velvet curtain staged behind her, and pictures of moon landers 
to show an example where air pressure was no joke. They would have pinned 
the first place ribbon on her right there.

She was definitely not going to win now.



6

Dana realized she had tuned out the frothing bellows of her principal 
as he described to Mr. Dash the events of the day. “...activated the incident 
command system... threat assessment... bomb squad... terrorist watch list...”

“Wait, what?” asked Dana.
“... tell the Department of Homeland Security to put you on the  

terrorist watch list, little girl!”
“Dad, can he really — ”
Mr. Dash shook his head, as if to say, no, of course he can’t, but also, 

this isn’t a good time to question this man’s authority.
“... your permanent record!”
Mr. Dash leaned forward in his chair. Dana could see he was at the 

end of the amount of time he liked to spend talking to people.
“What exactly is a permanent record for a ten-year-old, Principal 

Peters?” he asked.
“It is — I’m going to — she will... be banned from science!” Principal 

Peters sat back triumphantly in his chair and made a noise, probably the 
chair cushion sighing from the large man shifting his weight, but it sounded 
like a fart.

Hearing this — the punishment, not the fart noise — Dana wanted 
to both laugh and cry. You can’t ban me from science! Ridiculous. But oh 
no... what if he said that she...

“...will be banned from entering the science fair...”
Dana felt sick.
“...and from performing science lab experiments for the rest of the 

year...”
Ok, she had seen that one coming.
“...and from participating in all extracurricular activities...”
No astronomy club either? They were doing a lunar observation project 

right now. What did he think she was going to do, blow up the moon? 
Dana looked at Ms. Astrulabi, the club’s advisor. She gave Dana a sympa-
thetic look.
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“...and I will be speaking to Principal Snodgrass at Hillhurst Middle 
School so that these bans continue. It’s no punishment if a child blows up 
the school two weeks before school ends and then goes home for the summer 
— scot-free to a new school next year — No! There will be discipline! And 
order! I have to protect my reputation... uh... the school. Protect the school 
from this... this... willful and reckless girl! She will learn that young ladies 
are supposed to follow rules! I’m sure Principal Snodgrass will agree with 
me that troublemaking girls have no place in a science laboratory!”

Dana felt numb. She couldn’t feel her cold, wet jeans clinging to her 
legs or the ceiling plaster dust caked to her face. Just numb. No science 
labs. No science fairs. No science clubs of any kind. For the rest of her 
schooling, if Principal Peters had his way.

No science.
At that, Dana’s father stood up. He looked like he was gritting his teeth.
“Excuse us, Principal Peters. We’re going home now.”
“Excuse me, Mr. Dash, I wasn’t finished — ” He cleared his throat 

again and resumed his rant, which Dana realized he certainly had practiced 
many times in his head. “And furthermore, Dana will be suspended — ”

“Excuse me, Principal Peters. No. My daughter will be in school 
tomorrow,” said Mr. Dash.

That was not the response Principal Peters was expecting. “Iffhh 
whaaa?”

“You base this suspension on the word of another student. A student 
to whom you are related. You want to suspend my daughter, without even 
the pretense of listening to her version of events.”

“Yes, well, yes...” Principal Peters didn’t seem to know where Mr. Dash 
was going with this, but he was pretty sure he didn’t like it.

“My daughter may be many things — things that you, or others, might 
not want her to be — but she is not a liar. She admits using the science lab 
without authorization. She admits failing to get permission for the experi-
ment. It is logical that she receive punishments correlated to those actions.
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“But the gross negligence of your emergency response plan and the 
subsequent chaos is your fault, not Dana’s. And her role in, not the pos-
session of the barrel, but the explosion of the barrel, is based on the word 
of a boy who is a known bully. If you deny her her rightful access to edu-
cation because of an unreliable witness, and scapegoat her to ease your own 
embarrassment, then I’m certain the Channel Four News team outside 
would relish an interview with Dana as the star witness to a school explo-
sion. And how you stuck her in your office rather than have her checked 
by paramedics. And how the mayor’s son is the real terrorist. Which should 
play well with the voters in your brother-in-law’s primary election next 
month, don’t you think?”

Dana’s jaw dropped about halfway through her father’s speech. She 
had never heard him say so many words so forcefully before. He was not 
a small man, but he had never loomed this large. He seemed to have been 
made taller by the righteousness of his indignation. His sudden defiance 
was another thing the principal was not prepared for today.

 Principal Peters sat in his farty chair, flap-jawed and bulge-eyed, like 
somebody had slapped him in the face with a fish. Or maybe if one fish 
slapped another fish. Yeah, that’s what one fish slapped with another fish 
would look like, she thought: completely, utterly astonished and confused 
by what had just happened.

Ms. Astrulabi, who stood silently against the wall, was biting her lip. 
Was she trying not to laugh?

Mr. Dash put out his hand. Dana stood up and took it, still holding 
Principal Peters’ Incident Commander hard hat. She looked at the principal 
and weighed her options. Throwing it at his fat head, much as she’d like 
to, probably wasn’t a good idea. Her father had just argued her out of  
a suspension. Better not to give them another reason.

On instinct, she put it on her own head.
Dana and her father walked out of the principal’s office. She glanced 

behind her and saw Ms. Astrulabi failing at her attempts to stifle her 
laughter. And she saw Principal Peter, still dumbstruck, fish-face-fish-
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slapped, or perhaps like he had swallowed one of those fish whole.
Mr. Dash let her keep the hat on until they had left the building, 

then took it gently from her head and put it in her hands. Outside, people 
were still milling around the school. With no actual emergency, it had 
turned into an opportunity to chat with neighbors and schedule playdates 
while the kids ran around the playground like the whole thing was one 
extended recess.

They were about to get in the car when Ms. Astrulabi rushed across 
the parking lot.

“Dana!” She was waving something in her hand. A blue piece of paper, 
with a crest at the top.

“Ms. Astrulabi, I’m so sorry I can’t be in the Astronomy Club 
anymore...”

“Never mind that.” She paused as she reached them, a little out of 
breath, headscarf slightly askew. “I have something for you.”

She thrust the paper into Dana’s hands. Dana, who hadn’t known 
what to do with Principal Peter’s precious hat, handed it to Ms. Astrulabi 
in exchange.

“What is it?” she asked, looking at the paper. It looked like a flyer of 
some kind.

“It’s a contest. Another science fair. Over the summer. At a different 
school.” Ms. Astrulabi looked more excited than Dana thought she 
should be, considering that Dana could no longer be president of the 
Astronomy Club.

“A different school?” Mr. Dash asked.
“A science and technology school for girls... well, girls and boys.  

A private school. No connection to this principal or the mayor or anybody 
else who might have, shall we say, undue prejudices. Dana can apply through 
this competition.”

“Oh,” Mr. Dash said, shaking his head. “The Cavor School. We looked 
into it when Dana was younger; she went to a preschool there for a while. 
But private school — it’s not something we can afford.”
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“But,” said Ms. Astrulabi, “the competition prize is a scholarship.” 
Her dark eyes were practically dancing.

A scholarship...
“Considering the state of affairs here,” said Mr. Dash, eyeing Dana’s  

current school, “It’s worth a look.”
They thanked her, and Dana opened her car door, eager to get away 

from this school and this awful day. She startled a little lizard sunning 
itself on the car roof. It made a valiant leap to the pavement and scuttled 
swiftly under another car and out of sight.

As they drove away, Dana leaned her head against the window, gazing 
up at the warm spring sunlight streaming through the tree branches. The 
terribleness of the events played over and over in her mind: the explosion, 
the chaos, her punishment. But as she looked at the flyer her favorite teacher 
had given her, the gears in her head began to turn. Dana knew that most 
kids her age would have still been reeling from a disaster like this, probably 
wanting to take a break for ice cream or candy while they calmed down. 
But not Dana. Dana simply cleared her mind, letting the stress and negative 
feelings drain away, and began working on a new plan.

She certainly wouldn’t say no to the candy, though.

 

From the notebook of Moses Moreau
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CHAPTER 1 — RACING TO WIN

Dana whooped “Kiai-yah!” and jumped over a large pothole rather 
than lose precious seconds going around it. In the air, her right 
leg flashed out in a flying mae geri karate kick to the head of her 

imaginary opponent. She landed back on her wheels.
It was Friday afternoon, one day after the explosion at the school. She 

and Noah were skateboarding, speeding down the steepest part of Big Oak 
Drive, in the village of Dash-on-Hudson. Dana’s hair streamed out from 
under her helmet in a wavy brown tail that did not entirely unresemble  
a flying mop. Noah followed close at her heels, a look of steely determination 
in his eyes, his short black hair windblown in an aerodynamic mohawk. 
He was gaining on her, but Dana intended to win.

As they reached a stop sign, an expensive looking SUV pulled into 
the intersection. Dana launched herself over the hood of the luxury vehicle 
as it screeched to a stop, one hand on the hood as she vaulted over it like 
a streetwise gazelle. Her electric skateboard whistled under the engine of 
the car, narrowly missing the front tires, and emerged on the other side to 
meet her feet, as if it had been in radio contact with her shoes. The car gave 
a long angry blerp of its horn behind her but the sound barely registered 
as Dana continued on her mission.

Noah had chosen a path behind the car and onto the sidewalk. It was 
a safer calculation, but one that cost him valuable seconds. He pushed hard 
to make up the time, even closing the gap a bit on the last straightaway, 
but it was not enough.

“I win!” Dana exclaimed, arms thrust above her head in a victory V 
as they coasted into the Cavor School grounds at the bottom of the hill. 
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“Queen of Skate Mountain! Dash by name, I dash by nature!2”
“Don’t be...” said Noah as he caught his breath, “...too comfortable 

with your crown. I might beat you next time. If you hadn’t almost gotten 
yourself killed with one of your insane stunts...”

“Never!” interrupted Dana, continuing her excessive celebration.  
“I shall forever remain the undisputed champion!” She spun a theatrical 
360-degree turn on her skateboard, ending her triumphant twirl face to 
face with the imposing old house at the center of the Cavor School campus.

Myrtlegrove Manor’s aging architecture was not unusual for the village 
of Dash-on-Hudson, which was part of a constellation of colonial villages3 
that dotted the Hudson River north of New York City. Dana’s father had 
told her stories about Magnus Erisey Dash, the infamous founder of her 
hometown. He was a river pilot, an explorer, a Revolutionary War hero, 
and her many-many-many-greats grandfather. He was also, quite probably, 
a smuggler and a pirate, though this last point had been hotly debated.

Dana Dash, possible descendant of a pirate, gazed up at Myrtlegrove 
Manor.

“You’re sure, when you called the school, they said to come to the old 
manor house, and not to one of the main school buildings over there?” 
asked Noah, pointing to a group of large, very much more modern and 
official-school-administrator-looking structures.

“That’s what they said,” Dana replied, looking from the cluster of 
buildings that seemed to sparkle in the late spring sun, glints of light 
winking off the windowed, white exteriors, and then to the aged stone 
mansion, first floor nearly overtaken by renegade ivy, thick curtains drawn 
across nearly every window. “They already mailed out the contest forms, 

2 Dana had stolen her catch phrase from a character with the last name Swift in a series of old 
books she found on her Dad’s bookshelves and enjoyed reading very much.

3 Irvington was named for the writer, Washington Irving (1783-1859); Tarrytown and Sleepy 
Hollow were locations for his stories of hauntings, curses, and hoaxes: Rip Van Winkle, the 
Headless Horseman, and Dietrich Knickerbocker.
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but said I could still pick them up directly from the Head of School’s office.”
“You would think that a boarding school specializing in science and 

technology would have the forms online,” said Noah.
“Yeah, really,” said Dana. “I guess it’s an old-fashioned boarding 

school first and a science and technology school second. It’s something like 
a hundred and fifty years old.”

“It definitely looks like it,” said Noah, staring at the strange old house. 
“Looks they would take their traditions seriously.”

Dana also found herself gazing at the architecture. She was particularly 
fascinated by a small green domed structure on the east side of the roof. 
It was like a small gazebo that only one person could stand in, or maybe two 
if they were very friendly. Must be solid copper, with a patina that green, Dana 
thought. A short walkway on the roof led from a small attic door to the odd 
copper cupola. Dana’s mother had pointed out such walkways on the roofs 
of various large houses in the area. “Widow’s walk, it’s called,” and she had 
described how the wives of seafaring men would go to the roof and gaze out 
at the sea, hoping each day to see their husband’s ship on the horizon. But 
Dana had never seen a dome like this one. Maybe, she thought, this particular 
wife got tired of waiting in the rain.

“When is the deadline again?” asked Noah, interrupting her thoughts.
“Monday,” said Dana.
“Monday, as in Monday the seventeenth?” Noah asked. Dana nodded. 

“Yikes, Dana. It’s already Friday the fourteenth. That doesn’t leave a lot of 
time to come up with a project idea and write a proposal,” said Noah.

“Yeah. But I’ve already got a few ideas.” She furrowed her brow at the 
thought of her project notebook, still blank. “Anyway, thanks for coming 
with me. It would have been a little scary to come here all by myself.”

“Ha,” said Noah. “You? Scared? I’ve never seen that. Besides, I want 
to go here as much as you do. And no, not just so I don’t have to face middle 
school next year without you.”

Dana laughed at this as she removed her skating helmet and put it  
in her backpack. She pulled out her project notebook and a pencil. It was 
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a little ritual for her. Every new project needed a fresh, quad-ruled lab book 
to begin it right. And, in her mind, this project started right here, right 
now, in the shadow of this dusty old house.

On the front of the lab book she wrote Cavor School STEM Contest.
The campus road deposited them at the manor house, but it wasn’t 

immediately clear where the entrance was. Several large stairways led from 
the road up to sprawling porches, lined with heavy stone columns and 
stained glass windows, but no doors. They walked around the southern 
side of the building, down a wide brick pathway with a small garden off 
to one side. Newly planted, with seedling sprouts emerging from mounds 
of dark soil, dotted with popsicle sticks with the names of the plant written 
in scrawled pencil, it was a quaint contrast to the imposing grandeur of the 
mansion. It even had a shabby scarecrow in a floppy sun hat staked at the 
head of the garden, looking more like a cheerfully straw-stuffed conductor 
of a vegetable orchestra than an ominous presence capable of striking terror 
into passing birds. Dana wondered who at the school would tend a garden 
like this and hoped it wasn’t the students. She opened her mouth to say so 
to Noah, but could see he was eyeing the garden with interest and likely 
thinking the exact opposite.

They rounded the corner of the manor house. A circular drive wound 
around to meet the wide, curved front steps that intersected the porch. The 
only doors they could see were the pair before them — heavy, thickly carved 
dark wood, with large brass rings dangling from the front of each like 
earrings. They walked up the steps.

“Uh, should we...” Noah said, reaching his hand up to grab one of the 
brass rings. The doors dwarfed the two of them, and the sidelight window 
next to the doors that would have given them a glimpse into the entryway 
were mirrored — perhaps not even windows at all.

“Hmmm,” said Dana, taking a step back towards the stairs and glancing 
around. “Ah! Look!” She pointed at a small, luminescent white circle just above 
the ramp, below what looked like a keycard reader. “Doorbell,” she said. The 
doorbell was nestled in a small frame, with a carved crescent on either side. 
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She pushed it, and felt small ridges beneath her fingertip. Looking closer, the 
white doorbell seemed to have, unless Dana was very much mistaken, the same 
markings as a full moon on a clear night. Dana could be mistaken about many 
things — a good scientist has to be willing to make mistakes — but she was 
very rarely wrong about the moon. This house had a moon doorbell. Cool, she 
thought, and wondered if anybody inside would know where she could get one 
for her house. Was there anybody inside?

“Hey, put your ear up to the door and listen if the doorbell is even 
working,” she said to Noah.

Noah pressed his ear up to the wood. “Ok, try again.”
She pushed against the moon again, this time with determination. 

“Anything?”
Noah tried to shake his head while maintaining ear contact with the door. 

There was a small click and the massive doors swung open, slow and silent. 
Dana and Noah exchanged a glance, and she knew they were thinking the 
same thing: big doors that open unexpectedly in creepy empty old houses are 
supposed to creak, even if it was in the middle of a sunny spring afternoon and 
not a dark and moonless night. They walked through the doorway, Dana a 
little more nervous than she would ever have admitted to anyone except Noah.

 The foyer of the house must have taken up half the first floor, and was 
as grand as Dana would have expected: smooth marble floors, walls hung with 
large paintings that reached all the way up to the vaulted ceiling and stained 
glass dome. Directly opposite the entrance was a double staircase with a landing 
in the middle. It had a thick, long swoop of railing Dana couldn’t help but 
picture sliding down.

Several hallways and doors led away from the foyer, and Dana and 
Noah paused, unsure if they should go up the stairs, down a hall, pick  
a door, or wait where they stood.

A voice crackled from an intercom they couldn’t see.
“Hello, how can I help you?”
The voice bounced around the marbled chamber and echoed off the 

glass ceiling, making it difficult to tell where the sound began or ended. 
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Dana wondered if it was a real person speaking or an electronic assistant 
— it was hard to guess with this house whether it was run by high-tech 
robots or old-fashioned servants.

“Hi... I, we’re here to pick up forms for the STEM contest,” she said 
loudly, and — not knowing where the voice was coming from — in no 
direction in particular.

“Down the hall to your left, please,” the hidden speaker said tinnily.
They walked down the hall, past staff portraits and a display case full 

of competition trophies. At the end of the hall was an ordinary door, with 
an ordinary wooden sign that said:

Dr. Cavor
Head of School

Somewhat relieved that something in this place at last looked like  
a normal school, Dana opened the door, and they went in.

The disembodied voice from the speaker belonged to a real live person 
and not a robot. The secretary, an attractive blond, smiled as they entered 
the office and said, “Dr. Cavor stepped out for a minute but will be back 
momentarily. You are welcome to have a seat in the inner office while 
you wait.”

Dana checked the name plaque on the secretary’s desk, smiled, and 
said, “Thanks Kevin!”

The nice young man grinned back at her and said, “No problem  
at all.” He gestured towards a dark blue velvet curtain draped across  
a doorway.

Through the curtain, Dr. Cavor’s office was a large octagonal room, 
with mahogany library shelves on six of the eight walls and stained glass 
windows on the other two. The vaulted ceiling had a brightly colored 
skylight dotted with crystals, and the effect of the afternoon sun streaming 
through panes of colored glass from several directions gave the room an 
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odd, shifting glow, like stepping inside a rainbow. Rainbow-colored shadows 
and miniature rainbow fragments flitted across the shiny wooden floors.

Dana and Noah had a seat, as Kevin had instructed, sinking down 
into two pudgy chairs in front of a sprawling but exceptionally tidy desk, 
built from the same dark wood as the bookshelves. Dana looked around, 
trying to decide if the slightly swimmy feeling she had was due to the 
dancing prism rainbows, the enormous desk that seemed more an intricately 
carved wooden raft than office furniture, the walls of books looming at 
least two stories high, or the chairs that were like sitting on a bag of black 
leather pudding.

Near Dana’s chair was a mahogany umbrella stand; in it rested a black 
umbrella so large and dark that it looked less like an umbrella and more 
like an enormous sleeping bat, its sleek smooth wings cocooned tightly 
around itself. The twisted black handle protruding from a parachute’s worth 
of silken fabric was easily the sleekest, shiniest item in the room, catching 
the corners of the skylight crystal’s rainbows and reflecting as much light 
as the umbrella fabric seemed to absorb. To Dana, it almost seemed to glow.

It was formed into a shape — was that a double helix?4 — that seemed 
to carefully wind around and through itself. Set in the center of the handle 
was a somewhat lumpy stone of blue and orange, swirled together like a piece 
of weirdly-flavored candy. Out of the corner of her eye, the stone seemed 
to sparkle — or was that still the dancing light from the stained glass 
window? When she looked at it directly, it had only a lifeless, flat finish.

Curious, she reached out to touch the stone...
Suddenly the walls of books and shiny floor and colored glass ceiling 

spun around Dana and disappeared. She was no longer sitting in the leather 
chair but was floating, and the rainbow-filled room had been replaced by 
a seemingly infinite blackness. Her arms and legs seemed buoyant but also 
heavy, as if she were frozen solid in a dark lake. In the darkness around her, 
floating like pool toys, were symbols and images, some bobbing near enough 

4 A double helix is the shape of a DNA molecule. It looks like a twisted ladder.
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to reach out and touch if she could move her arms, some winking in the 
distance like stars. She had an overall familiar feeling, like finding a box  
of mementos, or remembering a dream she had had before.

She focused on the object most directly in front of her. It was small and 
darkly orange, irregularly shaped like a rock, or maybe a very lumpy tan-
gerine, and as she looked at it, she had the overwhelming sensation that she 
knew this, this thing floating in the immense void around her. It began to 
rotate slowly in the darkness, and as it spun faster and faster, it swirled messy 
blobs of muted gray and brown around itself, like garbage in a river eddy. 
The swirls began to take shape, first in a wad around the stone, then another 
lump beneath that, and as that lump added a long thin mass to each side 
Dana realized it was starting to look like a human figure, a torso with 
rag-covered arms stretched out from its baggy body and a faceless head 
covered in what looked like a garbage hat. Around it, the inky black had 
shifted too, and now looked more like fog in a moonless sky. It was no longer 
empty either: dense gray forms were gathering in the mist, like a crowd of 
darkening storm clouds shaped like people. They seemed to move in unison 
with the figure, now nearly solid and body-shaped and coming towards her.

Dana wanted to scream. The sound was too thick to escape her throat, 
and her mouth felt like it was stuffed with straw. She wanted to run, or 
kick, or do something — anything! — but her body felt as if it were not 
quite her own. She tried desperately to clench her fists, and she realized 
that she was grasping the spiraled, shiny handle of the black umbrella. 
Almost as if by somebody else’s control, she raised the umbrella to defend 
herself against the approaching terrible lumpy garbage body and the shad-
owy horde it seemed to command. A single glowing green eye blazed to 
life on its face as the figure reached a raggedy arm-like appendage out to 
touch her. She thrust the umbrella in front of her and it burst open, unfurl-
ing itself as the fog began to swallow her.

As suddenly as she had spun into the dark vision, she was spinning 
back out of the gray mist.
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From the notebook of Dana Dash
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CHAPTER 2 — THE DOCTOR IS IN

Dana was back in Dr. Cavor’s office. She jerked her hand away from 
the umbrella as if it had bitten her. “Dana...? Hey, are you ok?” 
asked Noah.

“Ye... Yeah,” she stuttered, her throat now able to make sounds. “Just 
got a shock there... static electricity...”

Her mind was racing. What just happened? She had been in another 
place for a minute. She felt the lingering sensation she had when her alarm 
clock blared to jolt her up for school, when for a few minutes she wasn’t 
sure what was real and what wasn’t. But she’d been awake when she sat 
down, and the squishy chairs were cozy but not so much that she would 
have dozed off. How much time had passed? Noah was looking at her 
quizzically, as if he had asked her a question and she had stopped talking 
mid-sentence.

Dana’s heart was thumping in her chest and her blood was pounding 
in her ears. But she hadn’t moved a muscle from the chair in Dr. Cavor’s 
strangely lit office. She shook her head as if to shake away the feeling of 
immobility, and bounced up and down on the plushy leather cushion just 
a little, just enough to feel something solid. Gravity — gravity was real. 
The chair beneath her was real. Noah beside her was real. She unclenched 
her fist, and saw that her fingernails had dug imprints in the skin of her 
palm. Could it all have been a dream? It had felt real, as real as sitting here 
right now did. Except for the feeling that she couldn’t move, and when she 
had moved it was like being an observer in her own body. Not entirely 
unlike a dream. What other explanation could there be? Had she passed 
out? Had some sort of hallucination? A seizure? A sudden nap attack? Had 
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the strange dancing crystal rainbows hypnotized her into an out-of-body 
experience? How could she figure out what had happened?

Repeat the experiment! The basic tool of the scientific method. She had 
touched the umbrella, and then... something had happened. Try it again 
and see if something happens this time. Two data points are better than one, 
right? She started to reach out her hand, still trembling from the adrenaline 
of the maybe-dream-maybe-not-a-dream...

“Are you sure you’re ok?” asked Noah again. “You’re giving that 
umbrella a very strange look.”

Dana turned to him, not knowing quite what to say. The blue curtain 
slid velvetly aside and a woman entered the room.

She was an ordinary-sized woman, of ordinary age (probably — Dana 
wasn’t very good at judging how old adults were), with ordinary-looking 
glasses perched in the middle of her face where ordinary people ordinarily 
wear them, but the ordinariness about her ended right there at the tip of 
her ordinary nose.

She was wearing clothes that looked, as near as Dana could guess, to 
be taken in equal parts from various museum exhibits and the basement 
of a small-town theater. Dana’s mother dressed very sensibly, and Dana 
was fairly happy to pull on the first clean shirt she found in the morning 
so she was a little unsure what current fashions were, but she was pretty 
sure that what this woman was wearing was not it. Which was a shame 
because, if more people dressed like Victorian space pirates, Dana would 
not think grown-ups were quite so boring.

“Hello children, and welcome to the Cavor School. As you have certainly 
gathered from the sign on the door, you are sitting in the office of Dr. 
Catherine Cavor, and I am she.” Dr. Cavor proceeded to walk around to sit 
behind the very large wooden desk. In contrast to everything else in the 
room, including Dr. Cavor, the chair was a normal desk chair, the same 
kind that Principal Peters had in his office and Dana’s mother had at her 
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desk at home. Her mother frequently complained about how it hurt her 
back when she worked for long stretches of time, as she often did. Somehow, 
Dana could not imagine that Dr. Cavor had ever uttered the phrase  
“lumbar5 support.”

“Kevin has informed me that you would like to enter this year’s STEM 
contest?” Dr. Cavor leaned back slightly in the plain black chair, and it 
squeaked a tiny protest.

Except for the chair, no one said anything. Dana usually took the 
lead, but this time she stared somewhat blankly at Dr. Cavor. Finally Noah 
said, “Um, yes. We wanted to pick up the rules and entry forms. We’re very 
excited about entering.”

“Of course,” said Dr. Cavor. She opened a desk drawer and pulled out 
a folder, leaning forward in her chair to skim its contents. Dana stared at 
Dr. Cavor’s eyes as they darted across pages. The glasses she wore hid her 
eyes somewhat, as glasses tend to do, but from the side where Dana sat, 
she could see Dr. Cavor’s eyes without the glass obstruction. They were 
strange, like opals — fiery and bright, but the color seemed to shift, first 
green, then blue, then gray, then deep black. Dr. Cavor looked up, and the 
color snapped into focus, an ordinary hazel. She pulled some papers out 
of the folder she had been examining.

“It is very pleasing to see children who take the initiative to pick up 
the forms themselves, even if you are quite late in doing so.” Dr. Cavor slid 
the contest forms across the boat of a desk towards the children. Dana was 
still somewhat mute and immobilized. She was trying to focus on Dr. 
Cavor’s words, but she felt a bit whiplashed at snapping from the floating-
space-void-creature-dream (she had decided, until presented with more 
evidence, to call it a dream) back to the very regular form of a pile of papers.

Noah looked at her, then back to Dr. Cavor. “Ok...” he said, “Then 
we’ll, uh, take these...” He stood and took the papers from the edge of the 

5 Lumbar describes the lower part of the spine, made up of five vertebrae (bones) L1–L5. It is 
a common area for people to experience back pain.
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desk and stuffed them into his backpack, then looked to Dana, whose 
mouth was slightly open as if she were about to say something but was not 
making any actual mouth sounds, so he continued. “Well, we’ll be going 
now. It was nice to meet you.”

Dana followed his lead exactly not at all and remained a Dana-esque 
lump in Dr. Cavor’s pudding chair. She tried the mental trick she usually 
did to clear her head of overwhelming feelings, but it wasn’t working. Her 
mind felt like it had been split into two pieces, and trying to focus on a 
single thought was like trying to smoosh two stones together. Dr. Cavor 
gazed through her glasses at Dana, unblinking. Dana returned the look, as 
if they had telepathically agreed to a staring contest for what seemed like 
an agonizing length of time but, in all actuality, was likely the non-blink 
of an eye.

Dana did blink first, and then Dr. Cavor was smiling and opening 
another desk drawer. “Would you children care for a treat? I am very fond 
of Unclaimed Babies,” she said, pulling a bag of candy out of the drawer. 
Dana, for the second time that day, would have wondered if her mind was 
playing tricks on her, except that Noah had not seemed to notice that the 
spell was broken and was still standing between Dr. Cavor’s desk and Dana’s 
chair, tugging at his shirt tails like he did when he was distressed.

Wait, what did she say?
“What are Unclaimed Babies?” Noah asked, continuing to tug at the 

hem of his shirt. Of all the odd-ness about the Cavor School — the strange-
ness of the manor house, the office, Dr. Cavor, and pretty much everything 
that had happened since they set foot on the school grounds — he seemed 
most unnerved by Dana’s complete lack of motion. He had probably never 
seen her sit this still, for this long. Not ever. She probably never had.

Dr. Cavor opened the bag and shook it a little. “Oh yes. I believe they 
are now more commonly called Jelly Babies. They are not entirely unlike 
a Gummy Bear, except it is a baby instead of a bear whose head you bite 
off. Although I like to start at the feet and work my way up.” She took a 
small red jelly candy from the bag and delicately nibbled at its baby shoes. 
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It was Noah’s turn to stare with his mouth open, as if this act of sweet 
cannibalism was just one weird thing too many.

Seeing this, Dana snapped out of her stupor. “Yes, thank you very 
much. Gummy Bears are my favorite.” She reached her hand into the bag 
and pulled forth a small, vaguely-baby-shaped yellow candy. “I think I’ll 
start with the head,” she said, and took a bite.

At this, Noah took Dana by her non-candy-baby-holding hand and 
pulled her gently but very seriously out of the chair, as if to say, That’s quite 
enough of that, it’s time to go right now and I really mean it. Noah was very 
good at communicating a lot of feelings in nonverbal gestures. It was  
a talent Dana greatly admired in him.

“Right... nice to... time to work... nice to meet... I mean, um... thanks,” 
she stammered as Noah pulled her towards the door at a pace that bordered 
on impolite. She barely managed to grab her backpack from next to her chair.

As Noah pushed aside the velvet curtain and pulled her through, she 
cast one last look at the umbrella, still resting innocently in the umbrella 
stand, next to the oddly large desk and the unusual woman, as if it were 
trying desperately to pretend that it was actually the only ordinary thing 
in the whole room. Dr. Cavor looked at them as they left, with that same 
steady, unblinking gaze. Dana couldn’t be sure, but behind her glasses the 
woman’s strange gemstone-like eyes seemed to twinkle.

“Goodbye, children!” she called after them. “Oh look, this one has 
two heads...”

They passed Kevin at his desk, who waved cheerily. Noah, still pulling 
Dana by the hand, rushed past and barely took a second to smile in return. 
Dana waved with the hand Noah wasn’t yanking on — awkwardly, because 
it was also full of backpack. They speed-walked down the corridor with 
the faculty photos and trophy case. Dana feared Noah would break into a 
run through the lobby, but instead he slowed his pace and dropped Dana’s 
hand as they walked across the marble floors. He pushed open the giant 
front door, and when it closed silently behind them, he stopped on the 
manor house porch and looked at Dana.
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“Seriously, Dana. Are you ok?” asked Noah.
“Are you?” she replied, a little concerned but also a little huffy. He 

was the one who dragged her out of there. And refused candy!
“Yeah. Yeah,” he said. “Just, I don’t know, it got weird in there. Right? 

What happened to you? You were like a zombie.”
“I... I’m not sure,” Dana answered, which she realized, now that they 

were outside the building, was the honest truth. She had touched the 
umbrella handle, and then...

“I had some sort of vivid waking dream when I touched that old 
umbrella. It made my head feel really weird.” She sat down on the steps. 
“Maybe I was just nervous, I don’t know. There’s a lot that’s happened since 
yesterday.” She thought of sitting in class this morning, knowing that every 
student there was whispering about or passing notes about or thinking 
about the explosion yesterday. She had gotten through the hours by taking 
deep breaths and reminding herself that as soon as the bell rang, she would 
be going to pick up the contest forms. The contest was going to save her 
from the gossip, from the humiliation, from the injustice of being branded 
a troublemaker and a terrorist-in-the-making. The contest was her best 
hope for keeping science in her life. “I think I just need a minute.”

Noah studied her for a moment, concern in his eyes. “Of course. 
Whatever you need,” he said. He walked down the manor steps and 
towards the garden he had eyed on their way in. Dana was left alone with 
her thoughts.

She could already feel the images fading in her mind, the way a dream 
did after she woke up. What had seemed so real moments ago might be 
totally gone in a few more. Dana opened her new lab book and started 
sketching and jotting down notes before the experience slipped away.

What are the possibilities? The past two days had been stressful, but 
was it really enough to push her into an almost psychotic episode? What 
other explanations are there? Was it down to either insanity or some sort of 
magic mind powers? She had heard the term “daydream” before, but thought 
that merely meant idle thoughts. Is this something other people actually 
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regularly experience?
The strange garbage-monster-zombie-fog-dream-vision was still lurking 

on the edges of her mind, like something she remembered remembering. 
And since she had certainly never been attacked by a floating stone with a 
trash body in a black void filled with — she thought about all the other 
floating images, and fished for what the best way to describe them. Like 
computer icons, like if I had touched any one of them it would have opened up 
into an equally weird vision-memory-dream file. Déjà-vu-space-monster — 
she shook her head, as if to shake off how ridiculous it all sounded. She 
didn’t like that she had no rational explanation. It was all feelings and 
vagueness and speculation, nothing that could be readily quantified.

For now, the best thing to do was to suspend judgment until she had 
more information. Maybe she could get her hands on that umbrella again 
and test her hypothesis. If something real had happened, she might learn 
something extraordinary. If the event couldn’t be replicated and was all in 
her head... well, it would be important to know that too. “Experimentation 
is the collection of data points, and all information is data,” her dad had 
told her. “There’s no such thing as failure in experiments. The unexpected 
result, the rejected hypothesis, yields as much or more information than 
confirmation of what you already believed.”

She sketched the black umbrella — open, as she had seen it in her 
mind. Looking at it, she thought that this was, by far, the weirdest first 
page she had ever included in one of her project journals. As she closed the 
book, she realized that Noah had returned and had probably gotten at least 
a quick glimpse of the page over her shoulder.

“Ready to go?” he asked.
“Yeah. Let’s head over to my house.”
“Sounds good,” he said, but she detected a certain worried tone in 

his voice.
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From the notebook of Catherine Cavor
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CHAPTER 3 — DASH HOME

Nothing helped Dana clear her head more than moving fast. She 
finished ahead of Noah in the race back to her house, but just 
barely. “I win again. Dash by name...”

“Yeah, yeah... dash by nature. I’ve heard that one already,” said Noah. 
“But I almost had you that time. I was ahead...”

“Keep trying, my friend. They don’t call me ‘Dash the Flash’ for 
nothing!”

“Actually, they don’t call you that. No one ever has.”
“Well, if they did, it certainly wouldn’t be for nothing.”
Noah remained quiet, perhaps unsure if it was even possible to disagree 

with that statement.
“I’m home! Noah’s with me!” Dana yelled, as they came through the 

front door, throwing her helmet on the entryway bench.
A muffled reply came from the direction of the basement. Her father 

was, as usual, downstairs in the workshop.
“Hi Mr. Dash!” Noah shouted back.
Noah’s voice was answered by rapid-fire squeal-barks accompanied by 

an escalating thunder of animal footfalls. A large brown dog slid excitedly 
into the entryway like a cartoon, his thick tail whacking back and forth 
against walls and doorways and any part of human or house that got in its 
way. “Ouch!” said Noah, “Take it easy, Bosco!” Hearing his name, Bosco 
rose onto his back legs, put his paws on Noah’s shoulders, and licked his 
face, as his powerful tail continued to motor at the front hall shoe cubbies 
wumpwumpwumpwump.

“This dog,” laughed Noah, pushing Bosco off his shoulders and trying 
now to dodge both tongue and very heavy tail, “was obviously a spectacular 
failure of some sort of breeding program attempting to bioengineer  
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a canine with weapons on both ends.”
Dana laughed too. “Well, the front end doesn’t look very threatening.” 

She pointed to Bosco’s big pink tongue lolling dopily out of the side of his 
mouth that, while containing the usual number of sharp canine teeth, 
looked to be smiling happily as Noah scratched him behind one ear.

Satisfied with a good few minutes of ear-scratching and who’s-a-good-
boy-ing, Bosco allowed them to proceed through the living room and 
kitchen, and downstairs into the basement, padding contentedly after them.

They found the door to the workshop closed and Dana knocked lightly. 
“Dad? Can we come in?”

“Hiya Bug! Don’t let Bosco in, I’m cleaning Chip.”
“Ok,” she said. “We’ll put him outside. Come on boy!”
Dana walked with Noah and Bosco through the downstairs game 

room and out the back door onto the deck.
“What’s a chip?” Noah asked.
“Not what, who. It’s an acronym. The first letters of each word spell 

CHIP; it stands for Closed Head Injury Patient.” Dana took Bosco’s white 
Frisbee from the deck box and his tail motor whirred into action; it wump-
wumpwumped against the deck boards and he squeal-barked until she 
opened the back gate. He bolted down the deck stairs.

“Chip is a red fox who was running around the neighborhood this 
winter until a car hit him. Mom found him in front of our house, and Dad 
built a cage for him in the workshop to try and nurse him back to health. 
They talked about calling animal control, but Dad was afraid they would 
put him down. I don’t know how long we’ll be able to keep him, since he 
is a wild animal and doesn’t belong in a cage. But he’s started to feel like 
part of the family.”

Dana looked down at the bottom of the yard, where Bosco was 
squeal-barking. “Bosco, fetch!” she shouted. She threw the Frisbee over the 
deck railing, over the terraced vegetable garden with its chicken wire cages 
to keep out the deer and other critters, past the terrace lawn with the picnic 
table, and into the woods. Bosco charged after it like he had been given  
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a very serious order to seek and destroy.
“Cool. Can I see this fox?” asked Noah.
“In a minute — Bosco needs a little exercise. He loves the chase, but 

he really doesn’t like being on a leash.” The dog paraded out of the woods, 
back up the hill and the stairs, head high, eyes gleaming, Frisbee proudly 
displayed in his mouth, a few twigs and leaves stuck to his head like trophies 
of a hard-fought battle.

Bosco dropped the Frisbee at her feet. Dana bent down, picked it up, 
and flipped it over the railing again.

“But he certainly makes up for lost walks with the exercise he gets 
running up and down this cliff,” she said.

“Yeah,” Noah said, “A lot of Labradors get fat, but these cliffs seem to 
keep him in good shape. How old is he?”

“We’re not sure exactly, but he’s at least twelve. That’s old for a Lab, 
but he still acts like a puppy.”

Dana continued throwing the Frisbee for Bosco while Noah sat down 
on one of the deck chairs and pulled the STEM contest paperwork out of 
his backpack. After a few minutes, during which Bosco was several times 
praised as a “Good Boy” for bringing back the Frisbee for Dana to throw 
it once again, Noah looked up from the forms and spoke.

“It really does look like a good idea to team up,” he said. “In previous 
years, the team would have to split a scholarship. But this year, we get the 
benefit of collaboration and we each get a full scholarship of our own. It’s  
a good way to reward scientific cooperation.”

Dana stared over the deck railing, watching the Hudson River6 in the 
distance. Henry Hudson — his quest had ended tragically, her mother had 
told her, when his ship became stranded, held captive by the winter ice of 
the immense inland northern sea he called Mare Magnum, now named 

6 Technically the Hudson River is not a river but a tidal estuary, which means that the lower 
half of the river has a tide like the ocean. It was called the Muhheakantuck — “river that 
flows two ways” — by the Mohicans, and later named after explorer Henry Hudson (1565-
1611), who sailed it on his ship the Half Moon, looking for the legendary Northwest Passage.
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Hudson Bay. Dana’s mother told of the hubris of the explorer, his refusal 
to listen to his fellow sailors as they begged him to turn back, their mutiny, 
and how he was set adrift in a small craft on the dark, cold waters with his 
son and a few loyal men, never to be heard from again.

Dana thought about her own inclination to control everything, to do 
it all on her own. “I’d certainly rather have you on my team than be working 
against you,” she said, still gazing at the river as it flowed inland with the 
incoming tide. “And I want to be with you at school next year, wherever 
we are. Either we both win or we don’t, together. We just need to come up 
with an idea we both like. We both like science stuff, but we have very 
different interests.”

Noah got up and joined her at the deck railing. “I’m sure we can figure 
something out.” He smiled, then noticed something on the deck railing. 
“Hey little guy, what are you?” he said, bending to look at a tiny lizard, 
almost the same color as the deck, trying to blend into the wood where the 
railing met the post.

It froze for a second as Noah inched closer, as if realizing its cover had 
been blown and pondering its options. It seemed to decide that between 
fight and flight, it was unlikely to win a battle against the fierce opponent 
that was a ten-year-old boy, and it hurried along the railing in the exact 
opposite direction of Noah. Unfortunately for the lizard, this meant run-
ning directly past a ten-year-old girl. Dana’s hand shot out. She deftly 
scooped the lizard into one hand, cupping her other hand over it. Noah 
raised his eyebrows, impressed, though not especially surprised.

“Ah, we see these a lot. They are really tricky to see — it looked brown 
on the railing but they are actually kinda transparent, so they blend into 
their surroundings. Look.”

She held her cupped hands towards Noah, moving one thumb slightly 
for Noah to peek into the lizard’s makeshift cage. In the shadow of her 
hand, the lizard’s body had a glowy reddish hue, like it was directly on top 
of a flashlight.
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“You can see them better at night. Then they’re pale translucent white, 
almost glow-in-the-dark.”

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” said Noah, “It looks like an anole 
— a small chameleon from down south. But you never see them this far 
north, and it’s also way too small. Is this full grown?”

“I dunno, you’re the biology expert, not me. That’s as big as I’ve ever 
seen them. You really never see these at your house?”

Noah shook his head. “Nope. Not at my house. Or on any of the 
nature walks I’ve done around Dash-on-Hudson. Or anywhere else, either.”

“Well, they certainly like hanging out at our house.”
“Can I have that one? I’d like to take him home and see if I can do  

a little more research.”
Bosco came back up the stairs, but slower this time, and instead of 

returning the Frisbee, he laid it on the deck and then plopped on top of it.
“Ok,” said Dana. “Promise not to hurt him, and that you’ll let him 

go when you’re done.” Dana looked over at Bosco, panting but contented 
on the deck, the Frisbee hidden from sight. “Speaking of done, Bosco is. 
Let’s go inside; Mr. Mystery Lizard can stay out here for now.” She turned 
a small empty flower pot over on top of the lizard, trapping it on the surface 
of the deck table. “Don’t forget to come get it later.”

 

From the notebook of Noah Knight
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They left Bosco on the deck, contentedly gnawing on the white disk 
once he was certain the throw-things-off-the-cliff-into-the-woods game 
was over.7

Dana knocked on the workshop door again. “Bosco’s outside. Can 
we come in?”

“Come on in. I’m just finishing up,” Dana’s father said.
Dana pulled the door open, and they entered the converted garage 

workshop. Their house was old and had been in her family since the Dash 
family had founded Dash-on-Hudson. Dana’s father had converted the garage 
himself and had painted the inside of the garage door and the floor like a 
checkerboard. Shelves with computer and science books hung above work 
tables covered with computer and quadcopter drone parts. One wall contained 
drawings and sketches, some technical-looking, some cartoonish.

In front of the work tables, set like game pieces on the checkerboard 
floor, were two short battered gray file cabinets. On top of one was a medi-
um-sized cage. On top of the other was a frame and harness contraption 
that was holding the injured young fox mostly immobile as Dana’s father 
tended his injuries.

Mr. Dash said, “Noah, meet Chip. Don’t move quickly or make any 
loud noises, but he’s a lot less skittish than he was in the beginning, so if 
you want to touch him you can. Let me finish these bandages first.”

He was tying off strips of white gauze behind the fox’s head. The 
bandages were wound around the fox’s skull in a way that kept the left eye, 
both ears, and the muzzle uncovered. His hands worked quickly as his 
hazel eyes peered over small rimmed glasses.

“So what are you young geniuses up to today?” he asked as he adjusted 
the bandages.

Dana and Noah both started to speak at the same time but Noah 
stopped and let Dana continue, “The science fair at the Cavor School. We 
got the forms!”

7 Chasing is a fun game, but chewing is a good one too.



34

“Right, right,” said Mr. Dash. He cut the last excess material from 
the bandages and stepped away from the table. “Ok, you can pet him now. 
Stay away from his mouth. He hasn’t tried to bite me in a while but he’s 
still a wild animal.”

Noah looked at Dana, who nodded and said, “Go ahead.”
Noah walked slowly towards the table with his hand outstretched, 

and lightly touched the fox’s back. He could feel the fox shaking a little 
as he gently stroked its red-orange fur. “Easy there, Chip,” Noah cooed, 
“It’s okay. The Dash family is taking good care of you.” He stepped back 
and asked, “How long is his recovery going to be? Are you going to release 
him soon?”

Mr. Dash unhooked the harness. “I’m not sure. The wounds are healing 
well. But he’s lost one eye and his behavior is still erratic. He may not ever 
be able to survive on his own in the wild.” He lifted the fox and crossed to 
the cage, placing it gently inside. “He keeps rubbing his head on the cage 
and reopening his wounds. I also had to fill the bottom of his water bowl 
with rocks to weigh it down. He wouldn’t stop knocking it over and trying 
to dig under it.”

Mr. Dash replaced the cage top, and then took off the gloves and 
returned them to one of the drawers. “Someone’s car fender clonked him 
pretty hard on the head and I’m afraid there’s probably permanent brain 
damage. He’s lucky to be alive but I’m not sure how great his life is going 
to be. I should probably find him one of those animal sanctuaries that takes 
in wounded wild creatures, but...” He gazed at the fox, who had curled up 
in a circle in his cage. Then Mr. Dash turned to them and said, “Anyway, 
good to see you, Noah.”

He extended his right hand and Noah shook it. Even when Dana’s 
father smiled, as he did now, Dana could always see that the smile never 
quite reached his eyes — eyes that were so much like her own except they 
always looked somewhat sad. He had once worked in computer science, 
before Dana was born. Now he spent his time at home, taking care of Dana 
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and her mother, fixing up the house and puttering around with an array 
of inventions and projects. Fixing a broken fox was one of the latest.

“Nice to see you too, Mr. Dash,” said Noah, in the serious tone he 
reserved for interacting with adults. He noticed a silver medical bracelet 
on Mr. Dash’s wrist. “Are you allergic to something?”

“Oh yes,” said Mr. Dash. “I’m highly allergic to death.”

  

From the notebook of Donald Dash



36

CHAPTER 4 — COOL IDEAS

Noah’s forehead wrinkled in confusion. “What do you mean, 
you’re allergic to death?”

Dana interjected, “He’s baiting you into discussing his 
religion. That’s a cryonics bracelet he’s wearing.”

“Cryonics?” asked Noah.
“It’s not a religion, exactly,” said Mr. Dash, “but it is a shot at an 

afterlife. The bracelet tells emergency medical personnel that my body will 
be donated to science. I’m signed up to be frozen in liquid nitrogen when 
I die. At near absolute zero,8 the information in my brain will be preserved. 
If some way to save me is ever invented, it would be like I died and came 
back to life.”

“Wild!” said Noah. “Does it cost a lot?”
“It’s not free, but funerals are expensive too — it’s well within most 

people’s means. You buy a life insurance policy...” He trailed off, noticing 
Dana’s dramatic eye-roll. “Well, if you’re interested, you can look it up...” 
he trailed off again.

“So: the Cavor School STEM contest. Dana, you may not remember, 
but you’ve met Dr. Cavor before. You attended daycare at that school. 
Maybe that will help you get chosen.”

Dana said, “Well, first we need an idea for our project proposal.”
“Well, let me know if you mad scientists need any help plotting your 

evil schemes. Otherwise, let me know when you’re ready for dinner.”  
He ruff led Dana’s already messy hair and left them there in the 
workshop.

8 Absolute zero is -273°C or -460°F, which is as cold as you can get. At this temperature, 
molecules stop moving.
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An hour later, Dana and Noah were still discussing ideas. Dana wanted to 
do a mechanical project — she was in the mood to build a cool machine. 
Noah, however, was more interested in biology; he kept coming back to 
projects involving plants and animals.

“Look,” said Dana, “Maybe we should do separate projects. I definitely 
want to use these computer-controlled servos I’ve been playing with.” She 
held up a green control board and a small electric motor. “Robot control 
systems are cool. Coding is cool. Arc welding is cool. I want something 
that moves. Maybe a rocket? And I’m sorry, but I don’t want to grow new 
kinds of mold when we could be the first ten-year-olds to actually put 
something into orbit!” She was getting frustrated.

“Genetics is cool too,” insisted Noah. “Biohacking is cutting edge. 
You can build brand new organisms right in your garage!”

Dana made an effort to calm herself. “Maybe we should take a break. 
Want to play a game? Clue, like we used to? You can be Professor Plum.”

“Ha! Right. I was always Professor Plum. I think you even called me 
that for a whole month in third grade. But don’t you prefer Monopoly?”

“Yeah. I’d eat pretzel rings and put one in my eye as a monocle to look 
like the guy on the box.”

 “Oooh! Pretzels sound good!”
“Snack break!” said Dana. “Be back in a jiffy.” She ran upstairs to grab 

some pretzels and found a jar of Gif9 peanut butter to dip them in.
She slowly walked back down to the workshop, still thinking about 

potential projects.
Noah wasn’t there, but he came in behind her. “I went back out to 

the deck to look at that strange little lizard again,” he said, “but it had 
escaped somehow.”

“Oh yeah, they do that. I’ve caught them before and they’re slippery 
little buggers.”

9 Many people are sure they remember this peanut butter being called one name, even though 
it has always been another. This is an example of the Mandela Effect. Look it up!
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“But how could it? It can’t be strong enough to lift that flower pot.”
“I don’t know,” said Dana. “I had one in a glass jar with some dirt 

and grass once. In the morning the lid was still on but there was only the 
dirt and grass.”

“Weird,” said Noah. He examined black smudges on his fingertips 
and then rubbed them on his shirt. “So, Monopoly?”

“How about something new?” asked Dana. “I have a starter set of 
Elementalist cards.”

“Yeah!” said Noah. “I’ve heard of that. It’s a card game based on that 
cartoon where people summon monsters to battle each other?”

“Sort of. It’s set in a world where people can summon nature spirits, 
called Elementals. But instead of just Earth, Air, Fire, and Water, they can 
summon the whole periodic table.”

“Oh, so there are a hundred and something of them, like the real 
periodic table of elements.”

“Right. But even more than that, because different isotopes of the 
same element can also be summoned and have different abilities. Some are 
magnetic, or radioactive, whatever, which gives those Elementals special 
attack powers.”

Dana got the game and they read through the rules quickly, having 
a good laugh at the part about the Great Wizard Mendeleev,10 and soon 
they were playing a test duel between two Elementals for control of a new 
pocket universe.

Noah had an initial advantage. He started with a period 4 Chromium 
Elemental, and he managed to step up to a period 6 Tungsten Elemental 
named “Wolfram.” Dana had started with period 2 Carbon elemental but 
was only able to step it up to a period 5 Tin elemental named “Stanus.” 
Noah’s larger Elemental might have won, but Dana managed to cleverly 

10 Dimitri Ivanavich Mendeleev (1834-1907) was a Russian chemist who first noticed that the 
chemical properties of elements repeated in a periodic fashion as the atomic masses increased. 
He created the first rudimentary version of the periodic table widely in use today.
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keep the temperature of the pocket universe in a range where Stanus could 
choose to be either solid or liquid. This was enough of an advantage to 
allow Dana to finally eke out a victory.

“I win!” Dana yelled triumphantly.

Noah sighed, then got up and wandered over to look at the drawings 
on the wall. “What is this?” he asked, pointing to a child’s drawing of  
a rainbow-colored dog-like thing.

“Oh, that’s ABC.” Dana replied.
“ABC?”
“Yeah, Alien Bralien Chipalien. He was my imaginary alien fox friend. 

I don’t remember it but my parents tell me I used to tell stories about him 
when I was little. Probably why Dad called his rescue fox Chip.”

“And this drawing here?” Noah pointed to a much better cartoon 
drawing of some people standing on a tiny moon. “That’s your family right? 
Bosco chasing his Frisbee in space. And that’s your mom holding Chip.”

“That’s our Newtonmas card last year. Funny thing though — we 
didn’t actually have Chip yet. My mom asked one of her artist friends to 
do a Christmas card based on the Little Prince story, with all of us on the 
little asteroid. The artist added the fox, because the Little Prince story has 
a magical fox in it. Then a couple months later, presto, we have a fox. Maybe, 
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subconsciously, these pictures are why my dad decided to keep Chip.”
“Huh. Weird coincidence,” said Noah. Then he asked, “What’s 

Newtonmas?”
“Oh, that’s what Dad calls Christmas. He likes to rename holidays 

for famous scientists who were born or died on that day. Sir Isaac Newton, 
who gave us a theory of gravity, and the equations to plot astronomical 
orbits, was born on December twenty-fifth. I was born on January first, 
and Dad says if I do something as impressive as Sir Isaac, someday he can 
change the name of New Year’s Day to Dashmas.”

Noah laughed and looked back at Chip in his cage.
Dana continued, “Unfortunately I may be up against Grace Hopper 

on that. She was one of the first developers of a high-level computer 
language, working on the UNIVAC I.11 She died on January first. Although 
my dad does try to match birthdays first before looking at deathdays.”

Just then Chip started and jumped at the side of the cage, banging 
his head hard against the bars.

“Ow,” said Noah sympathetically, “That looked like it hurt. Maybe 
he needs a bigger cage or something.” Chip started digging and biting at 
his water dish. He splashed a little bit but the rocks in the bottom weighed 
it down and kept it from turning over.

“Dad said that animals can be ok in small spaces as long as their 
basic needs are met. Zoo animals that normally have more than one-hun-
dred-square-kilometer12 territories can survive in habitats smaller than one 
hundred square meters.13” Dana came over to Noah and they stood looking 
at the fox. “Mom says that goes for people too. She works in Manhattan.”

“Hmm,” said Noah, “I wonder how much space human animals really 
need to stay alive?”

11 UNIVAC stands for “Universal Automatic Computer.” The UNIVAC I was one of the first 
widely available mainframe computers.

12 A kilometer is about half a mile. (1km ≈ 0.62 miles)
13 A meter is a little bit longer than a yard. (1m ≈ 3.28 feet)
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